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1
Under the Covers

It was hard to remain silent. I tried. I really did, but my 

breath ing kept getting louder as I gasped for clean air. My 

body was trem bling, adding noise to the silence. Mum pulled 

me closer to her, holding tight. Dad cuddled us both. Three 

spoons under one duvet. With the summer heat and us 

huddled together the smell wasn’t amusing. I shifted about.

‘Shhh,’ Dad whispered. ‘Try not to make a sound.’

Mum kissed the back of my neck. Her wheez ing chest 

blew out little puffs of air on to my head. ‘It’s OK, Charlie, 

everything’s going to be all right,’ she said.

‘Promise?’ I said.

‘Promise,’ Mum said.

‘Shhh,’ Dad said again, firmer, like an annoyed school-

teacher.

9781408855744_TheBombsThatBroughtUsTogether_4thpass.indb   1 25/02/2016   08:42



-1

0

+1

2

‘Mum, I’m really scared.’

‘I know you are, sweet heart, I know you are.’ Mum 

squeezed my bones.

‘We’re all scared, Charlie,’ Dad said. ‘But we need to hold 

it together. It’ll be over soon.’

Dad was scared, which increased my own terror levels. 

Dads aren’t meant to get scared. Dads protect. Dads make 

things better. But I guess there are some things in life even 

dads can’t affect. Bombs, for one.

The first pangs of nerves had begun as soon as the news-

reader on the tele vi sion stared out at us: We expect this 

crim inal act to be cata strophic for some of our resid ents. The 

poor guy had looked stricken.

In Little Town, where I live, people know that some thing 

dread ful might happen to them one day; they real ise that our 

Regime has infuri ated some other Government, and that 

Government – specific ally, the one over the border in Old 

Country – don’t like how certain things are done here: the 

way of life, the beliefs, the strangle hold ing … They think  

it’s all wrong, undemo cratic. Inhumane. Pot and kettle  

springs to mind! Let’s call a spade a spade: Old Country’s 

Government thinks Little Town is just plain bad. Funny  

thing is we’ve heard that things over there aren’t much  

better (they don’t exactly welcome people speak ing out 

either), but no one really knows for sure, because no one 

ventures across the border. Ever! In school every one is told 
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that many moons ago Little Town belonged to Old Country 

and that it was inev it able that they’d come knock ing – or 

bombing – to demand it back. But who knows for sure? What 

we do know, however, is that our Regime isn’t liked, even 

by us.

I know Little Town isn’t exactly a barrel of laughs, and we 

did expect some reper cus sions for various disagree ments, but 

not this. Never this.

We were under that duvet for a whole twenty minutes 

before the first explo sion. It was far away yet made my entire 

insides bounce. Mum’s body tensed. I heard Dad’s teeth 

grind together.

There was another crack; it seemed closer. A third quickly 

followed. It was closer. BOOM! The house rattled. I heard 

screams and cries from outside. Curfew break ers? People  

who hadn’t seen the news? Who hadn’t heeded the warn ings?

These bombs sounded like a fire works and thunder 

combin a tion; human squeals echoed, cries became howls. 

Another bomb.

Then another.

And another.

‘I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die.’ I turned to face 

my parents. No duvet could save us. What was Dad think ing 

when he said, Well, I suppose we best do some thing about these 

bloody bombs then? Why didn’t he have a bunker or a shelter? 

What good was a duvet?
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‘I’m not ready to die,’ I cried.

‘We’re not going to die, Charlie.’ Dad’s voice sounded 

uncon vin cing, waver ing a bit. I fought for air. Mum wheezed. 

Here we were, the Law family, waiting for the ceiling to cave 

in on us. Waiting for the great leap into the unknown. These 

bombs that had brought the Law family together were about 

to blast us apart.

I glanced at my watch. Six minutes of relent less bombing.

A declar a tion of war? No army as such existed in Little 

Town – just some Rascals running around in milit ary boots 

– so what was the point?

It’s funny the things you think about when you’re frozen 

with fear. I kept hoping that our shed wouldn’t be damaged. 

I had big plans for that shed. But the main thing, I suppose, 

was at least we weren’t dead.

Well, not yet anyway.
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2
Our Education

In school when we’re being told all this stuff about Old 

Country my mind wanders a touch. Now, I’m not usually a 

mind- wanderer but some times, just some times, I think about 

schools over there in Old Country. I wonder if pupils there 

are being educated about Little Town.

No doubt.

THINGS WE ARE TAUGHT ABOUT OLD COUNTRY

• They have buckets of money.

