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PART ONE: 
 

THE APPLE THAT FELL 



The hippy movement bypassed North Shields in the 1960s. The culture of 
mining, fishing and shipbuilding meant that southern hippy stuff was just not 
going to wash. As with every rule, there are always exceptions, and George 
Mallier from Meadowell was just that. He always gave the air of respectability 
with his short hair, clean-shaven appearance, and crisp clothes when not at 
work - but it always hid his real hippy self. As he got older, the inside started 
to take over the outside, and his opinions and clothes went against the grain 
of his rough, beer-swilling, hard-talking, piss-taking workmates, family and 
friends. 

He became an embarrassment to the staid, hard-working community that 
surrounded him; his views on what was wrong with the world were scorned 
and ridiculed by people whose own world did not extend beyond the Tyne, 
Hexham and Berwick. Their lives did not stray any further than working and 
playing hard, oblivious of the coming, crushing failure of economy that would 
end with all jobs lost, and fish quays, pits and shipyards closed, leaving them 
having to get by from low-paid jobs in supermarkets and call centres. 

George had a suspicion this was going to happen. ‘How many ships are 
we going to need, and how much coal is left?’ was a question he often asked, 
answered by accusations of doom-mongering and pessimism. ‘Those people 
down south don’t care about us,’ he would say, but was hounded out with, 
‘We don’t care about them, either.’ 

He was born in 1950, when post-war rationing was still going, radioactive 
californium was discovered, the Korean War started, and Eric Blair died. 
Along with his generation and the many that followed, George was a teenage 
father, producing six children overall; some with his wife, Libby, and some not. 

Libby could not handle the pressure of teenage motherhood, or any 
motherhood beyond it. When ‘free love’ finally reached her in the 1970s, she 
was a willing exponent of its nature. From her six children, she could definitely 
pinpoint the father of four of them, and had a rough idea of the other two. On 
17th August, 1979, one summer season after Margaret Thatcher had taken the 
country’s reins, the youngest child of all was introduced to the Mallier world of 
shit, snot and tears. 

He was named Theodore Clifford Mallier. 
The name Theodore, or at least Theo, came from Libby’s favourite 1970s 

TV detective; a lollipop-sucking fantasy figure that took her away from her 
world of nappies and loneliness. Clifford came from Clifford’s Fort in 
Tynemouth; a run-down 17th century battery built to defend Britain from 
invaders, and itself named after Baron Clifford, whose surname provided the 
‘C’ in Britain’s first CABAL. It was where Libby and her friends used to hang 
out by the fort’s Low Light in their happier days, yet untouched by life’s 
shadow. Because of the name, whenever she thought about Theo now, she 
would be reminded of those days, and hope he would always have them. 

In a haze of the age old problem, alcohol, Libby disappeared one night 
never to be seen again, leaving her twelve-year-old son, Marc, to tend for the 
other five crying, abandoned youngsters. After three days, Marc had tried, but 
could feel the pressure that had caused his mother to leave, and in the end, 
turned to the person he had been told was his father, George Mallier. 



George had not taken a great part in the lives of his children, but in the 
spirit of his new-found humanity and a promise of extra government benefits, 
took them on board. He could not work due to his disability - laziness and lack 
of incentive - and was paid by the 1980s government, which he had always 
said had abandoned Tyneside, to look after these small people. 

Their lives were frugal, funded by the state, charities, and Provvy tickets. 
They were the street’s ‘tramps’, forever dirtied, proven by the lines of dried-up 
tear streaks that cataracted down their unsoaped faces. Resources were all 
around them and often used: wild rhubarb in the garden of whichever house 
they were currently living in was harvested for meals, an unforbidden 
vegetable taken with sugar; other people’s discarded chip shop newspapers 
could serve as toilet rolls, its sliding surface leaving their backs marked with 
two-day-old news covered in their shit, the smell hidden by the constant odour 
of salt and vinegar; they knew the whereabouts of every wedding that was 
taking place, so they could take part in the scramble of pennies thrown down 
to the street as the new brides and grooms were taken away from their 
shotgun weddings. 

George’s inherent disability meant that if the house was ever clean on the 
surface, it was the children that made it happen. As the children grew and had 
children of their own before the end of their teenage years, the house became 
so cramped that they could never find one big enough, not that it mattered as 
all he wanted to do was be away from it, choosing to spend his un-spare cash 
in the same way that Libby had. He never believed in drinking to get drunk, 
only to socialise, even on his own, and often reaching the point of multiplying 
eyes. 

As the years passed, and Theo grew, George started to see something in 
his boy. There was a connection between them that wasn’t there with any of 
the others, and though he always claimed that he treated all of his children 
and grandchildren equally, in his head, Theo was always his favourite, and he 
picked him to be the one he would have under the wing of his patched-up, 
alcohol-stained combat jacket. 

He was the apple, malus domestica, of his eye. 
***** 

In 1982, Mark Thatcher got lost in the desert, unemployment visited three 
million people, the Falklands War started and ended, inflicting on Simon 
Weston a life-changing experience, and Kielder Water was opened. Michael 
Fagan visited the Queen in her bedroom, Channel 4 was launched, and 
Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’ made its contribution towards his world 
domination.  

Prince William was born in this year, and those that died included Philip K 
Dick, Arthur Lowe, Terry Higgins, Douglas Bader, and Grace Kelly.  

School summer holidays were something of a chore for those that came 
from the Meadowell Estate. There wasn’t enough money to do all the things 
that others did: holidays abroad, car trips, days out to see what the country 
could offer to bored young children. A closed school meant no teachers to 
baby-sit the offspring for six hours a day and created the worrying necessity of 
having to find money to provide meals normally paid for by the state. 



Long lazy days and summer nights were an attraction for those that 
looked forward to the holidays, but now those people had to interrupt their 
sedentary lives to put up with entertaining their children for six weeks as well. 

George Mallier was no such entertainer. His six children had to amuse 
themselves, and the cheaper, or freer, the better. The freest was Tynemouth 
beach, and Theo’s brothers and sisters would walk there and back most days, 
spending the whole day playing beach football with a taped-up tennis ball, 
collecting winkles to eat later from salt-boiled water, and using the North Sea 
as a toilet. 

On this grey summer day, the Malliers were in one corner of the open-air 
pool, using dried shells as counters in a game of Ludo they had brought with 
them, and occasionally flirting and arguing with those that came near them, 
when Theo wandered off to the other corner, away from them. 

As he stood at the corner of the pool, just hearing the faint sound of The 
Jam’s ‘Town Called Malice’ spitting its anger at careless listeners, he looked 
at the softly-whispering waves from people already in the water, then felt two 
sets of hands grab each of his arms and swing him backwards. 

As a three-year-old, he was used to being swung in the air; a person 
either side of him would take his arms and swing him, all the while singing 
‘whhheeeee!’. He smiled in anticipation of what was about to happen, but the 
expected event was not about to happen. Instead, mid-whhheeeee, the hands 
let him go, and the last noise Theo heard before he hit the water was two 
teenage voices shouting ‘sink or swim!’ 

Marc, Theo’s eldest brother, heard Theo’s child-scream before he 
plunged below the surface. He stood for a second, transfixed as the slow-
motion action took place in the other corner of the pool, then started to run. 

Theo splashed in the water, trying to stay afloat, trying to stop his head 
from going under, but after a few seconds, the shout of ‘sink or swim’ was 
being answered. 

He started to sink. 
In those few seconds, as Theo’s lungs began to fill, and as Marc raced 

towards him, the two teenage boys who’d thrown him in stopped laughing, as 
it dawned on them that they may have just killed a three-year-old boy.  

They were motionless, agape, as Marc dived into the water after his 
brother. The pool was ten feet deep, and Theo had almost touched the 
bottom, when Marc reached him, grabbed him round the waist, and headed 
for the surface. 

As the rest of the people around the pool started to notice what had 
happened, they formed a watching crowd as Marc reached the surface with 
Theo, and two men pulled them out and placed both of them at the side of the 
pool. 

The greatest stroke of luck Theo had that day was that one of the men 
worked as an ambulance man, and immediately started gently to pump 
Theo’s small chest with one hand, stopping now and then to try and breathe 
some life into Theo’s small, lip-cracked mouth. 



Marc watched helplessly as the man worked on Theo’s pale body. He 
looked at the man as he worked, noticing the lamb-chop sideburns and 
anchor tattoo on his shoulder which simply said ‘Warwick’, and stared at 
Theo’s face. It was lifeless, eyes closed, mouth open, and his body lay limp 
and unresponsive to the man’s efforts. 

The crowd grew, all staring at Theo, willing him to come back to this 
world. They were at the same time shocked, still, awe-struck; tears starting to 
well in those that had hearts. 

Then it came. 
A cough from the ground, followed by a long stream of dirty, grey water 

that spread across the poolside floor, tracing the gaps in the mud-stained 
tiles, and mixing with the discarded sweet wrappers and half-chewed, used 
ice-lolly sticks, the jokes on them long gone.  

Theo was alive again, and the crowd breathed again with him, 
experiencing a collective sigh of relief as they heard more coughing and 
spluttering. Theo was ridding his body of the deadly, clear poison, which 
brought tears as it flowed from his mouth and, particularly, his nose, 
introducing a smell that he would always recognise.   

When the man thought most of the water was gone and the boy was 
breathing normally again, he turned Theo onto his side, making sure his head 
was almost facing the ground in case any of the water still had to leave him. 
He then turned to the crowd around him and said, ‘Somebody call an 
ambulance’ to nobody in particular. 

As two girls made off and ran to the nearest telephone box, the relief was 
not more evident in anybody than in Marc, though that relief quickly turned to 
anger. 

The two teenage boys that had thrown Theo into the water were still 
there, hiding as much as they could behind the crowd, but when the crowd 
started to dissipate, they were exposed again. Marc stood up and looked at 
them, and as he did, he was joined by four other boys from his school year. 
The five stared at the two teenage boys, whose faces showed their fear as 
they realised what was about to happen to them. 

Theo did not know then, or at any other time during his upbringing and 
early adult life, that from that moment he would always struggle to cope with 
water. If he’d had any idea how it would return to haunt him thirty years later, 
his new toddler tears would have filled the pool over again. 

 
***** 

Christmas was a time of alcoholic overindulgence in the Mallier household 
- indistinguishable from other days of the year apart from a small battered 
tree, tinsel stolen from the school, and torn ceiling streamers made from 
newspaper coloured with crayon. 

At the age of six, this would be the first Christmas Theo would remember. 
It had been the year of New Coke, Live Aid, the Brixton race riots, the first use 
of DNA in a court case, and the death of Orson Welles. Charity is meant to 



begin at home, and their Christmas presents were always second hand. 
This year he had received some used Star Wars figures courtesy of a 

spoiled child who had received them ungratefully two years earlier when the 
last film had been released; films that Theo had only seen on borrowed copies 
of poor quality, overviewed pirate videos. The guns and lightsabers were 
missing and the paint was chipped, but they were still recognisable as Darth 
Vader, Luke Skywalker and Obi-Wan Kenobi. Though he had seen the films, 
he had read and reread the story from a battered annual he had received the 
Christmas before that had sparked his interest. 

He was happily playing with the figures when George came back from his 
daily socialising in The Stool, though this time he was with two other people. 
His oldest brother Marc had taken to drinking with his dad in The Stool, and 
the other person was his dad’s latest holder of the ‘auntie’ trophy in the house. 
Tish Leeburn had been in the same school year as George, and when they 
were fourteen, had only given him a fumble in the darkness when they were 
alone on their second date, saving herself until three weeks later for the next 
boy in line. 

Difficult on the eye, Tish was never going to win any Miss Wherever 
contests, unless the judges decided cosmetic beauty was secondary to the 
skills of working on DIY store checkouts and being able to piss standing up in 
a men’s urinal. She had turned up with a two-litre bottle of cider, carried out 
from the pub, and was sparingly sharing it with some of the older children. 
While George was in the kitchen, berating his eldest daughter, June-Marie, for 
not having the dinner ready for when they walked through the front door, she 
half filled a chipped mug with some of the cheap drink, and handed it to Theo. 
Theo was unsure, and looked around at the other children in the room, who 
started urging him to drink it. 

Tentatively, he sniffed the mug, and got the faint smell of apples, though 
not like any apple he had ever smelt before. It was as if the apples in the mug 
were rotten, and he couldn’t understand why anybody would ever want to put 
it into their body. One of these a day would not keep the doctor away. As the 
mug teetered closer to his mouth, the children urged him further, now joined 
by Tish. He sipped it, and as he swallowed the foul-tasting ferment, he felt a 
shiver rattle through his body. He couldn’t help but close his eyes at the acidic 
taste, and he felt them start to well as the drink’s effects took what seemed 
like an age to dissipate. 

He went to give the mug back to Tish, but she said, ‘You’ve hardly 
touched it, pet. Go on, it’s Christmas, your dad won’t mind.’ At that moment, 
Theo didn’t care whether his dad minded or not, but he did. He didn’t want to 
have any more of what felt like poison to him, and put both hands on the mug 
and reached it out to her like an offering of red wine at communion. 

With one hand, and laughing, she pushed the mug back towards his face. 
The other children started to goad him again, saying, ‘Theo! Theo!’ and he 
went to take another sip. This time, when he had sipped it, Tish put her hand 
on the bottom of the mug and tipped it, so more of the drink would go into him. 
As the drink spilled over his chin and onto his worn, ET T-shirt, George came 
into the room to see why the children had been shouting Theo’s name. 



He did not like what he saw. 
‘What the fuck?!’ he shouted at Tish. ‘What the fuck are you doing? He’s 

six!’ As he said this, he rushed to Theo, pulled the empty mug away from him, 
and threw it towards the kitchen door. ‘He’s fucking six!’ he shouted at Tish 
again. 

‘He’s got to start sometime,’ Tish answered. ‘It was only a little drink.’ The 
worst thing she could have done at that moment was smile at George with an 
air of self-justification. 

‘Get out!’ he raged at her. ‘Get out of my fucking house!’ 
‘What? What have I done?’ she continued smiling when she spoke, which 

angered George further. ‘You don’t mind a little drink, do you, pet?’ 
He walked towards her and being only a little taller than the high-heeled 

drink-pushing woman, tried to tower over her. ‘I’m not six,’ he said, trying to 
contain his urge to hit her and only just succeeding. ‘I don’t want you pushing 
drinks onto my children. Get out of here and don’t come back.’ 

She stared at him for a second and her smile started to fade as she 
realised that George was serious. Picking up her half-empty bottle of cider 
and her cosmetic-full handbag, she went to leave. As she did, she swung her 
handbag over her shoulder and in doing so, hit Theo’s tableau of Star Wars 
figures fighting on the imaginary Death Star with unmatched twigs for 
lightsabers. When Theo saw the figures on the floor, his eyes started to well 
up again - partly down to the cider but mostly due to dismay. 

