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place b°
She stopped at the gate and spent a moment taking in the shiny new sign bolted to the wall outside the terraced premises half way along Pilrig Street. The name was picked out in friendly but calm colours, the typography sparky without seeming frivolous. ‘place b.’ it said, all informally lower-case, the full stop an open, bubbly circle rather than a closed black spot. ‘Where you’ll find a genuine alternative to medicine,’ it explained in a smaller font beneath the logo. Along the bottom, in a more sober font, she could read precisely who, and by what credentials, was offering this alternative: 
‘Char. Litton, Consultant. KU. AK.’
She proceeded to the front door, where she rang the bell and was promptly greeted by a smartly dressed young woman who accompanied her to a small waiting-room-cum-office. The young woman sat herself behind a reception desk and took her name, checking the appointment details on her computer.
‘Just take a seat, Mrs Cooper, and I’ll inform the consultant that you’re here.’
She sat on a fresh-smelling leather bench as the receptionist lifted the handset and pushed a button on her phone. ‘Mrs Cooper for you, sir,’ she said quietly.
She barely had time to lift the copy of Alt. Health magazine that was sitting on a low table before a door opened at the far end of the waiting room and a fair-haired man in his forties emerged with a welcoming smile. He wore a charcoal suit but no tie; instead opting for a more relaxed light-grey v-necked top. Rather than merely hold the door, he came right through into the reception area to bid her his greeting and accompany her personally into the consulting room, where he guided her towards one of two high-backed reclining chairs upholstered in the same soft, dark brown leather as the bench. Along one wall she could see a rather clinical-looking tall cupboard and worktop, bearing a computer monitor, a phone, a thermometer and some glass beakers. However, the rest of the room was in reassuringly marked contrast to the tone and décor she had encountered in any GP’s surgery. The room was spacious, high-ceilinged and airy, its spotless, pastel-painted walls adorned with large-framed photographs of brightly coloured landscapes. There were plants and fresh-cut flowers, classical music playing quietly in the background.
She had no sooner taken her ease than the receptionist appeared to offer a choice of herbal teas. No, quite definitely not like any GP consultation and she hadn’t opened her mouth yet.
‘Now, Angela, what can I do for you? Or would you prefer if I call you Mrs Cooper?’
‘No, Angela’s fine, doctor.’
‘Good, though I have to stress that it’s not ‘doctor’. I’m a consultant, though either way, it’s Charles, please. I don’t find it helps anyone for practitioners to put up these sorts of barriers between themselves and their patients. We have to have real communication between us, a genuine connection, before we can ever truly help each other.’
Angela nodded in earnest agreement, at which he smiled.
‘That’s why I believe that before you start telling me what’s wrong with you, you should instead begin by telling me what’s right with you. I want you to tell me about yourself, your whole self, because I’m here to treat a person, not a condition, do you understand?’
‘Absolutely,’ she insisted.
‘I mean, you can give a condition a name, but no two people get the cold the same, do they? For some lucky ones it’s a sniffle into a few hankies, but for others it’s three days in your bed.’
‘More like a week,’ she said with a roll of her eyes.
‘Tell me about it,’ he replied, laughing a little. Then he sat forward in his recliner and said again, more softly, more invitingly: ‘Seriously, tell me about it. Tell me all about it.’
She talked and he listened, very occasionally making an interjection, usually by way of encouraging her to expand further. She only realised how much time had passed when she went to lift her herbal tea and discovered that the cup and its contents were cold.
It had been close to an hour and she had barely scratched the surface of how she was feeling. Nonetheless, she felt assured that he understood her. She felt there was a connection, and that was the crucial thing. He listened.
She’d never had a consultation with her GP like this. Never paid a hundred quid to see her GP either, but she was already feeling like it was money well spent and he hadn’t given her anything yet.
‘So what do you reckon, doct— I mean, Charles. Any hope for me?’ she asked with a little chuckle.
‘I reckon we’ve barely dipped our toes,’ he said, further proving that he got what she’d been telling him. ‘But I think I can prescribe something to be going on with.’
He got up and walked across to the cupboard, taking several small, thin packets from a cabinet and placing them in a pile on the worktop.
‘Are these homeopathic medicines?’ she asked with a slight degree of anxiety, all of it concerned with the possibility that the answer might be in the negative.
‘Yes and no,’ he said. ‘These are not, strictly speaking, homeopathic, but they work on a very similar principle. The pills we prescribe here at the place b. clinic have a success rate almost identical to homoeopathic medicines. Better, in some cases.’
‘What’s the difference?’
‘Well, at the risk of blitzing you with too much jargon, homeopathic tablets are technically classified as Without Approved Therapeutic Indications. You may have seen the wording…’
‘On the packets, yes,’ she agreed.
‘The crucial difference is that ours have clinically proven effects, as well as what are technically classified as “non-disproven therapeutic benefits”.’
‘That sounds great,’ she said with an almost impatient sincerity. ‘It really, really does. I’ve tried all sorts of things, but nothing my GP has prescribed has—’
‘I understand,’ he interrupted. ‘But I must insist you to take these in tandem with your GP prescription, not instead of. It’s a professional courtesy as much as anything else; not that it’s always reciprocated. The thing is, we can’t go completely abandoning conventional medicine can we?’ he asked with a smile. She shook her head: the prospect had crossed her mind.
‘See, I have a lot of doctor friends still practicing conventional medicine, and we in the alt-health world need to keep an open mind about their remedies just as they need to do so about ours. Though I have to say, it’s quite annoying when somebody who has been taking alternative remedies for ages gets a prescription from their GP and then, when their condition clears up, gives the GP’s pills the credit simply because that was the most recent thing they took!’
He handed her the packets of pills, plus her dosage instructions, and accompanied her back to the waiting room, where she took a firm hold of his hand as she expressed her thanks, clutching her pills in her other fist.
‘Now, just before you go, remember it’s vital that you let me know how you are getting on, so come back in a week or so. The more I know, and the more I know about you, I may decide a different place b. remedy is more suited to you. Again, it’s about you, not about what’s wrong with you.’
She thanked him again, then turned eagerly to the receptionist, who had her bill prepared and waiting. 
A few minutes later, she was back on Pilrig Street, looking once more, this time with some satisfaction, at the sign on the wall. 
place b. 
Char. Litton, consultant. KU. AK.
Charles Litton. That’s me. Except it’s not. My name is Jack Parlabane, and I’m a journalist, working an angle on a multi-million-pound scam. When I tell you the details of what I’m about here, it may seem like a lot of work just to get a story, but sometimes the long game is merely a matter of time and patience rather than effort. 
Plus, at a hundred sheets an hour from the likes of Mrs Cooper, I was more than covering exes.
So what’s the script?
Well, I’d admit that in my opinion you can always tell somebody is seriously struggling to make their case against an idea when they say the money could better be spent on schools and hospitals. However, it wouldn’t be hypocritical of me to say that it fair boils my piss to know that every year, millions of pounds of the money that’s supposed to be for hospitals is spent on giving people sugar. Let’s be clear: I don’t mean any kind of metaphorical spoonful of sugar to help the medicine go down. I mean no actual medicine, just very, very expensive sugar. 
And who’s behind this super-scale fraud? Tate & Lyle? Trust me, if they could command these sorts of prices per gram for their sucrose products, they’d be buying out Microsoft. No, to get individuals, not to mention health authorities, to shell out this kind of coin on sugar (I’m not kidding with this: sugar, for fuck’s sake! ) requires a little bit of hocus-pocus known by the name of homeopathy.
Yep, here’s where I’m going to lose a few of you, because you – or at least people you know – utterly swear by the stuff. I’m not saying it isn’t popular: that, in fact, is the problem. More than forty per cent of NHS GPs either prescribe it or refer patients to homeopathists; thirty per cent of health authorities fund this kiddy-onny medicine, and a few years back the taxpayer swallowed a £20 million refit of the Royal London Homeopathic Hospital, one of several such institutions funded by the NHS. The royal household has enthusiastically employed and endorsed homeopathic remedies for several generations (who said in-breeding lowers intelligence – shame on you), with Prince Charles an extremely high-profile public advocate. And to Buckingham Palace’s endorsement, we can add that of the Palace of Westminster too, where in 2007, 206 MPs signed an early day motion in support of NHS homeopathic hospitals.
‘The onus is less on homeopathy to prove itself than on its detractors to prove it necessarily does not work,’ said one of them, that cheeky chappy Lembit Opik, demonstrating that it’s not only his name that’s silly. Try substituting the words ‘voodoo’ or ‘sorcery’ or ‘goat-sacrifice’ for homeopathy in that sentence, then see if it’s easier to spot the minor philosophical flaw in the principle. 
‘We need to keep an open mind,’ was the position of several other signatories, and I would agree, with the caveat that our minds should not be so open that our brains fall out. Keeping an open mind does not mean naively attributing equivalency between two positions irrespective of the evidence. And when money is limited, as it is most inescapably in the NHS, shouldn’t we be spending it on stuff that we know for sure does work?
Here’s a very good indication that homeopathy doesn’t: if it did, then every pharmaceutical company on the planet would be marketing the stuff for all they’re worth.
Why, then, do so many people – intelligent, otherwise rational people – so fervently believe otherwise? More pertinently, why do symptoms sometimes improve; why, more generally, do so many patients say homeopathy makes them feel better? The answer is written on the sign outside my clinic. The remarkable but little-understood human ability to self-heal is sometimes triggered by the mere belief that a given remedy will work, or even simply by the belief that one is in good, caring, healing hands. Hence the placebo effect is often going to kick in when a patient has had a one- or two-hour consultation with a solicitous homeopathist in a calm and cosy environment, as opposed to an NHS average seven-to-ten-minute consultation with a harassed GP in a coldly clinical and often worn-out-looking surgery. The feeling that a patient is being cared for can of itself have a healing effect, as randomised, double-blind trials have consistently shown. It is, in fact, one of the ways by which new drugs are asked to prove themselves: they have to consistently demonstrate better results than are achieved in a placebo control group. Homeopathy consistently doesn’t, but its advocates are adept at marginalising the significance of these findings. Take Dr Timothy Cullis, head of the Edinburgh and Lothian Homeopathic Hospital. (It doesn’t have a casualty department, in case it ever happens to be the nearest facility when you’ve had an accident: sugar can be sticky, but it’s not so effective taken orally when you’re trying to glue someone’s limbs back together.) When asked by a Holyrood committee about the remarkable similarity between the results his remedies recorded and the results achieved by placebos, Timmy quoted his fellow homeopathy advocate, Dr Peter Fisher: ‘It seems more important to define if homeopathists can genuinely control patients’ symptoms and less relevant to have concerns about whether this is due to a “genuine” effect or to influencing the placebo response.’ I’m not a doctor, but I’d have thought it was more important to concentrate on that whole “genuine effect” thing, especially if we’re shelling out millions of pounds a year for a few hundred quid’s worth of sugar. 
The placebo response and the phenomenon of self-healing triggers is an area of medicine that begs extensive research and study. Homeopathists like to make out that they’re in the vanguard of exploring this field. Problem is, they want to have their cake and eat it. You can’t claim to be peddling a therapeutic pill and claim to be engaging the psychosomatic self-healing process. It’s a medicine or it’s a placebo: it can’t be both. And until they admit their sugar pills are merely placebos, homeopathy is not in the vanguard: it’s just in the way.
As the NHS’s own homeopathy website puts it: ‘Around 200 randomised controlled trials evaluating homeopathy have been conducted, and there are also several reviews of these trials. Despite the available research, it has proven difficult to produce clear clinical evidence that homeopathy works.’ Or, to put it more succinctly, it clearly doesn’t.
The British Homeopathic Association has, unsurprisingly, a different take on these results. Firstly they claim that they merely indicate that ‘further research is required’, by which they mean that if they wait long enough, then statistical probability will eventually throw them a set of results from the flattering end of the bell-curve, and they’ll trumpet those as ‘definitive’. But just in case Godot doesn’t show up any time soon, they’ve got their excuses prepared, with ‘many Complimentary and Alternative Medicine (CAM) practitioners believing that conventional research methods are not suitable tools with which to investigate CAM’. Thus for all the BHA say further research is required, they remain rather resistant to further research employing that same stuffy old scientific methodology that keeps delivering bad news.
Timothy’s point is that the whole homeopathic doctor-patient loveliness is an inextricable part of a holistic process, hence not only can’t you isolate the ‘medicine’ itself for testing, but nor can you ask homeopathic practitioners to participate in randomised double-blind placebo testing. The homeopathist knowing it’s even a randomised possibility that he’s prescribing a placebo could, apparently, somehow interfere with the magic. And as sceptics are wont to point out, how indeed do you get a placebo control group when the medicine in question (a sucrose tablet) is indistinguishable from a placebo (also, usually, a sucrose tablet)?
Something of an impasse, I’m sure you’d agree. So how come I’m calling myself Charles Litton and seeing patients at the shiny new ‘place b.’ alternative medicine clinic? Well, some time back I happened upon an extremely valuable piece of information, and hit upon a means of constructing a genuinely double-blind experiment: one in which not only neither the patient nor the homeopath knows whether placebos are being prescribed, but in which neither even knows they are part of the trial.
The key to it all is a small company called Sucrosanto. I read about them briefly in the local evening paper, in a piece about the regeneration of a rather run-down light-industrial estate in Corstorphine. I wasn’t even reading the piece, just skimming through the story next to it, about an archaeological find in Liberton, when my eye happened to catch the phrase ‘fought off stiff competition from several other suppliers to grab the exclusive contract to supply several key drugs to the Edinburgh and Lothian Homeopathic Hospital’. Sucrosanto, it turned out, were the ELHH’s conveniently local sole source of Bryonia, Chamomilla, Arsen, Nux Vom and Aconite, five of its most commonly prescribed remedies.
If the ELHH practices alternative medicine, then it would be fair to say that I have been known to practice what might be termed alternative journalism, and this wee nugget provided the impetus for a wee bit of just that. Before doing anything, though, I ran the idea past my wife, Sarah. Being a doctor, she was able to provide me with valuable contacts and technical assistance, as well as giving the project the ethical once-over. However, being my wife, she couldn’t allow herself to be nothing but helpful, and found it imperative to throw down a familiar condition.
‘You are not allowed to go breaking into this place, Jack,’ she told me, and not in a smiley, jokey, but-I-know-you-will-anyway-you-irascible-sexy-thing-you kind of way.
Busted – but not all the way back to the drawing board. Rather, Sarah’s insistence led to a fairly inspired refinement to the scheme, so I was able to give her my solemn promise. Besides, she only said I wasn’t allowed to go breaking into the place.
It took only a few weeks to get place b. up and running, with the choice of décor and furniture the most taxing aspect of the start-up process. Fortunately, you don’t need any kind of licence or indeed any authorised credentials whatsoever in order to set yourself up as an alternative therapist. As of this year, you’re not allowed to make specific claims about your practice without proof of therapeutic effectiveness, but nobody in this business is dumb enough to do that. Keep it vague, that’s the key. Never tell them what you’re trying to achieve and the punters can never claim you didn’t deliver. Look at Boots – they’re flogging packets of homeopathic pills bearing the keys-up, cannae-catch-us phrase: ‘without approved therapeutic indications’. It tells you on the fucking box that it doesn’t work, but it’s proving no impediment to sales. That’s Boots as in Boots the chemist, though perhaps it ought to now read Boots the shameless, whoring, snake-oil peddlers.
I took out some ads in local papers and a few carefully selected publications, while Sarah got some GP friends of hers to make some referrals. The patients they recommended me to were not misled about anything other than my name. They were informed that this was an experimental therapy, that I was not medically qualified, that the remedies I was likely to prescribe were not clinically proven, and that nor would any of it come cheap. All of these warnings proved as effective a disincentive as the admission on the Boots packets. The plan was that I would front this charade one day a week. In practice, I found myself opening three and could have filled the diary for five. The thought that I was in the wrong business did cross my mind a few times as I overheard my friend Laura, who was posing as my receptionist, speaking on the telephone politely turning new patients away.
Sarah’s connections allowed me to furnish myself with a generous supply – a super-abundance, in fact, despite my clinic’s popularity – of official, clinical test-standard placebo pills. However, cheap as these came, it always pays to shop around, so I also set up an account with Sucrosanto and placed orders for several of their signature products. Being an enthusiastic, new and locally based customer, I felt I ought to introduce myself personally to my new supplier, and suggested the ideal time to do so might be on a guided tour of their facility. Sucrosanto’s sales manager Sandy Gifford heartily concurred.
The operation was accommodated within a compact little two-storey compound, a brand new construction largely surrounded by Seventies-built low-rises in varying states of disrepair or demolition. On the rainy Tuesday morning when I visited, Sandy was showing the ropes to a shy but eager young trainee lab technician named Carol. I was accompanied by Laura’s boyfriend Michael, posing as a student doing work experience at the clinic. He was dressed in a suit and tie for the occasion, but this only served to make him look even more like a student because of the sheer incongruity the effect conveyed. Michael is doing a PhD in astronomy, and his normal dress sense reflects the fact that he and his peers spend a lot of time hanging about in the dark.
