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Chapter 1 
 
The blaring violent light of the muted TV pierces the slits of 
my barely opened eyes. The colours sear uninvited into my 
mind and I fight the urge to vomit over myself and wherever 
this is that I have come to. My face is stuck flat to a sticky 
laminate floor. A warm film of moisture buffers my point of 
contact with the ground in a semi-circular pool that starts at the 
right corner of my mouth and trails down and beyond the 
stubble of my chin. Something is not right with my feet. My 
shoes are wet and pinching. 
 
A burning building fills the centre of the TV screen. I close 
both eyes tight and seek readmission to the solace of the dark 
that preceded my rude awakening. I look for a route back 
towards the empty black fall that is the oblivion, but inside is 
no longer a place to hide. 
I accept that I failed to find the opposite of the void once more 
and reopen my eyes to the reality as it presents itself around 
me. 
The cloudy dull cast of the light. 
The unevenly shaded blues of the wall. 
The musty smell of a home kept alive with a constant 
movement that masks the festering decay that seeps through 
now in the quiet stillness. 
I have no clue how I got here, but at least I've made it back 
home. 
 
The golden flap of the letter box snaps shut on the outer side of 
the front door. The deliverer's shadow further darkens the room 
as he passes the window. A Pacinos Pizza take-away flyer 
hangs suspended in flight to the floor in between black bristly 
teeth on my side of the door. 
I breathe in deeply and try to put back together the pieces of the 



 

 

past that brought me here, but my thoughts refuse to serve up 
the logic that will restore order. The confusion is 
overwhelming, tiresome and familiar. 
There is nothing new or unique about this situation. This is not 
the first time I have been deposited on the floor with an 
amnesic mind in a body reeling as though from a beating. My 
current state is an honest one but still little more than a pose. 
The decline that brought me here was no doubt brutal, but it 
came in degrees that I controlled. My crash brings physical 
pain and perhaps some regret along with it later, but I am safe 
here and there is no chance that I would have allowed myself to 
end up any where else. I am not enough brave or stupid to go 
too far. I bend but never break. The tips of my fingers won’t 
relinquish their hold on a slither of control and dignity. 
There is no need to wallow here. It's all already happened. No 
point in pretending that anything about this particular 
consequence is special or worth a second thought. The details 
of the process that has delivered me back to this exact moment 
are irrelevant. Everything will be repeated. 
 
I gaze back emptily into the TV. The image on the screen is the 
same as it was five minutes or five hours before. Smoke 
continues to billow out from unseen fires within the top of the 
skyscraper. Paper and other indeterminate objects flutter down 
from within it. 
The remote control is out of reach. I will it towards me but it 
refuses to budge. 
I heave up an effort and flop my body across the floor like a 
handicapped swimmer doggy paddling across the bottom of an 
emptied pool to retrieve it. 
I grab up the light grey body of the remote, roll onto my back 
and lift it high above my head in a fluid graceful movement, 
and press the red power button at its centre in the direction of 
the TV. 



 

 

The light does not die. 
The remote is too light. Its batteries have fallen from the 
unprotected back and lie together in perfect union beneath the 
black teak IKEA table that sits between the front door and the 
living room window. 
I kick out to reach them. My flailing, failing, arm succeeds only 
in catching the bottom of the curtain and disturbing the 
precision of the angle at which one of the two screws of the 
curtains' heavy wooden rail holds position within its overly big 
hole in the wall. 
It all crashes down and light invades the room. 
A flowing, dying day of amber, burnt orange and red fills in the 
borders of the chipped white window frames. 
Manchester at dusk. Eternal, cursed and beautiful. 
I contemplate this sky from the floor. Allow it and the flutter of 
dust mites to settle over me. I hold onto the morbid security its 
familiarity gives and reluctantly start to take baby steps back 
towards the life I live under it. 
My eyes drift back to the TV. 
The machine tears silver scar through the icy blue innocence of 
the sky. 
A sudden fiery flash. 



 

 

Chapter 2 
 
It was a cold and wet night. A long line of people queued along 
the pavement of Tib Street, crowding each other and the red 
brick wall of Afleck’s Palace to generate warmth and seek 
protection from the rain that fell heavily from every part of the 
dark sky. 
I didn't worry about the line, or the rain. A significant part of 
my weekly income came from Atlas, the club's head door man, 
who saw me getting out of the taxi, moved out from under the 
red light of the portico, and effortlessly lifted up and out of my 
way a section of the grey metal barrier that formed a semi-
circular ring around the door that the crowd were so keen to 
enter. 
He gave me a warm, white smile and the brightness of his 
perfectly formed teeth stood out against his dark skin and the 
even darker black of the short dreadlocks that hung from his 
head like stunted, sleeping snakes. I clasped the soft pad of his 
open hand, leaving mine passive inside of his until I was sure 
that the wrap of coke was firmly within his grip. 
“A quarter made with a heavy hand, just as monsieur likes,” I 
said into his ear as we fell forward into a momentary embrace. 
He closed his eyes, bowed his head in faux servility, and made 
a slow sweeping motion with his now filled, clenched fist in the 
direction of the steps that led down into the pumping heart of 
the club in the old building’s basement. 
 
