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His pretty mouth curls up, the same way as his hair. I hear a kind of click. Something glints below my eye. “Not gonna ask you again,” he says.

“Cut him,” says his mate.

“Shut up,” says the boy. Slowly, he touches the blade to my face. He slides it flat along the side of my nose. “Do you like it?” he says, in a whisper this time.

I don’t, but I nod. I have to agree. I just do what he says. To live. To get away.

“It’s sharp,” he says.

And almost wet against my skin. A tear leaves my eye. Pee trickles down my leg.

“Don’t cry,” he says. He sounds disappointed. But how can I be brave with a blade at my eye?
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PART ONE

before Prestonne


ONE

There’s this blond-haired boy I see in the mornings. He goes to the school down at my end of town. The old-fashioned building. The posh place. The Grammar. Me, I go to Chevington, at his end of town.

So this is how it is: every morning we pass. He goes to one school, I go to the other. So maybe you’re thinking I look for him coming? But I keep my head down. I don’t pull faces. I concentrate my gaze on the cracks in the pavement. I don’t want to see this boy.

But he sees me.

Somewhere near the butcher’s. Or Wheeler’s Garage. Or the boarded-over place all stuck with posters. I can always tell he’s coming by the clip of his shoes.

“You,” he says.

He bangs a hand through my shoulder. Spins me off balance. Into the shop fronts.

“What?” I say. But I know the answer.

“What?” he says. “What? You what?”

“Nothing,” I say.

“Whadd’ya mean, nothing?”

I take a sideways step. He takes a bigger step. I step the other way. We dance on the pavement. The two boys with him, they snort at the sky. One of them lights up a fag for the other.

“Please,” I say.

“Please,” he says back.

“I’ll be late for school.”

“What do I care?” he says. He smells of tobacco, cold stale beer.

Sometimes, I get to taste this on his spit.

But on the day it all happened, the day it really kicked off, that was the day he got too rough. He’d been at me before, in all sorts of ways. A pinch of the cheeks. Tweak of the nipple. The worst he’d ever done was the thing with the lighter. Held me by the throat and pushed my head against a wall, spread my legs and watched me squirm.

I could smell my pants charring before he’d let me go.

But on this day, he has a new toy to play with.

“Do you like it?” he says. He shows me a knife. Red. Swiss Army. Second-hand. Scratched. It has a corkscrew. A file. A tiny pair of scissors. Every instrument of torture. There, in his fist.

“Do you like it?” he says. He snarls like a bear.

“I love it,” says his mate.

“Shut up,” says the boy. He glares at me hard. Pale blue eyes. Cold. Unforgettable.

“Please,” I say.

He puts a knee into my groin. I want to look away, but I daren’t miss a trick.

His pretty mouth curls up, the same way as his hair. I hear a kind of click. Something glints below my eye. “Not gonna ask you again,” he says.

“Cut him,” says his mate.

“Shut up,” says the boy. Slowly, he touches the blade to my face. He slides it flat along the side of my nose. “Do you like it?” he says, in a whisper this time.

I don’t, but I nod. I have to agree. I just do what he says. To live. To get away.

“It’s sharp,” he says.

And almost wet against my skin. A tear leaves my eye. Pee trickles down my leg.

“Don’t cry,” he says. He sounds disappointed. But how can I be brave with a blade at my eye?

Then he grabs my shirt, low down by the flaps. He stretches it tight and he slashes the knife. I hardly hear the rip as he takes a pace back. He looks down at his work and runs a thumb along the blade. “Neat,” he says and throws me a wink. He folds the knife away and drops it in his pocket. He backs off, pointing a finger at my head. “I’ll see you around,” he says.


TWO

You see how it is? The corner I’m in? You understand now why I don’t talk at breakfast? Why I push my porridge round the bottom of my dish and my grandfather gets at me to sit up straight? Buses pass. That’s what I want to tell him. Buses pass. They never stand and talk. I want to beat the table till the crockery dances. If they’d put me on a bus to school, I wouldn’t be like this.

But they don’t. So I stir. Round and round goes the porridge. Till it’s cold. Till even Ginger, the dog, won’t have it. And my ear takes a clipping from my grandfather’s palm. And my grandmother says to him, “Ease off, Len. The boy…” She doesn’t finish. She doesn’t want to say. That’s the conversation that leads to my mother.

And nobody wants to talk about my mother.

