The Velcro Twins


(
His head cracked against the side of the church hard enough for him to see stars that had nothing to do with, “Away In A Manger.”  Angelic voices from St Margaret’s tried to ignore the rumpus outside, and Reverend Smallpiece averted his eyes from the two policemen meting out very unseasonal justice through the full length window, concentrating instead on his Christmas Eve sermon.  Robert Stanley Coombes simply gritted his teeth, all three of them, and took it like a man.

From the side wall he was flopped onto the floor then, before he could protest, dragged up against the wall again.  Stale beer and bad breath burped up as he almost vomited on the Velcro Twins and he just had enough time to ponder the error of his ways before the identical constables snapped the cuffs on his wrists and frogmarched him to the waiting van.

“Fuckin’ bastard.  A’ll give ‘im silent night.”

The cuffs were twisted against the bone of his wrist.

“You two fuckers an’ all.”

But the Velcro Twins weren’t listening.  They could make up his reply after caution later.  For now they were content to sling him in the van and get down to the Bridewell.  From inside St Margaret’s Church the congregation belted out, “Onward Christian Soldiers” as if nothing had happened.  And would you believe it, it began to snow.

(
The Velcro Twins weren’t really twins at all.  They didn’t even share the same surname.  Constables Nick Rook and Dick Shade, Rooky and Shady to their friends, shared only the same grade-one haircut and the same propensity for violence.  The haircuts resembled Velcro but that wasn’t why Sergeant Bone nicknamed then The Velcro Twins.  That was because no matter how he crewed up the cars these two always ended up together.  They were inseparable, not so much joined at the hip as joined at the heart.

They both believed that the only justice a criminal got was when he was arrested.  Shady had long since given up trusting the courts after spending six months arresting Andrew Jackson - a juvenile crime wave in his own right - only to see him let out on bail every time.  He stole enough cars and motorbikes that year to start his own garage and each time he was on bail for stealing the last one he’d been arrested for.  No matter how strongly Shady opposed bail the magistrates fell soft and gave him bail again.  Phrases like, “Commits offences on bail,” and, “Shows a complete disregard for the courts,” cut no ice with the butcher and baker and candlestick maker who made up the bench.  They only saw a deprived child who needed a second chance.  Well, he got fourteen second chances and each time some other poor bugger got his car stolen.

Rooky felt the same way, hence the number of gravel rashes his prisoners sustained on arrest.  Nobody ever came quietly when these two arrested them and the one who never came quietly the most was Robert Stanley Coombes.  Now there was a man who should have known better.

They had both locked him up a dozen times each, and despite Sergeant Bone’s explicit instructions that they be crewed with separate partners they both ended up there at the death.  The only reason they didn’t get a bollocking was because they accounted for more than half the shift’s monthly arrest tally.  If only their interview techniques were as proficient.

Shady could conduct taped interviews adequately if he took it slow, covering the points to prove in easy stages, but came unstuck whenever he tried to baffle his prisoner with science.  The longer the words he used the more he became the baffled instead of the baffler, but it was when he second jockeyed a Rooky interview that the wheel really came off.  If Shady liked to take things slowly then Rooky couldn’t wait to get to the end.  He engaged warp drive during interviews, running all the words together, and only coming up for air every three or four sentences.  This was never more evident than during the infamous jar of coffee interview.

“Right-I’m-investigating-a-theft-on-Wednesday-first-of-July-when-you-went-into-the-Coop-and-took-a-car-of-joffee-without-paying-and-left-the-store-without-paying-for-the-car-of-joffee-why-did-you-steal-the-car-of-joffee?”

“What?”

“I-said-why-did-you-steal-the-car-of-joffee?”

“Joffee?”

“Coffee-and-don’t-get-cheeky-why-did-you-take-the-car-of-joffee?”

As second officer Shady kept quiet but slipped his hand onto Rooky’s leg under the table.  Any physical contact with a fellow officer was like kissing your mother-in-law to Rooky and his leg jerked away so fast he kicked the suspect in the shin, who immediately confessed to having stolen a car of joffee despite not having a clue what joffee was.  More importantly the giggles set in.  Every time Shady touched Rooky’s leg he had to squeeze his lips shut to hold them back, resulting in a series of squeaky farts that would have made interesting listening if the case ever went to court.  Try as he might to keep the interview professional the giggles wouldn’t go away and once the interview was concluded the unsuspecting suspect had to wait while the two skin-headed coppers thumped each other silly across the table.  Whenever they talked about it in the canteen the giggles came back with a vengeance but Shady never touched Rooky’s leg again.

