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         I saw Lee again this morning. He was standing in the doorway of the boarded up butcher’s shop opposite the hostel where I’d been living for the past three weeks. I stopped in the reception area, lingering in the shadow of the broken down drinks vending machine, and stared at him through the glass. He hadn’t changed at all. A slim, lanky kid in denim and Doc Martens, he was leaning against the doorjamb where the white paint splintered to show the damp and blackened wood beneath. His hands were in his pockets and he wore that familiar expression of aloof contempt as the world passed him by.

         I felt light-headed, because in a peculiar way it was such a blessed relief to see him again after so many years, it made me dizzy enough to grab for the vending machine to support myself. But at the same time I was incapable of taking another step forward, fearing my 8movement would draw his attention. I had no wish for that contempt of his to be directed at me. It would narrow and focus on where I stood like sunlight through a lens and I had no doubt I would burn up under its scrutiny.

         We must have stood like that for a good few moments, together and apart, before a cherry-red Fiat Uno pulled up alongside the kerb and I watched him jog down the steps to the passenger door. The driver, a young woman with a bob of bright blonde hair, reached across the seat to unlatch the door, and as he smiled at her I saw that it wasn’t Lee after all. The moment passed in a tumbling rush, the boy looked nothing like Lee anymore, and I wondered how I could have imagined he ever might have.

         The day resumed as though it had stopped to watch me fooled. It reinstated its familiar sense of speed and colour, the sound of traffic and the everyday bustle of the street. The car took off and the empty doorway stared back at me, daring me to blink first, until I took the initiative to move on. I walked out of the hostel and into the street. There was the threat of rain in the air, the smell of ozone and exhaust fumes. I pulled my collar up higher around my neck and fell in step with the tide of blank-faced strangers on their morning commute, but the kid in the doorway had unanchored me, the Lee-who-was-not-Lee judging the world he perceived had let him down; and so as I walked onwards into the present, my thoughts trailed far behind.
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         9Number 21 had been empty for nearly a year when the Thorel brothers were sent from The Works to clean it up.

         It was several weeks before Lee and his da would get there, and with a few other kids from The Crescent, I watched from the road as the Thorels stripped the shutters from the windows and kicked in the door, which had swollen tight in its frame.

         They found a colony of mice in the ground floor windows. A rodent city built between the shutters and the glass. It teemed with tiny pink infants; eyes blind to the brightness which had been so rudely revealed to them.

         Mick and Dave Thorel were both big, and Mick alone was bigger than most. He had tats and a goatee and enough rings on his fingers he could have punched clean through plate glass. But even he shrieked in surprise when they pried off the metal shutters and he found himself caught beneath a tumbling rain of tiny, panicking creatures. The mice squealed too. The racket woke up the whole street and even Old Elsie turned up to stare, standing across the road, hunchbacked and laden with overstuffed shopping bags.

         The Thorels gathered the mice into buckets and took them away. Later, when I asked what had happened to them, Mam said they’d found homes for them all and Da had snorted and told her she was going soft or worse.

         Number 21 was in better nick by the time Lee and his da moved in. The window frames had been replaced and the rooms were aired out and given a new coat of paint.

         One of the very first things we told Lee when we met him was that the house had been full of mice babies before he moved in. 10

         “The whole ground floor was heaving,” we said. “It was full, from floor to ceiling.”

         We told him about how they had to shovel them into sacks before they could even get into the place. We told him how the little bastards clawed and scratched and bit with hundreds and hundreds of needle teeth.

         “A few guys ended up in hospital,” we said. “They got completely overrun by the things. They came at them like a wave. They got inside of them. Two of them died.”

         Lee said we were a bunch of dumb fuck pikey bullshitters.

         Took one to know one, his da said.
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         I turned thirteen that summer and I remember it was a hot one, hotter than I’d remembered it ever being before. The Crescent wasn’t built for warm weather; it was a circle of grey rendered semis that soaked up the sun like clay-brick storage heaters, pumping it back at us when the evening looked like it might give us respite. Throughout most of July and August, Da was on night shift, so I wasn’t allowed in the house during the day because the heat would keep him awake and the sound of me kicking around would have just wound him up further.

         So I spent my days wandering around the neighbourhood or lying on the grass in the middle of The Crescent with a comic or a book. Da was going through a spy novel phase at the time. He had stacks of paperbacks around the house: Fleming, Deighton, le Carré. I’d sometimes grab one I didn’t think he’d notice was gone, drawn in by the covers; sex and violence abstracted into 11silhouettes of nudes and firearms. I guessed I wasn’t supposed to be reading them, and when you’re that age, the idea that something might be forbidden can make even the dumbest things look awful appealing.