My grandfather straightens the knot of his tie. He runs a hand of brittle bones across his shining forehead. His slicked hair looks like the surface of a melon, his skin the texture of a sagging leather ball. “There’s no excuse for slovenly behaviour,” he says. He leans in, smelling of something called formalin. A product of his work with the dead, Nana says. He wags a crooked finger. His cufflink is undone. “Smarten up,” he says to me. “And don’t be late for school.”


THREE

On days like this, I always think about Stevie. About the estate. How I got into this fix. How I came to be living in my grandparents’ house, going to the school at the other end of town.

We were just two kids. Four houses apart. Two mop-haired boys. Being mates. Having fun. Catching sticklebacks together in Overdale Brook. Playing footie on the rec. Getting dirt on our knees.

One day, the day it all started to slide, I was going back to Stevie’s house for tea. Number 20. Stone-cladding. Bike in the garden. Blue Cortina jacked up on the drive. We went round the back like we always did. Crept to the door so we wouldn’t wake his sister. Little baby Cheryl, sleeping out the afternoon. Through the kitchen window, we saw Stevie’s mum. Sitting on a worktop. Kissing a man. Her legs were wrapped around him, crossed behind his bum.

Stevie went in. He said, “Mum, what you doin’?”

They both said, “Shit!” Stevie’s mum and the man. Ryan Benedict it was. He fixed cars in the garage off Wetherby Road. There was oil on his cheek, a rag in his pocket, a patch of scarlet lipstick in the shadows of his throat.

“I thought you were out, you little…” Stevie’s mum clenched her teeth and caught a nervous breath. She pulled the arm of her blouse back onto her shoulder. I saw a flash of white cotton as she slid off the worktop. “What do you think you’re looking at?” she said.

Ryan Benedict turned. Cocksure. Mean. His sideburns bristled on his upturned collar. He spat a piece of chewing gum into the sink. His head was nod nod nod nod nodding, like the dogs you see in the backs of cars. From the side of his mouth he said, “Deal with Stevie.” His oil-black eyes came down on me.

Stevie’s mum yanked Stevie into the front.

I was still holding the stickleback jar.

Ryan Benedict nodded at the sink. ‘Put the jar down on the drainer,’ he was saying. I was scared. The jar wobbled and crashed into the sink.

“Leave it,” he said, as I scrabbled among the pots.

But the sticklebacks?

“Leave it.” He whacked me. Hard. I slammed against the back door, cracking the glass. The key fell out. The star-shaped flowers on the table dropped a petal. Upstairs, baby Cheryl began to cry.

Ryan Benedict said to me, “What did you see?”

I clutched my shoulder and looked at the sink.

“Oi?!” he said. He put two fingers like a gun to my head.

“You and Stevie’s mum were kissing,” I said.

“No, we weren’t,” said Ryan. “What did you see?”

He twisted his fingers. Screwed the barrel. He smelled of aftershave, grease and oil. His fingernails were mixing it into my blood.

In the front, I heard Stevie’s mum call out, “You tell no one, got it? No one – or you’re dead.”

Eyes tight shut, I said, “I didn’t see nothing.”

“Yeah, you did,” said Ryan, hissing like a snake. “You saw me outside, changing a wheel. On the drive. Gettin’ dirty. I was never in the kitchen. Might have had a cuppa. On the drive. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said.

“Where was I?”

“On the drive.”

His fingers pushed my head down, level with my shoulder. “Positive?”

“Yeah.”

He stepped away. “Good.” He cracked his knuckles. “Good,” he said again, and slapped my ear. Just hard enough to let me know how much he could hurt me. “Now, get out of my way. I’ve got work to do, you prick.”

He bundled me aside and opened the door.

Stevie’s mum burst in crying, “Ryan! Ryan!” The veins of her eyes were shot with blood. “Ryan?” she screamed. But he was already gone. She slammed the door, making it bounce against the frame. As she turned, she almost looked surprised to see me. “Why don’t you just piss off home, you creep?”

I saw Stevie in the next room, covering his eye. I walked to the sink, not looking at his mother. I picked up my jam jar and drained the last dregs on the washing-up pile. The plates were stuck with egg yolk, sauce and beans. There was an upturned fly on the window sill. A pregnant drip from the crusted tap. Around the plug hole, tea leaves told their own story. I looked for my fish and saw a stickleback squirming in the prongs of a fork. One stickleback that should have stayed in Overdale Brook. It suffocated right there in front of my eyes.

Lately, I’ve been wondering how that stickleback felt.


FOUR

My grandmother got to know something was up. She wanted the story on the rip in my shirt. “How did you get this, here?” she said.