• Their army has tanks, wagons, heli copters, flying 

bombers, a tril lion guns and loads of soldiers.

• Boys AND girls have to do Old Country Service in 

the army.

• Old Country Government wear silly milit ary gear.
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• You can’t exactly vote for who you want this Govern-

ment to be.

• It’s not easy to enter or exit Old Country.

• Everything is big over there. EVERYTHING.

• If people don’t conform, well …

• They despise all things Little Town.

• They despise me.

THINGS I IMAGINE ARE BEING TAUGHT ABOUT 

LITTLE TOWN

• Little Town is filthy.

• They are totally and completely skint.

• People can’t wander the streets willy- nilly.

• It’s hard to find jobs in Little Town.

• Their society is full of murky, back han ded, dirty, 

double- dealing thugs.

• Little Town’s Regime couldn’t run a raffle in a three- 

man tent.

• A bunch of raggle- taggle Rascals run the place.

• If people speak out, well …

• Little Towners despise all things Old Country.

• There will not be a Little Town much longer.

Once I told my history teacher that I wouldn’t mind  

spend ing a few days in an Old Country school – like, for a 

soci ology spying mission – just to try and under stand 
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the simil ar it ies and differ ences, sir.

‘There are no simil ar it ies, Law,’ he said, eyes bulging and 

steam seeping out of his nostrils. ‘None at all!’

I guess not!
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3
The Rules

It breaks my heart to see what’s happened to this place. Before 

the bombs came Mum would say this at least once a week, 

no joking. Sometimes three times. When I came home from 

school without any home work to do, she’d say it. When I had 

to walk three miles to the only chemist in Little Town who 

sold her asthma inhaler, she’d say it. When I returned from 

the shops with an incom plete list of supplies, she’d say it. I 

got used to hearing this phrase.

Dad direc ted his annoy ance towards the news pa pers and 

tele vi sion, scoffi ng and mocking all the stories of the day. 

This was so far removed from the balanced, non- preju diced 

news that he wrote back in the day when he was taking 

chances, being brave, stand ing up for honesty and trans par ency. 

It was funny seeing Dad shout at rival news pa pers.
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‘You know you can get an inhaler any day of the week in 

Old Country,’ I informed Mum one time, as she had only 

three puff days remain ing until I had to go and get her 

another. Dad flipped his lid, flashing his eyes above his paper 

and locking them on me.

‘Does that school of yours not teach you anything, son?’ I 

didn’t want to rhyme off what we actu ally learnt in school  

so I let him go off on one of his flips. ‘Old Country is out of 

bounds for us; you need papers to go over the border, a pass-

port, a specific reason. We don’t have any of those things, so 

why bloody mention it?’

‘But I was just –’

‘OK, Charlie?’ Dad dropped his paper to his knees. ‘Are 

we clear about that?’

‘Crystal,’ I said.

Dad could be very sens it ive about the polit ical situ ation. 

He wanted nothing more than for every one to come and go 

as they pleased, to live in perfect harmony and all that. But 

at the same time he didn’t want to attract trouble; he wanted 

to do his job without any hassles. That’s why he kept his 

mouth shut.

Another time I mentioned to Mum that I’d heard about a 

place in Little Town where we could get quality supplies any 

day of the week. A bit like a ware house where, if you knew 

the right people – or pass word, I don’t know – you’d get in. 

I’d heard on the QT that if you paid a little bit more than 

9781408855744_TheBombsThatBroughtUsTogether_4thpass.indb   9 25/02/2016   08:42



-1

0

+1

10

shop prices you could get your hands on just about anything. 

Even inhalers. If you knew any of the top brass who ran these 

places then even better. I actu ally thought Mum would’ve 

been happy with this news. Shows what I know!

‘I can get all the details at school, from Norman, if you 

want,’ I told her. Some people at school knew the score;  

they had their ears to the ground. Norman would defin itely 

spill the beans if you got him talking.

When Mum gets angry her breath ing becomes heavier, 

like she’s trying to suck in huge volumes of air so her tirade 

can be more power ful.

‘Now, you listen to me, Charlie Law, and listen good: if I 

ever catch you going to any of those places it’ll be school, 

home, room, bed for you for the next year.’

‘But I was just –’

‘Are we clear about that?’

‘Crystal.’

I was certain that Dad knew about these ware houses 

because I’d heard him mutter things behind his news pa per 

like, An embar rass ment to call them selves offi cials AND Who 

voted for this lot, eh? AND Bloody shower of gang sters if you 

ask me AND Who do they think they actu ally repres ent? Not 

me, that’s who! 