North was as close as it got to the black magick days of old 
when the best club in the world was Manchester's very own 
Haçienda. North was grimy, always full, hot as a sauna, and a 
drug fiend's paradise. The similarities between it and the Haç 
ended there, but it was enough. It had to be. 
I knew everybody in North either directly or at one remove. It 
was a bit incestuous but stayed just on the right-side of o-k. 



 

 

Everyone was connected but they moved along on a natural 
gravitational pull that kept the rotation of each individual orbit 
intact, respected and unhindered as it flowed along its course; a 
pretty unique achievement in a city where violence was never 
far away and the desire to impose and assert yourself over 
others was the usual default attitude on an evening out. 
 
At the bottom of the stars I eschewed the bar and the dance 
floor and took a right towards the small dungeons and alcoves 
where the truly fucked up were to be found. At a bit after 
midnight that stage hadn't kicked in yet. Now the pills the 
patrons had dropped in the queue were only just starting to take 
hold, whispering to their hosts that it was time to play and go a 
wandering. 
The walls throbbed and the floor shook in the bassy aftershock 
of the music from the main room. Everybody was milling 
about, taking sips of their drinks and pretending to be normal 
before the transformation came over them. And the 
transformation would certainly come. The drugs always won in 
here. That was the point. People came to get lost. At witching 
hour the congregation came together and got fucking ecstatic 
on the dance floor beneath the music like some tribe of old 
around a camp fire. While the lights were down and the 
temperature was high there was a union inside this place that 
sowed all of the disparate lives together and said we were one. 
I had been privy to many of those experiences. The notion had 
faded for me but I still remembered what it was like to come 
here and believe in it. It was sad but the amazing highs of those 
nights had become second-hand emotions, a habit just like any 
other, and the drugs and this place barely roused me now. I only 
continued to turn up because there was nowhere else to go. 
I took a lot of Ecstasy anyway, looking for some route back to 
that time when coming here was all about letting go and getting 
absolutely fucking cross-eyed. 



 

 

Fleeting pleasures were my lot now, though; flashes of 
recognition that crept up on me like an old friend and surged 
through my body in a rush that forced my eyes wide-open and 
reminded me of something better. Something magnificent. But 
they were only moments, vaunted seconds each harder to come 
by than the next. Forgotten now almost as quickly as they had 
arrived. 
 
An angel grabbed my attention as I scanned the darkness of the 
back room for a familiar face. The pout and the do-not-even-
fucking-think-about-approaching-me attitude was new but this 
angel was familiar. The vision she presented was almost 
identical to that of our solitary New Year's Eve together three 
years earlier. The night perfect strangers had asked if they 
could take her photo, and which ended with my abused eyes 
straining to locate the lines of shit coke that I was snorting from 
her perfectly toned white stomach. 
Jane wore a white lace dress, with a crown of daisies on top of 
her soft blond hair that shone like the sunshine too rarely seen 
in these parts. Her skin had lost its ghostly pallor and been 
made over with a smooth even suntan. She had gained a little 
excess weight, and the innocence in the face of the sixteen year 
old version of her had been made over with a toughness that 
said she had done some not necessarily happy growing up in 
the intervening three years. Some damage had clearly been 
done, but there was still no girl in the club more beautiful than 
her. 
“You look amazing,” I told her. “Where have you been 
hiding?” 
She looked angry at the intrusion and then smiled when she 
saw it was from me. Her eyes looked to the floor in shy 
embarrassment as she automatically forgot her new self, and 
the old me. She caught her  mistake quickly, filed it away 
wherever she stored the rest of the anger and pain, and stared 



 

 

me down from under drooped eye lids with a mastered look 
that bordered disgust and pity. 
“Hiding, Sam? I think you’re confusing us. I’ve been in Ibiza 
working. Not that you give a fuck, so why pretend.” 
“There’s no need for that. I’m just being nice.” 
“I don't do nice, and there’s a lot of need,” she countered. 
She was right. I deserved much worse than bad attitude and an 
evil look. She was only fifteen when I met her. I took her 
virginity and brought her into a world she wasn’t prepared for. 
For six months I treated her like the angel princess that she 
dressed up as on that New Year’s Eve, and then I dropped her 
nastily and without warning when the psychotic love of my life 
told me that she was ready to have me back. 
I sent Jane a text to break the news, and I didn’t answer one of 
the hundreds of calls she made to me in a frantic attempt to 
understand how what she thought was love could be 
extinguished so quickly and without any good reason. 
“Anyway,” Jane added. “The past is a shitty corpse. You mean 
less than nada to me, but I am glad I saw you. Do you want to 
buy some MDMA?” 
“Excuse me?” 
“Drugs, Sam. Real Ecstasy. Crystal MDMA, not the cheap and 
nasty shit people are popping in here. I brought it over myself 
from Amsterdam.” 
I placed the first drug she ever took on the tip of her tongue. A 
quarter of a pill in Gatecrasher in Sheffield. 
I searched the face of this girl before me now for a trace of the 
happiness and trust that had radiated from her then as she 
closed her eyes and took that first communion from me in the 
centre of the heaving dance floor. 
Nothing. That little girl was gone. All grown up and in a bitter 
and snarling decline. 
“What’s wrong, Sam. Don’t look so shocked.” She smiled, 
proud with herself for knocking me out of my stride. 



