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Prologue

The woman's alone in the car and
the car's alone at the lights. The stupid cow's got her window
down. She's talking on the phone and checking her makeup in the
mirror. Her face isn't so pretty but her hair is like long black
silk and her clothes look expensive.

The kid sees. He's small and
wiry. Twelve, maybe. Thirteen, at most. A stained, weathered, feral
creature, dressed in grubby white football shorts and a black and
white Corinthians shirt several sizes too big and several seasons
too old. His feet are bare and his hair's cropped short, except for
a sun-bleached tuft on his forehead. His eyes are a deep
violet.

He can't resist the temptation.
He dumps the squeegee and the plastic bottle and picks up a shard
of broken glass. A slap on the windscreen gets the woman's
attention and he snatches the phone from her hand. He thrusts his
arm through the open window and presses the glass to the woman's
neck. A cry of fear and surprise croaks in her throat.

"Bag, phone and ruh-ruh…” The
kid’s neck and jaw lock with effort as he fights with the word. The
woman doesn’t notice. She’s reaching for her bag on the seat
behind. “Ruh-ruh-ruh-radio!"

The woman drags the bag to her
lap, dark eyes wide, knuckles white on the brown leather strap. Her
nails are bright red. The kid grabs the handle of the bag and tugs,
but the woman doesn't want to let go.

"Please, just let me get my
documents. They're no good to you."

"Gimme the fucking bag!" The
radio is playing his favourite song. Britney Spears. “Oops, I did
it again.” He taps the panel with the phone. "And the ruh- ruh-"
He’s doing it again too. "R-r-r-radio!"

For the first time, the woman
looks at him. There's fear in her eyes, but anger too. And
contempt. Maybe even a dose of pity. He knows that look. She's
looking at him like he's a bug. She'd run him down if she could,
and go on her way singing along to Britney feeling like she'd done
the world a favour.

The kid's lost momentum. He's
fucked up and he knows it. Colour returns to the woman’s face as
she realises he doesn't want to hurt her. He sees her check the
lights, analysing the traffic ahead, and knows what she's
thinking.

"Bag!" He thumps the door,
trying to regain the initiative. "And the ruh- ruh- radio!" He lets
go of the bag to shake the shard. "Or… or… or I'll c-cut your face
off!"

"Okay! Okay!" The woman pops the
radio's front panel and drops it in the bag on her lap and raises
her hands. "There, take it."

One hand is holding the phone.
The kid uses the one holding the glass to go for the bag, but the
woman grabs his wrist and floors the gas.

He isn't expecting that.

The car lurches forwards, almost
breaking his arm as he wrenches it free.

Minus the bag.

"Bitch!"

The kid hollers, rubbing his
arm, and flings the phone after the car. The car swerves to avoid
another crossing the junction and veers towards the cars parked on
the other side. It clips the first, severing a wing mirror, but
does not stop. Rage and humiliation bubble up inside him as he
watches it disappear. His fists ball. He leans forwards, arms back,
veins popping in his neck, and screams at the woman, at himself, at
the world.

"Sonofabitchinfuckinslag!"


1 - Reintegration


Leighton's stomach growled. Up ahead, by the mall, the golden
arches of McDonald's lorded over a forest of logos, teasing his
empty stomach and reminding him how long it had been since
breakfast. The coins clinked in his pocket. Eight seventy. Peanuts.
Cindy made twice that in half the time. The lights changed and the
cars stopped. He sauntered up to the first and tapped on the
window.

"Tio..."

The man ignored him so he moved
on to the next, his eagle-eyes searching the car’s interior for
tell-tale signs of wealth. Watches. Phones. Jewellery. Handbags.
Wallets in door pockets, on the dash or in the front console
organiser. Loose cash anywhere.

A woman in her twenties was
driving the second car. Guy beside her. Husband, boyfriend,
whatever. She was staring ahead, pretending he didn't exist. He
piled on the pressure, lingering by her window and cupping his
greasy fingers on the glass to peer inside. The woman glanced
sideways. Bingo. He caught her eye and whined like a sick
puppy.

"Tia, I'm hungry."

The window cracked open and the
woman pushed a coin through the gap. Fifty cents. He took it
without a word and moved on down the line. No one ever taught him
to say please or thank you. They just told him to ask.

Next in line, a shiny white SUV.
Dad driving. Mum beside him. Three little girls in identical
uniforms buckled up in the back seat. School was out. He figured
they were heading to the mall for lunch. McDonald's, he imagined.
Then the cinema. Or the amusement arcade. He'd choose the arcade.
And ice cream. Definitely ice cream.

Green again and the cars began
to move. The girl in the window nearest him caught his eye as the
SUV slid past. They stared at each other, like strange beings
peering through the portholes of starships sliding by in outer
space.

His stomach rumbled again and
his mouth began to water at the thought of a Big Mac, with tubs of
extra mustard and ketchup. He couldn't do maths to save his life,
but he could do money like a bookie. A McMenu cost five forty which
would leave him with three eighty to give to his mum. To buy food,
she said, and though he knew she meant it when she said it, the
fridge was always empty.

The car turned onto the ramp
leading up to the car park. He watched it climb, feeling a twinge
of envy that the girls got to ride round in a car that cool. That
had to be awesome. He wished he had a car. And someone to drive him
round.

One of the volunteers from the
shelter used to take him around the block in his car. Some rich
dude with too much time on his hands and a guilty conscience.
Giving back, or doing his bit, or some other wishy-washy excuse
that made him feel good. He'd turn up at the shelter a few times a
month and pretend he cared. Until he didn't.

Still, it was fun while it
lasted. He'd felt like a lordling, sitting in the front seat with
the window down, his elbow out and the AC on max, pressing all the
buttons to see what they did. Radio blaring, wipers swishing and
hazard lights blinking. The guy even let him honk the horn at the
dozy twats that fell asleep at the lights. Yes, he decided, it must
be great to have a car. But you had to be rich to have a car.

The girls were probably standing
at the counter now, ordering Big Macs and fries and triple-thick
chocolate milkshakes. Dad paying with his platinum credit card. Mum
hovering nearby like a helicopter. Three perfect girls and their
perfect lives. He told himself he was the lucky one. They had to
wear silly clothes. They got told what to do and where to go and
when to go to bed. They had to go to school. He didn't.

It had been a while since he'd
been to school. His mum never made him go. She didn't even know
where he was most of the time and, as long as he brought money
home, she didn't care. The school didn't seem to care either. They
never chased him up or asked him why he hadn't been, so he'd gone
less and less and then not at all.

