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  The two great cities of the North West, Manchester and Liverpool, provide the background for most of my writing. This is where I have lived and worked most of my adult life.
  This is where my wife and I raised our family. The North West is, as Gerry Marsden sang in Ferry Cross the Mersey the place I love.


  But there is a dark side to both cities, an undercurrent of violent crime.


  Already haunted by the murder of little Jamie Bulger by two young boys, Liverpool was shaken again in 2007 when elevenyearold Rhys Jones was killed by a gunmans bullet on his
  way home from football practice. Rhys was the innocent victim of gang rivalry.


  On Boxing Day, 2011 Greater Manchester had its own senseless killing when Kiaran Stapleton shot dead promising student Anuj Bidve in cold blood. He has never given a reason for what he did.


  Gun slayings are thankfully rare in the UK, but incidents involving firearms have become disturbingly regular events. During the riots in August 2011 shots were fired at police in
  Birmingham.


  As a teacher and author I have spoken to a number of youngsters for whom school and academic success held little attraction. Growing up on bleak, jobless estates, they saw sport or crime as the
  only pathways out of poverty and boredom. Some spoke of the buzz they got from hanging round in gangs. I wanted to explore this world, neither to make judgements, nor to glamorise, but to
  understand.


  


  Alan Gibbons


  Liverpool


  August 2012
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  The gun is power.


  The gun can make a weak man strong. The gun is the cowards fist. It has no moral conscience, no will of its own. It can destroy close up or at a distance. The gunman can choose to look
  into the eyes of his victim or avoid the stare of the dying. The gunman doesnt have to feel the intimacy of death. The kill is the perfect remote act. It combines computergame morality
  and a fatal bullet. A shot to the head. A shot to the heart. Either way the gun delivers.


  Every time.


  It does its job.


  Every time.


  I was fourteen when I met the gun. It was the first time Id ever seen one for real. It wouldnt be the last. I would learn to love  and hate  the gun. I would struggle
  with its attraction and its power. I would look down the barrel and make others do the same. Everything happened in two years. Two short years from start to finish, from temptation to surrender to,
  well, wherever I am now.


  Two years; is that all it is? When I look back it feels longer. Its a lifetime of decisions right and wrong, of sacrifice, crime and punishment. The night I met the gun I fought to get a
  look.


  Let me see.


  I squirmed into the group. Everybody was crowding around Jamie Leather. Mitch was shoving too. We were the youngest ones there. The gun drew us like moths to a light bulb. I kept pushing and
  jostling into the heart of the crowd. It was Bonfire Night. I could smell the November rain steaming on the older boys uniform black jackets. It mixed with the cordite in the air. All eyes
  were on the gun.


  Is it real?


  Jamie saw me making my way forward. My question amused him. He spoke to somebody standing behind him, my brother Alex.


  Hear that? Your kid wants to know if this piece is real.


  Jamie wasnt the tallest or the most powerfully built of the group. If somebody had asked you to pick out the leader, youd probably pass him by. He didnt go out of his way to
  get noticed. He didnt need to. At seventeen he was lean and wiry with broad shoulders out of proportion to the rest of his frame. He wore his hair shaved right down to the scalp, and a
  tattoo round the rim of his right eye. It was in the shape of a claw.


  Somebody on our street once called him a hyena. He didnt say it twice, not to Jamies face. People who fell out with Jamie Leather got hurt. Its the law of wild places. The
  lion is king; hes the showman of the savannah. He gets all the attention. But its the hyena that does most of the killing.


  Jamie reached out a hand, wrapping his fingers round my neck. He pulled me in among the older boys. He was admitting me into the inner circle. I could feel the strength in his fingers. I tried
  to pull back, but there was no fighting him. His voice crackled with excitement, almost obsession. It was an incantation, a hymn to the power of the gun.


  This is my favourite weapon. Its a Walther PPK semiautomatic pistol. It shoots a .380 round.


  I became aware of Alex, my older brother. I watched him, saw the way his eyes never left the gun, saw the hunger in his gaze. My attention returned to the gun. I looked at the stainless steel
  finish. There was a kind of hard beauty about it.


