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			Dock Cell, 
Supreme Court, Perth

			June 1992

			The lady gives me the heebie-jeebies. Dahlia Barrow. Senior Counsel according to my solicitor, Peter Craven. Stuck in a cell under the courthouse, tingling in me bum from the hard upright chair. Barrow on her feet, don’t blame her, arms folded, a table between us. Driven here by the cops in an unmarked Commodore. Special treatment, me being a kid.

			‘Mr Brady… Joel…’ 

			Supposed to be respectful to Barrow. Skinny and tall, thin face, hair tied up at the back. Smart clothes, grey-blue dress and jacket, no creases, unlike Craven, with his pouchy face and silver-rimmed glasses. 

			‘…the principal witness for the prosecution is Hugh. We have his police statement, but it would be helpful if you could fill in some gaps.’

			Puff out my cheeks, let the air go in a whoosh. 

			‘What’s in his statement?’ 

			Craven pushes a piece of paper across the table towards me. Witness Statement, Hugh Jensen. First time I’ve had a look at this. Time, date, don’t mean nothing. 

			‘It says it was you who suggested he get into Mr Welby’s truck,’ Barrow says. 

			Glance over the words, not in the mood, can’t concentrate. 

			‘Yes.’ 

			‘He then says instead of taking him home you drove along a dirt track for several miles before arriving at a farm…’

			Barrow, all precise when she talks, every frigging detail about the case stored in her noggin. 

			‘…when you arrived, Hugh says, he heard sounds of another boy in one of the sheds. Can you confirm this, Joel?’  

			The shed. Hugh wanted to go over and look.

			‘He says you claimed it was your brother.’

			Narrow my eyes, leading me down some path I don’t want to be on.

			‘That was a lie, wasn’t it, Joel? Your brother has never been to the farm.’

			Can’t fight this lady, she’s tough like the steel door to the cell. Swing my knee, hands behind my head, pull them through my hair.

			‘No, he wasn’t at the farm.’ 

			‘One of the things we must decide is whether you take the stand. The choice is entirely yours. Under our system of justice, you’re not obliged to. If you do, these points will be brought up by the prosecution barrister. He’ll make out you were complicit in these acts, that indeed, you were a pair, you and Marcus, feeding off each other’s bravado.’ 

			Feeding off each other’s bravado. 

			‘Did the cons tell you about Quentin?’ 

			‘Joel…’ Craven frowning. ‘We haven’t spoken to any… cons.’ 

			Me and Quentin alone in the tower. Nobody except me knows what he said. The bite marks but, someone can tell them about the bite marks on Quentin’s leg. Shit, they’ll have buried him by now.   

			‘Well, maybe you should.’ 

			‘We have a duty of efficacy to the court.’

			Efficacy, Craven? Fuck. 

			‘Peter means that the important thing in your trial is what people say under oath when they take the witness stand. The prosecution witnesses, of course, but we, the defence, should only call witnesses that are relevant and beneficial to your case.’ 

			‘You should call Glenn, Glenn Cormac.’ 

			‘We have had an informal discussion with your psychiatrist who filled us in on events during the riot. Glenn Cormac was your cellmate. You see, on the stand, Glenn will be required to answer directly questions put to him by counsel. We must ask ourselves what those questions might be, and how he might respond. For example, he will be able to confirm you excavated a hole through the roof of your cell.’

			‘Yes.’

			Barrow sits at last, crosses her legs. 

			‘Unfortunately, this is rather negative. It implies you were attempting to escape, and generally only guilty people attempt to escape.’   

			‘I was trying to escape Quentin.’ 

			‘Ah, yes. Quentin Grundig? You keep bringing up Mr Grundig.’ 

			Nowhere to go, swinging my knee, brushing my hand along my thigh. Balls itching. 

			‘He was at the farm. There were bite marks on his leg. From the pig.’

			‘This may be the case, Joel…but I need to explain carefully to you the situation, as you still don’t seem to have grasped it.’ 

			Her eyes drift down to my hand. Lift it, push the sleeves of my top further up my arms.

			‘If you could settle, Joel.’

			‘Yes.’

			Doing my head in, this sort of talking, on and on, round in circles. 

			‘You are on trial, Joel. What matters are your actions. You killed Marcus Welby, and we will be appealing self-defence – that your act was justified. However, you lived with Mr Welby for a period of several weeks, and the only living witness, Hugh Jensen, asserts you were the one who first talked to him, and you invited him to take a ride in Mr Welby’s truck. We will of course be highlighting your dysfunctional home situation and will be calling your mother to the stand to confirm she allowed you to go off with Mr Welby.’

			Holy fucking pig shit. ‘You’re calling my mother?’   

			‘On balance we think this would be a wise decision.’

			‘She’s going to lie.’

			Barrow pressing her lips together. Didn’t like the way I said that. 

			‘She’ll say I was always picking on Benny.’

			‘And were you?’ 

			Wriggle in the chair. Don’t answer. 

			A pause. Can’t stick in my seat any longer. A din as I push it back, get to my feet, turn away, stick my hands in my pockets and look at the wall. 

			‘Coming back to the point of this meeting, Joel. The cross-examination of Hugh Jensen will be crucial. Anything you can tell us about the time he was with you at the farm could be important.’

			‘This whole thing is fucked.’  

		

	
		
			Burnside Prison 

			Four months earlier 

			Footsteps along the metal walkway, a jangle of keys. Schlang. A furious rattle. Works the end around, still not there. Big key, big lock. A curse from the other side of the door. He’s gonna have to force it. Okay, here we go. A click. Free the clamp, turn the handle. Everything in the right order, a kick to finish with. Wait for the hinges to wail. Not going to look, cos it’s not suppertime, shouldn’t be opening up yet. 

