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HOME BOYS




PROLOGUE


Croydon, April 1985


It had been the third suicide of one of Curvis Butler's junior classmates within five years. In 1980, Samantha Redding strangled the life out of her three-month-old baby, then, with the dead infant in the passenger seat, she drove at high speed, smashing head-on into a concrete pillar. During the summer of 1982, Mark Kelly had launched himself from a platform and met death under the steel wheels of a Northern line tube train. A few weeks ago, Elvin Walker had flung himself off a motorway bridge and died instantly beneath the hard rubber of a HGV truck. Following Samantha Redding's funeral, Curvis vowed never to attend another one. But shared memories tugged at him to pay his respects for Elvin.


A strange sense of apathy overtook Curvis as he approached the house. Flowers and cards showed how popular Elvin had been, but somehow, his friend's death left him numb. When he had heard of Elvin's fate, he couldn’t summon any tears. He rebuked himself for becoming immune to the constant knock of death — a visitor that would never disappear.


Curvis swabbed his forehead dry of rainwater as he entered the lounge. Noting the teak-armed furniture, he wondered if he had remembered to wipe his feet on entry into the house. He surveyed the room and picked up a glass of apple juice from a table. The framed picture of a leopard in the African wild, hanging above the mantelpiece, caught his attention and he stood perfectly still, trapped in its gaze.


Elvin's wife, Michelle, who circulated the room, accepting hugs and kind words, noted the lines on Curvis's forehead. He had the eyes of a man who had witnessed bad things, she thought, yet there was a strange calm in his expression that bordered on indifference. She noticed the way he hung his head when he walked, almost staring at his feet. His goatish beard grew freely. He was of slim build but had a powerful presence, something between that of an 800-metre runner and a lightweight boxer. Dressed in an old mac and flared trousers that had been in fashion a decade ago, he was scanning the room as if he had to write an essay about it.


She approached him quietly and touched him on the shoulder. ‘Why did Elvin kill himself, Curvis?’ Michelle asked. He stiffened before recognising Elvin's wife. ‘I knowyou weren’t best friends with Elvin but you grew up with him in that home. You knew him better than most.’


Curvis fingered his brown, shoulder-length locks. The glass of apple juice shook in his other hand. He felt that Michelle deserved the truth. But he had been avoiding the truth, blocking it out of his everyday life since he was sixteen. For Curvis, only when death called did the truth return to invade his life. But he was sworn to lifelong secrecy. He glanced at the framed wedding photos of Elvin and Michelle resting on the mantelpiece. He closed his eyes as an image of Elvin grew large inside his mind. ‘It's ... hard to explain what he went through in the home,’ he finally answered.


‘I thought he got over all that,’ Michelle replied. ‘The last three years were the happiest of his life. He had a decent job, good prospects and someone who loved him.’


‘But all of that couldn’t wipe away the memories,’ Curvis replied, training his eyes on the leopard.


‘What memories?’ Michelle raised her voice. ‘What happened to him in the home? Why can’t you or anyone else tell me about it? I was his wife! Haven’t I got the right to know?’


Curvis sipped his apple juice and met Michelle's eyes. If neither he nor any of his peers could handle the past, how then could a poor widow who could never understand or even begin to accept the unacceptable? ‘He was picked on a lot, you know, beaten up by the people who were s’posed to look after him.’


Michelle led Curvis to the sofa and ushered him to sit down. Curvis hesitated before taking his seat. ‘Go on,’ she urged.


‘That's basically it. That's all we know. Every now and again his housefather would pick on him.’


‘Everyone gets a walloping from their mum and dad now and again,’ Michelle said. ‘There must’ve been something else.’


‘Not that I know of


‘Not that you know of? You’re a liar! Just because people get picked on when they are kids doesn’t mean they gotta kill themselves when they’re adults!’


Michelle wiped her eyes as Curvis's discomfort spread through his body. He shifted in his seat and scratched the back of his head. ‘Look, I’m doing more damage than good, maybe this wasn’t a good idea.’


Michelle stood up. ‘I didn’t mean to...’


‘It's alright,’ Curvis reassured her. ‘It's natural to try and understand why Elvin took his own life. What we go through in our childhood shapes our whole life. Sometimes it can be a blessing, sometimes it can destroy you, no matter how successful you are as an adult.’


Curvis got to his feet and prepared to leave.


Michelle watched him. ‘What destroyed Elvin's life, Curvis?’


