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The Estate

In an area known as the mucky hem on Westminster’s fine robe, the housing estate sat insolently close to a palace, a cathedral, an abbey and two royal parks. On three of its corners stood pubs that didn’t serve food; occupying the fourth was a working-man’s cafe that did. 

Scattered untidily throughout the estate to meet the daily needs of its 1,800 inhabitants were: a newsagent, a grocer, a greengrocer, a hairdresser, a butcher, a cobbler and a laundromat. It was a walk to the market for a fishmonger, but there was always the chip shop. 
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August 1965

Ten o’clock on a balmy Saturday morning. The cafe’s door stood open. Danny Byrne waited outside, nose up, like a Bisto Kid, savouring the smell of frying bacon which, once he went inside, would disappear in the dominant but still comforting aroma of warm fat.

Almost seventeen and six feet tall, he wore jeans, basketball boots and a polo shirt. After a growth spurt during which only his bones had stretched, his muscles had finally caught up, thanks to extra weight training in the boys’ club gym. This summer, possessed of visible biceps, long-sleeved shirts were no longer needed to hide skinny arms.

He had recently been spending more time looking in mirrors for what he hoped would soon be good looks. His face, unlike his arms, hadn’t firmed up enough to be thought handsome, but he felt he was getting there, although what he considered slightly girly lips remained a worry. After checking himself briefly in the window, he stepped inside.

The cream tiled walls and Formica tabletops hardened the cacophony of cutlery scrape, plate clack and the raucous banter of men who had been at work before Danny had got out of bed. Rising above the noise was the clatter and ding of a pinball machine being taken to its limits.

Nobby Clarke’s slender fingers were tapping lightly on the flipper buttons, while his body moved as if a gyroscope generated oiled hip thrusts inside his arse-empty Lee Coopers, and smooth shoulder rolls inside a red Harrington jacket. In this way, he could seduce any pinball machine into giving up its prizes. In the presence of greatness, Danny hung back while Nobby repeatedly sent the silver ball up the sloping table, to be punched around by pulsing rubber bands and illuminated mushrooms. Nobby glanced over his shoulder and through thin lips clamped around a skinny six-strander, said, ‘Danny boy! Sweet!’ 

Another soft shag of his hips and the ball rifled into a clown’s face that spun until a buzzer signalled ‘replay’. He gave a vain shrug and trapped the returning ball in the armpit of a flipper. With his free hand, he took the roll-up from his lips and held it vertically between thumb and second finger as the Buddha might, if he smoked. 

Warm, watchful eyes widened beneath a high forehead that eventually reached thin fair hair. Lighter still were the hairs of a moustache he was trying to grow: lengthy bum fluff that signalled its presence only when fingered to monitor growth, or in a wind.

‘All right, Danny?’

‘Yes.’

‘Want to play.’

‘Please.’ 

‘How many games?’

‘Three will do, thanks.’

Nobby gave a master’s smile for an apprentice who thought three attempts would be enough to score a replay. ‘Fancy yourself today, then?’ 

‘Piss off, Nob!’

Three goes for the price of one was excellent value, but such deals required discretion because the cafe’s owner, Angelo, had called time on Nobby trading replays for cash. Danny went to slip the sixpence into Nobby’s jacket pocket. 

‘No, tell you what, I’ll have a cheesecake instead … and a tea.’ This would cost more than sixpence. Danny was about to mention it, when Nobby winked and resumed easy thrusting and flipping. 

Cordelia Hill was behind the counter, wiping it down. She looked older than sixteen and, in her white coat, reminded him of Westminster Hospital’s young radiographers, who occasionally appeared in his night-time fantasies.

‘Hello, Danny.’ 

‘When did you start working here again?’ 

‘Last week … Hello Danny!’ 

‘Sorry, it’s just that I didn’t expect to see you, I thought you’d stopped working here.’ 

She smiled. ‘Nice surprise?’

‘Oh yes,’ he said, with an enthusiasm that surprised him because her smile had beamed with more than familiarity. Dodds and Crockett had recently talked of her as fanciable but, even though he hadn’t seen her for a while, he wondered why he hadn’t noticed how attractive she’d grown. Probably, he reasoned, because their friendship had never been like that. It began in their primary school. At a time when boys who played with girls were called cissies, Danny had resisted ridicule to spend time with Cordelia because, like him, she often read a book at playtime. Starting with Enid Blyton, they began reading the same books, agreeing and disagreeing. 

Unconcerned at first whether they were boys’ or girls’ books, they later drew lines, either side of which they accepted each other’s enthusiasm for the likes of Little Women or The Call of the Wild, but didn’t read them. This had stopped when Danny left for a boys’ grammar school but, on the rare occasions they met, they ended up talking about books.

Cordelia’s raised eyebrows told him she was waiting.

Danny gave her Nobby’s order and returned her smile, at which she pushed both palms over her ears to smooth blonde hair, even though it was already held neatly in a ponytail. 

‘That’s a shilling please, Danny. Had your exam results yet?’ 

He gave her two sixpences. ‘Sometime this week.’

‘I’m sure they’ll be good.’ 

Yellow flecks lit her green eyes as they locked on to his, making him feel as if he’d left his curtains open. Extended eye contact bothered Danny: with boys it could lead to confrontation; with girls it was tricky. Her gaze stirred a strange excitement in him, as if they had walked together through a familiar door but into an unfamiliar room.