After the front door had slammed, and Tish went on her way to find some 
other, unsuspecting paramour to see if she could be fed, George went back to 
the kitchen to get his tray of Christmas dinner. When he came back, tray in 
hands, eager to watch and berate the Queen’s speech, he noticed the Star 
Wars figures on the floor, and then noticed Theo. 

He placed his tray on top of the television set and kneeled down to where 
Theo was. ‘I’m sorry, son. She won’t be back again, I promise.’ Theo, in a 
mood of sorrow mixed with sickness, had been looking down at the figures, 
then looked up at his father. ‘Would you help me put them back, daddy?’ 

‘Of course, son. Which one's which?’ George already knew which was 
which as he had seen all the movies. ‘Who’s this one?’ 

‘That’s Luke Skywalker. He’s the good guy.’ 
‘And this one?’ 
‘Obi Wankin Obi.’ 
George smiled to himself at his son’s innocent mispronunciation, in 

contrast with his own thoughts. ‘Is he a good guy as well?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘And this one? He’s very dark.’ 
‘That’s Darth Vader. He’s the most evil man in the galaxy.’ 
‘Oh. That’s not good. What does he do?’ 



‘He kills Obi Wan, and tries to kill Luke.’ 
‘Why does he do that?’ 
‘Cause he’s the bad guy.’ 
George smiled to himself again at a six-year-old’s perfect logic. ‘But he 

must do it for a reason.’ 
‘He’s Luke’s daddy.’ 
‘What? He tries to kill Luke because he’s his daddy? Luke must have 

been very naughty.’ 
‘No, he wasn’t naughty, though he did blow up his daddy’s house.’ 
‘That’s pretty naughty.’ 
‘It’s only a story, daddy.’ 
‘So, how do you know it’s Luke’s daddy?’ 
‘He tells him in The Empire Strikes Back, and he saves him from evil in 

Return of the Jedi.’ 
‘Return of the Geordie?’ 
‘Ha, ha, no daddy. Return of the Jedi.’ 
‘And what’s a Jedi?’ 
‘Jedis are good guys. It’s OK, dad, we can leave it like that.’ 
‘No, let’s finish it off. You should never leave anything incomplete, son. 

How do you tell the difference between a good guy and a bad guy?’ 
‘The bad guys keep their faces covered.’ 
‘Not always.’ 
‘They do in Star Wars.’ 
‘Hm. OK, son, is that set up the way you want it?’ 
‘Yes, daddy.’ 
George got up and retrieved his tray from the top of the television. As he 

sat down in his armchair with the tray on his lap, he thought a little more about 
the conversation he’d just had. 

He had always encouraged normal conversation when talking to his 
children, never wanting to talk down to them. In his opinion, children were 
merely grown-ups that hadn’t grown up yet. He hadn’t realised that it was him 
that had never left the mind of a six-year-old. 

He thought about the bad guys in those movies and realised that they do 
keep their faces covered up. He also thought about Luke Skywalker, who had 
grown up not knowing his father was the most evil man in the galaxy, and Obi-
Wan, who was like a second father to Luke. After today’s socialising and the 
episode of forced drinking that Theo had just endured, George was ever more 
determined to make sure Theo and the other children had a father in their 
lives. 

The socialising was going to stop. 



After today. 
Or tomorrow. 
Or New Year’s Eve. 
Sometime. 

***** 
1987 was the year of the Terry Waite kidnap, the Klaus Barbie trial, the 

south England hurricane, the Enniskillen bombing, and, on 17th August, 
Theo’s eighth birthday, the death of Rudolf Hess. 

Birthdays were not celebrated in the Mallier house with any great vigour; a 
card signed by the family, no presents, but a special tea of crisps, biscuits and 
cake for everybody, paid for by borrowed money six times a year. 

The King Arthur public house was untouched by progress. It was always 
half empty with people bearing forgotten dreams and mythical stories that 
complemented the pub’s name. It was locally known as Arthur’s Stool after 
one of its former patrons died in there, lurched over the bar, unnoticed for an 
hour, and the nickname was later, lazily, shortened to just The Stool. 

George had already borrowed the money for the birthday tea, and was 
busy borrowing some of it for himself and his oldest friend, Henry Macken. 
Henry Macken had been nicknamed Harry Mac, followed by Hammock in 
recognition of his favourite pastime, which was then shortened to Ham in 
acknowledgement of his barrel belly. 

As they sat putting the world right yet again, Theo came in to the bar to 
get some of the loan so the children could have their tea. Nobody batted an 
eyelid at seeing an eight-year-old boy walking into the bar to find his father, 
and the other fathers’ only feeling when they did see him was that of relief at 
not being the one having to go home. Theo looked around the room and 
found his dad and friend, and made his way to them. 

He was beaten there by another. It was Walter Todd, shortened to Wall 
which not only fit his name, but also perfectly fit his nature. He was Libby’s 
older brother and by relation, and relation only, George’s brother-in-law. Wall 
sat down across from George and Ham, and Theo sat down after him next to 
his dad. 

Wall was one of those who thought he was a hard man on the estate, but 
the hype was only in his head and nowhere else. He always wore T-shirts 
even on the coldest of days, and today’s choice was black. He had just come 
in to the pub and sat down without buying a drink, and had folded his arms to 
show the size of his biceps, but also to stop his teeth chattering while he 
talked. 

‘You two were in here last week with our Ruck.’ 
Ruck was the name of another Todd brother, the youngest in the family 

after Libby. His name was Richard, and he was called Ruck in his family 
because of the way he said ‘luck’ as a child. 

Although George knew what the conversation was going to be about, he 
humoured Wall. ‘Yes, we were.’ 



‘And he told you he was thinking about killing himself.’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘And you gave him fifty pence for the gas meter.’ 
‘Yes, I did.’ 
‘And so did I,’ said Ham, ‘to make sure he didn’t run out.’ 
‘Well he did die.’ 
‘Yes, I heard.’ 
George’s nonchalance irritated Wall. He had come in to the pub looking 

for trouble and it looked like he was going to get it. ‘Do you have anything to 
say about that?’ 

‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ 
‘Me too.’ 
Wall didn’t like the insincerity of their answers. He had wanted proper 

apologies from them, whether they were willing or not. George sensed this, 
and had no fear of the brooding, blaming, bereaved brother sitting across from 
him. ‘How did he die?’ 

‘He electrocuted himself.’ 
George and Ham stared at Wall for a second, then at each other, then 

back at Wall, and George asked him. ‘What’s that got to do with the gas 
meter?’ 

‘That’s not the point. He told you about it and you didn’t care.’ 
‘Why should I care? If somebody’s going to do that, they don’t need help 

from us. They’re going to do it anyway.’ 
‘You could have talked him out of it.’ 
‘That’s not my job. You’re his brother. What’s he doing talking to me about 

that when he’s got you?’ 
Wall glanced at Theo while he thought of what to say next. ‘Well, I was 

busy.’ 
‘So was I,’ answered George, noticing the glance and wondering what it 

was for. ‘I was socialising, and he interrupted.’ 
‘What, you wouldn’t even listen to him?’ 
‘He was talking crap; drunk talk.’ 
‘He obviously wasn’t.’ 
‘How did he electrocute himself?’ 
‘He was in the bath and chucked the electric fire in.’ 
George paused, then turned to Ham. ‘Well, when I want hot water I just 

put the tap on.’ 
As Ham sniggered, Wall stood up, and George immediately stood up to 

his confrontation. Ham stopped sniggering when he saw them square up to 



each other, and Theo watched intently. 
Nobody moved for a second while George and Wall stared at each other; 

the first to blink was the first to be hit. Unused to people standing up to him 
when he confronted them, Wall turned to walk away and George watched him 
all the way out of the pub door. He sat back down and gave Theo five pounds 
and some change to get the birthday tea. 

As Theo took the money, he stared at his father. He had heard about his 
father’s legendary fuck-you-ness but it was the first time he had witnessed it. 
He had not heard about his relaxed attitude towards death, though, and it was 
the first time he had witnessed that as well. 

After Theo had left, George turned to his friend. ‘We have to talk’, he said. 
George’s relaxed attitude to death was tested six months later, when Ham 

went that way in a both failed and successful suicide. 
Ham had acquired himself a car - a 1978 Ford Capri which should have 

been in a scrap yard but the dealer saw him coming. The passenger window 
did not close fully, the handbrake didn’t work, and the brakes were OK as long 
as you didn’t go down a hill too fast. It was enough for one of the estate’s 
residents to reach the status of car owner, but maintenance was an 
unnecessary extra. His plan was to make do with the faults until it was 
completely pointless to keep it going. 

‘It’ll be all right,’ he thought. 
The Low Light in Clifford’s Fort had a meaning for him as well, and he 

parked the car there, putting it in second gear on the hill in the absence of a 
working handbrake. He had blocked the exhaust but the permanently open 
passenger window was letting some of the fumes out. It was not enough to 
stop the inevitable, but gave him a little more time to think about what he was 
doing and, in that moment, he decided that the fight for life was greater than 
the fight for death. 

The failure of the fumes told him there was a greater power that didn’t 
want him to go yet, and at the point of rock bottom, he had now decided he 
was going to be a reborn person, using his new window to the world as a 
guide to change his life and that of others. 

He reached for the window to open it wider, but as he did so, knocked the 
second gear out of place. The car started to roll down the hill, and when he 
tried to put it back into gear, found that it wouldn’t stop the car. The next thing 
he thought of was the brakes, and started pumping them with his foot. They 
momentarily juddered the car but it kept going; its momentum carrying it faster 
down the hill, and the spongy brakes he kept pumping were useless against 
the law of gravity. He then thought of the driver door and went to open it, but it 
was too late. 

Through the fumes, he looked through the front windscreen and could just 
make out the harbour lights - the last light he would see, as the car finally left 
the hillside and plunged into the water. When he was in the water, he 
regretted not fixing the opened window, as it was now letting the water flow 
into the car, dragging it into the darkness. The pressure was building around 
his exit, and the more he pushed the driver door, the higher the pressure got 



as the car sank deeper and deeper. He was stuck, watching the giver of all life 
rush in through the car window to take his. The window that had saved him on 
the hill was now going to condemn him. The car bobbed on top of the water 
for a second, then started to subside, and as it sank farther into the water, his 
panic subsided too. He was now at the stage of acceptance, and the car sank 
farther into the deep, dark abyss that was about to overwhelm him. 

He held his breath as long as he could, but eventually had to breathe out 
and let the fluid flood his nose, throat and aching lungs. 

Another unfulfilled pearl sat at the bottom of a river. 
***** 

1988 saw The Last Emperor sweep the Oscars, the Piper Alpha disaster, 
the Clapham Junction rail crash, the Northern Ireland funeral murders, the 
end of the Persian Gulf War, and the deaths of Richard Feynman, ‘The Little 
Waster’ Bobby Thompson, and ‘Wor Jackie’ Milburn, the most revered 
Newcastle footballer to ever wear the number nine shirt. 

The number nine was an important number for Theo Mallier in 1988, it 
being the age he met his life-long friend, Joey Alexander Lewis. His middle 
name had come from the author of The Three Musketeers, as his mother 
fancied Michael York, and used to watch the movie endlessly. Joey had no 
such attraction, but loved the sword fights and their mantra, ‘All for one, one 
for all’. The most striking feature about him was that he was unusually tall for 
his age, and towered above the rest of the class by at least a foot. He could 
not yet be considered gangly, though. That would come later as his body 
ached and stretched its way towards giant-hood. 

Friendships that are formed forever are mostly formed in playgrounds, 
and Theo’s and Joey’s was no different. As Theo sat alone on the school wall, 
focussing his thoughts on finding possible ways to use a lightsaber in 
metalwork lessons, Joey came and sat next to him. His hair was ruffled and 
his uniform was a mess, as if he had been fighting. In truth he had been, but 
the fighting had come more towards him than from him. 

The fighting had come from the rotten apple Tyrone Matton and his 
bullying accomplices, and was the latest in a line of attacks that Theo had 
also become accustomed to over the past year. He hadn’t told anybody about 
that, and wished he could have some of his father’s gusto when it came to 
being intimidated. The problem Tyrone had with both Theo and Joey was that 
they were both unexpectedly intelligent. They were in the same top sets for 
English and Maths but had never associated before now. 

‘Matton?’ Theo asked Joey. 
Joey straightened his tie and his hair. ‘Yeah.’ 
‘What did he want?’ 
‘To beat me up.’ 
‘He always asks me for money. It’s probably the worst thing he could ask 

for. All I’ve got is the free dinner tokens and he takes them instead.’ 
‘So you’ve had nothing to eat?’ 



‘No.’ 
Joey picked up his bag and pulled out a packet of Fizzy Cola Bottles, 

opened them and gave half to Theo. 
‘Thanks,’ Theo said as he put four of them in his mouth at once. ‘I wish 

somebody would sort him out.’ 
‘Yeah, if only we had a Wookiee to pull his arms off.’ 
‘Aren’t you a Wookiee, then?’ 
In that moment, both boys realised they had both said the word Wookiee 

to another person and that other person hadn’t shied away, looked puzzled, or 
been dismayed. 

They became inseparable, joined by a love of their favourite movies and 
books, pulled together by swords and lightsabers; there weren’t many other 
playground situations where Athos or d’Artagnan would be having a sword 
fight with Luke Skywalker. Their mutual love of science fiction occasionally 
steered them to North Shields Library, where they would stay for hours 
reading up on mythical stories about knights, and were also fascinated by the 
Isaac Newton story and how he discovered gravity. 

In their bookish revelry, they one day hatched a plan to find out anything 
their initials, TCM and JAL, stood for. Joey couldn’t find much, but Theo found 
plenty. After they had finished, Theo took the list to his father to see how 
many he had heard of. George hadn’t had a drink for a couple of days, by 
financial embarrassment rather than willing abstinence, so his eyes and brain 
were lucid when Theo accosted him with the list. 

‘Hey dad, I’ve been looking up things that TCM stands for.’ 
‘Oh, yes. What did you find?’ 
‘There’s trichol – trichlometh –’ he looked at a piece of notepaper he had 

in his hand. ‘Trichloromethane.’ 
‘Hm. Chloroform. What else did you find, son?’ 
‘Texas Chainsaw Massacre.’ 
George raised his eyebrows. He had seen that particular parade of blood 

and sickness in its entirety, and was chilled at the reminder. ‘We’ll bypass that 
one.’ 