Sandy convened us initially in his office, where I asked him to walk me through the company’s ordering and shipping procedures. He showed me the place b. orders on his computer screen and explained the serial system that let them track precisely which pills went to which client, down to the individual packet, which bore the corresponding number.
‘It’s industry standard for British National Formulary pharmaceuticals. Homeopathic remedies aren’t required to comply with those regulations, but some of us believe it’s only a matter of time before they’re either accepted on to the BNF or just forced to toe the same line by new legislation. Either way, we prefer to be ahead of the game.’
Sandy then took us into the lab, where he talked us through the whole process, ‘With apologies to Mr Litton, who is bound to be a lot more familiar with this information than young Carol here.’
‘Don’t take anything as read on my account,’ I assured him. ‘One can always learn something new. Besides, the theory behind homeopathy is something I never tire of hearing,’ I added truthfully, though neglected to elaborate that this was because it gets funnier every time.
‘The father of homeopathy was a German physician by the name of Samuel Hahnemann. The term comes from the Greek: homos meaning similar and pathos meaning suffering, giving the principle that like cures like. This principle wasn’t Hahnemann’s, though: it was first suggested in ancient Greek times by Hippocrates, and given that he was the founder of the world’s first hospital, we can safely say that he knew what he was about.
Sandy directed his words mainly at Carol as he warmed to his theme with the alacrity of a proud father telling his kids about the family business.
‘Now, back in the 1790s, a trusted remedy for malaria was cinchona bark, which is a source of quinine. Hahnemann was intrigued by the fact that this bark, when taken by a healthy person, caused symptoms similar to malaria, and experimented by taking small doses of it himself, precipitating fever, thirst and palpitations: all associated with malaria. From this, he devised his Law of Similars, as he called it, whereby diseases can be cured by substances that precipitate the same symptoms.’
‘Such vision,’ I said, smiling and shaking my head with apparent awe, ‘to devise such a wide-reaching law on the basis of that single observation.’
Yeah, sarky me, but I had to say something to cover the fact that I was trying very hard to suppress a laugh. Hahnemann took a tiny quantity of cinchona bark – his reports state four grams, making the active ingredient utterly minute – and had a very nasty reaction to it, but it never struck the boy that he may simply have been allergic to quinine. Thus was overlooked a simple, rational explanation for the symptoms he experienced, and instead we now have an international pseudo-scientific movement whose founding principle is in fact based on one man’s misreading of his own unusual pathology. 
‘Hahnemann was way ahead of his time,’ Sandy went on. ‘He understood that these substances could trigger the body’s ability to heal itself. You could say he anticipated modern immunology, though he took a different route. Immunology uses small quantities of the disease itself to stimulate the immune system, but the principle is the same, and he pioneered it. Though it’s not strictly true to say it was all on the basis of his work with cinchona bark. Hahnemann further experimented with giving people small doses of other substances known to cause disease-like symptoms: arsenic and strychnine, for instance.’
Carol’s eyes bulged at this point. ‘He gave them poison?’ she asked.
‘In small doses – ever decreasing doses, in fact, Carol, and you have actually nudged us towards the most amazing discovery at the root of homeopathy. Hahnemann’s patients experienced some understandably unpleasant side effects as a consequence of what they were taking, so he began reducing the dosage by dilution. And the astonishing, utterly counter-intuitive result was that the greater the dilution, the fewer such symptoms the patients suffered. Diluting the medicine made it more, rather than less, effective, and thus he came up with his Law of Infinitesimals.’
Michael and I nodded as soberly as we could, but Carol’s expression was one of naked incomprehension, wondering did she hear right, wondering perhaps if her faculties just weren’t up to grasping this complicated stuff. No, Carol, pet, you heard right and your expression indicates your faculties are serving you well. Break it down: Hahnemann gave people poison, which made them ill. When they took smaller doses of poison, they felt less ill. Contra-intuitive or what! Eat less poison – feel better. What were the fucking odds? And when that’s the level of observation and deduction it started from, it’s no surprise that homeopathy later progressed to frequently prescribing the same substances to treat completely conflicting maladies. Constipation and diarrhoea, for instance, are both treatable by sulphur, as we are told on Boots’ homeopathy website.
Sandy directed us to a machine housing a number of transparent cylinders filled with clear fluid.
‘Dilution enhanced the therapeutic properties of Hahnemann’s remedies, and it therefore holds that the more they are diluted, the more effective they become. You follow?’ he asked Carol.
‘Eh, yeah, okay,’ she stumbled.
‘I know, I know,’ Sandy assured her with a smile (as well as a knowing look to me). ‘We all find it hard to get our heads around at first. A lot of things in science are counter-intuitive. But as long as you follow the principle.’
‘Less is more,’ she suggested.
‘Very good. And by extrapolation, a lot less is a lot more. Following Hahnemann’s method, we take an extract of a substance, which we call the mother tincture, and we dilute it in ten parts water.’ With this, he pressed a button on the machine and we watched a small quantity of fluid siphon from one chamber into another. A second button caused the receiving chamber to suddenly vibrate, the cylinder shaken back and forth about a central vertical axis.
‘According to Hahnemann, this succession process is crucial, because it releases dynamic forces within the solution which are intensified with each further dilution.’
‘So it’s very much a case of shaken, not stirred,’ I offered.
‘Very good, Mr Bond,’ Sandy accepted with an approving chuckle. ‘And of course, we then repeat the process, taking the new solution and diluting an extract from it by the same ratio.’
‘With the therapeutic effectiveness increasing by a corresponding degree?’ Carol asked.
‘Indeed. Which is why when we talk about homeopathic solutions, we describe the degree of dilution as their “potency”, and the higher the degree of dilution, the higher the potency.’
‘How high does it get?’ Carol asked.
‘Homeopathic dilutions are by the hundredfold, which is why we denote the degree of dilution by the letter c, giving us a 1c for one part in a hundred.’
‘And 2c would be two parts in a hundred, or one in fifty?’ Carol asked.
‘No, 2c would be the 1c solution diluted by the same degree, giving you one part in ten thousand. So you can imagine how potent the solution must be by the time we reach 30c, and some remedies come in at 100c!’
I could vividly imagine how potent the solution would be at 30c. At 24x – that’s diluting by a ratio of a mere one in ten, not one in a hundred, twenty-four times – you reach what is known as the dilution limit, meaning that the chances of there being a single molecule of the original substance in any given sample of the solution are very close to zero. At a ‘potency’ of 30c – that’s a one with sixty zeroes after it, by the way - a helping of tincture the size of a teardrop would need to be dissolved in a quantity of water one hundred million times the size of our galaxy.
‘But surely, at that level of dilution—’ Carol began.
‘There can’t be any of the tincture remaining?’ Sandy anticipated. ‘Yes, this is the part that baffles the scientists, so don’t be too hard on yourself if you’re having trouble grasping it. The problem the scientists have is that they are entrenched in thinking about these things in molecular terms. This phenomenon may force them to reconsider a few of their own certainties, something they are unsurprisingly reluctant to do. Truth is, nobody is quite sure how it works, but it is believed to constitute evidence that water has a kind of memory, that water in fact functions almost like a liquid hard drive, and somehow stores information about what has been dissolved in it through changes in its own structure.’
So, to recap, we’ve got a solution containing no molecules of the original tincture, but this is explained by a hypothesis – with no supporting evidence whatsoever – postulating that water has a memory. But if water has a memory, then what else might water be remembering? We are seventy per cent water ourselves, after all, and statistically speaking, every breath you take contains at last one atom previously breathed by – and therefore previously constituting a part of – Albert Einstein. That’s a far higher concentration of Einstein in your body than concentration of tincture in a homeopathic remedy. Problem is, in the case of homeopathy advocates, the Einstein molecule is diluted entirely in pure-strain pillock, and the paradoxical dilution-improves-efficacy principle doesn’t appear to be making these people any smarter. Like cures like, and less is more. I notice, however, that nobody’s selling a homeopathic contraceptive. Surely according to Hahnemann’s principles, if somebody had a wank and they diluted the sperm… or should they get a wee bit of a baby – maybe the umbilical cord – and dilute that?
Sandy led us out of the lab to the automated production line, where trays of pills were being conveyed on a belt beneath a machine dispensing individual droplets.
‘And here, as you can see, are the sucrose pillules, which function as the delivery system. A single droplet is absorbed by each tablet, and allowed to evaporate before we place the pillules in blister packs. This, as you will see next door, is one hundred per cent automated, as it is vital that the pillules are not touched; even the patient taking them is advised to pop the pack and drop the pill directly on to their tongue.’
Yeah. Like I said: sugar.
‘Why?’ asked Michael.
‘It’s due to the risk of them being contaminated by absorbing any substances they come into contact with on the skin, which could render them useless.’
Michael just about suppressed a smirk. I refrained from asking whether sugar’s implied memory was as important as water’s. Meanwhile, poor Carol looked like she was imminently about to have a vocational crisis.
As Sandy ushered us towards the door to the packaging centre, I announced with an embarrassed apology that I needed to visit the little homeopathist’s room. ‘All this talk of water and solutions,’ I added.
Michael intercepted Sandy as he offered to show me the way, asking a question about the regulation of the droplet volume. I assured him I knew where I was going, which was true: I was going straight back to Sandy’s office to access his computer while Michael kept him talking.
With the PC still connected to the local network under Sandy’s log-in, I had full-clearance user privileges. I began where Sandy had left off, with my own account details still up when I shook the PC from its screen-saving slumber. I made a few important alterations to my order, involving a small change to the shipping date and a very large change to the quantities.
Next, I pulled up the security section and accessed the plant’s CCTV recordings, copying certain files to my flash drive (and when I say copy, I’m talking more ctrl-x than ctrl-c). Thus in a few brief minutes, I laid the groundwork for – but would, crucially, not need to personally execute – the perfect robbery.
A short time after my visit, I paid Timothy Cullis a visit at the ELHH. The high windows of his dual-aspect office took in the Meadows, the Castle and Salisbury Craig, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much normal sugar you’d have to flog to buy a view like that. Timothy was a nervously earnest individual in his late forties who reminded me uncomfortably of Tony Blair. He oozed a cloying, well-intentioned sincerity as he looked you in the eye, but you got the impression some cold, deeper part of him distrusted you on sight and was counting the seconds until you were removed from his presence.
‘I appreciate you seeing me at short notice,’ I told him. ‘But like I said on the phone, this is a pressing matter that I am sure you would want to be made aware of as soon as possible.’
‘Yes indeed. Which is why I’m hoping you can be a little less vague now that you’re here, Mr Parlabane.’ As he spoke, he eyed the black folder I had in my lap. We both knew this was the skinny, but I wasn’t cutting to the chase quite yet.
‘Certainly. First, forgive me for asking again, but now you’ve had time to look into it, are you aware of any negative effects being suffered by patients here recently, or any downturn in the effectiveness of your remedies?’
‘I haven’t really had time to look into it, but very generally, no, everything is running as normal, as far as I am informed. Why shouldn’t it be?’
I took the folder from my lap and placed it on his desk.
‘I received this yesterday,’ I said. ‘And though I’m not obliged to do so, I felt I ought to let you know about this before we run the story.’
I opened the folder and finally showed him the contents, spreading the pages across the broad expanse of sugar-funded mahogany.
‘This was sent to me by an anonymous protest group. These are CCTV stills showing the interior of the Sucrosanto plant in Corstorphine, taken five weeks ago.’
Timothy stood up and lifted one of the images. It showed two blurred figures dressed in black, ski-masks obscuring their faces, inside the packing centre.
‘These close-ups aren’t from CCTV: these are from the intruders’ own video footage of the break-in. As you can see, they have recorded themselves removing the blister packs from serial-numbered Sucrosanto packets and replacing them with blister packs of their own. They were very methodical. They took precise note of the range of serial numbers, which you can see on this page here. According to the accompanying letter, these serial numbers should correspond with your orders last month of Bryonia, Chamomilla, and Aconite, three of your most commonly prescribed remedies.’
‘What have they replaced them with?’ he asked, looking as livid as he was worried. It was my guess that ‘poison’ would be a preferable answer to the one he was truly dreading.
‘According to the letter, patients prescribed Bryonia, Chamomilla and Aconite have been taking clinical test-standard placebos for the past month. Harmless in and of themselves, but what worried me, naturally, were the consequences of patients taking placebos in place of vital prescribed drugs. However, as you just said, everything’s running as normal and nobody has noticed any change, so clearly it could have been a lot worse.’
Timothy swallowed and took a moment to compose himself. He took a step back and folded his arms.
‘Clearly,’ he said. ‘this is something that will require more than cursory examination, Mr Parlabane. It may well be a lot worse. I will have to investigate thoroughly, find out when these replacement drugs were prescribed and who to, bring in the patients concerned and make sure they haven’t suffered any harm.’
‘Absolutely. How soon can you let me know your findings?’
‘I couldn’t say. This may take some time.’
‘I’ll be in touch,’ I assured him.
The break-in story ran the next day. Took a bit longer than that for Timothy to get back to me with his findings, not for want of me calling to ask though. Nor was there much emerging from the polis regarding the break-in. They were unable to work out how the intruders gained entry without setting off the alarm system, and were further frustrated by the fact that the CCTV files for the night in question had been erased from Sucrosanto’s system.
‘It’s as if they were never there,’ a police source told me.
What Timothy was able to tell me was that there had been little need for him to get in touch with individual affected patients: they had been streaming in unbidden, swamping the hospital’s appointments schedule, uniformly reporting deterioration of their various symptoms. I wondered how many experienced a sudden worsening of their condition before they heard about the great pill-switch.
To make matters worse for poor Sucrosanto, they suddenly found themselves clean out of Bryonia, Chamomilla, and Aconite at precisely the same time as the ELHH was urgently requesting huge quantities of all three to replace the contaminated supplies they’d been forced to junk. Fortunately, Charles Litton was able to come to their rescue. He called up to inform them that some clerical error at Sucrosanto’s end had led to place b. taking delivery of massively surplus quantities of Bryonia, Chamomilla, Arsen, Nux Vom and Aconite.
‘Probably a computer error,’ I suggested to him. ‘I think a couple of zeroes got added to all of our orders. Either that or we got a hospital order by mistake. Anyway, if you can arrange an uplift and please ensure we’re not invoiced for this lot…’
‘Of course, Mr Litton, of course. We’ll have someone round to collect the supplies within the hour.’
‘The hour? That’s sharp.’
‘Serendipitous, Mr Litton. You may not know it, but you’re a life-saver.’
‘Albeit I’m not allowed to make such claims for my therapies.’
Weeks went past with Timothy still unable – or unprepared – to report his findings. A month slowly turned into two, and two into three. I was patient. I had closed up place b. after a month, and had my own findings – as recorded by the participating GPs – ready to produce when the time came.
After fully four months, Timothy was finally able to report his findings, though not merely to me. He called a press conference in the ELHH’s lecture theatre, where he was to make a major announcement regarding a breakthrough in homeopathic research. It was a surprisingly busy affair, with journalists present from a few of the nationals, as well as representing several ‘body and spirit’ (ie woo) publications. Timothy called the room to order and proceeded to read from a prepared statement.
‘A few months ago, as you are all aware, some maliciously intentioned and thoroughly uninformed individuals, in a misguided act of protest, broke into the Sucrosanto facility in Edinburgh and replaced our supplies of three homeopathic remedies with clinical trial placebos. This was the cause of a great deal of upset and distress to many of our patients, to whom we have made our profuse apologies. However, in their attempt to discredit homeopathy, these so-called protesters have in fact inadvertently managed precisely the opposite, because I can reveal that the results of their unapproved double-blind test have been quite the opposite of what I am sure they were anticipating.’
It almost seems superfluous to state that he was looking directly at me when he said this. ‘As the paper my assistant is distributing shows, a significant number of patients suffered a marked deterioration in their symptoms as a result of this sabotage. But just as significantly, they enjoyed an equally marked improvement after the resumption of their correct homeopathic prescriptions.
‘These, I must stress, were independent, medically verified changes in symptoms, not merely anecdotal verbal accounts of patients saying they generally felt better or worse. This therefore constitutes very strong evidence of the efficacy of homeopathic remedies as being far and above placebo levels. I will be publishing a paper presenting a more detailed analysis of the results, but even at this early stage I feel confident that this could be the breakthrough that homeopathic research has long been waiting for.’