‘Hope so.’ He looked away, but not before she had seen in a bit.

Holding the large, chromed teapot with two hands, she filled a white mug, added milk, and popped the cheesecake on a plate. She pushed them towards him with a smile that died when Angelo passed by and prodded her backside. 

She wheeled around, hand raised to slap. He held up a tea towel like a matador and grinned at Danny. 

Rich from Angelo, who would pull the face off anyone who did that to his own daughter. 

Yet, in his natural impulse to please, Danny hadn’t been able to stop himself returning Angelo’s grin. Cordelia noticed and gave him a look of silent fury. Instantly ashamed, he hoped he had got the brunt of her anger because Angelo paid her wages. She closed her eyes for a few seconds. When she opened them and turned to Angelo, it was with the controlled grimace of pretended tolerance. ‘Dirty old bugger.’ 

Angelo shrugged, disappointed that his bit of fun hadn’t been funny. ‘Sorry, lovely girl.’ He thwacked the towel over his shoulder and disappeared into the kitchen. Cordelia snatched her ponytail out of its rubber band, yanked her hair back through it three times, while glaring at Danny. ‘Anything else?’ 

He shook his head. 

No, except he’d like to say sorry. 

He hoped this unspoken response had shown in his face, as it was more honest than his smile for Angelo. If it had, Cordelia hadn’t noticed. He picked up Nobby’s tea and the London cheesecake with its topping of iced-coconut strings that had nothing in common with what non-Londoners call a cheesecake – except that it, too, didn’t taste of cheese. 

Nobby now sat at a table. Danny gave him his shilling’s worth.

‘Sweet,’ said Nobby, who rose, hand twirling in a Regency courtier’s bow to usher Danny to the pinball machine. Four replays had been racked up, and a shilling sat on the glass top. ‘A little bonus for you.’ 

Unsurprised by Nobby’s generosity, Danny bridled at being patronised by his oldest friend. ‘Thanks.’

As he launched the first ball, he heard the scratch-patter of a dog’s unclipped nails on the quarry tiles. Banger, an overweight black Labrador, made for the counter where he sat and waited with imploring, seal eyes for anyone who might feed him. The noise in the cafe dropped. Behind Danny, the mouth-organ whine of laboured breathing grew louder. Before Danny could turn around, Gasping George had barged him aside in the way only very big men can, while leaving their victims unsure whether they’ve done it deliberately. Danny bumped into the pinball machine, causing all the lights to go out save for the illuminated ‘Tilt’ sign that signalled ‘game over’. 

‘All right Pages?’ The ‘a’ in Pages disappeared in a wheezy dash to get it said before taking his next breath. 

‘Pages’ was an old nickname for Danny, because from an early age he had carried a book or its torn-out sections to read whenever he was on his own and, to the irritation of his mother and friends, when he wasn’t. His mates no longer used the name, but George kept it going as a put-down for the local bookworm.

‘Yes, thanks George. You?’ 

Apart from being an ignorant, clumsy bastard. 

‘Would be if there was a bit more oxygen in the world.’ 

George Kelly was a chronic asthmatic of brick shit-house dimensions, at whose approach people would move to the kerb. In his late forties, ruined lungs and huge bulk had him fighting for air after the slightest exertion. These days he got others to do most of his physical stuff but, under the flab, his muscles remained powerful. It paid to keep clear when he got upset, as he remained capable of three-yard rushes to nab victims and hold them in a crushing grip, while hissing in their ear to, ‘Fucking hold still till I get me breath.’ 

Arthur Reilly, Gasping George’s ginger-haired pilot fish, stood in the doorway, turning a matchstick over in his mouth while scanning the cafe like a hood covering his boss’s progress through a speakeasy. An unfortunate lack of space between his nose and top lip turned smiles into threatening sneers, but he became less scary every few seconds, when his face crinkled in a squeezed blink, as if everything he saw merited a double take. 

Danny started another game. Reilly passed by. His shove was deliberate. 

Tilt! 

‘Oh dear!’ said Reilly, laughing, and pushed Danny again to emphasise the fun of it all.

‘You really must be …’ George snatched a shallow breath ‘… more careful, Arthur.’

Reilly stayed close, took the matchstick from his mouth and blinked into Danny’s face. ‘Well?’ 

A couple of years older than Danny but no longer bigger, Reilly reminded him of Abraham Lincoln with his loose-limbed strength and visible tendons on freckled forearms that could well have developed from chopping wood. Yet, for the first time, Danny wondered if he could take him. Reilly’s street radar picked this up. He blinked and stepped back to give himself room to swing.

‘Leave it!’ said George. 

Reilly swaggered over to the counter. Danny started his third game but, in trying to steady his shaking hands, he gripped the table too tightly. 

Tilt! He marvelled again, as everyone else did, how Nobby got away with all those gentle pulls and nudges without turning the lights out. 

George raised an arm and in a wheezed command of low-volume menace, said, ‘Nobby, over here, my son!’ Tea in hand, shoulders slumped, Nobby got up and followed George as he made his way to a window seat that only strangers made the mistake of using. 

He called to Angelo. ‘All right about the dog?’ A question he asked every time, never expecting an answer. He sat down and the noise level picked up again. Nobby waited. George took his tea away from him. ‘Have you drunk from this yet?’ Nobby shook his head. ‘How many sugars?’

‘Two,’ said Nobby.

‘This’ll do. Don’t forget your cake.’