At the shelter it was different.
The tias enrolled him in the first school that took him and had him
on the clock from the moment they marched him through the gates. If
he couldn't account for every one of the three thousand, six
hundred and sixty seconds it took him to walk back to the shelter
when school was out they grounded him. And with reason. Nine times
out of ten any tardiness was due to a pit stop to huff a bag of
glue.

Apart from art classes, school
was a waste of everybody's time. He didn't think much of it, and he
always got the impression the teachers didn't think much of him.
They'd ask him questions he couldn't answer and, on the odd
occasion he could, he didn't, in case he ended up
uz-uz-uz-tuttering like a halfwit. He figured they figured he was
retarded. Slow down, they told him. Calm yourself. Take a deep
breath. Think about what you want to say. Like any of that made any
difference. He kept his mouth shut and let them think what they
wanted to think.

One time, a teacher told him he
was behind. He told her that he could write his name and scrawled
it down. She'd made this weird face and told him that any
self-respecting five-year-old could do the same. That made him feel
even more stupid and skip even more lessons.

It wasn't just him. The teachers
didn't like any of the kids from the shelters. They were a bad
influence, they said. They used drugs. They skipped too many
lessons. They were violent, disobedient, disruptive and always
getting into fights. When something went missing, they assumed it
was them who took it. Which was fair enough, cos most of the time
they were right. Like the mobile phone that got him kicked out of
his last school. He didn't take it, but he knew who did. He chose
to keep his mouth shut and take the blame. Partly, cos he was no
snitch. Partly, cos the kid who lost it deserved to lose it for not
looking after it better. But mostly cos he was pissed off at being
treated like a disease and having to walk five kilometres back to
the shelter every night.

The tias tried to help him with
extra tuition. He tried too, but as soon as the work required
effort he lost interest. He couldn't read, but he liked looking at
comics. He liked playing marbles, flying kites and watching Pokemon
and Dragon Ball Z on TV. He loved video games too. The shelter had
Sonic the Hedgehog and he’d’ve played it all day if the tias had
let him. Which they didn't.

Looking back, life in the
shelters had been okay.

Except for the rules.

He hated rules. Bedtime, school
time, bath time, dinner time. Wash the dishes, clean the room,
sweep the yard. Do this, don't do that. He'd spent half his life
looking after himself so the last thing he needed was other people
telling him what to do. Still, and this was weird, the more the
tias insisted, the more he towed the line.

He'd still have been in the
shelter had the prevalent sociological theories not suggested that
returning children to structured, stable, family environments was
better than leaving them in shelters. Reintegration, they argued,
would reform a child's wayward character and make them into a
normal kid.

He never did get that part. He
never imagined he wasn't normal. Moreover, just when he was
settling down, coming off the drugs and making friends, just when
his reading and sums were improving, the tias shipped him back to
his junkie mum and her drunken slob of a boyfriend where he was
just one more mouth to feed. Hardly a structured, stable family
environment.

That said, the times he did go
home, his mum was always pleased to see him and, if he was honest,
he was pleased to see her too. And Cindy. Especially Cindy. For a
week everyone was nice to him and he to everyone. Then, once the
novelty wore off, things went back to normal. Normal being all the
stuff the tias had sent him there to get away from.

Now it had been three weeks.
Something of a record. He wondered what was different this time. He
still spent his time on the street and did the same stuff, just
that now he was sleeping in a house and giving all his earnings to
his mum. So that was it. This time he'd turned into a mug.

The tias in the shelters always
asked why he'd left home. It seemed so long ago now that he
couldn't remember the why. It just happened. Nobody missed him when
he was out and about. Nobody went looking for him. Nobody called
the police. He ended up wandering so far afield that it seemed
pointless going home. So he didn't. One day home was home, and the
next the street was.

When he told them, the tias
nodded like they understood and told him that only a brave and
desperate few made for the street without building ties there
first. Usually, they said, it was a process, an acclimatization, a
way to escape parental indifference or violence and abuse. He
didn't consider himself particularly brave or desperate, so he
figured it must have been the latter.

He'd never met his father, and
his mother was incapable of looking after herself, let alone a
house full of kids. For a while, his grandmother took up the slack,
doing what she could to help him build a healthy model of the
world. She died before they'd got further than digging a hole for
the foundations. He continued building alone, following his
brother, tagging along with him and the other kids, making friends
and acquaintances. Observing. Experiencing. Learning from his
peers. Building a network. Laying the bricks as he found them.

The street was everything home
wasn't. The street sustained him. If he wanted money, all he had to
do was ask. He could eat, sleep and play when he wanted. He could
huff glue when he wanted and smoke as many cigarettes as he could
get his nicotine-stained fingers on. Most important, the street was
fun. He could explore the centre for days on end without getting
bored. He could visit the malls, stare at all the stuff he couldn't
have and, when he tired of that, he could ride the elevators up and
down until the security guards threw him out. On the street, his
life was his own.

On the streets he was free.


2 - Knocking off

 The
man was busy thumbing his phone. A red Nokia 8210. Last year’s hot
model. He tapped again.

"Tio..."

No reply.

"Tio. What t-time is it?"

Without looking up from the
phone, the man raised his arm and pressed his watch to the glass. A
chunky diving watch, like he'd seen in the mall. Big hand on the
five, little hand on the twelve.

"Tio, spare some ch-change?"

The man ignored him and drove
off the moment the lights changed.

It was lunch time and he'd had
enough. He jumped on the first home-bound bus and ducked under the
turnstile.


3 -
Homelife

Leighton heard laughter as he
opened the door. His mother and Cindy, his sister, or half-sister,
no one knew for sure, were sitting at the kitchen table with Uncle
Edson and Aunty Clara. They'd eaten without him and the remains of
the meal still cluttered the table top. Plates, empty beer cans and
an ashtray full of cigarette butts. Cindy smiled. Edson winked.
Aunty Clara, Edson's long-time booty call, opened her arms.

"Leighton!" She jumped off
Edson's knee with a can in one hand and ash tumbling from the
cigarette in the other. His mother's gaze followed him as Clara
ruffled his hair and told him she'd missed him. "We were just
passing by," she added, with the casual air of those accustomed to
passing by at feeding time. His mother inhaled on her cigarette and
blew smoke into the blue-grey cloud that floated above the table,
glowering in silence as she took his money.

The smell of food set his
stomach rumbling. Over on the two-burner gas cooker, two battered
aluminium pans. Rice in one, thick and lumpy the way he liked it,
and beans in the other. Cindy's work. His mum didn't do cooking.
She hardly did food.

He chose the least dirty of the
plates in the sink and rinsed it clean. He heaped it high with rice
and explored the beans with a spoon. Watery and anaemic. No beef.
No chicken. No chopped sausage. No money. No prizes for guessing
whose nose that went up. He could eat better on the street, and
kicked himself for not having treated himself to a burger. Even so,
watery and anaemic was better than nothing, so he spooned beans on
to his rice and ate standing up.

