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CHAPTER 1: AYISHA - JULY 2010 - ASHFIELD COMPREHENSIVE
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Her hand sliding smoothly down the gun-grey stair rail, Ayisha was cursing her choice of footwear when the thunder of surging feet drowned their staccato clipping.

“Slow down, Nathan!” She raised her voice, naming the first face that span into view. Referred to in the staffroom as ‘But Nathan’, this boy came equipped with an unusually comprehensive range of excuses. “There’s no need to cause a stampede. And before you ask: No, I don’t care if it is the last day of term.”

Neck twisting self-righteously, he didn’t disappoint. “But Miss, there’s a fight -”

Why now? was Ayisha’s first reaction; now, when the day was winding down nicely and all she had left to do was set her Out of Office Assistant? Glancing through the picture window, she identified the back of a male colleague cutting diagonally across the quad: Jim Stevens. Hand taxi-hailing, he was heading towards a boxing ring formation. Moments behind, her moral support was all that would be required. Reassured, she said, “Slow down! Whatever’s happening outside doesn’t concern you!” 

“Why are you always pickin’ on me, Miss?”

“I don’t know, Nathan.” She countered aggression with sarcasm, a tactic she had developed for the classroom but found overspilling into personal conversations. “Maybe it’s because you make yourself an easy target.” 

“But that’s, like, discrimination -”

Side-stepping Nathan’s protests, Ayisha tightened her mouth - “I’m sure you’ll get over it” - and elbowed her way down, reaching the halfway landing between the second and first floors. Another glance outside: Jim had been absorbed within the outer ring. Through the bottleneck outside the boys’ toilets (where she instinctively held her breath), Ayisha used the side door, which was already hooked open, and briskly crossed the quad, shouting, “Alright! Break it up.” At the same time, she delved into her oversized shoulder bag, needing the feeling of security that having a mobile phone in her hand provided. The fading of the chanting (Fight! Fight! Fight!) and the slow disintegration of the ring gave the impression that Jim was already busy refereeing proceedings. But the witnesses who staggered backwards, the eerie hush, a single high-pitched scream, suggested the need for a different drill.

Fighting her instinct for flight, chest tightening, Ayisha wove through a maze of kids who no longer seemed sure why their hands were clutching carrier bags containing ingredients for flour bombs and bottles of Coke spiked with vodka. “OK, stand aside.” Confronted by the harrowed face of a girl, she paused. “What happened? Are you hurt?” One question at a time, Ayisha cautioned herself, heart thumping so wildly it shook her slender frame.

The girl shrank into the maternal embrace of a friend. “Not me, Miss.” 

She followed the girl’s unswerving gaze, expecting to see Jim towering over the heads of teenagers.

A slump - barely a shadow - in the periphery of her vision: between the grey-trousered legs of boys, she saw her colleague sprawling on the tarmac. His face a perfect illustration of surprise, he was struggling to breathe. He reached one hand out to a boy - the only one to run forwards - who came to a halt as if colliding with an invisible barrier. 

“Shit!” Ayisha said audibly. Bag avalanched from shoulder and she made no attempt to catch it in the hook of her elbow. As it collapsed by her feet, she had already dialled 999. “Come on, come on!” 

“What service do you require?”

Jim was clutching his chest, an irregular red shape he could no longer disguise growing in circumference, spreading unevenly over the white breast-pocket of his linen shirt. A love of horror films (something her friends thought uncharacteristic of her) hadn’t prepared Ayisha for her first sight of blood - real blood - in these proportions. Her lungs inflated in stages, so that she was aware of an expansive void in her chest.

“I’m sorry. What service?”

She wasn’t prepared for this. “One of my colleagues... he’s been stabbed.” It was as if her body was slow to catch up with this news. Only a couple of weeks ago, a staff meeting had been held to discuss the possibility of weapons being brought into school; just a possibility, or so Ayisha had believed, recoiling from the statistics that had been bandied about. 

“Where?”

The calm voice of the telephonist couldn’t hold her attention. Her mind was galloping furiously: should she line the witnesses up against the wall? But, scanning faces and hands, there was no obviously guilty party. 

“Where?”

“I’m sorry. In the playground. Ashfield Comp.”

“And the wound? Where’s that?”

“His chest. The left side.” Ayisha said this, knowing all it implied. 

Address confirmed, she thumbed the red exit button. By now, she had reined in her coltish thoughts but felt no less panic. Several pairs of eyes raked the tarmac; some glancing sideways, open wide. With the worry that she might be dismissing the boy responsible or - just as important - those who had egged him on, Ayisha identified two faces from the few who had yet to fall under her radar. “Max! Otis! Stand by the gates and show the ambulance crew the way! No one goes out, do you understand?” Silent on the question of police, her head dipped repeatedly as she conducted a rough headcount - five, ten, fifteen. When she reached twenty, she realised that, having stepped apart, the boys were still standing there. “Well? Do you understand?”

One eyed the other, suspicious at their pairing. “Why us, Miss?”

“This is an emergency! MOVE IT!” Incredulous as her voice sounded, it wasn’t a job she would have relished. “Everyone else: stay where you are!” Knowing they would mill about, Ayisha tried to memorise the groupings - the twos and the threes. 

“Aw, Miss!” The speaker’s shirt was unbuttoned, revealing crescents of pink nipple and a white band of underpants. His tie was loosened; his cheekbones smeared with a war paint of glittery blue eyeshadow. Pinched between his fingers was the neck of a sagging balloon, stretched to capacity like a bloated udder, ripe for milking. Not him.

Protest was their default reaction. Murmurs of discontent, even among the shocked, brought an illusion of normality. Next to him, a girl’s blouse knotted in Daisy Duke style revealed an expanse of midriff. Not gym-toned or beautiful, her trophy stomach was defiantly displayed, its cavernous bellybutton pierced. “It’s not like we asked for this, did we?” Definitely not her. 

With one hand pointing, Ayisha retraced the same 180 degrees, repeating, “I said, STAY WHERE YOU ARE!” then turned to cover her back. Experiencing a sense of how ridiculous she must have appeared, she dropped the smoking gun. 

For many of the kids present, these were to have been the final moments of their final day of school. Exams over, some had attended just so they could leave again. One last assembly, the Head’s message about “sending our fine boys and girls out into the world” was delivered to the half-delirious crush pressing against the double doors at the back of the hall. No shouts of ‘Three cheers’; no rendition of ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’: this generation doesn’t do pretence. Well, this is it, boys and girls: the ‘life’ you were so impatient for. Sucks, doesn’t it?

