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         It was the first day of term when He whipped my thin legs with nettle stems. The sun was glaring behind the clouds, and I knew then that I would have to kill Him. I did not know how or when, but as the stings lashed my skin and my body quivered with pain, His fate was sealed, cast in marble.

         He would die in the Mosslands.
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         There was the reek of fear in that first week of school. We had all heard stories of what happens in the first year. Earlier that morning, the headmaster had said in his opening speech that rumours of such violence were false.

         Our childhoods died in the school. But they would not die in the way that He would. That moment, however, was far off.

         The first lesson after the headmaster’s speech was Games. It was a mixture of contact sports conducted on the messy field behind the school. We were marched through the corridors and into the damp changing rooms, lit with mint-green fluorescence. They smelled of sweat and mud, even before we had stepped onto the field. The floor glistened with rank water.

         Games was first thing on a Monday for the rest of the year, and my first lesson of secondary school. Reminiscence of school always brought back that awful, damp smell and the migraine-lit changing rooms.

         The boys looked nervously at each other. We were expected to undress. Our discomfort produced a strange silence. The kits, bought in the preceding weeks by our parents at the school’s open events, looked clean and pristine. It wouldn’t last long.

         The clatter of studs serenaded our slow trudge to the sodden land by the marsh, human intervention there marked only by dilapidated rugby posts. The games then began in earnest.

         We ran around the pitch until we couldn’t breathe. We were taught to run at each other and take the impact. The stronger boys took to it quickly and soon enjoyed themselves. The rest of us took a battering.

         It was a gruelling hour and a half. By the end, breathing stung the lungs. The thick layer of grime gradually gathered from the field was evidence that I was slowly learning to be a man.

         The boys were hobbling back after the lesson when a teacher growled an order in my direction. I was to bring the cones from the field. He was bald and round with a scrunched-up face. His cleanliness stood out in comparison to the boys. Mud covered my body and seemed to enter my pores.

         My slowness was noted, and I was sent back for the markers as punishment. They were small, plastic discs with a hole in the middle, put down to show the various corners of the pitch, hidden under vegetation and rubbish. No other official markers besides the goalposts were there, such was the dirt. Other objects lay there too: plastic bags, a trolley from the nearby supermarket which was engulfed by the hungry earth, glass bottles, and the odd shoe left by previous classmates after the mud proved reluctant to relinquish its grasp. The marsh wanted the field for its own.

         I walked each edge and gathered the dirty bits of plastic, letting the markers drop onto a small metal stand. I thought I was alone on the field as I wandered back under a bridge and through the alleyway to the school yard. It was then that He and His boys appeared. They were hanging around the small gully of water by the bridge and were still in uniform as they had cried off the lesson, claiming to have forgotten their kit.

         I could not pass beyond them as they made a barrier with their thick bodies. At first, it was a minor humiliation, proving their ability to intimidate. It quickly escalated. One of them pushed me to the ground and the impact winded me. The stand of markers clattered to the floor beside me. It was followed by kicks whenever I tried to get up, keeping me close to the rough tarmac while two of them went back to the field.

         I lay there terrified. For a moment, I felt outside of myself as I began the journey into adulthood. Nettles were torn from the emerald marsh where they had been forced to stroll. Perhaps the walk had given them the idea.

         My bent knees arched on the dirty floor of the alleyway. The boys were dressed in black, looking almost holy. They wore  different clothing to the official uniform: trainers and black cagoules worn under the blazer, with plastic goggles embedded in the hood. The tie of green and black stripes was deliberately tied too short. Their hands were protected by thick black ski gloves.

         I cannot get rid of this image. It is a deformity within me. No one else can see it.

         They let loose with a volley of lashes. The nettle stems were long and found their mark with ease. The impact from their spindly structure would have been enough to cause pain, never mind their stinging poison. Each whiplash burned and the boys lost all control, frenzied by His encouragement. He conducted them as they slowly moved away, the odd eager follower getting one last nettle-stem crack before they stood by and watched for the reaction on my skin.

         He picked me up, my legs shaking. I could not stand properly. My knees kept inverting in upon themselves as a defence against the growing irritation. Raging lines of red and pink formed in between the drying mud. I wanted the ground to swallow me whole, anything rather than look into His greasy face.