Edson and his mum were numbers
nine and ten from a brood of eleven, all born in the poor, rural
northeast. Two siblings died as infants and he'd never met the five
that still lived there. Jairo, Luis, Edson and his mother had
drifted south as teenagers, drawn like moths to the lights of the
city.

Twenty-five years separated the
oldest, Jairo, from the youngest, Luis. Jairo was a staunch
traditionalist. A family man and a bible bashing evangelist who
paid his tithe to the pastor and worked two jobs to make ends
meet.

Luis did better. Money, house,
car, motorbike, designer clothes and designer babes came easy. He
also worked two jobs and paid his tithe. Leighton had no idea what
his day job was, but by night he called himself a pharmaceutical
rep and supplied the needy with illegal narcotics. His tithe went
to the police.

Edson was dumb as a doorknob. He
was an easy-going drifter, and like Leighton’s mum, a recreational
drug user. At least, that was how he described himself. Luis used
another term. He called them both drunken stoners and refused
point-blank to supply them. Families took liberties, he said. They
wanted freebies and favours and credit they never paid back. Luis
didn't want to have to grease family over a debt. Better to let
someone else do it.

Edson was dumb as a doorknob. He
was an easy-going drifter, and like Leighton’s mum, a recreational
drug user. At least, that was how he described himself. Luis used
another term. He called them both drunken stoners and refused
point-blank to supply them. Families took liberties, he said. They
wanted freebies and favours and credit they never paid back. Luis
didn't want to have to grease family over a debt. Better to let
someone else do it.

Leighton had mixed feelings
about Edson. When he was younger, they’d been inseparable. Like
father and son. Then, on an afternoon he’d erased from his mind,
things changed. Leighton still preferred to avoid him, but lately
his aversion had mellowed. Partly because of Clara. Partly because
of their shared dislike for his mum’s boyfriend, Rogerio. Mostly
because Edson had saved his life.

Leighton had been home alone
with a can of glue and a plastic bag, high as a kite, piloting the
sofa through town, rounding up naked women and punching through
walls. It started with pins and needles in his fingers and toes.
Then a numbness that crept into his hands and feet and along his
arms and legs until he couldn't see, hear, taste, smell or feel
anything at all. His world shrank to a claustrophobic bubble of
silent darkness. The last thing he remembered before his heart
stopped beating was his mind disconnecting from his body. Edson
found him and called the ambulance.

Leighton took his death
philosophically. Bad experiences were part of growing up and those
that didn't kill you only made you stronger. He learned his first
life-lesson: never get high alone.

At the table, Edson drained his
can and belched. Clara rolled her eyes and slapped his arm.

"Gotta go," he said. He needed
to stock up on flour and broccoli.

Leighton accepted when Clara
suggested he tag along. The alternative was more scrounging
followed by waiting for Rogerio to come home stinking of pinga.

Rogerio was a jealous,
good-for-nothing drunk. He spent his days drinking and playing pool
whilst waiting for the local builders to drive by the bar and hire
muscle by the day. The times his services weren't required he'd
stagger home and take out his uselessness on whoever happened to be
around.

Leighton never understood what
his mum saw in such a loser. It seemed all they did was fight and
fuck. The fucking he could live with but the fighting, rather, the
bruises and bloody noses his mum tried to hide, were hard to
stomach. True, he’d be the first to admit that there were times his
mother's sharp tongue brought it on herself, but mostly Rogerio
came home tanked up and spouting accusations of infidelity and
nothing his mum could say or do would convince him that she hadn't
been sleeping with the neighbours while he was out. Accusations
escalated to shouting, followed by violence, followed by his mum on
the floor coughing blood. The next day Rogerio would cry like a
baby, tell her how sorry he was, how much he loved her, and promise
never to hit her again. And his mother, like a fool, believed
him.

Leighton hated Rogerio with such
vehemence that he fantasised about stealing one of Luis' 38s and
putting a bullet in his fat gut. He'd let him suffer. Then, just
before the bastard bled out, he'd put another in each eye.

Rogerio returned the love,
treating Leighton and his younger brother, Theo, as his own
personal slaves. Get me a beer. Get me some fags. Get some gas. By
“get” he meant steal, and failure to comply resulted in a
beating.

Theo was smart, and began to
spend more time out than in, but Leighton put up with Rogerio's
foul moods for his mum's and Cindy's sakes. At least until the day
Rogerio whipped his back with a steel cable. Then he decided it was
every man for himself and followed Theo's lead.

The get-me-some-gas episode
resulted in Leighton's first brush with the law. He and Theo had
spent the morning asking for money and the afternoon huffing glue
in the city centre with a gang of like-minded minors. Leighton was
baking in the warm, fuzzy glow of a joint when the police minivans
arrived. Theo escaped, but Leighton was caught, beaten and carted
off to the council-run SOS Kids.

SOS Kids wasn't as bad as he'd
heard. Nobody ate him or raped him and he left with both kidneys.
He got sandwiches and juice and a nice lady with a computer asked
him a load of questions he answered with a pack of lies. His
parents had died in a car crash. He'd been thrown clear but he
banged his head and lost his memory. A lorry gave him a lift to
town.

The nice lady listened with a
concerned expression, making all the right noises in all the right
places. She told him what a poor thing he was then proceeded to ask
him all the same questions all over again. After several minutes of
stuttered contradictions he’d told her everything she wanted to
know.

The nice lady taught him
life-lesson number three: keep your mouth shut. He figured lesson
number two was not to get caught by the police.

The next morning, the nice lady
took him home. His mum hadn't noticed his absence but made a fine
job of welcoming him back with hugs and kisses and crocodile tears.
Then she sat while the nice lady's advice about single-mothers'
rights went in one ear and out of the other. Meanwhile, a hung-over
Rogerio rolled out of bed and demanded coffee. His mum put a kettle
on but the gas cylinder ran out before the water boiled. Rogerio
packed Leighton off with a slap around the ears and a warning not
to come back without a new one.

Leighton homed in on the gas
lorry's jingle and was stealing a canister when the driver caught
him. Such was the shock that he dropped twenty-seven kilos of metal
and liquid gas on his foot. He was limping for a week, and lucky
not to have lost any toes. The driver was unsympathetic. Serves you
right, you little shit, he'd said as he called the police. He'd had
it with people helping themselves every time he turned his
back.

The police took Leighton back to
SOS Kids where he met the nice lady again. She told him she'd noted
Rogerio's attitude and tagged him as a child at risk. She'd even
told her colleagues to keep an eye out for him because their paths
would surely cross again. Just not so soon, she admitted. After
persuading the police not to press charges she took him home and
gave his mum a rollicking.