  Thats a replica, I snorted. You wouldnt be waving a real one around.


  Jamies fat, almost swollen lips curled into a smile. The eye tattoo wrinkled. Do you know who had one of these? he said. This is the James Bond gun. He was
  playing to the crowd.


  Somebody laughed in my ear. Hear that? Jamies got a licence to kill.


  Somebody shouted from the back. Bring on the girls. Ive got a licence to thrrrill.


  That set everyone off. Jamie was laughing. So was Alex. I saw Mitch. He was laughing along with everyone else, but he was on the outside. He wanted in.


  No Ethan, this isnt a replica. Jamie was suddenly earnest. He took out the magazine. What we have here is a sixround magazine capable of lethal force. Take a
  look if you want. For a moment the barrel lingered in front of my face. See that. He didnt even flinch.


  I had passed some sort of test.


  This is my boy.


  Alex was put out. He didnt like Jamie giving me all the attention.


  Jamie nodded at the barrel. This is the last thing a man sees when he takes a bullet.


  I did my best to face the gun down. You mean youve been carrying a loaded weapon around with you? Youre mad.


  Mad.


  Its a doubleedged word, mad. Theres insane, then theres so brave youre crazy. Thats the definition they go for on the street. Dominant male. Fearless.
  Youre the main man.


  Cant do anything with it otherwise. No need to get scared, kid. Now the magazines out, it cant do you any harm.


  I pulled away. Who was he calling a kid? Who was he calling scared? He and Alex might be three years older. That didnt impress me.


  Your stupid gun doesnt frighten me.


  That set off more laughter. Jamies hand was back round my neck. It made my skin clammy. There was that discomforting strength again. He winked in Alexs direction.


  Bit of a fighting cock, your little brother. He wrestled me around then let go. See the way he holds his chin up. Ethans proud.


  I shoved at him, but he held me close.


  Youre a soldier. He jabbed at Alexs foot with the toe of his trainer. You belong to the Tribe, just like Alex here.


  Being a soldier made you somebody on the Green. People shot furtive glances then hurried by. Stuff like that gave you a reputation. Somebody lit up. It illuminated our faces. We were the
  Greens Lost Boys, the Tribe, all scrawny, all swathed in black, all looking out from under caps or hoods, sometimes both. Every pair of eyes was on the pistol.


  Now, lets take a look at the gun. This is a blowback design.


  I caught Mitchs eye and saw his blank look. Jamie didnt explain. That was the whole point. The gun is a mystery. It has a kind of magic. Knowing the killer details marked Jamie out
  as the main man, the wizard. I nodded anyway. He carried on showing off.


  You can pull the trigger in a double action like this. He showed us. Or you can cock the hammer like this. See, thats a single action.


  There was a shout over his shoulder. Same result, isnt it? It was the boy who cracked the licence to thrill joke. Comedy Guy blew a gunshot noise into the back of his hand
  and staggered back clutching his chest. He wasnt getting any laughs so he slunk sheepishly back into the group.


  Jamie offered me the gun. When I hesitated Alex muscled in and took it without hesitation. He held it in a twohanded grip. He planted his feet and squinted along the barrel. Then he laughed
  and offered it to me.


  What do you say, Ethan? Want a go?


  I kept my hands by my side. Mitch saw his chance and took it. He looked around. Comedy Guy wasnt paying attention. Mitch came up behind him and shoved the barrel of the gun under his
  chin. There was a bang and Mitch laughed. Comedy Guy went slack, horror blanching his face.


  That was a firework, crap for brains. Its Bonfire Night. He slapped the boy across his head. You nearly wet yourself.


  Comedy Guys cheeks burned with humiliation. Jamie seemed to notice Mitch for the first time.


  Looks like weve got another gangster here.


  More fireworks crackled round the estate. I was still watching Mitch with the gun when I heard my name.


  Ethan!


  Recognising the familiar North East burr, I turned. Not here. Not now.


  Ive been looking for you.