Nobby fetched it.

‘Cheer up my son, I ain’t gonna bite,’ said George, and buried his teeth in the cheesecake. ‘Why don’t you get yourself another one?’

When Nobby turned to go, George slapped the table. ‘Money!’ 

‘Oh, sorry, George.’ 

Nobby pulled an envelope from inside his jacket and handed it over. George waved him away, extracted a slim wad of fivers, dropped the envelope on the table and flicked it to the floor. He counted the notes and tucked them into his ‘readies’ pocket on the front of his jacket: the top half of a suit that had never been out with the matching trousers. Nobby returned, put down his second mug of tea and remained standing. 

‘No cake?’ said George.

‘Not hungry any more.’ 

George shifted his bulk, stretched out a leg and fiddled in his pocket to make more room for his right bollock. ‘What’d he say today?’

‘Who?’ said Nobby.

‘Who d’ya think?’

‘Nothing much, except that he was sorry to be a bit late.’

‘He didn’t have it all when we collared him yesterday. Wonder where he got the rest?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘How was his finger?’ 

‘Didn’t notice, George.’

Danny looked up from his game at the wrong moment and caught George’s eye.

‘Pages, my son! Here a minute.’ Danny felt a childish rage at not being allowed to finish and raised a just-a-minute hand. George rasped, ‘I ain’t got all day!’ 

At the same time, he shoved Nobby away. ‘Why don’t you go and finish his game for him.’ 

As they crossed, Nobby wouldn’t look at him and Danny felt a twinge of pity. Gone was the once smug satisfaction at being one of George’s crew, and the money that came with it, and the illusory status of driving around in his white Ford Zodiac. He was now a bullied runner for a man who frightened him. 

‘Have a seat, Danny,’ said George. 

His proper name: it must be serious.

George bared his teeth – his way of smiling – and rubbed a hand over his head as if hair grew on it, when all he had was a greying monk’s-worth circling below. ‘Now, my grammar-school boy, I might have a bit of work for you.’

George’s eyes narrowed when Danny didn’t answer.

Danny swallowed hard. ‘What’s that then, George?’ 

‘Want you to do a bit of work for me, like what Nobby does. Not so much taking messages or making collections … although I ain’t sure I can rely on him to do that like I used to.’ He shook his head. ‘No, something different.’ 

‘Oh, Nobby’s all right,’ said Danny without thinking but, on seeing George’s displeasure, added, ‘isn’t he?’ 

George closed one eye as if taking aim. ‘Not all right enough. Been having trouble finding those who owe me. Makes me look soft. Can’t be having that now, can I?’

‘No, George.’

‘Anyway, I want to make changes to the way I do things, become a little more, you know, professional. Some people reckon that because I’m common I’m also thick.’

You’re both, thought Danny, but being scary and cunning was enough to make a living on the estate.

‘Well, Danny?’

‘Yes, no … course you’re not, George.’ 

George enjoyed this flustered response, and the stretch of his smile whitened a crescent scar under his nose: his only visible ‘hard man’ mark. According to Danny’s mother, he got it aged twelve when his nan had lashed out at him and broken the glass of Tizer he was drinking. 

‘I’m thinking of putting things in writing, just so’s no one’s in any doubt about what’s agreed.’ He leaned closer. ‘Thought you could give me a hand.’ 

With effort, Danny resisted the urge to pull away from the bristled chin. George noticed, smiled and sat back. ‘I know what I want to say but writing it down’s different, ain’t it?’ He went on, gasping, chopping his sentences into bits. ‘I want to get a bit more formal, polite like. I need the bastards, these people, to know exactly what I want – but to be nice about it, at least until … know what I mean?’ 

‘Guess so.’ 

‘No guessing about it.’ He waggled his index finger close to Danny’s face as if writing. ‘Written notes. What do you say?’ 

George opened his hands, offering Danny the privilege of being part of his crew with the likes of Reilly, as well as Nobby. He was expecting gratitude. Although more frightened than grateful, Danny felt slightly flattered that, for once, his grammar-school education should have a little status, even if it was with the local thug. 

‘I don’t know, I’ve a lot of schoolwork this summer … then there’s the job at the off-licence, and my holiday …’

‘Won’t take much of your precious time, Danny, my son. And you’ll earn a few bob.’ 

‘It’s just that I wouldn’t want to let you down.’

George’s lips peeled back from his teeth. ‘Oh, I don’t think you’ll do that.’ 

‘No, George.’

‘A few little messages. Nobby can deliver them. Nobby!’ 

Nobby abandoned his game and came over. ‘What’s that, George?’ 

‘Talking about you and Danny here working together.’

Nobby checked to ensure George wasn’t looking at him before giving Danny a wide-eyed shake of his head. ‘Oh yeah? Sweet.’

George leaned closer again. Creamy cobwebs of saliva had appeared at the corners of his mouth. ‘Shall we say two bob a note?’ Danny earned only ten bob for a whole Saturday at the off-licence. George’s head dropped to one side as if checking a picture that needed straightening. ‘Easy money, but if you don’t think it’s worth it …’ He stopped without saying what Danny wanted to hear: something like, ‘you can jack it in’. 

The extra money would be welcome; enough, among other things, to buy his mother the hairdryer she’d love. He wanted time to think but George had raised a hand, ready to shake on the deal. 

Danny cleared his throat to avoid a squeaky reply. ‘OK, let’s see how it goes … till the end of the summer holidays?’