4 -
Stocking up

Leighton, Edson and Clara walked
the hundred metres to the bus stop and waited. While Edson played
Tetris on his phone, Clara and Leighton stood hand in hand, chewing
gum and blowing bubbles. A white VW camper slowed and a young woman
called out the destination through the open window. Clara waved,
and as the van swerved to the kerb, the young woman hopped down and
slid open the door with the agility of a SWAT commando.

No sooner had they settled down
and started off than the woman and Clara were deep in conversation
about someone called Fabby. Fabby was fifteen and worked a
different van. After a week on the job she fell out of the door as
the van took off and broke her ankle. The driver fired her and told
her to come back when she was older.

There were two other passengers
in the van, both middle-aged women. They joined the conversation
which soon turned to doctors. One of them was on her way back from
an appointment with Dr. Silveiro. Dr. Silveiro sounded like a very
nice man and Leighton was soon an expert on all the drugs available
for the treatment of asthma and bronchitis, as well as the many
routes one could take to Dr. Silveiro's. When Clara said she hated
going to the doctor's because of the waiting, the conversation
turned to queues, and to banks, and to why one had to queue for an
hour to pay a bill. The woman without asthma said she was looking
forward to being a pensioner because then she could make the bank
open a till especially for her.

"I'll settle for getting
pregnant," said Clara, glancing sideways at Edson. Edson thumbed
his phone and pretended not to hear.

The van slowed to a crawl as
tarmac turned to hard-packed dirt. Leighton sat smacking on his gum
and watching the world bounce by. He spotted a bloated carcass of
road-kill. A goat, by the look of it, though probably a dog ripened
by the heat and ready to burst. The place was overrun with dogs.
They all looked like they came from the same litter, with the same
sad, runny eyes, pig's ears and dirt-coloured fur. When they
weren't bald and covered in scabs.

The van shook, its joints
complaining as they zigzagged along a foetid brook running past a
row of plywood and breezeblock shacks. Homes assembled at random
with techniques that defied gravity and dispensed with
superfluities like nails and cement. Each without running water or
sewage. Each with electricity tapped from the grid to feed
satellite dishes and TV's worth more than the buildings they sat
on.

Further on, clothes lay drying
on the long, green grass of the river bank. The brook widened into
a valley carved by flood waters and filled with decades of slimy
waste and festering islands of trash. Chunks of broken buildings.
Protruding bars of rusty iron. Shattered trees. Rotting sacks of
rubble. Bits of wood, bricks and pieces of broken wall. A billion
plastic bags and bottles. The occasional corpse of some unfortunate
creature, its stiffened limbs waving at passers-by as it bobbed in
the syrupy current.

They turned from the
rainbow-black waters into a sandy, cratered street where a group of
skinny kids with toothy grins, protruding belly buttons and dreams
of glory played ball. Naked except for their coloured shorts, they
ran after a deflated ball in a melee of arms, legs and dust that
stained their skin red.

The van returned to tarmac. To
houses of bricks and mortar, to cars with wheels and seats and
barking dogs of better pedigree to guard them. Finally, as they
neared a dreary row of shops, Edson called for the driver to
stop.

Leighton jumped down and
stretched. He followed Edson and Clara past the row of converted
garages adorned with misspelled, hand-painted signs advertising
wares stacked on the pavement for the world to see. Car batteries.
Alloy wheels. Home-made cleaning products. A white tiled room full
of sacks of dog food and tiny cages of neurotic birds, flapping and
chirping from one perch to the other. More cages of birds hung from
a frame on the street, and in a larger cage on the pavement two
puppies leapt at the bars, determined to play with a scrawny cat
that had once been white. The cat sat ignoring them, blinking in
the sun until Leighton stomped by and it fled inside.

A short walk up a steep climb
led them to a nondescript bungalow in the middle of a nondescript
row of bungalows. A pristine Golf sat under the roof of the yard,
protected by sturdy iron gates, vicious spikes and a gleaming,
industrial padlock.

"A babe-magnet with a sound
system that can blow out windows," Edson explained. "Not that the
fucker needs it. Not with all that fucking money."

"This is it?" asked
Leighton.

"Yep."

"His h-house?"

"Yep."

"He sells from his h-h-house
?"

"Why not?"

Leighton could think of a
hundred reasons why not.

"To anyone?"

"Not anyone. Me. He's a
mate."

No one was your mate in the drug
world. Luis had drummed that into him countless times.

Edson clapped at the gate and a
sleek black Doberman sped from behind the car and leapt at the
bars. Clara jumped back but Leighton knelt with his face by the
dog's and stared it in the eye until it barked and snapped in a
frenzy of teeth and slobber.

"Don't do that," said Clara,
tugging at his shirt. "You'll make it mad."

Beyond the car a lace curtain
twitched and a face peered through the window. Seconds later, a
slim youth in a yellow surfer's vest with the word “Fatal”
emblazoned on the chest, a baseball cap and wraparound sunglasses
appeared at a side door. He nodded at Edson as he approached,
making a show of tucking something into the waistband of his
Bermudas.

"Shut up, goddammit!" he
snapped, kicking the dog out of his way as he flipped through the
keys on a Mickey Mouse key ring. The dog whimpered, backed away,
and stood behind him growling. "I said shut the fuck up!" The youth
turned and slapped the dog hard across the face. It yelped, backed
off some more and licked its lips.

"Come in," he said, removing the
padlock. "Don't mind her. She won't bite."

Leighton was first through,
followed by Edson and a wary Clara clinging to his waist. The youth
made a show of peering up and down the street then shut the gate
and locked it behind him. As he led them inside, Leighton paused to
offer his hand to the dog. It sniffed and wagged its stump. He
scratched its neck and dribbled a glob of spit onto its head, right
between its eyes.

"Dumb fuckin' mutt."

The dog licked its lips and
nuzzled his hand. He pushed it away and trotted after the
others.

Inside, the lounge was small and
dark with two doors and a window that looked out onto the yard. One
door they'd come in by, the other led down a hallway. Three large
paintings adorned the walls. The furniture was sparse, with only a
sofa for two, a giant TV on a stand, and a glass and chrome table
with six expensive-looking chairs with pinewood legs and white
moulded plastic seats. A black shirt and belt hung over one, with a
newspaper open on the table before it. The wallet-shaped bulge in
the shirt's breast pocket did not escape Leighton's attention. He
looked away. Only a complete idiot stole from a dealer.

"What was it?" asked the
youth.

"Bagulho and
cheiro," said Edson. "The usual."