 

 

“Everybody grows up, you know. You taught me well.” 
She closed her eyes. That beautiful face relaxed. She let go of 
the anger and the innocent, unguarded beauty of the girl that 
she had been crept out for a second as the little shudder of a 
rush swept up and over her. 
I wanted to apologise for the part I had played in the chain of 
events that brought us back here but I knew that it wouldn't be 
well received. It would have just been another lie anyway. My 
more overriding thought was how I might salvage this 
exchange to the point where she would come home with me 
and let me hurt her all over again, 
“I can’t have taught you that well,” I said. “Rule number one: 
don’t get high on your own supply, baby” 
She sniggered, brought her hand up to my face, and ran her 
fingers slowly down over my eyes, nose and lips. I leant into 
her touch. 
“Fuck off, Sam, you cunt,” she whispered into my ear. 
I opened my eyes slowly, hoping to trap the feel of her touch on 
my skin while mentally erasing the words that she had said. 
She was gone. 
In the space just beyond that which my angel had vacated, 
another beatified ghost of the past leant within the shadows of 
the wall, waiting. 
 
He smiled a crooked grin that he fought hard to suppress. He 
fought against it because he was a hard man now, not a kid, and 
there were things between us that needed clearing up. 
At first I didn't even realise it was him who I was looking at. I 
had a strange sense of disassociation; the kind that comes if you 
stare into the mirror until you don't recognise the face in front 
of you that refuses to turn away. 
“I think you owe me a drink,” he said, giving in to the smile. 
Prison had treated him well. He walked to the bar with the 
obligatory hulking gait of a person of his stature and reputation. 



 

 

He pulled off the walk because of who he was. He was not a 
large man, but the fear and illusion that moved within his 
shadow made him appear much bigger and more intimidating. 
The usual flows of information had made it known to me that 
he had finished his time inside living like some kind of king 
behind the turret and high walls that was the castle of HMP 
Strangeways. The younger ones learnt the hard way not to cross 
him and he was in the protection of the old-school Salford lifers 
who understood how valuable he could be to them on the 
outside. 
Locked up in that prison all of his fucked up Tony Montana 
dreams had been realised. The misspelt Latin letters on the 
tattoo that ran along the top of his back had become prophecy- 
the world was his. Somehow. 
“What we drinking then, Sam?” He said, looking at me with 
exaggerated attention and emphasising my name as though he 
didn’t really believe in or trust the fact that it was me who he 
was speaking with. 
“Knock yourself out, Chris,” I told him. “We can call it your 
home coming celebration.” 
He shouted out our order over the heads of the people who 
were waiting patiently in front of us. 
Moet: the thing he considered to be the most expensive item 
available. 
The provocation had started, but I wasn’t going to bite, nor did 
any of those who had been waiting to be served before us. 
While we waited for the Champagne to be brought he nodded 
his head, as though to the music, and looked off and down to 
his side, evaluating how best to start an exchange that we had 
both imagined a thousand times before. 
With his blond fringe falling down across his face, almost 
hiding his eyes, he still looked like the same epitome of a fallen 
angel that he had been since we were little kids, but I didn't 
need to look closer to remember all of the scars that painted a 



 

 

truer picture of the man. The fault lines and imperfections that 
marked his skull and being were just hints at the much deeper 
one that ran right through the very essence of him. The scars 
were just the etched on story of the fury that could manifest 
itself at the most innocuous slight and which once sparked 
gripped him wholly. 
I knew better than anyone who he really was and where he was 
heading. There had never been any other option for him. After 
all these years the few minutes we had spent together showed 
me that he was finally getting there. It was inevitable but it still 
made me sad and I wondered where it was that he imagined 
that same path took me. 
 
He’d been expecting trouble on the night that cost him close to 
five years of his life. He pulled out a meat cleaver when it came 
and sliced it down the front of one of the four people who had 
come at him. The glistening steel forced the rest of the attackers 
back and I dragged him outside before he could do more 
serious damage. 
I bundled us straight to the front of a long taxi queue at the 
bottom of the street, as the sirens of police cars and ambulances 
started to sound in the distance. A Pakistani man with rheumy 
eyes and the smell of bad whisky on his breath started shouting 
and got in Chris's face as we did so. I ignored the man's verbals 
and leant down to the window of the first cab to tell its driver 
where we were going. The man gave me a too high, money up 
front quote for the fare. I agreed, passed him the money, and 
turned back to grab Chris from the pavement. 
Our eyes met in the instant that preceded the punch that lead to 
the racially aggravated assault charge that came to make up the 
meat of his sentence. Inside of that brief exchange he offered 
me the most honest and confounded apology. I started to say 
something to stop him but the stupid angry drunk was dropping 
to the floor before my words could be heard. 



