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PROLOGUE
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He longed to see the river because he hadn’t ever seen one; because he instinctively knew of its strength and its possibilities. But most of all because of his grandmother.

He dreamt of it, a long sinuous bandage of glittering water tumbling down from some frothy mountain start, stretching outwards across the countryside. Going fast sometimes but mostly nice and easy.

A river would unravel across the land in its own time with boats and jetties making little difference. Minding its own business on its way to the sea.

The way his grandmother had told him her river flowed past the door when she’d been a little girl so far away in another country. Lots and lots about her river. Her river from start to finish.

His grandmother had rocked him, when he was a little boy, after attending to his bruised lip or his hurt eye. She’d soothe away the pain with her talk. ‘Oh the river, sonny boy, where I grew up,’ she’d say in a kind of singing voice and he’d let himself be rocked

‘It’s lovely at a river. But my river—my river’s lovely beyond believing! And one day I’m going to take you away from here. Far away. I’m going to show you that old river. And everything will be wonderful, once we get there. That’s for sure.’


[image: images]

1

Morning

He wakened to an unfamiliar sight.

A soaring ceiling of corrugated iron,

Held up by a web of metal beams.

Glass windows, set in the iron.

Through the glass he could see sky.

A grey space, interrupted

with odd fluttering movements

now and then.

Birds! Birds flying over the great domed ceiling.

Where was he then?

When he moved he remembered.

(He felt the hard plastic bench beneath him.)

Oh, he was stiff all over!

He moved his bruised shoulder cautiously,

his aching joints,

hurting as they had

in that wet, dark tomb

he wanted so much to forget.

The place he’d been buried in

for the past two days.

Yes, he was stiff and his body ached.

But his heart was light, light!

He wasn’t in that blackness any more.

He was in a place with a domed roof

with birds flying over,

a place that was filled with daylight.

He pushed up his sleeve to check his arm.

Something etched there made him smile,

feel ready for anything.

It was a silvery morning here,

it was going to be a golden day.

He watched the birds again for a moment

against the piece of sky.

Then he sat up, looked around, smiled

and swung his mud-covered joggers to the floor.
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Mugged

The blow sent her flying. She hit the grass with force and lay there surprised, for a moment speechless.

The old woman had not been worried to hear the thud of running feet so close behind her. She hadn’t turned. She knew it would be Ben, her grandson, for sure.

Out of school this time of the afternoon, he often joined her on her daily walk across the park. She’d hear his feet, allow him to surprise her, and then a hand would slip inside hers.

‘Hello, Gran. It’s me!’

‘Fancy that!’ she’d say. ‘And just what are you doing in the park?’

‘Going on a walk with you.’

And if there’d been left-over bread that day he’d swing the plastic packet to show her. They’d go down to the edge of the big pond to feed the ducks.

So she didn’t turn when she heard the thud of feet directly behind her. And she was totally unprepared for the impact of a blow. It sent her stumbling a few steps before she fell to the ground. Her head hit the grass with such force her glasses were sent spinning, to shatter against the stone base of a park bench.

‘Oops—sorry, lady.’ It was the voice of a child maybe as young as Ben.

She saw an anxious young face bending down to her.

‘Don’t speak to her, ya fuckin’ idiot! Just grab the bag.’

This voice was older sounding. Harsh. And this voice was connected to the hard hands that held her face down on the grassy track.

‘And don’t say sorry, nerd. Never! Christ, kid, get it! I can’t sit on her forever.’

‘A couple of kids!’ she thought, and raised her face indignantly. ‘A couple of kids!’ She found her voice.

‘Get off! There’s no bag. No money—nothing! Let go of me now!’ She spoke with a lack of fear that set the big boy, the one who seemed in charge, back a moment.

‘Shut up, Grannie!’

‘Hasn’t got a bag,’ the young boy spoke urgently. ‘Didn’t you hear her? Any minute she’ll start yelling.’

‘Give us some money, lady,’ the older voice asked, but it was less certain now.

‘I won’t start yelling,’ she told them, ‘so you can just let go of me.’

‘Silly bitch! Hasn’t got anything anyway. C’mon!’ He let her go and the two darted away into the bushes.

She looked up to see them scuttle out of sight.