For a split second Michelle detected a glimmer of rage in Curvis's eyes. It went as quickly as it had come. ‘Why didn’t you come to Elvin's funeral?’ she asked. ‘A lot of your old Pinewood Oaks friends were there.’


‘Because I want to remember Elvin as someone who was happy, not someone in a coffin.’


Michelle shook her head. ‘You homes people are weird, different to everybody else.’


‘That's cos we were treated different to everyone else. Look, like I said before, I’m gutted for what happened to Elvin. I would like to show how sorry I am but I don’t know how.’


‘You could try,’ Michelle interrupted.


Curvis took in a breath. ‘Elvin was alright, a good mate, but he wouldn’t want you to look into his past.’ He bade her farewell and left.


The rain had relented. Small puddles filled the potholes in the tarmac. Curvis debated whether he should have told Michelle the truth about what Elvin had suffered. But if Michelle learned the reality, she would remember Elvin as a victim, not as a husband, not as a best friend and not as a man who enjoyed adult life. Elvin wouldn’t have wanted that, Curvis concluded.


As he trudged to the bus stop, images of his childhood in Pinewood Oaks flashed through his mind. He could see his friends, Bullet and Glenroy, wrestling on the grass. He saw Carlton, his best pal, speeding by on his bike. Elvin came to life, giggling and hiding behind a bush. Lastly, Curvis saw himself, adventuring into the Pinewood Hills, running up and down between the trees and the foliage.


Curvis boarded the bus. His mind refused to return to the present. ‘Four, mighty are we,’ he muttered under his breath. He ran a quick check to see if there was anybody else on the top deck. There wasn’t. A second later, he slammed his forehead against the Perspex glass.




Wormwood Scrubs Prison, May 1985


A young man's head was tilted over the metal rail of the bed, his throat viced by taut fingers. The victim's eyes betrayed his fear as blood spilled out from his torn nostril, spotting the concrete floor.


‘Don’t dare tea-leaf my bacco again, right?


A right fist connected with the thief's cheekbone, sounding like a cricket ball against a billboard. ‘Do you hear me? You fucking tea-leaf. Do you hear me!’


A black guy entered the cell, chewing a matchstick like a stressed soccer manager grinding gum. For a moment, he was strangely fascinated by the victim's petrified eyes. He was about to turn around and leave the thief to his sorry fate when he noticed the flecks of blood on the cold floor. In a calm voice, he ordered, ‘That's enough, Gravesey I think you’ve persuaded him not to do it again.’


Gravesey released his grip, turned around and looked at the solid, coffin-shaped jaw moving up and down and reducing the matchstick to a pulp. ‘You know I hate tea-leaves.’


‘You’re gonna have to get used to ’em here.’


Satisfied with the punishment inflicted, Gravesey left, wiping his bloodstained fingers on his denim prison overalls.


‘Thanks, Carlton, you’re a diamond,’ the thief stuttered gratefully. ‘A real mate.’


‘And what makes you think I’m your mate?’ Carlton replied. ‘I just don’t like to see someone who can’t defend themselves getting the shit kicked out of them. You’re new here, and you’d better learn rapid-like that bacco is like gold when you’re doing bird.’


Before the man had a chance to say any more, Carlton about-turned and left. As he made his way to his own cell, he glanced down from the iron-railed balcony and surveyed his fellow inmates playing a variety of games: table tennis, cards and draughts. A trio of wardens patrolled the stone walkways, each bearing enough keys to open any treasure chest.


Carlton could always recognise the new arrivals. More often than not, they sat silently in isolation, their faces full of regret, pondering their crimes and missing their loved ones. They recoiled at the sound of metal doors slamming. Carlton liked to get to know the fresh intake. He knew that he would receive their respect and they would look up to him.


He found he had his cell to himself; his cellmate was gambling downstairs. The walls of his living quarters were partly decorated with pictures of topless women. The wardens thought this normal, but what they sniggered at were the pictures and cut-outs of trees that surrounded Carlton's bunk. Fellow inmates never questioned him, but during lights out, in whispered conversations he was referred to as the ‘tree man of Wormwood Scrubs’.


Sellotaped to the wall, just above his pillow, was the only clue to Carlton's life before prison. A black-and-white photograph of a twelve-year-old boy sitting on his bike, flanked by his friends: one with a spanner in his hand, another eating a chocolate bar and a boy with a comic war magazine jutting out from his back pocket.