			‘You’re in with the psycho.’

			A pause. Heavy breathing. A bit of a climb to the threes. Top floor. A room with a view if it wasn’t for the sheets of newspaper stuck over the window to keep out the draught and the smell of shit. 

			‘Hey, Brady. Got you a mate. Don’t claw this one’s eyes out if you can help it.’

			Not funny, kid ended up in hospital. Me too, cos of me bashed-up face. The clang of the door, an echo along the corridor. Someone yells, wants to know who’s been opened up. Shouting through the windows, down the line. It’s Psycho.

			Still not going to look, or even move my head. Staring at the ceiling, been doing that a while. 

			A shadow across my face, a thud from the bunk below. Whoever it is, they’ve slung their gear onto the mattress, the rolled-up blanket and sheets, change of clothes, standard wear: light-grey trackies, sweat top. Shadow goes, a clatter of the mug holding the toothbrush on the bedside table, a creak of bedsprings. A big kid judging by the shriek, the way the bunkbed lurches. Watch out, mate, or you’ll be cactus. 

			Strange. Newies usually begin life on the ones, not the threes. Work your way up, takes time to reach the top floor. Unless there’s a reason to put the two of us together. In with the psycho. Must want the kid dead. 

			Roll onto my front, lean over. Head bowed, kid rubbing his hands over his eyes. Could be moisture glistening in the palms. Fuck if I’m gonna ask. Not sure about me voice. Cooey as one of them birds, the maggies that squat on the ledge outside the window. Kids speaking at me in a queenie voice, taking the piss. 

			‘They told me you wait until they’re asleep.’ 

			What? Wait until they’re asleep? Who’s asleep? Oh, right, you mean the kid below. You. And what do I do when they’re asleep?

			‘Then you cut them.’

			Well, funny you should say that. Because it was only yesterday I went to shave for the first time. Not that I had anything to shave off. What the screw said, made the others laugh. Didn’t care. Took my razor to the farthest sink. Made a show of using it. Easy enough snapping the plastic off, taking the blade out, folding it into the scrap of paper I’d brought along, slipped it into the pocket of my trackies, chucked the razor minus the blade back into the bag while the screw was telling another one of his jokes. Cept the joke was on him. Do they check afterwards? Blade missing, probably just sling the bag in the bin. Hidden the blade in the tube of the bedframe while I work out what to fix it to. Need a bit of wood I can split at one end, slot the blade in, secure it with sticky tape. Maybe this new kid has something I can use. Swing my legs over, jump down onto the floor.  

			Kid looks up, wet around the eyes. Taller than me but that’s not saying much. Chubby, best word I can come up with. Chubby and soft, good for poking. Can’t think what he’d be in for. A hopeful smile from Chubby. 

			‘What’s your name?’ he goes. 

			Not saying. A pause. Kid stinks, been in holding cells for hours while they worked out where to put him. Probably pissed himself cos no toilet.

			‘Joel, isn’t it?’ Chubby says. 

			‘If you knew me name, what’d you ask for?’ 

			Fuck, broke me silence. A shove in the chest, take hold of his bag, root around inside. Frigging cards, pictures of superheroes on them. A couple of books, pencils, crayons, a sketchpad with drawings inside. What’s this one? Meant to be the Phantom, whoever. Not bad. Maybe one of them pencils would do for my blade. No, probably snap, too small anyway, need something with a bit of weight. What about the hairbrush? Yeah, might work. Get rid of the bristles, make a slit in the wood. Already got the tape for the newspapers. 

			‘My name’s Walden, but most people just say Wal.’

			‘Wal? What kind of a name is that?’ 

			Law, backwards. Chuck his bag onto the mattress but keep hold of the hairbrush. Over to the metal tray perched above the sink whose base serves as a mirror. No glass allowed in the cells. Bend down, pull the brush through my hair, lost its colour cos I ain’t been in the sun for a bit. Face gone pale, wide snorters, freckles almost faded away, lips still there, red, wide mouth. Twist it up, snarl. Leave the brush on the sink, need to find the time to work on it. Here they come. Suppertime. Bang, bang, bang. Screws, working their way along the walkway. A bun and a cup of tea. Big Wal raising his eyebrows. Yeah, well, first day, let him keep his bun this once.

			Cries of kids from beyond the wall. Saturday morning, school’s out for a couple of days. Who cares? School’s been out for as long as I can remember. If I could be fagged to get off the bunkbed and unstick the newspaper that covers the window, I’d see them in the wedge of street visible from the threes, kicking a football, doing wheelies, fighting. Don’t give a stuff. It was never me, anyway, just the fighting. Fuck if I’m gonna unstick the newspaper cos it’ll let the stink in. Cos we have buckets to shit in, but nobody wants shit in their pad. Piss, yes, but do your shit on a sheet of newspaper and sling it out the window which isn’t a window cos there’s no glass, just bars. Otherwise wait for slop-out time to do your shit, except dunny stinks worse than bad. Crap smeared on the walls.  

			Big Wal’s going to have to learn about slop-out. Not doing his shits in here.

			Waiting. 

			Big Wal was blubbing during the night. Probably couldn’t sleep, expecting me to climb down and cut him. Don’t worry, Wal, not going to hurt you – stroke his hair, watch his pudgy cheeks crinkle into a smile when he sees the hairbrush – that’s it, pull the brush across his scalp, wait for his eyes to flutter closed – there, a neat slice across the throat, a few seconds before the blood wells up, begins to spurt.   

			Waiting. 

			Saturdays are shitcake. No lessons, no nothing. Footy in the afternoon, those who want to, or else head to the rec room and play chess. In the evening watch a film in the chapel projected onto a screen stuck in front of the altar. Hard wooden seats mean your bum aches like buggery afterwards. Terminator today. Whoopee-do. 