Conspicuous among those holding uncapped lipsticks and laundry-markers, ready for the autographing of cheap polyester, stood a girl with covered head and limbs. Neither envious nor condemning, her religion freed her from the gaudier obligations of ritual. Earlier, Ayisha would have recognised her look of quiet bemusement. Their eyes met briefly before she tore herself away, confused by the apparent knowing she found in the girl’s expression.

All this in the space of a couple of seconds.

She swallowed. “And I want complete silence!” 

The boy had positioned himself behind Jim, kneeling awkwardly on the tarmac: “Like this, Sir?”

“Hands under my arms. I need to lean against you.” 

This was not the time for Ayisha to remember how she had failed her St John Ambulance practical. She, Little Miss Perfect, without a filling to blot her dental record. And Jim, one of three First Aiders on the staff, had witnessed her disgrace. The examiner had jovially referred to the pensioner playing the injured party as her ‘victim’. His dimensions had proved challenging when Ayisha tried to secure a broad bandage, not assisted by bouts of theatrical hyperventilation...

“Miss, I think you should be doing mouth to mouth.”

Faces leaned inwards with expressions of fear and fascination, while Ayisha felt as if she were paralysed.

“Not for a stabbing, you eejit! Don’t listen to him, Miss.”

“I saw it on telly last week, man!”

“That was Holby City.”

“No way! I thought it was one of them documentaries.”

Nerves quadrupled Ayisha’s irritation. “I said SILENCE!”

Since qualifying on the retake, she had distributed plasters, refused to administer painkillers, and once ran cold water over a burn for twenty minutes, never dreaming that a colleague would be her next victim. To do nothing - now - with everyone watching. She must give the appearance of control. 

“Kris! Run to the nurse’s office for help. And fetch the first aid box.” Remembering the textbook instruction she twisted her head, seeing a tangled blur of uniform-grey. “Bring it back here!”

Then she knelt, recoiling as pain fuelled by a single stone - the princess’s pea - rocketed into her bones: “Argh!”

“You,” Jim rasped. 

Colour draining but conscious: no need to check his airway just yet. “Florence Nightingale,” she concurred, scraping the toes of her shoes on the tarmac, kicking them aside. 

He graced her with a one-sided blue-tinged smile, despite his obvious pain. “I was banking on Abby Lockhart.”

Ayisha wasn’t yet thinking a minute earlier, and it could be me lying there; the shakes had yet to set in: those things would come. “You’ll have to make do,” she said. How unconvincing her attempt to instill confidence sounded! “What happened?”

Looking down towards his chest, Jim lifted his hand, mourning, “My best shirt!”

She caught sight of the entry wound beneath the slashed linen. “They attacked you?” 

Ayisha pulled back her sleeves, sensing from the shifting of feet behind her that this lumping together of pupils was considered an effrontery. ‘You were attacked?’ would have been a better choice, but her intended emphasis had been on the ‘you’. Jim: perhaps the one teacher students related to. Something about his insistence that, just because some kids don’t have the vocabulary to express themselves, doesn’t mean their arguments aren’t valid. (Ayisha detected no disadvantage on their part: at the same age she wouldn’t have had the confidence to confront an adult.) 

Jim’s eyelids began to flutter. “They were going for each other.”

His speech increasingly slurred, Ayisha prioritised keeping him talking. “So you thought you’d be the big hero?”

“I thought I wa-schblocking a punch!” he spluttered. 

She closed her eyes momentarily. Focus! “Shamayal,” Ayisha addressed the boy who was supporting Jim, speaking slowly: “Very gently, lie Mr Stevens down.”

“Don’t move, Shamayal!” Jim said, weakly but firmly. “She’s trying to kill me.”

The boy looked from one of them to the other. “Which one of yous knows what they’re talkin’ bout?”

Jim locked eyes with Ayisha, lucid. Momentarily, she was back in her first aid practical, humiliated, with the examiner announcing that her actions would have killed a stab-wound victim. Fountainous movements of the pensioner’s hands described spouting blood: a loud groan, his final demise. Just by sitting him in the wrong position. A surge of adrenalin rocked through her: “Mr Stevens is right,” she gasped. 

“Should of guessed as much.”

“Let’s not panic.” Jim’s voice calm, he was trying to reassure her! “Pressure on the wound.”

She nodded, her training coming back to her: stop the bleeding.

“If you hear a sucking sound, or if the blood starts bubbling, I’m in bad shape. Anything in that suitcase of yours we can use for padding?”

“Tissues.” She reached for her discarded bag, casting aside the copy of The Wasted Vigil she was halfway through. 

“Let’s hope they’re man-sized.” While Ayisha plucked at a couple, as she would when dispensing to persistent sniffers, Jim’s attempt at laughter morphed into an ugly grimace. “The whole box, for God’s sake!”

Feeling heat rise to her face, she cautioned herself: just do what you have to do. 

Ripping through an oval of perforations, her increasingly uncooperative fingers freed a wad several inches thick. Pressing it in place, Ayisha leaned closer. “So, who was it?” But, finding his hands limp, one glance at Jim’s face confirmed that priorities had changed. 

“Miss?” Shamayal reacted to her eyes, whites now making up the greater proportion of his own.

Was it time to move Jim into the recovery position? Think! ABC: airway, breathing, circulation. Ayisha felt his breath against her cheek: weak, but still there. “It’s alright.” 

The boy exhaled noisily, shaking his head. Ayisha detected doubt rather than relief. 

Hearing the scrape of approaching footsteps, she raised one hand, shouting, “Over here!”

“All of you: move!” the Head’s voice was uncharacteristically decisive. “Against the wall of the chemistry lab. NOW.”

Her hard work: undone in an instant.

He bent down, hands on knees, framing Jim in a triangle. “Is an ambulance on its way, Miss Emmanuel?”

“Yes, I...” As if in affirmation, she heard the waver of a siren. Her part over, there was nothing more she could do.

“We’ll take it from here. Shamayal, you’re OK staying put for now?”

“I guess.”

“Good lad.”

Relief flooded through her in waves, bringing with it an urge to cry. Here was the nurse, ripping the green and white hygienically-sealed packaging with her teeth; ably folding her triangular bandage, using her thighs as a tabletop. The discarded mass of sodden and desiccated tissues lay oozing on the tarmac, like steak on a butcher’s slab. Except that this was no horror movie: this was Jim’s blood. So real, Ayisha imagined she could taste iron. The enormity of what had happened hit home. Someone else had stabbed Jim but, had he not known what he was talking about, she might have been the one to kill him! As she backed away - one hand clamped over her mouth - as the look the boy cast her said, ‘I got you sussed,’ the Head was reassuring an unconscious Jim that everything was going to be fine. 