“What?” I said, looking. “It’s nothing. A tear.” I was reading a comic. I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t want to think about the blond-haired boy. I balanced my feet on Ginger’s body. His doggy hairs tickled through the holes in my socks. He made a whining noise and clawed at the rug.

“You’ll have to use the other shirt tomorrow,” she said. She was sitting in the rocking chair, threading a needle, looking through the eye of the needle at me.

She needed an explanation, I knew. She was using small talk to squeeze the truth out. I read. She talked small. Some stuff about the hole. The size of it. The edge. Clean, was what she said. The edge was clean.

So I made up a story. I made up a lie. “We were running in the yard and I fell, that’s all. I ripped it on the gravel. I was meaning to tell you.”

She tugged a line of cotton from the flaps of the shirt. “No,” she said, “you didn’t do that.”

The pages of the comic fluttered in my hands.

“Gravel doesn’t cut like this,” she said.

“I was running,” I said, but my voice had gone.

In the budgie cage, Willoughby left his perch. My grandmother said what a pretty boy he was.

The line of his mouth. The sweep of his hair. Oh, what a pretty boy he was.

“Who were you running from?” she said.

I looked away, acid drops forming in my eyes.

My grandmother moved the shirt off her lap. She came and sat on the sofa beside me. “Tell me,” she said. She pushed my fringe aside.

And I let it all out about the blond-haired boy.


FIVE

I was wiping back a tear when Uncle Billy walked in. “What’s this? What’s the matter with him?” he said.

Nana looked up. “Some boy on the street. A bully from the Grammar.” She stroked my arm.

Uncle Billy came over and held me by the chin. He twisted my face up into the light. “Where?” he said. “Where’s he been hit?”

My grandmother said, “This boy doesn’t hit.” She showed him the line of stitches in my shirt.

My uncle nodded. He let go of my face. “How long has this been going on?”

Weeks, I told him. Stretching into months.

“He’s older,” Nana said. “Stops him every day. Along Berry Road, on the way to school.”

From the doorway to the hall someone gave a light cough. Graeme, my grandfather’s new hired help, was jingling coins in his overcoat pockets. “So take the guy down and nail him,” he said, in a voice like a whisper from another world.

Uncle Billy said, “This is family, Graeme.”

Graeme just smiled and took off his gloves. He called the dog to him and walked out without a word.

Uncle Billy opened up the mantelpiece clock. He drilled the key tightly, restoring the tick. “We need to deal with this,” he said. “This has to be stopped.”

My grandmother said, “His father is the one who should deal with it, Billy.”

“His father drives lorries,” my Uncle Billy said.

Dad would be away for another two days, delivering shoes to shops in the north.

Uncle Billy walked back to me and picked up a cushion. He plumped it into shape with the side of his fist. “This has to be stopped,” he said again, to me. He arranged the cushion in the corner of the sofa. “Okay, this is what we’re going to do.”


SIX

It wasn’t me who grassed up Ryan Benedict.

We all heard the rumpus. The whole estate. Like a spark going off in a fireworks box. At 20 Meadowcliffe, stuff began to fly. Crockery. Furniture. Anger. Words.

He called her a slag. He called her a tart.

He was useless, she yelled back.

It all went off.

People gathered. They buzzed like flies. They muttered about the kids. Shouldn’t someone call the cops?

Mrs Allenby from 26 shook her head. She had her hair in a scarf and a fag on her lip. “Like an accident waiting to happen,” she said. She tapped some ash onto Stevie’s lawn.

Mrs Bannerjee said, “But what about the children?”

The window of an upstairs room flew back. Out came a suitcase, clean through the gap. The parachute opened on Stevie’s mother’s life. Her underwear spilled into the Sunday morning. Knickers and bras the colour of tinsel. Stockings and suspenders. Satin and lace. All of it landed in the cold grey drizzle.

“He’ll kill her. He’s got previous,” someone said.

Shoes, like clay pigeons, sailed across the lawn.

Mrs Allenby lifted her toe.

“There is a baby in there,” Mrs Bannerjee said, knocking her small brown fists together.

A horn went pap! in the middle of the road. A guy in a turban and a frilly purple shirt stepped out of an unwashed taxi cab.

“What’s happening?” he said, with a jut of his chin.

“What isn’t?” someone said.

Stevie’s mum let out a wail.

Mr Jewson from next door said, “He’s slapped her.”

The taxi driver chewed a mound of gum. It clung to his teeth like melted cheese. He pushed through the crowd and rapped the door. “Hey, hey! Taxi!” He drilled the bell.

