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One



HE COULD HAVE GONE ANYWHERE. AUNT CAROL could have sent him to any of a dozen schools. Liverpool was a big enough city, the sort of place you could get lost in. But that wasn’t Kevin McGovern’s style at all. Quietly starting a new life would be far too easy. He was trouble, always had been, always would be. As Cheryl kicked her way through the piles of sodden, windblown leaves that choked the pavement that October morning, she was a battlefield of conflicting emotions. There were moments when, despite everything that had happened, she found herself actually looking forward to the day ahead, anticipating her cousin’s arrival. He was everything she wasn’t: sharp, fierce, competitive, a spit in the world’s eye. He had more bottle than Schweppes. Then she would remember. She almost gagged on the memories that came flooding back.


‘I hate you, Kev,’ she announced bitterly to the swirling wind. It was the strangest day. Heavy, blustery showers followed by blazing sunlight. As changeable as ... well, life, since Kevin got himself into bother. One day in July he had cracked the whole world wide open. And Cheryl was no fan of the unexpected. She couldn’t even read a book without leafing through to the final chapter to check out the ending. What Cheryl liked was routine, and she knew for certain that Kevin’s arrival would shatter it into fragments. She found herself twisting her hair until it hurt. She always did that when she was nervous. Even when she was little she used to curl up, winding her hair round her finger. Mum had even had to put a glove on her hand at bedtime to stop her making a bald patch.


‘Why here?’ she groaned, still tugging at the frizzy lock. ‘Why here?’


But there was no wishing him away. He was coming. To Cropper Lane, her Cropper Lane, and he was bringing his guilty secret with him. Cheryl knew the secret, of course. There was no hiding something as serious as a man’s death. She just thanked her lucky stars that it had all happened in a different part of town. It wasn’t common knowledge in her neighbourhood – at least not yet. As she trudged into school she could feel Kevin’s secret like a dead weight inside her.


‘Cheryl!’


Oh great, there was the dead weight, right on cue. She half-turned to greet him. Kevin was a striking boy, not overly tall but lean and spare. His olive-skinned face seemed almost fleshless. The hollow cheeks and hooked nose might have made him ugly but for his oval brown eyes that everybody seemed to comment on.


‘Hi there, Kevin.’ Her voice was flat, her anxiety too much to disguise.


‘What’s the matter with you?’


‘Headache.’


Heartache might have been more like it, but what she really meant was pain in the neck.


‘Lighten up, Cheryl,’ said Kevin. ‘You look like somebody who’s lost a fiver and found a quid.’


‘Oh, leave me alone, Kev. I can’t act as if nothing happened. It’s only a few weeks, you know.’


Kevin’s eyes dulled. ‘Not you too. Why won’t anybody let it drop? The social worker was round on Friday.’


‘Mrs Williams?’


‘No, Willy’s on holiday. Some speccy four-eyes who looked at me like I belonged in a zoo.’


‘I bet she never.’


‘She did. She couldn’t wait to get back in her car. None of them care about me.’


‘Mrs Williams seems very nice.’


‘Huh, Willy’s just another do-gooder.’


‘So what did she have to say, the social worker?’


‘Same old guff Willy comes out with. I just clammed up on her. She hated that.’


Cheryl rolled her eyes. ‘No wonder.’


‘Well, they think they’re God’s gift. What makes them think they can tell me what to do?’


‘Somebody ought to,’ retorted Cheryl irritably.


‘Oh, for crying out loud, you’re about as much fun as a wet week-end in Bootle. I’m sick of everyone getting on my back. Why don’t you all just leave me alone?’


Cheryl recognized the mood. There was no talking to Kev once he had turned gangster on you. It was time to backtrack.


‘Kev, I ...’


He was obviously in no mood to listen. Digging his fists deep in his trouser pockets he walked moodily alongside her. Brilliant! She’d blown it already. His arrival at Cropper Lane might make her uncomfortable, but she was going to have to live with it.


‘Hi there, Cheryl.’


It was Helen, her best friend.


‘You must be Kevin,’ said the tall, auburn-haired girl.


Kev didn’t so much as look at her. Cheryl had a stab at involving him in the conversation. ‘Kev, this is Helen. I’m sure I’ve mentioned her.’


He didn’t answer. Sometimes, he was about as charming as a maladjusted piranha.


‘Sorry about our Kev,’ she whispered as he moved a few paces ahead of them.


‘What are you apologizing for?’ asked Helen.


Cheryl grimaced. Her friend’s voice had that treacly tone to it, the same one she used when Mr Jackson was about.


‘Oh, don’t tell me you fancy him! Not our Kev.’


Helen gave a mischievous shrug of the shoulders. ‘I wouldn’t say no to his address,’ she chuckled.


‘You’re welcome to it,’ said Cheryl. ‘He lives on Owen Avenue.’


‘What, the Owen Avenue? As in the Diamond estate?’


The mention of one of the roughest streets in the area killed that bit of the conversation stone dead.


‘Good week-end?’ asked Helen.


‘Not bad.’


‘We went bowling. You know, the one off the East Lancs. It was great. I thought you might have called round for me.’


‘I couldn’t. Family ... business.’ She had almost said trouble, but Helen didn’t seem to have noticed the tell-tale catch in her voice.


‘Did you go anywhere?’ she asked.


Cheryl shook her head. ‘No, we just stayed in.’


And that’s all she was going to offer. What Helen would make of the truth she just couldn’t imagine. Cheryl wasn’t really sure how to handle it herself, and she was family.