Parking himself on his bunk, he recalled fond memories of his mates and that rusty bike. He also remembered how much he had loved the woman who took the photo. But since being incarcerated he had never replied to any of her letters. These recollections had come to him every day since his imprisonment eight years ago when he was just sixteen. In the dead of the night, he could hear his friends’ voices, backdropped by the gentle rustling of leaves in a calm wind. It was a soothing memory, a quiet natural moment far away from everything else that filled his past.


A tapping at the cell door jolted Carlton awake. Standing at the door was Smokey Davis.


‘Ain’t ya gonna play any table tennis? Games time over soon.’


‘Nah, don’t feel like it. I’m bored with it.’


‘How about a game of poker or something?’


‘Nah, fuck that as well. Been playing table tennis and blackjack every day for years. I wanna try something different. They should bring in a pool table or something.’


‘So what’re you gonna do? We’ve only got twenty minutes left.’


Carlton shrugged. ‘Read a book or something. And stop Gravesey from kicking the shit out of Wallace.’


‘Wallace is a bacco robber.’


‘Yeah, he is. It's kinda surprising cos he's new. New people don’t get so brave early on. Especially if they can’t fight. But Gravesey isn’t exactly the archangel Gabriel. He's always beating up the new ones. I wouldn’t give a shit but the screws kinda expect me to keep order in this wing. I don’t want anything to fuck up my leaving date.’


‘Wallace should fight his own wars,’ said Smokey. ‘What's he gonna do when you’re out of here in a few weeks?’


Carlton shrugged again. ‘If he carries on robbing he's gonna have to learn to fight.’


Smokey rolled a bacco joint. ‘So what’re you gonna do when you get out? Have you thought about it?’


Carlton looked at the photo of his friends just above his pillow. ‘I dunno, maybe do some joinery that I learnt. I’ll be staying with an old friend when I get out. Then I’ll try and find a gaff, I s’pose. After that I might look for a whore to grind, if I’ve got enough money. Who knows, some liberal wanker might wanna give me a job.’


Smokey tossed the roll-up to Carlton and began to roll his own. ‘I’ve always wanted to ask — who are the other guys in the photo?’


‘None of your business, that's who they are.’


‘Sure you don’t wanna play any table tennis?’


‘You want me to print a statement?’


‘Yeah, alright. I get your drift.’


Smokey left. As he made his way downstairs, he wondered why he could never work Carlton out. Carlton had saved his arse twice, literally, and rescued his hide once. In the time he had known him, he found it impossible to sway Carlton to talk about his past — any attempts always resulted in Carlton becoming aggressive.


Remaining in his cell, Carlton stared at the photo of his friends. He placed his roll-up underneath his pillow, saving it for the night. ‘Glenroy, where are you?’ he whispered. He spat out the remains of the matchstick and found a fresh one on his bunk. He inserted it into his mouth and gnawed violently. The small muscles around his jawbone bulged as the tissues within his eighteen-and-a-half-inch neck danced to the rhythm of chewing. His head sat on a body of perfect strength; within the prison he had plenty of admirers, though none of them were forthcoming with their praise.


The only thing that scared him was the prospect of being free of the prison walls. Being locked up, he didn’t have to worry about paying rent or when his next meal would arrive. In prison, he was king, the fittest of the fittest; even the screws respected him and invited him to ‘deal’ with the convicted perverts, with just one rule: don’t mark the face. But in the outside world, he would be a nobody, a back-marker in the rat race that he would have to join to survive.


Maybe he could brutalise a shirt-lifter to extend his sentence, Carlton suddenly thought. Fuck up his face. Or pick a fight with one of the screws, fist one of them for no reason. That's bound to cause an extension to his sentence. Nah, fuck that, he reasoned. Don’t wanna do that isolation shit. Had enough of that already. He looked at the images of trees surrounding his bunk. He still couldn’t understand why they held such a fascination for him. He could never express it in words, but he felt that trees were more alive than people realised. They could manipulate you, instruct you to do things. Like kill people.




Toronto, Canada, May 1985


Bullet felt his guts sink and remain on the ground floor as the lift raced to the viewing platform of the CN Tower. A Korean tourist fretted in her own language, while an American kid, dressed in a Michael Jackson T-shirt, sang ‘Thriller’.


Monty, Bullet's one-and-a-half-year-old son, blinked wildly as the lift door opened and natural light flooded his eyes. His wife, Linda, touched Monty on the cheek before smiling at her husband.