‘The Theory of Condensed Matter.’ 
‘Oh, yes, quantum physics.’ 
‘Eh?’ 
‘Subatomic particles. It’s what atoms are made from. They are 

everywhere and they are what formed the universe.’ 
‘Attims?’ 
‘Another time, son.’ 
‘I thought Harold the Wart formed the universe?’ 
‘Who’s Harold the Wart?’ 



‘Our father, a wart in heaven, Harold be thy name.’ 
The humour of a nine-year-old did not resonate with a man of thirty-eight. 

‘So you’re talking about God?’ 
‘Yes,’ Theo replied, sheepishly, smile gone. 
‘That’s one theory. There are many more, but that theory seems to have 

taken off.’ 
‘Isn’t God everywhere, like the teachers in the school say?’ 
‘If you believe that, then yes. If you don’t believe that, then maybe there’s 

another explanation.’ 
‘Are you saying that the God story is not true?’ 
‘I am saying that nobody knows, son. Nobody can possibly know.’ 
‘But the teachers and the priests say that it is.’ 
‘You have to question what people say, son, not just blindly believe them. 

Remember at Christmas when you told me that you didn’t believe in Santa 
Claus any more?’ 

‘Yes.’  
‘Why did you say that?’ 
‘Well, it was – well it was just that I looked at the story and it didn’t seem 

right to me.’ 
‘So you already know to question things.’ 
‘Well, I guess.’ 
‘So you should question everything.’ 
‘And all those people around the world, they are all wrong?’ 
‘No, not wrong. They just haven’t questioned it.’ 
‘So why do they all go to churches and pray and stuff?’ 
‘It’s kind of like the atomic theory which I haven’t taught you yet. Objects 

gravitate towards mass because they are duty-bound. They can’t not do it.’ 
‘I don’t understand that.’ 
‘One day, son, one day.’ 
‘I learnt about gravity, though. It’s what keeps everything in place, keeps it 

down.’ 
‘Hm.’ 
‘There was another one I found but I didn’t look at it properly, I think it was 

about the Marx brothers.’ 
‘OK. We’ll talk about that another time as well.’ 
‘And the Christian Mission.’ 
‘The Salvation Army. We could all do with a bit of that sometimes.’ 

***** 



1991 was a memorable year for Theo Mallier. It had seen Desert Storm, 
the mortar attack on 10 Downing Street, Rodney King, Jeffrey Dahmer, and 
the Internet. It had also said goodbye to William Penney, Robert Maxwell, and 
Freddie Mercury. The earth-shattering news in Theo Mallier’s world came 
when his home estate, Meadowell, appeared on the national news. 

North Shields was named after a set of houses that had been built in the 
13th century to accommodate the men providing fish for the monks in 
Tynemouth Priory. The houses soon declined into slums, slowly forgotten and 
left to dilapidate while the town stretched its body to incorporate other villages. 

In the 1930s, The Ridges council estate was built to house the people 
from the original slum dwellings, and was renamed Meadowell in the 1960s - 
its name implying an idyllic meadow built around a well to try and soften the 
image of the deep, dark underbelly of malice. It was the only change the 
council made to help the estate, and it was becoming a no-go area to visitors 
and police, they preferring to let the residents and the estate implode on itself. 

On 9th September 1991, or as Theo called it since 2001, 9/9, the long and 
drunken history of the estate, mixed with the simmering resentment of all 
outsiders, finally resulted in its decompression and attempted self-destruction. 

Some of the residents had finally had enough of the sub-human class 
treatment they received everywhere they went. To say to others that you were 
from North Shields was already becoming anathema, but to say you were 
from the Meadowell was to be a victim of the utmost prejudice. 

As with all problems and misconceptions, the Meadowell riots were 
caused and administered by an unjustified minority. Bad apples. The Ridges 
Radges. The majority of people living there were disgusted and dismayed by 
the wanton destruction and crime-fuelled vandalism that for three days 
engulfed their home estate. The police, who had previously been unseen 
around the estate for any prolonged periods, were present at all times during 
those three days, protecting the innocent from the feral, despicable crime 
wave that was taking place, though still the overriding impact and shock of 
what had happened was enough to jolt the realisation that something had to 
be done to make sure it never happened again. 

A lot of funding went into the estate over the next three years, begrudged 
by other local towns that couldn’t see why they had to go without 
improvements while over £60 million was spent on people who had become 
the squeaky wheel making the most noise. The estate improved and the 
majority within it got their pride back, though the reputation of the estate 
unjustifiably remained. 

The riots were a scaled-up version of a person’s life within the estate. 
Being brought up in resentment, alcohol-fed anger and tears, and poor 
treatment by others who considered themselves superior, had led to a 
pressure build-up, ending in a final lashing-out to all around them and against 
them. The lack of care about what anybody thought was the result of the 
estate’s mid-life crisis, and it would move on with a more enlightened and 
depressurised view of the world. 

To a twelve-year-old, the riots were an excuse for salvage and finders-
keepers. Over the space of those three days, he and his brothers and sisters 



would come into the house with something new they had found ‘discarded in 
the street’. For the younger ones like him, the treasure was sweets and 
comics, though for the older children, it was cigarettes and alcohol. It was 
noticeable at the time that, with all the looting of shops that had taken place, 
and all valuable stock removed from such places, the only remaining goods 
left in the off-licenses were tray upon tray of untouched Ace lager. 

Even for free, nobody wanted it. 
***** 

In 1992, The Maastricht Treaty was signed, which founded the European 
Union. It also saw the Los Angeles riots, Hurricane Andrew, Black 
Wednesday, and the Roman Catholic Church admitted that Galileo Galilei had 
been right all along about heliocentricity. Alex Haley, Isaac Asimov, Albert 
Pierrepoint and Gert Bastian also left the world. 

It was also the year that Theo Mallier became a teenager. 
Now that he was in transition from boy to man, George’s interest in him 

intensified. He believed that these years were the most formative, when 
naivety turned to idealism, and the real spring of life spewed forth from within. 

He had summoned enough money together to splash out £100 on a 1973 
Triumph Toledo. Suspensions on cars had been invented, but they were the 
privilege of the elite, not for 1973 Triumph Toledo owners; this bone-shaking 
car was the only one that could turn milk into butter on a twenty-mile trip. 

George didn’t trust the car enough to make it back from a twenty-mile trip, 
so took Theo out on a drive to St. Mary’s Lighthouse in Whitley Bay; a middle-
class seaside town that had moved through its history without blemish or 
concern. The lighthouse had been defunct for years, and its only functions 
now were denoting the start of the bay and being one of the town’s tourist 
attractions. 

Whitley Bay was like another world to Theo. He had heard about The 
Spanish City fairground from school friends, and about the Ice Rink that had 
hosted some musical super groups in the past. As he had passed the richer, 
outwardly untroubled houses along The Links heading away from the 
lighthouse, he suspected this was probably not the world that would ever be 
troubling with the likes of him, and hoped that dad’s ‘new’ car would not be 
troubling them on the way out. 

They passed through Tynemouth heading back towards Shields and the 
comfort of home, when George spotted something down a back street while 
he lazily drove on co-pilot. Something felt amiss, and he took the next right 
turn to enter the back street from the other end. 

As they drove down the back street, Theo could see what his father had 
seen. Four teenage boys, about fifteen years old, were crowded round two 
younger, black girls. The 1990 World Cup football the two girls had been 
playing kerbs with had settled on one of the kerbs, discarded as the girls 
feared for what was going to happen to them. George stopped the car in the 
street, behind the boys, and got out. 

As he approached them from behind, unheeded, he could hear that they 



were saying to the girls: ‘Go back to where you came from!’ 
When George got nearer, he could see the girls had started to cry, and 

the thought of his daughters ever being in a similar situation got inside his 
head. ‘Leave them alone!’ 

All four of the boys turned to look at him. They had been caught, but by 
only one man, on his own. One of the boys glanced at Theo in the car and 
Theo thought for a second about helping his dad out. The thought dissipated 
as the boy stared him down, making Theo look away. The boy then looked 
back at George. ‘Who the fuck are you? You’re not me dad!’ 

George got closer to the boy and stood over him, and the other boys 
stepped back a little - it was one thing to fight against people of your own age, 
or to pick on young girls, but it was another to take on a fully grown man, even 
with your three mates. ‘If I was your dad, you wouldn’t be picking on little girls. 
You’d be fighting me.’ 

The boy looked up at him, defiant; hoping that if he took this man on, his 
friends would help him. His friends had already decided they weren’t going to, 
and in their young, forming, minds, they were going to think seriously about 
ever helping their bullying friend again; they even felt a relief that the bully 
was being bullied, and backed away farther. 

‘It looks like your mates have got the right idea,’ George said to him. ‘You 
better join them.’ 

The boy looked around and saw he was going to get no help; when the 
bully has no help, he has no power. 

‘Apologise to these girls,’ said George. 
The boy’s courage had gone, along with his pride, and he turned to the 

girls and said sorry to each of them in turn. 
As the boy turned back to George, George got closer to him again and 

looked downwards to him in the eyes. ‘Now, fuck off, you little prick.’ 
The boy did so. 
As the boys turned to run away, but not before levelling a ‘nonce!’ at 

George while they did so, George noticed that the girls had stopped crying. 
‘Do you live in the street?’ 

‘Yes, we live over there.’ She pointed to a house across the road from 
them, and the front door was just opening, revealing a curious father. The 
father looked up and saw his two teary girls talking to a grown man who had 
just stopped his car to talk to them. ‘Hey, what you doing?’ 

One of the girls shouted back in George’s defence, ‘It’s OK, dad.’ 
‘It’s fucking not OK!’ He started to cross the road, beckoning the girls to 

come to him. They did, and the second girl, told her father, ‘It’s OK, dad, 
honestly. He was helping us.’ 

‘Helping you? You’re crying in the street talking to a grown stranger, and 
somebody else shouts ‘nonce’ at him? I don’t think so.’ 

George had not said anything to the father yet, though the ungratefulness 



was no surprise to him. 
‘I’ve seen you before,’ the father said to George. ‘You’re from the Ridges, 

right?’ 
George nodded. 
‘Get out of here! Don’t bring your Ridges crap here to my street. Fucking 

Ridges scum!’ 
‘Dad, don’t,’ the first girl was feeling sorry for George, who was still 

looking at the father. 
‘Before you say something else stupid,’ said George, ‘ask your children 

why I was here and what I did. It was your job and I had to do it.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ 
‘Ask them.’ With that, he got back into the car, started the engine after 

three tries, and began to drive away. The first girl looked at him as he drove 
away and mouthed, ‘Thanks, mister.’ 

As the car drove back down the street, George looked in his rear view 
mirror at the girls telling their father what George had done for them. It was 
enough for him that the father would feel guilty about what he had said. 
Maybe he would get the full story next time before shouting at people in the 
street. 

‘Why did you do that, dad?’ Theo had not spoken throughout the whole 
incident, firstly through the fear of being stared at by the main bully, but then 
the shock of what the father was saying to his dad. 

George looked at him. ‘Which bit?’ 
‘Why did you help those two girls? They were nothing to do with you.’ 
‘People being bullied is everything to do with me, son. I don’t care who 

people are or where they come from. We are all just people, and nobody 
deserves to be treated like that. I hate bullies.’ 

Theo thought for a moment, first about the way his father stood up for two 
complete strangers, but then about his own situation at school; Tyrone Matton 
was still bullying him and Joey, and what he had just seen his dad do inspired 
him a little to do something about it. ‘Why did you let that man speak to you 
like that? You were helping his kids and he thought you were a nonce.’ 

‘What, you know what a nonce is?’ 
‘Of course. I’m thirteen, dad. We’ve got to be aware of these things.’ 
‘Oh. OK. There was no need for me to stand there arguing with him. He’ll 

feel bad about it once he finds out the truth. That’s a punishment much worse 
than anything I could possibly do to him.’ 

‘But he might tell other people that you are.’ 
The car was on the outskirts of the Meadowell. ‘He won’t.’ 
‘Is that what happens when you help people? They have a go at you?’ 
‘Not always. Hardly ever, in fact. You shouldn’t let things like that ever 



stop you, though. Sometimes, if you see something bad happening, you just 
have to stop and help.’ 

‘Even when it’s nothing to do with you?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘But what if they had turned on you, those boys?’ 
‘It could have happened, and I would have fought them. You don’t run 

away from bullies, because then they have beaten you straight away. The 
best thing about facing up to a bully is that it is usually always a ringleader 
surrounded by people who are scared of them as well. Once you take on the 
ringleader, the rest of them usually float away, probably glad that you’ve done 
it.’ 

Theo thought about his school situation again - his dad would not be 
proud of him. 

‘Never underestimate the power of a man with nothing to lose, son.’ 
This seemed cryptic to Theo, but he was OK with that. He liked cryptic 

puzzles. 
‘You know, when I was a little younger than you, I got bullied at school.’ 
Theo perked up. Had his father seen through him? ‘What did you do?’ 
‘I faced up. I knew I would get a beating if I did it, but I’d been told by a 

wiser person that once you face up to a bully, even if they beat you up, they 
don’t bother you again.’ 

‘And is that what happened?’ 
‘Yes. I faced up and when he went to hit me, I fought back. I beat him. 

Bullies don’t like it if you face up to them, and especially if you beat them. He 
never bullied me again, or anybody else. He learned a lesson.’ 

‘Did you see him again, like, when he was older?’ 
They had reached their street. ‘It was Ham.’ 
Theo couldn’t hide the shock in his face. ‘What, you became friends?’ 
‘For life. Well, for his life.’ 
‘Wow! I didn’t expect that.’ 
‘Yeah, well it was a long time ago. He was bullying me because I liked 

The Beatles, and he didn’t. Later on, he told me that he had always liked The 
Beatles, but didn’t want to admit it.’ 

‘The Beatles? You’re showing your age, there, dad.’ 
‘Yeah, I know,’ he pulled the car to a stop in front of their house. ‘I 

normally let my face do that.’ 
Tyrone Matton was a year up from Theo and Joey, and was the 

undisputed rotten apple of the school. His reign of tyranny had gone on for 
four years now, apart from the last year when Theo and Joey had stayed in 
the middle school. He had the impression he was well-liked in the big school, 
partly from his ‘bad-boy’ status but mainly because of the oppression he 



displayed to those who didn’t agree with him. 
He was the tallest in the school year, and used it to great effect. He had 

been taller and stockier than Joey when they had last seen each other, no 
mean feat, and he used his size to intimidate those around him whom he 
considered weak and inferior, helped by the four leeches who called 
themselves his friends. 

Theo and Joey had enjoyed the break from daily fear, and had even built 
up some degree of confidence before they joined the big school. They had not 
been together all summer, as Joey had gone to stay with his uncle while his 
mother had a spell in a rehabilitation ward. Joey’s absence extended into the 
school year, so Theo was without his wing man when he got there on the first 
day, and Tyrone was waiting for him. ‘Hello, Mallier,’ he said. ‘It’s nice to see 
you again.’ 