By the time Christmas Eve came around, Sergeant Bone gave up trying to separate them and double-crewed the van with his own two-man strike force.  Woe betide the man who gobbed off at Alpha Three tonight.  And who was the first man to try?  Robert Stanley Coombes.  With less than thirty minutes to Christmas Day the call came over the radio.

“Alpha Three.  Disturbance at St Margaret’s Church.  Thornbury Road.”

(
Reverend Smallpiece thought his sermon was going well until he heard the door slam, ushering in a blast of arctic air and sending a shiver down his spine.  The shiver had nothing to do with the draught and everything to do with the late addition to his congregation.  The young cleric, barely thirty and already bald as a scalped cat, stroked the few strands of hair he had left and tried to ignore the scruffy figure standing at the back of the hall.

The Coombes family had been a thorn in his side ever since he took over the parish, the son being expelled from Boy Scouts for tying a noose around Charlie Croker’s neck and failing his knots badge, and the daughter having to leave the Guide Troop because she preferred playing with the Boy Scouts.  Their father took it all personally and used Midnight Mass as a soapbox to air his grievances.  Every Christmas.  Despite praying three times a day for the past week it looked as if the Reverend’s pleas had gone unanswered.  He stuttered slightly, straightened his hair, and soldiered on manfully.

“-and during times of need the flock must pull together.”

“Flock my arse.”

Coombes let the weight of that remark settle on the rest of the congregation, although that wasn’t the part that made him wince inside.  Reverend Smallpiece tried to avoid eye contact but couldn’t help being drawn to the pained expression the gatecrasher wore.  Every Christmas it was the same but this year the pain was etched deeper into the booze ravaged face.  He allowed himself a moment’s sympathy then clamped down on it.  Any sign of weakness on his part would be pounced upon mercilessly.  Best show no mercy at all.

“Each member of the flock must look out for the others, forming a circle that protects them from outsiders.  Protects you all, because you are the flock.  You are the family.  And you are in The Lord’s House.”

Forming a circle wasn’t what Coombes had in mind, and as for The Lord’s House; he’d been there before, and so had his kids.  Only they weren’t welcome any more.  He had mixed feelings about that but after eight pints and four whiskies he preferred to concentrate on the negative.

“You bastards are all the same.”

The language sparked a murmur among the flock, sheep every one of them Coombes reckoned, and half of them put their heads down while the other half stared at the wall for inspiration.  What none of them did was form a circle to protect the rest of the flock.  The rest of the family.  In that regard Coombes considered himself to be the only true Christian here.

“Fuckin’ bastards the lot of you.”

He kicked the nearest pew for emphasis but didn’t really need to.  The sheep in the flock were running scared and Reverend Smallpiece knew just where this little scenario was leading; the same place it did last Christmas and the Christmas before that.  Despite the notice on the wall to turn all mobile phones off during Mass, several were already dialling 999.

(
Christmas Eve had started quietly but it hadn’t taken Rooky and Shady long to spark a near riot on the Ravensthorpe Estate.  The Mutant Ninja Turdheads who lived there – festered there, Shady would say – had taken the festive season to heart and got pissed, angry, and violent the same as they did every weekend.  Sunday nights were the worst and many attributed this to the pubescent pustules being able to drink all day.  That argument fell down since nobody on the estate worked the rest of the week either so they could drink all day every day, but somehow Sunday nights were always the worst.  Closely followed by bank holidays.  Christmas Eve wasn’t strictly a bank holiday but it was close enough for the pond life of Ravensthorpe.  It was close enough for Alpha Three too.  Shady spotted them first.

“Looks like a pub crawl coming our way.”

The group of teenagers staggering down Harrogate Road weren’t making that much noise but what noise they were making was “X” certificate.  It amazed Shady just how many words the illiterate pumpers could string together without forming a recognisable sentence.  Just take every swear word you knew and add a few friend’s names then let fly.

Rooky giggled as if his leg had been touched again.  Shady swung the van round and intercepted the crowd a hundred yards before the next pub.  The Velcro Twins got out like synchronised swimmers, both doors slamming shut in unison, and the muttered “F” words miraculously disappeared.  It was a miracle that Shady didn’t appreciate.  Every single one of them was known to the police and every single one of them deserved to be battered and butt-fucked for the things they hadn’t been caught doing yet.  Unfortunately current legislation didn’t allow for pre-emptive strikes so there was nothing to lock them up for.  Shady didn’t get where he was today though by giving up at the first hurdle.