  Eddie. What are you doing down this way?


  Mitch no longer had the gun. I guessed Jamie had it.


  You missed training. I want to know why.


  I swallowed. Eddies the one who scouted me, got me my chance at the Academy. People say hes one of the canniest scouts of young talent in the Premiership. Had he seen the gun? This
  could mean expulsion. My flesh was crawling.


  Ethan, come here, son. I want a word in your shelllike.


  One lad laughed.


  Whos the geriatric, Ethan?


  Eddie gave him the dead eye.


  Watch your mouth, rat boy.


  It was said with enough conviction to silence the kid. The rat boy might have the measure of his teachers, but he sensed Eddies quiet authority. I flicked a glance in the direction of the
  weapon. I couldnt see who had it. My neck was burning. Did Eddie know? To my relief, Alex passed the piece to his left and Jamie pocketed it. Eddie drew me to one side.


  Did you forget something this evening? What was it Ethan, spontaneous amnesia?


  My heart rate steadied. Eddie hadnt seen the gun. I pulled a face.


  Give me a break, Eddie, I said. So I gave training a miss. Its no big deal.


  That right? Eddie growled. I didnt know you were such an expert. Invented a new theory, have you? Success is in inverse proportion to the effort you put
  in.


  He stared me down. Let me give you a piece of advice, bonny lad: not many kids round here get the kind of chance the club has given you. You could make it, Ethan. You could sign
  professional forms.


  I imagined people buying their shirts from the club shop.


  Number 8 on the back.


  My name.


  Holt.


  You could go all the way, play in the Premiership, be somebody. Think youre going to do it pulling stupid tricks like this?


  His gaze wandered round the boys assembled on the far pavement.


  Is this what you want?


  I shrugged.


  Youve got your priorities wrong, son. You know where youll end up messing with these clowns? Prison, thats the size of it.


  Theyre my mates.


  Theyre silly, little boys pretending to be men. Eddie drummed his fingers on the dash. I thought you were better than this. Do you remember what you promised
  me?


  I remember.


  You told me you lived for your football. I thought I could see dedication. Was I wrong about you?


  He hammered home the point.


  I picked you out of the junior league when you were nine. You got promoted to the overelevens, playing with lads eighteen months, two years older than you.


  You dont need to remind me, Ed.


  Oh, I think I do, Ethan. Talent got you this far. Talent and hard work.


  The memories came back. Eddie was my mentor, had been from the very beginning. We had a bond.


  I havent changed, Ed. Footballs everything. You know how I feel.


  Yes? So why did you give training a miss? Does your mum know you went missing?


  He saw the answer in my face.


  No, I thought not.


  I felt a sense of injustice. I had my reasons.


  It isnt all my fault, you know. Micks always on my back.


  The coach, Mick Laverty, was a disciplinarian. I didnt like people laying down the law.


  So thats it, Eddie said. You cant take a bit of criticism. Thats pathetic. If you want to get on, youll do what Mick says.


  Whys he always in my face? He made me train with the defenders. Im a striker. I should be scoring goals.


  Eddie wasnt impressed.


  Hes one of the best men on the staff. Take his advice. A team defends as a team. A strikers got to do his bit tracking back.


  Id lost the argument, but it didnt stop me talking back. Mick loves himself. Hes got it in for me. He keeps shoving me around.


  All hes doing is trying to knock some sharp edges off you, Ethan. If youre going to progress you need to learn some selfdiscipline. You think every match is about you.
  You want to be the star player every time. Grow up, son. Your play is selfish. Its about the team, not the individual.


  The exchange ended there. A Mercedes Sprinter van pulled into view. I saw the telltale blue and yellow livery. It was the police armed response unit. They toured the estate at regular
  intervals.


  Get in the car, Eddie snapped, opening the door.


  I did as I was told. Eddie was angry. He didnt like being put in this position. I slid into the passenger seat and opened the window so I could hear. We watched the van pull up.


  Alex hissed a warning. Matrix.