‘Done.’ George spat a spray of saliva into the palm of his hand and held it out. Danny noted how big a fist it would make, and winced at the crushing squeeze that followed. 

‘Right. Breakfast.’ George raised an arm and rasped out his order. ‘Ready when you are, Angelo, and a couple of bangers for Banger!’ He chuckled at his habitual joke and told Nobby to get him another cup of tea. Nobby slouched off. 

Danny stood up. ‘I’ll be getting away now, George.’ 

‘Yeah, see you around, Pages. Welcome on board.’

Nobby was waiting at the counter next to Reilly and rubbing the patient Banger’s head. Danny stopped to do the same when he heard Cordelia say, ‘No thanks Arthur, sorry. I don’t have much time these days, what with covering for my mum and all.’

After a prolonged blink, Reilly switched from nice to nasty. ‘What, looking after your drunken old lady?’ Cordelia drew back as if she had been struck. He leaned on the counter. ‘Don’t know who you think you are.’

The hurt in her face triggered anger that surged past Danny’s natural caution. ‘Too good for you, Reilly!’ Shaking at the realisation of what he’d said and not daring to look at Reilly, he said, ‘Are you OK, Cordelia?’ 

His question released her tears and she ran to the kitchen. 

Reilly grabbed his arm and between blinks said, ‘Oh yeah?’ He cocked his fist. ‘Keep your fucking nose out!’ 

Danny wondered whether nutting Reilly would take him down and then, what if it didn’t? Here was the white knight scene in which he had imagined himself starring. But it hadn’t featured his legs starting to buckle. He waited, knowing he was leaving the ‘first-in’ chance to Reilly. Nobby appeared at Danny’s shoulder. Reilly’s eyes flicked between the two of them, wondering whom to punch first.

‘Arthur!’ George was shaking his head.

Reilly let go. Danny yanked his arm away as if Reilly still held it and walked out, while Reilly made loud clucking ‘chicken’ sounds. 

Halfway down the street, Nobby caught up with him. ‘For a minute, I thought it would all kick off in there. Boy, have you pissed off the blood-nut blinker.’ 

‘Fuck Reilly,’ said Danny.

Nobby grinned. ‘Rather you than me! Still, nice of you to stick up for Cordelia.’ 

And good of you to stick up for me, thought Danny, remembering how Nobby had been ready to throw his frail body into the fray. 

‘Not the best start to being one of George’s crew, though,’ said Nobby.

‘I’m not one of George’s crew. I agreed to help out now and again, that’s all.’

‘Yeah, like it says in your contract. Know what mine says?’ Danny didn’t answer. ‘It says that I do everything he asks or I get a fucking clump. Yours say something different?’

‘Piss off, Nobby. And watch yourself. He reckons you’re getting sloppy about finding those who owe him.’

His face stiffened. ‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah.’

He stopped to light a roll-up and drew deep. ‘Shit. I gave Streaky Gordon a couple more days to pay but he ran into me and George yesterday and begged for more time. George agreed but when Gordon went to shake hands, George grabbed his little finger and bent it back till it cracked.’ 

Nobby grimaced. ‘When the poor gits were only selling for George, they always found the money. But some, like Gordon, have started taking the stuff, too, and while they’re on it they don’t care. I went around to his gaff this morning. He was coming down big time and shitting himself at being five quid short. I said I’d take what he had but he freaked out because George wants it all or nothing.’

‘And?’

‘I subbed him.’ 
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The windows of the reading room in the library were wide open but street air failed to penetrate its fetid atmosphere. Danny and half a dozen men sat around a long oak table, fighting off sleep. As usual, most of Danny’s fellow readers were from the nearby Salvation Army hostel and, although it was high summer, their attire would have kept them warm in winter. Lumps of varying sizes bulged under macs and coats. Crammed carrier bags and ruined holdalls sat at their feet – each man his own walking larder and wardrobe. 

Danny was struggling to focus on Tess of the d’Urbervilles, part of his A level English course for the next year. The others, chins or cheekbones propped on elbows, were making a show of reading a variety of newspapers or magazines but their eyes were closed.

A tramp on Danny’s right gave in to the heat and draped a filthy herringbone coat over the back of his chair. Whenever he scratched himself or stretched, he revived Danny – as if by smelling salts – with acrid blasts of baked sweat escaping from under two pullovers, a shirt and what appeared to be several vests. 

Danny wanted to move to another seat but the ostentation of getting up daunted him. He worried a little about embarrassing his neighbour, and a lot about embarrassing himself. However, he worked out that the only vacant chairs were next to those who looked equally pungent. Although relieved at there being no point in moving, he felt a twinge of shame at knowing he would have stayed put anyway. 

On his other side, a grizzled bear of a man with long grey side-whiskers slept soundly, arms straight down at his sides, forehead resting on the Daily Express while his dribble darkened the racing pages. At first, Danny had taken him for a tramp who didn’t smell, but his blue overalls and the clean white spots on his red kerchief indicated a working man who looked too old to be working. 

Soon a librarian would ask the sleeper to leave. Bad smells were unacceptable but hard to deal with when there were multiple sources. Sleep publicly offended the library’s purpose as a place for improving the mind. In winter, with the windows closed and the marvellous central heating at full blast, the librarians were less tolerant of smells, yet still allowed even the most fragrant visitors ten minutes to read, or pretend to read, while they got warm. But sleeping remained taboo.