Bullet's brown hair was cropped short, as if he still wanted his army life to be acknowledged. Brown freckles dotted his face, almost entirely covering his dented nose. Thin lips and a hard chin hinted at his determination.


Bullet led his family to the large, angled windows that presented a view of the Toronto skyline and Lake Ontario. The buildings below looked like stepping stones for giants and the blue brilliance of the lake forced Bullet to squint. The sails on the yachts far below pricked the calm waters like white bayonets.


Linda took out her camera and started taking snaps of her family. ‘Smile then,’ she said. At least pretend you’re enjoying yourself.’


Bullet forced a half grin. Monty had no time for the camera. ‘Let's get away from it all, you said,’ Linda snapped. ‘You’re about as miserable as when we were back home. What's the matter?’


‘Nothing.’


Bullet passed Monty to his wife and looked out onto the lake. Suddenly, he saw himself peering out from the highest point of the Pinewood Hills. The first time Curvis had shown him the view of this particular slice of Surrey countryside, Bullet was ten years old. From that day onwards, he always wondered what went on in the outside world. A world away from Pinewood Oaks Children's Home.


Well travelled with the army, Bullet had now seen many countries and many peoples. He felt that the evils he had thought confined to Pinewood Oaks were everywhere — in Northern Ireland, the Middle East, Hong Kong. Children are always the big losers, he concluded. They’re the ones who suffer from war, poverty, hunger and the rest of it.


Turning around, he gazed lovingly at Monty. He then thought of Glenroy, Carlton and Curvis, the only real friends he had. His wife, tired of waiting for him to react to her warm smiles while serving from the mess canteen, had made the first move. In the army you’re forced to get on with everybody. He knew he had swapped one institution for another. Now he had to face the outside world. At least he had the memories of the Pinewood Hills. No pointless war, hunger or poverty could take that away. One moment of freedom in his life that nobody but his friends could understand.


‘Did I tell you Carlton's coming out in a few weeks’ time?’ said Bullet.


Linda's smile died. ‘How could I forget? It's all you talked about on the plane over here.’


‘It's gonna be great,’ said Bullet. ‘We’re gonna be together again. As soon as he gets out we should take him for a meal.’


‘When's the last time you took me for a meal?’ Linda glared.


‘I took you on this holiday, didn’t I?’


‘Remember what I said last night. Me and Monty are the priority in your life now.’


Bullet didn’t reply. He stared out to the horizon and saw a light aircraft gliding high over the lake. ‘It's a shame Glenroy won’t be there when Carlton gets out.’


Linda rolled her eyes. ‘So you keep on saying.’ She took Monty a few yards away to look in a different direction.


Lost in the past, Bullet didn’t notice his wife walking away. He closed his eyes. ‘Glenroy, where are you?’ he whispered.




Carshalton, Surrey, May 1985


Glenroy felt a massive sense of achievement as he successfully made himself a cup of tea. It had been two weeks since he was discharged from the mental hospital, and only now was he beginning to think he might cope. But only if he could remember to take his medication. He needed to find out where his nearest chemist was, for when his pills ran out.


A community nurse was supposed to call on him the day before to check if he was okay, but they never arrived. Even though he was in the outside world, he felt like a young skylark that had just watched his parents fly away. Two days ago his sworn enemy, Panic, had found a secret entrance to his brain, causing him to smash his head on the cold water tap in the bathroom. He cut his scalp and ended up putting his head in a bath full of cold water, holding his breath for as long as he could before dunking again.


When Panic finally departed, he ate a dinner of cold sardines and boiled lemonade and retired to his bed, fully clothed, adopting the foetal position. He preferred to keep his bedroom window wide open because the sounds of the birds at dawn soothed him. Only now, two days later, had he emerged from his sleeping place.


He was frightened of this outside world. The shopping trip to the supermarket unsettled him. So many people, all in a crazy hurry, it seemed to him. They all knew where they were going. When he finally reached the cashier, he thought Panic might run amok inside his head again. ‘Eight pound fifty, please,’ the cashier asked politely, recoiling at his eighteen-stone frame and his wild hair. Glenroy felt the sweat sogging his eyebrows and watering his untamed beard. Should he give her the blue note or the brown one? It took an eternity to decide. ‘I haven’t got all day, you know,’ the cashier snapped. Panic, Glenroy's eternal shadow, was very near.