In the house, Stevie’s dad began to shout. “Is it mine? Is it? Is it, you tart?”

“I’m leaving! Just stay away from me, right?”

“Answer me, you cow. Is it mine?”

There was a bang. Loud. A real heart shaker.

Stevie’s mother screamed.

I heard Stevie shout, “No!”

A baby carrier landed on the lawn, face down.

“Jesus,” said the cabbie. His chewing stopped. Everything stopped.

And everybody stared.

Mrs Bannerjee fumbled the carrier over. “Empty,” she said. She fell to her knees and clamped her hands in prayer.

“Someone put the suitcase in the car,” said the cabbie. He pushed back his sleeves and flicked away his gum. “You. Come on.” He beckoned Mr Jewson.

One… Two… They shouldered the door.

There was shouting. Threats. Some kind of a struggle. The cabbie said, “It’s just a fare, man. A fare.”

Stevie’s mother staggered out like a newborn calf. One heel broken. Blood on her lip. She was clutching baby Cheryl tight to her breast. Stevie was in his red football kit, looking back bewildered as she dragged him up the path. He was reaching out behind him as far as he could stretch, but the paper chain back to his dad was cut.

His dad filled the doorway, playing Samson. Black hairs weaving through the strings of his vest. He said, “Tracey, baby. Tracey, don’t go.” But he didn’t try to stop her. He didn’t step out. He just hung in the frame like a spider’s web.

A screech of tyres took the taxi away.

And my head wasn’t sure but my heart was certain that I’d never see Stevie again after that. And all I could think as I walked up the road was: ‘I’m glad this isn’t happening to my mum and dad…’


SEVEN

It was the weekend. No school. It was all to our advantage. We had time to work it out, my Uncle Billy said. He wouldn’t tell me anything more right then. But that Sunday, after lunch, he took me outside. He stood me on the drive of my grandfather’s business, between the narrow coffin store and the chapel of rest. He said to me, “Pick up a piece of gravel. Close your hand round it. Tell me what you feel.”

I could feel a piece of gravel in the centre of my palm.

He nodded. “Close your hand tighter,” he said.

I felt the stone biting at the layers of my skin.

“Again,” he said. “Tighter. Tell me what you feel.”

Blood trickling from the centre of my palm.

“Good.” He blew a little air through his nose. He pursed his lips. He looked satisfied now. “That’s as tight as your fist needs to be tomorrow morning – when you hit this boy.”

“What? ” I said.

“When he starts up next time, you stand back, you swing. You don’t talk to him or give him any kind of warning. You just aim for his chin and you hit him. Hard. We’ll give that bully what bullies deserve. Turn him whiter than the stiffs, okay?”

He was talking about the bodies in the fridge next door.

“But he’ll beat me,” I said. “He’ll beat me flat.”

My Uncle Billy smiled. He rubbed his palms. He threw gravel at the crows on the roof of the chapel. I was his brother’s son, he said. He told me everything was going to be all right. He had that look in his eye, the look I’ve seen before when they gave him medals. Uncle Billy has medals for outdoor survival. He rescues people from mountains sometimes.

Tyres splashed a puddle at the front of the drive. Ginger started yapping and ran to see. Graeme pulled up in the long hearse, Betty. We have names for all our funeral cars: Betty, Alice, Mary Lou.

“That’s why you’re gonna be all right,” said Billy.

I looked at Graeme as he stepped out of the car. He blew warm air into the cup of his hands. He put out a fist for Ginger to sniff, then punched the dog’s nose when he got too close.

“Graeme’s coming?”

“Not Graeme, the car.”

Betty? How would Betty make me safe?

Uncle Billy read my face. “You walk. I drive.”

“You’re gonna follow me?” I said. “You’re gonna follow me in the car?”

Uncle Billy stared out across the Lancashire plain. “All you have to do is the hitting,” he said.


EIGHT

Later, by the coffin store, Graeme called me in. He was in his brown work coat. Knee-length. Clean. The one that makes him look like a woodwork teacher. He was working overtime, lining a coffin. Prettying a box with cream satin trim.

I rolled against the doorway, Ginger at my side. I’ve always liked the coffin store. It doesn’t freak me out. It has what Nana calls ‘a masculine smell’. Oak and resin. Fresh new wood. Sawdust patterning the terracotta floor.

Graeme had the arc lamp pulled down low. It was picking up the varnish of the empty boxes, filling up the room with an amber glow. “So, you gonna paste this guy tomorrow?”

“Did Uncle Billy tell you what we’re going to do?”

Graeme said, “Yep. Shall I wash the hearse?”