Timothy then took questions, mainly from the tame hacks of the woo glossies, who teed up for him with lots of ‘can you confirm’s’ and ‘would you agree’s’. I waited with easy patience: I’d waited four months as it was, there was no rush. Timothy wasn’t in a hurry to call me either. I was the ghost at the feast, but both of us knew he’d need to give me the floor at some point, being the person who broke the original story, and to whom the protestors had sent their materials. It wasn’t merely to remind him of this that I held up another black folder instead of merely raising my hand.
‘Mr Parlabane,’ he acknowledged, with over-state weariness. ‘How can I help you?’
‘Well, I’d hold off firing into that research paper if I were you,’ I told him, removing a page from the folder as I got to my feet. ‘There’s been a wee development regarding your protestors. They have released the CCTV files they procured covering the night of the break-in. This is a print-out of a still from one of those files, with a time-stamp matching one of the original stills they sent me. As you can see, it shows the packing centre at Sucrosanto, but with nobody in it. Here, however, is a still showing the two protestors posing against a blank background. The two images were then combined using Photoshop to create a fake composite. There was no break-in. Your patients experienced – how was it you put it? – a marked deterioration of their symptoms while taking precisely what they were prescribed here at the ELHH.’
Timothy came over a little pale at this point. I toyed with asking if he could do with some Arsen or Nux Vom. 
‘All of which is not to say that a pill-switch did not take place,’ I continued. ‘It most certainly did. As Sucrosanto will confirm, the large quantities of remedies they supplied you to replace your supposedly contaminated stocks were, due to a computer error, first delivered, a couple of days before, to the place b. alternative therapy practice in Pilrig Street. And it was at place b. that the close-up footage of the switch was filmed. Again, Sucrosanto will confirm the serial numbers involved, and they will demonstrate that your patients experienced – once more in your words - an equally marked improvement, while taking clinical trial placebos.
‘The place b. clinic, as the name suggests, was also prescribing placebos during its trial month of operation, though the consultation and prescription was carried out by a completely unqualified individual: me. I have the independent, medically verified results of its therapies here for anyone who wants them, and though the sampling is admittedly small, they do show symptomatic improvement levels consistent with every clinical trial of homeopathy. Any comment, Doctor Cullis?’
The look on Timmy’s face was, well, let’s just say it would be vulgar to attempt to place a value upon it… 
Of course, the final irony was that all of my efforts turned out to have something of the homeopathic about them: i.e., they did absolutely fuck all. Homeopathy remains as popular – and trusted – as ever, and continues to be available on the NHS.
Sugar, anyone?



Out of the Flesh
Restorative Justice, they cry it. That’s what happens when wee scrotes like you get sat doon wi’ their victims, mano a mano, kinda like you and me are daein’ the noo. It’s a process of talking and understanding, as opposed tae a chance for the likes ay me tae batter your melt in for tryin’ tae tan my hoose. The idea is that us victims can put a face tae the cheeky midden that wheeched wur stereos, and yous can see that the gear you’re pochlin’ actually belongs tae somebody. Cause you think it’s a gemme, don’t you? Just aboot no’ gettin’ caught, and anyway, the hooses are insured, so it’s naebody’s loss, right? So the aim is tae make you realise that it’s folk you’re stealin’ fae, and that it does a lot mair damage than the price ay a glazier and a phone call tae Direct Line.
Aye. Restorative justice. Just a wee blether tae make us baith feel better, that’s the theory. Except it normally happens efter the courts and the polis are through wi’ their end, by mutual consent and under official supervision. Cannae really cry this mutual consent, no’ wi’ you tied tae that chair. But restorative justice is whit you’re gaunny get.
Aye. You’re shitin’ your breeks ’cause you think I’m gaunny leather you afore the polis get here, then make up whatever story I like. Tempting, I’ll grant you, but ultimately futile. See, the point aboot restorative justice is that it helps the baith ay us. Me batterin’ your melt in isnae gaunny make you think you’re a mug for tannin’ hooses, is it? It’s just gaunny make ye careful the next time, when ye come back wi’ three chinas and a big chib.
Believe me, you’re lucky a batterin’s aw you’re afraid of, ya wee nyaff. Whit I’m gaunny tell you is worth mair than anythin’ you were hopin’ tae get away wi’ fae here, an’ if you’re smart, you’ll realise what a big favour I’m daein’ ye.
Are you sittin’ uncomfortably? Then I’ll begin.
See, I used tae be just like you. Surprised are ye? Nearly as surprised as when you tried tae walk oot this living room and found yoursel wi’ a rope roon ye. I’ve been around and about, son. I never came up the Clyde in a banana boat and I wasnae born sixty, either. Just like you, did I say? Naw. Much worse. By your age I’d done mair hooses than the census. This was in the days when they said you could leave your back door open, and tae be fair, you could, as long as you didnae mind me and ma brer Billy nippin’ in and helpin’ oursels tae whatever was on offer.
We werenae fae the village originally; we were fae the Soothside. Me and Billy hud tae move in wi’ oor uncle when ma faither went inside. Two wee toerags, fifteen and fourteen, fae a tenement close tae rural gentility. It wasnae so much fish oot ay watter as piranhas in a paddlin’ pool. Easy pickin’s, ma boy, easy pickin’s. Open doors, open windaes, open wallets. Course, the problem wi’ bein’ piranhas in a paddlin’ pool is it’s kinda obvious whodunnit. At the end of the feedin’ frenzy, when the watter’s aw red, naebody’s pointin’ any fingers at the nearest Koi carp, know what I’m sayin’? But you’ll know yoursel’, when you’re that age, it’s practically impossible for the polis or the courts tae get a bindin’ result, between the letter ay the law and the fly moves ye can pull. Didnae mean ye were immune fae a good leatherin’ aff the boys in blue, right enough, roon the back ay the station, but that’s how I know applied retribution’s nae use as a disincentive. Efter a good kickin’, me and Billy were even mair determined tae get it up them; just meant we’d try harder no tae get caught.
But then wan night, aboot October time, the Sergeant fronts up while me and Billy are kickin’ a baw aboot. Sergeant, no less. Royalty. Gold-plated boot in the baws comin’ up, we think. But naw, instead he’s aw nicey-nicey, handin’ oot fags, but keepin’ an eye over his shoulder, like he doesnae want seen.
And by God, he doesnae. Fly bastard’s playin’ an angle, bent as a nine-bob note.
‘I ken the score, boys,’ he says. ‘What’s bred in the bone, will not out of the flesh. Thievin’s in your nature: I cannae change that, your uncle cannae change that, and when yous are auld enough, the jail willnae change that. So we baith might as well accept the situation and make the best ay it.’
‘Whit dae ye mean?’ I asks.
‘I’ve a wee job for yous. Or mair like a big job, something tae keep ye in sweeties for a wee while so’s ye can leave folk’s hooses alane. Eejits like you are liable tae spend forever daein’ the same penny-ante shite, when there’s bigger prizes on offer if you know where tae look.’
Then he lays it aw doon, bold as brass. There’s a big hoose, a mansion really, a couple ay miles ootside the village. Me and Billy never knew it was there; well, we’d seen the gates, but we hadnae thought aboot what was behind them, ’cause you couldnae see anythin’ for aw the trees. The owner’s away in London, he says, so the housekeeper and her husband are bidin’ in tae keep an eye on the place. But the Sergeant’s got the inside gen that the pair ay them are goin’ tae some big Halloween party in the village. Hauf the toon’s goin’ in fact, includin’ him, which is a handy wee alibi for while we’re daein’ his bidding.
There was ayeways a lot o’ gatherings among the in-crowd in the village, ma uncle tell’t us. Shady affairs, he said. Secretive, like. He reckoned they were up tae all sorts, ye know? Wife-swappin’ or somethin’. Aw respectable on the ootside, but a different story behind closed doors. Course, he would say that, seein’ as the crabbit auld bugger never got invited.
Anyway, the Sergeant basically tells us it’s gaunny be carte blanche. This was the days before fancy burglar alarms an’ aw that shite, remember, so we’d nothin’ tae worry aboot regards security. But he did insist on somethin’ a bit strange, which he said was for all of oor protection: we’d tae ‘make it look professional, but no’ too professional’. We understood what he meant by professional: don’t wreck the joint or dae anythin’ that makes it obvious whodunnit. But the ‘too professional’ part was mair tricky, it bein’ aboot disguisin’ the fact it was a sortay inside job.
‘Whit ye oan aboot?’ I asked him. ‘Whit’s too professional? Polishin’ his flair and giein’ the woodwork a dust afore we leave?’
‘I’m talkin’ aboot bein’ canny whit you steal. The man’s got things even an accomplished burglar wouldnae know were worth a rat’s fart – things only valuable among collectors, so you couldnae fence them anyway. I don’t want you eejits knockin’ them by mistake, cause it’ll point the finger back intae the village. If you take them, he’ll know the thief had prior knowledge, as opposed tae just hittin’ the place because it’s a country mansion.’
‘So whit are these things?’
‘The man’s a magician – on the stage, like. That’s what he’s daein’ doon in London. He’s in variety in wan o’ thae big West End theatres. But that’s just showbusiness, how he makes his money. The word is, he’s intae some queer, queer stuff, tae dae wi’ the occult.’
‘Like black magic?’
‘Aye. The man’s got whit ye cry ‘artefacts’. Noo I’m no’ sayin’ ye’d be naturally inclined tae lift them, and I’m no’ sure you’ll even come across them, ’cause I don’t know where they’re kept, but I’m just warnin’ you tae ignore them if ye dae. Take cash, take gold, take jewels, just the usual stuff – and leave anythin’ else well enough alone.’
‘Got ye.’
‘And wan last thing, boys: if you get caught, this conversation never took place. Naebody’d believe your word against mine anyway.’
So there we are. The inside nod on a serious score and a guarantee fae the polis that it’s no’ gaunny be efficiently investigated. Sounded mair like Christmas than Halloween, but it pays tae stay a wee bit wary, especially wi’ the filth involved – and bent filth at that, so we decided tae ca’ canny.
Come the big night, we took the wise precaution of takin’ a train oot the village, and mair importantly made sure we were seen takin’ it by the station staff. The two piranha had tae be witnessed gettin’ oot the paddlin’ pool, for oor ain protection. We bought return tickets tae Glesca Central, but got aff at the first stop, by which time the inspector had got a good, alibi-corroboratin’ look at us. We’d planked two stolen bikes behind a hedge aff the main road earlier in the day, and cycled our way back, lyin’ oot flat at the side ay the road the odd time a motor passed us.
It took longer than we thought, mainly because it was awfy dark and you cannae cycle very fast when you cannae see where you’re goin’. We liked the dark, me and Billy. It suited us, felt natural tae us, you know? But that night just seemed thon wee bit blacker than usual, maybe because we were oot in the countryside. It was thon wee bit quieter as well, mair still, which should have made us feel we were alone tae oor ain devices, but I couldnae say that was the case. Instead it made me feel kinda exposed, like I was a wee moose and some big owl was gaunny swoop doon wi’ nae warnin’ and huckle us away for its tea.
And that was before we got tae the hoose.
‘Bigger prizes,’ we kept sayin’ tae each other. ‘Easy money.’ But it didnae feel like easy anythin’ efter we’d climbed over the gates and started walkin’ up that path, believe me. If we thought it was dark on the road, that was nothin’ compared tae in among thae tall trees. Then we saw the hoose. Creepy as, I’m tellin’ you. Looked twice the size it would have in daylight, I’m sure, high and craggy, towerin’ above like it was leanin’ over tae check us oot. Dark stone, black glass reflectin’ fuck-all, and on the top floor a light on in wan wee windae.
‘There’s somebody in, Rab,’ Billy says. ‘The game’s a bogey. Let’s go hame.’
Which was a very tempting notion, I’ll admit, but no’ as tempting as playin’ pick and mix in a mansion full o’ goodies.
‘Don’t be a numpty,’ I says. ‘They’ve just left a light on by mistake. As if there wouldnae be lights on doonstairs if somebody was hame. C’mon.’
‘Aye, aw right,’ Billy says, and we press on.
We make oor way roon the back, lookin’ for a likely wee windae. Force of habit, goin’ roon the back, forgettin’ there’s naebody tae see us if we panned in wan o’ the ten-footers at the front. I’m cuttin’ aboot lookin’ for a good-sized stane tae brek the glass, when Billy reverts tae the mair basic technique of just tryin’ the back door, which swings open easy as you like. Efter that, it’s through and intae the kitchen, where we find some candles and matches. Billy’s aw for just stickin’ the lights on as we go, but I’m still no’ sure that sneaky bastard Sergeant isnae gaunny come breengin’ in wi’ a dozen polis any minute, so I’m playin’ it smart.
Oot intae the hallway and I’m soon thinkin’, knackers tae smart, let there be light. The walls just disappear up intae blackness; I mean, there had tae be a ceiling up there somewhere, but Christ knows how high. Every footstep’s echoin’ roon the place, every breath’s bein’ amplified like I’m walkin’ aboot inside ma ain heid. But maistly it was the shadows… Aw, man, the shadows. I think fae that night on, I’d rather be in the dark than in candle-light, that’s whit the shadows were daein’ tae me. And aw the time, of course, it’s gaun through my mind, the Sergeant’s words… ‘queer, queer stuff… the occult’. Black magic. Doesnae help that it’s Halloween, either, every bugger tellin’ stories aboot ghosts and witches aw week.
But I tell myself: screw the nut, got a job tae dae here. Get on, get oot, and we’ll be laughin’ aboot this when we’re sittin’ on that last train hame fae Central. So we get busy, start tannin’ rooms. First couple are nae use. I mean, quality gear, but nae use tae embdy withoot a furniture lorry. Big paintin’s and statues and the like. Then third time lucky: intae this big room wi’ aw these display cabinets. A lot ay it’s crystal and china – again, nae use, but we can see the Sergeant wasnae haverin’. There’s jewellery, ornaments: plenty of gold and silver and nae shortage of gemstones embedded either.
‘If it sparkles, bag it,’ I’m tellin’ Billy, and we’re laughin’ away until we baith hear somethin’. It’s wan o’ thae noises you cannae quite place: cannae work oot exactly whit it sounded like or where it was comin’ fae, but you know you heard it: deep, rumbling and low.
‘You heard it an’ aw?’
‘Aye. Ach, probably just the wind,’ I says, no even kiddin’ masel.
‘Was it fuck the wind. It sounded like a whole load ay people singin’ or somethin’.’
‘Well I cannae hear it noo, so never bother.’
‘Whit aboot that light? Whit if somebody is up there?’
‘It didnae sound like it came fae above. Maist likely the plumbing. The pipes in these big auld places can make some weird sounds.’
Billy doesnae look sure, but he gets on wi’ his job aw the same.
We go back tae the big hallway, but stop and look at each other at the foot of the stairs. We baith know what the other’s thinkin’: there’s mair gear tae be had up there, but neither ay us is in a hurry to go lookin’ for it. That said, there’s still room in the bags, and I’m about to suggest we grasp the thistle when we hear the rumblin’ sound again. Could be the pipes, I’m thinkin’, but I know what Billy meant when he said lots ay folk singin’.
‘We’re no’ finished doon here,’ I says, postponin’ the issue a wee bit, and we go through another door aff the hall. It’s a small room, compared to the others anyway, and the curtains are shut, so I reckon it’s safe to stick the light on. The light seems dazzling at first, but that’s just because we’d become accustommed tae the dark. It’s actually quite low, cannae be mair than forty watt. The room’s an office, like, a study. There’s a big desk in the middle, a fireplace on wan wall and bookshelves aw the way tae the ceiling, apart fae where the windae is.
Billy pulls a book aff the shelf, big ancient-lookin’ leather-bound effort.
‘Have a swatch at this,’ he says, pointin’ tae the open page. ‘Diddies! Look.’
He’s right. There’s a picture ay a wummin in the scud lyin’ doon oan a table; no’ a photie, like, a drawin’, an’ aw this queer writin’ underneath, in letters I don’t recognise. Queer, queer stuff, I remember. Occult. Black magic.
Billy turns the page.
‘Euuh!’
There’s a picture ay the same wummin, but there’s a boay in a long robe plungin’ her wi’ a blade.
‘Put it doon,’ I says, and take the book aff him.
But it’s no’ just books that’s on the shelves. There’s aw sorts o’ spooky-lookin’ gear. Wee statues, carved oot ay wood. Wee women wi’ big diddies, wee men wi’ big boabbies. Normally we’d be pishin’ oorsels at these, but there’s somethin’ giein’ us the chills aboot this whole shebang. There’s masks as well, some of wood, primitive efforts, but some others in porcelein or alabaster: perfect likenesses of faces, but solemn, grim even. I realise they’re death masks, but don’t say anythin’ tae Billy.
‘These must be thon arty hingmies the sergeant warned us aboot,’ Billy says.
‘Artefacts. Aye. I’m happy tae gie them a bodyswerve. Let’s check the desk and that’ll dae us.’
‘Sure.’