It did seem a bit unfair that people living in Old Country 

could get whatever they wanted whenever they wanted and 

we couldn’t. I bet teen agers over there didn’t have to wait 
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ages until their parents saved enough money to buy them a 

new pair of swanky train ers or a denim jacket or books. I bet 

teen agers over there sneaked out to late nightclubs and 

maybe, just maybe, they did get to stay out after dark without 

feeling terri fied. I’m betting, of course, but truth is I didn’t 

know for sure.

Whenever I got them all worried, Mum and Dad sat me 

down to tell me (once again) the dos and don’ts of Little 

Town. As I got older more stuff was added to the list. After 

the whole thing about getting inhalers from Old Country and 

black- market ware houses in Little Town, we had one major 

parental powwow. Afterwards I formu lated and construc ted 

my own list and stuck it on the inside of one of my books.

CHARLIE LAW’S TEN LAWS OF LITTLE TOWN

1. Respect the dark curfew. No going out after dark in 

groups of three or more, unless you can prove that 

you are with family members. (Easy to get around: 

walk some where separ ately) 

2. No ball games in public places. (Parks … I know)

3. No pets. (One word: disease)

4. No boozing in the streets. (House boozing OK, though)

5. No shout ing in the streets. (Not even in jest = public 

order crime)

6. No giving cheek to the lawmakers. (Unless you want 

a clout around the lughole)
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7. No dodging school unless you have one of the veri-

fied illnesses on the list or you’ve been asked to 

carry out lawmaker work. (Only a sudden limb 

ampu ta tion would’ve preven ted me from attend ing 

school, and even then it would depend which limb)

8. No tomfool ery in public places. (Which I took to 

mean, don’t enjoy your self … ever!)

9. NO STEALING. (A biggie!)

10. Instruction to beat ALL instruc tions: never draw 

atten tion to your self, and WHATEVER YOU DO, 

DON’T GET CAUGHT.
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4
A Perfect Union

The begin ning of that summer, before the bombs came, was 

utterly dull. For teen agers, the summer holi days in Little 

Town equalled mind- melting boredom. They do in most 

places, I suppose.

– Hey, what do you want to do tonight?

– Nothing.

– Brilliant, let’s do nothing then.

– Excellent.

– Cool.

– Shall we contact the others?

– Don’t care.

– Excellent.

– Cool.
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But as I was about to turn fifteen, my chops got rattled good 

and hard, BOOM! Everything and every one changed. And 

not always for the better.

Pav and his family arrived a few weeks before the bombs 

came. How unlucky is that? All the way to Little Town for a 

new life, a new start, and this happens to them. Bad luck just 

seems to follow some people around. They moved into our 

block, on the same floor as us, directly across in fact. Dad 

quickly got in there and spoke to them, getting all their vital 

stats.

Main stat: they came from Old Country.

Old Country!

I know, right?

Pav was around the same age as me and due to attend  

my school after the summer holi days. By all accounts (well, 

Dad’s) his father was some sort of mega mind back in Old 

Country, but in Little Town he would be clean ing floors  

and walls in our run- down hospital. His mother also had  

a big- brain job back where they came from, but now she  

was going to be cooking, shop ping and mending clothes at 

home. The same as my mum. Pav had an older sister who 

chose not to come to Little Town. No reason why; maybe 

she’s one of those inde pend ent girls who knows her own 

mind.

Dad said that the whole family looked as if they needed a 

good scrub and some fine grub inside them.
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‘There’s not a pick on that boy,’ he always said about Pav.

My first meeting with Pav was like no other first meeting I’d 

ever had. For starters he didn’t speak the lingo. Well, he did, 

but in a funny sort of way. Whoever taught him it badly 

needed to re- hit the books them selves.

Mum called me from our shared back yard (which nobody 

ever used for social or fun things). Usually Mum would pop 

her head out of the window, open her lungs and scream her 

instruc tions, but this time she actu ally came all the way down 

to the back door. Trying to make an impres sion, wanting to 

be seen as all posh and uncom mon.

‘Charlie,’ Mum said.

‘What?’

‘Could you come here, please?’

‘I haven’t done anything.’

‘I know you haven’t. Just come here.’ Her tone eased my 

fear. I de- tensed my shoulders.

‘But I’m doing stuff,’ I said. By stuff I meant I was nose 

deep in a book, taking breaks to occa sion ally look at bees 

nibbling on flowers. I’m not sure every one would’ve agreed 

that reading and nature- watch ing consti tuted doing stuff. 

Fact: some folk didn’t like people who read. Thankfully Mum 

and Dad were OK about it.