Theo juddered when he heard Tyrone’s voice coming from behind him. 
He tried to walk on without acknowledging it but Tyrone wasn’t having that. As 
Theo heard ten footsteps quickly approaching behind him, he turned to face 
them. 

The bullies did not expect this, though were undeterred. ‘So you’ve got 
yourself a little bravery, have you?’ Tyrone said to him. ‘We’ll just have to 
knock that right out of you, won’t we?’ 

Theo felt adrenaline rushing through his body, and breathed harder. He 
had never had a fight before with anybody, and here he was, thinking about 
breaking that duck with five boys a year older. He had almost summoned up 
the courage to say something when a girl’s voice came from behind him. 
‘Leave him alone, Matton.’ 

It was Natasha Seeley. Tash. She was in the same year as Theo and 
lived in the next street to his, though apart from knowing who each other was, 
their paths never crossed. She also had the confidence of knowing that her 
two older brothers were in this school and somebody like Tyrone Matton was 
no challenge to them. 

Tyrone knew that, and was not going to pursue an argument with her. 
‘Well, well, well,’ he said to Theo. ‘Looks like you have girls sticking up for you 
now.’ He pushed past Theo and went off, taking his minions with him. 

Theo turned to Tash, ‘Thanks.’ 
She came closer, and he traced the faint smell of her breath; cigarettes 

mixed with spearmint. Together with the coconut aroma body spray, he was 
overwhelmed with the attack on his nasal passages. 

He sneezed. 
Into her shoulder. 
‘Thanks for that,’ she said, inspecting the mucus spread over her uniform. 

‘I’m going to have get that cleaned up now.’ 
‘Sorry,’ he stammered. ‘I’ve got a bit of a cold.’ He never liked lying to 

people, but sometimes, he thought, it was just safer. 
‘Don’t let them get you down, Theo. Where’s that gigantic mate of yours?’ 



‘Joey? He’s off today. Why?’ 
‘No reason,’ she replied. ‘Just make sure he’s with you next time.’ 
As she walked away to the toilets to clean up her snotty shoulder, he 

called after her, ‘I will,’ though he didn’t know why she wanted Joey to be 
there next time. 

The next morning, Joey had still not come into school. It meant that Theo 
was left alone again after they’d had their school dinner. He had no problem 
with that; just about the whole school knew that Theo and Joey were 
inseparable friends, but they weren’t each other’s keeper. He had started to fill 
the time in by swotting up on his science books. It was an interest started by 
science fiction but, at some point, the science had taken over the fiction. It 
came naturally to him and the equations and formulae that frustrated 
everybody else were like beautiful patterns of symmetry and logic. 

He was in one of the study rooms, reading a book about the life of Isaac 
Newton, when a hand grabbed the book and threw it across the room. Theo 
was angered both by the jolt of having the book snatched from his hands, but 
also from the disrespect shown to, in his opinion, the life and works of one of 
the greatest scientists in history. 

It was Tyrone Matton and the four supporters. ‘There’s no girls to protect 
you this time. Mallier, and you’re going to pay for that embarrassment.’ 

Theo was not having it this time; the suppression of anger in his young life 
had gone, and he let the beast come to the fore. The hatred of this person 
and the fury of his own life swelled through his body, and there was a target, a 
focus to unleash the mental bile, standing in front of him. 

He could hold himself no longer, and the height difference between them 
gave Theo only one controlled thought. 

Head butt. 
He felt the pain of hitting Tyrone’s chin after he launched his forehead 

towards it. The other four boys stepped back, first to allow Tyrone to do the 
same, but also in the shock of what this…this science geek had just done. 
Tyrone had been rocked back a couple of feet, and placed his hand on his 
chin. Now, his anger took over, and the pain and blood became secondary as 
his body too succumbed to adrenaline. He removed his hand from his chin 
and rushed at Theo. ‘You fucking little Ridges shit!’ he screamed at him, and 
using both hands, grabbed Theo by the lapels of his school-grant-funded 
blazer and pushed him up against the wall. 

‘Fuck off, you bully!’ Theo screamed back. The anger in him had not gone 
away and he was ready to take them all on if he had to, though the other boys 
didn’t seem too keen on doing that. 

‘Come on!’ Tyrone shouted at them. ‘This little fucker’s going to need a 
lesson!’ 

Tyrone turned to face Theo again. ‘You’re right going to get it this time, 
you fucking Ridges tramp!’ 

‘Bring the fucker on!’ Theo shouted in Tyrone’s face, eyes bulging, veins 



pumping, and head swirling. 
The other boys had lost their keenness by seeing who had just come into 

the room. 
From nowhere, a hand grabbed Tyrone’s shoulder from behind and 

swung him around. In another moment, the other hand from the same body 
came flying through the air, smashing Tyrone in the face. The follow-through 
from the punch ensured that Tyrone was launched backwards, over two 
desks, landing on the floor ten feet away. As he fumbled to stay upright, he 
grasped at one of the desks, only succeeding in pulling it over himself, tipping 
its contents of C-marked exercise books, used chewing gum, and half-empty 
pens onto him. 

He immediately got up, brushed himself down, and shook his head 
thoroughly to rid himself of the groggy feeling and stunned haze. 

When his eyesight cleared, he looked at the person that had done this to 
him. 

He had to look up. 
It was Joey. 
As Tyrone inspected him, he saw a different Joey from the one he had 

persecuted in the past. There was something in the eyes; a determination, 
and a lack of fear. As Tyrone looked up at him, he also saw that Joey was 
now six inches taller and six inches wider than Tyrone, and as he stood there, 
bleeding, dazed, and covered in used chewing gum that had stuck to him, he 
made a realisation himself. 

There was a new ruler in the school, and his name was Joey Lewis. 
Joey looked around at the other boys in the room. ‘Anybody else?’ he 

said. He looked like the coolest boy in the world, though only he knew how 
much he was shaking after having just administered such a sickening blow to 
another person. ‘Goodbye, then.’ 

Tyrone and the other boys stared at him. There was real fear in their eyes 
and bodies. Theo joined Joey and they both stared back at them. The bullies 
were not going to take on this behemoth-boy and walk away from it, so they 
decided to run instead. 

When they were gone, Theo turned to his best friend in the world, and 
said, ‘Nice one, Chewie, or is it Godzilla?’ 

‘Are you OK?’ 
‘Yeah, fine. Where the hell did that come from?’ 
‘I told my uncle about him, and he’s been giving me some boxing tips.’ 
‘Yeah? Well, it worked.’ 
Joey smiled to himself. 
‘You do know you’re the new king of the school, right?’ Theo said. 
‘Hm. I hope not.’ 
Theo looked up to Joey, as he paraphrased, ‘Use your power wisely, 



Joey.’ 
That night, the Mallier residence was buzzing with the news that Theo and 

Joey had earned their stripes in the school. They had been worried about their 
science and Star Wars stuff, but all was well now. They were back in the 
predetermined fold now they’d had a proper fight and were well on their way 
to being proper men. 

Theo didn’t feel like that, though. 
He had hated the whole experience. It wasn’t the fighting or the blood that 

worried him; it was the overwhelming feeling he had undergone when he 
wanted to cause immeasurable pain to someone and couldn’t control it. If that 
was what it was to feel like a man, then he wasn’t sure he wanted to reach 
that blood-stained pinnacle. 

George sensed something in Theo. He had seen that Theo was brooding 
over what had happened. ‘I heard there was a bit of a do at the school today.’ 

‘Yes.’ 
‘How you feeling?’ 
‘I don’t know. I didn’t really like it.’ 
‘No, it’s never a good experience being involved in a fight, especially your 

first.’ 
‘What, it’ll happen again?’ 
‘Probably, especially round here.’ 
‘I felt like I really wanted to hurt him. I couldn’t control it.’ 
‘We all feel like that sometimes. It’s just anger. It’s normal.’ 
‘Normal?’ 
‘Yeah. Suppressed anger can cause a lot of damage. Joey needs to think 

about that. When he grows up properly, he can’t be doing that to people. He 
could kill someone. We all have it, and you need to find a way to release it. 
You did well, Theo. Don’t beat yourself up about it.’ 

‘But it was Joey that did it, really, not me.’ 
‘He did, but you were the one that stood up first. Sometimes that’s all it 

needs.’ 
‘Like you did when you got bullied?’ 
‘Yeah, like that. It was about time you stood up to him. I’ve been waiting 

for it.’ 
‘You knew?’ 
‘I had a suspicion. It’s not hard sometimes to see when someone’s being 

bullied, especially when you’ve been through it yourself. I thought the anger in 
you might build up.’ 

‘You knew it was going to happen?’ 
‘I knew something was. Now you’re thirteen, I was expecting it to be 

aimed at me soon.’ 



‘I would never pick on you, dad.’ 
‘I know, son, and I hope not, either. I’ve seen the size of your mate.’ 

***** 
1993 was noted for the Bombay riots, James Bulger, the World Trade 

Centre bombing, and the David Koresh stakeout in Waco. It also saw the 
deaths of Robert Westall, Andre the Giant, Bobby Moore, and Stephen 
Lawrence. 

In an effort to release his internal pressure and the start of a possible 
career path out of the Meadowell, Theo had joined the Army Cadet Force: 
Intelligence Corps. It was situated in New Clifford’s Fort in Tynemouth, and to 
Theo that felt like fate. His middle name had come after the old fort, and 
because this was the New Clifford’s Fort, he felt like it belonged to him; it was 
his fort. 

He had convinced a decidedly unenthusiastic Joey to join as well. Joey 
had not been keen on being part of anything to do with war, but Theo had 
swung it when he told Joey he’d heard that girls love uniforms. Joey had 
waited months for his uniform to be specially made, and had to make do with 
a beret and a pair of boots, which today did not suit well with his frayed jeans, 
and his old ‘Frankie Says’ T-shirt which was starting to look like a boob tube 
on him. 

Discipline in the cadets was handed out regularly and for only the slightest 
misdemeanour, and when Theo had not kept up the pace when the boys were 
marking time in the cadet hall, he became a victim of one of the sadistic 
corporals. Corporal Dooley, known to the other boys as Attila, was always 
most keen to abuse the part-time power he had when he was in the cadet 
hall. 

He had ordered Theo to do twenty press-ups in front of everybody; a 
punishment designed to both teach and humiliate. Theo’s problem with press-
ups was that he could do the ‘down’ no problem, but when it came to the ‘up’, 
he started to struggle after doing six or seven. He was starting to feel the 
shaking in his arms as they tried to push his body upwards, and was just 
about to collapse onto the floor when a pain rushed through his body. 

Corporal Dooley had decided that the best way to motivate Theo to try 
harder was to run up from the side and kick him as hard as he could in the 
ribs. 

Theo did get motivated, but in the wrong way. 
He had been shocked by the sudden and unjustified attack, and the anger 

powered through his veins. He momentarily forgot about his pain, and rushed 
to his feet to confront his attacker. ‘What the fuck you doing, you fucking - !’ 

He stopped. 
He had joined the cadets to help relieve his anger, and here it was, 

happening, but it was going to get him into a lot of trouble. Everybody in the 
hall turned to look at him, and as he looked up at Corporal Dooley, older, 
overbearing, and experienced, he realised he had made a mistake in this 
particular confrontation. 



The Regimental Sergeant Major was in the corner of the room, and also 
watched. His attitude towards soldiers, and especially privates, was that you 
do what you are told and do not question or answer back, even when you are 
being treated unjustly. It was all part of the route to becoming a real man. 

Theo continued looking up at the corporal, and his bottom lip started to 
tremble as he waited for the inevitable barrage of punches and kicks from this 
corporal and the other ones - insubordination among the ranks was an 
opportunity to release their anger, and it would be hidden under the name of 
‘discipline’. 

Theo started to edge slowly backwards away from the corporal and 
whispered, ‘Sorry.’ 

The corporal stared at him. ‘Stop.’ 
Theo did. 
‘Come back.’ 
Theo did. 
The corporal stepped forward so there were only inches between them, 

and he looked even bigger as he towered over Theo. 
‘Well done, Mallier,’ the corporal said to Theo, and Theo was unsure if he 

was being complimentary or sardonic. ‘Well done for standing up for yourself. 
We’ll make a man out of you yet.’ 

Theo hoped rather than decided that the corporal was being 
complimentary. 

‘Now get back in line before you get another kick.’ 
Theo didn’t need to be asked twice. He moved back to his spot with a 

newly acquired singular determination to make sure he didn’t march out of 
time again. 

This determination soon petered out as he and Joey instead started to 
use the army cadet money their parents gave them to buy science fiction 
comics and go and read them on The Long Sands in Tynemouth. 

As they remembered their short time in the ranks of army-hood, they 
decided there and then, on that beach, that the army was not going to be for 
them. 

Clifford can stuff his fort. 
***** 

In 1994, the country was rapt in the unspeakable horrors of Cromwell 
Street, Schindler’s List was Oscar-laden, Nelson Mandela became the 
president of South Africa, there was genocide in Rwanda, and Andres 
Escobar scored an own goal in the World Cup. Kurt Cobain went early, joined 
in death by Linus Pauling, Star Wars bad guys Peter Cushing and Sebastian 
Shaw, and it was the year that saw the end of the man responsible for Theo 
getting his name, Telly Savalas. 

His death had little impact on Theo, save for a double take as he saw the 
news on the living room box of sporadic entertainment. 



The Meadowell estate had received a layer of gloss over the three years 
since the riots, but not without its troubles. Builders would be frustrated by 
having turf for the new gardens delivered and then turn up the next morning to 
see it had disappeared, people from other towns in the borough complained 
that too much attention was being given to these wasting people, and the 
residents were dismayed when they saw the ten-foot metal fences that 
oppressed every house, unsure if the fences were there to keep other people 
out, or to keep them in. 

The council took the softly, softly approach to policing and counselling the 
estate after its blowout. The police had a steady presence, the residents had 
started to be given a say in what happened to their estate, and the bad apples 
were temporarily shifted to Howdon and New York. 

It was the first year that George took Theo to see the memorial to his 
great-grandfather, Albert, in Preston Cemetery. As they walked through the 
cemetery, Theo looked at every gravestone he passed, easily calculating the 
lifespans of the remembered - some long, some short. 

They stopped at the memorial, and as Theo scanned all the names for 
Albert Mallier, George placed his forefinger on the name, and then started to 
stroke his finger along the straight groove that formed the letter ‘A’. He then 
pointed to the poem in the middle of the obelisk. ‘Read that, son.’ 