‘I’ve just been mugged,’ she thought, sitting up and then gathering the remains of her glasses, ‘that’s what!’

She climbed to her feet, smoothing her dress and brushing grass from her skirt and hair. That was when she suddenly felt weak.

‘And no one in sight. Not a soul!’ She glanced around her. ‘Wouldn’t you know it?’ she said to herself.

She sat on the park bench for a moment, inspecting her arm where there might be a bruise later. ‘Shouldn’t have taken a lonely path through the park. Serves me right.’

She felt helpless. The fall had shaken her up, that’s all. OK, she was scared too. But not of the younger boy, the only one she’d seen properly. He looked so like Ben or his friends. Maybe a bit older. And the way he’d spoken to her. She could almost smile remembering his ‘Oops—sorry, lady’ when her glasses had broken against the bench. Apologising, as they pushed her to the ground to rob her!

But suddenly sitting there alone on the park bench, her shattered glasses on her lap, she found sobs rising in her throat. ‘Ridiculous,’ she told herself, ‘you’re all right. You’re quite all right, Mrs Iris Walker.’

She often spoke to herself in this way, a result of living alone for so long before coming to live with her daughter and grandson.

‘You’ve had a little fall, that’s all! A bit of a shake-up and a fall. And you’re quite OK. Nothing much happened, so just get to your feet and go home.’ She mopped up her tears.

But the thought of home and the explanations she’d have to make to Jane made her feel tired and she lingered.

When she felt she had the strength to face her daughter, she walked slowly home, still feeling shaky.

‘Just like an old lady,’ she thought, quite surprised.
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Fear

‘Shut yer face will you?’ Pale was annoyed to see that Robbie was crying.

He’d said they should get out of the park pretty quick after the mess up with the old lady. ‘Before she goes blabbing we robbed her or something.’

But just as they’d left the bushes two police officers had come strolling down the path under the palm trees towards them.

‘Pigs, what d’ya know?’ Pale had muttered and stopped dead. When he turned back Robbie had followed. They’d dived back into the shelter of the thick grasses where they sat waiting, Robbie quivering in fear.

‘It’s dead easy to rumble someone,’ Pale had explained during the long day at the park, ‘long as you choose the right one. Long as there’s two of you. Dead easy.’

But Robbie hadn’t liked what had happened with that old lady. Up close to her it hadn’t been easy at all. His heart wasn’t in it.

And Pale knew it. ‘You’ll be next to bloody useless if you go on like this,’ he’d whispered as the police passed by, ‘and you’ll be fair game for the jacks, for sure. Get tough or get goin’.’

Robbie couldn’t get going. Right now he felt nothing but fear: fear of his companion, of the police, of the court. Fear of the home and of foster parents. Fear of all this and of the feeling in his stomach right now. Hunger!

All at once, hiding in the tangle of grass, it had seemed hopeless being here with Pale. Or up at the Cross where he’d gone this morning, or anywhere. Just hopeless! But there was nowhere else for him to go. With the slow setting of the sun he’d begun to cry. When Pale had spoken sharply like that, ‘Shut yer face, will you!’ though, he’d stopped pretty well straight away. Pale might be thin but he was wiry and strong, and he could punch. Robbie had only known him for a day but already he’d seen his mood change ten or more times. Over-friendly and helpful one minute, to out-and-out cruel and bullying the next. Brandishing his flick knife and calling it his friend.

‘You want to eat. You said so. Well, here comes an old bag. Look at her waddling along. All by herself, too. Sure to have some money. Dead easy.’ Then when he saw Robbie frown, ‘We don’t have to hurt her real bad or anything. Just a little surprise. That’s all.’

Robbie hadn’t known how to get away so he’d gone along with it.

‘Look Robbie, we’ll get something going tomorrow, OK?’ Pale was talking, friendly now that the police were out of sight. He was feeling comfortable again. ‘Anyway, I got something make you sleep like a baby.’

With quick movements the older boy fashioned a bed among the tussocks, uprooting bundles of grass to make a pillow for himself. Then he stretched out on the ground, sighing as if this were a top hotel and he’d just climbed into a super-soft bed.

‘Are you going to sleep?’ Robbie asked, afraid of the dark gathering all around.

‘That’s the general idea—so why don’t you?’