We try the drawers on one side. They’re locked, and we’ve no’ brought anythin’ tae jemmy them open.
‘Forget it,’ I say, hardly able tae take my eyes aff thae death masks, but Billy gie’s the rest ay the drawers a pull just for the sake ay it. The bottom yin rolls open, a big, deep, heavy thing.
‘Aw, man,’ Billy says.
The drawer contains a glass case, and inside ay it is a skull, restin’ on a bed ay velvet.
‘Dae ye think it’s real?’ Billy asks.
‘Oh Christ aye,’ I says. I’ve never seen a real skull, except in photies, so I wouldnae know, but I’d put money on it aw the same. I feel weird: it’s giein’ me the chills but I’m drawn tae it at the same time. I want tae touch it. I put my hands in and pull at the glass cover, which lifts aff nae bother.
‘We cannae take it, Rab,’ Billy says. ‘Mind whit the Sergeant tell’t us.’
‘I just want tae haud it,’ I tell him. I reach in and take haud ay it carefully with both hands, but it doesnae lift away. It’s like it’s connected tae somethin’ underneath, but I can tell there’s some give in it, so I try giein’ it a wee twist. It turns aboot ninety degrees courtesy of a flick o’ the wrist, at which point the pair ay us nearly hit the ceilin’, ’cause there’s a grindin’ noise at oor backs and we turn roon tae see that the back ay the fireplace has rolled away.
‘It’s a secret passage,’ Billy says. ‘I read aboot these. Big auld hooses hud them fae back in the times when they might get invaded.’
I look into the passage, expecting darkness, but see a flickerin’ light, dancin’ aboot like it must be comin’ fae a fire. Me and Billly looks at each other. We baith know we’re shitin’ oorsels, but we baith know there’s no way we’re no’ checkin’ oot whatever’s doon this passage.
We leave the candles because there’s just aboot enough light, and we don’t want tae gie oorsels away too soon if it turns oot there’s somebody doon there. I go first. I duck doon tae get under the mantelpiece, but the passage is big enough for us tae staun upright once I’m on the other side. It only goes three or four yards and then there’s a staircase, a tight spiral number. I haud on tae the walls as I go doon, so’s my footsteps are light and quiet. I stop haufway doon and put a hand oot tae stop Billy an’ aw, because we can hear a voice. It’s a man talkin’, except it’s almost like he’s singin’, like a priest giein’ it that high-and-mighty patter. Then we hear that sound again, and Billy was right: it is loads ay people aw at once, chantin’ a reply tae whatever the man’s said.
Queer, queer stuff, I’m thinkin’. Occult. Black magic.
Still, I find masel creepin’ doon the rest ay the stairs. I move slow as death as I get to the bottom, and crouch in close tae the wall tae stay oot ay sight. Naebody sees us, ’cause they’re aw facin’ forwards away fae us in this long underground hall, kinda like a chapel but wi’ nae windaes. It’s lit wi’ burnin’ torches alang baith walls, a stone table – I suppose you’d cry it an altar – at the far end, wi’ wan o’ yon pentagrams painted on the wall behind it. There’s aboot two dozen folk, aw wearin’ these big black hooded robes, except for two ay them at the altar: the bloke that’s giein’ it the priest patter, who’s in red, and a lassie, no’ much aulder than us, in white, wi’ a gag roon her mooth. She looks dazed, totally oot ay it. Billy crouches doon next tae us. We don’t look at each other ’cause we cannae take oor eyes aff what’s happenin’ at the front.
The boy in the red robe, who must be the magician that owns the joint, gie’s a nod, and two of the congragation come forward and lift the lassie. It’s only when they dae this that I can see her hands are tied behind her back and her feet are tied together at her ankles. They place her doon on the altar and then drape a big white sheet over her, coverin’ her fae heid tae toe. Then the boy in red starts chantin’ again, and pulls this huge dagger oot fae his robe. He hauds it above his heid, and everythin’ goes totally still, totally quiet. Ye can hear the cracklin’ ay the flames aw roon the hall. Then the congregation come oot wi’ that rumblin’ chant again, and he plunges the dagger doon intae the sheet.
There’s mair silence, and I feel like time’s staunin’ still for a moment; like when it starts again this’ll no’ be true. Then I see the red startin’ tae seep across the white sheet, and a second later it’s drippin’ aff the altar ontae the flair.
‘Aw Jesus,’ I says. I hears masel sayin’ it afore I know whit I’m daein’, an’ by that time it’s too late.
Me and Billy turns and scrambles back up the stair as fast as, but when we get tae the top, it’s just blackness we can see. The fireplace has closed over again. We see the orange flickerin’ ay torches and hear footsteps comin’ up the stairs, the two ay us slumped doon against a wall, haudin’ on tae each other. Two men approach, then stop a few feet away, which is when wan ay them pulls his hood back.
‘Evening boys. We’ve been expecting you,’ he says. The fuckin’ Sergeant.
‘I assume you took steps to make sure nobody knew where you were going tonight,’ he goes on. I remember the train, the guard, the bikes, the return ticket in my trooser pocket. The Sergeant smiles. ‘Knew you wouldn’t let us down. What’s bred in the bone, will not out of the flesh.’
Four more blokes come up tae lend a hand. They tie oor hauns and feet, same as the lassie, and huckle us back doon the stair tae the hall.
‘Two more sacrificies, Master,’ the Sergeant shouts oot tae the boy in red. ‘As promised.’
‘Are they virgins?’ the Master says.
‘Come on. Would anybody shag this pair?’
The master laughs and says: ‘Bring them forward.’
We get carried, lyin’ on oor backs, by two guys each, and it’s as we pass down the centre of the hall that we see the faces peerin’ in. It’s aw folk fae the village. Folk we know, folk we’ve stolen from. I think aboot ma uncle and his blethers aboot secret gatherings. Auld bastard never knew the hauf ay it.
‘This one first,’ the Master says, and they lie me doon on the altar, which is still damp wi’ blood. I feel it soakin’ intae ma troosers as the boy starts chantin’ again and a fresh white sheet comes doon tae cover me.
I don’t know whether there was ether on it, or choloroform, or maybe it was just fear, but that was the last thing I saw, ’cause I passed oot aboot two seconds later.
So.
Ye don’t need many brains tae work oot what happened next, dae ye? Aye, a lesson was taught. A wise and skilled man, that magician, for he was the man in charge, the village in his thrall, willingly daein’ what he told them.
Suffice it to say, that was two wee scrotes who never broke intae another hoose, and the same’ll be true of you, pal.
I can see fae that look in your eye that you’re sceptical aboot this. Maybe you don’t believe you’re no’ gaunny reoffend. Nae changin’ your nature, eh? What’s bred in the bone, will not out of the flesh. Or maybe you don’t believe my story?
Aye, that’s a fair shout. I didnae tell the whole truth. The story’s nae lie, but I changed the perspective a wee bit, for dramatic effect. You see, if you werenae so blissfully oblivious of whose hoose you happen tae be screwin’on any given night, you might have noticed fae the doorplate that my name’s no Rab. I wasnae wan ay the burglars.
I was the Sergeant.
I’m retired noo, obviously, but I still perform certain services in the village. We’re a close-knit community, ye could say. So I ought to let you know, when you heard me on the phone earlier, sayin’ I’d caught a burglar and tae come roon soon as, it wasnae 999 I dialled. Mair like 666, if you catch my drift. ’Cause, let’s face it, naebody knows you’re here, dae they?
Are you a virgin, by the way?
Aye, right.
Doesnae matter really. Either way, you’re well fucked noo.
* * *
Aye, good evening officer, thanks for coming. He’s through there. Sorry aboot the whiff. I think you could call that the smell of restorative justice.
Go easy on him. I’ve a strong feelin’ he’s aboot tae change his ways. A magical transformation, you could cry it.
How do I know? Personal experience, officer. Personal experience.



The Resurrection
(i)
He ignored the knocking at first, deceiving himself that it was merely the spiteful hand of the wind dashing another palmful of raindrops against the door barring its entry to light and warmth. Donald looked back down at the ledger, the sole text in the shop by his own hand; unfinished but already a tale more dismaying than was to be found in any of the volumes clinging so stubbornly to his shelves. He’d admit the scrawlings might not appear so dreadful to a stranger’s eye, but then the stranger would not have read the tome’s companion pieces, to be found in the respective libraries of a publican on Cowgate and a Musselburgh gentleman who dealt in an altogether different manner of book.
The panes rattled once more, this time with a rhythm undeniably human. It was time. Inexorably it was time. He closed the ledger with a beaten sigh and sloughed towards the door, where outside a cowled figure waited in the rain. Behind him the black shape of the court building rose in silent admonition.
Donald opened the door and stepped to one side, unable to look his brother in the eye as he entered. Rainwater immediately pooled beneath Andrew’s absurdly portentous cloak, and the sack he’d been carrying hit the floorboards with all the thumping weight of a gallows trapdoor.
‘You know, there was no need to dress quite so… appropriately,’ Donald muttered, fingering the ghoulish garment. ‘You look like you’ve been raiding warlock’s wardrobe.’
‘There is the slightest drop of rain outside, Donald,’ he replied, discarding the maligned mantle. ‘Though you may not have noticed from the recess of your snug wee sanctuary. Now then, are we ready?’
Donald looked down at the sack, the lumpen head of a hammer jutting from the rude cloth. He swallowed, looking around the room for counsel. From his desk the ledger stared back insistently.
‘And Dr Knox definitely told you he…’
‘Yes,’ Andrew interrupted. ‘Are we ready?’ he repeated.
Donald bit his lip and nodded.
Andrew loosed the first stone after a candle-dancing age of worrying at its edges with his chisel. He passed it to Donald, who placed it delicately behind him on the basement’s flags. Soon enough the stones were coming loose with greater ease. Donald was building a pile of them upon the floor, feeling as though he was burying his condemned soul beneath the rude cairn. 
It had been his incorrigible brother who’d mentioned that the bookshop’s storeroom abutted the Infirmary Street morgue, and oh how Donald had piled his rancour upon the rogue and his unspeakable suggestion. But that was back when he’d had money enough for pints, punts and piety. In time he’d been forced to remove each heavy stone he’d laid upon Andrew, as surely as his brother was now removing them from the basement wall.
Edging through the gap, they found themselves in a tiny room, no more than a cupboard, but before Donald could suggest they’d made a mistake and bid they retreat, Andrew had found a door and pushed it open.
The four bodies lay under colourless sheets, their shapes hazily described against the gloom once Andrew had kindled a wall-mounted oil-lamp. Donald, who had ventured no further than the cupboard’s doorway, wasn’t sure he didn’t prefer the dark.
‘Which one?’ he asked, trembling – as though it made a difference.
Andrew was lifting each sheet in turn to examine the faces beneath, ignoring one corpse which looked too obese to carry, far less squeeze through their narrow aperture.
‘This one,’ he decided, and beckoned Donald to approach. As he did so there sounded a low, rumbling belch from somewhere in the room, causing both brothers to cease their breath in startlement. Andrew laughed after a moment’s pause.
‘Don’t worry, it’s normal for them to do that, I’m told,’ he assured. ‘Come on. You take the feet.’
Donald grimaced in anticipation of the cold flesh, then snapped his hands back in fright as the silence was punctured again, this time by a long and piercingly sonorous fart.
‘It’s normal for them to do that, too,’ Andrew said, giggling like a schoolboy. ‘Unless, of course, that was you.’
‘No it damned well wasn’t me,’ Donald hissed, fastening one reluctant hand around a clammy ankle. ‘It was the big fat one there.’
‘True enough. I forgot, yours always slip out in their stockings.’
‘Andrew,’ Donald scolded, loud as he dared, ‘can we get this wretched business finished?’
‘For sure, dear brother.’
Andrew took hold of the shoulders beneath the shroud and together they lifted the body from the slab. The sheet fell away from its head to reveal the face of a street-porter Donald recognised, a deep wound encircling the poor man’s neck. He felt very suddenly weak, as though his insides had turned to poison, and at that moment a further flatus trumped boastfully from the adjacent table. Andrew, the sniggering dunderhead, doubled up with laughter and stumbled backwards under the weight of their inglorious prize. Tripping upon his own tangled feet, he fell with a crash upon a wooden trestle bearing a tray of surgical implements, all of which were propelled upwards in response. 
Donald watched the scalpels arc obliquely through the stale air, the moment of their flight seeming to slow and stretch in time as they swooped towards the imposing mound of the posthumously declamatory cadaver. As was to be expected, they embedded themselves to the hilt in the figure’s bloated bulk. As was far less expected, the bloated bulk sprang suddenly upright and unthroated a scream of pain, the sheet falling away from his furious, startled face but remaining pinned bloodily to his otherwise naked body.
Donald’s legs made faster sense of it than his eyes or ears, and in an instant he turned and ran for the cupboard, Andrew clambering over their abandoned booty to follow him. The screaming turned to roaring as they scrambled up the bookshop’s staircase, then from behind them they heard the almighty clatter of the undead figure’s bludgeoning ingress.
Donald threw the bookshop’s front door open but had barely passed through it before he was knocked to the floor by his frantically pursuing brother. They struggled, hopelessly tangled on the wet ground as the furious, animal cry approached from within. 
In moments he would be upon them. Donald closed his eyes in terrified wait for his deserved damnation, but instead the figure charged onwards into the street and continued, howling, along South Bridge until he had disappeared into the storm-swept night.
Donald turned his head to look at his gaping and quivering brother.
‘And tell me Andrew,’ he asked pointedly, ‘is it normal for them to do that?’
(ii)
‘… noo ye see there’s this passage, goes fae the pub’s cellar tae richt unner the morgue ower by. A very profitable wee accident of architecture doon the years, if ye ken ma meanin’. An invaluable conduit for medical knowledge, ye could say! But onywey, there’s this big fat yin comes in wan nicht – no a local, mind – wi’ an arse like a trumpet an’ mibbe too much tae say fur hissel fur a man couldnae haud his ale. Sae once John Barleycorn hud sung him his wee lullabye, we hud his wallet an’ were aw fur dumpin’ him face-doon in a burn. But aul Brophie, the landlord, he says he’s got a better idea…’ 



Bampot Central
There was a six-foot iguana swaying purposefully into Parlabane’s path as he walked down the High Street. It had spotted him a few yards back and instinctively homed in on its prey, recognising that look in his eye and reacting without mercy. Some kind of sixth sense told cats which person in any given room most detested or was allergic to their species, so that they knew precisely whose lap to leap upon. A similar prescience had been visited upon spoilt Oxbridge undergrad hoorays in stupid costumes dispensing fliers for their dismal plays and revues. It was for this reason that a phenomenon such as the Fringe could never have thrived in Glasgow. In Edinburgh, most locals were stoically, if wearily, tolerant of such impositions; through in the west, dressing up as a giant lizard and deliberately getting in people’s way would constitute reckless endangerment of the self.
‘There’s no getting past me, I’m afraid!’ the iguana chirped brightly in a stagey, let’s-be-friends, happy-cheery, go on, please stab me, you know it’ll make you feel better tone of voice. ‘Not without taking one of these!’ it continued, thrusting a handful of leaflets at him.
Parlabane had put on the wrong t-shirt that morning, forgetting that his errands would unavoidably take him through places residents knew well to avoid during the Festival (or to give it its full name in the native tongue, the Fucking Festival). He was wearing a plain white one, which was nice enough but vitally lacked the legend ‘FUCK OFF – I LIVE HERE’, as was borne on several others at home. His August wardrobe, he liked to call it.
‘Keeble Kollege Krazees present: Whoops Checkov!’ the leaflet announced. ‘An hilarious pastiche of Russian Naturalism! Find out what Constantine really got up to with that seagull!’ Followed by the standard litany of made-up newspaper quotes. ‘Come along tonight,’ solicited the iguana. ‘It might even cheer you up a bit!’
Parlabane swallowed back a multitude of ripostes and summoned up further admirable self-control by keeping his hands and feet to himself also. He breathed in, accepted a flyer and walked on. Remain calm, he told himself. He was over the worst of it now, having passed the Fringe Society office. North Bridge was in sight.
It was his friend’s son’s birthday the next week, and the gift Parlabane wanted to get him was only on sale in a small toyshop on the High Street. If it had also been on sale at the end of a tunnel of shite and broken glass, he’d have had to think long and hard about which store to visit during this time of year; as it was he’d had no such choice. The gift was a posable male doll in a miniature Celtic kit. The intended recipient lived in Los Angeles and would have no inkling of there being any significance to the costume, knowing only from Parlabane’s attached note that the doll was to be named Paranoid Tim and must be subjected to every kind of abuse David’s little mind could dream up.