‘Come here, I’ve someone I want you to meet,’ Mum  

said.

For a moment I thought that Erin F was going to appear 
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from behind Mum like a vision of beauty exiting melted ice. 

We could have looked at the bees together.

– I’m here for you, Charlie.

– Erin F!

– I want you to be the one, Charlie.

– You’ll only break my heart, Erin F.

– I won’t, promise.

If only.

‘Who?’ I asked.

‘Just come here and see, Charlie.’

I put my book inside my trousers in the same way cowboys 

do with their guns. If anyone gives me shit I’m going to read 

their arses into next week. Come any closer, punk, and I swear 

I’ll open this beast up on page thirty- four and spray these words 

right into your gut. 

I walked towards Mum.

‘OK, I’m here,’ I said, stand ing ten paces in front of her.

‘Come on, he’s here,’ Mum said, turning around, gestur ing 

to whoever was hidden behind her. Then he slowly appeared.

Head first.

Army- short hair.

Fair.

His T-shirt and shorts arrange ment drowned him; the 

clothes made his bare legs seem like two scrawny twigs. My 
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index finger and thumb would’ve defin itely fitted round his 

ankles, in case I wanted to try. A genuine stick man. His eyes 

were the colour of the sky. Now, I’d never seen a rabbit in the 

head lights as we didn’t have a car but the look on his face 

was how I’d imagined a frightened rabbit to look. A hearty 

fish and chips wouldn’t have gone amiss on his bones. Or 

some lemons. He neither smiled nor growled.

‘Charlie, this is Pavel. He’s our new neigh bour.’ Mum put 

her two hands on Pavel’s shoulders, as only a mum would.

I advanced five paces. Halfway.

‘Hi, Pavel. I’m Charlie. Charlie Law.’ I exten ded my hand.

Mum pushed him towards me with a little encour aging 

shove. He had no choice other than to place his hand inside 

mine. I was careful not to squeeze too hard in case I crushed 

his twig fingers. Our shake went up and down three times.

‘Pavel Duda I is,’ he said.

‘Pleased to meet you, Pavel Duda,’ I said.

‘Please to meet, yes.’

‘Pavel? That’s not a Little Town name, is it?’ I asked him.

‘No Little Town name.’

‘Old Country, right?’ My voice sounded high pitched. I felt 

embar rassed by it. Perhaps not every one in Old Country 

hated us. I knew that some Old Country folk were being 

kicked out or leaving because they didn’t agree with their 

own Government, but still.

‘Yes, I from Old Country.’ Pavel nodded his head.
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‘I’ll leave you two boys to get to know each other then,’ 

Mum said.

Before I could say NO! PLEASE DON’T LEAVE 

ME WITH HIM she’d made a beeline back up the stairs. 

Escaped.

We looked at each other. Sussing? I don’t know. All I do 

know is that it was awkward. One minute I’m lost in bees 

and books and the next I’m stand ing in Awkward Town with 

a stranger from Old Country. An Old Country escapee? 

Refugee? Little Town never fails to surprise.

Did I mention his eyes were really blue? If my eyes were 

as blue as Pavel’s maybe Erin F would have been all over me 

like a tramp on a sand wich.

MENTAL MEMO: DO NOT INTRODUCE PAVEL 

TO ERIN F IN CASE SHE WANTS TO DIVE 

RIGHT INTO THOSE BABY BLUE BLINDERS 

HERSELF.

‘How long have you been in Little Town?’ I asked.

Pavel counted on his fingers.

‘Two hours we arrive since.’

‘Why come here?’ I said. This was a genuine ques tion 

because I was deadly inter ested why Old Country people 

wanted to decamp here. HERE! Maybe they wanted to stand 

shoulder to shoulder with us against rotten Regimes? Maybe 
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they felt they could somehow be freer here, have an opinion 

that was safe to voice? If only they knew the half of it. It 

wasn’t as if we had a load of cool amen it ies or tourist hotspots. 

We did have a couple of book shops, a not- so-inviting park 

and a shop ping street where you could get your hands on last 

year’s fash ions, if you had the funds. By the look of Pavel I 

didn’t think he was into fashion. Or books.

‘Why Little Town?’ I asked again.

‘Parents make come choice.’

‘Parents, eh?’

‘Old Country no good for parents any longer more.’

‘Why?’

‘Too much of shit.’

‘Was it, like, danger ous?’

‘For parents danger ous. Every night scared.’

‘So you couldn’t, like, go to the flicks or anything?’

‘What flicks?’

‘Sorry, it means cinema.’

‘No. No cinema go for us.’

‘So that’s the reason why you came to Little Town? 