He gave her the brown note. Glenroy expected a fierce rebuke. The cashier opened the till, giving him change of one pound fifty and a receipt. He stood for a long second, smiling widely. Panic had to retreat. Mission accomplished! Yes! He congratulated himself.


Hours later, he sat down in his kitchen, downing his over-milky tea and eating a Mars bar from the collection of sweets he kept in a fruit bowl. He recalled the day he left the hospital. His eyes hurt from tears at leaving his friends behind. Everyone said he’d be alright and that he was better, that he would be okay to go home now. But the hospital was his home, and there he knew what he had to do every day. Make your bed in the morning, breakfast followed by chores. Eleven was games time; Glenroy always hogged the table tennis table. Lunch at twelve thirty. Training in the afternoon, where he learned to cook, count money, read essential shopping lists and fill in various forms.


Dinner was at five thirty followed by another games session. At nine, he would politely ask for his supper of a chocolate roll or fairy cakes, then he would watch a bit of telly; his favourite programme was the Young Ones. Ten p.m. was lights out.


In those quiet hours of darkness, he wondered about his life before coming to the hospital. He was told he had spent his childhood in an orphanage. But that's all he knew. His pre-teenage memories were lost in a fog of tablets, injections, beatings and straitjackets.


Almost every night he dreamt about an enchanted forest, where the terrain was hilly, the trees were incredibly tall and the sun baked the grass brown. Now and again, a little girl would appear in these dreams. She looked very poorly but she had an abundance of energy as she danced in the woods, inviting Glenroy to play tag. She only ever spoke two words. Pinewood Hills. Glenroy guessed it was her name. But he knew he could only play with her when it was light, for when darkness came, she turned evil. From blonde, her hair would change to dazzling white and her eyes to a glowing green. She roamed the forest at night, blackbirds swirling around her head, looking for someone to kill. Tightly gripped in her right hand was a doll's head and protruding from it a three-inch nail.




PART 1
PINEWOOD OAKS


Pinewood Oaks, April 1970


A nervous chimpanzee was performing a card trick for seven cynical gorillas when the nine-year-old Glenroy Richards opened his eyes and cleared his head of his daydream. He focused and sneered at the maths equation taunting him from the blackboard and considered using the chalk to sketch a monkey's face on it. Glenroy smiled. He looked down at the wonky wooden desk above his knees and studied the black biro sketches of a matchstick mother holding the hand of a matchstick child.


On a table at the back of the classroom, textbooks formed a pillar; with one push they would tumble, but he would leave that for another day. Drawings of families at the beach were Sellotaped on the cream-painted, brick walls. The ceiling of the classroom was high enough for three teachers to stand on each other's shoulders, and the large windows always teased Glenroy as an escape route.


He stared at the wooden floor beneath him and wondered if he would ever visit the seaside with his own mother. But, he thought, maybe the horrible people in that place where his mum was living wouldn’t let her go. He wondered if she ever had the same thought. Maybe if he asked Father Patrick, perhaps he could do something.


He looked up at the stubborn classroom clock, willing the time to spring forward.


The rest of the class had been dismissed half an hour ago, leaving Glenroy to contemplate his misconduct. He didn’t think he should be the only one in detention; there were others who deserved the same punishment, especially Tommy Whittle, who had pulled a chair away from the soon-to-be-seated Claire Woodhouse. And then there was Billy Crawford, who had made funny faces behind the teacher's back.


Miffed, Glenroy stooped to pick up a pencil from the floor and noticed the chewed marks at one end of it. As he tapped the pencil on the desk and rocked in his chair the classroom door opened. ‘Stop rocking on the chair and will you please stop making that irritating noise with your pencil,’ rebuked Mr Goodbury.


Mr Goodbury was stocky in appearance, formally dressed in a navy blazer, black trousers and a ridiculous black-and-yellow polka-dot bow tie. His eyebrows seemed to be as thick as the working end of a broom, angled towards the middle of his face where they almost shook hands. There were small red veins criss-crossing his face, as if someone had gone berserk with a thin, red biro. His only hair, apart from the sproutings in his ears and nostrils, was at each side of his round head. Glenroy thought he looked like an aged goblin.


‘Right, Glenroy,’ he addressed, wagging his right index finger. ‘I have phoned your housefather and I’m sure that he’ll see that you are further punished for your behaviour in class this afternoon.’ Glenroy flinched. ‘You are free to go.’