“Where you lot going then?”

Rooky added gravity to the question.

“Yeh.  Where?”

A pimply sputum called Briggs - Shady couldn’t remember his first name - took a swig from the pint of Tetley’s he was cradling and fired an answer back, safe in the knowledge that there were no warrants out for him.  He waved the pint down the road.

“Red Lion.”

“And where’ve you come from?”

Briggs waved the pint over his shoulder.

“Blue Pig.”

The self-confidence would have been commendable in someone with half a brain and a few more years on him but Briggs just came over as cocky.  The glass splashed beer down his shirt.  Shady snatched the pint out of his hand.

“This belongs at The Blue Pig then.  Right?”

“Oy, give us it back.”

“And that makes it theft.”

Briggs refused to rise to the bait.

“No it aint.  I’m gonna to take it back.  No intent to permanently deprive, see?”

His friends chuntered in the background but weren’t going to get involved.  This was still a peaceful crowd.  Shady was getting frustrated.  He wanted action.

“Not the beer you weren’t”

“I bought the beer.”

“To be drunk on the premises.  It’s an offence to drink in a public highway, and Harrogate Road is a public highway.  I’m confiscating this beer.”

“You can’t do that.”

Shady poured the beer down the drain, sparking a rumble of discontent among the crowd but still nobody would make the first move.  Briggs swallowed his anger.

“Aw that’s full of Christmas spirit that is.”

“If you want Christmas spirit go to Threshers.  Just don’t drink it in the street.”

He set the glass on the wall, getting bored with this.  It was obvious no one was going to kick off so all that was left was to move them on.  Before the night was over at least one of them would assault his girlfriend or start a fight then the boot would be on the other foot.  It was just a pity he couldn’t lock them all up now and save some poor lass a beating.

“On your way.  And no more trouble.”

He leaned against the van while they sloped off towards The Red Lion and glanced up at the night sky.  It was cold and overcast, the clouds heavy with the promise of snow.  As he got in the van and started the engine he wondered if it would be a White Christmas.

(
The snow was getting heavy as they put Coombes in the back of the van.  It was already an inch deep outside the church and was coating the road.  Shouldn’t be a problem to drive in yet though so the possibility that they might not make it to the Bridewell never even entered Shady’s head.  Muted voices harmonised, “Oh Little Town Of Bethlehem,” and a silhouetted crucifix on the full-length window fell across the snowfield.  It was ten to midnight.

“Watch your head Robert.”

Shady didn’t know why he used Coombes’ first name; most of his dealings with the family had been a good deal less friendly.  The names they’d called each other varied depending on how drunk the father was and which one of his children had caused the trouble.  Since being kicked out of Boy Scouts Darren had progressed from trying to hang fellow scout members to terrorising the neighbours.  With no mother to give succour – and the least said about her the better – it had been left to Robert Stanley Coombes to steady the ship.  Steadying the ship in his eyes meant beating the crap out of his teenage son.

Darren’s sister, Melanie, discovered to her cost that not all Boy Scouts came prepared and in fact more than one had come completely unprepared.  She got pregnant at thirteen and had an abortion at fourteen.  Figure that one out.  Expelled from school for fighting she became the first port of call for anyone with a bike and nowhere to park it.  Coombes senior had battered many an easy rider in the mistaken conviction that he was protecting his daughter’s honour.  Honour was about the only thing Robert Stanley had left.

And a deep, abiding, hatred of The Church.

Shady slammed the cage door shut and started the engine.  Glancing over his shoulder through the cabin he could just make out the bowed head in the square of wired glass.  He’d arrested Coombes every Christmas for the last three years and many times in between but tonight something felt different.  He shook the feeling off, not wanting to go soft on the crooks who were his life’s work.  Social workers could argue about cause and effect but whatever caused a crook to become a crook was not his concern.  Shady’s concern was for the victims, people who had lost their treasured possessions, or had their peace and tranquillity shattered by drunken morons like Brian Stanley Coombes.  How Coombes became a drunken moron was irrelevant.  In Shady’s view it wasn’t the shit that happened to you but how you dealt with it that mattered.  And he knew all about that.