Because Old Country was too danger ous.’

‘This is reason, yes.’

‘That’s terrible, Pavel. I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘Please call to me Pav. Pavel I no like. Pav much better.’

‘Pav’s good for me.’

‘And your name one more?’
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‘Charlie,’ I said. ‘Charlie Law.’

‘I hear not this name before.’

‘It’s old.’

‘Is typical Little Town name, yes?’

‘It was my grand father’s name,’ I said.

‘He dead?’

‘A long time ago.’

‘Shot?’

‘No.’

‘Prison?’

‘No.’

‘Torture?’

‘No,’ I said with a tiny sneer.

From what Pav was asking it seemed as if Old Country was 

utter Bandit Country. We’re heading the same way as that 

place, Dad would mutter from time to time, but I never 

considered that Little Town would ever get that bad.

‘Grandfather live in no gun time?’ Pav asked.

‘A long time ago, yes,’ I said.

‘The luck man. Maybe we make the big fook- you time 

machine and go back,’ Pav said, laugh ing massively from his 

gaunt belly.

I laughed too.

Our first.

‘Who taught you to swear in the lingo?’ I didn’t correct his 

mispro nun ci ation.
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‘First words we learn.’

I showed Pav around the back yard and told him the best 

times of the day to see bees, which cats enjoyed it when you 

chi chi chied them. He let me hear all the swear words he’d 

learnt in the lingo. Impressive enough. If only he’d put the 

same learn ing effort into grammar found a tions and sentence 

construc tion, then he’d have been on to a winner.

Pav liked bees and cats. He liked the flowers as well. Insects. 

Animals. Plants. Three things in common, not a bad start. I 

didn’t want to push my luck and talk about books; my gut 

feeling was that he wasn’t much of a reader.

‘So how old are you, Pav?’

‘I have four teen years.’

‘Same as me.’

‘I will fifteen years after summer.’

‘Same as me again.’

‘Ah, yes?’

‘So that means you will be attend ing my school then?’

‘School near station?’

‘That’s the one.’

‘I no like school.’

‘Don’t worry, Pav, I’ll look after you. Anyway, we still have 

loads of the summer to go before we think about school.’

The idea of getting in some decent work exper i ence and 

helping Pav with the lingo popped into my head. He would 

need a helping hand in case he made a complete arse of 
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himself at school. And for reasons that baffled Mum and 

Dad, I wanted to be a teacher when I left school.

We saw four differ ent species of bee that after noon. My 

record was three. Was Pav my four- leaf clover? Sadly we 

didn’t discuss books, but Pav told me some of the reasons 

why he and his family came to Little Town.

9781408855744_TheBombsThatBroughtUsTogether_4thpass.indb   22 25/02/2016   08:42



-1

0

+1

23

5
Shed

There was a rickety old shed at the bottom of our shared 

back yard. Nobody ever used it, so me and Pav decided that it 

would be perfect as our sanc tu ary place. Our boom- boom 

room. Our lad pad. Pav wanted it to be called THE DEN, 

that special place where fellas can chat about the ladies, foot-

ball and Governments.

‘Did you have a girl friend in Old Country, Pav?’

‘Don’t like girl.’

‘Really?’

‘I no like.’

‘Look, it’s OK with me if you eat your soup with a fork. 

I’m down with that.’ Pav looked confused. ‘I mean, if you 

prefer boy hugs it’s OK. I couldn’t give two hoots, but 

you have to know that I’m a self- confessed ladies’ man,’ I said.
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‘No. No. No. No,’ Pav said, waving his arms around. ‘I like 

the girl and the lady and the woman. I NOT kiss the boy.’

‘OK, Pav,’ I said. ‘But it’s totally fine if you –’

‘I like the girl, Charlie!’ he said.

‘OK,’ I said.

I wanted the shed to become a type of classroom, a back-

yard school kind of place. Somewhere I could prac tise my 

teach ing skills and get Pav’s lingo up to scratch before school 

started.

A small table and two chairs would defin itely fit inside the 

shed, at a push a third chair. There weren’t any other kids my 

age on our block, and my friends from school weren’t in the 

habit of drop ping by because of the patrols and the curfew, 

but who knows, maybe if Erin F could get away from looking 

after her poor mum for a few hours, she’d want to come 

shed side for some chat and chill of an occa sion? I think Erin 

F needs some quality R & R. Some time just for her. So, a 

guest chair was an abso lute must.