         He scrunched my baggy sports jumper in His fist and used it to hold up my scrawny body. I had not felt fear like this before. All previous fear had stemmed from misunderstanding: a scary television programme seen much too young, a misreading of a dog’s friendliness as aggression. This was different. I was aware of what was happening, consciously and without confusion. I was afraid.

         The collar choked my throat as He applied concrete pressure and brought His other fist up to my face, a key clenched in its fingers. Gleaming metal protruded like a tongue. He said He would Yale me if I told anyone. He dug the key’s sharp end slowly into my cheek so that I understood. The key created a precise point of pain, trying to open my face like a lock, threatening to pierce the skin. I still wince when anyone mentions that brand of key. He turned the brand into a verb.

         Nothing can redeem this moment.

         I rambled pleas. I wouldn’t tell anyone, certainly not a teacher. He let the key deepen, enough to leave a dark red mark as I begged Him to stop. Then they let me go.

         As I stumbled away, one boy pushed hard into my back with the force of his shoulder, laughing as I landed on the floor again. I was asking for this, they all said, and I believed them. The tarmac smacked the air out of my chest, but it did not stop me from wriggling away like an insect.

         As I crawled on the dirty ground, I knew He would have to die.

         I was weak and He was strong. I was shy and He was confident. I was afraid of violence, whereas He thrived on it.

         Yet, He would die, and I would kill Him.

         I left the markers abandoned in a pile and hoped the teacher would forget he had tasked me with their return.

         I watch my younger self hobble across the yard to the changing rooms, tears burning eyes, legs stinging, cheek aching. I wish I could go back and tear them all to shreds. My hands and arms as they are now, grabbing each boy and ripping each arm from its socket in swift jerks, like pulling crackers.

         It matters little. He was torn to shreds.

         I was lucky – the teacher could not remember who he had told to gather the cones. Our names were not yet memorised. As I went to the next lesson of the day, muddy, stinking and hurt, I spotted the teacher walking back towards the alleyway, angry at having to return the markers and talking wildly to himself.

         The whipping party had vanished into the air. Part of me had vanished, too. My childhood was left behind in that alley.

         This was the morning of the first day at the school in the Mosslands.
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         The train grumbled gently on its journey through fields and hills. I was travelling to my childhood home. Anxiety over the journey from London to Liverpool never eased. I couldn’t deny, however, that I missed home and was often glad to be out of the capital for a time.

         I had dreams of my land disappearing under marshy water, the River Mersey and the River Dee joining into a single estuary. Most maps realised this daydream anyway, forgetting to include the peninsula where I was from. The Wirral is often forgotten.

         This trip was different. Mum had decided she was moving with her partner to North Wales. Dad had already moved from the peninsula to Chester some years before. This trip was my last while still tangibly connected to the area. It made the weekend feel strange and final. Maybe it really would disappear under the water of two rivers.

         I sat on one of the train’s four-way seats, separated by a grey plastic table. There was only one other occupant, an older woman who started talking after a few minutes. She was from Wallasey too, having just visited her daughter now living in the capital. Initially, the silence between us had been too much to bear and I had made eye contact, smiling warmly. Upon seeing the invitation, she talked quickly, mostly about her daughter’s work. She sounded excited about her offspring’s life in London, reflecting the exoticism it possessed when telling people from our area.

         She asked why I was travelling to Liverpool. I was surprised at first, as – not picking up on any accent – she had assumed that I had had business up north and was actually from London, rather than the other way round. I told her I was travelling to Wallasey to visit Mum. She was surprised, asking if I had grown up there. I answered with a blank affirmation. I didn’t sound like I was from there, she laughed. She talked a little longer, her words washing over me, before we dived back into a slightly more comfortable silence. Headphones in, book out.

         I couldn’t concentrate on reading, as her reaction to my lack of accent sent me back into memories. I had an accent once – the same as hers, in fact, and as strong as any of my friends.

         I remember first hearing my voice recorded on a Dictaphone, and feeling shaken by how much it reminded me of His scratching tone. I may have escaped Him, but I had not escaped His world. I carried it with me, even in the shaping of my voice.

         From that moment, I quickly and crudely connected things together. I saw my parents ordering food when on holiday in other parts of the country and the changing expressions of people as their accents were heard. Watch your wallets, some had said jokingly in a pub as Dad answered the question of where we were from.