  Suddenly everything changed. The gang went silent. Jamie slipped away down the alley. That was the escape drill. The other boys shuffled into an untidy line, shielding his flight. A whisper went
  round, echoing Alexs warning.


  Matrix scum.


  Followed by a snarl of hostility.


  Bastards.


  Satisfied that Jamie had made his getaway, the older boys started to drift off.


  Stop right there, lads, came a guttural command, barely softened by the use of the familiar greeting: lads.


  We havent done anything, Alex said, making out he was the big man.


  Nobody said you had.


  The speaker was a sergeant. His hair was shaved close at the sides, militarystyle. His slategrey eyes ran over the group. Young as I was, I knew all about police stops: the clipped
  questions, the grunted answers.


  Empty your pockets, gentlemen.


  The boys took their time doing it. The police asked for addresses, spoke into radios, asked a few more questions. The boys moved their feet, shoved their hands in their pockets, tugged scarves a
  little higher over their faces only to be told to pull them down again. One of the smokers drew on his cigarette. The glowing light illuminated his gaunt features. The copper next to him tugged the
  cigarette from his mouth and crushed it on the pavement. It was the kind of ritual that happened most nights on the Green. It was a rite of passage for any kid on the street after dark.


  What are you up to? the sergeant asked.


  Fashion contest.


  Yes, were going in for Britains Top Model.


  The sergeant killed the comment with a look, but there was still the odd giggle of defiance. Thats how it is on the Green. Nobody wants to lose face. When the police come, you stand your
  ground.


  The sergeants response was blunt. Let me give you a piece of advice. Dont be here next time I come past.


  Some of his colleagues folded their arms or gave looks that said: Ill remember your face. There were muttered comments from the gang members. They were telling the police unit that
  this was their turf. The Matrix would be on their way. The gang would still be here.


  Eddie watched the standoff.


  Is this what you want, Ethan? Daily runins with the police, evenings spent freezing your arse off on a street corner? You want to get yourself arrested, become another stupid kid
  screwing up his future?


  I shook my head.


  Right answer, Eddie said. This is a dead end, boy. Take my advice. Buckle down to training. Do what Mick tells you. Dont throw any more wobblers.


  He didnt understand. How could he?


  I decided to eat dirt. Either that, or I was out of the Academy.


  Ill do it your way. I wont go AWOL again. Promise.


  Good lad. Ill give you a lift home.


  You coming, Mitch? I called over the road to him.


  No, Im going to stick around.


  Eddie gave me a meaningful look. Just as we pulled away from the pavement a sapphireblue Subaru Impreza arrived. Jamie was in the passenger seat. The driver was a guy called Simmo. He was
  the gang leader. He didnt seem to know Jamie was after his job. There was an exchange of banter about the Matrix then three lads crowded round the car. Alex was one of them.


  We were at the top of Bevan Way less than five minutes later.


  You can drop me here. Save you turning round.


  Get an early night, Eddie told me. And no more silly beggars.


  I watched Eddies brake lights flare at the Tjunction. A young mother and her son were leaving a firework display. I followed them down the street. It reminded me of when I was a kid.
  Images flooded my mind. I was back in a time when I didnt know the way the world worked, when I didnt understand its twisting alleys and dark shadows. Alex was running ahead with a
  sparkler in his gloved hand. I looked up at Mum.


  Cant we stay a bit longer?


  She shook her head.


  Just five minutes.


  Not even one, she said. Its past your bedtime.


  Why didnt Dad come with us?


  Yes, back then I had a dad.


  Hes got things to do.


  Thats Declan, my dad. He always has things to do. Family isnt one of them. Rockets exploded in the sky.


  Look, I said. Its raining fire.


  I wondered what Mitch was up to. We lived at opposite ends of the estate in identical rows of 1930s terraces either side of the Strand Parade. The Parade was the sickly, fading
  heart of the sprawling estate known to everybody who lived there simply as the Green.


  We were both at Broadway High, same as Alex, same as Jamie had been, same as just about everybody else on the Green. Broadway was only five years old, built around a pentagonal design with a
  walkway round the open area at the centre of the school. Most of the kids said it looked like a prison. Maybe it was meant to.