Since they had gone for a drink a few weeks ago, Ayisha had begun to look forward to their exchanges. Earlier she had passed Jim in the corridor and had said, “One more lesson. I can’t wait!”

“Six weeks of thinking time isn’t good for me. I’ve never liked the big holidays.” 

She had laughed at that: “Where are you? At primary school?” And, rather than ask why, she’d quipped, “You can help me decorate if you’re not doing anything.”

Now, in the space of an hour, everything had changed.

Removing her hand from her mouth, she realised it was sticky with blood: the taste of iron wasn’t imagined. She balked as she licked her lips unthinkingly in an attempt to rid them of their unwanted coating. And again, Shamayal’s eyes bored into her. No, Ayisha acknowledged, shoeless, tights laddered, shivering in the bright July sunlight: she hadn’t been in control of the situation. Not for an instant. 
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CHAPTER 2: SHAMAYAL - APRIL 2010 - SUTTON HIGH STREET
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It began in March. March, April. Late at night, anyhow. Making himself scarce had been fine by Shamayal before it started chucking it down. Sheltering under the awnings of KFC - the only shop without its metal grille lowered - he heard the sound of tyre treads making spray out of standing water. Turning in time to see a driver’s window slide down he clocked the make of car as it drew alongside the kerb, deciding it posed no threat. 

“Shamayal!”

At the sound of his name being hurled unexpectedly into the dark, the boy’s shoulders froze.

“What are you doing out so late on your own?”

Recognising his history teacher, he breathed out; swaggered over, jeans low on his hips, eyes blinking, beanie dripping. Slapping one hand on the roof of Mr Stevens’s car, he threw back his head. “I’m walkin’, innit? What you doin’?”

“Offering you a lift. Get in before I change my mind.”

Shamayal didn’t appreciate the presumption that teachers’ authority extended beyond the wire-fenced perimeter of the school. “Nu-uh. I ain’t getting in no Corsa, see?”

Mr Stevens’s friendliness turned to exasperation. “Only you can worry how you look in the dead of night!”

“Do I have to, Sir?” But, seeing he had reached Situation Unavoidable, Shamayal loped around the bonnet, the slant of driving rain picked out in the headlights, wipers cranking back and forth. The passenger door dropped inexpensively as he opened it. Two Door Cinema Club was playing on the stereo, not his scene but definitely not the Dad-rock he had expected. A bag of chocolate limes lay open on the dash. Shamayal got in. He felt every inch of wet denim where it adhered mercilessly to his skin.

“Help yourself.” His teacher nodded to the overspill of sweets, then, just as the boy took the cellophane wrapper in his teeth, he turned. “Do your parents know where you are?”

Look busy: use your shivering as an excuse. “Know somethink, Sir? It was w-warmer outside.”

“You need to get out of those wet clothes.” Mr Stevens twisted the control of the heater to red, the second dial to four. Waiting for the blast of Arctic air to turn tepid Shamayal rubbed his hands together then held them in front of a round vent. 

His teacher looked in the rear-view mirror before pulling away from the kerb. “You’d better tell me where you live.”

“You won’t know it.” The rain changed direction, drops forcing themselves in the spaces between each other, aiming for a setting beyond torrential. “Ralegh Grove.” 

Shamayal didn’t expect an explosion of laughter as a response. Boiled sweet clashed with teeth as he moved it to his other cheek, chocolate cutting through the sharpness of the lime. “You got somethink against Council?”

“God, no! I know it well.”

“How come, Sir? You get dragged out to see some pupil?”

“I grew up there.”

Now it was the boy’s turn to hoot. “For REAL?”

“I haven’t been back in a long, long time.” Taking one hand from the steering wheel, Mr Stevens scratched the side of his nose. “Not since my mother died.”

“That’s harsh, man.”

The word, “Yup,” was virtually inhaled. 

Counting a moment’s silence out of respect, timing himself with the windscreen wipers, Shamayal got to forty-nine. “Then how come you’re always actin’ like you’re some big teacher-guy?”

“Haven’t you noticed? I am a big teacher-guy.” 

“Nah! I meant you talk all posh, Sir.”

“I had to adapt. You will, too, once you have a job.” 

The boy’s eyes flashed. These teachers, they think nothing of disrespectin’ you. “This here’s my voice, man.”

“There’s nothing wrong with your voice: I’m talking about your language.”

“You think this is how I talk all the time? I’m adaptin’ right now, as it happens.” In protest, Shamayal cleared a porthole so that he could stare into the night-time gloom. The boy had to admit that Jim’s knowledge of the back streets was a match for his father’s. He had ridden up front in the minicab many a night before he was old enough to be left alone. Opening a heavy eyelid, half asleep, he might register a signpost for Gatwick’s North Terminal or the upside down table legs of Battersea Power Station, all floodlit. He always preferred the night. 

The front wheels skimmed the edges of a speed bump; the car barely rocked. He had almost forgotten he was supposed to be sulking when his teacher said, “We’re not so different.”

This definitely called for an answer. Shamayal regretted folding his arms as cold wet t-shirt pressed into his chest. “Oh, we’re different, Sir, if there’s one thing I can assure you of, it’s that.”

Jim - teachers’ names were the worst kept secrets - upped the speed of the windscreen wipers from loud screech to manic. “Let’s change the subject, then. How’s life on the estate these days?”

“If you grew up there you’d know how it is, wouldn’t you?”

“Fair enough.” 

Each fresh semicircle etched onto the windscreen was violently erased in a smattering of rain. 

Shamayal thought that maybe he’d been too quick to jump down Jim’s throat. The guy was only trying to do him a favour. “I remember once,” he conceded, “we was aksed to draw pictures of our homes in Art. Most people drew square boxes with triangles for roofs and smoke coming out of chimneys, even though most houses wouldn’t have had real fires, yeah? Outside, they drew two big stick people and two likkle stick people. Some drew cats or dogs. I drew this rectangle.” He pronounced the word with a harsh ‘k’ he thought suited the ninety-degree angle of the shape. “With rows of square windows and satellite dishes - actually the satellite dishes looked more like them old metal dustbin lids you used to have - and the head of a stick person in each. Apart from my own flat, where I drew two faces, givin’ them each eyes and a mouth. I left the others blank because I’m no good at drawin’, not faces anyway. Then I drew a cross on each window to show that the people was on the inside. Some smart arse aks if I live in a prison, but my teacher says, ‘That’s very emotive,’ noddin’ her head, all serious. ‘And what does this represent?’ ‘It represents where I live,’ I says. ‘Hundreds of people stacked on top of each other -’”

Jim nodded. “Like Lego bricks.”