“Funny,” I said. But I took his point. I looked around the store at the stacks of coffins. Maybe tomorrow, one would have my name on it.

Graeme cracked the handle on a staple gun. A staple landed in the weave of my sweater. “Me and you, kiddo, we need to get along.”

Kiddo. I hate it when he calls me that. “Why?” I said. It was a reasonable question. Graeme only works here. He lifts and shifts. I don’t have to get along with him. I don’t even have to talk to him. Now and then we knock a ball round the yard together. When he can be bothered. When Grandad’s not about.

He lobbed the staple gun into the coffin. “Billy’s going climbing. Six-week course. And I need somewhere to crash for a while.”

Rowf, barked Ginger, as if he knew.

But I never knew. “You’re moving in?”

“Shame not to keep the sheets warm,” he said.

“Nana never said anything to me.”

“So?”

“It’s just…”

“What? You calling me a liar?” He picked up a hammer and rolled it in his fist.

I shook my head. I didn’t know what to say. For a moment, I was staring at cracks in the pavement.

“Come here,” he said, but I could only gulp. He smirked and put the hammer into place on the rack. “Here,” he said again, pointing out a spot. His voice sucked me in like a cold November fog. “Let me teach you something cool – about fighting. Your blond-haired kid, he’s playing a game. This thing on the street. This jolly with the knife. He didn’t stick you in the shirt tails, he stuck you in the head. He wasn’t going to cut you. He hasn’t got the balls. If he’d waved a frigging lollipop under your nose the result would have been exactly the same. Doesn’t matter what kind of weapon he has. It’s not about what he intends to do. It’s about what he makes you think he might do.” His gaze drifted over the racks of tools. Screwdrivers. Drills. A whole row of chisels.

Was he saying I should take one with me tomorrow?

A moth got dizzy around the lamp. In a flash, Graeme snatched it up, mid-flight. With his free hand he loosened the buttons of his coat. “If you want to hurt your bully boy, this is where you hit him.” He pressed one finger to the side of his head. There was a spider web caught in his tight, permed hair. “Here,” he said again, tapping his temple. “Where the fear breeds. Where the pain lasts.” He stared at his closed fist. “Dead or alive?”

Dead. Had to be. Crushed to a pulp.

He blew on his fingers. Ali-kazam. When he opened his hand, the moth fluttered free.

My heartbeat flew around the boxes with it.

He saw my eyes growing huge and he smirked again. “Make him believe you’ve got magic in your fist and he’ll never come near you again. Got it?”

He tugged at the light pull. The store turned black. Twilight bathed one half of the coffins. “You’re gonna be a hero tomorrow,” he said, as if he knew more than he was letting on. I saw a crown glinting on the arc of his teeth. He gathered up the silence and patted my cheek. “I’ll take the bed by the window,” he said.


NINE

I told my mother what I’d seen at Stevie’s. “His mum left. His dad hit her. We thought he’d killed the baby. She took Stevie in a taxi. Will they come back?”

She was standing at the sink by the kitchen window. Looking at the garden. Drying pots. Quietly she said, “It’s none of our business.”

“But what about Stevie?”

“You’ve got other friends,” she said.

Some. Not many. None as good as him. “She had to drag him,” I said. “He didn’t want to go.”

She pushed her tea towel slowly round a plate. “A child needs to be with its mother,” she said.

“He didn’t want to go,” I told her again.

She put the plate down and picked up a cup.

I asked her, “Mum, when’s Dad coming home?”

“Wednesday.”

Oh. “Is he staying at Nana’s?”

She parted the blinds, made an eye onto the world. Her gaze went deep into the garden again. “That’s what he says.”

“Why didn’t he take me with him?” At half term, I normally get a ride in the van.

“You have to see the dentist tomorrow,” she said.

Mouthwash, drills and a numb gob. Great. “When are we going to Nana’s again?”

“We don’t have the money for holidays,” she said.

I said, “It’s just Nana’s. It’s not a proper holiday.” Not like Skegness. Caravans. The beach. But I like it all the same. I’m happy at Nana’s. The house is big and strange and old. The staircase creaks like the knees of a giant. Coal crackles in the ash-scarred grate. From the garden, if you look across the Lancashire plain, Blackpool Tower sits up on the horizon. Blackpool Tower, the size of a matchstick. Sometimes I wave at the tourists there and wonder if they’re waving back at me. Then there’s Ginger, digging up Grandad’s potatoes. Ginger, the best friend a boy could ever have. Dad has always promised me we’re going to have a dog.
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