			Waiting.

			Big Wal’s getting the knack, lying on his bed, staring at the springs above him. Talks to himself sometimes, hums a bit. There was a radio in his bag, might check it out, pick up on some news before someone nabs it. Things coulda moved on since a couple of months ago when some pinhead left the paper lying around in ed. Advocacy groups outraged at children being housed in adult gaol after Kaluwiri Youth Detention Centre closed. Child, am I? When it suits them. Minister assures the public there will be no contact with adult prisoners. The kids have only themselves to blame after running amok and setting fire to the facility. 

			Okay, we’re being opened up, bout time. Starting to get the munchies. Brekky served late over weekends, have a bit of a lie-in. This will be the first time Big Wal steps out into the wide world of D-wing. Better keep him company down to the ground floor where we eat. Check myself out in the mirror, grey trackies, top tucked in, push the sleeves up my arms. 

			Clatter of the door clamp, screw moved on by the time it swings open, a view of the walkway with its railing, a couple of kids wander by. Big Wal with his eyebrows raised. Take my time, don’t want to find yourself in the wrong mob going down the stairs. Dangerous place, the stairs, find yerself taking a shortcut. Through the door, lean on the rail casual-like. Kids in trackies mooching along the walkways below. A blond-haired boy from the ones walking on his own. Haven’t seen him before. Looking up like he knew I had my eye on him. Pretty small, same age as me, about. Run my tongue along my upper lip. What you looking at, kid? Still staring, giving me squirms. Look away, fuck you, or you’re dead meat. A nudge in the back.

			‘Piss off, Macca.’

			‘Who’s this? Your new playmate?’

			Big Wal, head poking through the door. ‘Hello.’

			Bright, sunny, fucking embarrassment.     

			‘Survived the first night with the psycho then.’

			‘Not even funny, Macca.’

			Might as well slip behind them as they make their way down. Better behind than in front. Macca slopping along, the back of his trainers squashed because he can’t be fucked to put his feet in properly, clunk, clunk, down the steps, elastic-sided trainers, no laces. Could string laces together make a chord, slip it around your neck, other end fixed to one of the bars in the window, kick the chair away. No laces allowed. 

			Made it to the bottom of the stairs in one piece. Wouldn’t have to worry if it wasn’t for Big Wal. Show him with a nod of the head the hall that runs through the wing, roof curving high above us, sunlight slanting through the skylights, the refectory laid out in rows of tables and chairs. Kitchen on one side, counter to collect your grub. In the other direction the showers. Twice a week. Another dangerous place. Find yourself in the nud with some wacko… Beyond the dining area, the workshop, the chapel and the rec room. And the tower. Nobody talks about the tower. 1960s was the last time someone was hanged – told about it in ed. Don’t want to know. 

			Get the grub, ladle of cereal, milk, sugar, piece of toast, mug of tea, bacon and egg at weekends. Want to find that kid. A tiddler like me. Not many around. There he is, already seated, the row of tables against the far wall, keeping out of the way. Saunter over, plonk myself down opposite. Big Wal sits next to him, gives a nod and a smile. 

			‘How you doing?’ Wal says. 

			Kid staring at me, not at Wal. Narrow my eyes, push out my lips, stare back. Wal asking his name.

			‘Cormac. Glenn Cormac.’

			Not shifting our gaze, focused on each other. Feels like it’s gone quiet around me, a cramped space, kids working their way into the seats at my back. A knock on the head, fuck off. You’re meant to look away, kid, lower your eyes. Been here a while, has Brady, don’t take shit from nobody. People steer clear now they know what he can do. The psycho. Might be small, but goes for the eyes, does Brady, claws them out with his fingernails. Plan the moves in my head, the metal tray with its different-sized indentations: main course, dessert, a round hollow for the mug, cutlery made of plastic, can’t do anything with that, but the metal tray, yes. Jam it into the kid’s throat, slam him against the wall. Worth giving up my food for. 

			‘Get on with your meal.’

			The screw behind me. Must have figured something was going on because of the hush. People breathe again, I breathe again. Cormac looks away and begins to eat. Big Wal chomping his food didn’t even notice anything was up. The squirming in my gut because the kid challenged me, and everyone knew. Everyone except Wal.

			Dunno why I’m showing Big Wal the way. Would have stayed in my cell otherwise. Footy means trouble, rec room means trouble. Heading there anyway. Cells opened up Saturday afternoon, doors left wide open. Down the steps, along the hallway. The rec room. A few easy chairs, a bookshelf, ping-pong. Most times a supervisor, occasionally a screw stops by. Can’t leave kids on their own for long. A table-tennis bat went missing once. Everyone on lockdown till it was found. Macca reckoned he needed a weapon to protect himself, the dickhead. Today, one of the teachers has organised a group chat. But Brady isn’t talking so no point. Wal can join in if he likes, but Wal’s decided to stick with his cellmate. Never get a game of ping-pong, always a queue. Well, look who’s here, Glenn Cormac, sitting at one of the tables, chess pieces set up in front of him, nobody to play. 

			‘Wanna game?’ Cormac says.  

			‘Waddaya reckon, Wal?’

			Doesn’t talk much, Cormac. Got that in common. Was going to return to my pad when I’d got Wal settled, but this might be more interesting. Watch the kid play Wal first, see how good he is. Drag another chair over, slouch down, swing back, don’t take my eyes off Cormac. That’s right, pick up a black piece and a white piece, shuffle them behind your back. 