Shamayal’s mouth fell open: he had bin goin’ to say that. 

“Whose was the other face at the window?”

“That’ll be my dad, innit?”

“Just the two of you?”

The headlights of an oncoming car blinded, prisms of light reflected through each coursing raindrop. Shamayal shielded his eyes. This was close to being none of his teacher’s business, but you have to let some things pass. “Since my mamma left, yeah.” 

Jim swung the car into the entrance of the estate, past the scattering of For Sale signs. “It looks different,” he mused. 

“That’s the Residents’ Association. They got security buzzers, working lifts the high-rises would have wet dreams about, even double glazing. Under the second arch, turn left, yeah? You can -”

A dark shadow shot in front of the car.

“Shit, man!” The boy’s arms reacted automatically as Jim stamped on the brakes. Lurching forwards, his head came close to hitting the dashboard. They were both jolted back, seatbelts tightening across their chests. Challenging, the whites of eyes glared through the windscreen: a cyclist - bike unlit, dressed in black. “Don’t think he likes you, Sir.”

Shamayal was relieved to hear the locking mechanism click all about him. His heart pounded slightly less wildly now that he knew his teacher wasn’t up for some big confrontation.

A fist slammed down on the bonnet of the car. Shamayal saw Jim reach for the door handle. “Ain’t no point tryin’ to lay down no law,” he warned. “Round here, the Ralegh Boyz are the law.”

Beside him, Jim rocked back in his seat, mouth tight. Crisis averted. There were shadows on both sides now; guys in hoodies and cycle masks standing up on the pedals of too-small bikes and circling, or huddled about, round-shouldered. The paranoid view was that they were surrounded. Shamayal chose to believe that the gatekeepers were simply making their presence known. They protected their own - that’s what they’d told him; what they’d offered him, too. But, from the hints they’ve dropped, their protection comes at too high a price, so, while he can, he’ll stick to his promise to make his mamma proud.

“Think they own the bloody place.” Dispatching gritted words, Jim cranked the gears. 

Go slow, slow, Shamayal willed his teacher, sensing he might still drop them both in it. “They got competition from the Waddon Warriors, as it happens.”

“Which side are you on?”

The speed of the car was controlled. No one was made to lose face by having to back off. And although the Ralegh Boyz peered through the glass - although one of them pointed straight at Shamayal and then at his own chest - You: Me - they were allowed to pass.

“I don’t roll with nobody. You don’t make no trouble, but you don’t wanna get too pally either, f’you know what I mean.” His mouth was running away with him like it did when he was nervous. “Course, both sides tryin’ to talk me round, upping their offers, like phone companies with their tariffs.” Moments later, he pointed out a marked space under a streetlight. “You can drop me here.” 

“I’ll see you to your door.”

“Oh, Si-ir!” This wasn’t how he’d planned it.

“I didn’t realise things would be so lively at this time of night.”

Second thoughts, might be just as well. Who knows what You:Me boy had in mind? 

“I should have guessed!” Jim said, cranking on the handbrake; looking up at the flickering electric lights. “What number are you?”

“Sixty-eight.”

“No kidding? We lived next door.”

“You never!”

“I bet yours is the small bedroom.”

“Yeah, man. That’s my hang-out.”

“Mine was on the other side of your wall.”

“That’s the thing, yeah? You can be sleepin’ inches away from someone you’d go out your way to avoid, only this thin w-” Shamayal checked himself. “You know? I’ll just stop talkin’.”

They threw the car doors open, and Jim unfolded himself, narrowing his eyes against the lashing rain to inspect the fist-shaped dent in the bonnet. Shamayal felt guilty even though it din’t have nuffin to do with him. “Is it bad, Sir?” 

Jim let out an exasperated sigh. “I hate them thinking they can get away with it! Anyway...” The boy thought his teacher was looking for distraction as he glanced up in the direction of Shamayal’s front door, raising his collar. “Mr Anscombe: he used to be the other side of the wall from me.” 

“Never heard of ‘im.”

“Perhaps they gave him the ground floor flat he applied for.” Jim shoved his hands deep in his pockets and started across the car park, the purposeful walk of after-dark. His head shrank inside his jacket, tortoise-like. “Perhaps he’s dead. Good riddance!”

Shamayal, who had never heard his teacher speak carelessly about anyone, jogged a few paces, kicking up spray. Each step squeezed water out of his socks, soaking the insoles of his trainers. “Who was this guy, anyhow?”

“An ex-boxer who took too many punches.” A crisp packet flapped like the tail of a dying fish in an overflow from a drain. “The last one broke his neck, leaving his legs useless, but my other neighbour said not to feel any sympathy: he was a bastard before he ended up in the chair. She wasn’t wrong either.” This wasn’t no classroom lecture. Shamayal, whose trainers had developed a squelch, detected anger doing the talking. “There was this time when I was... I don’t know: about eight, I suppose. I heard banging coming from the other side of my bedroom wall.”

Reaching the refuge of the porch, it was as if someone flicked an off-switch. Jim lowered his collar. The reek of ammonia and Dettol was inescapable, but Shamayal’s teacher was either immune or too polite to mention it. 

“Turned out Mr Anscombe had fallen out of his wheelchair and was wedged across the hall.” Their ascent was accompanied by the slap-slap of hands and the scrape of trainers. “I yelled through the letterbox not to worry; I’d fetch my brother.”

Shamayal frowned. “What’s your bruvver’s name?”

“Nick.” Jim laughed. A single syllable: reluctant. “The lock expert. Once we had Mr Anscombe back in his chair, I thought I’d do the neighbourly thing. Stick around, make a cup of coffee! The layout of the flat - your flat -” breaking off, Jim snorted air through his nostrils. “I’ve just realised this isn’t exactly the most appropriate story to be telling a pupil.”

“Is it rated 18 or somethink?”

An electric light buzzed with the fury of a trapped bluebottle. 

“Or something.”

“If you don’t finish it, Sir, I’ll only dream up an endin’ that’s far worser.” The slip was deliberate.

“Be my guest!” Jim shot the grinning boy a sideways glance. 

“What I think happened was -”

“If you must know, the old man made a pass at me. But that’s all you’re getting.”

“Shit, man!”

Pausing at the top of the stairs, Shamayal could hear Jim’s laboured breathing. 

“Look: your lights are still on. Someone’s waited up.”