         Our accent was locked into this place and people had very specific ideas about what that meant. In my late teens, I made an effort to scrape this remnant out of my mouth. I recorded my voice over and over, picking out which parts of my accent signified the place, marked by sharper sounds, slowly augmenting how my mouth moved around certain words and punishing myself when falling back into  my accent.

         I tore and tore at my voice until only a hint of the original identity was left. But it still remained beneath the new, fake voice. It was a vocal veneer which required the filing and shaving down of the original teeth. The new, shining teeth were slotted on top, but always underneath were the scarred remains of what once was, ready to be revealed.

         With this new accent, my voice would never be the same again. Even people like the woman on the train could be fooled into believing I was from nowhere. I found my voice porous to its surroundings, sometimes slipping back if drunk, or even picking up accents from places I had never visited. I talked in the accents of people who spoke to me, resulting in confusing moments of them asking where I was from, before spluttering my way out of it with painful embarrassment.

         I thought my accent would probably revert back to its stronger, earlier self within a few minutes of buying a ticket for my next train, which travelled under the Mersey to the peninsula. I wouldn’t mind so much these days if it did. I enjoyed worrying people in London with it whenever they frustrated me, turning it back on as it translated anger more accurately than my bland, fake non-accent. It got things done in the capital.

         As the train approached the bright light of Lime Street station, my thoughts turned to the task in hand, the reason I was visiting for the weekend. I wished my visit could have been under more relaxed circumstances, rather than packing up my remaining childhood possessions. There were things in Wallasey that needed exorcising, but I knew much of my time would be spent deciding which toys and books would go to the charity shop.

         I wanted to visit all of the old places to see if their spirits could be rekindled, if the old power was still there. I would trap it in photographs, locked inside the small white frame of a Polaroid. I had no vision of what I was going to do with such photographs. But the act alone was enough to shut away the past. Even if it was a bizarre way to go about things, it was still cheaper than a London therapist.

         This would be the last time I would consider His fate or my guilt.

         After awkwardly saying farewell to my fellow traveller and walking through Lime Street into its hazy underground passageways, I asked the man in the booth for a ticket to Wallasey. Instantly my voice sharpened. I really was back home.

         Once on the train, I stared out of the window as the blackness of the tunnel under the river was interspersed with station names – Liverpool Central, James Street, Hamilton Square, Conway Park – until it emerged.

         Vegetation concealed Birkenhead’s blocks of flats and houses. Piles of refuge sat in swampy looking patches, bubbling beside the railway tracks. The area glowed an iridescent green. I had always found pleasure in this shift between the dated stations and the surprising greenery further down the line. It reminded me of the solace and safety the marsh provided when at school.

         The train shuddered as it passed an industrial estate surrounded by reeds, before finally dipping under the M53, its concrete cavern reaching out into a vanishing point of road. My old school was to the right of the train tracks. I recognised the alleyway where He had first led the other boys in their attack. The bridge under which the boys had waited on that first day was the one the train travelled over.

         The noisy, metallic rattle rekindled another memory. In later months, there was a strange pleasure to be had standing under that bridge. As the various groups of boys wandered to the field for another round of muddy winter violence, scored by the clacking of studs on concrete, many stood under this bridge and waited for the train to pass.

         The bridge was old and rusted. It suggested a time when all that lay on the site were reeds and nettles. Any train passing overhead was unbelievably loud; so loud that certain boys avoided being under it when one was approaching. The pleasure of the bridge came from the escape it provided. Some boys actually enjoyed standing under it as the train went by. The sound was so overwhelming, so engulfing, that it felt as if existence had ceased. Death in miniature was more comforting when a lesson of Games lay ahead.

         I remember standing under it once and catching the eyes of several other lads, shivering in shorts and rugby tops as the slow rumbling above turned sharply into a screaming white noise, firing off every fibre of the body with the instinct to run. Our eyes widened with fear and excitement, as if feeling for the first time a sense of our own mortality. One heavily bullied boy was walking under it when I watched him stop and close his eyes. I saw the pleasure he gained from that moment away from everything around him, and the horror at returning when the train had gone.