Theo started to read the poem quickly, and had finished in about twenty 
seconds, missing its poignancy and revealing his complete lack of 
understanding. 

‘Read it properly, son, out loud.’ 
Theo started to read it again, and this time, took a little longer, 

concentrating on every word as he spoke them: 
  



Standing 
As you read, be well aware, 

The reason why you’re standing there, 
Looking at the men that fell, 

In Flanders fields; the home of hell. 
 

They gave their life, their heart, their blood, 
For you to stand and know you could, 

Be everything you want to be, 
With courage, hope and liberty. 

 
So don’t forget, friend, as you stand, 
To reach out with your grateful hand, 
And touch the name of one that fell, 

And remember, 
They had hopes as well. 

 
After he had finished reading out loud, he felt the poignancy of the words, 

and understood better what his father was trying to make him understand. 
‘It takes a special kind of bravery to do what these men did, son,’ George 

said. ‘To run into what they knew was certain death, and still do it. They could 
have given up; ran away. They could have said ‘stuff this for a game of 
soldiers’ but they didn’t. They knew it wasn’t just about them.’ 

As Theo reached and stroked the letters of his great-great-grandfather’s, 
and his, surname, he turned to his father, ‘Do you think they knew?’ 

‘Knew what?’ 
‘That they were saving the world?’ When he asked, he thought of the 

superheroes he had read about in his comic books. 
George thought for a second. ‘I think they knew the enormity of what they 

were dying for. These men had families, wives and children at home. They 
had friends they died with. They knew their deaths would not be wasted if 
enough of them were prepared to do it. If they hadn’t, this world would be a 
much worse place. 

‘Always remember these people, son. They are the real saviours of this 
country’s soul.’ 

Theo touched as many of the names he could reach before they left the 
memorial, and they both sombrely made their way to the cemetery exit. Theo 
was still calculating lifespans as they were leaving and was suddenly taken 
aback when he saw the gravestone of Henry ‘Ham’ Macken, 1950-1987. ‘A 
friend, a father, a son, and a brother.’ 



Theo stepped onto the grave to take a closer look at the gravestone. 
‘Don’t do that,’ George’s voice came from behind him. ‘It’s disrespectful to 

walk on people’s graves, especially …’ He stopped as he thought of his old 
friend. George never wallowed in sorrow for people that had died in the way 
Ham did, though he often wished his old friend was still around. Best friends 
were hard to come by, and when he thought of that, he was gladdened that 
Theo had found a good one in Joey. 

Theo stepped off the grave and they started to walk again. ‘I’m going to 
dance on yours, like.’ 

‘That’s good, I’m being cremated.’ 
‘Ha. Is that right, you’re being cremated?’ 
‘Yeah, and there’s only one reason I’m doing that.’ 
‘What’s that?’ 
‘It’s so when you all have to go and spread the ashes, I want you to stand 

on the Black Middens and do it there.’ 
Theo knew the Black Middens were high, and dangerous. ‘Why?’ 
‘Cause it’s high up, and when you release the ashes, the wind’ll blow 

them right back in your faces.’ 
Theo laughed, ‘I don’t mind doing it up there.’ 
‘Oh?’ 
‘Yes, because when I do it, I’m going to put the top of the urn on really 

tight and when I throw it out, I’ll say, ‘He was tight when he was here, and he’s 
tight when he goes.’ 

‘Ha, ha!’ George was impressed with the improvement in his son’s 
humour, ‘well done, son.’ 

***** 
In 1995, The USA bailed out Mexico with a $20 billion loan, the Barings 

bank collapsed, Oklahoma City was bombed, Japan marked the 50th 
anniversary of the atomic bombs, Braveheart was in cinemas, and Peter 
Cook, Ronnie Kray, Harold Wilson and Fred West died. It was also the year 
that drinking and smoking took a more grasping hold on Theo’s and Joey’s 
lives. 

Theo’s relationship with Tash Seeley had taken a welcome though 
unexpected turn. At a Halloween party in Meadowell, boozy, druggy, bobbing 
for apples had turned into fumbles in the dark which then led to one thing, and 
another, and another, and ended up with the one thing he thought he would 
have later on in life. 

A pregnancy. 
Tash was the only girl in the Seeley house. Her parents could have doted 

on her with all their affections, but chose not to. She was a waif-like girl, and 
pretty on the surface. She had her mother’s dark hair and her mother’s face, 
topped up with her mother’s penchant for keeping the face cosmetically 



covered.  Her dark, brown eyes were like pieces of coal - formed from 
animalistic origins though often hard and susceptible to burning. 

Tash and Theo had known each other all their lives, but had never 
consummated their relationship with as much as a long look.  For years, her 
real affection lay in Joey Lewis, but Joey was not keen. He was glad for his 
friend when he found out about the coming baby, but also glad for himself 
when he realised he hadn’t fallen for the trap with the baby-making machine 
that was Tash Seeley. 

The Mallier residence was already bursting with new life, and Theo 
wanted to have a close relationship with his new child, boy or girl. He liked the 
one he had with his own father, and wanted the same for himself with his 
child. There was going to be no absentee-fatherism for him; seeing the child 
one or two times a month to supply bread and life-giving fluid for the mother. 

Providing money for new baby products was a difficulty for Theo. There 
were always plenty of baby products in his house and they were passed from 
one to the other as each one arrived. Tash had other ideas than to provide 
their child with second-hand clothes and toys, and demanded more. 

On one of his many visits to the library, and not for the first time in his life, 
Theo was tempted by the easy money of small-time theft. The CDs in the 
library were protected by a magnetic strip on the inside sleeve that set off the 
alarms on exit from the building. Theo found that if he carefully removed the 
magnetic strip so there was no trace of it, he could leave the building with as 
many CDs as he wanted. As a regular and trusted customer, he would never 
be suspected. 

He took the copy of Nirvana’s Unplugged in New York and went between 
two of the aisles surrounding the CD area. He had not listened to the songs 
on the CD, and had naively chosen it because New York was the name of one 
of the villages in North Shields; the small apple. Carefully, he peeled away the 
magnetic strip from the inside cover, and inspected the whole cover and case 
to make sure there were no others. He double-checked where the magnetic 
strip was to make sure there was nothing left of it, and stuffed the CD in his 
inside jacket pocket. 

His plan was to hire two other CDs, and he chose The Downward Spiral 
by Nine Inch Nails and Portishead’s Dummy. When he left the library, he 
would have to hand in the two CDs and these were returned to him after he 
passed through the security barrier. If the alarm went off when he passed 
through the barrier, he would simply say that he’d forgotten he was looking at 
another CD, and had put it in his jacket to present on his way out, adding, ‘I’m 
really sorry, I’ve never done that before.’ 

When he was leaving, there was a lady in front of him at the queue. He 
noticed that the girl serving was somebody that knew his face, but in a good, 
friendly and unmalicious way. The few seconds he had to wait was enough for 
his heartbeat to raise enough for him to almost hear it, and for a nauseous 
feeling to well up inside his body, almost making him retch. He both wanted 
the lady to hurry up so he could get through his plan, and for her not to hurry 
up so he would have enough time to cry off and go and put the CD back, all 
without his being sick all over her. 



The lady eventually finished and it was his turn. The girl smiled at him, 
partly out of friendly service and partly out of recognition. He handed the two 
CDs over to her, his heart pounding as she recorded the hire on her huge 
computer screen. She smiled at him again as she moved them to the other 
side of the security barrier, and now it was time. 

He passed through the barrier nonchalantly as he had done many times 
before, waiting for the alarm to be triggered as he went, trusted, through the 
barrier. 

The alarm did not go off. 
He picked up the two CDs and paid the girl forty pence, ‘Bye.’ 
‘Bye.’ 
He got out of the building the fastest he had ever done in his life and on 

the outside, as he walked through Northumberland Square, wondered at just 
how…easy it had been to steal something. 

He sold the CDs for £2, making him a healthy £1.60 profit, taped copies of 
the two legitimate CDs, and also obtained an order for more CDs from a 
satisfied customer. 

Over the next few weeks, he did it again and again, and branched out into 
CD shops, book shops, and clothes shops, gaining ever more confidence and 
less fear as he continued. He was making about £30 a day from his illegal 
business but, as with all illegal easy-money schemes, Theo was caught out by 
the two things that usually catch out its perpetrators. 

Greed and complacency. 
He was visiting the library again, preparing his latest order of ten CDs. 

This time, his overconfidence and arrogance made him less particular about 
checking that all the magnetic strips had been removed with no trace. 

This time, the alarm went as he passed through the barrier. 
He looked nonplussed as the security guard made him go back and 

forward through the barrier in front of the familiar, now-puzzled, girl, and he 
set off the alarm each time. The security guard asked if Theo would 
accompany him to a back room and in there, Theo emptied out the CDs onto 
the table. He had decided there was no way out of this and that coming clean 
was the best option. 

It was another hour before he was escorted from the building by two 
policemen, through the main doors, in plain sight of customers and staff. As 
he left, he caught the eye of the trusting girl and she slowly shook her head at 
him. It was a lesson to her that trusting in what you thought were decent 
people was not always the best route to follow, and that criminals can hide in 
many forms; even trusted, regular, nice-looking, teenage customers. 

Theo never stole again, though still had to face the crime in the courts two 
months later. As he stood in the dock as a guilty person, he had already 
resolved never to be in this position again. For some people, a short, sharp, 
shock includes many stays in prison before a lesson is learned, but not for 
Theo. 



To stand embarrassed and guilty in a court room was enough of a shock 
to Theo’s system, and he was pleased he had decided himself, unadvised, to 
plead guilty and take whatever punishment came his way. That punishment 
involved a £50 fine, payable at £1 per week as he was unemployed, but 
worse was the lifetime ban from the library and with it, no opportunity to 
apologise to that girl whose trust he felt he had betrayed. 

He still had about £200 of his ill-gotten gains, and the next day went back 
to the Magistrate’s Court to pay off the fine in full. He came out with a profit 
overall but had lost much more than that. He had lost the trust of a person, 
use of one of his favourite places, and a clean police record, though he had 
gained one important thing - a lesson for life. 

As he left the Magistrate’s Court in what he promised himself would be his 
final ever appearance in such a place, a realisation dawned on Theo. At the 
age of sixteen, with a criminal record for theft, a ban from one of his favourite 
buildings and his first baby on the way, he felt for the first time that he had 
come to the end of his short, hug-free childhood. 

***** 
In 1996, the oil tankers Scandia and Sea Empress spilt their loads across 

miles of coastline, and bombers committed suicide and homicide in Israel. It 
was also the year of the Dunblane massacre, the IMF bailout of Russia, Euro 
’96, and Dolly the sheep was evidence that new life could be created by 
mankind. Old life went in the form of Gene Kelly, Bob Paisley, Eva Cassidy, 
and Carl Sagan, and Theo Mallier also created new life with the momentous 
and life-changing event of his first child, Belle. 

Gumbo’s was one of those places which had been transformed from a 
local pub into a restaurant. The trend had landed. Local men and women had 
to find somewhere else now to enjoy their few pints, or come here at the risk 
of being more civil to each other. It was one of those rare places to make this 
transition and actually be a pleasurable experience for its former customers. 
The large football screens, the two pool tables, the dartboard, the piss on the 
toilet floor, the two-pints-in-two-hours, haunted-looking regulars, and the nuts 
and crisps, had been replaced by breezy, bright spaces, white tablecloths, 
good wines, wooden-beamed ceilings, clean carpets, and properly-cooked 
food. 

George had waited ten minutes before the Seeleys came and joined him. 
Theo and Tash had decided to get married, and the meeting of the parents 
was overdue, delayed by anxiety, disbelief and self-serving opinions. 

Derek sat down first, no consideration for Valerie who took her own seat 
directly across from George. 

They had made an effort. Derek wore a crumpled suit, worn once or twice 
a year for weddings and funerals, making him uncomfortable and fidgety in his 
unfamiliar clothes. Valerie had taken the old maxim ‘women dress for other 
women’ and overloaded on it; whatever face was behind the one looking 
across at George had probably never been seen by anybody for years. 

‘George,’ her hand reached across the table. 
George’s hand went back and they touched, not for the first time in their 



lives. ‘Valerie.’ The charade continued. ‘Derek,’ George’s hand moved for his. 
‘How you doing?’ 

Derek shook his hand and returned to his collar to straighten it and move 
his tie back up. ‘Fine, fine, George. Bit of a business, this, isn’t it?’ 

‘It is, but if it’s what they want –’ 
‘Yeah, yeah, but they’re far too young, aren’t they?’ Derek had a habit that 

George had never liked in anybody; at the end of everything he said, he 
placed an ‘isn’t it?’ or an ‘aren’t they?’ searching for agreement in his 
opinions. George always treated it as manipulation. 

‘It’s up to them, really.’ 
Valerie looked at George, a little surprised. Surely he didn’t agree with 

them getting married at seventeen? She shook her head a little, ‘Surely you 
don’t agree with them getting married at seventeen?’ 

‘I don’t. I think they should wait a little longer. Having babies out of 
wedlock doesn’t bring baying mobs to your door any more.’ 

Derek started to move out of his seat. ‘Actually, I need to splash my 
shoes. I’ll be back in a minute.’ An unfortunate turn of phrase while waiting to 
order food, Derek got up slowly and headed off, pulling up his badly-fitting 
trousers on his way. Valerie did not say anything until he had gone through 
the door and once he had, she picked up a spoon and looked at the back of it, 
making her face bulbous in the reflection. 

‘They shouldn’t be getting married,’ she said, still looking at her reflection. 
‘I don’t even want them to be together.’ 

This kind of talk had been said about Theo before, and George had seen 
the way Theo had responded to it. It had taken months for him to get over it, 
and George didn’t think Theo fully was. This relationship he had with their 
daughter Tash was a rebound; a one-night lay that ended up with her 
pregnant. Theo was a good kid. He always wanted to do the right thing so he 
did, and Tash agreed. 

‘Why’s that, then?’ 
Valerie put the spoon down and picked up the knife and stared at that. 

She seemed to be inspecting the cutlery for dirt, which George thought was a 
bit hypocritical based on the state of her house; like her, surface gloss 
covering up the real story. 

She looked away from the knife and turned her head quickly to the toilet 
door which had just opened. When she looked back at George, he got the 
feeling she had been going to say something about his son that he wasn’t 
going to like. 

***** 
2001 witnessed foot and mouth disease, 9/11, the start of the Afghanistan 

War, the bankruptcy of Enron, and the deaths of Don Bradman, Douglas 
Adams, Fred Hoyle, and George Harrison. 