			Pawn forward, Wal. Cormac follows. Open the way for the big guns, have the knights join in, bishops controlling the diagonals. Knows all about it does Brady, top player on the wing. What else can you do in here except play chess? This game’s going only one way. Wal’s losing control of the centre, bishop driven back, given up a pawn. Hasn’t even castled, king exposed. Gonna be up shit creek in a minute. Pisses me off. Rock back in my chair. Whoops, almost lost me balance, foot shot forward, caught Cormac on the shin. Might say sorry. No. Smirk instead.

			Wal’s done like a dog’s dinner. Lost a piece, king in check. 

			‘You’re fucking useless, Wal, if you can’t beat him.’

			Cormac looking at me, raising his eyebrows. 

			‘Yeah, why not?’

			Swap places with Wal. 

			Slouch in the chair, swing my legs apart, twist my lip. 

			The same routine. Brady black, good, makes him the bad boy. Cormac moves his king’s pawn. Expects me to do the same, no way, Brady’s better than that, move the bishop’s pawn. Sicilian Defence, even got the name in me noggin from somewhere. Same old moves for a bit, means Cormac knows what he’s doing. Taking time over his next move. A loud sigh, another kick under the table if he doesn’t hurry. Knight takes pawn. Wacko. Not meant to do that, giving up a piece for a pawn. Either he’s stupid, or he’s laying a trap. Kids at my back, crowding. Group chat must have ended.

			‘Hey, Brady, he’s beating you.’ 

			Cos normally the game would have finished, and I’d have won. Put my hands behind my head, rock back in the chair. 

			Take his knight, see what happens. Pawn takes, blocks my bishop, makes it useless. Pieces pinned. Opened a line for his rooks, has Cormac. Going to launch an attack. Kids closing in around the table. Screaming in my head. Put me in check, the cunt. A few more moves and mate? Lip quivering, can’t help it. 

			Hooter sounding. Back to the cells. Early dinner so we can watch the movie. Nobody moving. Burning, burning, burning.

			‘Eat shit, Brady.’

			Cormac stands, puts his hand out.

			‘Reckon it’s a draw.’

			Toss the hair from my eyes, slam the chair upright, on my feet, turn away, leave Cormac’s hand hanging in the air. 

			A girly ‘Ooh,’ from someone.

			Lying on my back, staring at the ceiling again. Film was rubbish. Couldn’t focus cos of the chess game with Cormac. Did he have me beat? Dunno. A piece up but my position was crap. Brady, top dog at chess, but some newie had him by the goolies. Gonna have to sort it.   

			Echoes from the wall coming through the window, growing in volume. Something going on outside. Slide off the bunk, over to the window, unstick the newspaper, careful so as not to tear it. Tape don’t come cheap. Macca nicked it from the workshop, insulation tape, cost me a week’s worth of buns. Screws don’t care as long as you’re not taping over the spyhole. 

			A stretch of dull grey concrete below the wing, the wall pressing down over it, and the reception block squatting at the far end facing the gate – a green steel thing in an archway like a gatehouse to a bloody castle. Litter drifts in the breeze. Who gives a shit? Sling it out the window. Pigeons and maggies pick at the cracks where yellow grass pokes through and scraps have caught. They won’t find much unless they fancy eating crap. Can’t see the scrunched-up papers the kids lob out with their poo in, not from this angle, but you can catch the smell.

			Screws milling about the exit door to the reception building, load of ’em like a fucking army, couple with guns. New prisoners coming in, a gang of bikies with this amount of security. A tall wire fence between D-wing and the adult wings but can get a look at the path that leads from reception to the main prison. This time of evening high overhead lights turn the white paving stones into a stage. Late for new admissions. Seen blokes with a reputation come in before, killers, drug barons. Other kids reckon they’re heroes, me, don’t give a shit, bunch of cons like the rest. Big Wal nudges up.   

			‘What’s up?’ 

			Waiting because everything takes a long time in here. Fill in the paperwork, strip search, stick your stuff in a box, take it away to a storeroom, give you your new clobber. Don’t fit, shut yer mouth. Screws pointing this way, think it funny everyone gawking. Yeah, well, what else happens around here? 

			Here we go, gang of crims making their way through the security door. One-two-three-four-five. Murmurs from the windows. Someone yells, echo comes back, goes quiet. One more comes through. Must have forgot about him. 

			Bloke’s small, bit of a paunch, a pair of round wire-framed glasses perched on his nose. Nothing special about him if it wasn’t for the chain coming off him from the waist belt. His wrists, ankles secured, shuffling along. Going to be a long walk at this speed. One step, another. A catcall from someone. Bloke stops, turns slowly towards us, a small smile on his face. Christ. Screw yanking him forward with the chain, doesn’t want to go. Still facing this way. Got the tingles, like the bloke’s eyes are boring into me, Joel Brady. A yell from one of the guards: ‘Move it.’ Do what you’re told buster or you’re gonna be in the shit. Bloke holding his position. Cocky bastard. A guard lifts his gun, prods him. An awkward wait. Another shout from a screw. Bloke turns away, resumes his shuffling. Other cons through the gate into C-wing by now. Don’t let him out of sight till he’s gone.  

			‘Huh, should have shot him.’

			Big Wal doesn’t get it. Something happened, as if time stopped and I was trapped in a dark place, a shadow creeping up on me and there was nowhere to go, and I wanted to scream. 

			The man means death. 

			People yakking through the windows once more. Stick the newspaper back, climb onto my bunk. The ceiling. 