         I imagined the sound created as my train hurtled by. These memories returned in a flash before I arrived at my station. It felt dreamlike to be back, not having visited for several years. Everything I could see threatened to rekindle older memories.

         Run-down buildings loomed behind a mesh fence that blocked off the dead land beneath the platform. A lone blackbird scavenged between piles of rubbish for food. The debris thrown there was the most colourful aspect of the place; cans of drink, crisp packets, old condom wrappers and copies of the free newspaper, all comminuted into a thick porridge with ivy growing confidently through it.

         The station was a few minutes’ walk from Mum’s house, and it meant passing the school. I was unusually fearful at the prospect of running into a group of boys, even though I was now much older. I caught myself looking carefully at the time and working out roughly when the next window for them roaming the streets would be. It was two hours away, and I felt embarrassingly relieved. If it had been later, I may have opted to walk through a maze of brick alleyways instead of taking the main roads.

         I wandered along the school’s road, and walked by the cleverly disguised suburban houses. It was nice in the day but was different at night. Adult versions of Him existed, attacking stray walkers, holding up florists with stolen police tasers, robbing cars and smashing windows; all stories conveyed to me by Mum, who kept a regular watch on such things via social media.

         Soon, I stood opposite the alleyway. I could see the schoolyard. Empty, thankfully. A steel fence was positioned in a two-tier design to slow down cyclists. For the first time I noticed that the alleyway actually had a name and street sign. The passage was called School Lane. It took some minutes to convince myself to go down it in spite of its innocuous name.

         My small bag, filled with the bare essentials for a few nights’ stay, felt heavy. Every excuse was being offered to avoid this first meeting with the past. Perhaps I could drop my things off and then wander back. It would probably be too close to the end of the school day, when School Lane would once more be filled with boys.

         The lane hadn’t changed as I made my way towards the field behind the school. The fence hadn’t been replaced in the intervening years. My face itched, still feeling the rough mesh pushing deep into my skin, the nettle whip-lines forming slowly through the mud on my legs.

         The sky was desperately pleasant, trying to appease the memories this banal place conjured. I decided to wait by the bridge, also unchanged, until another train appeared. I wanted to disappear into that moment, just as I had done when approaching the muddy no man’s land for Games every week.

         The field was even stranger in its modern state. It clearly wasn’t used by the school any more. The grass was even more overgrown than it had been twenty years earlier. The marsh had won.

         Vegetation grew almost to my height. The rubbish was still there, littering a small pathway cut through the undergrowth. I saw a man with a Labrador in the distance, walking towards a small group of wind turbines. The grass and reeds swayed gently in the breeze, sharp bramble glinting in between like broken glass.

         I stood above a patch of nettles, their stems forming lines in the wavering mass of dark green foliage. The motorway could be heard sighing on the other side of the marsh. I was gripped by the urge to grab one particular nettle stem that stuck out, remembering the old belief: grasping it firmly nullified its sting. I reached out my hand but could not bring myself to touch it.

         I adhered to my plan – the first instalment of which was a Polaroid of the alleyway. It was all very pompous. I stood under the darkness of the bridge, aware that a train was due to rumble overhead and destroy everything for a few fleeting seconds. Under the bridge seemed the best angle to photograph exactly where I had lain crumpled on the floor. I could see the angle of my body, how the boys had used the design of the school’s fence as a blockade against any escape.

         The train was close, its sound rumbling through the earth. I crouched, letting the vibrations pass through my body as the bridge generated its cataclysm of white noise. Just as soon as the train had arrived, it dragged its noise away, the bridge coming to a standstill once more.

         Light quickly faded into my first Polaroid, the shadows of the high spiked fence looming ominously as they came into being, casting long dark shapes on the uneven pavement. The moment fell between the white frame of the photograph as I hid it roughly between the pages of a book. I already felt lighter.
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         There was no period of grace in the school. The nettles were only the beginning.

         I sat half-dazed in the lessons that followed, only reawakening when the fear of a teacher roused me. Was this a normal day at the school? I replayed the events of the morning over and over again, wearing out my thoughts like a damaged VHS.

         Out of instinct, I hid during the first break between the lessons, which thankfully lasted only fifteen minutes. I initially thought of tagging onto differing groups of boys who had joined from my previous school, but the opportunity failed to arise. I lingered nervously near an old brick block used for woodwork lessons.