Rooky threw Shady a worried glance.  Some of what he’d been thinking must have transmitted to his face, a problem the Superintendent had tried to address with Anger Management Training.  If someone annoyed him the wires in his brain shorted and fused into direct action.  It was his strength and his weakness, being totally honest, and in this age of political correctness had got him into trouble more than once.  Like the night he’d stop-checked a car acting suspiciously on waste ground behind the billboards.  He’d never been able to explain how a car could act suspiciously but when he spoke to the driver he was into red mist country almost immediately, only slightly delayed while the lady-of-the-night lifted her head from the driver’s lap.  The driver was a smartly dressed solicitor who got on Shady’s case straight away.

“What do you think you’re doing officer?  Leave us alone.”

His passenger swallowed and turned her face away from the Maglite beam.

“What I’m doing is checking a car acting suspiciously.”

“How can a car act suspiciously?”

Wrong answer.  Shady grabbed collar and pulled the driver through the open window, slamming him against the side of the car while he patted him down.  The woman popped a mint to freshen her breath.  The ensuing complaint wasn’t verified because nobody took the woman’s details but Shady had to accept an Informal Resolution anyway.  The solicitor didn’t park behind the billboard again though, so Shady’s crime prevention technique worked.

The shortcut from brain to face worked again but Rooky misread it.

“Roads should be clear once we’re over the top.”

As if to prove him wrong the van slid on the incline.  It was true that once over Ecclesfield Ridge it was all down hill to the Bridewell.  The trouble was this was the highest point north of the division and always got the worst of the snow.  Shady kept to the middle of the road but there was no avoiding Deepcut Lane.  The radio crackled as they descended into the valley.

“All units be advised.  Heavy snowfall expected.  All units not engaged to return to the station except for emergencies.  That’s all units are grounded until further notice.  Oh, and Merry Christmas.”

The digital clock on the dashboard clicked past midnight.  The van only made it halfway up the other side of Ecclesfield’s radio black spot before the wheels skidded again, slewing the back end into a ditch.  No amount of reversing would shift it.  Shady switched the engine off.

“Merry bloody Christmas.”

(
“-and the last one shouted, “Form a circle.”

They were sitting in the van’s mid-section, the part normally reserved for van-culture coppers on patrol, with the connecting door to the prisoner cage open.  Coombes finished his joke about the line of monks with tears in his eyes and neither Rooky nor Shady understood why.  They didn’t understand how Shady’s innocent remark had triggered the joke either.

It was an hour into Christmas Day and the van wasn’t going anywhere until the snow eased.  Shady reckoned another hour should just about do it then the thaw that always followed would quickly clear the road.  He couldn’t remember the last time that snow had stayed long enough for sledging; almost as long ago as the last time his father had been his father.  Fathers and sons.  Trying to cover his feelings he focussed on The Coombes Family Saga.

“I don’t know why you keep having a go at Reverend Smallpiece.  He wasn’t even there when your kids were expelled.”

“Kids?”

Coombes was sobering up but it was slow going.

“Darren and Melinda.  It wasn’t your fault Josie left and the kids went bad.”

Rooky showed his diplomatic skills by chipping in.

“Being drunk all the time probably didn’t help.”

“You’ve no idea why I’m drunk all the time.”

Shady shrugged.  That was true.  It was probably one of those chicken and egg situations; did he start drinking to cover the grief at losing his wife and ruining his children or did he lose his wife and ruin his children because he drank?

“No point blaming yourself.  They probably blame themselves for splitting you two up.  Often happens.”

That comment popped out without thinking; another example of his cross-wired fuse box.  It had taken years to stop blaming himself for his father’s leaving and even more to stop hating the man for doing it.  They made their peace when Shady joined the police, Shady senior finally showing the pride he’d always felt but been unable to express, but a worm of guilt still crept out every now and again.  In truth he couldn’t see Darren or Melinda feeling guilty about anything, the teenage thug and the village bike, but it might not always have been so.  Coombes suddenly sat up straight, forcing his eyes into focus.

“You want to know about guilt?”

He took a deep breath and was almost sick.  Shady held up his hands.

“Whoah.  Hold it in or you’re back in the cage.”

Coombes held it in.

“Did you hear the one about the monastery full of queers?  When it came to St Cyril’s Day the monks held a ceremony in’t back passage.  Formed a line and each one got stuck up the one in front.”

Coombes words came out in short gasps.