The youth grunted and told them
to wait, gesturing for them to sit before disappearing down the
hall.

They took the sofa and settled
in, each admiring the gaudy artwork hung around the room. Infantile
shapes filled with bright, solid colours and simple patterns
outlined by thick black stripes. A smiling woman and a butterfly. A
woman in a dress on a windy beach hanging on to her hat.
Multi-coloured hearts of different sizes. Happy shit, for people
who wanted you to know how hip and happy they were.

"Romero Britto," whispered
Clara, as though it meant something to him.

The TV was a massive,
wide-screen Sony, flanked by expensive, vertical speakers. On the
stand beside it, a cable box on standby and the remote. Cable meant
Cartoon Network. Cartoon Network meant Dragon Ball Z. Clara read
his mind and jumped up to grab the remote. Too late, he got there
first.

"You'll break it!" she hissed,
trying to snatch it away. Leighton dodged, turned on the TV and
began zapping through the channels.

The youth returned with his
shades propped on the brim of his cap and two cans of beer.

"He's busy," he said, tossing a
can each to Edson and Clara. "He'll see you in a minute."

Clara asked if it was okay for
Leighton to watch the TV, and if there was any chance of a Coke.
The youth shrugged and left the room. He came back with a Coke and
handed it to Leighton who cracked it open and settled back on the
sofa to watch the cartoons. Clara waited for him to say
something.

"Thanks," she said on his behalf
when he didn't.

"Won't be long," said the youth.
He left them, closing the door behind him.

While Leighton watched cartoons,
Clara rambled on about whether they should use the money for the
cocaine to buy more marijuana. Coke was too expensive, she said.
Why not get more MJ, which she liked better anyway? Well, maybe not
better, but she had her job to think about. She didn't want to end
up like Leighton's mum. Marijuana was different, she said.
Sometimes it even helped her think better.

Edson said he wasn't fussy. He
was game for anything. Except glue, he joked. That was for kids. He
gulped from the can and stood, rubbing his back and gazing out of
the window. He turned and surveyed the room. Then he moved to the
table and sat flipping through the paper.

The cartoon finished and Almir
was still busy. Leighton could hear the low hum of his voice and
the occasional shout as he berated someone on the phone.

"What time is it?" asked Clara.
Edson glanced at his watch.

"Just after four."

"Shit!" Clara jerked upright,
eyes wide. "Where's the control? I'm going to miss Esmeralda!"
Leighton pretended not to hear and slipped the control behind his
back. There was no way he was watching some shitty Mexican soap.
"Leighton, where's the damn control?" Leighton held up his hands to
show they were empty. Clara poked him. "Give me the damn control!"
When he didn't move, Clara slid her hand behind him. He grabbed the
control and held it high over his head. Clara stood, planting
herself between Leighton and the television. "I'm losing my
patience!" she warned. "I'm going to count to three. One. Two." She
paused, his cue to hand over the control. Instead, he shuffled
across the sofa to see better. "Three!" Clara stamped her foot.
"Edson! Tell him!"

Edson looked up from the
paper.

"Give her the fucking control."
Leighton ignored him too. "Now!"

Leighton huffed and threw her
the control. She fumbled to catch it, almost dropping it, and sat.
She pressed a button and the TV's stereo speakers thundered.

"Jesus," hissed Edson. "Turn it
down!"

Clara lowered the volume. She
studied the control like an old lady reading the small-print on a
food label.

"Which button is it?” she asked,
swallowing her pride.

Leighton shrugged.

"Little shit," she mumbled,
testing another button. The channel changed. She grinned, flipped
him the bird and thumbed down to channel five.

The youth reappeared.

"Everything OK?"

"Sorry, my fault," said Clara
waving the control.

"Keep it down," said the youth.
"He's sorting some stuff out."

After ten minutes of badly
dubbed melodrama, Leighton had had enough. To have come all this
way for something he could have got them in five seconds flat a
stone's throw from home seemed like a complete waste of time. Just
the kind of thing an idiot like Edson would do. He swivelled on the
sofa and lay upside down with his feet hanging over the back. Clara
slapped his thigh.

"Sit properly. Have some
respect."

He swivelled upright.

"That's it," he said, after
another five minutes of teary overacting, "I'm off."

"No you're not," said Clara.
"Sit down and shut up. You heard him. Won't be long now."

Leighton stood and wandered over
to the window. He peered out between the curtains. The dog was
lying beside the car with its ears pricked and tongue lolling from
the side of its mouth. He turned back to the room. Clara was glued
to the TV. Edson was buried in the paper. Neither of them noticed
when he slipped out.

The dog jumped to its feet when
it saw him. It curled its lip and growled, a soft rumble at the
back of its throat, unsure if he was part of the pack or the enemy.
Leighton froze and held out his hand. Dogs only ate you if they
smelt your fear.

"Nice doggy."

It stood panting at him, drool
dripping from its jaw, dry spit caked on its forehead. When he
didn't move it came to him and nuzzled his crotch. He was safe now.
He patted its shoulder and made for the gate. The dog followed him
wagging its stump and nosing his hand for more strokes.

The padlock ruined his plan. No
way out without a key. He turned and gazed around and, while the
Doberman studied his ass, he studied his exit.

The roof covered the yard,
extending from the house to the medieval-looking spiked gates.
Almir had done a great job of sealing the front but not, he
noticed, the back. Anyone already inside could climb onto the
wall he shared with his neighbour and up onto the roof. He pushed
the dog's nose out of his butt crack and twenty seconds later he
was back on the street.

The first bus that passed said
Paulista. The Extra supermarket was near Paulista and he couldn't
think of a better place to go. He hailed the driver and jumped
on.

 



5 -
Light fingers

Eagle eyes and light fingers ran
in the family. With Leighton gone and Clara glued to Esmeralda, no
one saw Edson lift two crisp fifties from the wad in the wallet in
the pocket of the shirt on the chair. It was the fattest wad Edson
had ever seen. He figured anyone with that much money would never
waste their time counting it.


6 - Extra

 When
Leighton spotted the red beacon of the Extra supermarket, he pulled
the cord to stop the bus and squirmed through the passengers to the
rear doors. He jumped down to mingle with the crowds of
designer-decked millionaires and marvel at the giant outdoors, the
mirrored towers and the queues of latest-model cars leapfrogging
between the traffic lights of Avenida Paulista.

On Paulista, everyone was
loaded. Everyone was a banker, an executive, a lawyer or some other
rich yuppie with money to burn on expensive clothes and swanky
food. Everyone, that was, except the fallen, the beggars and
homeless that lined the pavements, huddled against the walls like
piles of grubby rags waiting for the binmen to sling them in the
garbage truck.