He looked down at the pavement, carpeted as it was in further leaflet-litter, mostly advertising stand-up gigs by the A-list London safe-comedy collective, the ones who had each been bland enough to get their own Friday night series on Channel Four. He wondered whether anyone doing stand-up these days wasn’t ‘a comedy genius’, and daydreamed yet again about Bill Hicks riding back into town on a black stallion and driving these lager-ad auditions into the Forth to drown.
Maybe he should have just sent the kid a card and a cheque, he thought, eyeing a nearby mime with murderous intent. But what the hell, he’d bought it now, and whatever he sent wouldn’t spare him the next ordeal he had to face that day: a trip to the Post Office.
He picked up pace going down towards Princes Street, as the unpredictable crosswinds made North Bridge an inadvisable pitch for leafleting. The route was therefore comparatively free of obstacles, save for a gaggle of squawking Italian tourists staging some kind of sit-in protest at a bus-stop. Parlabane approached the St James shopping centre with a striding, let’s-get-this-over-with gait, all the while attempting to take his mind off the coming horrors with another calming fantasy involving the three female flatmates from Friends. This time he was disemboweling them with a broadsword, the chainsaw decapitations having grown a little tired.
It was too simplistic to lay the blame at the feet of the Tories’ Care in the Community policy. There had to be something deeper, to do with tides, ley-lines and lunar cycles, that explained why every large Post Office functioned as an urban bampot magnet, to which the deranged couldn’t help but gravitate. From the merely befuddled to the malevolently sociopathic, they journeyed entranced each day, as though hypnotically drawn by the digitized queuing system. Parlabane remembered those Les Dawson ads a few years back: ‘It’s amazing what you can pick up at the Post Office.’ Yeah. Like rabies. Or maybe anthrax.
He bought a self-assembly packing box at the stationery counter, then after ten minutes of being humiliated by an inert piece of cardboard, returned to purchase a roll of Sellotape and wrapped it noisily around the whole arrangement until Paranoid Tim was securely imprisoned. It looked bugger-all like a box, but the wee plastic bastard wasn’t going to fall out, which was the main thing.
Then he joined the queue.
There were three English crusties immediately ahead of him, each boasting an ecologically diverse range of flora and fauna in their tangled dreads. They were accompanied by the statutory skinny dog on a string, and were sharing round a jumbo plastic bottle of Tesco own-brand cider and a damp-looking dowt. The dog wasn’t offered a drag, but it looked like it had smoked a few in its time, and probably preferred untipped anyway.
Behind him there was a heavily pregnant young woman, looking tired and fanning herself with the brown envelope she was planning to post. And behind her were a couple of Morningside Ladies muttering about whichever Fringe show had been singled out for moral opprobrium (and a resultant box-office boost) this year by Conservative Councilor Moira Knox. He’d got off lightly, in other words, and the queue wasn’t even very long. The ordeal was almost over.
Except that at the post office, it’s never over till it’s over.
He caught a glimpse of a figure passing by on his right-hand side, skipping the queue and making directly for the counter. Parlabane was following the golden rule of PO survival – never look anyone in the face – but was nonetheless able to make out that the person was wearing a balaclava. His heart sank. It was the number one fashion accessory of the top-level numpties, especially in the height of summer, and this one looked hell-bent on maximum disruption.
Then from a few feet behind him he heard an explosion, and turned around to see fragments of ceiling tiles rain down upon the betweeded Morningsiders. Behind them was a man in a ski-mask holding a shotgun.
‘RIGHT, NAE CUNT MOVE – THIS IS A ROBBERY!’
Parlabane turned again and saw that the balaclavaed figure at the counter was also holding a weapon.
Screams erupted as the people milling around the greetings cards and stationery section at the back animatedly ignored the gunman’s entreaty and began pouring out through the swing-doors.
‘I SAYS NAE CUNT MOVE!’ he insisted, discharging another shot into the tiles, this time covering himself in polystyrene and plaster-dust. He wiped at his eyes with one hand and waved the shotgun with the other, running to the door to finally cut off the stream of evacuees.
‘Lock the fuckin’ door Tommy, for fuck’s sake,’ ordered the balaclava at the front counter.
‘I’m daein’ it, I’m daein’ it,’ he screeched back. ‘An’ dinnae use ma fuckin’ name, Jyzer, ya fuckin’ tube, ye.’
‘Well whit ye cawin’ me mine for ya stupit cunt?’
Jesus Christ, thought Parlabane, watching the gunman on door-duty usher his captives back into the body of the kirk. It was true after all: the spirit of the Fringe affects the whole city. The worthy ethos of amateurism and improvisation had extended to armed robbery. Must have been Open Mic Night down at the local Nutters & Cutters, and first prize was lead role in a new performance-art version of Dog Day Afternoon.
From the voices he could tell they were young; but even if they had remained silent it still wouldn’t have stretched his journalistic interpretative powers to deduce that they were pitifully inexperienced.
He rewound the action in his head, doing his Billy McNeil replay summary.
Three seconds in, Mistake Number One: Discharging a shotgun into the ceiling to get everyone’s attention, like simply the sight of the thing wasn’t going to raise any eyebrows. There were several hundred people outside in the shopping mall, and a large police station two hundred yards away at the top of Leith walk.
Four seconds in, Mistake Number Two: Charging into the shop and leaving umpteen customers behind you, out of sight, with a clear exit out the front door, through which they rush in a hysterical panic.
Seven seconds in, Mistake Number Three: Blowing another hole in the roof, then turning your back on the remaining customers while you chase after extra hostages that you won’t need.
Eight seconds in, Mistake Number Four: Telling everybody your first names.
Ten seconds in, Mistake Number Five: Finding yourself with at least ten customers plus staff as prisoners. One or two is usually plenty.
In a moment of inspiration, gunman Tommy began rearranging the queuing cordons and ordered everyone behind the rope.
‘Stay there an’ dinnae move, right?’
The customers were uniformly terrified, with the exception of Parlabane, who was just in far too bad a mood to entertain any emotions other than fury and hatred. Decadence is often born of boredom. Nihilism even more often born of a walk through the Old Town in mid-August.
‘Wouldn’t you prefer us to sit down?’ he offered, figuring these guys were going to need all the help and advice they could get.
Tommy thought about it. He looked like he’d need to do his working on a separate sheet of paper, but he got there eventually.
‘Eh, aye.’
Jyzer was busy making Mistake Number Six: Pointing his weapon at a young teller and ordering her colleagues to stay in their seats, where they could each press their panic buttons just in case the two resounding shotgun blasts hadn’t been heard first-hand at Gayfield Square polis emporium.
‘Jesus Christ,’ Parlabane sighed, the words slipping out before he could stop himself.
‘Shut it, you,’ Tommy barked. ‘You got a problem, pal?’
Yes he did. He had a problem with the fact that the chances of these two eejits shooting someone through incompetence-generated panic were increasing by the second. He considered amelioration the wisest policy right then.
‘Eh, no problem,’ he said. ‘But I was wondering… I mean, it’s just an idea really, but maybe you should move the staff over here beside us, you know, so there’s just one group of hostages to keep an eye on, and your china can get on with posting his airmail or whatever.’
‘Christ, mate,’ said one of the crusties, ‘why don’t you offer them our bloody wallets as well while you’re at it? I mean whose side are you on?’
‘Fuckin’ shut it, you,’ snapped Tommy. ‘An’ it’s no airmail, it’s a fuckin’ robbery, right?’
Parlabane held his hands up and shrugged. Whatever.
Jyzer, who by superiority of one synapse was the brains of the outfit, had cottoned on to Parlabane’s thinking and gestured the other tellers to file out from behind the counter. Then he ordered Tommy to collect everybody’s wallets, proving that he was broad-minded and open to suggestions from any of the hostages.
‘Sheer fuckin’ genius,’ Parlabane muttered to the crusty, who wouldn’t meet his gaze.
Tommy backed away, eyes flitting back and forth between the growing pile of wallets and purses and the front doors, outside which a crowd had gathered.
‘Oh, I just knew something like this was going to happen,’ muttered one of the Morningsiders to her companion. ‘I just knew it.’
‘Me too Morag, me too.’
Parlabane had suffered enough.
‘Well it’s a pity neither of you fucking clairvoyants thought to tip anyone off, then, isn’t it?’ he observed.
‘Now, son, there’s no need for that.’
He looked away. This was the quintessence of British ‘respectability’. There were two brainless arseholes holding them prisoner with shotguns, but they could still get upset about the ‘language’ you used.
Jyzer’s initially quiet dialogue with the remaining teller was beginning to gain in volume. Parlabane hadn’t caught what Jyzer was asking for, but he wished to hell the stupid lassie would hurry up and give him it, especially as there were now two uniformed plods peering in the doors and hustling the onlookers back. He looked at his watch, figuring the Balaclava Brothers had a few more minutes before an armed response unit showed up to raise the stakes.
‘Look, I ken ye’re lyin’, awright? We’ve had information. We ken they’re in there. Insurance Bonds, fae Scottish Widows. They come through here the last Monday o’ every month. So fuckin’ get them or I’ll fuckin’ blow ye away.’
The girl had tears in her eyes and was struggling to keep her voice steady.
‘I swear to God, I’ve never heard of any… Insurance Bonds coming through here. In fact I don’t think I’ve ever heard of Insurance Bonds full stop.’
‘Look, don’t gie’s it. Last Monday o’ every month. Scottish Widows. It should say it on the parcel.’
‘But this isn’t a sorting office. The only parcels coming through here are the ones folk are sending. They go straight in the slots over there, or in the basket through-by. Please, I’m not lying. You can come through and look.’
‘I fuckin’ will an’ aw,’ he said, walking around to the counter’s access door. ‘An’ if ye’re lyin’ I’ll fuckin’ mark ye, hen. I’ll no be a minute, Tommy,’ he assured.
‘Insurance Bonds?’ one of the tellers asked of a colleague.
‘Naw, I’ve never heard of them either.’
‘Wouldnae come through here anyway, would they?’ queried another.
‘D’you think they’ve got the right place?’
‘Fuckin’ shut it yous,’ Tommy ordered again. ‘We’ve had information. We ken whit we’re daein’ so sit nice an’ it’ll aw be by wi’ soon, right?’
Parlabane sighed again. Insurance Bonds. Jesus Christ almighty. It just got better and better.
‘What’s an Insurance Bond, Tommy?’ he asked calmly.
‘I tell’t yous aw tae shut it. I ken whit Insurance Bonds are, right?’
Parlabane made a zipping gesture across his mouth. There was a suspicion growing inside his head. It had germinated early on in the proceedings, but the last few moments had poured on the Baby Bio and it was seriously starting to sprout.
They sat in silence, apart from the occasional yelp from the crusties’ skinny dog. Tommy’s eyes looked wide and jumpy through the holes in his ski-mask.
‘Fuck!’ came a furious, low growl from the back office.
‘Fuckin’ Jesus fuckin’ fuck!’
The girl stumbled nervously out to join the hostage party, followed by Jyzer, whose woolly mask could not conceal that he was little at peace with himself.
‘So, d’ye get them?’ Tommy asked.
Jyzer took a slow breath to calm his rage. It didn’t quite make it.
‘Naw I never fuckin’ got them ya stupit cunt. Fuckin’ Scottish Widows must’ve changed the delivery day or somehin’.’
‘Aye, awright, dinnae take it oot on me.’
‘Well stop askin’ fuckin’ stupit questions.’
‘But what are we gaunny dae?’
‘Shut up, I’m tryin’ tae think.’
Parlabane looked to the front of the shop. One of the uniforms was pointing into the shop and talking to someone out of sight down the mall. Three men in matching kevlar semmits filed into place in front of the sports shop opposite, taking up crouching positions and raising automatic rifles.
Parlabane swallowed. Not everyone was going to be home in time for tea, he feared.
‘Giros!’ Jyzer announced. He turned to the teller who had most recently joined the ranks of the illegally detained.
‘Giro money. Pensions nawrat. Hand it ower.’
‘I don’t think that should be your number one priority right now,’ Parlabane said, pointing at the front window.
‘Who asked… aw fuck.’ Jyzer took a step back, like that extra two feet would put him out of a bullet’s projectile range.
‘This is the police,’ announced a hailer-enhanced screech. Whatever it said next was lost as Jyzer finally showed a spark of dynamism.
‘Right,’ he stated. ‘Staun up, aw yous. An’ line up across the shoap, facin’ away fae the windae. That’s it.’
They got to their feet unsteadily, most of them turning their heads to cast an eye upon the assembly outside. Jyzer and Tommy stepped behind their human shield, out of the police marksmen’s sights.
‘Terrific,’ muttered one of the crusties. ‘Now we’re the filling in a gun sandwich.’
‘Noo, go an’ get us aw the cash in the shop,’ he commanded the teller, handing her the sports bag that already contained their wallet harvest.
‘We have all exits covered,’ resumed the loud hailer. ‘Please put down your weapons, release your hostages and come out with your hands on your heads.’
‘Come on,’ said Parlabane tiredly. ‘Do what the man asked. He said please, after all.’
‘You think we’re fuckin’ stupit, don’t ye?’ Jyzer observed, accurately. ‘Smart-arsed cunt,’ he added, hitting a second bullseye.
‘Well, maybe you’ll prove me wrong by explaining how you were ever planning to get out of here, with or without your, ahem, Insurance Bonds.’
‘Stop windin’ him up, mate,’ warned the crusty who had earlier proffered the highly constructive wallet suggestion.
‘I’m not winding him up. I’m just curious to know the secrets of how true professionals work.’
‘Want me tae slap the cunt, Jyzer?’ Tommy offered.
‘Just keep the heid and keep your hauns on the gun, Tommy. Dinnae let him distract ye. He’s up to somethin’, this cunt.’
A telephone started ringing on the other side of the counter as the teller returned with the sports bag, presumably now containing cash and very possibly a dye-charge, seeing as Jyzer had made Mistake Number Fuck-knows by leaving her alone to fill the thing.
‘Get that,’ Jyzer commanded. ‘No you,’ he added, as Tommy made to reach for the receiver.
‘It’s for you,’ she said. ‘The police.’
He gestured to her to rejoin the human shield, taking hold of the bag as she passed, then picked up the phone. Tommy stayed in place, sweeping the gun back and forth along his line of vision like it was a searchlight. The crusties’ skinny dog ambled lazily over to him, yawned once and began half-heartedly shagging his leg.
‘Get tae fuck, ya wee shite,’ he hissed, kicking out at it to shake the thing off, his eye relaying between his prisoners and his foot. ‘Fuckin’ dirty wee bastard.’
‘TOMMY!’ Jyzer barked, placing a hand over the mouthpiece, ‘will ye fuckin’ keep it doon – I’m on the phone here.’
‘Aye, awright. Fuck’s sake,’ whined Tommy, hurt.
Jyzer shook his head and took his hand off the blue plastic.
‘Sorry, what were ye sayin’?’ he resumed. ‘Naw, naw. You listen. Fuckin’ just shut it an’ listen ya polis cunt.’
The Morningside contingent tutted in stereo either side of Parlabane.
‘Before we even have this conversation, I want to be lookin’ oot that front windae an’ seein’ nae polis, right. Nane. Get them away fae the front o’ the shop then phone us back.’ He slammed down the handset with an obvious satisfaction.
Parlabane suspected the sense of accomplishment would be short-lived, but was admittedly impressed at this first sign of Jyzer having any idea what he was doing. In fact, he had noted with some surprise that neither of the pair had shown much sign of panic at the arrival of the ARU, and started to wonder whether their grossly conspicuous entrance had been less of an obvious blunder than he had first assumed.
Jesus, these heid-the-baws couldn’t have a plan, could they?
He looked back over his shoulder, Jyzer and Tommy peering between the arrayed hostages. The marksmen got to their feet and moved out of sight left and right, as if exiting a stage. Parlabane figured it a safe bet they’d be returning for the fifth act.
The phone rang again.
‘Right. Very good. Well done. Noo here’s what we want. Naw, naw, shut it. We aw ken what you want: you want the hostages oot an’ us in the cells so’s ye can boot fuck oot us. Well, the bad news is you cannae have baith, right? So there’s gaunny have to be a wee compromise. You can have maist o’ the hostages in exchange for a helicopter. We want it on the roof o’ the St James Centre in hauf an ‘oor. We’ll be takin’ wan hostage wi’ us, an’ we’ll tell the pilot where we’re gaun wance we’re on board.’ He slammed the phone down again.
‘A helicopter?’ Parlabane asked. ‘What, has Fife no’ got an extradition treaty?’
‘Fuckin’ shut it.’
‘Another rapier-like come-back.’
‘Right,’ Jyzer declared, suddenly pointing his shotgun at the pregnant woman. ‘Step forward missus, ye’re comin’ wi’ us.’
‘No her, Jyzer,’ Tommy dissented. ‘She’s dead fat. She’ll be slow.’
‘She’s no fat, she’s fuckin’ pregnant, ya n’arse. The polis’ll no mess aboot if we’ve got a gun tae a pregnant burd’s heid.’