Two more children had joined the Mallier family tree, and Joey had started 
his with twins. Joey had at last stopped growing a couple of years earlier and 



had finally tipped the measuring tape at six feet nine, a fact not lost on, 
Lucette – Luce – the mother of his children, when it came time for the babies 
to make their way out of her womb. 

In the spirit of his new legitimate life, Theo had scratched around from job 
to job over the last five years, and ended up installing telephones and cable 
television for Tekno, a job he had kept down now for three years, and that 
was getting busier as the years went on. He had also encouraged Joey to 
work there, and they eventually ended up working together from the same 
van. Due to his immense size and hence, an aversion to the average-sized 
door frame, Joey preferred to do the outdoor work on each job, leaving Theo 
to be the one working in the house, dealing with the customers. 

Saturday nights were the chance for the duo to unwind, usually doing so 
in the stag- and hen-clogged Whitley Bay. They always started in The Stool, 
topping up on cheap beer before getting on the Metro to the mind-boggling 
prices on South Parade. This time, they had decided to take a swift one in 
Harry’s Bar, a run-down drinkers’ bar on the way to the Metro station. 

It was full, standing room only, due to the half-price drinks they sold for 
two hours every Saturday. Joey’s size meant that in standing-room-only pubs, 
he was always standing the highest, in full view of everybody else. 

He was so used to people making comments about his height, staring at 
him, calling him names, and wanting to start fights with him, that it had all 
become an intrinsic part of him and he mostly expected it wherever he went. 
He always walked away from such things, unperturbed, his thick skin keeping 
him protected. If he stayed in a place, he would either take the mickey back or 
laugh off comments as banter. It was always OK with him but now, standing in 
Harry’s, he felt uncomfortable. 

‘Hey, Jaws!’ a voice came from across the bar. ‘Watch your head for 
those planes!’ 

The bar erupted in laughter, and Joey just smiled the smile of someone 
who had heard them all. 

‘Were you brought up in a grow bag?’ 
More laughter around the pub. 
‘You’re long enough to be continuous!’ 
‘Baloo!’ 
‘Are you big or am I standing in a hole?’ 
‘Can I borrow your coat? I need to sweep the floor on the way out!’ 
Joey kept smiling at them, but Theo had seen this kind of smile before; it 

was forced, like Joey was starting to get enough of the comments as he 
sometimes did. 

‘Lurch!’ 
‘Herman!’ 
‘Will you come and paint my ceiling?’ 
‘King Kong!’ 



‘Chewie!’ 
‘What’s the weather like up there?’ 
At each joke or name, the pub burst into fresh laughter, and Theo was 

starting to see the bad side of his friend. ‘Can we just get out of here, Theo?’ 
‘OK, mate. Let’s just drink up first.’ 
‘Goliath!’ 
‘Godzilla!’ 
Joey was getting irritated, and Theo knew it. His favourite name for Joey 

was ‘Gentle Giant’. 
‘Were you brought up in a greenhouse?’ 
‘Hightower!’ 
Joey felt the pressure building in his head. 
‘Do you play basketball?’ 
‘Giraffe!’ 
‘Stretch!’ 
He snapped. 
‘Look! Why don’t you all just FUCK OFF!’ 
The bar went quiet and everybody looked at him. 
‘OK, big man,’ a voice from a long-nosed man came from the crowd. ‘We 

were only having a laugh.’ 
Joey listened, and stared around at the men in the bar, who were staring 

back. ‘Well, it’s not funny any more. I don’t mind a few jokes but that’s too 
much, man.’ 

‘Come on, you can take it,’ another voice came, this time from a bald 
head. ‘You’re a big lad.’ 

Joey could still hear the word ‘big’ when the voices came at him. 
‘Don’t be soft, big lad,’ a third voice came from a short man. 
Joey downed his drink and encouraged Theo to do the same. They 

started for the exit, when a last voice came out of the crowd, ‘Watch your 
head on the doors, you fucking lanky bastard!’ 

Joey could only take so much, and when malice came into comments 
about his height, he felt persecuted and ridiculed. ‘Look, I could make 
comments about all of you and what you look like. You with the big nose; you 
with no hair; you with no height. How would you feel if the whole pub was 
making jokes about it and everybody else was laughing?’ 

The three men whose voices had been heard were not happy for their 
particular appearances to he highlighted this way, but did not see the 
hypocrisy in their reaction. ‘Hold on,’ big-nose said ‘There’s no need for that! 
Just because you’re big doesn’t mean you can say what you want.’ 

‘Yeah,’ no-hair joined in. ‘You’re not that big, you know.’ 



Other men in the room had the thought that if they were going to do 
something physical about Joey, then one of them had to be first; nobody 
wanted to take on that particular trial. 

No-height did not say anything, being at the other end of the height 
spectrum to Joey, and therefore a victim of the same things Joey was talking 
about. 

In the past, they might have ended up in a fight, but the two of them were 
getting older, and wiser. Joey and Theo left Harry’s Bar, their night only 
momentarily spoiled, forgotten about in the haze of alcohol and pretty girls in 
Whitley Bay. 

***** 
2005 ushered in YouTube, Live 8, 7/7, and the Delhi bombings, and 

ushered out Hunter S Thompson, James Callaghan, Pope John Paul II, Mo 
Mowlam, Ronnie Barker, George Best and Rosa Parks. 

The outbreak of sloth that was enveloping the country meant that 
installing cable television and broadband was booming. At twenty-six and now 
a father of four, Theo was young for an area supervisor, and was overseeing 
one of the vans at a house in Wallsend. His leadership skills were, at best, 
‘friendly’, and he never saw any of the people that worked for him as beneath 
him; he was doing a job, and so were they, and that was all forgotten when 
they hit the pubs later on. 

It was winter, and the hoar frost had hardened the ground in the garden of 
this particular house. Jacko, one of the installers in this team, had taken a 
spade to the garden and was busy jumping on the spade’s shoulders, trying to 
penetrate the recalcitrant soil. 

He was jumping on the shoulders, staying there for a second, then falling 
off, then trying again. After his fifth attempt at breaking the soil’s resistance, 
Theo came up to him and said, smiling, ‘That pogo stick’s rubbish.’ 

Jacko laughed but kept trying, and after another four goes, finally broke 
through, the whole blade of the spade tearing through the helpless earth. 

In the house next door, the television signal and broadband both went off. 
The less than happy householder had immediately come out and told them 
this, and in no uncertain terms told them that it had better be back on before 
they left. By the looks of the householder, Theo thought, the broadband looks 
to be more important than the television for that night’s entertainment; the 
man wanted to enjoy himself. 

‘Littla’s not going to be happy with that,’ Theo said to Jacko. ‘He’s on his 
way as well.’ 

‘Shit,’ Jacko said, never one to embroider his words. 
‘Look,’ Theo told him. ‘Cut around that hole and we’ll get the cable out. 

We can tape it to a new one and run it through to the box. It shouldn’t take five 
minutes.’ 

Unfortunately, five minutes was not long enough, as the area manager’s 
car pulled up behind Jacko’s van. 



Archie Lock had worked for the company for twelve years, having made 
an upward move from British Telecom, that company not seeing in him his 
upwardly-mobile potential. Tekno quickly found out why; his management 
skills were decidedly ‘unfriendly’, and he loved having the power to be able to 
demean and belittle the installers at any opportunity; it was his way or the 
highway. 

He was a short man, stocky on the shoulders and the stomach. In his 
forties, he saw himself as a man of the world, ready for anything the installers 
might try with him. The installers themselves saw him as a man of his own 
small, petty, world; population of one. He had heard himself being referred to 
as Littla, and assumed it was a name borne of his diminutive size. Though the 
nickname did fit that particular function, it had actually come about because 
they called him ‘Little Hitler’ and joined those words together. 

‘What’s happened here, then?’ Littla asked Theo in the only way an 
arrogant, condescending despot could. 

‘Next door’s wire’s been cut and we’re just fixing it, it won’t take long.’ 
‘Next door’s wire’s been cut? He came here to do this house. How’s next 

door’s wire been cut?’ 
‘I cut it by accident,’ Jacko interjected, not wanting Theo to lie for him. ‘It’s 

nothing to fix, though.’ 
Littla, though towered over by Jacko, looked up with his smug, pug face 

and smirked, ‘You’re docked.’ 
‘What? What for?’ This hadn’t come from Jacko but from Theo. ‘It was 

only an accident and we’re fixing it. You wouldn’t have even known if you’d 
come a few minutes later.’ 

‘So you’re trying to hide things from me now, are you, Mallier? You’re 
having a giraffe, aren’t you?’ 

Being called by his surname reminded Theo of schooldays, when he used 
to be treated like a child. ‘Don’t call me that, my name’s Theo.’ 

‘Sorry, Theo.’ 
Littla’s arrogance and smugness set off something in Theo; a prick had to 

be bubbled. ‘And who’s this fucking giraffe? That giraffe’s always causing 
bother. He needs to wind his neck in a bit.’ 

Jacko couldn’t suppress a snigger, and Littla reacted to it. ‘What you 
laughing at, you little prick! Get that cable fixed, and you’re still docked!’ 

Jacko went away back to the garden and muttered to himself, ‘Ten quid’s 
worth it, fucking short-arse wanker.’ 

Littla came closer to Theo, his cigarillo-breath almost reaching the apple 
in Theo’s neck, ‘I’m your boss, Mallier, and don’t ever forget that. Your job is 
in the palm of my hand.’ 

‘Must be small, then.’ 
Littla stared at him for a second; he was going to have Theo’s job for this, 

no question about it. 



‘You’re not the boss of my life,’ Theo said to him, ‘I’m not going to treat 
people like that, and I won’t be treated like that either.’ 

‘Well, you’re going to have to if you want to stay in this job.’ 
Theo got as close as he could to Littla, but was limited by the smaller 

man’s belly. ‘You can stick your fucking job up your arse, if you can get your 
head out long enough.’ 

Theo knew from his father and from his own experience that if you stand 
up to a bully and be stronger than them, they lose all their power and control. 
Littla’s power and control had transferred to his stub legs, and he turned and 
got into his car, driving away. 

Theo went to help Jacko. ‘Give us a lift home when you’ve done this, eh?’ 
‘What, you jacking in?’ 
‘I don’t think I’ve got a choice any more.’ 
‘What you going to do for work?’ 
Theo looked down at the broken cable Jacko had freed and thought about 

that question, one he had thought about a lot recently. ‘How would you feel 
about coming to work for me, not these arseholes?’ 

‘I’d love it. I think loads of lads would.’ 
‘Well, I think that’s what I’m going to do.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Start my own business. I’ve had enough of putting up with people like 

him.’ 
Those that said they could start to see Theo’s father in him would have 

had a field day if they had seen this day’s altercation. 
Fuck-you-ness personified. 

***** 
2006 was the year of the Mexican mine disaster, bird flu came to the 

country, Pluto stopped being called a planet, cinemas filled to watch Pirates of 
the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest, and Saddam Hussein was executed. 
Joining him in death were Fred Trueman, Augusto Pinochet, and Coretta 
Scott King. 

Theo’s business, Tell-Comm-Media was doing well. He had run the 
company with the ethos of looking after customers and looking after 
employees, each equally important. Some of the employees had come from 
his previous employer, and some he had to take on, totalling twenty 
employees, including Joey. 

He’d had a call on his mobile phone that afternoon from Joey, asking him 
to come round. Joey had his day off that day, and there was something in his 
trembling voice that made Theo speed through the streets of Shields and 
Tynemouth to Joey’s house. 

When he got there, he found out why. 



Joey had done well as Theo’s assistant in business, and had taken a 
house near to Theo’s. It was a five-bedroom Tudor-stuccoed detached layer 
of veneer on Joey’s history, paid for by prudence. As Theo entered the house, 
the veneer burned away to reveal a distraught couple in the living room. 

Joey and Luce were sitting on the settee next to each other, united as a 
couple and in sorrow. Theo had never seen his best friend cry before, and 
Luce had both her hands around one of his giant ones, holding on to it vice-
like, stopping him from ever being away from her, but also to stop any attempt 
at his retribution. 

Theo sat down on the armchair across from them. ‘What’s happened? 
What’s wrong?’ 

Joey looked at his friend. Burning tears had stained his face and 
reddened his still-moist eyes. ‘It’s Pearl, Theo.’ 

Pearl was one of Joey’s twin daughters, nine years old. When they had 
named their twins Pearl and Shelley, Theo thought at the time that they 
should have called the other one ‘Dean’, but this was not a time for reminders 
like that. 

Joey went on. ‘Apparently the twins have been getting bullied at school. 
Some girls taking the piss out of their height, calling them names, same as I 
get, you know?’ 

Theo nodded. 
‘After school, Shelley said the girls were giving them a hard time. Pearl 

was getting sick of them, and lashed out. There were six of them against my 
two girls, Theo. Fucking bullies. 

‘The main one, erm, Rebecca, came back at her and whacked her across 
the head. She hit the ground and banged her head again. Shelley started 
shouting at them to leave Pearl alone, but she said they were having none of 
it. Rebecca even started laughing, she said. 

‘Shelley got Pearl off the ground and she said there was blood all over her 
head and face. The bullies, though, they weren’t finished, so Shelley told 
Pearl to run. They did, and the bullies chased them. Shelley said that Pearl 
was lagging behind her, so she stopped. 

‘When she turned around, she saw that the bullies had almost caught 
Pearl, so Pearl ran out into the road.’ 

Theo watched his friend as the tears started to well up again, and Theo 
was close to joining them. 

‘Shelley saw it, Theo. She said the car stopped straight away but it wasn’t 
enough. Pearl went over the windscreen and landed by the side of the car, 
banging her head again.’ 

Theo could see why they were so upset, and the salt water crept to his 
eyes. He thought of what it would be like if it had happened to one of his own 
children and how he would feel. He also wondered how hard it would be to 
look after a child that had suffered severe brain damage, knowing your 
beautiful girl was in there somewhere, forever locked away. 



‘So where is she now?’ Theo said. 
‘At the hospital,’ Joey answered. ‘They’ve said we can go and see her and 

take her out when we’re ready.’ 
‘Oh.’ Theo had thought their daughter would have been in hospital for 

longer than that. ‘She mustn’t be that bad, then.’ 
Joey looked at him straight in the eye. 
‘Theo. She’s dead.’ 
Theo was stunned.  
‘My girl, my beautiful, beautiful girl,’ Joey put his head in his spare hand, 

and the tears gushed again. ‘She’s, she’s gone.’ 
Theo didn’t know what to say. He’d experienced death before, but not like 

this, not to somebody he cared about so much. He had been Pearl’s second 
father, and godfather, as he was to all of Joey’s children, and vice versa. 