A fresh wave of apprehension. “That’ll be my Dad and his drinking buddies. This is his first night back.”

“Works away, does he?”

“Sometimes, yeah.”

Jim sniffed. “Who looks after you?”

Shamayal licked his lips. Stupid, stupid, he’d said too much. 

“Christ, Shamayal. You’re - what - fourteen? Couldn’t you stay with your mother?”

You have so many secrets floating round, one’s bound to slip out occasionally. “She din’t exactly leave no forwardin’ address, f’you know what I mean.”

“I should have a word -”

“I thought you was off-duty, Sir!”

“Teachers are never off-duty.”

Can’t take nobody’s word for nothing. Minute you trust them, they betray you. One thing was guaranteed: his dad was going to kill him.

Rounding the corner, Shamayal recognised the man who was hanging onto the doorframe, holding his mouth. “Seamus,” he nodded.

“Alright, boy!” Staggering forwards, Seamus raised his hand to high five him, displaying a bloodied lip. “Word of advice: watch your mouth.” As Seamus tapped the side of his broken-veined nose, a bottle came flying out into the darkness and over the top of the clothes line that was strung between the pillars of the balcony. “Your father’s on form tonight.” 

“And don’t come back, you Irish bastard!”

Seamus leaned out over the railings. “Hah! Missed, you black bastard!”

The boy executed a handbrake turn. No way was he walkin’ into that!

“Wait a minute!” 

Defensive, Shamayal shrugged the hand that gripped his shoulder aside. “Hey! Don’t touch me, man!”

“Alright, alright! I was only going to ask who that was.”

The person he should be angry with was himself. He should have refused to get in the car. Now, in the space of ten minutes, he had gone and ruined everything. One call to Social Services was all it would take. Damage limitation. Shamayal had to contain this and that meant his temper had to stay under control. “Seamus? That’s my dad’s boss, innit?”

“And what is it your father does?”

Somewhere close by there were raised voices, followed by distorted echoes: a door slamming, footsteps running. Shamayal waited until he was sure it was nothing to worry about. “Driving, mostly.”

“Not in that state, I hope!” 

With a new rage he barely understood, Shamayal pointed an index finger at his history teacher’s face. “Back off! You shouldn’t go turnin’ round and sayin’ things you don’t know nuffin about.”

“You’re right.” Jim’s hands were up at shoulder level, fingers splayed. 

“It’s not like he’s a complete idiot, is it?” Fury subsiding, Shamayal performed small shoulder rolls and realigned his head. 

Jim glanced at his watch, his expression reluctant. “Where are you planning on sleeping?”

Good question. “The stairwell, the arches, the bin sheds... they all lookin’ like good options.” 

“You’ll catch pneumonia!” 

“If the Ralegh Boyz don’t get me first.” 

His teacher seemed to be weighing possibilities, none of which he liked the sound of.

Shamayal was able to laugh at the situation. They were both in what you might call a predicament. “You regret offerin’ me that lift, Sir?”

His teacher covered the face of his watch with one hand. When he made his mind up, he made it up fast. “What about my sofa?”

“I din’t think that was allowed, Sir.”

“One thing at a time. Right now, you need a change of clothes.” Jim’s damp hair was skewiff from where he’d been rubbing his brow. He seemed angry to be put out. “How long has this been going on?”

There wasn’t a fat lot of point in holding back. “My mamma said he never touched a drop before he came to this country. Trus’ me: he’s been makin’ up for it since.” 

Few words accompanied their rectangular descent. Shamayal was shocked to feel the heat of his teacher’s rage and to realise it wasn’t aimed at him. Outside, the rain seemed to be letting up, or had at least reduced to a heavy downpour. Shamayal eased himself onto the uninviting dark patch of the Corsa’s passenger seat. 

Driving back towards the arch, Jim jammed on the brakes a second time. Having kept a keen eye out and seen nothing to concern him, Shamayal’s forehead grazed the dash before the belt jerked him backwards. “Man, what’s with all the emergency stops? You tryin’ to kill me?” 

Jim flung the driver’s door wide. “It can’t be!” His voice was pure disbelief.

“Now you forget about the fact I’m soakin’ wet!” Shamayal lectured the dashboard. “Sayin’ nuffin of who might be lurkin’ in them shadows.”

As Jim jogged over to an old man who was loitering by the bin sheds, Shamayal unwrapped another chocolate lime, confused to see his teacher greeting the estate’s resident Johnny-no-stars like a long-lost uncle, shaping his hands into spy holes and raising them to his eyes, then clasping the old geezer’s elbows. This I got to hear. The boy got out of the car and moved closer, in time to catch Jim asking, “Still fishing?”

“The council took away my license, didn’t they?” the old man lisped. 

“I’m sorry to hear that. Really.”

“What can you do?” The tramp hooked his thumbs under the piece of string that was strung through the belt loops of a once-beige raincoat. “I’m into recycling these days.” Like an estate agent, he gave Jim the grand tour of the bin shed: its flat roof pooling with rain; one door hanging from its hinges to reveal metal drums overflowing with plastic bags and takeaway cartons. “The electric’s out, see?” 

Shamayal shied away from the ripe, damp-enhanced stench of disposable nappies and decomposing vegetables.

“You’ve no idea how happy I am to see you.”

“Remember your little friend?” Reflected in the light of a lamp, the old man’s watery eyes were bright. He blinked frequently, as if it was part of the process of dispensing words. “She was a sweet little thing. All that bushy hair.”

“I still miss her.” Jim appeared to consult the moon. “Summer holidays, especially.”

Thinking himself undetected, Shamayal had been edging forwards when the old man turned to nod. “This your son, is he?”

Jim did a double take and then said, “One of my pupils, Shamayal.”

“Shamayal. What does that stand for?”

Shamayal stepped into a circle of reflected light, blurred at the edges. “Hey! It stands for no crap, old man.”

As Jim stabbed him with a look, the tramp tipped onto the toes of his worn shoes, paying no notice to the puddles. “Ah, very good! They all know how to stick up for themselves these days, don’t they? I suppose you teach them that. Life skills they call it, don’t they? I didn’t b-bother with school. My dear old mum taught me everything I needed to know.”

“Is this still a good place for you, Bins?”

“Where else would I go?”

“Well.” Jim squeezed the old guy’s arm. “I need to get this young man home.”

Shamayal could barely wait until they were back in the car to air his disgust: “He stinks, man!”

“Bins didn’t seem to know you. How is that? He knows everyone.”

“Like I told you, I keep myself to myself. I don’t like no busy-bodies.”