Problem Number One: I didn’t have a clue where to get 

my mitts on a table and chairs. It’s not like they were just 

lying around in the streets any longer beside bags of old 

manky clothes and stink ing mattresses. When I was a little 

kid in Little Town you could easily go around and ask your 

neigh bours or family friends if they were lobbing out any old 

rubbish or unwanted furniture. People don’t open their door 

any more to random knocks.
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‘Do you have any extra chairs in your house, Pav?’ I  

asked … You never know.

‘One chair have we. And one big chair.’

‘Big chair?’

‘Long.’ Pav exten ded his hands to show me what he meant.

‘A sofa, you mean?’

‘Sofa, yes. One chair and sofa.’

‘It’s import ant that we get our hands on some chairs if we 

want our shed to be comfort able.’

‘We need to be the thief?’ Pav said.

He clearly hadn’t learnt the rules of Little Town yet. ‘No. 

No steal ing,’ I said.

‘No?’

‘No, we’ll just have to keep a close eye on the street in  

case anyone is throw ing away old chairs. Ask people in the 

know.’

‘I peel my eyes,’ Pav said.

‘It’s keep your eyes peeled, Pav. But good effort.’

For someone so scraggy, Pav was strong. An Old Country 

ox. When we cleared the shed to make our den, Pav lugged 

these weighty metal poles and heavy pieces of wood out  

on his own. He didn’t want any help either; he dived right 

into the work, chop ping through the task like a machete 

through honey, heaping stuff on to his bony shoulder  

before piling it all up directly behind the new den. I was no 

lugger, but my super vis ory role was vital just the same. I was 
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more than happy to be the brains and logist ics guy of the 

oper a tion.

Once the place was fully cleared we stood at the doorway 

gazing at the empty shell we’d created. What Pav had created. 

A blank canvas of possib il it ies. I high- fived Pav, who reached 

up to meet my hand. Slap! His pits were sweaty and pungent. 

Humming in fact. I tried not to breathe through my nose too 

much, as the mix of Pav’s body ming and stale shed was eye- 

water ing stuff.

‘We need lock,’ Pav said.

‘First thing we need to do, Pav, is keep this door open and 

let some air circu late.’

‘Best idea for to get smell out. I agree, Charlie.’

‘It’s a shame there’s no elec tri city.’

‘No worry. We use fire and battery.’

‘You mean candles?’

‘Yes, fire candles.’

‘I can prob ably get my hands on some candles,’ I said.

Every house had stashes of candles for when the elec tri-

city was clicked off. I always thought that owning a small 

candle shop in Little Town would bring me untold riches, 

but stand ing in a candle shop day after day would’ve melted 

my mind.

‘Must first get lock to thief stop,’ Pav said.

‘We don’t have anything worth steal ing yet.’

‘When stuff come thief will too.’
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‘Not neces sar ily, Pav.’

‘In Old Country you know what they do to thief?’ Pav 

said, all serious and tense.

‘I’ve heard rumours, but I’m not sure if they’re true or not.’

‘It true, Charlie. It true.’

‘So they actu ally do … do … that … then?’ I turned my 

right hand into an axe or a butcher’s knife and made a chop-

ping motion on my left wrist. Bringing the hack down twice.

‘It true. I see happen.’

‘Really?’

‘They come to school, bring teacher outside and do this.’ 

Pav did the same chop ping motion as I had.

My mouth was wide and circu lar.

‘What did the teacher do?’ I asked.

‘They say he money thief.’

‘Bugger me,’ I said, which made Pav laugh. I’m not big into 

the swear ing game, but whenever I swore Pav found it hilari-

ous. This conver sa tion badly needed a swear word. ‘And was 

he guilty?’

Pav shrugged his shoulders.

I was going to say another swear, but I said it inside instead, 

only much harder this time. A real bad one. A belter of a 

swear word. One that Mum and Dad would have skelped me 

for if I ever said it out loud.

‘And his hand? Did they just leave it lying there on the 

ground?’
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‘They bag hand.’

‘Was there lots of blood?’

‘Like splash ing pool.’

‘And your teacher, Pav, what happened to him?’

He shrugged his shoulders again.

‘God, and I thought here was bad.’

‘What happen to Little Town thief?’ Pav asked.

‘Depends who catches you. If it’s the Regime you’ll go to 

prison or get a huge fine. But if any of the Rascal gang 

members nab you, well, you might lose a kneecap or they’ll 

force you to work for them. Not sure what’s worse.’

‘Fook saking,’ Pav said.

‘So, best not to steal anything.’

‘I think yes I agree.’

‘Not even as much as a grain of sand,’ I said, sound ing as if 

I was warning Pav, educat ing him on Little Town rules. 

Someone had to.