‘And those cunts. Those fucking, fucking cunts.’ Joey did not care that he 
was referring to nine-year-old girls. ‘They fucking killed her. They’ve ruined all 
our lives. They’ve ruined the driver’s life and his family’s, they’ve probably 
ruined their own family’s lives as well, and all because one fucking girl wanted 
to look good in front of her mates.’ 

Theo couldn’t do anything but listen. 
‘They didn’t tell us, Theo. They’ve been getting bullied all year and they 

didn’t tell anyone. All they had to do was tell us and we could have done 
something about it. Now it’s too late. Now, now –’ 

Joey broke down again as bad thoughts started to cloud his mind; 
thoughts of what he wanted to do to that girl’s family. He was not to know that 
over the next few years, Rebecca would become one of the biggest 
advocates of anti-bullying in the school and in her life, forever jolted and 
affected by what she had caused. Her apologies to the Lewis family over 
those years would always be met with stone; every time they would see her 
was a stinging reminder of the young daughter they had lost to 
senselessness. 

Ten days later, Theo had been back at Preston Cemetery, listening to the 
song Joey used to sing to his daughter, Elkie Brooks’ ‘Pearl’s a Singer’, then 
watched a small, white coffin being placed into the ground. 

Wakes in their families were unusually happy affairs, a celebration of a life 
rather than a sad loss. But it was different when it was a child. Lives should 
never be lost so young, for any reason, and the devastation the loss of Pearl 
left behind would never be far from the surface for Joey and Luce. 

Over the last ten days, Theo had done nothing but be there for them; a 
shoulder, a rock, a friend, someone to listen. He watched the giant monolith 
that was Joey Lewis crumble to a shell, cruelly affected by memories and 
helplessness. Today’s closure was there to help them to try and move on, 
though that looked a long way off. He couldn’t imagine the pain his friends 
were going through at the loss of their daughter, and his own children had 
been held tighter every day since. 



‘Joey,’ Theo said to his friend as they stood in the huge, unfulfilling 
kitchen. ‘Could I have something?’ 

Joey couldn’t imagine what it was Theo wanted. ‘Yes, if I have it to give.’ 
‘Could I go into Pearl’s room?’ 
This was a strange request, Joey thought, but he never worried about 

anything that Theo might have in his mind. 
Theo comforted him. ‘I just want to see if I can get something to 

remember her by, something to keep.’ 
‘Oh. Yes, OK.’ 
Theo left Joey in the kitchen and went upstairs. He knew where Pearl’s 

bedroom was from years of babysitting and house parties. The room was as 
she had left it ten days earlier when she left for school, except for still-damp, 
salty and snotty patches on her clean pyjamas, pillows, and favourite cuddly 
toys. 

He looked around the room for something big enough to get noticed but 
small enough to fit somewhere on his body. He walked to the middle of the 
room, still looking, though trying not to touch anything. 

Then he saw it. 
On her windowsill, between a tipped-up box of cheap jewellery and an 

open Winnie the Witch book, lay a small doll with a pink ribbon knotted around 
its neck. He went over to the windowsill, picked up the doll, and carefully 
unfurled the tight knot. After he freed the ribbon and looked at it, frayed and 
creased in its middle, he carefully placed the doll as close as he could to its 
original position. 

It was the perfect size to place in his wallet in the same sleeve as his own 
children’s photographs, and he folded the ribbon and placed it there. 

***** 
Newcastle-based Northern Rock became the first bank to be owned by 

the state in 2008, the year which exposed the activities of Bernard Madoff, 
Greek riots, and the Large Hadron Collider was used for the first time. The 
year also said goodbye to Edmund Hillary, Arthur C Clarke, Paul Newman, 
and Michael Crichton. 

Theo’s business had spread over the northeast and was making him a lot 
of money. It meant they were all busier and on occasion, he had to get his 
hands dirty again to help out. If the current worldwide recession was 
anywhere, it wasn’t here. 

He was at a four-storey, six-bedroom, terraced house in Gosforth, and 
home to one man. Mister Brewen was an ex-doctor who had retired early 
because he just couldn’t face other people’s problems any more. He regretted 
it soon afterwards as he sat day after day in his empty house, and was always 
keen to talk to anybody that came into it. 

Theo had been there most of the day as he threaded wires and cables 
through the maze of Victorian architecture, and was enjoying the last of four 
cups of tea that day provided by the owner, who had apparently taken his 



surname as a constant activity. A condition of this caffeine gift was that he 
had to talk to the owner while he drank it. 

‘So what do you think of this, then?’ Mister Brewen asked Theo, ‘What 
came first, the chicken or the egg?’ 

As each cup of tea passed that day, Theo had felt his knowledge being 
tested. He sipped from his latest cup and said, ‘The egg.’ 

‘Ah, but how can you say that? Where did the egg come from?’ 
Theo had received this level of condescension all day too; it was as if he 

was talking to one of his old schoolteachers, albeit one of the kinder ones. 
‘Depends on whether you believe in God or not.’ 

‘Hm. How so?’ 
‘Well, if you believe in God, you believe that he created everything, so it’s 

the chicken. If you don’t believe in God, then you believe in evolution, so it’s 
the egg. I don’t believe in God, so the answer’s egg.’ 

Mister Brewen had also been having surprises all day. 
He turned to the brand-new laptop that had just arrived that morning. 

‘What do you think of computers, son? Do you know a lot?’ 
‘I know enough.’ 
‘That’s a little beauty, that one. Cost me a packet.’ 
‘I’m sure you’ll be fine.’ 
‘Last one blew up for some reason.’ 
‘Blew up? Was it the battery?’ 
‘Yes, it was. What, do you know something about them?’ 
‘Yeah, a bit. Well, I know about lithium anyway.’ 
‘Lithium?’ 
‘The anti-sunshine element. It’s used as a mood stabiliser because it 

replaces sunshine in manic-depressive people’s daily lives. It’s very reactive, 
and is in everything living. It’s also in laptop batteries.’ 

‘Really?’ 
‘Yes. Do you know how a rechargeable battery works?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Well, in basic terms, it’s a movement of positive and negative ions in a 

cell. When the battery is being used, the amount of positive ions gets bigger, 
and the negative ones get smaller. When it’s being recharged, it’s the 
opposite. This goes on all the cell’s life, back and forward, back and forward, 
always in a state of imbalance. 

‘If there is a defect anywhere in the cell, there will eventually be a build up 
of ions concentrated in one place. Then, when it’s being used, the ions build 
up in that place, and the build up of charge causes a kind of electric pressure. 
Eventually, the pressure gets so big that the cell explodes and can’t function 
any more. The cell is usually gone for ever, though you can try and get it to 



work again. Even then, it never functions in the same way.’ 
Mister Brewen thought for a second. ‘You know a lot of stuff, son. You’ve 

surprised me.’ 
‘Yeah, assumption is a dangerous thing; it leads to prejudice. I’ve been 

doing some courses over the last couple of years.’ 
‘You’re definitely in the wrong job, son. Why don’t you start your own 

business or something, you’re obviously smart enough.’ 
‘I’ll think about it.’ 
‘You could do this, what you do now. Just get some work in and take 

some of the lads to join you. It would get you away from the arsehole owners, 
eh? Heh, heh.’ 

‘Yeah, maybe.’ 
‘Listen son, don’t let anyone ever tell you that you can’t do something; 

there’s no magic to success. It’s only hard work and patience, anybody can do 
it. Don’t be scared to try.’ 

Theo’d had enough. ‘I own the company.’ 
‘Oh. Sorry, son, I didn’t realise, and I didn’t mean to say you were an 

arsehole.’ 
‘That’s OK, Mister Brewen, I’ve heard worse.’ 
‘Heh, heh, OK. You’ll go far, son.’ 
‘Thanks, Granda.’ 
Theo finished his tea, packed up his kit bag and smiled. Sometimes you 

would meet customers you would never want to return to, but sometimes you 
would get those like Mister Brewen; a nice old man who just wants tea and 
talk. 

He was putting his kit bag in the side of his van when a new, blue, Lexus 
roared past from his left, and sped around the other side of the van. He 
thought it was unusual to see a car pelting around like that in a built-up area 
like this, rushing its way to some unimportant rendezvous that couldn’t wait. 
As he looked right and watched the back of the car speed away, he saw two 
young hands waving out from the back seat; a boy and a girl. All the more 
reason to slow down, he mused. 

He turned back to the van and shut the door, then started to walk towards 
the driver’s side. Before he got there, he heard an almighty crash behind him 
and quickly turned to see what it was. 

It was the Lexus. 
He watched and, in what felt like slow motion, saw a smartly-dressed 

woman get out of the driver’s side. She looked exasperated, and went to open 
the back door of the car. Just before her hand touched the handle, the back of 
the car and the back door burst into flames, making her jump back. She 
looked around helplessly and to nobody, started screaming, ‘Help! Help! My 
kids are in there! Somebody help!’ 



Theo stood motionless for a second as he took in the scene.  
‘Help!’ 
The back of the car was burning but why didn’t she go to the other side? 
She spotted Theo. ‘Please!’ 
Then he noticed it. 
The passenger side was crushed, and pressed up against a wall. 
Those children were trapped in a burning car. 
He ran. 
The children’s screams got louder as he ran as fast as he could towards 

the car, towards the woman, towards the helpless children, and towards fate. 
When he got there, he saw the back door. The fire was all around it, and 

was spreading across the back seat. It hadn’t reached the children yet, but it 
was creeping, reaching, yearning, to take them. 

He pulled the right sleeve of his fleece over his hand, and quickly pulled at 
the melting handle to open the door. The fire gulped for the new air that came 
through the open door and headed towards him, forcing him back, before it 
returned on its way to the panicked children. He had never before seen such 
fear as he saw in their faces. They were trying to take up as much space as 
they could on the other side of the back seat as the fire licked and crackled 
towards them, and the tears that swelled from their faces were not going to be 
enough to hold back the flames. 

The woman had moved a few feet away from the car, and was mashing at 
her mobile phone keyboard. Whoever was going to come and help, Theo 
thought, they were not going to be quick enough. He was going to have to pull 
them out, and there was only one way to do it. 

He was going to have to go through the fire. 
The fire had not reached the middle of the back seat yet, and he looked at 

one of the children, the boy, through the red, yellow and orange veil. ‘Can you 
get any closer?’ Theo shouted at him. 

The boy had not understood Theo’s question, and stared blankly at his 
would-be rescuer. 

‘Can you come closer to the middle?’ 
The boy nodded, slowly, and moved, with trepidation, about three inches 

closer to the middle of the back seat. 
It wasn’t enough, but Theo did not have time to split hairs. 
It was time; time to put his arms in and grab the boy. He thought if he 

went in quickly, grabbed him, then pulled out quickly, the fire wouldn’t have 
time to take hold of either of them. 

He pulled his left sleeve over his other hand, took a deep breath, and 
lunged his arms out towards the boy. He closed his eyes as he did so, but had 
a good idea of where the boy was, and grabbed the front of the boy’s Kung Fu 
Panda T-shirt, exposing his hands, but pulling him through the fire and out 



towards safety and a grateful mother. 
Theo checked his hands, and they looked OK. It had worked once without 

anybody getting hurt, and he was going to have to do it again to get the girl 
out. The fire had found its inexorable way to the middle of the back seat, 
aching to take the girl, and the remaining child was as far away from it as she 
could get. 

This time, he thought, it’s going to hurt. 
She was farther away than the boy had been, and was not going to move 

any closer to him, watching the fire wide-eyed, and screaming at it, as it 
blocked the space between them. 

He was going to have to reach farther in to the car to get her, and it might 
take a second longer. His face and torso would be in the fire, and so would his 
hands, while he grabbed for her to pull her out.  

‘It takes a special kind of bravery to run into danger knowing you could get 
hurt,’ his father’s paraphrased words sounded in his head. 

He pulled the fleece up so it covered his neck and bottom of his face, 
remembered the pink ribbon, thought of Pearl, took a huge gulp of air, and 
lunged into the fire. 

Again, his eyes were closed as he reached for her, and she was reluctant 
to be grabbed by this man and pulled through a fire, so avoided his searching 
hands. It took a few seconds to find her and pull her, screaming, through the 
heat, but those few seconds were enough. 

He heard a loud, guttural, scream. 
It was his. 
He put the girl down on the ground, feet-first, and she ran towards her 

mother. 
Theo stepped backwards, away from the car, and the pain started to hit. 

He looked at his hands; the fire had scorched them, and the skin was still 
bubbling, peeling, smoke still whispering from them. 

As he started to hear sirens on the way, they faded again as his head 
swirled, and the shock of what he had done to himself took over his body. As 
his adrenaline petered away, it was replaced by excruciating, blistering, acidic 
pain. 

His body started to jerk as it tried its best to numb the exposed swellings 
and sores, and he stood shaking in a cold sweat. Other people had started to 
gather round the scene and stood there watching him, not knowing what to 
do, but also shocked and speechless - repulsed by his new appearance. 

As a fire engine arrived to snuff out the cruel changer-of-life, he felt 
careful hands touch his back, and guide him towards the back of an 
ambulance, resting him seated on its back platform. The paramedics wrapped 
plastic bags around his hands and cut away his fleece, but would have to do 
the other work later on the melted skin of his face. 

He closed his eyes as the three paramedics did the best they could, and 
when he opened them a minute later, somebody else was standing behind 



them. He was a suited man, and had rushed from his estate agent office after 
the frenzied phone call from his wife. 

It was the children’s father, and he looked at Theo with disbelief, both at 
Theo’s face and in the sacrifice that Theo had made for him and his family. 
Two paramedics moved away from Theo, unable to help any more until they 
got him to the hospital, and went to check on the children. The last paramedic 
was in between the two men, checking the rest of Theo’s body. 

‘My, my wife,’ the man said to Theo, ‘she said you pulled the children out.’ 
Theo looked back at him. He opened his mouth to answer, but couldn’t. 

The fire had attacked the top of his face but the bottom was largely 
unaffected. He wanted to speak but just looked at the man. 

‘I, I don’t know what to say,’ the man went on, ‘I don’t know how to thank 
you enough. You saved my children.’ 

Theo continued to stare. 
‘Can I shake your hand?’ the man asked. 
Theo looked at the paramedic and the paramedic looked back at him. His 

hands had been hidden from the father while the paramedic had been 
working. Theo raised them, palms up, to show the man, and finally found a 
voice, ‘I’d love to, but it might fall off.’ 

The man saw Theo’s hands and then looked back to Theo’s face. He 
shook his head slightly and tears started to well. ‘That should be me!’ 

Theo watched him as the realisation hit the man that he had almost lost 
his children, and a stranger had saved them. The tears came stronger now, 
overwhelming him. ‘That should be me! That should be me!’ 