 

 

The noise made when the bones of Chris's sharp right hook 
connected with the man’s skull was like that made by a box of 
eggs when dropped down to a hard floor. It was sickening and 
seemed to reverberate with an aftershock of significance. The 
man and all his bluster deflated to the ground as though he had 
been popped with a pin, and he lay crumpled, silent and twisted 
at his wife's feet like a marionette whose strings had been cut. 
The police sirens were drowned out for a moment by the 
scream of the woman. The same woman who would later stand 
up and lie in court, adding the words “Paki bastard” to what 
had been up until that point a very one-sided conversation. 
I tried to push Chris into the cab but he was too wild now with 
the adrenaline and intensity of the night. He tasted the chaos in 
the air and had no interest in running from it. He wanted to 
meet it head on and to go toe-to-toe with all of the darkness and 
the destruction that it dared to bring him. 
Instead of fleeing and perhaps evading for another time the 
punishment we had always known was coming, Chris decided 
it was an opportune time to eat. 
In the take-away an off-duty prison warden, buying a kebab 
and acting tough in front of some obese slapper he had just 
picked up, asked Chris what his problem was as he paced the 
floor waiting for his order. 
The sirens of the police cars and ambulances were on top of us 
now. The shitty club where it had all begun was less than a 
hundred metres away from where we idiotically stood waiting 
for food. The taxi rank less than fifty. Chris stopped pacing, 
slammed the guy up against the brightly lit, white-tiled wall, 
and rested the blade of the meat cleaver against his neck. 
“This is my fucking problem, mate. Where’s your big mouth 
now?” 
The obsessively sharpened blade drew blood just by touching 
the skin. The man’s face drained of all colour. Blood trickled 
down the blade and onto his tangerine coloured shirt. 



 

 

Crystallised drops of violet splattered onto the dirty wet tiled 
floor, running together with the muddy rain water walked in 
from the street outside the open door. 
I turned my back and walked away in the opposite direction of 
the noise and mayhem he had conjured up all around us. Chris 
shouted after me. I glanced back to see the man cowering on 
the floor with a dark stain widening across the front of his 
white chinos. Chris held out one of the man's chips towards me 
as a peace offering. 
I kept walking. 
I accepted his madness and I tried to soothe it for him when I 
could, but I wasn't going to prison with him. 
 
Chris emptied the last of the champagne that he was drinking 
too fast into his glass. 
“So, let’s talk real business,” he said calmly. 
I had none to discuss with him. He was sure that the opposite 
was true and I knew that the words he was preparing to say 
were paced into the floor of his cell and years in the making. 
“Chris, the coke ain’t a business. It’s how I survive,” I said, 
trying to preempt him. 
“Get t'fuck, Sam, you're doing a lot better than surviving. 
You’re living like a fucking king with your nice motor and posh 
gaff in Salford Quays. Twenty-six Acacia Terrace, right?’ 
I got the threat but I wasn’t afraid. Not because I thought I 
could ever beat him in any fight, but because I knew that no 
matter what happened he could never bring himself to hurt me. 
“Mate, it’s a low-scale deal. I keep my head down and stay off 
everybody's radar.” 
“So we’ll just have to make it a little noisier. I’m out now and 
my name carries weight. Nobody will mess with us. It’ll be like 
the song we used to sing when we were kids selling whizz for 
Jimmy after school on a Friday. You remember, birthdays were 
the worst days, now we drink champagne when we’re thirsty. 



 

 

Look at us here all grown up, doing exactly that. Imagine, Sam, 
every day like this. It’d be brilliant.” 
His face beamed with a big stupid smile. He really believed 
things could be so good, so easy; that we could live life like it 
was a song you just needed to learn the lyrics to in order to 
understand. 
In spite of the devil that was the rage inside of him there was a 
real innocence to Chris. He wasn’t afraid to dream of things. 
He was a kind and generous person for whom the word ego had 
no meaning. My grandmother had loved him because he was 
the most polite and courteous friend I ever had. It wasn’t an act. 
He wasn't angry at the world because sugar butties had been his 
most common childhood meal. He had some kind of moral 
code that transcended the person you would expect him to be. 
He believed in respect and he hated bullies. He was no great 
misunderstood defender of the weak, and he loved the battles 
he could not help but find himself in, but there was something 
genuine and fearless in him. The darkness would rise but there 
was an amazing capacity for wonder in him. 
Looking at his daft, hopeful grin I remembered the day when 
we were on lunch break in the third year of high school. A bin 
truck came up the side road that ran past the yard. Chris took 
off for the gates and ran down the line of the chain-link fence, 
waving and shouting over the noise of the truck as it ate up the 
garbage that was being lifted into the back of it by the sorry, 
grey men who chased behind its stink. 
“Uncle Barry. Uncle Barry. Uncle Barry,” he shouted. 
Ninety-nine-point-nine percent of kids would have died of 
embarrassment to have Uncle Barry, the bin man, going past 
their school. For Chris it was a treat, something outside of the 
monotony, a special event that had never happened before. The 
chance to see his uncle passing by made him feel happy and 
proud. Shame was never allowed to filter his perception of the 
world. 