Through the glass-panelled partition, Danny spotted a librarian approaching. Others saw her too and made a show of reading and turning pages. The big man slept on, until Danny leaned over and shoved his shoulder. He came to with a grumpy start. Danny pretended to point at something in his newspaper. The big man looked about him, realised his position and flipped from the soaked racing columns to the dry leader page. The librarian stood in the doorway for a minute to let everyone know she had her eye on them. As she returned to the main desk, the big man winked and held out a huge, calloused paw, inside which Danny struggled to gain a grip. He expected his hand to be crushed, as it had been by Gasping George, but it received only a gentle squeeze.

Everyone settled down and Danny tried again to focus on Tess of the D’Urbervilles. Before long, he was dozing and waking with a nod over pages that had to be re-read. He gave up and fell to musing about how he would feel if his girlfriend – if he ever had a girlfriend – were, like Tess, to lose her virginity to someone else. As he daydreamed, sympathy rose in his chest, not for the shitty Angel Clare but for a betrayed Danny Byrne, and anger grew for the imaginary seducer who’d had his way with his girlfriend before he did. These thoughts served only to increase his belief that a lack of sexual experience must be obvious and that girls would be more attracted to boys who weren’t virgins. He feared that his own virginity would render him and any future girlfriend vulnerable to sexually experienced interlopers. 

His drowsy thoughts drifted around virginity and the ridiculous notion of ‘losing’ it, like something mislaid or stolen when not paying attention, or even while unconscious. When he considered the erections that greeted him on waking each morning, the idea of having sex while he slept seemed at least possible, and only marginally more likely to disrupt his sleep than the turbulent, vivid dreams in which he enjoyed sex with girls he knew, or film stars like Sophia Loren or – a bit of a worry this – the school caretaker’s fat wife. He hoped that once he had enjoyed the real thing, it would relieve the daily groin-ache for which he found only one form of temporary relief. He wondered, though, if finally having sex would put an end to his Technicolor dreams, or if they would only revert to black and white?

Dodds and Crockett claimed they had already done it with Barbara Gethin, a girl who had worn a sizeable bra since she was eleven. Danny had had his chance the day they’d sat together on the bench outside Jones’s grocer shop. She had rubbed his thigh and looked into his eyes which, Dodds had assured him, would lead to him being invited to her flat. Sure enough, the invitation came but, despite the arrival of an eager erection, he became flustered and declined. When Dodds asked how he’d got on, Danny claimed that he didn’t fancy her. This was true, but also true was the fact that – in the face of Barbara’s fully fleshed, full-bodied come-on – he’d bottled it.

Dodds shook his head. ‘Didn’t fancy her? All you had to do was give her one. It’s not as if she fancies you either! Who do you think you are, Steve McQueen?’ 

Embarrassed and miffed at not being fancied, Danny was also shocked to realise that some girls could be just like Dodds.

Danny’s never-ending virginity continued to keep him low in the pecking order whenever mates talked of girls. He recalled how late he’d been reaching an earlier maturity milestone. While friends were sounding like Paul Robeson, his voice had remained stubbornly falsetto. In school assembly, he had mimed to hymns rather than sound like a choirboy, and coughed in search of a lower octave before speaking. With the arrival of his first deep croaks, responses of family and friends included, ‘finally’, or ‘at last’. Happily, they hadn’t been monitoring his equally slow-developing dick.

Danny had thought of pretending he’d had sex but was deterred by the fear of being exposed as a liar. And exposure was all too possible, because when anyone claimed to have had sex with a local girl, Dodds made a point of asking her whether it was true. None confessed, although Judy Graham was betrayed by her short temper, ‘the big-mouthed bastard! …’ she’d said, followed by hopelessly late denials. Dodds claimed he could tell if a girl was a virgin by the way, when questioned, she said, ‘maybe’, or ‘mind your own business’, or ‘fuck off’.

Danny wondered whether it was his sexual frustration that was making things physically tricky. Erections had started catching him off guard by rising spontaneously during the day. He could only guess that this was a response to juicier, subconscious images in his brain while he was thinking of mundane stuff. One morning, while heading to the Oval to watch cricket, he been surprised by a stirring in his crotch every bit as vigorous as if he’d been thinking of Brigitte Bardot jiggling out of her underwear. Practised at keeping a newspaper or a tray over his lap when watching Sandy Sarjeant dancing on Ready Steady Go, he could be shocked by his increasingly independent member wanting to come out to play during the Nine O’Clock News. He’d have been happy to co-operate, but only when his mind was on the job. He did find time, in private, to relieve these urges, but he’d found that relief and satisfaction were different things – like enjoying a trailer but never getting to see the main feature.

Despite his failure with the willing Barbara Gethin, Danny continued to harbour the hope that when he finally got to enjoy actual sex, it would be with a special girl, a co-star. Trouble was, he knew no one special. There were girls who might oblige, but it would mean having to go out with them, and to fib into faces like Barbara’s that he didn’t want to kiss. And those who were special probably wouldn’t do it, anyway. 

‘Maybe it’s best to wait for someone special,’ he had said to Dodds.

‘Bollocks,’ said Dodds, ‘that’s what birds say. And they don’t all mean it.’