		

	
		
			Court 1, 
Supreme Court

			June 1992

			A shirt with a collar, light-blue, beige trousers held up by a brown plastic belt, leather shoes to match. Craven’s choice. The trousers are too big and show the folds from the shop. Never dressed in shirt and trousers before in my life. Guard leading me up some steps, social worker alongside. Heart thumping. Come out of a wooden box with panels on three sides in the middle of a room. The dock. Guard takes my arm, pulls me out of the dock and over to the right. Legs shaky. A table with four chairs facing the bench. What Craven told me, not a real bench, just where the judge sits, raised up behind more wooden panels. Another table on the left for the prosecution. A buzz of noise when I appear. Head down, don’t look at the gallery where the public are. Barrow and Craven already seated. A smile from Barrow, Craven rifling through papers like I don’t exist. Sit to the left of Barrow, social worker on my left. Jarvis her name, first time I’ve met her, supposed to explain what’s going on. Mid-forties, or thereabouts, her face already wrinkled, brown hair up in a bun. She leans in, murmurs who’s who – bloke sitting beneath the bench in a jacket and tie, the court officer, the woman with glasses typing everything down, called something complicated. Jury box on the left of the room, no jury for this session, witness box to the right.   

			Fiddle with my trousers, pull them up my knees to loosen them. Made of some scratchy stuff making me itch. Collar pressing into my neck, wedge my fingers inside, pull at it. 

			Waiting. 

			Always frigging waiting, like for most of my life. Door behind the bench opens, gives me a start. Lady comes through. Not sure whether anyone told me judge is a lady. Name Parker, according to Barrow. A white curly wig on her head, a black cloak around her shoulders. Small, unlike Barrow. Court officer stands, bangs a stick on the floor. ‘All rise.’ 

			Shit, wasn’t ready, almost sent my chair tumbling backwards. Judge sits, everyone sits, drag my chair back, makes a din scraping across the floor. Judge eyeing me. Not a smile, not nothing, like she’s trying to get inside me, work me out. Look down at my shoes, not bad, got a shine. Never had any decent shoes before.  

			The judge shuffling papers as well, peering over the top of her glasses. 

			‘Good morning, everyone.’ A pause as the hubbub dies down. ‘This is a pre-trial hearing without the jury present in order to determine if Joel Brady is fit to plead.’

			‘Bloody right.’ Gruff voice behind, pull my shoulders in.  

			Bang. Shit. Judge got a hammer. ‘In my courtroom I will not have anyone shouting out.’ Pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose, looks around. ‘Is that clear?’ 

			Long pause this time, as if she wants to tempt someone to put what she said to the test. 

			‘A restraining order remains in place on the publication of Mr Brady’s name. There will be one witness called today, Dr Cecile Farmer, the court-appointed forensic psychiatrist, who will give her opinion on this matter. She has already provided a written statement. However the court requires witnesses to testify under oath.’ Judge looking at me again as if I might have something to say on the matter. ‘Call Dr Farmer please.’ 

		

	
		
			Burnside Prison  

			February 1992

			The sun-ball framed by the newspaper gives the cell an orange glow, reminds me of piss. On edge, dunno why. Pacing, window to the door, back again. Wal sat on his bunk. 

			‘Thing was, I shouldn’t have gone with them that day, into the woods. They made out I was part of it, but I wanted to stop them.’

			‘Yeah, that’s what they all say.’ 

			‘It wasn’t fair. The police twisted everything I said.’

			‘That’s about the measure of it. And you know what? You wanna shut up in here about what you done, cos people find out, they reckon they’re doing the world a favour stringing you up by the goolies and slitting your throat. And they’d probably be right.’ 

			‘What about you, Joel, why are you here?’

			‘Haven’t you worked it out yet? I’m not talking.’ 

			Anyway, you don’t want to know. Cos I’m not going anywhere fast, see. When youth detention’s over it’ll be adult prison for me, cos what I did is so bad, so mean and nasty, that if you knew about it, you’d be sweating in your stinky socks and would get even less sleep than you do right now. Had to check if I was a nutter first. Send him to the madhouse. But that’d be too easy for pretty little Joel Brady, no justice for the victims. Yeah, Wal, the victims. Bet they’d love to know what happened. Reckon they’d have me by the doodle if they did. Wanna know myself. Which is likely why you’re here, Big Wal, eh? Why you jumped to the threes in the first place? Acting dumb, like. All your I-didn’t-do-it crap, trying to get me to play your little game. Well, I’m not playing, see, cos I’m not talking. 

			Here we go, doors clattering, down to education. Same frigging routine. Wary glances. Can’t trust some of the bigger kids. Find you on your own, drag you into an empty cell, bang.

			Roll call first. 

			‘Brady.’

			Life.  

			Chorus gets louder each time. Only a couple know why I’m here because most don’t read newspapers, but the others join in for the heck of it. Screws love it. Maths this morning with some new teacher. Classes are small otherwise things could get out of hand. Last teacher had it with them, spent his time spouting off at the board while they chatted away like he wasn’t there. Everyone rotates: English, maths, civic responsibility. A few do design and handicraft. Got to prove yourself first cos of the tools, careful you don’t stick a chisel in somebody’s chest. Done my own handicraft with Wal’s hairbrush. Hidden it in the pillowcase for the moment but going to have to find somewhere better in case of a cell search. 

			Cormac in the same group as me. Wal can’t decide between Cormac and me, like Cormac’s his buddy cos he played chess with him. Stuff the pair of them. Settle in my usual place in the corner at the back. Don’t want no hassle. Quietly watch the new teacher. She leans back against the table, half-sits, plants her hands on either side of her waist. 

			‘Call me Linda.’

			Jumper tucked into tight-fitting jeans that come up high, dig into her gut. Not tall, bit of shape on her, cheeks all shiny, dark hair cut short. Same age as me mum, about. Thirty summat. What to make of her, the way she dresses? Doc boots like she wants to be one of us. Looking around the room, picking us off one by one. Fixes on Brady longer than the rest, like she’s got him sussed. Eyes bug me, laughing or mocking, not sure which.   

			‘Why don’t we warm up with some mental arithmetic?’ 