 

 

“This ain't no song, son,” I told him. “If your name carries so 
much weight, get your own fucking shit together. I’m happy on 
my own and I don’t owe you a thing.” 
He looked hurt. Then his devil kicked in. I saw that vital flash 
in his eyes and his face twitch as he suppressed the urge to 
knock me spark out. 
“I am not your son, son. Chill-the-fuck-out, quickly”, he 
warned me through gritted teeth that inched closer to my face 
as he spoke. 
“Chris, I get an ounce, two max, a week,” I said to him in a 
softer tone. “I get by. I’m not on my way to a million.” 
“Samuel, that is one of the few very small details that is going 
to have to change.” 
I looked at him and understood, perhaps for the first time, how 
the same innocence that I had always thought of as being 
something noble in him was a just unintended consequence of 
his ignorance and stupidity. 
“Christopher.” 
I had heard enough so the rude calling out of his name was a 
welcome interruption. The shout was loud and aggressive and 
came from over my shoulder. Christopher wasn’t a name 
anybody ever used with Chris, nor was this tone advisable. 
“So, Mr Big Time is back home. I’m surprised they let your 
kind in here,” the voice continued. 
“Alright, Bod. Not now, mate,” Chris said, looking down at the 
floor in that nervous way I had seen too many stupid people 
mistake for weakness. 
“Not now?” Bod roared back. “Fucking hell, you’ve been 
inside five minutes and you come out shouting the odds. Show 
some respect to your elders, you big eared cunt. I’m drinking 
Red Stripe.” 
Bod was four or five years older than us. An oversized imbecile 
who had bullied us when we were kids. When we were small, 
he would steal our football. When we got a little older, he 



 

 

would steal our smoke. When we got a little older than that, he 
showed a sensible instinct and stopped trying to take from us 
just as we had decided that we were about to take that decision 
for him. 
This new level of idiocy I thought beyond even him. 
I turned round thinking to make nice; to stop him even at this 
late point from getting himself somewhere he would not want 
to be, but one quick look at his ridiculous, steroid-bloated, 
tanning cab travesty of a face and I decided not to get involved. 
I offered him up, like so many others before, to Chris and the 
fate he had taken it upon himself to dial-up. 
Bod twitched his head at me in acknowledgement of my 
presence and a waft of decay drifted out from his mouth and 
stung at my nostrils. 
I turned back to the bar without a word and watched his dumb, 
smudged reflection in the mirror at its back as he lurched over 
us, attempting to intimidate as though it were still fifteen years 
ago and we were little boys trying to defend our football on 
Saint Mary’s Park. 
He was a big man, only a little smaller than me and Chris 
combined, but he was a coward and had no heart. Nobody liked 
him, not even the people he looked to as his friends; the people 
who were usually forced to save him from situations like this. 
He was alone now, probably too fucking high and giddy to 
notice, and he had badly misjudged the surety of his footing. 
I could almost hear the slow tick-tock that were the seconds as 
Chris decided how best to respond. The decision when it came 
was a fast one. Chris didn’t even bother to look at him when it 
was made. He just swung back his left arm and forced the 
Champagne glass that he was holding up and into Bod’s face. 
Most of the glass splintered and fell away on impact with the 
hard surface of its contact, but the speed and violence of the 
movement meant that a single shard remained intact long 
enough to pierce the skin to the left of Bod’s lip, tearing up 



 

 

through the fleshy part of the cheek and opening it into the 
Joker’s smile to reveal infected gum and his dirty and missing 
teeth. 
“How’s that for respect?” Chris wondered out loud with 
understated curiosity. 
Everything froze. There was a trapped moment of silence. The 
strings of blood hung suspended in the air, illuminating the 
smoky claustrophobia of the space. Then the world rolled 
forward once more and blood erupted violently from the 
wound, spattering people, the line of spirits at the back of the 
bar, and the tall mirror in which I watched it all happen. 
Chris dropped his arm back casually to his side. The decimated 
glass glistened where the dim light caught a thick glob of skin 
and blood hanging from its sharpest point. He released the glass 
to the floor and strode towards the exit, brushing Bod’s 
shoulder softly as he passed. He checked his step and turned 
back to me. 
“We’ll finish this later, Sam. Good seeing you.” 
Bod stared blankly ahead; shocked, unwilling to comprehend 
the severity of what had happened, or perhaps understanding in 
a pure moment of brutal clarity that would forever haunt him 
how his life had just been irrevocably changed. 
Shrill screams rang out at the sight. People pushed back and 
away from the blood and the grotesque image of Bod clawing 
out for imaginary assistance, before falling forward in slow-
motion onto one knee. 
Atlas bound through the crowd that he and his team parted 
indiscriminately like pins at a bowling alley, hungry for the 
action and all the possibilities that it promised. He spotted me 
standing motionless and impassive in the centre of the mayhem, 
blood covering one side of my white shirt, and tore me out 
from the grasp of a member of his team who was reaching out 
to drag me to the floor. 
“Get the fuck out of her,” he screamed as he propelled me back 



 

 

through the chasm in the crowd that they had left in their wake. 
I walked back up the stairs and handed the girl the ticket for my 
coat. 
In the red light of the portico, I dry swallowed two of the pills 
that I had been saving in my jacket pocket, took a deep breath, 
and headed back out into the cold and wet night. 