Leighton despised them. He
despised their lack of self-respect, despised the hands and cups
and caps that begged money from the moneyed. Money for food, for
drink, for drugs. Leighton couldn't read all their dog-eared signs,
but he knew what they said. Homeless. Hungry. Unemployed. Six kids
to feed. Medicine to buy. Crippled. Deaf. Have pity, for the love
of God. Scroungers, every last one of them.

Leighton didn't scrounge, he
demanded only what was his by right because those who had, had to
give, and those who hadn't, had to ask. The world owed him. It
wasn't fair that others should have so much and he so little. One
only had to look around to see that there was more than enough for
everyone.

A block further along the
street, the white spotlights and red and yellow logo of McDonald's
shone like a jewel wedged between the drab cushions of a sofa. Its
colonial facade sparkled like a Christmas tree, pulling in workers
with money to spend the way the fat man with the red suit and fake
beard pulled kids to the mall in mid-November.

He peered through the window.
The interior was a heaving crowd of all ages, shapes and sizes.
They poured in empty-handed to stuff themselves with the Food of
the Gods and left laden with brown paper bags and folded cardboard
trays, sucking on straws in oversize paper cups. He chose a spot on
the pavement, just far enough away that the security guards
wouldn’t move him on for harassing the customers, and set to
work.

"Tia, s-spare some cash?"

A curvy girl in a black work
combo and carrying a large denim handbag waved him away. The
refusal barely registered. It wasn't personal. His was a numbers
game. All he had to do was ask enough people and he'd get what he
needed.

"Tio...?"

The man in a smart grey suit and
blue tie, his name-tag swinging on a lanyard, swerved out of his
way without a glance.

"Tio, tia..."

The young couple, arm in arm,
oblivious to all but themselves. The girl clutched her partner's
arm tighter and pulled her bag between them.

A middle-aged lady with golden
hair and a kind face talking on her mobile phone.

"Tia, got some ch-change?"

She smiled and apologised and
told him she'd got none.

Another suit. Dark and
pin-striped. Yellow tie and gold cuff-links. Gold watch and
glasses. Mirrored black shoes that clicked on the pavement.
Rounding belly and balding head.

"Tio..."

"Sorry kid." The man put a
bloated hand in his pocket and pulled out the lining before
striding inside to buy his Happy Meal on his gold-plated credit
card.

An overweight lady came
shuffling his way.

"Tia? Spare a cuh-cuh-coin?"

She stopped, breathing heavily,
sweat on her temple. Black eyes in a dark, lined face studied him
with pity. She said nothing but took out her purse and poked
inside. Nothing. She shook it and emptied it onto her palm. Twenty
cents. Better than nothing.

Even the longest journey starts
with a single step.

"Sir, spare some change?"

An old man with a grey beard
smiled at him. He put his hand in his pocket and handed over fifty
cents.

"Here you go son."

A young guy in a suit.
Hard-faced and smoking.

"Spare a coin?"

The youth waved him away.

"Uz-uz-moke?"

The guy stared at him like he'd
said something in Chinese. Then it clicked. He took one last drag
and handed Leighton the cigarette.

Time for a break. Leighton sat
down on the rim of the wall built around the base of one of the
spindly trees decorating the avenida and sucked hard,
holding the smoke before exhaling. He sucked again and again and
when he was down to the filter he flicked the butt into the road.
Sparks flew as it bounced off the door of a passing car.

He approached a tanned, platinum
blond in a tight, sleeveless beige dress, doddering along on high
heels. Black roots squeaking up from her scalp. Crow's feet and
angry jowls. Past her sell-by date, but trying hard to hide it
under a ton of face-paint. Gold earrings, necklace, rings and
watch. Gemstones and sunglasses. Little brown YSL handbag.

"T-"

"Piss off!"

"Vaca," he whispered, as
she passed.

"Cockroach," she spat back,
without breaking her stride.

Next, an executive in a blue
skirt and jacket. White shirt, open to her spotty bust. Simple gold
chain hung with a sparkling diamond. Old, but well-preserved.

"Tia, some help?"

She handed him a note, ready and
waiting in her pocket.

And so on. A hundred times
more.

Night fell and McDonald's bathed
the pavement in a yummy golden light that made Leighton's stomach
rumble. He sat by the road on the low wall around one of the
skeletal trees to count his money and eat a donated bag of fries.
Seven forty. Not much, but enough.

He headed for Brigadeiro, to
Fracchiano and Sons, a backstreet hardware store a couple of blocks
from his tree. There, Fracchiano, or a son, bagged the half-litre
can of shoemaker's glue and took Leighton's three-fifty. They both
knew that selling glue to kids was illegal, but shopkeepers had to
make a living and a customer was a customer, even if they were only
four feet tall.

Back to Brigadeiro and on to the
Extra supermarket. Minor's Mecca. Ground Zero for glueys. The store
where the fruit and veg stalls provided the endless supply of
plastic bags that first lined the sleeves of pint-sized, red-eyed,
runny-nosed ghosts meandering through the gutters of the
surrounding streets, and then the gutters of the streets
themselves.

Geared up and ready to go,
Leighton sat down in the car park to prize open his can with a coin
and a brick. Everybody saw him, but nobody noticed as he poured
half a teacup of glue into the bag and scrunched it up to empty out
all the air. He re-lidded the tin and banged it down then fanned
out the neck of the bag and took a deep breath. He exhaled into the
bag, inflating it before inhaling a lungful of solvent laden
air.

In-out, in-out, in-out, filling
his alveoli, saturating his blood with toluene and n-hexane that
flooded across his blood-brain barrier into his central nervous
system.

It took only a few seconds more
than the week before and a few less than the week to come for the
cheap cocaine high to lighten his head and set his fingers
tingling. Then, with things looking up, he set off to find the
others.

He left the car park and ambled
through the home-bound crowds choking the narrow pavements of
Brigadeiro. As he waited to cross the busy road, he found himself
next to a student at a bus stop. The student waved a cigarette as
he craned his neck to read the numbers of the approaching buses. He
looked down and their eyes met. Leighton pointed at the
cigarette.

"S-smoke?"

The student looked at him, at
the bus, at his half-smoked cigarette, and handed it over as the
bus drew near. While the bus loaded, Leighton threaded his way
through the waiting traffic to the other side, to a trio of older
kids whose home was the pavement in front of the graffitied metal
blinds of a photographic shop.

Sixteen or twenty, Leighton
didn't know their ages, only that they had thirty years on the
street between them and were too old for the shelters. With nowhere
else to go they spent their nights chatting, snogging, sniffing and
smoking, bathed in the green glow of Fuji film.