Robbie could get up and go right now, he supposed. Take the long walk to the squat in Darlo that girl Amanda had told him about. But maybe he wouldn’t find his way there by himself in the dark. Maybe when he got there the other kids she’d spoken of wouldn’t let him in anyway. Maybe it was better on the first night, his first night in the city, to stay here with the older boy. Pale looked like he’d done this kind of thing lots of times before. So maybe just for tonight. And then tomorrow he’d find Mandy—Amanda—again and he’d get away from Pale.
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Friends

Robbie had arrived at the place called the Cross, in the heart of the city, early morning. He was scared and yet excited that he’d made it all the way on the train, no trouble. Some kids at the last place he’d been in had told him about going there to live. They’d said there was lots to do at the Cross—it was speedy, exciting! And that you have plenty of friends when you’re a streetie.

He walked along the pavements in a daze. So many flashing lights and neons and girls and bouncers and it was early morning. The nights must be crazy with people here. Every few steps there was the thump of new music and the confusion of voices. Up ahead he caught a flash of the blue uniform he knew so well. The pigs’d never look for him here—all these people—but he turned aside down a lane.

He met Amanda pretty well straight off. She must be fifteen, even sixteen, he’d thought to himself when she spoke. A tall, dark-haired girl with a crinkly smile, and so friendly. She was dressed in tight blue jeans, a boy’s shirt and what looked like boy’s boots. She plonked down right beside him just like that.

‘I’m Amanda, called Mandy,’ she announced. ‘You new here, kid?’

He was sitting by the El Alamein fountain where he’d been told to come, wondering if all the kids in the raggedy jeans were just visiting the place. He hadn’t found the nerve to speak to any of them.

‘Yeah,’ he replied.

‘You on your own?’

‘Yeah.’

‘You run away?’

‘Yeah.’ He didn’t quite know why he trusted Amanda straight off, but he did.

‘Stands out like a sore thumb,’ she told him.

He frowned, scared that he’d started out all wrong here, and that because of it, he’d find no friends. Or worse: that the police would spot him right off and send him back to—well, back to nowhere really. He stood up, ready to move on.

‘It’s OK,’ she said, laughing, ‘I’m not going to dob or anything. Relax. It’s just you look pretty neat and clean for one thing …’

He would have liked to spatter himself in mud to please her.

‘… and you look pretty young, even for here.’

‘I’m not. I’m fifteen,’ he lied.

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘I gotta go soon. But you just watch out for any rock spider latching onto you, see.’

He looked confused.

‘Men around here might say they’ll look after you, OK? Just say no.’

‘I know all about that.’ He knew all there was to know, he reckoned, about crack and speed and the Wall where the boys worked at night. And the girls too. He’d been told by some of the kids in the place he’d been put for out-of-control youth.

Kids who’d been in that place for years knew the ropes. The place he’d escaped from less than three days ago. They might know the ropes but they were still there and he was here beginning a new life. He smiled.

‘Tough guy, eh?’ and she laughed.

He said nothing. He wished he was a tough guy. He was dead scared and she knew it.

‘Got anywhere to sleep tonight?’ she asked. When he shook his head she told him about a place he could go. The squat. Exactly how to get there through a network of streets and lanes.

‘Don’t go there just now. There’s some crazies but they’re moving out. Tonight’s cool but I’ll be real late, kid. My friend Tessa’s there, though. Tell her Mandy said you’re OK,’ and she squeezed his arm and left him.

‘See ya tonight,’ she called over her shoulder, like they were friends or she was his sister. And he was filled with pleasure and wonder that it had been so easy to find someone. The kids who’d told him had been right. This was the place to be. ‘You can find friends up there easy,’ they’d said.

And then Pale had turned up just a moment or two later. He’d been asked all the same questions and more.

‘You hungry?’ Pale finally asked.

‘Yeah,’ he said, although his stomach was really churning too much to be hungry.

‘What’s your name?’ the tall thin boy asked.

‘Robbie.’

‘They call me Pale,’ the big boy told him without any explanation. But his pale blond hair and white, white skin made it obvious.

‘We’ve missed the drop-off up the station. Town Hall—there’s this priest guy. Good tucker, not too much talk. Go there sometimes. But there’re other places here,’ and he jerked his head in the direction of the busy street.

‘You comin’ or what?’