 

 

Chapter 3 
 
“Fuck the Feds,” said Jay as he eased up out of the deep folds 
of the claret coloured leather arm chair and knelt down on the 
white rug before him. He settled on his haunches before the 
large rectangular glass table, took a shell shaped hazelnut box 
from his pocket, flicked it open with his thumb, and emptied a 
mound of powder onto the cover of a hardback book called 
American Tabloid. He split the powder into two equal lines, 
three inches long, one wide, and slipped a silver straw out from 
the pocket on the breast of his Lacoste polo shirt. He 
disappeared one of the lines in a sharp violent movement, spun 
the straw in my general direction across the table top, and 
relaxed back into his chair. 
Immune. Anaesthetised. Indifferent. 
“”Fuck you.’ The police just smashed down my door after 
watching me sign for a wide screen television with five kg of 
pure coke hidden inside it, and with a simple 'fuck you' I'll be 
good to go?” 
He looked down at me, resting on my knees in the position he 
had just vacated before the table. 
“Nothing is getting smashed down, smart arse. Put your 
handbag away and open your eyes to this, Sam,” he advised 
me. “Big men do not get to high places by accident. Everything 
is sorted. If anybody were to come, it would be a mistake. In 
the highly unlikely case that something does go wrong: you 
keep quiet and wait until somebody who gets paid a lot of 
money to know how arrives to speak for you.” 
His words were clear and assured and his eyes rested in snake 
like slithers across his face, which was equally still and 
expressionless. He was trying to savour the high of his product 
and I was just being a nuisance. He looked away, tired and 
disappointed with me and the tedium of this conversation. 
A small grin crossed his lips as he gazed out through the bay 



 

 

window onto the drive where his Range Rover and brand new 
Mercedes E Class were parked either side of his wife’s 
midnight blue Boxster like some kind of still image from the 
UK version of MTV Cribs. 
The driveway was understated bling and the room around us 
oozed with an even subtler sense of luxurious soothing; soft 
browns and creams punctuated by polished red woods and 
glass. The walls decorated with African tribal masks from 
countries Jay had never visited and a large Moroccan tapestry 
from a market in Marrakesh he hadn’t been bothered to enter 
for himself. 
In the east corner of the room a beautiful bronze Buddha sat on 
top of a thick black marble pedestal. Jay had got this 
commissioned personally in Thailand. His most prized 
possession that his wife had told me he had spent the majority 
of their honeymoon staring at in a dirty little workshop as it 
was forged and crafted from the original hunk of lifeless metal. 
“Stop complicating things, Sam” he said without switching his 
gaze back from the driveway. “It's been a couple of years now. 
You've done well. We've done well. Not one issue in all that 
time. No late payments. A steady, sensible increase in your 
demand. No stupid phone calls at six in the morning. No 
excuses. You've done everything right and now you get the 
chance to step up. Take it, son, you deserve it.” 
In front of me the giant plasma TV screen, submerged within a 
specially made wall and bordered in a dark leather trim to blend 
into the room, played the muted highlights of the previous 
week's United-City match. I picked up the weighty silver straw 
from the table top and took a deep breath to brace myself 
against the intense rush of power and light that was even now 
still a too large line of the best cocaine to be found in 
Manchester. 
 
A little more than two and a half years had passed actually 



 

 

since that morning I came to on the floor of my old flat from 
what I imagined to be just another reawakening from the edge 
of oblivion. 
I'd been mistaken. The pain was the same but the world I woke 
up to was not the one that I had passed out from. More lives 
than usual had been stopped in the most dramatic of fashions 
while I free-fell through that void. New ones had started all the 
same, strangers had still met, and old friends’ paths had 
happened to cross again, but something essential had shifted 
that day. 
Two years on the images of what happened were hardwired into 
the minds' of those who couldn't help but be a witness to them, 
but what purpose it had all served was unclear. Wars and a 
cycle of unnecessary, unending violence seemed to be the 
general idea. Perhaps history would one day offer up some 
contextual conclusions that approached the truth with regards to 
the things that happened and the events that followed, but for 
Jay and I it was simply about the shoes. 
The wet shoes which had pinched at my feet when I awoke that 
afternoon were his. The mess that I stirred myself from on the 
floor was also mostly his work; a wild response that he dragged 
me into after a stand-up screaming match with his girlfriend, an 
old school friend of mine, and an awkward situation that had 
left us two strangers together and alone with drinks to finish. 
The details of exactly how I ended up on my floor wearing his 
wet shoes were sketchy; though they certainly involved large 
volumes of vodka, Red Bull, cocaine, ecstasy, and a fountain in 
front of Manchester town hall. The minutiae of those specifics 
were now an irrelevance, but the fact that his black Rockport 
shoes were exactly the same as mine, but two sizes too small, 
was not. For Jay it would have been no big thing to write off 
the night with a smile and go out and buy a new pair. For me, a 
hundred and fifty pounds was a lot of money then. 
“I told you to fuck off,” he'd screamed as he tore open his front 



 