Glenroy's chair screeched as he shot up out of it. As he approached the door, Mr Goodbury warned: ‘Let this be a lesson to you that if you continue to disrupt my class with your teasing and name-calling of other children, then you’ll continue to have my company after school has finished. Do you understand me?’


‘Yes, Mr Goodbury,’ I hope Father Patrick doesn’t hear about this, he thought.


Normally he had to walk in file but now he sprinted along the empty corridor, his footsteps resounding on the wooden floor. As he turned a corner to leave by the main school exit, he ran into Miss Worthington, his music teacher. ‘How many times have I told you not to run in the corridors? Walk.’


‘Sorry, Miss. I wanna catch up to my friends.’


Miss Worthington inspected Glenroy's clothes. His grey shirt was escaping his grey shorts. His black shoes were scuffed and his grey socks were nearer his ankles than his knees. She noted a mischievous but sad look in his eyes. She felt a little sympathy for him. She had learned that Glenroy's mother was certified insane, but hadn’t known the full story, just the cold fact that Glenroy owned a mad mother.


‘You’d better do something with your hair before you get home. Your housemother won’t appreciate that appearance. Try and borrow a comb from Carlton Henry if you catch up with him.’


‘Yes, Miss.’


Glenroy trotted out of the main exit and into the children's playground, slowing down as he turned corners. He skipped around to see if any of his school friends were waiting for him like they had promised. The playground was empty. At least Carlton, his best mate, could have waited.


The school was a Victorian building with brownish-red brickwork and white-painted window frames. Its gabled roofs and pointed arches gave it a gothic feel, especially at night. Children, up to the age of eleven, who lived in the Pinewood Oaks children's home complex, were educated here. From eleven plus, the children would attend ‘outside’ comprehensives in nearby villages, to allow the orphans to integrate into the local community. An unspoken rule was that no single secondary school would absorb all the children who had just left Pinewood Oaks junior school. Consequently, the headmasters of the local comprehensives had a nodding agreement that they would share equally the intake from Pinewood Oaks – it made it easier to deflect complaints and arguments from village parents who didn’t want their privileged children to interact with ‘those savages from the home’.


A rickety, brown wooden fence, about a metre and a half high, enclosed the playground area. It was the northern boundary marker for the children's home. For seventy years or more, pupils leaped up to grab a glimpse of the outside world. Glenroy approached this fence and jumped up, reaching out with his hands to grip the top of the barrier. He managed to get his head above the fence and searched the neighbouring recreation field. He saw a group of boys playing football, using their pullovers, satchels and bags for goalposts. Dogs were running freely, teenagers smoked cigarettes under an oak tree and a couple were necking on the grass. In the distance, at the far end of the park, he could just make out the buildings of Ashburden comprehensive school. Beyond this was the village of Ashburden itself, full of avenues, semi-detached houses, back garden ponds with watchful gnomes and middle-aged women walking small dogs.


Glenroy looked towards the horizon and there, pricking the skyline, beyond the hills, he believed stood the Eiffel Tower. He had seen it in a book once and he had promised himself to hitchhike to France one day. He climbed down from the fence and ran out of the playground into a tree-lined road, at the bottom of which was a seven-foot-high wooden gate that was locked by a padlock big enough to secure a castle. Boys who were in their last year of education at Pinewood primary and didn’t care about the threat of a caning, dared each other to climb the gate and land on the winding gravel track that led to Ashburden. Opposite the school was the playing field where pupils practised gymnastics. The boys were dressed in white vests and black shorts, and the girls in white flannel T-shirts and short, black pleated skirts.


The sound of a confused amateur band coming from a building at the far end of the playing field hitched a lift on a freshening breeze. All that practice and they still sound like a dying dalek, Glenroy concluded.


He scampered up an incline and when he crested the hill, he stopped and looked around. The road headed due south, where Glenroy could see the first of the Georgian cottages which each housed up to fourteen kids. The houses had three-pointed gabled roofs sitting on a rectangle of brick twelve metres high. Large bay windows caught the sun and there wasn’t a front door without a porch over it.


To Glenroy's right there was a strip of grass, ten metres wide and about a kilometre long, fringed by nettles, thorn bushes and hard-to-get-to berries. This acted as a border for the western side of the children's home. Beyond this were the lush and well-kept back gardens of Pinewood village. No roads were curved or arched here. They were as straight as the Pall Mall and covered in the same reddish-brown tarmac. This was the prized route for paperboys who worked from Fred Dawes newsagent's on the High Street. A seventy-pound-haul ‘Christmas box’ wasn’t unheard of when the lucky lad cycled around Pinewood village to collect his bonus. No boy from Pinewood Oaks had ever been given the honour. Refuse collectors, who took extreme care not to leave any stray rubbish in their wake, were even more fortunate on their Christmas round.