Perhaps Dodds was right, better to focus on the sex rather than the kind of girl to have sex with. Until then, Danny would equate virginity with immaturity and believed that, once he’d lost it, his face would firm up; his gaze become more direct; his demeanour altogether more confident. And girls, consciously or unconsciously, would sense that here was a sexually experienced boy, a caresser, not a fumbler, someone who knew that girls don’t like to rush things. Crockett had told him this. He’d got it from his girlfriend the day she dumped him.
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Dodds and Crockett sat side by side on the wall outside Jones’s grocer shop. Dodds’s legs reached the ground and stretched his jeans over muscular thighs. Crockett’s jeans contained more slack than leg and his feet dangled. Not quite an Of Mice and Men pairing; Dodds wasn’t slow, but Crockett could make him feel it. 

Dodds stood up eagerly at Danny’s arrival, as if being relieved of a shift with his little partner. ‘So, what’s new, Danny?’

‘Not much.’ 

Crockett slipped down from the wall. He made an ‘O’ with his mouth to receive an invisible cigar, which he lit with an invisible lighter and puffed imaginary smoke into Dodds’s face.

‘What’s with him?’ said Danny

‘He’s had some news,’ said Dodds.

Crockett turned Danny’s wrist over and pretended to tap ash into his upturned palm ‘I’ve passed all my O level, grade A.’ 

‘Great! Told you it would be worth it, Croc.’ 

Crockett had left school at Easter, but his art teacher had encouraged him not to give up and to do a final term at night school.

Dodds smiled. ‘O level Art, it’s gonna change his life.’

‘Might do,’ said Crockett.

‘What are you gonna do with it?’ 

Crockett winked at Danny. ‘Become an electrician.’ 

Dodds clipped him around the head, an easier response than trying to keep up with his friend’s fast mouth. 

Dodds, too, had left school early to work as a butcher with his father. He lived off the estate, above the shop that his parents owned. This set him apart, a status that came to the fore during occasional fallouts and fights, but he’d spent his childhood with the estate boys and had become a friend. Daily load-up trips at Smithfield Market had broadened his shoulders and given him arms like Bluto. His hard, square face was almost war-comic German soldier, but he was beginning to resemble Charles Bronson, which put him ahead of Danny in the good-looks stakes. 

‘See how butchers behave with people more qualified than them,’ said Crockett, rubbing the back of his head.

Matthew Murphy had been ‘Crockett’ since he was eight years old, when he had worn his Davy Crockett hat day and night, and driven everyone nuts with endless renditions of the song from the TV series. He had refused to answer to his own name and every kid’s game, whether it featured Roy Rogers, Dan Dare or Robin Hood, had to include Davy Crockett – and his hat. 

He stood five feet three in his socks and rose to normal height only when wearing his size five-and-a-half Cuban-heeled Chelsea boots. He was waiting for a long-promised growing spurt his parents swore would come before he reached eighteen, but he had the cast of a small man. 

At Easter, he had accepted a job as a sewer man, one of the few occupations for which being short was an advantage. He ignored with aplomb any ‘shit-shovelling’ comments and references to his smell, because he was easily the cleanest person the boys knew, thanks to powerful daily showers at the depot that put to shame once-a-week baths or feeble sprays from hand-held hoses in estate bathrooms. 

What Crockett lacked in height he made up with front. He had a hundred ways of saying, ‘Oh yeah?’ that could turn conversations into rows. It took time to get used to him, something that few strangers were prepared to give. Although undeterred by the threat of violence, the real thing sometimes surprised him and left him in a bad way. Even Dodds and Reilly tailored what they said according to the size of an opponent; not Crockett, whose dial had two settings: ‘on’ when you got him in full, piss-taking glory, or ‘off’ when he was asleep. 

‘And what about Brains then?’ said Dodds. ‘How many?’ 

Danny shrugged. O levels were no big deal on the estate, where piss-take imposed procrustean limits on status, and respect was largely unspoken. Being known as a clever dick was a handicap, a bit like being ginger.

He had opened the envelope while his mother watched. When he read out the results, she had lifted her pinny to her eyes. ‘Oh Danny! I’m … your dad, he …’ she said, relating, as usual, her son’s achievement to the certain joy of his dead father.

‘I know, Mum.’ 

‘My clever, handsome boy!’

The less relevant ‘handsome’ pleased him most. Unable to handle her tears, he’d grabbed her hands and danced her around the kitchen, changing the West Side Story song to, ‘I’m so clever, I’m so clever …’ until she was laughing and begging him to stop.

‘Well?’ said Dodds. 

‘A few,’ said Danny.

Dodds’s face came closer. ‘How many?’ 

‘Eight.’ 

‘Well, haven’t you been the little swot.’

‘Terrible thing, envy,’ said Crockett. Dodds gauged the distance to his head. 

‘Where’ve you been?’ said Dodds.

‘Library, holiday homework for next year.’ 

‘So, you’re gonna stay a schoolboy?’ 

‘Grammar schoolboy, please,’ said Crockett.

‘So?’ said Danny.

‘So, skint for another year!’ said Dodds.

A familiar jibe from Dodds, the wage earner who had enough money to go out every day of the week.

‘Not exactly,’ said Danny.

‘No?’ said Dodds.

‘There’s the job at the off-licence.’

‘Biking bottles of stout to old dears?’ 

‘It’s more than that.’ 

‘Yeah, right.’

Sod you, thought Danny, and your old man’s shop, and his Rover, and especially the Ford fucking Anglia you’ll be getting this summer. 

Danny’s pride in his results dissolved in anger and envy as he considered, for the umpteenth time, giving up school, getting a job, and having money to hold his own with mates. 

