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Dedication

To the pupils and teachers of Corpus Christi High School 1976–1981, and particularly Margaret Freeman, the best and the kindest
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Part 1 Duffy








Chapter 1 School

My mate, Neil Johnson, just rang. He was at school with me, but I hadn’t seen him in a long time. I didn’t know who it was till he said his name.

“It’s Neil,” he began. Then he went right on. “Is that Mog?” he said. No one had called me Mog since I was at school. “Have you heard?”

“Heard what?” I said.

“Rush.”

“Chris Rush?”

“Yeah,” Neil said.

“What about him?” I remembered Chris. He was at school with us too.

“He’s dead.”

And that was it. It was like a time machine. Suddenly, I was back there, in the old school, years ago.

Corpus Christi High School – what a dump. The kids were crazy. Even the teachers were crazy. Their first job was to scare you, and when you were really scared, they’d try and teach you stuff. Maybe not all the teachers were like that, but it felt that way.

And you didn’t have to do that much to get a teacher annoyed. They might not like how you looked at them, or how you talked, or how you sat. Some would scream at you till your face was covered in hot breath and spit. Some would play mind games – they would show you up in front of your mates and embarrass you.

The teachers always seemed to pick on the weaklings, not the kids who whispered or posted bad stuff but never got caught, or the big, meat-headed bullies with fists like blocks of stone and bodies bursting like Hulk out of their school uniforms.

Maybe the teachers were scared too. Some of the Corpus kids were wild.

There was one called Gaz Manson. He had a sort of baby face, and he always looked as if he was smiling. But he was pure evil. He’d come out of nowhere in the playground and dead leg you so you couldn’t walk, never mind fight back. And then he’d loom over you and slap your face as if you were a little kid.

Gaz ruled the school until Terry Coleman turned up, fresh out of a Young Offender Unit. The two of them stared each other out for a few days. They both had kids hanging on to them like the fish that stick on the bottom of sharks. But you could see Gaz’s gang fade out. It was like an old git losing his teeth.

I understood why. Coleman was a monster. Just looking at him made you want to wet your pants. He had this great big head and these massive jaws with massive teeth. And his fists. They were like a man’s fists, not a kid’s.

In the end, Gaz and Terry had their fight.

It was all over for baby-face Manson before the fight even started. He must have had some guts even to try to fight. If it had been me, I’d have turned round and done a runner. But Gaz just waited for his doom. It didn’t take long. He put his fists up like a proper fighter, but Coleman just bashed him like he was hammering in a fence post.

Then, when Gaz was lying there, moaning and drooling, Coleman grabbed his hair and rubbed his face into the gravel. Gaz was saying, “Please, please,” but Coleman didn’t stop.

It was shocking. There was a big crowd watching, the way there always is for a fight. But we weren’t shouting and yelling and laughing like when there’s a normal set-to. We were just sort of standing there, kind of embarrassed.
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Then a Year Seven kid puked, and it smelled rank. It made you want to be somewhere else.

And then it got even worse, even if this bit does sound sort of funny. Coleman somehow got a pork pie. I don’t even know how. It was suddenly just in his hand. A pork pie, for god’s sake. Maybe it was Gaz’s lunch, and Coleman took it out of his pocket or something.

Anyway, Coleman got the pork pie, and he mashed it into Gaz’s face. The jelly and the pink, fatty meat. He rubbed it into Gaz’s face. OK, it was kind of funny. And we did laugh. But it was a weird sort of laughing, and it wasn’t that far away from crying.

After the fight, we didn’t know what to do. Was it good news or bad? We’d all been scared of Gaz, but at least we knew what he was like.

Coleman was different. Gaz was evil, but he was our bully. We didn’t know Coleman. He was new. We didn’t know what he’d be like.

In fact, it turned out all right. Coleman wasn’t really bothered with us. He didn’t notice us. It was like he was a lion and we were some little animals. Rabbits or something. He was after bigger prey – sixth-formers, the rulers of other schools, local hard cases.

And the really funny thing is that it even worked out OK for Gaz. Now he wasn’t the big bully any more, he relaxed a bit, and it turned out he was good at art and stuff like pottery.

So that’s the teachers and the kids. The school we all swilled around in looked like some sort of grim factory. Maybe one where meat gets made into dog food.
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Everything about it was grey. Grey concrete, grey plastic windows. The only colour came from the graffiti. And even the graffiti was crap – nothing funny, nothing clever, just dirty pictures and football stuff.

All in all, there may have been worse schools in our town but not many. The other schools hated playing us at football. They were scared of us.







Chapter 2 The Beck

Next to the school, there was a stream that we called the beck. Then there was a field called the Gypsy Field. It was called that because gypsies would camp there, but you’d never know when, and you’d never know for how long. Beyond the field, there was the estate where most of the kids at school lived.

The beck wasn’t like some country stream or a stream in a story, full of fish and tadpoles and stuff, sparkling with white water. It was brown and oily. It stank like a toilet. Nothing lived in it except for the rats and green scum, and the odd pram or dead dog would turn up in the water now and then. Didn’t matter. For us it was a place of adventure, danger. A place where things happened.

The “us” was the group of kids I used to mess about with. Nerds and misfits mainly. Most of us got picked on by the bullies because we had big lips, or curly hair, or satchels instead of Adidas sports bags. This was all before Coleman took over from Gaz Manson as the guy you had to be scared of.

Chris Rush hung out with me and my friends. I don’t know why. He wasn’t really one of us. I mean he wasn’t nerdy. He was pretty cool. He was into all the right bands. And he was tough without being a meat-head. Chris was short, but both times I saw him fight, he destroyed bigger kids. He could go straight from normal, cheery Chris into mad fight mode, with hot fire in his eyes. His thin body would shake with this mad power he had, where he could feel no pain.

Well, actually, I think I do know why Chris hung out with us. It was because of me. He liked me. We just clicked. We got each other’s jokes; we felt easy together. He came to stay at my house, sleeping in my brother’s bed while he was off elsewhere. We went shoplifting together and then gave what we stole – pens, CDs, comics, whatever – to tramps, or girls we fancied. Sometimes we just threw our loot into the beck and watched it bubble down into the scum.
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Chris was brainy, but he didn’t do any work. He read books sometimes, which not many of us did. He talked about a book called Animal Farm, where the animals took over the world but then messed it up for themselves by turning into people. Stuff like that.

I feel a bit weird about saying this next bit, but I’ve got to or you won’t understand what I’m going to tell you. You see, the thing about Chris, the truly special thing about Chris, was that he was good. Good like he wanted other people to be happy, and if they weren’t, then he wasn’t either. He was the only kid I ever saw stick up for another person in a way that could have got him a beating or a detention. You could sort of feel the goodness coming off him. Even when he was fighting or stealing stuff from shops, he was still good.

His goodness was why he let Duffy come into our lives.

Duffy was really uncool. He was a boring, pale kid with grey teeth and skinny legs. He had no jokes, no talk, no style and no real brains. He was a zero, a hole in the shape of a kid.

But Duffy had a big problem. His mum loved him a bit too much. One day, early on in Year Seven – so he was eleven or twelve – his mum dropped him at the school gates. They had a crap car, but that wasn’t a problem. It was what she did that killed him. I don’t mean killed his body but killed his soul. Because there, with a playground full of wolves and hyenas and jackals looking on, she kissed him and left the mark of a set of bright red lips on his cheek.

She might as well have stabbed him in the heart with a screwdriver.

Cos from then on, it was open season. Duffy got punched and kicked by anyone who felt like it. The one or two people who didn’t bother hitting him ignored him. No one even took the mick out of him; he just wasn’t
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