         I wished so much to be on one of the passing trains, heading under the river towards Liverpool and away from the Mosslands. I would spy a passenger lazily gawping out of the window as the train shot by, filled with ragged jealousy.

         I avoided Him and His cohorts; everyone in fact, even a friend I already knew from my previous school. I had brushed him off quickly in my search for somewhere safe. He later asked where I had got to, as if I had performed an unusual conjuring trick. In reality, he only wanted me around to haggle about swapping a rare card in the latest craze, emphasising the ‘need’ when riffling through the cards; most of which were met by a bored reply of ‘got’.

         The school bell screeched its repeated three-note riff. Groups of boys meandered with little enthusiasm towards the main building’s entrances. It reminded me of a scene from a film I had watched obsessively about a time traveller, where the blonde youth of the future were controlled and hypnotised by the noise of an old air-raid siren. They became docile and walked blindly into a cavern beneath the head of a great totem, where they were destined to be eaten by violent, cannibalistic creatures.

         I remember how dirty I felt as I sat down on an uncomfortable plastic chair for the first lesson of French. The mud on my legs from the morning Games had dried and was falling in small, gritty fragments onto the thin carpeted floor. It was as if I had woken up from under the soil and put clothes over my unearthed body. I wasn’t the only one, for many had not showered after Games. Our collective smell followed us every Monday. I saw many eyes were filled with a familiar fear – the realisation that this was the routine for the next few years, and was inescapable.

         It dawned on me that, for some of my classes, He would be there too. If so, it was likely that He would be one or two rows behind me, working roughly from the number of pupils in a year, the class sizes, the chair layout of each room – which varied heavily depending upon the subject – and the enforced rule of sitting in alphabetical order.

         I heard worried whispers of His name already, spoken with the reverence of an urban myth. I refuse Him that today. He is my folklore and no one else’s.

         With the dawning realisation that He was not some feral creature who had broken into the school, but was there for the same reason I was, the world darkened. I could not comprehend how I would survive His presence for five years. I would have to follow my first instinct.

         I had to kill Him.

         Our sets for all subjects were based on exams taken in previous schools, so I was already forced into the lower groups for most of them. It turned out He would be there only for French and Games, and I was certain He would continue to bunk the latter. I worked it out later from my diary and the crossover of lessons. We would share thankfully little lesson time.

         When He walked into the room for French, the atmosphere changed. Colour drained from the walls, time staggered. I wasn’t His only victim after all. Many stared with animal fear. He was late, and the teacher had already made a point of parading us outside the room before allowing us in to find our prearranged seats. He was a horribly strict teacher, quick to bellow at any fault.

         Everyone was intimidated by His early act of defiance in the face of this intimidating teacher, His rebellion further apparent from the smell that wafted into the room. He had clearly been smoking. He couldn’t help but impress with such a confident collection of misdemeanours, so brazenly exhibited.

         The teacher quickly scolded Him, though it was minor, too minor really. I wanted the system to crush Him as it was crushing me, already pressing at my bones with its monotony. I hoped the teacher would collar Him, squeeze the red life out of His piggy stump of a body. But all He got was a telling off.

         I felt Him sit down with a thud, knowing that He was surveying the room as He let His body drop hard like a meteor, gathering looks from the other boys as a strange  currency. He would be richer than all of us on that front.

         I could feel His eyes burning the back of my neck like the nettle stings on my legs. When not tormenting the boy next to Him, tapping his right shoulder and then flicking his left ear incredibly hard when he turned, He was repeating my humiliation on a different level. He was bragging to others about His earlier deed in the alleyway.

         It was so effective that He may as well have been whipping my legs again in front of the whole class, and those He was telling dared not do anything other than play along. The image of my body bent over the table while the violent act took place filled my mind. I tried to put myself in His position, a blunt yet streamlined perspective. What form of attack would He try next? How could I escape it?

         I assumed that this torment – a floating laughter from behind, someone asking how my legs were – would be the limit when under a teacher’s already empty and grey gaze. Nothing else came in that lesson, at least not from Him. Nothing was done in the open.

         Instead, it was the French teacher who decided to continue the bullying, finding a weakness that could be opened up for the other boys to sup on. The teachers in most lessons would make the first, deep cut and allow the others to feast on the humiliation. It was really their only way of control. Get the lads to police each other.