“Bins? He wouldn’t hurt a fly.” 

“Whatever!” As they pulled away, Shamayal detected sock among the damp smells circulating in the warm air from the heater. “He’s rank, man. You know he goes through people’s rubbish?”

“How do you think he got his name?” Shamayal heard his teacher sigh. “Bins is one of life’s special souls.”

“You can say that again! He’s scope.”

“That’s not a very kind term.”

“Better than spazzo. That’s what you used to call people who ain’t right in the head, innit?”

A moment passed. The rubber of the wiper blades screeched as it skimmed the curve of glass. The night had almost cried itself to sleep.

“I always thought it must be nice, being in a world of your own.” 

“You sayin’ he’s fakin’ it?”

“Nothing’s as simple as that.”

“Then what?”

“They wanted to send him to a day centre to sew mailbags, but Bins was always clear what his role in life was. Every day, from early morning until the light faded, he would sit in the same place in the middle of the estate, dressed in galoshes, fishing rod in hand.”

“You’re kiddin’ me!”

“‘Catch anything today?’ I’d ask. ‘Alright, Jim Stevens,’ he’d smile. You’ve heard how he talks?”

“Yeah! Like his tongue’s too big for his mouth!” 

The way that his teacher ignored his tone made Shamayal feel shamed. “‘They’re not biting,’ he’d say, blaming it on his latest batch of maggots, or the footie being a bit on the noisy side. Never that he was more than two miles from water and that the nearest fish was keeping warm under a light at the chippy.” Jim sighed loudly, shaking his head. “And now they’ve taken his license away, poor bugger.”

Shamayal scoffed, “There wasn’t no license!” Was his teacher that gullible?

“Perhaps someone upset him. Perhaps they moved him on. I don’t know.” Jim nudged the windscreen wipers off. “You really don’t know him?”

The boy pulled a face. “He’s just some old man, innit? Don’t see what he’s got to do with me.”

Turning onto the main drag, they drove over the road that bridged the railway; a divide as clear as barbed-wire fencing, separating the concrete of the estate from the neat grid of bay-windowed houses it overlooked. 

Shamayal adopted a game show host’s voice to read the floodlit signs. “DANGER. Private Property. KEEP OUT, Entry only with permit to work.” He turned to Jim. “I must be breakin’ some law or other.” 

“I grew up listening to talk about the day we’d leave for a house on the other side of the tracks.” Turning into a narrow side road Jim swore loudly. “Someone’s in my parking space. Permits don’t guarantee you anything round here.”

“This is you? No shit? You could of got further away from the trains.”

“You’d think so.” 

Jim drove a couple of lampposts down and then, throwing his elbow over the back of his seat, reversed into a space, a practised manoeuvre. 

Outside the car, Shamayal said, “Nice,” nodding to the beat in his head at all the little front gardens and picket fences, their tidy tiled paths. It lived up to the tree-lined road of semi-detached houses he’d imagined teachers living in. “What’s that?” He pointed to a long-legged tree clipped into a neat round while Jim grappled with his keys.

“It’s a herb called a bay.”

“For cookin’ an’ that?” He rubbed a leaf between his fingers and sniffed. “Don’t smell of much. What’s it taste of?”

“I don’t know. Bay, I suppose.” Jim yawned, the door sticking slightly. “Home! I’m knackered.”

Where Shamayal expected to see a wide hallway and a staircase, there was a small lobby and two more front doors. Jim flipped a few keys over, selecting another. 

Shamayal stood shipwrecked, dripping self-consciously, awaiting rescue. Inside, the downstairs flat was smaller than his own place. Corsa; half a house: teachers’ salaries don’t buy that much. 

Ahead of him, Jim was pointing to the first door on the left. “The sofa’s in there. Take your shoes off. I’ll find you a sleeping bag and something dry to put on.”

The boy peeled off his socks, hoping the smell would be mistaken for damp. Left them tucked inside his shoes on the mat. 

Jim thrust a bundle into his hands, the towel on top smelling of fabric softener. “Bathroom’s up the hall. Sling your wet stuff over the radiator.”

He hesitated outside the living room, taking in the haven of gadgetry, the piles of video games. “Wicked!” Shamayal felt wired. “Mind if I play Medal of Honour?”

“Yes, I do! Three o’clock is time for bed.” 

“What’s this, Sir?” Stepping forwards the boy balanced the bundle on the arm of the sofa and picked up a pair of binoculars from the coffee table. Holding their lenses to his eyes, he spun around playfully, his vision blurred. “You from MI5 or somethink?”

Jim’s bristle was unmistakable. “Would you mind putting them in their case?”

Shamayal turned them over. “These are proper battered.”

“They might look old, but they’re very precious. My mother gave them to me.”

The boy hung them around his teacher’s neck solemnly. “Then you shouldn’t leave them lyin’ around.” 

Half an hour later Shamayal was jolted awake by the sound of glass shattering. 

“Who’s there?” Finding he was unable to move, the boy panicked - the Ralegh Boyz must have tied his legs together - before he remembered he was in a sleeping bag on Teacher-Jim’s sofa. He had thought he was beyond sleep but it seemed he had drifted off. “You broken somethink, Sir?” he called out.

“I thought it was you,” came an alien voice from the dark.

They appeared at their respective doors. Jim, bleary-eyed, was stuffing his arms into the sleeves of a dressing gown. The fact that his teacher seemed on edge unnerved Shamayal. Looking towards the front door, he saw that the security chain was still in place. “Is there some other way in?”

“Go back to bed,” Jim instructed, reaching for the kitchen light switch. “I’ll see to this.” 

Bright shards lay scattered on the white tile. 

“You must have one of them polterghosts. Hey, you don’t wanna go in there with no shoes -” 

Jim stooped, picking up two of the largest fragments by their edges. He examined them closely in the palm of his hand. “Damn!” Straightening up, Jim stood one foot on top of the other, wobbling.

Shamayal saw the bloody trail: too late. “You got a pair of tweezers? I’ll sort that, no worries.”

“I’ll sort it, alright!”

Jesus! “Hey!” He backed off. “Forget I’m even here.”
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CHAPTER 3: JIM - SUMMER 1990 - WANDSWORTH PRISON
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There had been no false illusions: from as early as Jim could recall his father Frank had been a temporary presence. His second home - as he called it - was Wandsworth, a credential he shared with one of the Great Train Robbers. Jim’s brother Nick - older by six years - had been shoe-horned into the role of the man of the house. Both boys were monitored for signs that they were taking after their dad, as vigorously as their scalps had once been checked for head lice. Shortly after Nick reached the age of sixteen, Jean ironed and folded his clothes for the last time. 