 

door expecting to find his ex. She had just stormed past me 
without a word on the driveway as I walked up towards the 
house under its oak tree canopy. 
A dull white stain ran beneath both of Jay’s nostrils and his 
eyes popped out of his head like they wanted to do me harm. 
He was confused to find me there rather than the girl and 
couldn’t place my face until he saw his shoes dangling off the 
edge of my hand. 
“Sam,” he stuttered after staring up for a long time into the 
eaves of his wooden porch. “Sorry, mate, I forgot you were 
coming. What a fucking day. Come in.” 
A white block that looked to be about a kilo in weight lay next 
to the edge of the glass table in the centre of his living room. A 
dusty silver table spoon rested beside it. 
“Throw the shoes in the corner and help yourself to that. I 
could do with some company,” he told me as he went out of the 
room before returning quickly with a bottle of red wine and two 
glasses. 
I had caught him in the middle of some kind of emotional 
meltdown. It wouldn't have been right for him to unload the 
true source of his agitation and sorrow onto a near stranger, but 
he needed some release and for somebody to catch him in his 
fall. So he let his guard drop that night and he showed me a 
side of him that I would never see again. 
He wanted me to reassure him and be impressed by who he was 
in the face of the reality that a girl who he loved had just 
walked out on him. Names were dropped and situations alluded 
to and I was left in no doubt that there was substance and some 
serious connections behind his words. The things he was saying 
were as much for his own benefit as they were for mine, but I 
understood that I was in the company of a man who did big 
business with very bad people and the part that he was allowing 
me to see and hear about was nothing more than the icing that 
came from a much bigger cake. 



 

 

I was impressed, and a little surprised. I had only come to 
retrieve my shoes, but I didn't let this escalation of events 
intimidate me, nor did I retreat into my shell and become 
sycophantic. I saw the opportunities inherent in this fortuitous 
consequence and matched him line for line. Drink for drink. 
And as the planes crashed into the Twin Towers on an infinite 
loop on the silent TV screen and the citizens of New York fled 
an apocalyptic avalanche down devastated city streets, we must 
have bonded at some point in-between the beginning and the 
end of it all. 
I passed out for the second straight night and woke up in the 
dawning light on the sofa alone in his living room. My half-
open eyes shot instantly to the centre of the table where the 
block of coke lay gaping. 
I ripped a page from a copy of GQ magazine that lay on the 
floor and folded it around what I guessed was about a half 
ounce. The crumbling powdered mass that I took it from didn't 
even flinch. 
I wrote Cheers! and my mobile number on a piece of paper that 
I found in the kitchen. I attached it to the centre of the fridge's 
door behind a magnet shaped like a monkey, and walked 
outside, wearing my own shoes, into an unseasonably warm 
and bright September afternoon. 
Three days later Jay called, asking me to meet him for a drink 
in the city centre. I was afraid that he had noticed that I had 
stolen from him. He hadn’t. Or if he had, he didn’t care. 
He offered me a job 
 
“I appreciate the opportunity, Jay, but I’m happy with the status 
quo.” 
The lie bit me before the last of the words had been vocalised. I 
wasn't happy with what I had, not anymore. At the beginning it 
had all been fun and games. Overnight, at nineteen years of 
age, I got a direct line to the best coke in the city. And I got 



 

 

paid to get high off it. The quality was so much better than that 
anyone I knew could get their hands on that even when I only 
stamped on it by a third I was still being generous. I went from 
scratching out a living by mostly ripping people off on draw, 
whizz, pills, and weed to making four or five hundred quid in 
just a couple of hours on a Friday night. It would have been 
impossible for me not to enjoy the buzz that came with all of 
that, but the fun had faded and I didn't see how having more 
risk and more money would magically make it exciting all over 
again. 
“You’re smarter than that, Sam. Think ten years into the future. 
Do this right and you’ll be kosher and whoever you want to be 
then,” Jay said, looking away from the window and back at me 
as I held tight to the chair's arms to steel myself against the 
urge to smash up the room that the coke brought on. 
The living room door opened slightly. Through the little wedge 
of a gap that had appeared, a baby in only a nappy crawled into 
the room. Jay’s face beamed into life and he jumped up out of 
his chair to take little Rose in his arms. He blew a raspberry on 
her belly and spun her in circles over his head. She laughed and 
waved her tiny arms and legs in the air. 
I watched them intently. 
“Here she is, Sam, my motivation. Where’s yours? You don’t 
need this now, but take this opportunity and you’ll be able to 
give everything to the people you love when you are. Their 
whole lives will be mapped out for them. Good lives; honest 
and proper ones that will be a whole world away from this one 
that we have to get our hands dirty in now.” 
He sat down on the arm of the sofa and got lost in the little 
baby's eyes, smoothing her curling blond hair down absently as 
he did. 
“The world, Sam, is just a game where the rules have already 
been fixed by the victors, you know that. We started out on the 
wrong team. Rose hasn’t. Keep playing it smart and you can 



 