         The weakness in my case was my surname, or more specifically the pronunciation of my surname, which was sharpened and used against me with such regularity that I soon questioned how it was really pronounced myself.

         The register was being taken, but in order to teach us the new language, we had to answer Oui monsieur! rather than the more regular Sir. The surnames rolled out for the register, a repetitive ritual that gave them musical qualities. Even those who were struggling most could have recited the register back to front by the end of term.

         I was distracted from hearing my name called by the pain of my legs, scratching through my trousers in the hope of alleviating the irritation. But I was only making it worse. The teacher, hunched over his desk, looked up and called my name again in frustration, but he pronounced it wrong. I tried to recover quickly, answering to show my presence but he was already standing up straight, eyes prowling.

         He glared at me with bloodshot menace. The French teacher was tall and red-faced, always looking like he had been forced to partake in Games with us during the morning. His skin was shiny, enamelled with sweat, and his shirt was incredibly tight around his neck, giving the impression it was choking him; an effect increased by the overwrought French accent he put on.

         His glare drew an apology but then I made a foolish error: I told the teacher he was pronouncing my name wrong. He looked up for a minute, flashing into anger as the other boys suppressed laughs and snorts. Anything to help escape the boredom of our days was grasped with absurdly out-of-proportion relish.

         Instead of berating me for speaking back, the teacher thought for a moment, looked again at the register, and then asked a bizarre question. He asked me if I liked scones.

         The nettle stings subsided as I was slowly made to stand, rising at the command of his hand. I felt horribly tall in comparison to the lads who were all sat watching this unfolding scenario. Their eyes drilled tiny holes in my body. The strangeness of the question made me nervous. The boys fell silent, unsure themselves as to where this was going.

         I said I did like scones. I pictured the little bakery further down the street, next to the petrol station which shone brightly at night on the road, and the alleyway next to it in which terrible things were supposed to have happened to a man a few months before. I had yet to visit the bakery and wouldn’t for quite some time. It was a privilege reserved for the older boys to leave the school grounds.

         He asked me to repeat the word scone. I thought for a minute, considering his pronunciation, and repeated it. Every pair of watching eyes, including His gleeful eyes, were inflaming my skin, my cheeks burning as red as the teacher’s. I was ashamed but unsure why. This is embarrassing, I thought, as the heat of my cheek revived the pain from the stabbed keyhole He had created.

         The boys tittered like birds pecking over landfill. The teacher looked unnervingly satisfied with my repetition. A grin dominated his round face, to the point where it was less a human face and simply a sentient smile, laughing through pink, bristling flesh. He said I used the vowel in that particular case to sound scone as gone and not as cone. Because of this, he had proven how to really pronounce my name. Everyone else in the room took note. My name was no longer my own.

         A demented glee rose in the class. It was not just from Him, whose ecstasy I could already feel building, but from everyone in the room. The air was filled with leering faces. A weakness had been cracked open. They had been given effective permission to attack at any given whim, and they even had a grammatical argument to excuse it. There was actually a boy who didn’t know how to pronounce his own name. I might as well have worn a dunce’s cap.

         I remained silent for the rest of the lesson, aware that the bell sounding would mark the beginning of a new level of bullying, even from those who would eventually find themselves on the lowest social rungs of the school ladder. The bell barked and instantly it started. I could not walk around the school without being asked if I wanted a scone. Simply saying my name was enough to insult me. It was like that for the rest of the year, until after He had died.

         He made a point of joining in, though kept to the background as we moved between lessons, judging His timing before making the most of the dead space to sneak off for another smoke. I was grateful for His other addictions.

         After Maths – a lesson conducted by a thin, confused man whose unfortunate technique for controlling the boys was to go sternly silent upon any interruption, meaning that he didn’t say much at all for the lesson – lunchtime arrived along with a new fear. I sensed that He was on the lookout for me. He had singled me out as His plaything.

         I meandered between groups of chattering lads, never talking. It turned out I knew quite a number of them from my previous school, though the restructuring of our social circles, due to being spread into the school’s three houses, meant that already the bonds between us were waning. They were hanging on by the thread of the current trading-card craze and little else. It didn’t matter, as I was not moving between such circles to maintain friendships. My sole aim was to avoid Him and His followers.