‘Why thief want sand, Charlie?’

‘No, Pav, it’s an expres sion …’

‘Ah, I yank your chain. I yank good.’

Pav’s thin belly and skel eton shoulders bobbed up and 

down with all his giggling.

It was time to explain to Pav the rules of Little Town. We 

sat at the doorway and I care fully went through Charlie 

Law’s Ten Laws of Little Town for him.

*
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‘Norman, this is Pav,’ I said.

‘All right, Pav,’ Norman said.

‘Pav, this is Norman.’

‘Please to meet,’ said Pav.

Pav came closer and exten ded his hand. Norman took it.

‘You the friend good of Charlie?’ Pav said.

Norman looked at me.

‘Pav and his family just moved here from Old Country,’ I 

said.

‘Old Country?’ Norman said. His eyes opened further, 

forcing his eyebrows to shift skywards.

‘So they don’t speak the lingo too well,’ I said.

‘Oh, OK,’ Norman said. ‘I dig that.’

‘Not yet anyway,’ I said. ‘I’m going to teach the life out of 

him before we go back to school.’

‘Oh, bril liant! Can I come? Can I? Can I? Please?’ Norman’s 

mocking tone made me want to rip out his tongue. He didn’t 

mean it of course; he liked playing the joker, as he did all the 

time in school, in the street, at home, every where. Norman 

liked to call himself a man about town, which meant he knew 

stuff that we didn’t. Stuff in the subter ranean, my friend, stuff 

in the subter ranean. He knew some of Little Town’s Rascals, 

who could get their hands on things ordin ary people couldn’t; 

these men did the dirty work, got down to the nitty- gritty, 

took the flack but were given the slack. Norman wasn’t as 

stupid as many people thought, oh no; a proper clever devil, 
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in fact. He just couldn’t be bothered with school. He always 

knew things that most of us struggled with, stuff like history 

and reli gion and philo sophy, just didn’t go on about it much. 

Norman got all his inform a tion from books, which meant 

that he couldn’t have been the scal ly wag Dad thought he 

was. But the fact that Norman happened to know some 

proper bona- fide scal ly wags who lived in Little Town was 

exactly the reason I wanted to speak to him. That’s why I’d 

invited him to our pre- shed meeting.

But if I’d known what this would all lead to, I’d have never 

have got involved with Norman.

‘So, Old Country, eh? Is it as mental as every one says it is?’ 

Norman asked Pav.

‘It very bad place.’

‘Did those bastards chase you out?’ Norman probed.

‘We come Little Town for bester life,’ Pav said. I didn’t want 

to tell Norman too much about why Pav and his family were in 

Little Town; it wasn’t my place to open my trap about the 

family secrets. Anyway, Pav had told me as a trusted friend and, 

as a trusted friend, I will take whatever secrets are told to me to 

the grave. I knew Pav wouldn’t have said anything to Norman.

‘What? You came here for a better life?’ Norman said.

‘Yes.’

‘Jesus! Was this the only place you could have come to?’ 

Norman asked.

‘Only place we get papers for. Only place Dad get job.’
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‘What does the old fella do?’

Pav looked at me.

‘Norman wants to know what your father does here for 

work, Pav?’ I said.

‘He work at hospital,’ Pav said to Norman.

‘Is he a doctor?’ Norman said, as if impressed.

‘He floor and wall clean,’ Pav said.

‘Shit. All the way to this shit town to do some shit job in a 

shit hospital. Cleaning people’s shit all day. No thanks.’

‘He no floor clean in Old Country.’

‘Pav’s dad had a good job there,’ I said to Norman.

‘Let me guess, Pav. Your old man worked in a shirt and tie 

job in Old Country?’ Norman was prac tic ally in his face. 

Kissing distance.

‘He was scient ist,’ Pav proudly said. ‘He working for big 

company, but we must to come Little Town when 

Government –’

‘Gave them permis sion to go,’ I said, stopping Pav in his 

tracks.

‘So, Charlie, you wanted to show me some thing?’ Norman 

said without taking his eyes off Pav.

‘I did; it’s down at the end of the garden.’

Pav went first and I led Norman to the bottom of the back-

yard. I opened the door and we all looked inside the empty 

shed. Norman entered; stand ing bang in the middle, he did a 

three- sixty. I sort of knew what he’d say.
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‘What’s this ming heap, Charlie?’

I should have been a betting man.

‘It is now, Norman, but it won’t always be; that’s why I 

wanted to talk to you,’ I said.

‘Talk. I’m listen ing.’

‘Well, as you can see, it’s bare. Barren.’