The oldest he knew as Rafa, the
fuzzy-haired, grey-eyed warden of the block. He was sat on a ragged
sponge mattress, leaning against the shop's armoured blind with a
joint in one hand and the buttock of the girl astride his thighs in
the other. Their lips were locked together and the girl, who looked
all of thirteen, seemed intent on swallowing him whole. Beside
them, another girl slept curled up under a pile of scratchy, grey
handout blankets.

Rafa's two friends were busy on
the pavement and smiled at Leighton as he stood to watch their
game. One waited as the other, a chiselled youth with gleaming
black skin, dressed only in cut-off jeans, arranged firecrackers in
a neat fan on the pavement and laid a trail of gunpowder between
the fuses. At a nod from the one the other flicked his lighter and
set it to the powder. The firecrackers exploded like a burst of
machine gun fire, strafing the pedestrians crowding the
pavement.

Floating on a cloud of solvent,
Leighton made his way to the meeting point. He knew the others
would be there and, if not there, then somewhere nearby. Kids
clustered, drawn together like magnets. It was hard to remain
isolated on the street and even those that kept themselves to
themselves could not avoid contact with the more gregarious.
Relationships ensued, street relationships that went some way to
filling the voids left by those that were absent and defective at
home. Friends became brothers and sisters, and the older and wiser
adopted the younger and greener, acting out the parts of mothers
and fathers as best they knew how.

Leighton headed down Brigadeiro
and turned left at the newspaper stand, to a wide pavement choked
by a giant pair of concrete flowerbeds of spindly weed. As he'd
expected, a tight huddle of a dozen or more glueys had already
gathered. Mostly boys, none of them older than fifteen. Some came
to relax, others to forget, all to get high and have some fun.
However bad it got at home you could always count on the huddle to
make it better.

In spite of appearances, the
nightly huddle was a peaceful affair. There was no violence, no
animosity, and little awareness of the world to which they turned
their backs as they huffed on glue and chain-smoked cheap
cigarettes. The huddle meandered across the pavement like a
wandering scrimmage as they jostled and pushed and hugged to an
incessant babble of jokes and wise-cracks and anecdotes.

Leighton elbowed his way inside
and was absorbed like water by a sponge.

It was a warm night, perfumed by
uncombusted ethanol and the dioxides and monoxides of carbon and
nitrogen, and love was in the air. Perched on the rim of one of the
flowerbeds, a couple Leighton had never seen before sat in a
passionate embrace. The boy was white and well-dressed, too
well-dressed, Leighton noted, in a leather baseball cap and pressed
white T-shirt, with his mouth sealed around the lips of the girl.
She was pretty, with light brown skin and brown, almond-shaped eyes
and wavy black hair cut straight across her forehead and bleached
with highlights. Her worn pink leggings sagged around her knees and
a white, hand-me-down lace top covered the adolescent bumps of her
breasts.

"Where's the lighter?" someone
cried. "Who's got the lighter?"

Topper, a handsome, skinny boy
with a bushy tuft of hair on his forehead, broke out of the huddle
holding an unlit cigarette high over his head. He stood and
hollered for the lighter, his filthy white T-shirt, big enough for
a sumo wrestler, hanging around his knees. When he spotted the
couple, he tucked his cigarette behind his ear and set about
prizing them apart. The girl seemed not to notice as Topper popped
their lips free and fastened his own onto hers. The leather-capped
boy shunted along the flowerbed and watched them in a bleary-eyed
daze. He took a packet of Marlboro from his Bermudas and tapped it
on his knuckle. He pulled out a cigarette with his lips and
stood.

"Where's the lighter?" he cried.
"Who's got the fucking lighter?"

Nobody answered. Nobody ever
answered, but it was there, somewhere, so he charged head first
into the group to rummage through pockets until he found it.

Leighton had sucked the fun from
his glue. It was rubbery and dry and time for a refill. He
untangled himself from the huddle and sat down on the wall of the
flowerbed next to Topper and the girl to prize open his can. On the
corner, Rafa appeared, puffing on a roll-up as he minded his flock.
He approached and sat on the other flowerbed, winking at Leighton
before lying back on the rim to blow smoke rings at the sky.

Meanwhile, Edilson detached from
the group. He rolled up to Leighton, flicking Topper's ear as he
squirmed into the space between them.

Edilson and Topper were
inseparable. Street brothers, though they couldn't have been more
different. Topper prided himself on his appearance. Edilson didn't.
Topper kept his hair in a stylish, bleached quiff. Edilson's was
short, black and curly. Topper was slim and handsome, though his
crack habit was eating the flesh from his bones. Edilson was
baby-faced and puffy-cheeked, built like a tank and with the
strength to go with it. He didn't do crack. He kicked the habit the
day he woke up with his previous brother dead beside him.

Topper ignored the provocation,
so Edilson sucked his index finger and wound it into Topper's ear.
Topper swung an elbow and knocked him backwards into the flowerbed.
Edilson’s legs flailed as he struggled to right himself. He caught
Leighton’s arm and hauled himself upright.

"Wazzurp, Turp?" he slurred,
hanging an arm across Leighton’s shoulders.

At first, Leighton hated it when
they christened him Tup. Short for Fucked Up, it made him sound
retarded. He was used to it now. He grunted back as he poured glue
into his bag and then scrunched out the air and inflated it to
inhale the gases inside. In-out, in-out, in-out, until the
floating feeling returned, creeping outwards along his arms and
legs to his fingers and toes.

"I'm out," said Edilson, peeling
open his shrivelled plastic bag for Leighton to see. "Refill?"

Edilson was a mess. There were
bloodstains on his shirt and a scabby purple bruise by the outside
corner of his left eye.

Leighton tipped a measure of
glue into his bag.

"Hoo-hoo-who'd you kill?" he
asked.

"I got shot," replied Edilson.
That explained the blood. It didn't explain why he wasn't dead. "In
the eye. This morning. Look." He leaned closer and pointed at his
wound.

"That it?"

"Is that it?" repeated an
indignant Edilson. "Yeah! That's it!" Edilson prodded at the scab
with stubby fingers caked in dirt. "I had to go to hospital. Look."
A crumpled cardboard box appeared from somewhere. "They gave me a
cream. I have to put it on three times a day."

Leighton hammered the lid back
onto the tin and huffed, studying Edilson. Black eye. Bloodstains.
Shot in the face. Suddenly, it seemed hilarious. He burst out
laughing.

"It's not funny," moaned
Edilson, punching Leighton's arm. "It hurt like hell. It was a
sniper. With an air-rifle."

A sniper. That was even funnier.
Leighton snorted. Snot bubbled out of his nose and he wiped it away
with his forearm. Being shot with a 38 was something to cry about.
But an air-gun? Edilson pointed upwards, to the buildings beyond
the flowerbeds.