			Why not, Linda? Make everybody happy.

			A scraping of chairs, chattering going on.

			‘Come on, quiet now.’ 

			Check around the room. She’s not going to start until everyone’s settled. 

			‘Sixteen. What is that the square of?’ 

			Wal with his hand up, thick cunt, hasn’t cottoned on how things work around here. 

			‘Why don’t you introduce yourself?’

			‘Walden, Miss.’

			‘Walden, an interesting name.’

			‘Wally,’ Macca says. 

			‘People call me Wal.’

			Tittering around the class.

			‘Well, Wal, what is sixteen the square of?’

			‘Four, Miss. Four times four is sixteen.’ 

			Shit, is this fucking worth it?

			‘Good, Wal. Now let’s up the stakes. What about six hundred and twenty-five, what is that the square of?’ 

			Easy, but I’m not saying.

			‘Twenty-five.’ 

			Cormac, the suck.

			Linda beaming. ‘What’s your name?’

			‘Glenn Cormac.’

			‘You were quick off the buzzer, Glenn. Like to explain how you worked it out?’

			Cormac going through his calculation, cool as you like. Bored to shit. Swing on the chair, wooden back knocking the wall. Tap, tap. 

			‘Excellent. Well done, Glenn.’

			Makes my stomach curdle. Tap, tap.

			‘Looks like we’re on a roll today. What about one-three-six-nine.’ Linda pushes herself away from the table, tucks her sweater further into her jeans, writes the number on the board. Big one, this one. Yell out the answer, get in ahead of Cormac.

			‘Thirty-three.’

			‘Well, the boy at the back with a chair that’s got the wobbles.’ 

			Heads swivel.

			‘Introduce yourself,’ Linda says, lifting her chin, peering through half-closed eyes. 

			‘Psycho,’ someone goes. 

			Kids cracking up. A smile around Linda’s lips.

			‘Brady, the psycho.’

			‘He’s called Joel,’ Wal says. 

			‘Tell us how you found thirty-three, Joel.’

			‘Three times three makes nine so got to end in a three. Twenty-three too low, forty-three too high, just leaves thirty-three.’

			Swing back on the chair, toss the hair from my eyes. Suck on it, Cormac.

			‘Does everyone agree?’ 

			Cormac with his hand up. ‘He’s wrong, Linda.’ 

			Linda. A hush, followed by whispering. 

			‘Am I fuck.’ 

			‘Joel, language.’ 

			‘I’m not wrong.’ 

			‘Why don’t you come to the board and multiply it out longhand? That way we can all see.’ 

			Not going to the board like a suck-arse. Cormac turned to look at me. Lock on like an arm wrestle. Stare at each other. Stop rocking back in the chair, arch my upper lip. Cormac out of his seat going to the board.  

			‘Sook.’ 

			Spit out the word. Other kids stopped their chattering. Everyone paying attention for once. Cormac multiplying it out. Thirty-three times thirty-three gives…something else. Shit.

			‘Anything wrong with his calculation, Joel?’

			Wriggling in my seat.

			‘It’s not the square of anything.’

			Trying to trick us, Linda.

			‘Yes, it is.’ 

			‘How else do you get nine at the end?’ Shout out the words.

			‘Seven times seven makes forty-nine.’

			Cormac again. Search for something to say. Face burning. 

			‘He’s got you, Brady.’ 

			Scream, fuck it, scream. Bang my fist on the table. On my feet, kick the chair. Cheering. Thump whoever’s in range as I make for the door. 

			‘Joel, sit down.’

			Slam the door on the way out, break the fucking thing. Along the corridor away from the din. Linda did it on purpose, showed me up. Lean against the stone wall, get my thoughts together, head back. Solid stone bricks neatly fitted together to form an arch over my head, the lighting stark, no shadows. Pissed at blurting out the wrong answer, wouldn’t usually, keep my mouth shut. Cormac calling Linda by her name narked me. 

			A screw coming. Christ, Mitchell. Young bloke in his twenties. Sussed Mitchell out long ago, hanging around the showers waiting for me to come out starkers, eyes drifting from my face, snatch the towel off the hook.

			‘What you doing here, Brady?’

			Hanging around the corridor. What does it look like?   

			‘Nothing.’ 

			‘Which class you meant to be in?’

			Stick my bottom lip out. Got me on my own for once, have you, Mitchell? 

			‘I should take you to the boss. Nobody gets to wander around like they’re in some holiday camp.’

			Mitchell pushes me against the wall, plants himself in front, gives me the once-over. Looks each way along the corridor, checking if anyone’s coming. 

			‘What about it, Brady?’ Breathes the words. Puts his hands on the wall over my head. Beneath the deodorant, the musty smell of his shirt, foul breath laced with bakky. 

			Curl my lip, lift my chin, stomach churning sick. Well, here’s the thing.  

			‘Wanna be alone with Cormac.’

			‘You trying to make a deal, Brady? He your new lover boy?’ 

			Cock my head, look at Mitchell through half-closed eyes. ‘No, he’s not.’ 

			Mitchell’s hand around my balls, feeling up my cock. Flinch a bit, can’t help it, keep staring, sweat breaking out around my neck.

			‘You got two pairs of joggers on, Brady.’

			‘That’s how I like it.’

			‘Top pair’s real tight. Makes you look like one of them ballet dancers.’

			Cos the screws fuck me about, don’t give me stuff that fits. The clang of a gate not far off. Mitchell twists his head around. Footsteps approaching. Suck shit, Mitchell. 

			‘Come on.’ 

			Pulls me off the wall, shoves me along the corridor. A look and a nod from the other screw as we walk past. Could dob on you, Mitchell, but who’d believe Brady? 