The paramedic gestured to Theo to get in the back of the ambulance, and 
as he did and the paramedic joined him, closing the back doors of the 
ambulance, Theo could still hear the man’s fading anguish as the ambulance 
drove away. 

‘That should be me!’ 
***** 

2011 saw the Arab Spring, the Japanese tsunami, the wedding of Prince 
William and Kate Middleton, Anders Breivik, and Occupy Wall Street. It also 
said goodbye to Osama bin Laden, Betty Ford, Amy Winehouse, Bubba 
Smith, Steve Jobs, and Gary Speed. 

Trauma, trauma, trauma. 
It had been two years before Theo had found the courage to walk the 

streets again. He had spent that time in hospitals, at home, and in cars going 
between the two, but had made one exception to be celebrated and honoured 
at The Heroes of Britain awards. 

It had been two years of pain since he had saved those children, some 
numbed, but some unavoidable. The burns had healed on the surface, but not 
within, and he’d been told further work would have to be done before 
everything was ‘fixed’. He had helped someone at great cost to himself, 



though did not begrudge it. If he had stood and done nothing, and watched 
the children burning, dying, nobody would have blamed him, except for 
himself. As the years went on, he had gradually come to terms with his 
appearance, and started to accept that he would rather look the way he now 
did than have the guilt of doing nothing while children died in front of him. 

The family he had helped had tried to help him in return. If he had to pay 
for any treatment, they were there with the cheque, and they had started to 
give cheques and cash to other people as well; donations to charities, helping 
homeless people, and giving time on the Beat Bullying help line. They even 
tried to socialise with Theo and his family, but it was short-lived as both 
realised the two worlds they came from were too far apart. 

Once he started taking walks along the coast, he started to enjoy the 
sunshine again. He would sometimes walk down to Cullercoats Bay, stand for 
a minute on the beach, his head facing the sky, and let the radiance of our 
star cover his face, both tanning the unburned areas and replenishing his 
energy. 

People would stare at his face, realise who he was, and then quickly look 
away again, apologetic. As his confidence grew in public, he became 
accustomed to people’s reactions to him, and even expected it. His skin may 
be burned, he thought, but it had become thick. 

This is what Joey had all his life, he thought. 
Joey and Tash had kept the business going while he was off, but when he 

felt better, he decided to take over again. He was getting used to people 
recognising him, telling their children about him after he went past, and was 
even starting to enjoy his minor celebrity status while it lasted. 

He couldn’t do any of the physical work yet, but had given himself a role in 
dealing with complaints from customers after installer teams had been to their 
house. He had always thought all feedback was good, the same as publicity, 
and was visiting a Mister Hahn in his run-down flat in Howdon. 

When the pock-marked, unshaven, stained-vested, comb-overed, pot-
bellied, gap-toothed, cider-canned Mister Hahn answered the door, he was 
immediately taken aback by Theo’s face. 

‘Hello, I’m Theo.’ 
‘Jesus.’ 
‘No, Theo.’ 
Mister Hahn had wanted two new phone extensions installed but one of 

them wasn’t working, and he made it clear to Theo that he either wanted his 
money back or the extensions removed. 

Theo dealt with it in the way he always dealt with these things; by losing 
out. He never minded that as long as it was rare, and always thought it was 
better to lose a few quid than lose a customer, especially an annoyed one 
who would tell everybody he met about how bad the company was. Much 
better to get him to tell people that he was well looked after. 

Before he left, Theo waited while Mister Hahn completed a general 



feedback form, which was folded and returned to him. He didn’t look at it, and 
placed it in the folder he now carried around with him. As he did so, he 
reminded himself of Littla, and how different their styles were. 

Theo and Joey had been each other’s rocks over the last few years, and 
as Theo descended and rose again, they would spend hours in the office, or 
in each other’s house, or in the pub, shooting the breeze and fixing the world. 
They had always been kindred spirits but now there was a similarity in the 
way people reacted to their respective appearances, which had caused a 
metamorphosis in both of them - the crystals within their rocky exteriors had 
reformed and ended up making a stronger bond. Joey had been dealing with 
the reactions of people for most of his life; Theo had been fast-tracked. 

For this particular breeze-shooting session, they were in the company 
office. 

‘What was he like?’ Joey asked, knowing what the installers had already 
told him about Mister Hahn. 

Theo put his folder on the desk in between them, and sat down across 
from Joey. ‘Bit of a prick, but we got there.’ 

Joey smiled. Prick customers were always a part of any customer-facing 
job. ‘Did you give him his money back?’ 

‘I gave him half, and told him the lads would be back there tomorrow to fix 
the other extension.’ 

‘They won’t thank you for that. They told me they definitely did them both, 
and thought he might have been a bit of a chancer.’ 

‘That’s going to happen when you try to treat customers right. As soon as 
it gets out, there’s always the odd one.’ 

Joey opened Theo’s folder. ‘Is his form in here? Let’s see if he knows how 
to write.’ 

Theo took no notice as Joey took the form out and read it. ‘Theo?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Have you read this?’ 
‘No. Why, what does it say?’ 
Joey handed him the form and let him read it. The form was a long list of 

‘yes/no’ question boxes, all ticked in one or the other, and ended with a 
‘general comments’ section. He studied the comments, uncaring about how 
the company was described as useless, the installers as incompetent, and the 
service as poor, but when he got to the end, he was totally unprepared when 
he read: 

 
‘Theo’s face is disgusting. The company should not let people with a face 
like that go to customers’ houses. It is repulsive, and he should never be 
let out in public with a face like that.’ 
 



He thought he had got over the experience of the previous years, and 
ended it with a skin so thick he could never be affected. The looks, the 
reactions and the name-calling were all external, physical things; things he 
could deal with as they happened. In those few seconds, the thick skin he had 
acquired had been ripped away from his body. The burning he had felt two 
years earlier was back but this time, it was not the pain of fire lashing at his 
flesh. 

This time, he felt the burn inside his head. 
‘What the fuck is this?’ 
Joey had not expected Theo’s reaction to a few comments on a form, but 

when he looked at Theo, he could see the shock and anger in his face. 
‘You OK?’ 
‘No. I don’t think I am. Surely he’s not allowed to say stuff like that. It’s like 

racism or something. It’s face-ism.’ 
‘Face-ism? Come on, Theo. It’s not that bad. Just forget it.’ 
‘I can’t. I can’t forget it. Do you remember that time in Harry’s when you 

got pissed off with people calling you names?’ 
‘Yeah, of course. I hated that.’ 
‘Well, it’s the same. Yours is size-ism, and mine is face-ism.’ 
‘It’s OK, Theo. You don’t have to explain it to me. I got over it all a long 

time ago, and now I just accept it as part of my life. I guess you have to do the 
same.’ 

‘He’s not going to be allowed to say shit like this and get away with it.’ 
‘No.’ Joey understood from his own experience what was coming towards 

his friend, and didn’t want to tell him; best to just let him go through it and 
come out the other end. 

‘I can’t just let this go.’ 
Over the next year, Theo did not let it go. Even if he wanted to, he 

couldn’t; it held him tightly. He’d thought the trauma he had suffered after the 
burning was bad enough, but it was not the real trauma. This was. 

Latent. 
Most people couldn’t understand how a few comments on a form could 

affect him so much, and neither could the law. He was told that face-ism did 
not exist, and that there was no facility in the law to prosecute for it. He 
thought justice was meant to be blind, not completely ignorant. How could 
they not see this for what it was? 

He had been subjected to the utmost prejudice. That man had made an 
assumption about him that there wasn’t a real person behind the burned face, 
and what about Hahn’s face? He remembered it clearly; the pock marks, the 
comb-over, the gap teeth. How would he like it if Theo had written down 
comments about his appearance? 

He spent the first few weeks in a state of constant disbelief, both in the 



prejudice he had been victim to, and the lack of care about it in the law. If he 
had been black, or disabled, or gay, or a Christian, or a Muslim, and 
somebody made those kinds of comments, there would be total public outrage 
about it, but because he had a different face, he was helpless. He had been 
subjected to the same prejudices and just had to deal with it. 

That is not to say he had to deal with it on his own. He found resource 
from somewhere within him, and found it in his family, friends, doctors, 
counsellors, and nurses. There was no platitudinal ‘get a grip of yourself’ or 
‘just get over it’ from them; just a great level of understanding towards his 
plight. He had to deal with it, but the first things to get rid of were the denial 
and anger. 

When he had been told what he was suffering from was a kind of PTSD, 
he answered, ‘Isn’t that a sex disease?’ 

He was getting up at crazy times in the morning; three and four o’clock, 
and going out walking for two, sometimes three hours, and coming back 
angrier than when he left. He started smoking more, and dancing with the 
alcoholic demon, fuelling further anger, and acidic thoughts filled his head; 
violent, brooding, guttural thoughts. He wanted to hurt people, especially that 
man. He wondered what it would be like to be in a room with him, what he 
would do to him, releasing the anger towards that empty barrel of life that had 
caused this to happen to him. He wanted to throw some hydrochloric acid into 
the man’s face to see how he dealt with the after-effects. ‘He’d probably try 
and drink it,’ Theo thought. 

As the denial and anger subsided, he decided he wanted to remove any 
link between him and the comments, so he sold his company, reasoning, ‘It 
would help me to forget it.’ 

It didn’t, and now he had no job. 
Selling the company meant he had no financial worries for a long time, 

and he made sure those around him were OK as well, but being at home 
alone all day only made things worse. He couldn’t stop his mind drifting 
towards it, and would stand or sit for hours rolling it all around in his head, 
doing nothing else. 

Then came the stage he had been told about and didn’t want. 
Tynemouth had always been a beautiful place to him, and the Priory ruins 

that stood out in the landscape perforated the brightness of the early morning 
skies as he walked towards it. As he suffered the darkness of depression, the 
Priory now stood out from the Tynemouth landscape like a rusty, broken knife, 
jagging at the sunrise, stabbing away bluntly at the source of all energy. As he 
went past the Grand Hotel, approaching the Priory, he noticed something he 
never had before; the two ruined columns next to the broken knife; a two-
fingered salute to the rest of the world. 

On his walks, he would look out over the ever-moving water in the North 
Sea, thinking about the grandeur of the universe and the insignificance of one 
person within it, but he would also think about how easy it would be. It felt like 
an addiction, and the temptation to give in to it was all around him; joists, 
knives, pills, scissors, plastic bags, gas, Metro lines, poison, cars, electric fires 



and water. 
Water was everywhere and he didn’t want a drop to drink; he wanted it for 

other reasons. It would soothe the burns nicely, and permanently. 
He would have been happy to leave the machinations of the world; walk 

away from it all and leave everybody else to it. All his worries would be over 
and so would all the pain he had suffered and was suffering. There was no 
pain he had ever felt like that now inside his head, and he wanted rid of it. 

He had always dismissed suicidal people as cowards unable to face the 
realities of life, but now he understood it. They were not cowards; they had 
faced a terrible, all-consuming and overwhelming battle inside their head and 
lost. It was the frustration of not being listened to, the helplessness of trying to 
get the thoughts out of their head, and now he was the same. 

If he did it, there would be the impact of, ‘I tried to tell you; you should 
have listened to me.’ But then, the impact would dissipate; the ripple he would 
cause by his ultimate splash into the water would integrate with the other 
ripples, and mix to form one giant wave of all-consuming amnesia so that his 
ripple might never have happened. People would think of him and would 
ignorantly consider that he had been the coward. 

That was not how he wanted to be remembered. 
Like any other addiction, he had to find a way to control it. He decided all 

addictions were about losing control once the overwhelming desire to give in 
to temptation takes hold. A person could not stop themselves from continuing 
and for him, losing control of his addiction meant losing his life. 

He rose above it. 
It took all of his inner personal strength, but he rose above it. He was not 

going to take his own life because of the ignorant, bigoted comments of one 
man, and he was not going to ruin his family’s life forever because of him 
either. Whenever the dark thoughts came, he would suppress them with 
thoughts of his children; it was not their fault that some random idiot had 
temporarily ruined his life, and they should not suffer because of it. He had no 
choice; he would have to be stronger, and as he went through the illness, he 
became so. 

He realised, heroism comes in many forms, and it takes bravery to save a 
life, including your own. 

The thoughts started to be beaten, and each weak and negative moment 
was quickly replaced by many positive ones. The more he did it, the stronger 
he became, and ended up with a renewed acknowledgement of the problems 
suicidal people have - but he wasn’t going to commit it. 

His children had saved his life. 
He came out of the suicidal thoughts knowing it would be a constant battle 

he could never lose, and came out with a new shift inside his head. The world 
looked different now, and he accepted that his part in it was fleeting; a blip in 
the fabric of the universe. 

He looked up at the stars one night and focused on the North Star, its light 



shining towards the earth from millions of years ago, and remembered the 
shine was from its destruction; it had burned out in a build up of pressure and 
its light still shone brightest in the sky. 

He felt as if he wanted to do the same before he left this large ball of 
mixed, leftover elements, as an old man, and accepted that he had got 
through the depression for a reason; he needed to make his own star shine 
brightly in its own destruction, and he wanted to be remembered for 
something. 

He’d had two months of this acceptance before the call came in from Talk 
the Talk. 

***** 
2012 was the year that saw the new Theo Mallier, and the death of the old 

one. 
 
 

***** 
 
Dear Reader, 
 
I hope you enjoyed Theo Mallier: Growing Pains. I really enjoyed writing it 

and hope you can feel the growing relationships between Theo and Joey, and 
between Theo and his dad. These are important for the continuing story, 
which will resume in Theo Mallier: Talk the Talk. 

As an author, I am always interested in feedback, whether it is good or 
bad, and am now asking you a favour. 

It is very difficult to get reviews on books on Amazon, and now you’ve 
read the first part, I am asking you, if you would, to post a review on the 
Amazon page for Growing Pains. 

To make it easier, I have posted a link to the book’s Amazon page:  
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Theo-Mallier-Growing-Andrew-Culyer-

ebook/dp/B00HUA4JCS/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1453152403&sr=8-
1&keywords=theo+mallier 

The whole story is already completed, though I would like to hear your 
comments on this part, not only out of personal interest, but to improve my 
writing in general.  

 
Thank you for reading Theo Mallier: Growing Pains, and for taking time 

out of your life to read my work – it is always appreciated. 
 
Oh, and here’s a link to Part Two: Talk the Talk: 
 
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Theo-Mallier-Talk-Political-Fiction-

ebook/dp/B01C3LWCDQ/ref=sr_1_1?s=digital-
text&ie=UTF8&qid=1456817929&sr=1-1&keywords=theo+mallier 

 
Andrew Culyer 
 
 



 
Twitter: @andyculyer 
 
I’m also on Goodreads... 
 
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5824151.Andrew_Culyer 