Since he’d passed the eleven-plus, his mother had banged on about there being no merit in leaving school early; that passing exams meant not having to go to work while he was a kid, like she and his dad had to; that with qualifications he’d eventually earn more. This didn’t wash with Dodds and, most of the time, it didn’t wash with Danny.

‘Anyway, all the butchers’ jobs have been taken,’ said Danny.

Dodds’s face stiffened, and in a second they were facing each other, fists clenched, on the boundary between verbal and physical conflict. 

Crockett stepped between them. ‘Not long now till our trip to Devon.’

Dodds accepted the chance to ease up. ‘I’ve only a quid left to pay.’ 

‘I’m paid up,’ said Crockett, ‘now, what we should be thinking about, instead of careers, is how we’re going to absolutely cream this holiday.’

Dodds lifted Crockett and pulled him face to face. ‘That, my half-pint friend, is exactly what I’m going to do. Trust me.’

Crockett looked closely at Dodds’s nose. ‘This spot of yours is nice and ripe, soon be a real mirror-cracker.’ 

‘Catch!’ said Dodds and threw him at Danny, who stepped back. Crockett tumbled against his legs.

‘Oops,’ said Dodds.

Crockett got up. ‘You’re a dick, Dodds. I wouldn’t trust you as far as you could throw me.’ 

‘I wonder if Nobby will go?’ said Danny.

Nobby was a member of the boys’ club but he didn’t belong. Playing pinball took him to self-imposed sporting limits and he scorned any activity that got him out of breath. Danny admired Nobby’s outspoken contempt for those who mocked his lack of sporting prowess. 

‘Who cares?’ said Dodds.

‘I do!’ said Danny.

The tension between them returned. Crockett held up his hands. ‘Easy, chaps. What do you think, Danny? It’s not as if the hiking and canoeing stuff is compulsory.’ 

‘And not as if he hasn’t got the dosh,’ said Dodds.

‘Up to him, I guess,’ said Crockett. 

Danny recalled that morning in the cafe. ‘Except it isn’t up to him any more.’

Dodds and Crockett knew what this meant. Crockett locked his fingers and pushed out his palms. ‘Well, poor bastard’s got himself so far up George’s arse, he needs a torch.’ 

‘Up himself more like,’ said Dodds, ‘and not so cocky now George treats him like shit.’

Crockett crossed himself. ‘Yeah, but it’s Nobby for fuck’s sake. Our mate, one of God’s children your old man goes on about.’

Dodds grinned. ‘Be still and know that I am Dodds!’

His butcher father was a lay Methodist preacher, who promoted his life-saving product as if it were soap to help Dodds and his friends lead clean lives. Dodds continued to attend chapel, but swore it was only until he was given his promised car when, he had assured Crockett and Danny, Sundays would be for the open road.

‘Nobby’s a child all right,’ said Dodds.

Crockett’s eyes rolled up under their lids. ‘Speaking of children.’ 

‘Hi gang!’

Jinx, Crockett’s younger brother, approached, toes scraping, heels lifting, jerking each leg as if it dragged a small ball and chain. He grinned pre-emptively against Crockett’s irritation and lurched to a shy halt. Pencil-thin and much taller than Crockett, he carried his arms at scarecrow angles. With a gormless smile, he cupped an elbow in one hand, leaving the other to wander over his face, to pick his nose or knuckle sleep from the corners of his eyes. Deep brown curls wrapped a head that in repose, with mouth closed, was beautiful. Jinx looked straight in the eyes of those he spoke to but turned away the moment they replied, a habit developed from years of dealing with reprimands. But it took only a smile, a benign question, a gentle hand on his arm to release him to jerk around, to ask questions, and to suggest how others might play with him. He knew he wasn’t ‘right’ and spoke with a grin about his ‘bang on the head’. 

Jimmy Murphy had been ‘Jinx’ long before the accident that stalled his brain and slackened limbs that would never work together again. As a baby, he’d fallen out of his pram and dislocated a shoulder; he’d suffered a fractured leg when a car beat him to an escaping football, and a scaffold coupling had dropped from three floors up to break his collar bone. There had been regular visits to casualty for suspected concussion, cuts and – his speciality – fingers mangled by closing doors. At ten years old, he’d done the job properly and fallen from a narrow wall into a bombsite, missing a discarded mattress by inches to land on unforgiving stone.

He made life hard for Crockett, in whom love competed with anger at never-ending responsibility for his troublesome, string puppet of a brother. The harsh words and clouts of Crockett’s fraternal guard duty no longer bothered Jinx. He had worked out his brother, and his friends. On meeting strangers, he stayed mute, watchful, waiting for them to be kind. If they weren’t, he’d slink away.

‘What do you want?’ said Crockett.

Jinx shrugged, more by pulling his head down than raising his shoulders. ‘What you doing?’

‘What does it look like?’

After thinking for a moment, his large, blue eyes lit up. ‘You’re leaning against the wall!’

‘For Christ’s sake!’ said Crockett. ‘Get to the bloody playground and leave us alone.’

Jinx ignored him and took Danny’s hand. ‘Danny?’

‘Yes, Jinxy.’

‘Wanna play football?’

‘No thanks. Anyway, there’s no ball.’

‘Can’t we pretend we’ve got one, like last time?’

‘Hah!’ said Dodds. ‘Imaginary football. Sounds about your mark, Danny, bet you’re quite good.’ 