  There was the roar of a helicopter above us. I stopped and watched. It was training a searchlight on one of the side streets about half a mile away. The shaft of light played over the
  rainslicked roofs and streets. I was still watching when the door opened. Mum saw I was alone and the light died in her eyes.


  Wheres Alex? she asked.


  He stayed out.


  I can see that.


  Dont get on my back, I said, pushing past. I cant tell him what to do.


  Mum shoved her fingers through her mane of raven hair and shook it in frustration. Men liked her dark, almost Mediterranean features. She had soft, olive skin and fine cheekbones. That was her
  problem. If shed been fat with bad skin and teeth missing the men wouldnt be interested.


  They even watched her when we were with her. It made us feel invisible. From time to time I would get up and discover a strange man sitting at the breakfast table. I hated those mornings.


  Mum stayed at the door staring up at the helicopter as it hovered over the estate. The searchlight continued to rove along the roads and crescents. The metallic roar of the chopper drowned the
  noise of the traffic.


  More trouble, she murmured. I wish youd been able to get Alex to come home with you.


  Im not his dad. I was angry because of my memories. Hes three years older than me. He doesnt take any notice.


  Dont yell at me, Mum said.


  She bundled me inside.


  Im not yelling. I fought to get my anger back under control. You act like Im the older brother and hes the kid. You tell me to do something about Alex.
  Youre his mother. If he wont listen to you what makes you think hes going to listen to me?


  She sighed. God knows Ive tried to make rules. He makes big promises then he breaks every one. She looked defeated. I thought you might be able to get through to him.
  Sorry, love, I shouldnt be burdening you with it. Im the adult here.


  I had things I wanted to say, but I let it go. What was the point? I lay on the couch playing Call of Duty so she didnt give me any more grief over Alex. It didnt work. She arrived
  with a ham sandwich and a question.


  Were you with him this evening?


  Only for a bit.


  It was a lie. Wed been together the whole time. My thoughts kept returning to the gun. Eddie was right. Hanging round on the street was for losers.


  Who was he with?


  She would freak out if I mentioned Jamie so I picked a name that would settle her nerves.


  He was with Sean.


  Thats Sean Tennant, Alexs best mate at the time.


  She seemed to settle down.


  Seans a nice lad. Ive always liked him.


  Her shoulders relaxed and the tension eased from her features. She sat watching the rest of the EastEndersrerun. She laid her head on the arm and curled her legs under her. Just like
  a little girl.


  She drove me crazy sometimes, but she was my mum. I loved her so much it hurt. Shed been lonely since my dad cleared off. My heart ached for her. She was a good person. She didnt
  deserve the betrayals, the humiliation.


  I hated having to tell her lies. My halftruth that evening was just another unspoken cruelty. I hated myself for giving her false hope. I hated Alex for being one more disaster in her life.
  I stared out at the amber halo of the streetlamp, the beginnings of a fine drizzle. Maybe I should try to do something. I texted Alex, asked him where he was.


  I waited. The drizzle turned to steady rain beating on the windows, streaming down the glass. After a few minutes my phone buzzed. I made a grab for it. Mum looked up expectantly.


  Alex?


  Who was it? she asked.


  I cancelled the call and answered in a flat voice.


  Only Mitch being stupid.


  Mums eyes dimmed. Typical Mitch. I deleted the message. He was an idiot. You didnt put stuff like that in a text. Hed just watched Jamie Leather hammer Simmo to a pulp and
  he couldnt wait to spill the gory details. So the Tribe belonged to Jamie now. I remembered the way hed wrapped a powerful hand round my neck.


  I went to bed about eleven, stripped to my boxers and lay on top of the duvet for a while, letting the chill work over my skin. I liked the feel of the night. Half an hour slipped by and I still
  hadnt heard the door. It was getting cold so I slid under the cover. As I tossed and turned, trying to sleep, I remembered the feel of the gun. Shadows crawled along the wall and slipped
  into the darkness that was gathering round me. I hadnt seen the last of it.
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