The pregnant woman began to whimper, tears running from terrified eyes. She put a hand out and grabbed Parlabane’s shoulder to steady herself.
‘Not a good idea, guys,’ he stated.
The phone began ringing again.
‘I thought I tell’t you tae shut it,’ Jyzer said, thrusting the gun into Parlabane’s face.
‘Look at her,’ he demanded, staring into Jyzer’s eyes. ‘She’s ready to burst. Do you want her goin’ into labour during your dramatic getaway?’
Jyzer looked at the woman, sweating, tearful, and imposingly up the stick.
‘Know somethin’?’ he declared. ‘You’re absolutely right. We’ll take you instead.’
Parlabane, who was firmly of the belief that no good deed ever goes unpunished, had been expecting this. He shrugged, put his parcel down and took a step forward, trying not to dwell on the potential indignity of surviving several professional attempts on his life only to be plugged by some shambolic half-wit down the post office.
Bugger it. Just as long as getting killed there didn’t mean you went to Post Office Hell.
Jyzer picked up the phone again while Tommy gestured Parlabane to walk ahead of him through to the area behind the counters. The skinny dog gave another yawn as they passed, then trotted over to Jyzer and began humping his shin, its pink tongue lolling out of the right-hand side of its mouth.
‘Naw, naw. We’ll let the last hostage go wance we’ve arrived at… AYIAH! Get tae fuck ya clatty wee cunt… naw, no you, officer. Dug was tryin’ tae shag me leg.’
Jyzer eyed the crusty who was holding the other end of the string. ‘Heh Swampy, that thing touches me again an’ I splatter its baws aw ower this flair, awright? Naw, no you officer. Aye that’s right, aw the hostages. Once we’re up an’ away, we cannae shoot them, right? So they’re aw yours – but no’ until we’re up an’ away. An’ we’re no comin’ up until the chopper’s there. If we come up the stairs an’ there’s fuck-all, it’s gaunny be a fuckin’ bloodbath, right? Cause ye’ll no have gie’d us any choices – we’ll have to shoot oor way oot. Noo, next time this phone rings it better be tae say wur transport’s arrived.’
He put the phone down again.
‘Are we gettin’ a helicopter, Jyzer?’ Tommy asked.
‘Don’t be a fuckin’ eejit, Tommy. They’re just stringin’ us alang, same as we’re stringin’ them alang. C’mon.’
They backed into the passage leading to behind the counters, Tommy keeping a gun on Parlabane, Jyzer still training his on the hostages.
‘Nane o’ yous move,’ he called out, stopping at the door that led into the storeroom at the rear of the counters. ‘We’ll be watchin’. Stay where yous are. You might no’ see us, but we’ll still see you. Dinnae try anythin’. Just cause ye cannae see us doesnae mean we’re no there.’
‘I’m sure they bought that,’ Parlabane said, nodding, as they retreated into the store-room. ‘I don’t think it would have crossed their minds at all that you might not be watching them. I mean, if you’d overstated your case it might have raised suspicions, but…’
‘Fuckin’ shut it,’ grunted Jyzer, nicking back and popping his head round the door to check his prisoners weren’t making a swift but orderly exit.
‘More Wildean badinage. Do you mind if I write some of these come-backs down?’
‘You’ll no’ sound so smart talkin’ through a burst nose, smart cunt, so I’d fuckin’ wrap it if I was you.’
‘And if you burst my nose you’ll be leaving a nice fresh trail of blood along your escape route; that’s if you fuckin’ clowns have got an escape route.’
‘We’ve got mair ay a plan than you think, smart cunt.’
‘Course you have. You’re fuckin’ professionals. Tell me again about these Insurance Bonds… ’
Jyzer back-handed Parlabane across the jaw, which was very much what he’d been hoping for. Unfortunately the blow came on the wrong side, so he had to execute a largely unconvincing 180-degree stumble before getting to his intended effect, which was to fall down heavily against the door so that it slammed loudly with his back propped hard against it.
Despite Parlabane’s abysmally obvious pirouette, it still took Jyzer a few moments to suss the potential problem, by which time the sound of breaking glass was filling the air as the police broke into the front shop and began ushering the hostages out.
‘Fuckin’ cunt. Fuckin’ cunt.’
Jyzer kicked viciously at Parlabane until eventually he rolled clear, then threw the door open to see his prisoners fleeing and the armed cops kneeling down to take aim. He slammed it shut again and pushed a table up against it, then backed into the room, indicating to Parlabane to crawl over against the wall to his right. Jyzer knelt down a few feet away, the gun pointing halfway between his prisoner and the door, his eyes shuttling between both targets.
‘We’ve still got a hostage in here,’ he shouted. ‘Any o’ yous cunts tries this door and we’ll do ‘im, right? We still want that fuckin’ helicopter.’
‘Okay, okay, everybody stay calm,’ appealed a voice from the other side of the door. ‘Everybody just calm down. I’m pulling my marksmen back to outside the shop, so don’t panic and do something we’ll all regret.’
‘I wouldnae regret shootin’ you, ya cunt,’ Jyzer hissed at Parlabane, who just smiled.
‘Sorry Jyzer, but in case you’ve no’ worked it out, the last thing you can do is shoot me – I’m your only hostage. Soon as I’m out of the equation, it’s you versus the bullets. That’s unless you professionals can take out a team of trained marksmen with your stove-pipes there.’
Frustration was writ large in Jyzer’s eyes. He clearly wished he could blow Parlabane away, or at the very least, finally silence him with a telling one-liner. He settled for: ‘Fuckin’ shut it.’
Then he called out to the cops. ‘We’re aw calm in here. Yous keep calm an’ aw. An’ get on wi’ gettin’ that helicopter.’
Tommy was hectically hunting through drawers and cupboards, having tried the handle on the only other door in the room.
‘I cannae find the keys, Jyzer,’ he gasped in a loud whisper.
‘Well they’ve got tae be here somewhere. Keep lookin’.’
‘Couldn’t possibly be on the person of one of your erstwhile hostages?’ Parlabane suggested.
‘Aw fuck,’ Tommy sighed.
‘Keep at it Tommy, there’ll be another set somewhere. Dinnae listen tae that cunt.’
‘What were you wanting from the stationery cupboard, anyway?’
Parlabane asked. ‘Checking there’s no eh, Insurance Bonds mixed in wi’ the dug-licence application forms?’
‘Would ye fuckin’ shut it aboot the bonds. They were meant tae be here. Scottish Widows changed the delivery. They’re worth thousands. Nae ID needed. Good as money.’
‘That’s right, they’re transgotiable,’ Tommy contributed.
‘Shut it Tommy, that’s no the word. Keep lookin’. An’ as for you, big-mooth, that’s no’ any stationery cupboard. Behind that door’s the thing that’s gaunny make you eat every wan o’ your smart-cunt words.’
‘What, proof that Madonna’s got talent?’
‘Naw. That door leads tae the underground railway. Belongs tae the Post Office, for sendin’ stuff back and forward. Runs fae here doon tae the main sortin’ depot at Brunswick Road, which is where we’ve got a motor waitin’. They’ll still be coverin’ the exits up here while we’re poppin’ up haufway doon Leith Walk. And wance we’re there, you’ll have outlived your usefulness, ‘lived’ bein’ the main word. Aye, ye’re no so smart, noo, are ye?’
Parlabane shook his head, squatting on the floor against the wall.
‘Underground railway?’ he asked, grinning.
‘Aye.’
‘I’ve got two words for you, Jyzer: Insurance Bonds.’
‘An’ I’ve got two words for you: fuckin’ shut it. Tommy, have ye fun’ thae keys yet?’
‘Sorry Jyzer. I don’t think there’ a spare set.’
‘Fuck it,’ Jyzer said, getting to his feet. ‘You watch him Tommy.’
Jyzer walked over to the locked door and pointed his shotgun at the metal handle.
‘No don’t do that!’ Parlabane shouted, too late.
Jyzer pulled his trigger and blasted the handle, then reeled away from the still-locked door, bent double and groaning.
‘AAAAYAAA FUCKIN’ BASTARD!’ he screamed, falling to the floor, blood appearing from the dozens of tiny wounds where the pellets had ricocheted off the solid metal and back into his thighs, hands, wrists, abdomen and groin.
‘STAY OOT!’ Tommy shouted to the cops behind the door. ‘STAY OOT. The hostage is awright. Just a wee accident in here. Just everybody keep steady, right?’
‘Let’s hear the hostage,’ called the cop. ‘Let’s hear his voice.’
Tommy, looking increasingly like the least steady person on Earth, waved the gun at Parlabane and nodded, prompting him to reply.
‘I’m here,’ Parlabane shouted.
‘You okay, sir?’
‘Do you really want me to answer that?’
‘I mean are you hurt?’
‘No. But Jyzer here just learned a valuable lesson about the magic of the movies.’
‘What?’
‘That’s enough,’ Tommy interrupted. scuttling over to check on his writhing companion. ‘What’s the score wi’ that helicopter?’ he called.
‘I think an air ambulance might be more appropriate,’ Parlabane said.
‘Fuckin’ shut it,’ Tommy hissed. It was the only part of Jyzer’s role he had been so far able to assimilate.
‘It’s over, Tommy,’ Parlabane said quietly. ‘Your pal’s in a bad way, there’s polis everywhere, and I’m afraid you’re three hundred miles from the nearest underground postal railway, which is in London.’
‘It’s no’. There’s wan here. We’ve had information.’
‘Is everybody okay in there?’ asked the policeman.
‘STAY OOT!’ Tommy warned again, his voice starting to tremble. ‘The situation’s no’ changed. Stay oot.’
Jyzer continued to moan in the corner, convulsed also by the occasional cough.
‘There’s no such things as Insurance Bonds, Tommy,’ Parlabane told him.
‘Shut it. There is.’
‘Where did you get this “information”?’
‘That’s ma business.’
‘Did you pay for it? Is someone on a percentage?’
‘Naw. Aye. The second wan.’
‘Never done anything like this before, have you?’
Jyzer moaned again, eyes closed against the pain..
Tommy shook his head. He was starting to look scared, like he needed his mammy to take him home.
‘Somebody put you up to it? Somebody force you?’
‘Naw,’ he said defensively. ‘We were offered this. Hand-picked. He gied us the information, an’ we’d tae gie him forty per cent o’ the cally efterwards.’
‘You been inside before? Recently?’
‘Aye. Oot six weeks. Baith ay us.’
‘And I take it you weren’t inside for armed robbery.’
He shook his head again.
Parlabane nodded. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his compact little mobile phone.
‘Whit ye daein’? Put that doon.’
‘Just let me call the cops outside, okay? Save us shoutin’ through the wall the whole time.’
‘Aye awright.’
He dialled the number for Gayfield Square, explained the situation and asked to be patched through to the main man on-site.
‘Are you sure you’re all right, sir?’ the cop in charge asked. ‘What’s your name? Do you need us to get a message to someone?’
‘I’m fine. My name’s Jack Parlabane. Yes, that Jack Parlabane, and spare me the might-have-knowns. I didn’t try to get myself into this, it just happened. Now, Tommy here’s not quite ready to end this, I don’t think. But I was wondering whether you might want to scale down the ARU involvement out there. I’ve got a feeling you’ll be needing them elsewhere fairly imminently.’
‘Too late,’ the cop informed him. ‘Somebody hit the Royal Bank at the west end of George St about fifteen minutes ago while we were scratching our arses back here. By the time any of our lot got there it was all in the past tense. We’ve been had.’
‘You’re not the only ones.’
‘What was that?’ Tommy asked.
‘Bank robbery, Tommy,’ he told him ‘A proper one. Carried out less than a mile from here while the police Armed Response Unit were holding their dicks outside a post office. Now who do you think could have been behind that? Same guy gave you “the information” maybe?’
‘But… but… we…’
‘You were right about being hand-picked, Tommy. And you can both take some satisfaction from the fact that you carried out the plan exactly as intended. Unfortunately, you were intended to fuck up. What were the instructions? Grab the mysterious Insurance Bonds, create a hostage situation, keep the polis occupied, then escape via the magical underground railway? And were you given a specific date and time, perhaps?’
There was confusion in Tommy’s eyes, but on the whole resignation was starting to replace defiance. Jyzer gave a last mournful splutter and passed out.
‘Don’t suppose you want to score a few points with the boys in blue by telling them who set you up so they can get on to his tail?’
‘Mair than ma life’s worth.’
‘Fair enough. But it’s still over, Tommy. Jyzer needs medical attention. The wounds might be superficial, but then again they might not. Come on. Put the gun down.’
Tommy looked across at the unconscious Jyzer surrounded by bloodstains on the beige carpet, then at the locked door, then back at his hostage.
‘Ach, fuck it,’ he rasped angrily, knuckles whitening as he gripped the gun tighter.
Parlabane took an involuntary breath, his eyes locked on Tommy’s.
‘The cunt’s name was McKay,’ he said with a sigh. ‘Erchie McKay. Met him inside. He got oot last month, same as us.’ Tommy put the shotgun down on the floor and slid it across to Parlabane. ‘Just make sure they catch the bastart.’
At eight-thirty that evening, the nightly performance of ‘Whoops Checkov’ was abandoned after a number of powerful stink-bombs were thrown through the door of the auditorium by an unidentified male. It was, the unidentified male admitted to the woman driving his getaway car, childish and puerile, but then so is much of the Fringe.



Mellow Doubt
I have of late, but wherefore I know not, lost all my mirth. Or to put it more plainly, I haven’t quite been my usual care-free, smiley, mass-murdering self for a while now, and it’s starting to make me feel… a little lost.
There are a number of evident and plausible reasons for this.
When I look in the mirror, I no longer see the face my mind expects. This isn’t any pretentious and self-pitying psychobabble, I should stress: I paid a maxillofacial surgeon a shitload of money to ensure that I no longer see the face my mind expects; and that more importantly, I no longer see the face so very many people in so very many countries would dearly love to get into with a floor-sander and a bucket of hydrogen chlorate. I don’t look radically different. With the bruising and swelling gone, the features and proportions are halfway familiar, but the lines and contours seem softened; blurred almost, so that I resemble what could best be described as a Japanese anime version of myself. I look different enough, though, let me tell you. Walk into the bathroom for a pish in the middle of the night, catch a sideways glimpse of that in the mirror and you’re swapping your cock for a Glock, if you haven’t already jumped backwards into the bath. When it comes to undermining your sense of identity, having your own coupon replaced would do it every time.
But that’s not it.
I’m sitting, as I do most days, outside a bar overlooking the beach. Resting on my table are a beer and a book, though again, like most days, I’m too distracted by what’s going on in front of me to read it. Today, however, unlike most days, my attention is enticed by something other than the cornucopia of sun-worshipping females parading between the terrace and the sea. These last have captured my eye but not my mind, a pleasant and picturesque backdrop to my necessarily ugly reflections; soothingly incongruous, disposably irrelevant. I didn’t come here for the reasons everyone else does. I’m not on holiday and I’m not looking for parties, romance or even just sex. I needed to be somewhere fluidly transitory, where people come and go and the locals don’t bother learning your face because you’ll be history in a fortnight. I also needed to be in a place where wearing sunglasses from dawn to dusk does not look suspicious or even affected.
This is my life: for now, for as long as needs be. Forever, if necessary. Not so bad, you might think, and yes, I can afford it. Money is not an issue. I was always prepared for this possibility, every day, on every job, though I never considered it an eventuality, and certainly not an aspiration. I didn’t do the things I did so that I could afford to loll in the sand for the rest of my days. You lie in the dirt long enough later on; what good’s a headstart? I did what I did because it electrified me every moment I was awake, and I did what I did because I was the best in the whole wide fucking world.
I have killed more people than I could accurately count: four hundred at a rough guess. I have brought down aeroplanes, sunk cruise liners, even trashed a fully armed military base. I had the police of half the planet trailing in my wake, presidential sphincters tweeting at the mention of my name. So all things considered, it is not my idea of the good life to be just another nobody vegetating here in the sun, my back resting against a pile of cash, like a moron lottery winner or some Cro-Magnon Cockney gangster. This is my life now and it represents, to say the least, a bit of a come-down.
But that’s not it.
I am watching a man and a young child, little more than a toddler, play on the sand with a lightweight football. They are using a pushchair and an ice-box as goalposts, the child running up unsteadily to take a shot as his father crouches in the centre of the target. The child connects, giving it a clumsy but firm toe-ender. The ball wobbles in the air as it flies, lending plausibility to the man’s transparent attempt to appear wrong-footed. He collapses to the ground, flailing an arm as the ball bounces past him. The child jumps, hands raised. The man thumps the sand, feigning the anguish of defeat.