         I’d see other kids sometimes. Sid Parry from Number 4 was a lump of a kid but a smart one. He had a buzz cut and an expression that seemed almost permanently bruised. The Bolam twins, Lisa and Nancy, were – to my mind – twins in name only. Lisa was wry and opinionated, black hair cut short so it was harder to pull if she got in a fight; Nancy was quiet and sweet, her freckled face shy behind a tumble of red curls.

         There was Craig Peveril too, but he didn’t really count. Craig’s mam ran The Crescent Neighbourhood Association, which meant they were the ones who lived next door to Mr Olhouser. Craig’s mam organised odd jobs for Mr Olhouser and spoke on his behalf when the association met. She wore thin-framed glasses and floral skirts, she tied her hair in a tight bun that yanked her eyebrows up her face so she looked a little bit surprised at everything. But there was steel in the way she sorted out neighbourhood disputes. She organised fundraisers, arranged maintenance crews and just made things work. Mrs Peveril was a formidable sort, but her son wasn’t. Craig was thick as shit. He was younger than the rest of us by a few years, but he acted like he was younger still. He was short and impatient; all wound up like a clenched little fist. If it hadn’t been for the way his mam would sashay around The Crescent, getting involved in every damn thing that happened, we’d have avoided having anything to do with him at all. 12

         As it was, back then, we didn’t really do much. Childhood summers always seem so full of incident until you see them from a distance. We did what kids on the loose usually do when the weather is hot enough to drive them a little crazy.

         We ran around, we made shit up, and every day, without exception, we saved the world in time for tea.

         We were only doing what every other kid in the city was doing. In every street, on every green, the same games were being played, the same dramas unfolded, but even so, The Crescent had a bit of a reputation back then. It was one of those parts of the city that people were wary of. You probably know the type. It was as though people believed it was the source of everything terrible that happened in the area. You’d sometimes see people stumble in by mistake, only to beat a hasty retreat when we all looked up from what we were doing at the time. I never really understood what they saw: something bleak, something violent, the fulcrum for all the city’s ills.

         In truth, it wasn’t like that at all. In terms of statistics, the neighbouring estates were far worse: assaults, drugs, car theft, murder. More than that: there were whole wars going on between streets out there, if the local news was to be believed. Were anyone to process the numbers, they’d notice how no crimes were reported in The Crescent itself. Not that it was all sunshine and light, but The Crescent had its own way of maintaining the law. For the most part, the gangs from the estates kept their distance. Once in a while, one of them would try and make inroads into The Crescent, but they wouldn’t get far. They just didn’t understand. We had The Works after all, and you didn’t mess with The 13Works, you didn’t mess with Mr Olhouser. Not if you wanted the city to keep its head above the water.

         You could feel the deep bass thrum of The Works when you were out on the grass, you could feel the distant, buried boom-boom-boom of it when you put your head to your pillow at night. It was always there, and it was ours. That was why we were mostly left to our own devices. We had the city on our side.

         But that was something I only really figured out when I was much older. even at thirteen, our upbringing was sheltered in its way and we were mostly blind to the reputation of our home. That might seem hard to understand, but we didn’t really venture outside The Crescent much. In a funny sort of way, it was as though there was a gravitational pull that kept us firmly in our place. But inside, there wasn’t much for us to do except pretend we were doing everything else. We’d wander between houses, mucking about, listening to music, watching television or reading the sports pages and gossip columns from the tabloids the guys in The Works sometimes left behind. We’d hang in each other’s gardens or amble down the canal, sometimes venturing into the neighbouring estates or following the shipping lines down to the docks. Veering off to the further edges of the more middle class suburbs. It all sounds kind of genteel when you put it like that, doesn’t it? Where were all the drugs and the fighting and the teen promiscuity you see on TV? Well there was a fair bit of that as well – we were kids after all – but there was nothing like as much as you might think. Mr Olhouser had very strong opinions about things like that. 14

         There was a sense, I suppose, that our childhood was spent waiting. We were waiting to be old enough for our apprenticeship at The Works to begin; waiting to be introduced to Mr Olhouser when we turned sixteen. And we were impatient as all kids are, never really knowing what we had, just eager to be done with it so we could move on. Always in such a rush, we were. Me and Sid, Lisa and Nancy, Craig running along to catch up. Our futures were set, only we didn’t really know that back then.
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         Lee was different. Lee came from the outside, not just outside The Crescent, but outside the city itself. He had an accent on him that Lisa swore he was putting on.

         There was a swagger to him as well. A cocky confidence, underlined with a cynical air that put years on him. He wore jeans and a bomber jacket; he had big DMs, and he’d clump about the streets with his fists pressed deep into the corners of his pockets.