“As long as you’re here, you’ll be a bad influence on Jim. Your brother’s smart. He’s still got a chance.”

Named as the reason for Nick’s ex-communication, a stunned Jim was the recipient of his brother’s venom. Nick spat on the doormat before he slung his bag over one shoulder and loped away. Agape, Jim had begged, “Mum, tell him you didn’t mean it! You’ve got to stop him!” 

“No, Jim. This is the way it’s got to be.” Jean herded him away from the door and closed it firmly. The patch of white-yolked spit would stay there, stepped over, until the rain swept in diagonally to wash its imprint away. “If the neighbours ask, you’re to tell them your brother’s left home.”

“If Nick goes, I go!” Jim protested, knowing his threat improbable - if not downright impossible - to carry out.

He packed a bag, used it as a punchbag and stuffed its contents back into a drawer before hunger lured him towards the smell of bangers and mash.

“I can’t watch over you all hours. I’ve got to earn a living. But, make no mistake: if you choose to be like him...” Jim wrapped his foot around the closest leg of the chair that had been his brother’s. Mid-sentence, his mother seemed to relent, placing her knife and fork among the debris of her meal and reaching out to ruffle his hair. “You’re my last chance.”

Although Jim didn’t know it, the decision that had seemed spontaneous was brutal, causing Jean no end of heartache as she lay in her bed alone at night listening to her ten-year-old son vent his anger. And no end of earache when they next visited his dad to break the news. 

“What chance does Nick stand now?” The boy tensed as his father exploded; face crimson, brow veined, missiles of spit landing on the table. “He’s got no choice but to go robbing.”

“Listen here, Frank.” Jean Stevens jabbed her finger, as only a woman can when she is surrounded by CCTV and prison guards. “Do you think it was easy for me? Nick had a choice, same as you, and I’ve given him dozens of last chances. Don’t try telling me he has to steal while I’m working all hours. If you were at home you’d have been entitled to your say, but I’m not budging - and there isn’t a damned thing you can do about it!”

As she steered Jim towards the exit, he felt her entire body trembling. For the first time since she’d shown his brother the door, Jim experienced something close to pride for the way his mother had stood up to his father, but the only words he could summon were, “Alright, Mum?”

Shock erupted, expelled under the guise of a laugh. “Christ Almighty, that was some speech!” She clutched her handbag to her stomach and fumbled with the clasp. “Look at me, rubber-fingers. Light us a ciggie, will you, love?”

“I don’t smoke, Mum.” Jim popped the fastening open, unsure if she was testing him. 

“Course you don’t, love. You’re so grown up, I forget who I’m talking to.” 

Cigarette placed between quivering lips, the contents of the matchbox rattled as Jean nudged its cardboard drawer open. Just as she produced a flame the head broke away, fizzling out like a miniature rocket. 

“Give it here!” Jim scraped a match the full length of the box several times, inhaling the gunpowder smell. He cupped the flame and Jean bent her knees, pulling back her hair as he offered it to the end of her cigarette. 

“Get yourself a hobby,” she said, calmed after an extended drag. “Something to keep you out of trouble.”

With that advice echoing, a strap looped around the metal railings caught Jim’s eye. “What’s this?” He reached up to unhook whatever it happened to be. The gadget’s twin barrels felt perfectly balanced as his hands curved to their shape. Raising the lenses to his eyes, Jim’s vision blurred. 

Jean blew a nicotine plume. “Binoculars. Nice ones by the look of it - although someone’s had good use out of them. No, not at the prison windows, Jim! You’ll have us arrested. Try up there instead.”

“Where?” 

She spun him round by the shoulders then pointed to the branches of a tree. “A pair of doves.”

“They’re not doves: they’re pigeons!” 

“Same difference,” Jean shrugged, doing the twist to crush the stub of her cigarette. 

“Doves don’t lie in wait under the railway bridge and crap on your school blazer.” 

“Don’t use that word!” Her voice suggested she was trying not to crack up.

“What word, Mum?” All innocence.

“I’ll what word? you.” She set a brisk pace down Heathfield Road in the direction of the common without a glance over her shoulder. “Hang those things up where you found them, love. Someone will be back for them later.”

Finders keepers, was Jim’s motto. Testing his jacket pocket for size, he found it lacking.

“Course, it was pigeons that almost drove your granddad insane.” 

“How come?” The boy dawdled two steps behind, eyes trained on the back of his mum’s head. 

“There was this one pigeon sat on the roof of his house who’d start his noise the minute the sun was up. If you ever wondered what time sunrise was, your granddad would be the one to ask. ‘It was four o’clock this morning! Four-oh-clock. I’m going to get a gun and shoot the little bugger!’ he’d say...”

Come on, Granddad, help me out. Jim’s only other option was to slip the binoculars inside his jacket.

“...You see, the chimney acted as a loudspeaker. There was a fireplace in every room, so there was no escaping the noise. Your granddad would leap out of bed and shout up the chimney, ‘If you don’t stop that racket by the count of three, I’m going to light a fire and burn your sorry arse!’” By then, Jim’s mum, vibrating like a leaf, had to lean against the railings to compose herself. Jim was conscious of the bulge in his jacket. With one arm bent, the binoculars nestled in the crook of his elbow. Still wiping the tears from her eyes, Jean demanded, “Why are you holding yourself funny?”

He licked his lips. “I’m not -”

“Your shoulders are all stiff. Look.”

“I was only laughing at your story.” Stealthily, Jim lowered his arm, trapping the binoculars against his body, and stuck his hand into his pocket as far as it would reach. 

“You miss Granddad, don’t you?”

Jim felt that the old man was winking at him. “S’pose.” He winked back.

A week later, left to his own devices much of the time, Jim had mastered the binoculars. 

“For Pete’s sake!” Jean barked from the kitchen. “JIM!”

“What?” he yelled non-committally from his kneeling position on the sofa.

“Not what? ‘Yes, Mum!’”

“Yes, Mum.” 

“I don’t expect to come home after I’ve been out working all day and find the breakfast dishes in the sink! Was what you were doing so important that you couldn’t spare two minutes?” He heard the sound of running water. “The cornflakes have set like concrete. I’ll have to let them soak. JIM!”

Her voice right behind him now, Jim secreted the binoculars on the windowsill behind the curtains before turning to face her. She was standing there, her folded arms pushing her bosom directly into his eye-line. 

“Who are you spying on?”

“No one.” Standard-issue reflex-reaction. 

As she held out one hand, palm up, one breast sagged. “Let’s have them.”