			‘I’m taking you back to class.’ 

			Leading the way. The clump of Mitchell’s boots on stone.

			‘I’ll fix it, Brady, you and Cormac.’

			Voice kinda softer. Wishes he hadn’t gone so far. Don’t care. There’s worse can happen in here. Hand on my shoulder, leads me inside the classroom, smirks at Linda like she’s done something wrong. ‘One of your charges?’ 

			Back to my table, slouch on the chair, eyes down. 

			The yard, sun breaking through the clouds, hair lifting in the cool wind, top ballooning. Pull the sleeves down to the wrists to keep out the cold. Fold my arms, settle back against the fence, hook the heel of my trainer on a jutting-out piece of wire. A space around me people don’t enter. Cos Brady’s mental. Wal and Cormac with a group walking the perimeter. They make a detour each time they pass. 

			Curious, the wire, as if it’s been worked. Someone trying to make a hole. Not that there’s any point in getting through to the other side of the fence. A no-go area patrolled at night by dogs, can hear them yapping sometimes, then the wall. Dirty red bricks. How high’s the fucking thing? Overhang at the top wrapped with barbed wire. Worked my way up in my head like I’m a lizard, nothing to grip on. And when you get to the top, what are you going to do? On the other side of the yard, a view to C-wing. Catcalls, blokes yelling, can’t make out what. Behind bars distant faces, ugly old geezers. A kid called Dax making his way over.

			‘Hey, Brady, Harman wants to see you.’ 

			Harman? One of the older kids, seventeen, soon be out of here. What would he want? 

			Unhook myself from the fence, saunter behind Dax like I don’t care two fucks. A sidelong glance at Wal and Cormac. When I arrive, Harman mutters something, and the bunch of kids around him move away, giving me looks. No smirking cos Harman commands respect. Rumour has it his big brother’s in one of the adult wings. Harman wears a leather body belt around his waist. Saw him using it in the gym to lift weights, must have nicked it to work out in his cell. Marks him out. Special. Like shoelaces, belts not allowed, but this one’s so wide you’d have a job throttling yourself with it. Not that the screws mess with Harman anyway cos he makes sure nobody steps out of line. Does the screws’ job for them. 

			Not tall, Harman, but long-legged, or maybe it’s the belt. Gives me tingles being this close to Harman. The creak of the belt as he breathes, the smell of leather. Top dog Bradshaw got whopped by Harman, like the fight of the century, the two of them slugging it out in the corner of the yard, screws leaving them to it. Went on most of break, turned into a brawl, Bradshaw on his back, Harman banging his skull against the concrete. Afterwards, kids smirking at Bradshaw’s battered face. Harman sneering, flop of dark hair drifting over his eyes, moody lips, the wide leather belt drawn tight. Bradshaw left a month ago, means Harman’s top dog – no contest. 

			‘Got a job for you, Brady.’ 

			Cock my head, narrow my eyes. Nothing comes for free in here.

			‘What kind of a job?’

			My fucking girly voice. 

			‘Thing is, they’ll strip search me, even inside my arse. But not you, Brady, cos you’re such a sweet innocent little fella.’ 

			Work my tongue around the inside of my mouth. Cornflake stuck in the gap between two teeth, been bothering me all morning. Harman leans back against the fence, folds his arms. Expects an answer.

			‘What do you mean?’ More like, what’s in it for me?

			Looking at each other. Awkward, nothing to lean on. Move alongside Harman, settle against the fence, jab my hands into the pockets of my trackie bottoms and yank them up. 

			‘Like, having someone visit?’

			‘That’s right.’ 

			Mad idea because nobody visits Brady. Lost cause. 

			‘Ain’t had a visitor since . . .’ 

			‘Doesn’t matter. I’ll fix it.’ Harman looks down at me. Quick glance in return. Don’t let my eyes linger. Harman’s dark eyes, won’t let go when they latch on. ‘Your uncle. Just found out you’re in here.’ A small laugh. ‘Wants to come and visit, make it up to you.’ 

			Uncle, fucking uncle. Yeah, cos as far as me mum goes, I’m dead. Not mine, Joel Brady, not after what he done. Father’s fault. Don’t even know who me father fucking is. 

			Still waiting to see what I get in return. Shrug my shoulders. Fix my eyes on Harman’s belt.

			‘What do you say, Brady?’ 

			Scratch around in the dirt with the toe of my trainer. Another look at the belt. Not going to spell it out.

			‘You got this thing about my belt?’

			Brush the back of my head against the wire, nodding. 

			‘Not having my belt, Brady.’

			Rub my eye. If I walk away, Harman might clobber me, or worse. If not the belt, there’s always Cormac. Maybe Harman could arrange to have the little runt done over. No, I want Cormac for myself. Personal between us.

			‘There’s another belt in gym. Could get you that one.’

			Raise my eyes. Wanted Harman’s, but then again, if we both had one it would make me Harman’s buddy. Two kids with belts, like a uniform. Nobody would touch me.

			‘It’s not a weightlifting belt, more like a normal belt only wide.’

			‘They ain’t going to like it if you take it.’

			‘They don’t get to say.’

			No, they won’t, not if Harman takes it. Step away from the fence, turn to face Harman. 

			‘What do I have to do?’ 

			Call comes a week later.

			‘Come on, Brady, got a visitor.’

			Some grouchy old sod assigned to take me, not Mitchell. Wanted to remind Mitchell about fixing it with Cormac. Been dreaming about it day and night. Me and Cormac alone together. Fight to the death, giving me thrills. Don’t reckon Cormac’s up to much. Skinny like me, short like me, scrawny chest but with strong runner’s legs, like me. Not much to separate us, except Brady’s been there before.   