Danny took a deep breath. ‘Not now, Jinxy, but how about a game of Would Ya?’ 

Jinx gave a dribbling smile. ‘OK, Danny, if I can go first.’

‘Jesus, just tell him to sod off,’ said Crockett.

Danny held on to Jinx’s hand. ‘It’s OK, it won’t take long.’ 

Dodds punched Crockett’s arm. ‘I’m off, coming?’

‘Yeah,’ said Crockett. As he left, he pulled Jinx’s hand away from his face. ‘And you get home soon, right?’

‘I’ll watch him,’ said Danny. 

‘See, Danny will watch me!’ 

‘I don’t know, Croc, anyone would think Jinx was his brother, not yours,’ said Dodds.

‘Except that he doesn’t have to live with him,’ said Crockett.

‘Tall like him, though, and your dad’s a short-arse.’ 

‘Fuck off,’ said Crockett.

Dodds smirked. ‘And dark-haired like you, Danny. Wasn’t your dad dark, too?’ 

This was the kind of innuendo – born of assumptions, accurate or false, and augmented by mischief – that flourished and sometimes endured among the estate’s inhabitants. Even though Crockett’s mother was reassuringly tall, and dark, the suggestion stung Danny. 

‘Fuck off Dodds.’ 

‘Yeah, don’t be a dick, Dodds. See you later, Danny,’ said Crockett.’

When they left, Jinx tugged Danny’s hand. ‘Would ya like to sit in a big bowl of custard, Danny?’

Danny made a horrified face. ‘Cold or hot?’

Jinx clapped his hands. ‘Cold!’

‘Euch, no thanks.’ 

‘Your turn, Danny.’ 

‘OK, would ya like to find a caterpillar in your ear?’

Jinx shrieked, ‘No, not in my ear.’ He thought for a moment. ‘I’d like to keep one in a matchbox though.’ 

‘Would ya?’

‘Yes.’

Danny drew him close. ‘Well, maybe you can keep this great big one, if we can winkle him out of your ear.’

Giggling and panicking, Jinx tried to pull away. ‘There isn’t one in there, there isn’t!’

‘Oh, I think there is.’

Jinx screamed. Danny held him tight till he grew calm, then led him to a bench near the playground. After sitting down, Jinx put an arm around Danny’s neck and waited, head down, content; minutes passed. 

‘How do you like your summer school?’ said Danny.

Jinx shifted in his seat.

‘Come on Jinxy, you can tell me.’

‘I like the bus, and I like the bus driver.’ 

The bus came three times a week and took Jinx and a dozen other ‘backward’ children to a play centre. 

‘Don’t you like it there? Aren’t the teachers nice?’

‘I like some teachers. I like the ones who don’t shout.’ He looked up. ‘I like Susan.’

‘A teacher?’

‘No, she’s my friend. She gets on the bus too.’

‘Is she nice?’ 

‘Yes, she wears glasses. I’d like to wear glasses, Danny.’

‘What about the other children, do you like them?’

‘They’re not kind to Susan. Now they’re not kind to me because I told them to shut up.’ 

‘Good for you, Jinxy.’

He grinned. ‘Yeah, good for me. Susan’s glad I fell off the big wall.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, ’cos if I hadn’t hurt my head, I wouldn’t be at her school.’

The wall, one brick wide. On one side, the pavement, on the other a twelve-foot drop into the bombsite. The dare: to walk its six yards. Many lost their balance but always jumped down on the pavement side. 

‘Danny!’

Jinx falling, hands out, pressing down on thin air.

Danny unable to scream.

Jinx on his back, blood spreading like a dark amoeba behind his unmoving head. 

Danny, turning this way and that, bending from the waist, finally squeezing out the word, ‘Help!’ 

The woman in a full-length pinny. ‘What’s the matter?’ Looking over the wall. ‘Oh, my godfathers!’ Rushing to her house. 

Danny climbing down. Shouting, wake up, Jinxy! into his unblemished face. 

Jinx, eyes half-open, only whites showing. Lacy bubbles of saliva pulsing from his lips and nostrils. 

Slipping a hand under his neck to lift his head. Pulling it back, fingers bloody. 

Wrists bent at horrible angles. 

The ambulance men, ‘What happened, son?’

Danny wiping blood on his trousers. ‘He fell. He just fell. I couldn’t …’ 

‘Couldn’t what?’

Danny wondering if the man believes him.

‘What’s your friend’s name?’

‘Jinx.’ 

His real name?

‘Jimmy Murphy.’

‘Where does he live?’ 

‘On the estate. Is he going to die?’

‘Not if we can help it. How old are you, son?’ 

‘Twelve.’

Jinx, strapped to the stretcher, white face above a bright red blanket. The ambulance men struggling up ruined basement steps. 

The woman in the pinny, ‘The estate’s around the corner, I’ll go.’

The ambulance doors slamming, the bell fading.

The woman taking Danny’s hand. 

In the courtyard, Crockett playing keepy-uppy, smiling at Danny, then not smiling. 

The woman, ‘Who are you, love?’ 

‘Crockett.’

‘Is your mum home?’ 

Crockett scooting up to the second-floor flat.

Jinx’s mother, wild-eyed, hurtling down the stairs, shouting up at Crockett, ‘Stay there, tell Dad!’

Danny frightened to leave, frightened to go home.

‘He just fell.’
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