The idea of the binoculars being taken away was unbearable. In truth, his main interest up until then wasn’t birds of the feathered variety. Ever since he’d seen his first episode of Baywatch and watched C J Parker run in slow motion - boobs swaying as her elbows pumped, her beach-damp pony-tail streaming, mouth pouting - his dreams had been invaded by her, diving into the shallows, coming to his rescue. That had been the beginning of his fascination with women. Because they didn’t know they were being observed, Jim saw them in their natural environment, marvelling how much work went into looking that natural. Rollers, razors, wax and other instruments of torture procured from Superdrug. Miracle bras that shored everything up and squeezed it all together. There were no Pamela Andersons in Ralegh Grove - wrong climate for red swimsuits - but what Jim saw terrified him. 

Through the lenses, he witnessed comings and goings previously concealed. Men who visited women who weren’t their wives in the middle of the day. Money exchanging hands on doorsteps. Packages exchanging hands in bathrooms. Items secreted on windowsills where people thought they were hidden from view. Private Gardens of Eden: tomatoes growing side by side with cannabis; coloured underpants strung across balconies like bunting; daydreamers gazing towards a horizon of rooftops, the homes they’d been brought up in, kidding themselves, ‘Once Labour’s back in charge...’ Mothers bouncing babies on their hips, pointing out clown-shaped clouds and lingering vapour trails and small yappy tail-chasing dogs. Parents scattering cigarette ash as they kept an eye on children below. People making patterns on the ground like lines of ants. This was Jim’s view of what life had to offer. 

“Honest, I’m not spying.” He sulked in the way of those caught red-handed, looping the strap of the binoculars over his mother’s proffered wrist.

“What would you call it then?” They dangled hypnotically. “I thought I told you to leave these where they were! Keeping something you find is only one step short of stealing!”

Mrs Stevens’s disappointment was enough to make any boy hang his head. “What am I going to do with you?” Her sigh signalling a weakening, Jim grabbed the opportunity to look dog-eyed. “Find something useful to do with them, or I’ll put them back where we found them!”

Hopping back onto the sofa with a silent celebratory Yes! Jim moved his line of vision towards the railway. Something hovering eerily white made him gasp, “It’s a ghost!” 

“Don’t talk daft. Give them here.” Jean pulled at the binoculars until he loosened his grip. Now, you’re interested, he might have said. “Nothing there. Can’t see a thing.” As Jim twisted the dials, she breathed, “My word,” a near whisper. “I haven’t seen one of them in years - and they were a rare sight then!”

“One of what?” The boy danced impatiently.

“That’s no ghost, love.” Her unmoving eyes were disbelieving. “It’s an owl.”

“Give us a look, Mum,” Jim whined. 

She batted his hand away. “Just look at it!” Jim squinted, but could see little. “Ah, that’s our lot for tonight,” she said at last, glancing at her watch. “Your granddad told me that owls usually come back to the same place. If we’re lucky, our friend might be a regular. Get yourself a book on birds from the library and we’ll figure out which type he is.”

Jim spent the following evening training the binoculars on the railway cuttings, while his mother trawled through the borrowed book. She was concentrating so hard that, for once, she barely seemed to notice the trains rumbling past below. After a while her voice became animated. “This is the one! Listen: ‘Barn Owl, Recognised by its distinctive white, heart-shaped face.’ Isn’t that a great description? ‘Golden buff upperparts with pale grey and black mottling. The female is larger with more streaking and spotting. Couples pair for life’ - ah, that’s nice. ‘Eats small mammals, frogs, birds and insects.’ That must be why they like it down by the tracks! The place is swarming. You see! It says here that they hover. And listen to this! Lots of people make the mistake of thinking they’re seeing ghosts at first.” She carried on, not expecting any response, while her son focused on the spot where he had last seen the owl.

Sunday: “I’d like you to keep me company this afternoon.” Jim’s mother trapped him in the frame of the living room door. She had worked six days on and, contrary to instructions from on high, had spent the morning cleaning their own home. 

“But I’m playing footie down the park.” It was a lie, of course, but there was always a game to be found. A man down, it didn’t matter how weird the lads thought you were. And what did Jim care if he didn’t get to be Lineker or Gazza?

“They’ve had you all week.” She zombie-walked him into the living room. “I’m not asking, I’m telling. And don’t Oh Mum me! There’s a film just starting I want you to see.”

“What’s it called?” He glared dubiously at the opening credits. There wasn’t even any music. 

“Kes.” Having walked backwards, Mum levered herself onto the sofa with a groan. “It’s about a boy who keeps this hawk as a pet.”

“What sort of a name’s Kes?” he scoffed.

“Kes is the bird. The boy’s name is Billy.” She extended one hand towards the screen. “Look at him: he breaks my heart.”

Jim clocked a boy, eyes set too far apart in a pinched face. A concave-chested boy, too skinny for his school uniform. “He talks funny,” he sneered, flopping down heavily. 

“He’d probably think you talk funny.” She slapped his knee, playfulness barely disguising her serious intent. “Shut up and watch.” 

Jim crushed a cushion against his chest, preparing to sulk. For the next ninety minutes he was riveted, watching this boy - the runt of a family that was like theirs in many ways. Ridiculed. Picked on. Using goalposts as a climbing frame when he should have been defending. Caned for being caught sleeping during assembly. Asked to explain himself, shrugging: ‘Dunno, Sir.’ 

“Don’t know when to keep your mouth shut, that’s your problem,” Jim muttered, then caught his mother’s bemused expression. “What?”

She held her palms up, stifling a laugh. “Did you hear me say anything?”

But it was in protest that Jim turned to his mother when Billy’s brother killed the bird: “Ah! You can’t do that! All because he didn’t put the bet on for him?”

Jean had clamped one hand over her mouth. She was crying. His mother only ever cried when she watched the television. 

“You upset about the bird, Mum?” he asked. 

Then the scene cut and the credits started to roll. Feeling as if he’d taken a punch in the guts, Jim protested, “That can’t be it, can it? There’s got to be a part two.” There had been no attempt to make anything come right. Billy’s dad didn’t turn up and give his bastard brother the kicking he deserved, and his mother sure as hell wasn’t going to do anything about it. She was only interested in her boyfriend.

Mum swiped at the corners of her eyes, attempting to smile. “I didn’t remember it ending like that.”

It was brutal, brutal enough to make Jim want to stay curled on the sofa, thoughts of football forgotten. Knees up, he put a cushion on top of his head and pulled two corners down around his ears. 

Jean’s hands were
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