They walked in silence. There was no place with food for them, Robbie noticed, though they passed a succession of restaurants. The sharp smell from a pizza place was agonisingly good. Robbie stopped in the doorway to inhale it.

‘You got money?’ Pale asked.

‘No.’

‘Told you I’d get us some food and things. I’m going down the park now,’ he explained. ‘Come, if you want.’

The big boy loped off. Should he go or stay? The streets seemed so busy with people walking every whichway. All busy and going somewhere. It was still early morning, Robbie reminded himself. It would help fill in the day to go with Pale to the park. And he’d said about the food.

Pale seemed to want to take Robbie under his wing right from the start. ‘You need to get tough round here,’ Pale had explained as they walked together down the long city street that led to the big stone park gates.

‘I can show you a thing or two. It’s good round here but. Plenty of chicks if you want. Plenty of action. You get hyped on the streets and then you won’t want to be nowhere else.’
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Pale

Maybe he’d got tougher already, Robbie thought. He placed his head on the grass pillow he’d fashioned for himself, copying Pale. Mugging someone in broad daylight. But he knew he didn’t want to do that again. No way. He was desperately afraid of getting caught and being taken back there.

He didn’t like being with Pale too much, he’d decided. The big boy was trouble for sure. He didn’t like the way he’d talked about things, all the girls he knew, in that funny way. And how he and a friend who was a real tough guy had bashed into some old drunk the other night. ‘Nothing serious. Just fun.’

He didn’t like this feeling of weakness, either. Despite Pale’s boasting, there’d been no food. Two long drinks at the bubblers in the park. Then a bit of snooping in the bins, quite unsuccessful and smelly. And now a pain in his gut that he hadn’t felt since he’d stayed out once, slept under a bridge for two nights after the last big bust up with his father.

‘I was going back to see Amanda,’ he told Pale, wiping away any trace of tears in the dark. ‘Do you know Amanda with the dark curly hair?’

‘Sure—everyone knows Mandy,’ and he laughed. ‘She’s wild. And she’s been round this dump for yonks.’

‘I like her,’ he said as if to tell himself.

‘Shouldn’t like no one. No way,’ Pale said, rolling over on his stomach and looking down on Robbie so that he finally sat up.

‘Rule number one, OK? You shouldn’t like no one.’

‘What about a dog?’ Robbie asked hopefully and Pale was silent, considering for a moment.

‘Maybe animals,’ he said, plucking a piece of grass and chewing on it. ‘Yeah cats maybe.’ Then he spat the grass. ‘Nah—animals don’t count,’ he said, ‘not really. Animals can’t give you any damn thing, can they?’

But Pale rolled back restlessly onto his grass bed. He thought of a cat and a kitten he knew well and remembered a dog he’d liked once. Liked a lot too. An afternoon on the lawn at the Home when the labrador Jess had had pups.

Tom at the makeshift kennel had said, ‘Come and look here, Pete,’ and he’d said no because he’d felt angry with everyone, with the world. And then Tom had come across the lawn where he lay sprawled, staring up at the sky. He’d emptied two, then three small, quivering, nosy, live things right beside him. One of them with a floppy ear had licked and licked his hand and then his cheek in a frenzy of joy.

And he’d finally sat up and taken this one up in his arms and held it to him, right against his shirt.

‘You can look after that little one if you want,’ Tom had told him.

‘Nah—don’t wanna,’ he’d said, putting the puppy down on the lawn again and sauntering off inside. He made sure he didn’t look back. Not once.

But later that afternoon he’d gone back to the kennel. And he’d found his little puppy sniffing around at the grass outside.

‘Coffee Beans,’ he’d said, stroking the floppy brown ears and the fat little body and allowing the puppy caresses. ‘That’s who you are, mate. Coffee Beans.’

He was there night and morning after that. And when the other puppies went off to new homes Tom had allowed Coffee Beans to stay. Pale had carried him everywhere, until Coffee Bean became too indignant and too big for that. And then Coffee Beans had followed Pale everywhere.

OEBPS/images/9780734416094.jpg
1BBY HATHORN

RAL KID





OEBPS/images/Art_title.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/chap.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
 
  
   
 
  
   
 
  
   
 
  
   
 
  
   
        
       
        
  
 

 
  





OEBPS/images/toc.jpg