         We all heard things about him: that he’d been kicked out of his last few schools; that the police had a file on him so thick his da had moved them to The Crescent as a last resort to stop him ending up in young offenders.

         Lee didn’t correct any of the things people said about him but he didn’t deny any of it either. He wore the weight of his own notoriety with pride and even my parents were suckered in by the fiction he allowed to extend ahead of him.

         “Bad news, that one, Robert,” Da said to me one morning. He only used my full name when he thought it might make me listen to him. 15

         He was sitting having his tea while Mam and me were just starting on breakfast.

         “Met his old man towards the end of last shift,” he said. “Thomas Wrexler, he’s called. Tom. Young fella, he is. Worked as a scaffolder up on the north side for the most part, so you’d think he’d know what was what, wouldn’t you? I was supposed to be showing him the ropes. Searing the main catheter and so on. Poor sod is all nerves at the thought of leaving that kid alone each day. like he’s scared he’s going to blow the house sky high while he’s got his back turned.”

         He rolled up his sleeve and showed off a mark: a burn, bright and livid from his elbow to mid-way down his fore-arm. Mam got to her feet to inspect it.

         “Where’d you get this?” she said.

         “Like I said. His worry got him careless. He turns round as he’s talking and damn near fries my arm off with his iron. All that fretting, so there’s something up. Don’t worry about it, it’s nothing.”

         He started to roll the sleeve back down but Mam stopped him.

         “It’d be nothing if you’d bothered to dress it. For pity’s sake, man.”

         She hurried out of the room and I heard the door under the stairs open and close.

         Da watched after her in amusement, then gave me a pointed look.

         “Give that kid a wide berth,” he said. “He’s got trouble all backed up behind him, he only needs miss a step once for it all to come crashing down on him. Whoever he’s dragged along as well, mind.” 16

         Shortly afterwards, Mam came back with a beaker of tonic, red-grey and thick like milkshake. I could smell it from across the room and recoiled on instinct; it smelled like sour milk and rotten meat.

         “Drink this and no fussing,” she said.

         “Who’s fussing?” Da said.

         “Just drink it.”

         He did as he was told. I watched him down the liquid in one, fiercely impressed by the way his face betrayed nothing of the taste of it as he did so. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and smiled at Mam.

         “And his being from the outside has nothing to do with it,” he said. “All outsiders fit in with time. Just…watch your footing with him is all. He doesn’t know these roads like you do and I don’t want him leading you off the wrong way.”
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         Everyone in The Crescent was employed by The Works to some capacity, and I remember someone once saying how the houses of The Crescent were built to house the employees, back when The Works was last renovated in the thirties.

         This made some sense of the shape of it. The Crescent was nearly a full circle of identical houses, facing inwards to a central green. The southernmost edge was flattened off. Here, the canal ran from east to west, hidden from The Crescent by a tall brick wall. There was a wide gap in the brickwork that led to the towpath and a narrow, arched footbridge. Boxed in with tall wire mesh fences, the bridge 17crossed the canal and connected The Crescent to the back wall of The Works.

         The visible portion of The Works squatted beside the canal, but we all knew it was much bigger than it looked. As we were growing up, we were told how the rest of it stretched out deep beneath The Crescent, and from there it extended further still in a tangle of tunnels and corridors and shafts.

         “It’s like an iceberg,” we’d be told, as though we’d ever seen such a thing to compare it to.

         That brick wall was all we would ever see of it until we’d get old enough to be allowed inside. From The Crescent, The Works looked like a giant, windowless cliff face of red bricks. It blocked off any other view, except for the occasional glimpse of the loading cranes in the docks poking out from above it. I would never describe it as a friendly looking place, but it was solid and reassuring in its own way, a reliable fixed pivot around which the city moved.

         When I turned sixteen, my own apprenticeship would begin. or at least, that was the theory. Mam wasn’t keen on the idea. She wanted me to stay in school and maybe go further. She had this crazy idea of me doing a job where I wore a suit and a tie and polished shoes, working somewhere that wouldn’t screw with my back and my joints, a job that kept normal, regular hours and paid by the month, not the week or the hour. But Mam wasn’t really from The Crescent. She’d met Da when they were at school together and they’d married young, even though her family were set against it. Mam’s parents had similar plans for her, I gathered. They thought she might go on to be a teacher or a nurse. As it 18happened she did get a job, part-time on the checkouts at the supermarket on the neighbouring estate, but even that was considered eccentric by Mam’s friends in The Crescent. She didn’t need to work for the outside – no-one else did – but I think she just wanted to keep part of her somewhere else, keep some perspective maybe. Some sort of outlet where she could interact with people who weren’t Crescent folk, people who weren’t all about The Works, day in, day out. Despite that, she was also part of the residents’ Association and from what I understood she got on well enough with Mrs Peveril, and they worked pretty well together. But sometimes I got the impression she’d have preferred us all to live somewhere else. Like a lot of outsiders, she never quite got comfortable with the deep noise of The Works ticking and tocking beneath us. She wore earplugs to sleep, but she could still feel it pounding and pounding and pounding, through the floors, the bed frame, the mattress. I was like something out of The Princess and the Pea, she was so sensitive. Da just thought she had funny ideas that she’d brought in from outside. He was Crescent born and bred, as was his father before him; the rhythm of the machinery had been part of him for so long I think he’d have gone crazy if he’d been separated from it. He humoured her but I knew he assumed I’d wind up doing what he did no matter what sort of plans she was making for me.