         I wondered how He had established himself so quickly and how He had gained this small group of disciples, assuming that they were either in His old school, or perhaps even His neighbours from the houses by the sugarworks. His surname was already whispered as a threat among the other boys. Perhaps it was simply due to His stature, His severely shaved head and His bulky persona, all of which looked incredibly intimidating.

         I kept hopping between groups, lumping around my large bag filled with muddy, stagnant sports gear. My friend, still desperate for the card for his collection, pestered me a little, offering his lunch money for it alongside the whole pile of cards he had on him. I wasn’t listening. The wet clumps of marsh from the morning’s Games had dampened the different coloured exercise books given for each lesson. French was a dark, alien purple while Maths was orange like a hazard sign. The damp had curled their pages.

         I considered the problem of how to eat lunch safely, assuming the character of a bird that needed to be alert at all times, especially when eating. I didn’t have school dinners then. Having a packed lunch mattered very little to me, but on this first day I considered it a blessing. I could eat anywhere, even in some private nook away from everyone, licking my wounds which still itched beneath the dried mud.

         The damp odour escaped my bag as I opened it. Stopping behind one of the small sheds that doubled up as extra classrooms, I noted with dismay how horrible this smell was. My bag smelled like a dead animal.

         I leaned against the hut, thinking myself safe. Hopefully He was somewhere else, smoking or hurting some new victim, beaten into the ground where we all belonged. But I had been naïve.

         Once sat alone on the wet clump of grass, I noticed the mumbling of boys coming from just around the corner. Noise emanated from the dead end by the railway, separated only by giant weeds and another high mesh fence. I could smell and see wafts of smoke, the spectral calling card of those I was trying to avoid.

         I had walked right into their domain.

         I tried to stand slowly, not making a sound, attempting to stuff my food back into my bag. One of them must have seen me, crying out my name with laughter. The mere sight of me was now a joke. I could have run away, but what would have been the point? Where could I have run to? Running would have made it worse, the punishment more public, perhaps heightened and aggravated by the boredom of young men eager for anything to break the tedium of this new shared life.

         I stood still, fixed to the ground. I hoped a train travelling along the lines up the incline would somehow crash off its tracks and wipe us all out. Crush us all, I thought, before anything else happens. My only wish was that I would kill Him. I would sometimes chant it under my breath, hoping that if I could fill myself with enough hatred, it would somehow manifest in the physical world.

         I will kill you. I will kill you. I will kill you.

         He swaggered up to me and grabbed my bag. He asked if I had any food, the words fired with precision. I lied, saying no. He threw me against the pebbledash of the hut, uneven like coral. It was surprisingly sharp.

         He started what would become a regular routine that autumn. He asked again about food. I said no. He slapped me hard across the face in response. My skin turned hot and painful. I was always hot with pain in those school days.

         The slap left me dizzy, my jaw struggling to catch up with my head. I thought an imprint of His hand would be left on my cheek, such was the power He yielded.

         He asked a third time. I said no. He slapped me again, much harder still. I could barely stand with the dizziness and the pain of the inflamed skin. He wanted to break my will. Perhaps if I had lain down and accepted His authority, I would not have been His regular victim. But I was possessed of a determination not to play the part, not to allow this to define us both – no doubt a product of watching too many heroic characters in films. It allowed Him to come back for more.

         A voice from the ground then drifted through the air and spoke to me.

         The voice rose from the earth, reassuring me in its weird soil-language. It was going to be alright, it conveyed in calming, flaky whispers. Take the pain, it said. He continued to slap my face while the earth spoke.

         Take the pain.

         His friend took my bag and grabbed the lunchbox, handing out the food to the other boys. He turned to me again, enjoying himself. Finally, He asked if I had any food, while eating my apple, biting into it and spitting bits of it onto me as He spoke. My eyes leaked salty tears, but I was certain He was aware of an inner resolve.

         I will kill you, I thought. The words gained a tangible quality, echoed and sharpened by the soil’s voice.

         Yes, we will.

         I responded once more to His question with a no, and He slapped my face so hard into the ground that I thought I would fall through it.