“They did the conga round the yard and the last one shouted, “Form a circle.”

He stopped talking, tears filling his eyes.  Chest heaving sighs held back the sobs that were building inside.

“I was ruint afore I even had kids.”

Shady tried to shut his mind to what was coming.  Crooks were crooks to him.  How they became crooks was not his concern.  What concerned him were the victims.  But what if the crook was a victim himself?

“Was a drunk afore I even met Josie.”

“Yeh well, you’d need to be tanked for that.  I’ve seen her.”

Shady’s attempts at levity fell on deaf ears.  He reluctantly admitted that if Coombes’ was on the road to ruin before meeting the wicked witch of the north then marrying said witch would certainly help you on your way.  For the Coombes family that way was downhill, fast.  Coombes senior wasn’t receiving, his dial was firmly set to transmit.

“The Church.  Don’t know why I even let the kids join.”

Tears were flowing freely now, streaming down his cheeks.

“Bastards the lot of ‘em.”

“You mean both of them.”

Shady still hoped he could divert Coombes’ attention but he was wrong.

“I told my dad.”

Great racking sobs forced the words out in uneven shouts.

“But he did nowt.  Just made me feel dirty.  Guilty.”

Snot ran out of his nose and he wiped it on his sleeve.  Through the window the snow was getting heavier not lighter.  No sign of a thaw yet.  For now they were stuck in the van while this crippled man unburdened himself.  Rooky squirmed in his seat.  Shady just felt sorry for him.  Robert Stanley Coombes crumpled like a cheap suit, expelling the poison he’d been keeping inside since he was a child; vomiting words in short bursts.

“Bastard Church.  Vicars.  Pull the flock in a circle?  One at a time they want to pull you off.  That’s what they mean.  Ruin boys lives.”

He was crying so hard he could barely speak now.

“Ruined mine.  And my dad did nothing.  Shut me out.”

Shady remembered the pain of feeling shunned.  Under different circumstances for sure but being abandoned all the same.  Coombes raised his voice to a scream.

“I bleed whenever I take a dump.  Have to wear pads for fuck’s sake.”

Rooky nearly got out of the van at that.  Coombes curled up and rocked backwards and forwards on his seat, trying to bury his head beneath folded arms.  And Shady displayed a side of him that nobody on the Anger Management Course would have suspected.  Nobody he’d arrested either.  He put an arm around Coombes’ shoulders and rocked with him.

“All right Robert.  All right.  Let it out.  Let it out.”

Slowly the soothing words began to work.  Or maybe it was just getting it out of his system.  Whatever it was Coombes’ sobs became less vicious and the tears dried up.  Eventually he raised his head from the folded arms and stared through the windscreen.  The snow had eased but it was still snowing.  The headlights blasted whiteness back into the van.

“Does this count as a White Christmas?”

“I doubt it.  London Weather Centre counts.  I don’t know about a dip in Deepcut Lane.  But who cares?  It looks pretty white to me.”

“Me too.”

(
Nobody talked about it again.  Two hours later the snow turned to rain and the White Christmas that Alpha Three had briefly enjoyed turned into a typical wet day in the north.  The night sucked in around them as the white blanket melted and the streets were once again the streets Rooky and Shady had patrolled for years.  And Coombes, the butt-fucked choirboy, returned to being Coombes the head of the worst family in Thornbury.  Only he didn’t return quite all the way in Shady’s eyes.

“We’ll drop you here.”

The van pulled up at the end of Coombes’ street.

“It’ll take too long to book you in and I don’t want to be late off.”

Coombes nodded his thanks but didn’t say anything.  One side of his face displayed the typical Rooky/Shady gravel rash, and his left eye was swollen shut, but he seemed happy enough.  He was sober anyway.

“Merry Christmas.”

Shady shrugged him off.  Crooks were still crooks to him, and how they became crooks wasn’t his concern.  His concern was for the victims.

“Never mind Christmas.  You go causing trouble at St Margaret’s again and you’re in the slammer.”

“I won’t.  Promise.”

Coombes turned away and walked into the cul-de-sac.  Shady threw Rooky a knowing look then set off for the station.  They both knew that come next Christmas they’d be visiting Midnight Mass again.  Some things are just too ingrained to change.  Shady touched Rooky’s knee and Rooky thumped him away.

“Gerroff ya pooftar.”

The giggles followed the van all the way out of the estate.
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