On hot days, the kids of the orphanage would eavesdrop and peep in at garden parties where French cheese, salmon and watercress sandwiches and champagne was served to women in wide hats and Laura Ashley dresses and men in Bermuda shorts and Fred Perry T-shirts. The orphans enjoyed mocking the job-a-day cubs, who in the summer holidays were spotted pulling weeds, cleaning ponds, painting garden huts and saluting every adult who came into their sight.


Glenroy sensed a commotion coming from the expanse of grass to his left. He strained his eyes and made out a rabble of boys in the hazy sunlight. Not wanting to miss out, he darted across the field, passing one of the imposing Georgian houses, before bolting through a deep dale. He could see the Pinewood Oaks water tower rising over the trees towards the east.


The grass was recently cut, making him sneeze as he neared the pack of yelping boys. The juniors had formed a ring around a strapping, mixed-race boy. A smaller lad was being pushed into the ring, blubbering at the thought of what was to come.


‘Get in the ring, Bullet!’ cried out a voice. ‘You said that Osgood was a sprout head.’


A score of kids started to yell. ‘In the ring! In the ring! In the ring!’


Osgood yanked Bullet's arm and lugged him into the centre of the circle. Osgood, who appeared older than his eleven years, was one of the few boys in long trousers. He smirked as he caught Bullet in a vice around the throat and began to check the power of his well-practised right hook. Bullet looked like a defenceless nail faced with an eager hammer. The mob changed its chant. ‘Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!’


Glenroy reached the melee and spotted Carlton. He barged his way to Carlton's side and watched Bullet being hammered into the grass.


‘What's he done?’ asked Glenroy.


‘He called Osgood names after Osgood tripped him up in school,’ Carlton replied.


Meanwhile, Bullet tried to fight back but it was pointless. His spirited display only infuriated Osgood, who began kicking his victim. When Osgood was satisfied he had inflicted enough damage, he strutted away with his friends and hangers-on, who congratulated him on his latest victory.


Bullet wormed on the ground, silently sobbing, his arms covering his swollen face. Glenroy ambled away. ‘Carlton, let's go home.’


Carlton stood still, glancing at the sorry sight of Bullet, who had now sat up, picking off grass and dry mud from his school uniform. Carlton started towards Glenroy but curiosity got the better of him. He turned around and caught sight of Bullet peeping at him from under his arms. ‘Let's see how he is.’


‘Are you nuts?’ said Glenroy. ‘Osgood will dent your face if he finds out.’


Carlton strolled over to Bullet, with a reluctant Glenroy following behind. Bullet warily moved his arms away from his face as Carlton studied him. ‘Are you mad or something? Why you wanna start calling Osgood names? He's the best fighter in the school. You must be on a death mission or something.’


Bullet's face was bloodied, his brown hair highlighted green.


He wondered why Carlton had stayed behind and hadn’t gone with the others. He hasn’t taken any notice of me before, he thought. Nobody has.


‘Come on,’ urged Carlton. ‘Get up.’


Glenroy pulled a face. He marched up to Carlton and pulled him away. He spoke in a hurried whisper. ‘We can’t walk with him! Everyone hates him! What if Osgood sees us? He's gonna beat the eyebrows off us! Didn’t you see what he done to Jerry Collins? He still can’t talk and he walks likes he's got a nail in his foot. Elvin told me one of his balls was crushed.’


‘Osgood's gone home,’ said Carlton.


Glenroy glared at Bullet. The trio trudged on, walking through the rough, knee-high grass that steadily dipped into a valley. They trekked across a sloping football pitch where the wooden goalposts were warped and the crossbars sagged.


Finally, they reached a children's play area. A set of swings and a broken seesaw were being watched over by an arc of huge oak trees. Brave boys would hold contests to see who could climb the highest in the branches, attempting to claim highly prized birds’ nests.


The threesome reached a small stone bridge where a stream hastened below. Under the arch was a popular spot for hide-and-seekers. The bold would venture into the tunnel and hide. They crossed the narrow stone walkway. Glenroy caught sight of somebody on the bank of the stream. ‘Holy shit bombs! That's Stanton's brother, Curvis. Stanton used to be Osgood's best mate. We’re gonna get our heads kicked in! Curvis will tell Stanton we’re with Bullet. Did I tell you that Jerry's only got two teeth left?’