         “The Works got to run,” he would say, “or the whole damn city would stop.”

         He wasn’t wrong. ostensibly, The Works served as the city depot. There’d been a time when everything was handled from there: rubbish collection, road maintenance, 19signage or changing the bulbs in the street lamps. All those little things which keep a city ticking over came from The Works or went back there at some point. over the years, a lot of the external jobs had been decentralised by politicians and councillors who didn’t really understand what was what. The council now hired contractors to bring in the bins and fix the roads, but The Works was still at the centre of things regardless. They knew how the city really worked and they kept it going day in, day out.

         To be absolutely honest, I never did find out exactly what happened in there. Thanks to the events of that summer, my apprenticeship was over before it had time to get started, but based on the sounds I had grown up with, based on Da’s occasional unguarded comments, augmented I’m sure by the stories and comics I read when I was small, I pictured vast underground engines, keeping the city bright and sharp and keen, dwarfing the workers who maintained them.

         “We stoke the fires that keep the city working,” Da would say, although maybe he read the same stories and comics as I had. He’d been promoted to a shift manager, which got him more pay and longer hours, but I had the sense his work was still rote and repetitive. During his down time at home, he’d devour his books and he’d sing along to the opera he’d record on cassettes from the radio, that big baritone voice of his echoing through the house and upsetting Mrs Clay from next door. He sounded like a starving man gorging on the richest scraps of food he could find. If he really was living my future, I sometimes thought, he was doing a lousy job at selling it back to me. 20

         Assuming I had a choice in the matter, I hadn’t made up my mind what I wanted to do. I didn’t enjoy school much. All of us Crescent kids went to St Jude’s on Bearings Road, a school so threadbare and ill-funded the library was mostly stocked with empty shelves and the maps on the history department’s walls were still pink with the bloody fingerprints of faded empire. Being from The Crescent didn’t make things easy there. The other kids were mostly from the surrounding estate and they would avoid or exclude us from all their games and gossip. Even the teachers would act warily, as though we were a pack of grenades primed to go off at any moment.

         It was true The Crescent kids seemed a bit scruffier in our hand-me-down uniforms, and on the whole our families did seem less well off in the material sense, but we also looked fitter, a bit ruddier in the cheeks and even having been in fights – and we were always in fights, the other kids in the school made sure of that – we patched up quick and bounced back. No matter what was going around, we never got ill and whatever the circumstances, we always showed up. Mr Olhouser was very particular that we should get a good education even if he seemed perfectly happy to cut it off completely once we hit sixteen.

         The Crescent had its own lessons, although they were few and far between and their nature was usually frustratingly abstract. I’d been nine or ten the last time and all I really remembered about it was the vague excitement of getting to stay up late on a brisk autumn night. I remember huddling with the other kids outside Lisa and Nancy’s place, watching while the adults gathered sombrely on the green. All we could really see were the 21men from The Works, lined up in a chain around the edge of the grass, their backs turned to us, blocking the view of whatever it was we were supposed to be learning. Between them, we glimpsed fragments of motion like a blurry zoetrope running at half speed. And yet, despite all else, there had been something magical about the night. Something about seeing the whole community together like that stuck with me. If I learned anything, it was that I belonged. I was with my friends, my allies, my people. It was a comforting thought at the time, but even then I caught myself wondering if it was all The Crescent offered us in return.

         Because if school was an education in endurance, the alternative didn’t seem much better. I didn’t know if I wanted a job in The Works. The idea of spending the rest of my life in The Crescent, working the same shifts Da held now? Even then, that didn’t sound enough to me. Maybe it was true that Mam’s aspirations for me had gone to my head, or maybe there was just some of her restlessness that had grown in me unattended. Either way, staying put felt like treading water when I could have been striking out for the horizon.

         So maybe I was looking for a way out all along. Lee Wrexler was from the outside. Maybe that was enough. 22
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