			Chairs instead of a bench in the holding area. Couple of other kids waiting. Reckon on me not chucking a chair at one of them? A hum of noise from the other side of the door, kids shrieking. 

			‘Brady.’ 

			Get up from the seat, take me time. Hitch me trackie bottoms up.

			‘Get on with it.’

			Through the door, into a large rectangular room with tables arranged in rows. Pictures on the walls, windows with glass in them, a play area for kids, and a coffee machine. Screws, count them, four. Grouchy leading me over to a table with a bloke sitting on a chair, an empty chair opposite. Give him the once-over. About the right age to be my uncle, mid-thirties, not gonna ask. Wiry, like he could wrap you up in his arms and legs and squeeze you, thin face, long hair. Arms poking out from the sleeves of his hoodie, snake tattooed onto one, pit bull on the other. Jeans slack. Neat watch on his wrist, coloured dials, gadgets, snappy steel wristband, like to get me hands on it. Wondering about the package, where he’s hiding it. In the pocket of his hoodie? No, they’d have checked his clothes. Drag the chair out, sit. 

			‘Good to see you, Joel,’ big smile, ‘after all this time.’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Jagger.’ 

			Like the singer, murmured so only I hear. 

			Jagger takes my hand, wraps his other hand around like he’s fond of me.

			Smile back. Expected the package in the bloke’s other hand. No package. 

			Screws wander up and down the aisles keeping an eye on things. Jagger doesn’t shift his gaze, got the screws in his sights. 

			‘How they treating you in here, Joel?’ 

			Uncle conversation. 

			Cock my head. ‘Good, sort of.’ Wondering if they fix a microphone under the table. Doubt it, but if I ask, well, it’ll be Brady fucked up. Gonna have to wait for the bloke to make a sign.

			‘Don’t say much, do you Joel?’

			Shake my head.

			‘How about a little “good to see you Uncle Jagger”?’

			Put my smile back.

			‘Really glad you came, Jags. Ain’t been nobody for yonks.’

			‘Nah, well you see, nobody told me what happened, how you wound up in this shit-hole.’

			‘Mum couldn’t give a fuck.’ Getting real, can’t keep the bitterness out of my voice.

			‘Yeah, well, had to go see her, needed her written consent to visit. Don’t worry about your mum. You got me, Joel.’

			Brow crinkling into a frown. Could almost believe Jag’s my uncle.

			‘Jag’s yer uncle.’ Comes out of my mouth before I can stop it.

			Don’t even know why it’s funny but Jagger cracks up. A big stupid laugh that sets me off too. Long time since I laughed. The two of us splitting our sides. Jag standing up, wants to hug me. Yeah, bit of a hug. Screw walking past, carries on. Jag’s head alongside mine, rubbing cheeks, a lump. Got it, understand the plan. Not yet but. Bit of a nod as we sit back down. Kind of like lovers kissing. Since Jag’s Harman’s mate, don’t care, except for the gob. Someone else’s gob in my mouth, want the belt but.

			‘Do you know anyone in the other wings, Joel?’

			Tone hardened. Eyebrows come together. The pit bull on Jagger’s arm coils as he closes his fist. 

			‘What do you mean?’ Work out the question. ‘The other wings have adult cons in them.’ 

			‘Yeah, but you might know one of them.’

			Shake my head.

			‘Well, as I was coming in you have to sign your name.’

			Waiting for Jag to go on. Still that pissed-off look. 

			‘So?’ 

			‘They ask who you’re here to see, so I say, Brady, Joel Brady, and there’s this bloke sitting in a chair right near the entrance, like he was listening to the names.’

			Jag sits back, looks around the room. ‘The row behind you, five along.’ 

			Twist my head around to scratch the back of my neck. Bloke with blond hair, almost white, wearing a leather jacket. The kid he’s visiting? Yeah, seen him around, don’t know his name. Not one of Harman’s crowd. 

			‘When I sit down the bloke comes over and says, Brady your kid, is he? and I say, What about it?’

			Eyes latch onto Jag’s. Noises from all around, kids in the play area shrieking, a woman crying, the thud of the screw’s boots along the aisle.

			‘Then he says, there’s someone from C-wing wants to speak with Brady.’ 

			Take a deep breath. ‘No kidding.’ 

			‘Yeah, well I tell ’im, big nobs don’t get to talk to little nobs, and he just smiles and goes away.’

			Shake my head. ‘No, don’t know anyone in ’ere.’  

			‘Don’t bring me any shit, Joel. Otherwise, you know what that means?’

			No, I fucking don’t. Here’s me putting my privileges on the line cos if I get caught then it’s cold slop in solitary, and you’re freaking about some bloke asking after me. And I want to know what the fuck’s going on too. 

			A laugh from Jag. The voice back to normal, the smile back too. ‘Well, don’t worry about it.’ Jag rolling his shoulders, like he’s stiff in the neck, working his head from side to side at the same time, getting a good look. ‘Going to have to be going soon, kid. What about a big hug.’

			Yeah, a big hug. Stand again, leaning over the table meeting in the middle, more than rubbing cheeks, burying heads into a tangle of hair, a kiss, only for a moment, bitter smell on Jag’s breath, the packet sliding into my mouth. Working it into the bottom of my cheek where I used to put meat tough as old leather when I was little, spat it out in the yard later on. Bulge feels like a bruise after someone socked me. Going to have to move it elsewhere. Sit back down, bury my head in my hands. Poor little Joel Brady, doesn’t get many visitors. Scratch my balls, fucking itch, slip the package into my daks, two pairs. The frown back on Jagger’s face. 

			‘You okay, Joel?’ An edge to his voice. 

			Nod my head, eyes watering because of fighting off the gag from having had the package in my mouth. Wipe my eyes, rub that fucking
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