Here in the bar, there is no need to fake it. I have lost all that I have lost because I was – I am – defeated. In my line of work, you don’t lick your wounds then return to the fray with renewed determination; not when defeat means that the world knows your true name and your true visage. In defeat you may live, but not to fight another day. You may live to become faceless, to drink beer in a reassuringly crowded holiday resort, and to contemplate the person you will never again be.
The sting of humiliation fades with time, but the loss remains, joined soon by a colder, more sober process of recrimination. The apportioning of blame – so often an opportunity for deflection and plain old denial – was simplified for me in that none of my comrades survived. That only left myself and the man who laid me low. As my adversary he was responsible for my defeat but not for my failure, so, much as I detest him and much as I resent what he has done to me, I know it would be foolish and unhelpful to focus my anger upon him. Sitting in this bar, on this beach, I have come to understand that there occasions when the pursuit of vengeance is simply undignified. Yes, I could kill him, but what would that prove? That I am the bigger man? That he was wrong to cross me? No. Because the truth is that I crossed him, and no two ways about it, I got my arse felt. Twelve of us, professionals, armed and prepared, against… well, best not dwell upon the details. When you lose despite such odds in your favour, you have to accept that you humiliated yourself. Seeking vengeance only compounds it. Let’s be honest, there is no retribution for a humiliation of that magnitude. Nor is there possible reparation to those who were counting on you.
I failed. Me. I was gubbed. I was humiliated. My reputation was effectively erased, as surely as I knew my identity would have to be also. Even my memories have been all but stolen: when I look back upon the things I have done, I can no longer view my victories as anything other than a prelude to my ultimate defeat.
But believe me, that’s still not it.
My nemesis, my embarrassingly improbable nemesis, did all of this to me. He destroyed my great scheme, wiped out my crew and even cast me down to what he reasonably assumed would be my death. However, my greatest wound, the strike that has had me reeling ever since, he delivered with mere words.
There are four teenage males running along the sand, lanky and awkward, suffering that phase nature has the decency to hide inside a cocoon in other species. They bellow guttural laughs as they bear down obliviously upon the man and his child. The child instinctively moves closer to the man as the group approaches, seeking security, protection. The man smiles down, offering reassurance with a ruffling of the hair, but his eyes remain vigilantly upon the teenagers, positioning himself to deflect any accidental contact.
The man is about my age, I estimate. He looks younger when he smiles, but his true years are revealed as his face sharpens in ready defence. The child resembles him facially; I can see that even from here. Even if he didn’t, there’d be no questioning the relationship: the man is alertly attendant upon the child, but the clincher is that the child looks up at him as though the world is his to command.
‘How does it feel to know you’ll never see your son grow up?’ I asked him, Larry, my improbable nemesis, when I thought I still held the power of life and death.
‘You tell me.’
Now, I’ve analysed and deconstructed this little exchange many, many times in order to exhaust every avenue of interpretation, but even as I did so I knew I was merely trying to find an escape-clause in the small print. I had a gun pointed at his head, so he had to say something to buy himself some time, surely? Granted, but it was still a hell of a thing to just pull out of your arse at zero notice. And as he said it, there was a cold sincerity about him, a conviction that couldn’t be entirely accounted for by mere anger or hatred. Under the circumstances you could hardly have described it as smug, but it was definitely the look of one who knew he had something on me; he wasn’t only telling me I had a son I’ve never met – he was telling me he had.
I have a son.
Through simple deduction and arithmetic I know who by, I know where and I know when. But I do not know him, not even his name, and there are insurmountable reasons why he will never – let’s face it, must never – know me.
So how d’you like them apples?
I didn’t want a child. Like that needs to be said. Hard to imagine fitting much in the way of family life around a busy schedule of assassination and wholesale slaughter. But discovering, knowing he’s out there… oh Larry, you really stuck it to me, didn’t you? He’s loose in my head, toddling around, opening lids and doors and closets, and I seriously don’t want him to see what’s inside any of them.
That, in case you haven’t guessed, is it. He’s in there, and he’s running the show, whether I like it or not.
I have in the past transformed myself, or at least attempted to do so: cast off old trappings and emerged as what I imagined to be something new. But whether it was swapping my Queen records for Bauhaus or my Stratocaster for Semtex, the person inside never changed. Larry called that right. This, though, this truly feels like a transformation by some ancient power far beyond my control. This, as Freddie and the boys put it, is a kind of magic.
I’m forced to see the world through my son’s eyes, as though new to me, my perspective involuntarily transferred. It’s an attempt, if not to feel him, then at least to feel what it’s like to be him. Then I see it once more through my own, and I feel a dread darker than anyone else could know; well, maybe not anyone else, but we’d be talking about a very short list. I feel a dread because I know what kind of men are sharing this world with my son.
Evil men. Men like me.
I’m feeling a new, alien emotion. Maybe it’s not alien, maybe it’s not even new. Maybe it’s an instinct that’s always been there, dormant, only recently activated. I feel a drive to protect, an anxious concern for this child of mine whose face I have never seen and whose name I do not even know.
I sense his vulnerability. That’s something for which I’ve always had a facility: I sought out the undefended, probed for weakness, then gleefully exploited it. This vulnerability instead puts me on edge, compels me to vigilance. I consider the carnage I have strewn about me, and I am appalled to think of him getting caught up in something like that: collateral damage, among the gormless, faceless lemmings who just can’t help but find themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time. He is worth more than that, more than them. Far more. He is flesh of my flesh, my son, and the thought of someone harming him does not merely worry me – it offends me.
Deeply.
It is for this reason, therefore, as I sit here watching another father tend and protect his offspring, that I feel unexpectedly inclined to act upon certain information that has today become pressingly pertinent, but to which I would previously have been utterly indifferent.
A four-year-old English boy has gone missing from one of the big villas on the other side of the Old Port. It’s all over the island this morning; everybody knows about it. That’s why that father on the beach, like every other parent here, is staying that bit nearer to his precious child, watching that bit closer, grateful he has not been punished for lacking the same vigilance twenty-four hours ago. The kid’s face is on the front of the local paper, and the police, plus dozens of volunteers, are combing the area. Divers will be brought in too, inevitably, but only if the parents are smart enough not to tell the cops about the ransom demand they are about to receive.
I know this because I know who has done it.
All life passes this bar, here in my sun-kissed purgatory, and it doesn’t have to be wearing a bikini to catch my eye. It therefore failed to escape my attention on either of the occasions that Risto Balban and his moron brother, Miko, sauntered conspicuously along the boardwalk, having evidently travelled here in the past month with Club Thug. Risto used to be a big noise in the Kolichni separatist rebel movement, which employed his kidnapping and extortion skills to political and fundraising ends. Some of those funds ended up in my pocket for services rendered, which is why I know his face. But this was before his political convictions waned in the face of his realisation that he could get up to the same hi-jinks independently without having to hand over the resultant cash to any pompous ideologues in balaclavas.
It’s common knowledge within certain less-than-exalted circles that he and Miko have been busying themselves around southern Europe ever since. They target the most upmarket holiday residences (not much ransom to be got out of the Sun-reading classes) and go for kids of four years and under because they don’t tend to be much cop when it comes to giving the police descriptions. That’s the ones whose parents keep it shut and pay up in time, of course. But despite their industry, you won’t have heard about any of this, because the authorities in tourism-driven economies can bring rather a lot of pressure on the local plods regarding their after-the-fact interpretation of such events. Who’s going to go down to Lunn Poly and book up for ‘that resort where the wean got kidnapped last summer’? So the local kiddy-fiddler gets fitted up for murder, the ‘isolated incident’ is solved, and the Balbans move on. They’ve worked Greece, Turkey, the Black Sea, moving from island to island, coast to coast.
And now they’re here. Risto: the brains of the operation, lithe, sharp-featured, canny, paranoid. Miko: tubby, thick, obedient and loyal, as proven by the metal holding his legs together since a mutually unsatisfactory interrogation at the hands of the Russian military. I knew what they were here for, I knew what they would do, and at the time it didn’t seem to be of any import. I have always considered their activities vulgar, but none of my affair; indeed my principal concern when I saw them was whether my surgery would pass the eyeball test. However, now that they have actually done it, I find myself experiencing an unaccustomed outrage that I know I will not be able to contain. Besides, as I have said, I’m feeling a little different these days.
I sit in my car and watch the villa, easily identified by the police cars at the gate. I wait. I will give it an hour, I decide. This particular exercise is to ensure that my good deed goes unpunished, but there are other ways of doing that if an opportunity fails to present itself this morning. After twenty minutes, however, it does. I see the father walking out of the driveway with a push-chair, occupied by a tiny infant. He stops briefly to exchange words with one of the cops, gesticulating towards the buggy. He’s telling them he’s just taking the little one for a walk, but his other hand looks like it’s the only thing holding his head on, so I know differently.
I get out of the car and pace myself to catch up with him out of sight of the police. He stops at a bench overlooking the water and sits down, offering the infant a bottle of water. The infant smiles at him and he smiles back, trying to hide how he’s really feeling. I don’t know whether the baby’s buying it, but I’m certainly not.
I sit down next to him and speak facing out to sea.
‘I know what you’re thinking,’ I tell him. ‘And the answer is no. Don’t tell the cops.’
‘What did you say?’
‘Ransom demand. Phone call. Voice-disguiser, right?’
He stares at me, standing up. I remain seated, still looking out to sea.
‘Who are you? How do you know this?’
‘If they even think you’ve told the cops, they’ll kill the boy and move on. To them, it’s not worth the risk; they can start again elsewhere tomorrow. You can’t.’
‘Listen, tell me who the hell…’
I turn to look at him, removing my shades so that he can see my eyes.
‘I’m going to bring him back.’
‘You’re going to…’ Confusion and indignation give way to desperate hope. ‘How?’
‘That’s my concern.’
‘I don’t understand. Who are you?’
‘I’m in a position to help, that’s all. I can’t say any more.’
‘And what’s in it for you? What do you want, money? How do I know you’re not part of this?’
‘I’m not. And I don’t want money. But I do need two things from you.’
‘What?’
‘First, that you follow my advice and don’t tell the cops.’
‘Christ, I haven’t even told my wife yet.’
‘And second, that when I return your son, you forget I ever existed.’
‘If you return my son, I’ll remember you for the rest of my life.’
‘No doubt, but you don’t need to tell anyone, do you?’
In tracking kidnappers, knowing whodunit is far less crucial than knowing where they are, but if you know enough about the who, ascertaining the where is a straightforward – if sometimes necessarily messy – process. In this case, it is enough that I know the Balban brothers, not having much of a portfolio, prefer to invest their disposable income in concerns yielding a more immediate dividend: to wit, sex and charlie; or more accurately, hookers and charlie, given that the concept of Risto or Miko getting laid without paying for it is known in most cultures as rape. I know also that they are unlikely to be indulging in the former vice while they have a houseguest, so consumption of the latter is bound to increase by way of compensation.
I call several local suppliers, with whom I have, shall we say, a rapport, and run message-boy Miko’s description by them. Arturo at the casino (where he is by far the busiest dealer), confirms a portly source of much recent custom. I make a business proposition and we arrange to meet within the hour. Upon my instruction, Arturo rings the mobile number Miko gave him and offers him the drugs equivalent of a fire-sale: he tells him he’s having to get off the island in a hurry, and as he can’t take his stash with him, the whole lot is available at a knock-down price, for a limited time only. Hurry, hurry, hurry. Miko goes for it with all the restrained dignity of a piranha, agreeing to a meet early this evening. I pay Arturo the shortfall in the price arranged with Miko, plus a little more for his trouble, then head for a tool-hire outlet in the industrial area of town.
I watch Miko emerge from a BMW and approach the casino, walking as ever like a gorilla bursting for a shite. He’s dressed in an evening suit in an attempt to look inconspicuously respectable, but given that primate gait and his mangled features, the jacket and tie in between look sufficiently incongruous that he might as well be wearing a T-shirt stating ‘In-bred gangster trash’. I watch him enter the casino, then try his car door and find it unsurprisingly open. It’s a common conceit among these criminal also-rans that people – especially their fellow crooks – are somehow aware of how baaad they are and would therefore never dare fuck with their person or their property. I lie down in the rear footwell and prepare to disabuse Miko of both presumptions.
He returns inside ten minutes, giggling like a kid who’s raided the candy shop. I wait for him to place his prize in the glove compartment and reach for the ignition before spiking him in the neck with a hypodermic full of thiopentone. He reacts reflexively with a slap, thinking the jab is an insect bite, by which time the agent is already in his blood and my silencer in his face.
‘Sweet dreams,’ I tell him.
Miko awakes to find himself strapped securely to a steel table in a low-ceilinged, windowless room. We are in the cellar of my villa, in the hills overlooking the port, but Miko doesn’t know this. Nor does he know that he’s about to become nostalgic for the hospitality of those Russian soldiers.
He comes round slowly, groggily at first, but sharpens up very quickly as he takes in his surroundings and realises the circumstances. I remain behind him at the head end of the table. If he strains his neck muscles he can see me, but for now he is scanning the cold stone walls, bare but for cobwebs, and the ancient, dustbound workbench to his right. On it sit a rusted but serviceable vice, a power-drill, an electric paint stripper, a hacksaw, a boombox and a feather duster. His breathing accelerates and his arms test the restraints. I’m guessing it’s not the duster that’s spooked him, but some people do have awfully ticklish feet. You never can tell.
Predictably, he asks who I am, trying it in French, English and Spanish.
‘Let’s save time and just lay our cards down on the table, Miko,’ I say. ‘I want to know where Risto is holding the boy.’
‘How do you know my name?’
‘I know a lot more than that. Most relevantly, I know that I would be insulting you to assume you’d give up your brother without first undergoing some quite unnecessary prolonged and excruciating pain. Equally, you would be insulting me if you thought I’d believe anything you said before that, so allow me to treat us both with all due respect.’
His eyes flit to the workbench again and he swallows, a look of determination fixing upon his features. Then I wheel the gas tanks from behind the table, into his line of sight, which is when he starts to squirm and whimper. I flip down the visor on my protective mask and press ‘play’ on the boombox. The sound insulation here is fine, but I find screaming to be very disconcerting while I’m trying to concentrate. I fire up the torch as the music starts. It’s Neil Young and Crazy Horse live: not strictly my cup of tea, but I thought it appropriate, though I doubt Barry Sheen here gets the gag. The album is called ‘Weld’.
I stand back when I am done, waiting for Miko’s hysterics to exhaust themselves. There is a strong smell of burnt meat filling the room. I’ve read medical staff distastefully describing the odour of charred flesh, and I imagine it must be pretty rank by the time you get it down to Casualty, but right now it’s not a kick in the arse off barbecued chicken. The steel in the lower half of Miko’s left leg is now fused with my table. It’s not a very professional-looking job, and the table will never be the same again, but Miko is going to have a bugger of a time going anywhere without it.
‘So, Miko. Bearing in mind that you have a lot more metal in those legs of yours, do you feel like telling me where Risto is holding the boy?’
He is hyperventilating wheezily, but I can tell he is summoning the breath to speak. I lean closer and he tells me the name of a villa outside Fornel, about forty minutes away on the road to the airport. I get him to repeat this then reach for a drawer under the table.
‘Time for me to leave you, then,’ I say. ‘But before I do, one more thing. Don’t take it personally, but it struck me that you just might be lying, you know, maybe to buy yourself time so that you could forge an escape. No pun intended.’
I produce two syringes and lay them on the workbench where he can see them: one containing clear fluid, the other a pale blue liquid. I pick up the clear one and inject its contents into a bulging vein in his forearm.
‘This is dihydromertile silicate,’ I tell him. ‘It’s slow-acting, so you won’t feel anything for a while, but it will stop your heart and your lungs completely in about two hours. I know you weren’t paying much attention on the trip here, so I should let you know you’re in an abandoned farmhouse in pretty much the middle of nowhere, and I’m afraid there’s little chance of someone stumbling across you and coming to the rescue inside the time you’ve got left. However, on the upside, the blue syringe contains a neutralising antidote: monohydrate dosamide, and I’m going to leave it here. This is the deal: I go to Risto and, to avoid an unseemly squabble, I offer the location of this farmhouse in exchange for the kid. He saves you, I save the boy, and we’re all happy. Unless, of course, you’re lying, in which case I administer the antidote and we listen to Neil Young all night long.’
Miko closes his eyes, steadies his breathing, and in a broken whisper tells me where Risto really is.
The villa is set, rather picturesquely, in a sprawling vineyard, with high hedges thoroughly obscuring the building and its gardens from the road. As I turn into the vine-flanked avenue, the headlights of Miko’s Beamie flash across a curtained window. Thus prewarned, Risto emerges impatiently from the front door just as I pull up, silenced Glock out of sight beneath my open window. I shoot him in both legs before he can speak, then step out of the car and kneel on top of his writhing body, patting him down for weapons. I find a nine-mill and a stiletto.
‘Were you expecting someone else?’ I say quietly to him. ‘Anxious times when family goes missing, aren’t they? Where’s the boy?’
He looks up at me, his eyes barely able to focus for the pain. ‘Fuck you,’ he manages to splutter.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll find him myself. Can’t expect you to help me with a bullet in your balls, can I?’
I let the remark register for a second. He pulls a single key from his trouser pocket and lets it drop on the flagstones.
‘Thank you.’
I find the boy tied to a bed, gagged and urine-soaked. He flinches as I approach, and I remember I am carrying the Glock.
‘It’s okay. I’ve come to take you home.’
I remove his bonds. He looks uninjured but remains terrified. When he speaks, his voice is lower and more croaky than I expect, due to dehydration.
‘What about the bad men?’ he asks.
‘They’re very, very sorry. They won’t be doing it again.’
‘I want my mummy.’
I lift him up with my left arm, raising the gun again with my right.
‘I’m sure they do too,’ I say.
I carry him with his face rested on my shoulder, and tell him to keep his eyes closed until we are in the car. I fasten his seatbelt and turn on the engine, then climb back out again.
‘I’ll just be a second. I’m going to get you a drink, okay?’
The boy nods, still trembling.
I drag Risto inside the house and out of sight. With the lights on in there, he is able to get a better look at me. The surgery is still making me hard to place, but I oblige him with a lingering stare into his eyes until he recognises mine.
‘My God. You’re… you’re…’
‘Not any more. I’m just a concerned parent.’
I put four bullets in his brain then head for the fridge and grab a Coke for the kid. The boy obediently keeps his head down as we near the agreed rendezvous. I drive past the bench where we spoke this morning, then double back, checking the dimly lit sidestreets for any concealed cop cars ready to swoop in. It looks as though the father has been true to his word. He’s sitting there, looking expectantly at the Beamie, as he will have done at every other car that has passed since he arrived. 
He springs to his feet the moment his eyes meet mine. I stop the car but don’t get out, merely reach back and undo the kid’s seatbelt. The father opens the door and hugs his son, both of them crying. I look away.
‘There must be something I can do for you,’ he says.
‘There is. I told you.’
When I get back to the villa, the first rays of sun are still loitering with intent behind the hills, the air pleasantly crisp before the heat starts to build once more. I drop Miko’s bargain charlie in my safe then go down to the cellar to find the man himself. The scene does not disappoint. He is dead, face-down on the floor, an empty syringe lying discarded beside him. As I anticipated, he has freed himself from his restraints through brute-strength and desperation, but with his leg welded to the table, was only able to reach the hacksaw, not the hypodermic. He has proceeded, therefore, to amputate his own foot, before injecting himself with weed-killer in a misinformed attempt to neutralise the harmless saline solution I gave him earlier.
It’s uncool to laugh at your own jokes, but I can’t help it. Maybe I’m getting whimsical now that I’m technically a generation older; and I know I wasn’t around for the punchline, but you have to admit it was a belter.
I go back upstairs, grab myself a cold one and sit outside to watch the sunrise. It feels like a new beginning.
I think I’m going to enjoy being good.



Playground Football
(The following article has been vigorously cut-and-pasted all over the web since being posted on www.blackandwhitearmy.com in July 2003, but as nobody’s clipboard had quite enough room for two little words – my name – I thought I should set the record straight by giving it an official home here. It was written in two parts for The Absolute Game during the early nineties, and remains arguably the truest work I have ever penned.)
Duration
Matches shall be played over three unequal periods: two playtimes and a lunchtime. Each of these periods shall begin shortly after the ringing of a bell, and although a bell is also rung towards the end of these periods, play may continue for up to ten minutes afterwards, depending on the nihilism or ‘bottle’ of the participants with regard to corporal punishment met out to latecomers back to the classroom. In practice there is a sliding scale of nihilism, from those who hasten to stand in line as soon as the bell rings, known as ‘poofs’, through those who will hang on until the time they estimate it takes the teachers to down the last of their gins and journey from the staffroom, known as ‘chancers’, and finally to those who will hang on until a teacher actually has to physically retrieve them, known as ‘bampots’. This sliding scale is intended to radically alter the logistics of a match in progress, often having dramatic effects on the scoreline as the number of remaining participants drops. It is important, therefore, in picking the sides, to achieve a fair balance of poofs, chancers and bampots in order that the scoreline achieved over a sustained period of play – a lunchtime, for instance – is not totally nullified by a five-minute post-bell onslaught of five bampots against one. The scoreline to be carried over from the previous period of the match is in the trust of the last bampots to leave the field of play, and may be the matter of some debate. This must be resolved in one of the approved manners (see ‘Adjudication’).
Parameters
The object is to force the ball between two large, unkempt piles of jackets, in lieu of goalposts. These piles may grow or shrink throughout the match, depending on the number of participants and the prevailing weather. As the number of players increases, so shall the piles. Each jacket added to the pile by a new addition to a side should be placed on the inside, nearest the goalkeeper, thus reducing the target area. It is also important that the sleeve of one of the jackets should jut out across the goalmouth, as it will often be claimed that the ball went ‘over the post’ and it can henceforth be asserted that the outstretched sleeve denotes the innermost part of the pile and thus the inside of the post. The on-going reduction of the size of the goal is the responsibility of any respectable defence and should be undertaken conscientiously with resourcefulness and imagination.
In the absence of a crossbar, the upper limit of the target area is observed as being slightly above head height, although when the height at which a ball passed between the jackets is in dispute, judgement shall lie with an arbitrary adjudicator from one of the sides. He is known as the ‘best fighter’; his decision is final and may be enforced with physical violence if anyone wants to stretch a point.
There are no pitch markings. Instead, physical objects denote the boundaries, ranging from the most common – walls and buildings – to roads or burns. Corners and throw-ins are redundant where bylines or touchlines are denoted by a two-storey building or a six-foot granite wall. Instead, a scrum should be instigated to decide possession. This should begin with the ball trapped between the brickwork and two opposing players, and should escalate to include as many team members as can get there before the now egg-shaped ball finally emerges, drunkenly and often with a dismembered foot and shin attached. At this point, goalkeepers should look out for the player who takes possession of the escaped ball and begins bearing down on goal, as most of those involved in the scrum will be unaware that the ball is no longer amidst their feet. The goalkeeper should also try not to be distracted by the inevitable fighting that has by this point broken out.
In games on large open spaces, the length of the pitch is obviously denoted by the jacket piles, but the width is a variable. In the absence of roads, water hazards or ‘a big dug’, the width is determined by how far out the attacking winger has to meander before the pursuing defender gets fed up and lets him head back towards where the rest of the players are waiting, often as far as quarter of a mile away. It is often observed that the playing area is ‘no’ a full-size pitch’. This can be invoked verbally to justify placing a wall of players eighteen inches from the ball at direct free kicks. It is the formal response to ‘yards’, which the kick-taker will incant meaninglessly as he places the ball.
The Ball
There is a variety of types of ball approved for Primary School Football. I shall describe three notable examples.
1) The plastic balloon. An extremely lightweight model, used primarily in the early part of the season and seldom after that due to having burst. Identifiable by blue pentagonal panelling and the names of that year’s Premier League sides printed all over it. Advantages: low sting factor, low burst-nose probability, cheap, discourages a long-ball game. Disadvantages: over-susceptible to influence of the wind, difficult to control, almost magnetically drawn to flat school roofs whence never to return.
2) The rough-finish Mitre. Half football, half Portuguese Man o’ War. On the verge of a ban in the European Court of Human Rights, this model is not for sale to children. Used exclusively by teachers during gym classes as a kind of aversion therapy. Made from highly durable fibre-glass, stuffed with neutron star and coated with dead jellyfish. Advantages: looks quite grown up, makes for high-scoring matches (keepers won’t even attempt to catch it). Disadvantages: scars or maims anything it touches.
3) The ‘Tube’. Genuine leather ball, identifiable by brown all-over colouring. Was once black and white, before ravages of games on concrete, but owners can never remember when. Adored by everybody, especially keepers. Advantages: feels good, easily controlled, makes a satisfying ‘whump’ noise when you kick it. Disadvantages: turns into medicine ball when wet, smells like a dead dog.
Offside
There is no offside, for two reasons: one, ‘it’s no’ a full-size pitch’, and two, none of the players actually know what offside is. The lack of an offside rule gives rise to a unique sub-division of strikers. These players hang around the opposing goalmouth while play carries on at the other end, awaiting a long pass forward out of defence which they can help past the keeper before running the entire length of the pitch with their arms in the air to greet utterly imaginary adulation. These are known variously as ‘moochers’, ‘gloryhunters’ and ‘fly wee bastarts’. These players display a remarkable degree of self-security, seemingly happy in their own appraisals of their achievements, and caring little for their team-mates’ failure to appreciate the contribution they have made. They know that it can be for nothing other than their enviable goal tallies that they are so bitterly despised.
Adjudication
The absence of a referee means that disputes must be resolved between the opposing teams rather than decided by an arbiter. There are two accepted ways of doing this.
1) Compromise. An arrangement is devised that is found acceptable by both sides. Sway is usually given to an action that is in accordance with the spirit of competition, ensuring that the game does not turn into ‘a pure skoosh’. For example, in the event of a dispute as to whether the ball in fact crossed the line, or whether the ball has gone inside or ‘over’ the post, the attacking side may offer the ultimatum: ‘Penalty or goal.’ It is not recorded whether any side has ever opted for the latter. It is on occasions that such arrangements or ultimata do not prove acceptable to both sides that the second adjudicatory method comes into play.
2) Fighting. Those up on their ancient Hellenic politics will understand that the concept we know as ‘justice’ rests in these circumstances with the hand of the strong. What the winner says, goes, and what the winner says is just, for who shall dispute him? It is by such noble philosophical principles that the supreme adjudicator, or Best Fighter, is effectively elected.
Team Selection
To ensure a fair and balanced contest, teams are selected democratically in a turns-about picking process, with either side beginning as a one-man selection committee and growing from there. The initial selectors are usually the recognised two Best Players of the assembled group. Their first selections will be the two recognised Best Fighters, to ensure a fair balance in the adjudication process, and to ensure that they don’t have their own performances impaired throughout the match by profusely bleeding noses. They will then proceed to pick team-mates in a roughly meritocratic order, selecting on grounds of skill and tactical awareness, but not forgetting that while there is a sliding scale of players’ ability, there is also a sliding scale of players’ brutality and propensities towards motiveless violence. A selecting captain might baffle a talented striker by picking the less nimble Big Jazza ahead of him, and may explain, perhaps in the words of Linden B. Johnson upon his retention of J. Edgar Hoover as the head of the FBI, that he’d ‘rather have him inside the tent pissing out, than outside the tent pissing in’.
Special consideration is also given during the selection process to the owner of the ball. It is tacitly acknowledged to be ‘his gemme’, and he must be shown a degree of politeness for fear that he takes the huff at being picked late and withdraws his favours.
Another aspect of team selection that may confuse those only familiar with the game at senior level will be the choice of goalkeepers, who will inevitably be the last players to be picked. Unlike in the senior game, where the goalkeeper is often the tallest member of his team, in the playground, the goalkeeper is usually the smallest. Senior aficionados must appreciate that playground selectors have a different agenda and are looking for altogether different properties in a goalkeeper. These can be listed briefly as: compliance, poor fighting ability, meekness, fear and anything else that makes it easier for their team-mates to banish the wee bugger between the sticks while they go off in search of personal glory up the other end.
Tactics
Playground football tactics are best explained in terms of team formation. Whereas senior sides tend to choose – according to circumstance – from among a number of standard options (eg 4-4-2, 4-3-3, 5-3-2), the playground side is usually more rigid in sticking to the all-purpose 1-1-17 formation. This formation is a sturdy basis for the unique style of play, ball-flow and territorial give-and-take that makes the playground game such a renowned and strategically engrossing spectacle. Just as the 5-3-2 formation is sometimes referred to in practice as ‘Cattenaccio’, the 1-1-17 formation gives rise to a style of play that is best described as ‘Nomadic’. All but perhaps four of the participants (see also ‘Offside’) migrate en masse from one area of the pitch to another, following the ball, and it is tactically vital that every last one of them remains within a ten-yard radius of it at all times.
Stoppages
Much stoppage time in the senior game is down to injured players requiring treatment on the field of play. The playground game flows freer having adopted the refereeing philosophy of ‘no Post-Mortem, no free-kick’, and play will continue around and even on top of a participant who has fallen in the course of his endeavours. However, the playground game is nonetheless subject to other interruptions, and some examples are listed below.
1) Ball on school roof or over school wall. The retrieval time itself is negligible in these cases. The stoppage is most prolonged by the argument to decide which player must risk life, limb or four of the belt to scale the drainpipe or negotiate the barbed wire in order to return the ball to play. Disputes usually arise between the player who actually struck the ball and any others he claims it may have struck before disappearing into forbidden territory. In the case of the Best Fighter having been adjudged responsible for such an incident, a volunteer is often required to go in his stead or the game may be abandoned, as the Best Fighter is entitled to observe that A: ‘Ye canny make me’; or B: ‘It’s no’ ma baw anyway’.
2) Stray dog on pitch. An interruption of unpredictable duration. The dog does not have to make off with the ball, it merely has to run around barking loudly, snarling and occasionally drooling or foaming at the mouth. This will ensure a dramatic reduction in the number of playing staff as twenty-seven of them simultaneously volunteer to go indoors and inform the teacher of the threat. The length of the interruption can sometimes be gauged by the breed of dog. A deranged Irish Setter could take ten minutes to tire itself of running in circles, for instance, while a Jack Russell may take up to fifteen minutes to corner and force out through the gates. An Alsatian means instant abandonment.
3) Bigger boy steals ball. A highly irritating interruption, the length of which is determined by the players’ experience in dealing with this sort of thing. The intruders will seldom actually steal the ball, but will improvise their own kickabout amongst themselves, occasionally inviting the younger players to attempt to tackle them. Standing around looking bored and unimpressed usually results in a quick restart. Shows of frustration and engaging in attempts to win back the ball can prolong the stoppage indefinitely. Informing the intruders that one of the players’ older brother is ‘Mad Chic Murphy’ or some other noted local pugilist can also ensure minimum delay.
4) Menopausal old bag confiscates ball. More of a threat in the street or local green kickabout than within the school walls. Sad, blue-rinsed, ill-tempered, Tory-voting cat-owner transfers her anger about the array of failures that has been her life to nine-year-olds who have committed the heinous crime of letting their ball cross her privet Line of Death. Interruption (loss of ball) is predicted to last ‘until you learn how to play with it properly’, but instruction on how to achieve this without actually having the bloody thing is not usually forwarded. Tact is required in these circumstances, even when the return of the ball seems highly unlikely, as further irritation of woman may result in the more serious stoppage:
Menopausal old bag calls police.
Celebration
Goal-scorers are entitled to a maximum run of thirty yards with their hands in the air, making crowd noises and saluting imaginary packed terraces.
Congratulation by team-mates is in the measure appropriate to the importance of the goal in view of the current scoreline (for instance, making it 34-12 does not entitle the player to drop to his knees and make the sign of the cross), and the extent of the scorer’s contribution. A fabulous solo dismantling of the defence or 25-yard* rocket shot will elicit applause and back-pats from the entire team and the more magnanimous of the opponents. However, a tap-in in the midst of a chaotic scramble will be heralded with the epithet ‘moochin’ wee bastart’ from the opposing defence amidst mild acknowledgment from team-mates. Applying an unnecessary final touch when a ball is already rolling into the goal will elicit a burst nose from the original striker. Kneeling down to head the ball over the line when defence and keeper are already beaten will elicit a thoroughly deserved kicking. As a footnote, however, it should be stressed that any goal scored by the Best Fighter will be met with universal acclaim, even if it falls into any of the latter three categories.
Penalties
At senior level, each side often has one appointed penalty-taker, who will defer to a team-mate in special circumstances, such as his requiring one more for a hat-trick. The playground side has two appointed penalty-takers: the Best Player and the Best Fighter. The arrangement is simple: the Best Player takes the penalties when his side is a retrievable margin behind, and the Best Fighter at all other times. If the side is comfortably in front, the ball-owner may be invited to take a penalty.
Goalkeepers are often the subject of temporary substitutions at penalties, forced to give up their position to the Best Player or Best Fighter, who recognise the kudos attached to the heroic act of saving one of these kicks, and are buggered if Wee Titch is going to steal any of it.
Close Season
This is known also as the Summer Holidays, which the players usually spend dabbling briefly in other sports: tennis for a fortnight while Wimbledon is on the telly; pitch-and-putt for four days during the Open; and cricket for about an hour and a half until they discover that it really is as boring to play as it is to watch.



* Actually eight yards, but calculated as relative distance because ‘it’s no’ a full-size pitch’.
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