"In one of those windows. I was
asleep right there." He gestured to where Topper and the girl were
making out. "I didn't feel it at first, but Topper and Enzo saw all
the blood and took me to the hospital. They gave me cream."

"You said."

"They said to use it three times
a day."

"You said that too."

"Yeah, but I keep
forgetting."

Leighton snorted again. More
snot. Edilson laughed, and together they burst into
solvent-inflamed giggles.

They huffed and laughed, laughed
and huffed and after a time Edilson stood and stretched and beat
his chest with a King Kong roar. Beside them, Topper and the girl
were still kissing, clamped together like barnacles on a ship's
hull. Edilson stood watching. Then he flung his arms over their
shoulders and began to grind his hips against them like a dog
humping a sofa. Topper tore himself away from the girl and gazed up
with red eyes. He blinked.

"What's up, bro?"

Edilson reached down and
squeezed Topper's crotch.

"This!"

Topper slapped him away and
snatched Edilson's glue.

"Gimme suma that."

He huffed hard while the girl
watched him with Sleeping Beauty eyes. She smiled at Edilson, and
then Leighton, and wound her arms around Topper's neck. Topper
handed the bag back to Edilson and nodded toward the huddle.

"Now piss off over there with
the other children and leave the grown-ups alone!"

The girl pulled his lips back to
hers, eager to resume where they'd left off. Topper dropped one
hand, slipping it into her leggings to caress her behind, the other
he lifted to Edilson and raised the middle finger.

Edilson stood watching them,
huffing on his bag. Then he threw an arm over Leighton's shoulder
and dragged him into the huddle, where the first notes of a song
were rising above the chatter. In the centre, Jeff, Diego and Will
stood facing each other, and while Will beat-boxed the rhythm
through cupped hands, Diego and Jeff sang and shook time on
gravel-filled soda cans.

 


Hey kid, I'm a big boy now.

I'm too big to cry,

And I ain't gonna shed no tears,

For all those wasted years,

Up on the Hill.

But you, kid, listen up!

When my mother comes to see me,

I cry like a baby.

And I can't stop.

No. I can't stop.

Maybe if I'd listened.

Maybe, if I'd thought some more,

I wouldn't be here settlin' the
score.

Doin' time.

 


A lot on my mind.

Nothin' to do but think.

Brother, it's a crime,

Sittin' here, doin' time.

What a waste, little brother,

I die of shame when I cry in front of
my mother.

 


Hey, little brother, see those photos
on the wall?

I gotta tell ya.

That's my life.

My past.

Cos I ain't got no future, little
brother.

 


You wanna know the meaning of fear?

Well, little brother, try here.

Try my cell.

See if you can sleep in here
tonight.

Waiting for that midnight call,

The one that comes to take ya,

Down to Hell to meet your maker.

 


This ain't the way, little brother.

We cry and we kill,

We die and we suffer,

Here inside,

There's no way out, bro, how I've
tried.

Not ’til the time is done.

And that's too late.

To cure the hate.

 


Thanks for the visit mum.

Thanks be to God I still got
family.

People who care, people who think about
me.

Real family.

 


On the street I had a father, I
did.

Taught me to smoke and push like I was
his little kid.

And before him I used to be a
thief,

But I was too dumb, didn't turn no new
leaf,

And now I got murder written on my
file,

And I got a ghost followin' me to
trial.

 


Thanks for the visit, mother.

Say 'Hi' to the guys on the Hill.

And remember me to my little
brother.

 


Despite their diminutive sizes,
Jeff, Diego and Will had clocked up nearly a quarter of a century
together on the street. Many times they'd tried to leave, and every
time it called them back. It wasn't that they enjoyed life there,
it was that they'd given up hope of life anywhere else. They’d
accepted they had no future and lived from day to day, hour to
hour. The streets were all they knew. The only place they felt at
home. The only place they could be themselves.

They sang songs written by
dealers, thieves and killers. Young men sitting out their time,
contemplating the damage they'd done to themselves and to others.
They were sad songs. Songs that lamented the hopeless, downward
spirals in which the writers lived their lives. Songs that warned
others not to follow suit. Jeff, Diego and Will knew them by
heart.

Jeff was a good-looking boy of
striking features, honey-coloured eyes and delicate gestures. His
left arm hung at an odd angle. He'd broken it five times, always in
the same place. Five times he'd gone to hospital. Five times they'd
put him in a cast from shoulder to wrist. Five times he chipped off
the plaster because it itched and limited his movement. The last
time, the tias in a shelter had given him hell and forced him to
keep the cast no matter how much he whined. He wore it as required
but broke it at the elbow so he could use his arm. The bones never
had a chance to heal straight.

Bug-eyed, putty-faced Will
didn't fit in anywhere. He was a piece of jigsaw puzzle fallen in
the wrong box, and his story was a half-finished
painting-by-numbers, a jumbled mixture of real and imagined
designs. People thought him soft and distracted and, on the few
occasions he'd been to school, his teachers wrote him off because
he couldn't read. No one ever thought to ask if he could see the
words on the blackboard which, being chronically short-sighted, he
couldn't. He assumed everyone experienced the same blurry world as
he.

Will had been on the streets so
long that he never acquired even the simplest of social graces that
most people learn as grow up. He lolloped when he walked, bouncing
his head, rocking his shoulders and swinging his arms like a rowdy
chimp. He needed to touch and be touched, to always be in physical
contact with those around him. But he didn't know how to do it
gently and patted and slapped and rubbed them like a brute. When he
embraced his friends he crushed them. When an adult showed him
affection he clung to them, pushing his head under their chin and
pinning their arms to their sides.

He was raised by a woman he
thought was his grandmother but who was, in fact, no more than a
kind, elderly neighbour. Nobody ever thought to tell him. He had no
brothers or sisters and his mother died when he was a toddler,
bludgeoned to death by his father during a drunken, jealous rage.
Hiding under the table, Will saw it all, and when her lifeless body
fell beside him, he’d looked right into her eyes. He still didn't
understand why she hadn't got up when he said her name.

His dad was in jail, and despite
knowing what he'd done, Will loved him more than anything in the
world. He visited when he could, though they never spoke. The
prison guards couldn't allow him inside, so he'd stand in the
street and wave at a blurry silhouette behind the bars of a distant
window.

Drugs made his life bearable.
Glue, marijuana, crack and coke, or psychiatrist-prescribed, Will
did them all. Sadly, they came with a price that he was paying with
the slow destruction of his body and mind. Tias pulled him off the
street time and time again, and time and time again he found
himself living with a new bunch of kids. He never stayed long. The
years of abuse had so damaged his nose and throat that
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