 

get there too.” 
He'd become my friend I and looked up to him, but I couldn't 
just flick a switch in my head and begin to share in the 
positivity that had overcome him ever since he walked out of 
the private hospital with Rose in his arms. I respected his 
newfound desire to embrace life and the possibilities that it 
could afford us. A part of me wanted to do so too, but his words 
didn’t wash with me. 
I found it ironic, rather than touching, to hear him speaking 
about motivation and his dreams for Rose when it was he who 
had spent the best part of the last two years drumming into my 
head the harsh truths about the reality of this world as he 
filtered it through the books and websites he had too much time 
to read; how freedom was a facade, corruption was total, and 
that hypocrisy and lies defined and underscored every 
significant action. 
“What about your conscience?” I asked him. “Rose will see 
you as one thing without ever knowing the truth of how you got 
there.” 
I didn't give a shit about his answer. I just knew the question 
would wind him up. I had no right to ask for any explanations. 
The world as he had presented it to me was one thing and now 
it was another. I was the one who had to adapt to the new order. 
I didn't really care either way. 
His sudden desire for me to step up and take a bigger part of the 
pie was an extension of this shift in the dynamic, some sort of 
recompense for his need to now look the other way and believe 
in something better without having to worry about what the 
implications of that were for our relationship and the wasted 
coke fuelled hours spent on rants dedicated to conspiracy 
theories and the shitty truth of the world as it could only appear 
to be once you had taken a peak behind the curtain. 
He pulled Rose close to his chest and turned to meet my eye. 
“Conscience? Grow up, Sam. In a world like ours, I’m still on 



 

 

the side of the heroes; the cowboys, the pirates, and all the 
other warriors who have no alternative. It’s not like we’re 
working for The Illuminati. I don't particularly like them, but at 
least the people I, we, work for only bring their ruthlessness 
and destruction to other ruthless people.” 
He carried Rose over to the ledge of the tall bay windows and 
danced her too weak legs along it. 
“And in eighteen-years' time all of this will just be a blurred 
memory anyway,” he said, almost as though to himself. 
On the big screen David Beckham wheeled off into the crowd 
to celebrate a goal. 
I got up from the sofa and picked up the package I had come 
for from the middle of the glass table. 
“Do you know what the best thing is about working for these 
vicious, violent people?” He asked as I turned for the door. 
“The money,” I replied without bothering to look back at him. 
“See you next week.” 
“Wrong,” he retorted in a pitch that suggested I cut the attitude 
and paid attention to the correct answer. 
“The best thing is that we are using them to walk away from 
the darkness in life that has always been all around us. Those 
nasty fuckers love that shit, Sam. They were born to live, 
thrive, and die in it. We're using them to slowly pull ourselves 
out of it.” 
He turned back to the room and lay Rose down to the soft 
carpet, fixing me with a stare as he straightened back up. His 
eyes fully open for the first time since I had been there. 
“You just have to have real understanding and respect for the 
consequences that would come if you fuck up. Understand?” 
Understood. 
 
The cold crispness of the April afternoon crashed into the surge 
from the coke that Jay's presence had stifled inside and a too-
fierce rush of violent intent forced me to halt my step on the 



 

 

driveway and catch my breath. I reached out my arm to steady 
myself against one of the smooth red bricks in the wall as a fog 
of panted air fanned out and died into the space before me.  
It was still early afternoon but there was no trace of the sun up 
in the sky. The expensive houses of Jay's neighbours were half-
hidden behind tall green conifer trees and shrouded beneath the 
thin film of an almost imperceptibly falling grey drizzle. 
The slick black surface of the road, the green wheelie bins 
waiting to be brought in from the pavement, the raindrops that 
hung from the tips of the leaves in the hedgerow; everything 
shimmered a fraction above and beyond the natural plane it was 
supposed to rest on. There was malignant magic in this Salford 
air; a paradoxical, ingrained appreciation of beauty wound up 
inextricably in the dreary fucking ugliness of it all. 
This was a physical part of that darkness Jay spoke of. The 
constant that never stopped. It was there whenever you cared to 
look for it. Whenever the drugs didn't work. The money ran 
out. There was nobody new to fuck, or fuck over. No baby to 
protect. When the mirror refused your stare and you looked out 
of the window into another day where the sun would never 
shine. 
Life here was not lineal. It did not go anywhere. Nobody had 
ever bothered to lay out futures for us because we didn't have 
one. The start and stop of everything had been right in front of 
us from the moment our eyes had learnt to see. 
This profound sense of affliction wasn't universal. Jay and I 
shared a sickness, and some kind of masochistic refusal to walk 
away from the very same thing that we hated but which we 
knew also sustained us. It was that rather than the shoes that 
had really brought us together. 
There were other alternatives to the route we had chosen, but 
they betrayed the nature of everything I had learned to become. 
If you wanted to it was easy to close your eyes for a big sleep 
and wake up twenty years later with deep grey bags under your 



 

 

eyes, a wife you never loved, and a few kids you couldn't afford 
from the piece of shit job that broke your back and spirit a little 
more each day. 
That was never going to be an option for me, but Jay could fuck 
himself and his 5kg of guilt. I was not going to be his 
redemption because, despite what he might have wanted to 
believe, he had never been my salvation. 
We weren't pulling ourselves out of shit. 
Fuck the missing sun. 
Fuck the darkness. 
Fuck me. 