‘You mean it’s got sweet FA in it?’

‘Exactly.’

‘So where do I fit in?’

‘We need three chairs.’

‘Three chairs?’

‘And a lock.’

‘Three chairs and a lock?’

‘And maybe a table.’

Norman stopped craning his neck around; he fixed on me.

‘Do I look like a furniture shop to you, Charlie?’

‘Oh, come on, Norman, you know some people who can 

get this stuff no bother.’

‘Oh, do I now?’

‘We both know you do.’

‘And what people would that be then?’

‘Well, there’s those … those … erm … subter ranean 

people.’ I felt that it wasn’t the time to mention The Big Man 

at this stage. I didn’t want to scare Norman away.

He paused.

‘Do you have any dosh?’

9781408855744_TheBombsThatBroughtUsTogether_4thpass.indb   32 25/02/2016   08:42



-1

0

+1

33

‘No one has any dosh, Norman. You know that.’ That 

wasn’t quite true; some of those Rascals had plenty of dosh. 

They were rolling in it. ‘It’s just a tiny problem.’

‘I wouldn’t say that. I’d say it’s a massive problem,’ Norman 

said.

‘I was think ing of nego ti at ing some manual labour or an 

I-scratch- your-back- you-scratch- mine type of arrange ment.’

‘Not really how things are done these days, Charlie.’

‘Come on, Norman, is there nothing you can do? Not even 

with your contacts?’

‘Please, Norman,’ Pav said.

Norman looked at Pav. I could see his face soften. At least 

I think it did.

‘What’s in it for me?’ Norman said.

‘Well, for starters you can come around here anytime you 

want; it can be a three- way den instead of just for me and Pav.’

‘But I don’t live near this block, Charlie.’

‘We won’t say anything.’

‘But if the Regime catch me in another block when it’s 

dark, I’m buggered. You know that.’

‘They won’t.’

‘Want a bet?’

And he was right: he would have been buggered and I 

couldn’t say for sure that he’d be OK and that they wouldn’t 

catch him. They haven’t been here for ages, but that’s not to 

say the night beat aren’t due a mooch around here soon.
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An idea came to me.

‘I’ll do all your home work for a month?’

This was like my sucker punch. My up- the-sleeve ace. 

Norman’s brain was spin ning in his head.

‘Until Christmas,’ Norman said.

‘For two months,’ I said.

‘Until Christmas, or nothing,’ he said.

‘OK, until Christmas.’ My head was twist ing at my rubbish 

nego ti at ing skills.

‘Right, I’ll see what I can do,’ Norman said.

‘Fantastic time,’ Pav said.

‘I can’t promise anything,’ Norman said.

‘Three chairs, a big lock, a table and some candles,’ I said.

‘You didn’t say anything about candles.’

‘Ah, just throw them in as a good will gesture, Norman.’

‘You’re a chancer, Charlie, do you know that?’ Norman said.

‘Where will you get the stuff?’ I asked.

‘There are a few possib il it ies. Leave it with me.’

I sucked some air in and puffed out my chest.

‘Are you going to try The Big Man?’ I said nervously.

Just by utter ing the words I knew I’d crossed the line.

Norman’s eyes tightened, as did his whole body.

‘Ssssshhhhh, for Christ’s sake,’ Norman said, indic at ing  

to Pav.

‘Sorry.’ I looked around for any eaves drop pers. ‘Pav’s OK. 

He knows zilcho.’
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Obviously I didn’t know The Big Man person ally, I’d only 

heard about him; every one in Little Town had heard of The 

Big Man. He was like the king of the Rascals. The Grand 

Mafioso. The one whom every one feared. The rumour was 

that The Big Man had some of Little Town’s Regime firmly 

by the gonads. Norman’s parents used to live in the same 

block as The Big Man before he became THE BIG MAN so 

that’s why he knew him. I think his dad and The Big Man 

were pals back in the day. Or he used to do some pick- up 

work for him. Whatever. They knew each other.

‘Don’t ask me about The Big Man, Charlie. OK?’

‘Got it.’

‘No, I’m serious about this. Don’t mention him. The Big 

Man talks about us, not the other way round, OK?’

‘OK.’

‘Right, let’s leave it at that then.’

‘When will we hear from you?’ I said.

‘I’ll let you know as soon as,’ Norman said, before saying 

his good byes. He left us without shaking hands. We all had to 

do hand punches instead. He must have seen people doing it 

on tele vi sion.

‘Charlie?’ Pav said.

‘Yes.’

‘What is Big Man?’

‘You don’t want to know, Pav. You don’t want to know.’
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