‘How come he’s changed school, anyway?’


‘Who?’


‘What do you mean, who? Your Kevin, of course.’


‘He isn’t my Kevin.’


‘Pardon me for breathing.’


Cheryl sighed. It was apology time. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap.’


‘As the crocodile said to the swimmer,’ Helen joked.


That broke the tension a little, but it did nothing to satisfy Helen’s curiosity.


‘Well, why did he change school a month into the school year? He didn’t get expelled, did he?’


‘Don’t talk daft.’


‘Then what?’


‘Nothing, I tell you. They just moved.’


‘What, to the Diamond? Nobody chooses to live there. Not unless they’ve had a lobotomy first. I’m right, aren’t I? Something happened.’


Cheryl had been anxious about Kev’s first day, but she wasn’t prepared for anything like this. How could she have been so stupid? She hadn’t even worked out a story.


‘Nothing happened.’


‘Nothing?’ Helen repeated dismissively. ‘Don’t give me that. I’m your best friend, remember. I know when something’s up.’


‘I can’t tell you.’


‘But I won’t pass it on. You know you can count on me.’


She could count on Helen all right. Count on her to spread it all round school. Count on her to shout it from the rooftops. It wasn’t that Helen meant any harm. In most ways, she was about the best friend you could hope for. It’s just that she was one blabbermouth. Share a secret with Helen, and you might as well broadcast it on the BBC.


‘Please, I am your best mate.’


‘It’s a family thing. Dead boring. You really wouldn’t be interested.’


Helen wasn’t convinced. Cheryl could almost see the cogs going round.


‘I’ll lock it away in the darkest corner of my mind and I’ll never ever tell.’


Before she had time to apply the thumbscrews any tighter, there was a commotion around the school gates.


‘Oh no, not already.’


‘I beg your pardon.’


‘It’s Kevin,’ Cheryl said, grinding her teeth. ‘He’s discovered Andy Ramage.’


Discovered was hardly the word for it. Kevin had still been in a sulk as he approached the gates. He’d been traipsing in, head down, when Andy stepped into his path.


‘You new?’ asked Andy.


‘What’s it to you?’ His tone was sullen, but defiant.


‘Does he know who he’s dealing with?’ asked Helen. ‘That’s Brain Damage Ramage he’s talking to.’


‘Listen, once our Kev’s in a nark, he doesn’t care who he’s talking to. He’d tell the Prime Minister to sling his hook, Kev would.’


‘But you should have warned him,’ said Helen. ‘Andy will kill him.’


‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ said Cheryl.


Kevin had begun to shove past Andy, only to be restrained by a hand on his jacket. ‘The name’s Andy,’ said the blond-haired boy.


‘Andy Ramage,’ his side-kick answered helpfully. Tez Cronin was as wide as he was tall, a product of MacDonald’s and Cadbury’s – a legend in his own lunch-box. Two things gave his life meaning. Food was one, of course. The other was hanging round Andy Ramage, feeding off his hard man reputation.


‘I run a little firm,’ Andy continued. ‘I offer protection.


‘Twenty pence a day,’ Tez added. ‘And your safety’s assured. That’s right, isn’t it, Andy?’


Kevin ignored Tez completely. ‘Are you going to take your mitts off my coat,’ he demanded in a low, growling voice, ‘or do I have to do it for you ?’


You could almost hear the sharp intake of breath around the school yard. You just didn’t talk like that to Andy. Not if you wanted to go home with a full set of teeth.


‘You what?’


‘What’s up?’ asked Kevin. ‘Deaf as well as stupid?’


‘Has he got a death wish?’ asked Helen.


The hush that had fallen over the playground would have done justice to a cemetery at midnight.


‘Who is this pinhead?’ Kevin asked Cheryl.


Andy scowled. ‘Do you know him, Tasker?’


‘Uh huh,’ Cheryl replied without enthusiasm. ‘He’s my cousin.’


‘Then tell him who I am,’ Andy advised, loudly enough for the whole yard to hear. Tez looked disappointed. Telling people who Andy was had always been his job. ‘And tell him the price has just gone up to fifty p.’


‘Forget it,’ Kevin told him. ‘I’m not going to pay you anything so let me pass.’


‘You’re asking for a fat lip,’ warned Andy.


‘No,’ Kevin replied coolly, ‘I’m asking you to get out of my way.’


‘Make me,’ smirked Andy.


Kevin turned very slowly until he and Andy were standing toe to toe.


‘What?’


‘He said: “Make me”,’ Tez announced, an expectant smile spreading over his broad face.


But that’s where the confrontation ended. Without another word, Kevin shot a jab into Andy’s chest, winding the taller boy.


‘Why, I’ll ...’


Whatever Andy had in mind, he didn’t get to deliver it. Kevin launched himself forward, his fists thudding mercilessly into Andy’s face and temples. Andy tried to recover, shielding his head with his arms but Kevin was on fire. He clipped his reeling opponent a couple of times more before jerking him to attention by the coat collar. With a grunt, Kevin slammed Andy against the wall.


‘Listen to me, lame-brain,’ he snarled. ‘Get in my way again and I’ll kill you. Got that?’


Andy’s blue eyes filled with horror. He had begun to realise what he was dealing with. It wasn’t so much the beating; more the realisation that this new arrival had brought him crashing to earth. In a few dizzy seconds his undisputed rule over the Cropper Lane playground was finished. To all but an astonished Tez and a few of Andy’s other cronies, Kevin was an instant hero. