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‘When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things.’

Corinthians 13:11

‘Children begin by loving their parents. After a time they judge them. Rarely, if ever, do they forgive them.’

Oscar Wilde


Chapter One

With a casual flick of his hand, Finn McManus wipes out a detachment of Vietnamese foot soldiers. Flames momentarily engulf the section of jungle from which they are emerging. Finn sees their broken bodies flung in all directions, hears their synthesised screams mingled with the roar of the explosion.

He grins, swings the sights of the laser-rifle to take in an approaching tank, the turret turning now in his direction. He is deep into the enemy perimeter and the opposition is fierce. He’ll have to use the rocket launcher again but he is uncomfortably aware that he’s down to his last three missiles. Just as his finger tightens on the trigger, he sees the little red AMMO symbol floating from left to right across the screen; just enough time to punch one round into it, collect five more missiles, then swing back to take care of the tank. He can see the flicker of fire now as its machine-guns open up on him. Finn knows that he has to hit it dead centre, just under the turret, to take it out completely . . .

The tank comes apart in delicious slow motion, chunks of twisted metal scattered by the oily, orange eruption of flame. He can almost feel the heat of it on his face. He turns to grin confidently at his mates gathered around the console. He’s within a whisker of beating the reigning champ’s score, and he knows that they are willing him to succeed.

‘Go on, Finny,’ whispers Gibbo. ‘Stuff the bastards . . .’

Finn returns his attention to Killing Zone. Up ahead of him, he can see the blockhouse where the American POWs are held prisoner. His mission is to liberate them. There are machine-gun emplacements lined up in front of the building, but strategically placed concrete blocks offer vantage points from where he can pick the gunners off in safety . . .

The helicopter comes out of nowhere, dropping vertically into view, machine-guns blazing. It’s close enough for Finn to see the pilot’s grinning face, his squat body hunched over the controls. Finn tries throwing himself hard to the left, firing as he does so – but he is a fraction too late. Blood splatters across the screen and it begins to fade to grey. A perfunctory message informs him that he has just been wounded in action, and will now join the hostages in the blockhouse.

‘Fuck it,’ snaps Finn. He brings his fist down hard on the console and throws an accusing look at Gibbo. ‘That was your fault,’ he growls. ‘You put me off.’

‘Sorry, Finn.’ Gibbo looks suitably mortified. At twelve years old, he is a crucial two years younger than Finn and totally subservient to the whims of his leader. If Finn told him black was white, he wouldn’t dream of arguing.

Chaz has no such inhibitions. The same age as Finn, he’s a good head taller, and over the last few months has been acquiring weight and muscle to go with it. His new-found confidence expresses itself in a tendency to criticise, and Finn is all too aware that one day soon Chaz will be challenging him for the leadership of the crew. Till then he’s a useful man to have on the team. He can hotwire a car quicker than anybody and he’s pretty handy in a fight. He’s studying Finn scornfully now from beneath the brim of his baseball cap, his little blue eyes glinting with mockery.

‘If you’d kept an eye on your radar screen, you’d have seen that whirlybird coming,’ he says.

‘Fuck off, Chaz. You’ve never even made it to level two,’ observes Finn dismissively.

‘Yeah,’ agrees Tommo, thirteen years old, bespectacled, and traditionally the quietest member of the posse. Until recently, Tommo was an altar boy at the local Roman Catholic church but Finn has led him into bad ways. Now he can spit and swear and fight with the best of them. It’s just a matter of getting the right training. ‘Last time you played, you didn’t even make it across the rope bridge to the swamp.’

‘Yes, I fuckin’ well did!’

‘No, you didn’t!’ says Wart. At ten he is the baby of the posse, a skinny, malnourished kid with a thatch of straw-coloured hair and an imitation leather jacket that is several sizes too big for him. He wears a Manchester City scarf knotted around his neck. ‘I saw you. You weren’t even hit. You just fell in the water with the crocodiles.’

‘Shut the fuck up,’ Chaz warns him. He’s recently discovered an old Robert De Niro film on video, and this is his current favourite catchphrase. He narrows his eyes, adopts an unconvincing American accent. ‘Just shut the fuck up, OK?’

Wart sneers, but he wouldn’t dare do it if Finn wasn’t around to protect him.

Gibbo reaches into the pocket of his jog pants and comes out with a handful of change, which he offers to Finn.

‘Play again?’ he asks.

‘Nah.’ Finn shakes his head, turning away from the console. ‘It’s boring.’ He takes out a packet of cigarettes and lights one up, ignoring the many NO SMOKING signs that proliferate in the arcade. He stands looking disdainfully around the interior, a gloomy labyrinth of electrical noise and flickering neon, situated on busy Oxford Street in the heart of the city. ‘This place is boring,’ he adds emphatically. ‘I don’t know why we waste our time here.’ He aims an experimental kick at the Killing Zone machine to see if it will cough up any of its hoard of coins. It doesn’t.

‘You’re just sore ’cos you didn’t rack up top,’ observes Chaz.

‘Yeah? Listen, pal, I don’t think you’ve got much room to talk. I’ve seen girls that play better than you!’

The younger kids laugh, and Chaz laughs with them, but you can see that he isn’t really amused. His eyes remain cold and hard-looking. He takes out his own cigarettes and lights up, ostentatiously using the chunky brass Zippo he lifted from a newsagent’s the other day. Finn experiences a stab of irritation. He only possesses a disposable plastic lighter and this is a major loss of face for him. He knows he has two alternatives. He can either take the Zippo from Chaz or steal something flashier. As yet, he hasn’t decided which course of action he should take.

Gibbo, Tommo and Wart, feeling somewhat left out, have decided that they want a smoke as well. It’s hardly surprising that the concentrated stink of five cigarettes quickly brings the arcade’s jobsworth over to remonstrate with them.

‘What’s going on here?’ he protests. He’s a fat, ugly man with hair combed forward from the back to disguise his baldness. He has a red, thick-jowled face and a beer belly that threatens to burst out of his I Love Manchester T-shirt. He jerks a thumb at the sign above his head. ‘What’s that say?’ he demands. ‘Eh? What’s that say?’

‘What’s the matter?’ Chaz asks him. ‘Can’t you read?’

The man’s jowls mottle a deeper shade of red.

‘Oh, very funny! Come on, you lot, out!’

‘All right,’ says Finn quietly. ‘Keep your hair on.’ He puts emphasis on that word, knowing how it will wind the fat guy up.

Fats’ eyes narrow suspiciously. ‘Here, just a minute. I know you, don’t I? Haven’t I banned you from here already?’

Finn shrugs. ‘If you can’t remember, how do you expect me to?’ he mutters. He flicks cigarette ash on to the Killing Zone console.

‘Stop that!’ shouts Fats irritably. ‘Have you any idea how much that machine costs?’

Finn smiles. ‘Who gives a shit? I’m not paying for it.’

‘You cheeky little sod. Get out. Go on, get out! And take your friends with you . . . Here, stop that!’

Now Chaz is flicking his ash on to the screen. Gibbo, Tommo and Wart immediately follow suit.

‘You’re like sheep!’ snarls Fats, exasperated. He’s missing the point; this is a show of solidarity, but the kids oblige him with some bleating noises just the same. Heads are turning all over the arcade to witness Fats’ humiliation. He looks like he might be about to blow a gasket, and Finn slips a hand into his jacket pocket to grip the handle of the craft knife he always carries around with him; but he hopes it doesn’t come to anything. This isn’t worth the effort.

‘Calm down,’ he advises Fats. ‘A feller your size shouldn’t go getting all excited. You’ll have a heart attack.’ He motions to the others with a flick of his head. ‘Come on, let’s go. There’s a bad smell in here. I think somebody just shit himself.’

He moves past Fats and makes a display of flaring his nostrils, sniffing at him suspiciously in passing. The other kids do the same, and then they’re all heading for the exit.

‘You stay out of here in future!’ yells Fats, braver now that he isn’t standing face to face with them. ‘You hear me? Stay out or I’ll get the filth on to you!’

‘Yeah, yeah.’ Finn stubs the butt of his cigarette out on a flickering screen in passing. It leaves a nice, black smudge.

Out on the street a light drizzle is falling on the litter-strewn pavements. Finn turns up the collar of his nylon bomber jacket and glares sullenly along the length of Oxford Street. Who would believe it was July? Christ. School holidays just started, a Monday afternoon, and the city is dead. Across the road, a small queue is forming outside the Odeon for the latest from Tom Cruise.

‘Wouldn’t mind seeing that,’ says Gibbo. ‘He’s good, him.’

‘He’s wank,’ Chaz corrects him. ‘What are you, some kind of shirt-lifter or something? You want to sleep wiv’ im, do ya?’

There’s a pause. Gibbo seems to be considering the question. ‘No,’ he concludes. ‘He just makes good films, that’s all.’

‘Bollocks, he does,’ says Finn. ‘Bobby Cooper’s the main man. I’ve seen No Quarter eight times. I even bought the video.’ Uncharacteristically, he goes into some impromptu dance steps, moonwalking backwards down the street as he snaps out a fair approximation of the black rapper’s controversial record, Nigger With A Gun.

Well, howdy neighbour, how you doin’ today?,

I just moved in to the house across the way.

The brothers and me thought we’d pay you a call,

To give you a little advice that’s all.

Don’t cross us, don’t push us, don’t give us no grief,

Don’t call me no junkie – don’t call me no thief.

If you see me comin’ get ready to run,

Cos I’m your worst nightmare – a nigger with a gun!

Gibbo has dropped into his human beat-box routine, the others are providing the repetitive high-pitched ooh-oohs, like on the record. They all think Bobby C. Cooper’s about the coolest thing since, well, the last cool thing – and, sure enough, No Quarter is a sexy film in every respect, with a higher body-to-bullet ratio than any other movie they can remember.

Then, just as everybody’s getting into it, Finn stops abruptly like somebody’s thrown a switch, like he’s suddenly remembered he’s the leader of the crew and he doesn’t do this kind of kid’s stuff any more.

‘Shut it, you lot. You’re doing my head in!’ he snarls. He thrusts his hands in his pockets and walks decisively off down the street. He looks suddenly thoughtful and then, yes, sure enough, he’s taking a pair of leather driving gloves from his pockets and putting them on. Sensing something interesting, the others quickly catch up with him and fall into step.

‘Where we goin’?’ asks Wart.

‘Nick a car,’ Finn tells him. ‘Save on bus fare.’

‘Great,’ enthuses Chaz, and he really means it. They haven’t stolen a car since last Thursday.


Chapter Two

When Nick Saunders arrived at the office that morning, he found the kid waiting for him on the doorstep. Somehow it contrived to spoil his day.

The kid was maybe fourteen, fifteen years old, wrapped up in a dirty, oversized parka, the hood pulled up to keep out the early morning chill. Greasy ginger dreadlocks protruded from under the imitation fur edging of the hood and there was a glimpse of a hooked nose, a metal stud through one nostril. He was sitting in the doorway to Futures, his back against the metal door, his long thin legs drawn up under his chin. In one hand he held a crumpled strip of cardboard. Scrawled on it in blue biro were the words HUNGRY AND HOMELESS. On the floor in front of him, an upturned woollen cap held the grand sum of twelve pence.

Up till this moment Nick had been enjoying an unusually agreeable morning. He had woken early, feeling refreshed after a good night’s sleep, and had spent a little time cuddling and talking to his wife, Helen. She was approaching the final month of her second pregnancy, so anything more than a cuddle was strictly out of the question. Their four-year-old daughter Molly had slept later than usual, so Nick had managed to procure the bathroom all to himself for a change. He’d showered himself awake, dressed, eaten a light breakfast of toast and coffee. Then he’d driven his new BMW into town without getting snarled up in any major traffic jams. He’d parked in his own private space at the rear of the PR company he co-owned, and had reflected on his good fortune to be in such an enviable position at the relatively tender age of thirty-two . . .

And then he’d walked around the corner and seen the kid. The effect was much like opening an oven door on a soufflé. His spirits sank.

Of course there was nothing unusual about it. On any given day you could spot half a dozen such youngsters crouched in shop doorways, plying their meagre trade the length of Market Street. Always the same scrawled signs, very often a pathetic-looking puppy beside them, perhaps because these kids knew all too well that, to large sections of the British public, the sight of a hungry animal was a damn sight more compelling than that of a hungry human being.

And, yes, Nick always felt an appropriate stab of guilt at his own middle-class affluence, his own outrageous good fortune. He would invariably attempt to buy absolution, dropping coins into whichever receptacle was proffered to him, then would pass quickly by, unable to look the beggar in the face. Emotive word, beggar, but that’s what they were when all was said and done.

This time it wasn’t going to be quite so easy. Here he stood in the quiet part of Deansgate where Futures was located, and this particular kid was sitting slap-bang in his path, leaving Nick with three possible alternatives. He could simply step over the kid as if he was nothing more than some object. He could give him some money and ask him (politely) to move aside. Or he could give him some money and ask him (politely) to leave. Nick was standing there debating the matter, when the kid gazed up at him with eyes that looked as vacant as an empty house.

‘Spare us a couple of bob, mister?’ The kid’s hand extending imploringly towards him like that of some Third World outcast. Nick noticed that the fingers were trembling slightly as though the kid was weak with hunger. His conscience suitably pricked, Nick rummaged in his pockets for change, but found none.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’m terribly sorry, but—’

‘Please, mister. Please! I ’aven’t eaten for three days!’

Those hopeless, dead eyes gazing up at him from the thin face. Christ, poor little bastard. Nick reached for his wallet, telling himself that he’d never even miss a fiver . . . and then, quite suddenly, the matter was taken right out of his hands.

‘Hey! Clear off, you little sod! What have I told you about hanging around here?’

Nick turned in surprise, to see his partner, Terry Littlewood, marching towards him from the direction of the car park. His round, ruddy face was a picture of indignation, and he was holding his metal attaché case in front of him like a potentially lethal weapon.

Nick heard the kid mutter a string of half-intelligible curses; then Terry was bearing down on him, reaching to grab him by the collar.

‘Get out of it!’ he roared; and began to drag the kid bodily from the doorway. ‘Bloody scrounging toe-rag. Bugger off!’

‘Take yer ’ands off me!’ squealed the kid, clearly astonished by such rough treatment. ‘I’ll ’ave the law on yer!’

‘You must be joking!’ Terry gave him a none-too-gentle tap with the shiny toe of an Oxford brogue, and the kid went sprawling on to the pavement, mouthing obscenities. ‘If you’re still here in five minutes, I’ll call the cops myself,’ Terry assured him.

Nick had watched the scene in silence. He should have been surprised by Terry’s vindictiveness, but somehow he wasn’t. Over the last year it seemed to Nick that his business partner had changed almost out of all recognition. When Nick had first met him, he’d been a soft-spoken, amiable sort of bloke: the kind of guy you like to have a quiet pint with on a Friday evening. Married to the lovely Maureen, the proud father of two hyperactive kids, he was just a few months older than Nick and had similar interests. The two of them had founded Futures three years ago, and together had worked the small company up into one of the city’s foremost PR agencies.

Whether it was the result of pressure of work or some kind of paranoia about losing their reputation, Terry had gradually developed a mean and ruthless streak. These days he seemed unable to tolerate failure in anybody, would hire and fire people at the drop of a hat, and had no interest in any person who wasn’t somehow connected to his work. He also had a tendency to suck up to important clients, a habit which Nick was beginning to find extremely irritating. Indeed, he had begun to ask himself how much longer he could continue like this.

‘For Christ’s sake, Terry,’ he protested ‘The kid was only—’

‘Milking you for your hard-earned cash. Yes, I saw.’ Terry picked up the hatful of coins and flung it after the kid. ‘Little bastard probably earns as much as you do.’

‘I doubt that,’ said Nick. He watched as the kid got sullenly to his feet, dusting himself down as though he’d actually fallen into some mud. He retrieved his hat and began to move away down the street, shouting back at Terry as he went.

‘Fuckin’ pillock! I’ll get you for this. Just see if I don’t!’

‘Yeah, yeah, tell me about it.’ Terry aimed a casual V-sign at the kid’s retreating figure. He ran a hand through his curly hair and straightened his silk tie. Then he turned back to the door, cued a six-digit number into the electronic panel beside it and pushed it open. Nick threw a last regretful glance in the kid’s direction and followed Terry inside. The door slammed shut behind them as they strolled into the reception area.

‘A bit over the top?’ suggested Nick. ‘He was only after the price of a meal.’

Terry shook his head, then threw Nick a despairing look, as though he pitied him.

‘Poor Nick. You’re the original soft touch, aren’t you? Kids like that are ten a penny. There’s hundreds of ’em hanging around the city centre. Probably on his school holidays, still living with mum and dad, can’t be arsed to get a summer job like you and me had to when we were his age.’

‘Oh, come on, Terry. You saw his clothes. He must be living rough.’

‘They all look like that, mate. It’s a carefully cultivated image. I’m sorry, but it makes my blood boil. Particularly that particular specimen. I called at the off-licence on the way home last night. Guess who was in the queue ahead of me, buying eight cans of Special Brew and two packets of fags?’

Nick stared at his partner. ‘You don’t mean . . .?’

‘Yes, I do. For somebody who’s hungry and homeless, he seems to be enjoying a pretty full social life.’

Nick frowned. ‘Well, OK . . . but they can’t all be on the fiddle, can they? I mean, some of them must be genuine hard-timers.’

Terry ignored the question. ‘Listen, Nick, we’ve got important clients calling here all the time. How does it look if they find something like that squatting on the doorstep? You see any more of ’em, just kick their arses right out of it, OK?’

‘Yes, boss,’ said Nick, not without a degree of sarcasm. He reflected that this was not an auspicious start to the day. He hoped things would get better before they got worse.


Chapter Three

It takes a while to find the right car. After all, you can’t just steal anything; there’s your reputation to consider. Finn finally spots the Astra GTE parked at a meter on John Dalton Street. It is shiny black, a brand new model, a sexy car in every respect.

‘Oh yes,’ says Finn quietly. ‘That’ll do nicely.’

He glances quickly up and down the street. The few people he sees appear to offer no threat: they are mostly wrinklies out shopping for the kind of junk that keeps them alive. He walks across to the car, glances inside to assure himself that there are no wheel or gear locks. No, nothing, not even an alarm – some people are just asking to have their car nicked, aren’t they? He reaches into his jacket for the pin-pusher, places it against the glass of the window and applies a steady pressure. The window collapses into tiny fragments, and he is able to reach through and unlock the door. He brushes glass from the seat, then climbs in and unlocks the passenger door. Chaz slips into the passenger seat, reaches under the dash and pulls out a jumble of wires. He sets about hotwiring the car, arranging the contacts with practised precision. By the time Gibbo, Wart and Tommo have piled into the back, the engine is purring like a sleek black cat. Finn leans out of the broken window and winks at an elderly couple who are regarding him doubtfully from a shop doorway.

‘Give you a lift somewhere?’ he asks them. They shrink back from him in mute fear and he laughs, aware of the adrenalin surging through his veins. He slips the Astra into gear and takes off in a showy handbrake start, letting the wheels spin on tarmac: a smoking shriek of indignation. He pulls out into the street and turns left on to Deansgate.

Chaz has the glove compartment open now, and is inspecting the owner’s cassette tapes in outraged disbelief.

‘Eric Clapton? Dire Straits? Fuck me, Bruce Springsteen?’ He winds down the electric window and flings the tapes out on to the road with a grunt of disgust.

‘You wanker!’ yells Tommo. ‘We could’ve sold them!’

‘You’ve got to be joking. Somebody might think we listen to that shit! Get thirty notes for the player, though.’ Chaz takes a strip of flat metal from his pocket, slides it in over the top of the tape-player, gives it a half twist and pulls back hard, wrenching the unit free. ‘Wart, Tommo, try and get them speakers out of the back . . .’

‘No, wait till we’ve stopped,’ Finn warns them. ‘We don’t have to become a mobile advertisement for the filth, do we?’ He crosses a set of lights on amber and hangs a left, heading across town back in the direction of Oxford Road.

Ten minutes later, he’s making the right turn that will take them out of the city centre in the direction of Moss Side.

An old woman seems to materialise in front of the car. She is halfway across the road, dragging a loaded shopping trolley behind her. A younger person would make a dash for the safety of the pavement, but she just stands there open-mouthed in astonishment. Finn swears and wrenches the wheel hard to the right. The left front wing clips her trolley, whipping it out of her hand, sending items of shopping tumbling in all directions. The car speeds onwards.

‘Silly old cow!’ observes Wart gleefully, staring back at her from the rear window. She has recovered from her shock and is shaking a fist at the retreating vehicle. Other traffic is building up behind her, horns blaring, but she seems oblivious to it.

‘She was lucky,’ says Finn. ‘I almost couldn’t be bothered to swerve.’

Chaz studies him for a moment.

‘Bollocks,’ he says.

Finn laughs, acknowledging that, yes, it is bollocks; he’s only said it for effect. Still, for a moment there, it had occurred to him how incredibly easy it would be to run the old girl down, send her scrawny body hurtling through the air like the Vietnamese soldiers in Killing Zone. Over in a moment – and what is her life worth anyway, when you add it all up?

He frowns. Too much thinking gives you a headache. He stamps his foot on the accelerator. They are entering the outskirts of the Merton Estate now, and the chances of encountering the filth have just dropped by about ninety per cent. Not that it makes much difference. Finn’s been caught six times for twocking and all he ever gets is a good shouting at by the cops; the law won’t let them lay a finger on him. Of course, in a year or so, when he turns sixteen, that will be a different story. He’ll have to be a lot more careful then. But, shit, he tells himself, by then he’ll be away from the Merton Estate and living in the lap of luxury. Get himself a swank place out in Cheshire somewhere, and put alarms on everything except the shithouse. The money he’s making now, it doesn’t seem impossible.

Finn looks at the dirty grey tenements on the horizon and his spirits sink, as they always do when he gets this close to home.

He turns off the road on to a stretch of rutted waste ground, where the burned-out hulks of two other cars advertise the main use to which this area is put. A couple of passers-by stop to watch as Finn puts the Astra through its paces, riding it around and around in tight circles, letting the car’s rear slide about in the soft earth.

After a few minutes, he’s bored with it. He gets bored with most things after a few minutes. He lets the car slow to a halt and climbs out.

‘Let’s ’ave a go,’ says Chaz eagerly. He starts to climb behind the wheel but then sees Finn pick up a brick and, turning back, raise his arm to smash the brick against the windscreen. Chaz grabs his radio and, yelling a warning to the others, he scrambles out to safety. The toughened safety glass scars like a spider’s web, but Finn isn’t content with that. He keeps pounding with the brick until he shatters a hole in it. The few adults who’ve stopped to watch move quickly away, not wanting to be involved in this, not wanting to put themselves in the dangerous position of being witness to these events.

Tommo and Wart are out of the back now, but Gibbo, sandwiched in the middle, is a bit too slow. He stumbles from the car with a deep gash on his forehead where a sliver of glass has struck him, blood starting to run down his face.

‘You all right?’ Finn asks him gruffly – but Finn isn’t going to apologise. That’s a sign of weakness.

‘Sure.’ Gibbo mops at his face with the sleeve of his jacket, playing the hard man, shrugging it off. ‘I was a bit slow there, Finny. Sorry.’

Chaz isn’t so forgiving.

‘You arsehole, Finn. I wanted to have a go! You could have knocked my bleedin’ teeth out!’

Finn turns to study Chaz. He steps closer to him so that their faces are only inches apart, Finn having to tilt his head back slightly to look him in the eyes.

‘I still might,’ he says calmly.

Chaz glares back at him. ‘What do you mean? What’s the problem?’

‘Nothing I can’t handle.’

Now Chaz looks bewildered. ‘I only said you could have hurt me.’

‘Yeah. You got a problem with that?’

‘Uh?’ Chaz looking into Finn’s mean grey eyes, trying to understand. ‘I don’t get it, man.’

Finn staring at the taller boy, giving him that hard-faced glare until he is obliged to look away. Then Finn knows it’s over. Almost. He holds out a hand in front of him, the palm uppermost.

‘Lighter,’ he says.

‘Uh?’

‘The Zippo. Give it to me.’

Frowning, Chaz slips a hand into his pocket. Hesitantly, he does as he’s told.

Finn flips the lid, sparks the wheel with his thumb, gazes for a moment in anticipation at the fierce yellow flame. He is aware that the others are watching him expectantly. He turns away from Chaz and walks to the car. The petrol cap has a lock on it, so he picks up the brick and smashes it open. He motions to Wart to come closer. Now he snaps his fingers.

‘Scarf,’ he says.

‘Oh, eh, Finny, no. Not me City scarf!’

‘Give,’ says Finn. ‘You’re gettin’ too old for football anyway.’

‘Me mam’ll kill me!’

‘For Christ’s sake, we’ll get you another one!’

Wart is spoiling the drama of the situation. Finn wants this to be a grand gesture, and Wart is fucking it up. Skriking about his mother, for Christ’s sake, like some bloody kid.

Finn reaches out a hand and wrenches the scarf off Wart’s neck, making him wince. He pushes it down into the open petrol tank, submerging all but the tip of it. He waits a moment to let the fabric soak through, meanwhile rocking the car to accelerate the process. He glances at Wart and sees there are tears in his eyes. Jesus! Over a fucking scarf that probably cost a couple of quid.

Now he pulls some of the scarf back out, to provide a long fuse. The lighter is still burning steadily. It’s a nice lighter, no doubt about it. He lifts the Zippo and holds the flame to the end of the scarf.

He’s not prepared for the speed of it. The flame flashes along the length of petrol-soaked material as he turns and runs from the car, seeing now that the others have already scattered. He feels a sudden impact behind him, the fierce heat as the car erupts into flame. He sees Vietnamese soldiers flying across the screen, and then a shock wave of scorching air swats him like a giant’s hand, throwing him face down into the mud.

His ears are ringing, but he thinks he hears Chaz yell, ‘Fuck!’ Glancing up, he sees the others ahead of him. They’ve turned back; they’re dancing delightedly, eyes mirroring the blaze. Finn picks himself up carefully, aware of the smell of singed hair and scorched material, but not wanting to make a fuss about it.

He walks back to join the others and then allows himself to turn and look at the burning car. It looks sexy, like something out of a film. He can feel the heat on his face even from here. Something in him wants to leap and dance and shriek delightedly like the others, but he can’t allow himself to do that. He’s the leader and he has to show them that this is nothing to him. Nothing.

He is still holding the lighter. He lifts his hand and ostentatiously snaps it shut. Smiling, Chaz reaches out his hand, palm uppermost. Finn looks at him for a moment. Then he drops the Zippo into his own pocket.

‘You can keep the radio to sell,’ he says.

Chaz glares at him and Finn tenses, waiting for him to say one more thing. But Chaz recognises the danger signals. He bows his head in acceptance and the moment passes.

A thick pall of black smoke is rising above the car. A window shatters with a dull crunch. There’s a stink of burning rubber in their nostrils, but already the fire isn’t as spectacular as it was a moment ago. Finn wonders if it’s worth calling out the fire brigade. Sometimes he enjoys throwing stones at them while they are trying to work. But no, on reflection, he decides he can’t be bothered waiting around. Besides, he has things to do.

‘Come on,’ he says. He moves away and the others trail obediently behind him. They walk on into the estate – and none of them even bothers to look back at the burning car.
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