Carlton searched the bank of the stream. A figure was sitting in the shadow of bushes, staring into the rushing water. He picked up a pebble and threw it into the stream, trying to imitate a bouncing bomb.


Led by Carlton, the trio approached Curvis. ‘What you doing?’


‘I dunno,’ replied Curvis.


Curvis wore grey shorts. His jutting knees had gathered dried mud. His skinny, aquiline nose suggested that one of his parents was white. His complexion was milky coffee and he boasted a wild Afro.


‘Come on, Carlton,’ Glenroy insisted. ‘What are you talking to him for? I’ve got to get home. I’m in big enough trouble as it is.’


‘Did you see the fight?’ Carlton asked Curvis, ignoring Glenroy. ‘Osgood beat up Bullet cos Bullet called him names.’


‘Don’t like fights.’ Curvis stared into the water as if something dramatic was about to happen. He then turned around to study the battered face of Bullet. ‘Osgood doesn’t like anyone calling him names. He's like my brother. They were best mates.’ He returned his gaze to the water. ‘I’d keep out of Osgood's way if I was you.’


‘I tried to keep out of his way,’ said Bullet. ‘I ran out of school. Osgood's gang ran after me and caught me on the field.’


‘He's given you a good slogging,’ said Curvis, still studying Bullet's bruises. ‘But on the plus side, Osgood doesn’t usually beat up kids twice — only if they say something again.’


‘Carlton!’ Glenroy interrupted.


Glenroy had to wait five minutes before Carlton and Bullet rejoined him. The boys strolled on lazily out of the field under the warm sun until they reached the orbital road that ringed Pinewood Oaks.


A few cars were parked outside the Georgian houses. Children played outdoors, enjoying the spring sunshine. Boys hurtled by on heavy, squeaky bikes. The more adventurous invited injury by piloting wobbly, home-made trolleys. On the grass, teenagers were getting bruised and bashed by a game of British Bulldog. Black-and-white plastic footballs were kicked against outhouse walls where the goals were chalked in white. Girls were juggling greying tennis balls on red walls; others sang pop songs while skipping ropes and playing hopscotch.


On one old, rusty-looking bike, a small boy of about seven was learning how to ride. He was helped by an older girl who was frantically pushing the saddle. ‘Brenton! Pedal, you idiot, pedal!’


Glenroy observed the scene and boasted: ‘I learned to ride a bike when I was five. He's useless. Look at him. I didn’t need any help when I was that small.’


‘When did you come up with that fairy story,’ laughed Carlton. ‘If I remember, you only learned to ride a bike yesterday! And while you were at it, you fell off so many times the nurses at sick bay got tired of you.’


Glenroy and Carlton proceeded to have a mock fight in the road while Bullet meandered a few yards behind his new friends.


After another fifty metres, they neared Bullet's house, Maple. As he viced Glenroy's neck in an arm-lock, Carlton said to Bullet, ‘Maple House. Mark Fearon lives in your house, innit. He's the best footballer in Pinewood Oaks. I saw him up the top field the other day and he scored a Bobby Charlton goal. Whassisname, Lloyd Grant was the goalie. Before he moved a stud the ball was in the back of the net. The cameras shoulda been there to show it on The Big Match.’


Glenroy tried to squirm his neck free. ‘Mark Fearon's not as good as Kevin Annon.’


‘Kevin Annon's not fit to screw on his own studs!’ countered Carlton.


‘And the only dribbling Mark Fearon can do is when he's eating soggy Weetabix!’


As Glenroy and Carlton disputed the serious matter of the best footballer in Pinewood Oaks, Bullet ambled away to the back of his house. Before he opened the back door, he glanced behind at the quarrelling boys on the road.


Realising that teatime was pushing on, Glenroy and Carlton jogged the rest of the way home. They passed the blue-painted nursery building, topped off by a flat roof. On many a summer's night, boys would climb on top of the nursery and peer through the bedroom windows of the houses nearby. This custom continued until a housefather spotted them and hailed them down, threatening untold varieties of physical punishments.


Screwed into the brickwork of one house, was a green-painted placard, white letters spelling the word Holly. Carlton ran to the front door of this house and shouted to Glenroy, ‘See you later. And Mark Fearon's definitely the best player in Pinewood Oaks.’
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