         The bell sounded. A crackling relief filled me, knowing that, even with their penchant for being late, they could not keep up this beating. The ground whispered again.

         Take it.

         So, I took it. A final kick from His trainer caused the reflex of my body to scrunch up into a pathetic ball. I watched an aeroplane make its way above, leaving a white plume behind it, wishing I was on it.

         He walked off laughing. The boys left with Him, shouting their abuse, but their words seemed to fade into the ground. It soaked them up like a sponge. As I lay there, an unusual feeling of contentment arrived, a calm that choked down the aches and pains.

         I creaked upwards, noting the new bruises. My red, muddy fingers mapped my body’s injuries. My chest hissed with patches of pain. Each movement felt like touching an electric wire. I was dizzy, from hunger as much as the beating; an empty feeling that hollowed the body. I could not walk straight and was worried that my appearance would raise the ire of the teachers.

         My blazer, once black like a deep lagoon, was stained with long strips of mud and strands of grass, as were my trousers. My shirt was still unusually pristine bar the faint imprint of the sole of a trainer. But my tie, with its emerald and black lines, was crumpled, pulled into a tight knot by His grabbing hands. I imagined my face was beetroot red, my eyes were certainly watering, and my hair was ruffled. I could not undo the tie now it was so tight.

         I staggered around, trying to make out the low reverberations of the voice that had spoken from the ground. With the stamping feet of boys making their way indoors, I could hear nothing.

         I could not survive days of this, I thought, let alone years. I dared not think about the terrifying amount of time we were supposed to spend in this building, with its sick walls that taunted bored eyes with their constant presence. Every inch was there to remind you that you were nowhere else. There was no forgetting that this building was everything once you were inside.

         As I hobbled along, I was stopped at the door. A tall teacher, whose name I would never learn, shouted down from a great height about my tie and my use of that particular door. In later years, I was told he was ex-military, and it showed. He was even taller than the French teacher, muscular and aggressive in the way he spoke and moved.

         This was not my door. This was the year above’s door. He asked rhetorically if I was trying to sneak through due to laziness. His speech was punctuated with a hard, pointing finger jabbing into my chest where He had stamped mere minutes before. The pain returned sharply, and it shocked my eyes into an electrified stare, as if I was about to turn savage and rip the teacher’s spindly finger from its socket.

         He recognised my reaction but misread it as rebellion. I was only trying to hide the immense pain his trivial movement had summoned, but he met it with an equally wide stare, daring a confrontation.

         I manoeuvred my hands slowly around my tie until it was as neat as possible. I apologised quietly and went to the other door. The teacher’s eyes followed as I limped away pathetically, wondering if he would question why I was in such a clearly battered state. It was not his concern.

         The teacher’s scolding had slowed my journey further, meaning that only a handful of boys still lingered around the corridors, and even then only in flashes at the corner of the eye. I hobbled quicker, making my way through the acrid Science block, which reeked of disinfectant. The History block was at the furthest end of the corridor, marked by a rough, wiry carpet.

         I was glad it was this lesson. He would not be in it.

         I must have seemed like a ghost who had stepped through the wall. Everyone was already seated and seemed shocked and amused by my appearance in equal measure. One boy mouthed ‘scone’ at me. I was battered, like a piece of meat dragged along the ground.

         The silence was lifted as I was scolded by another teacher, a young blonde woman with a sharp voice who had only recently finished her teaching studies. For some reason, a rumour spread that one of her breasts was made of metal, as one boy had supposedly run into her chest and been knocked clean out. I still laugh thinking of the seriousness of the topic when it was discussed, in particular the supposed clang of the impact.

         After a few more jokes regarding my name – she got the pronunciation painfully wrong too – I was allowed to slump into a rigid chair, hoping  to slip into sleepy oblivion.

         I sat in a blur through those final lessons. I imagined Him struggling through a difficult subject, hopefully with an equally difficult teacher who would punish Him relentlessly. But really, I wanted Him as confident and arrogant as He was when attacking me.

         I wanted my eventual revenge, which I dreamed into fiery existence once more, to be a complete surprise. I wanted to witness that moment in His eyes when His confident, boyish character would die swiftly and knowingly. That shift, I assumed, would be joyous, as He realised that I, that weak boy He had whipped with nettle stems, was stealing His last essence of life.
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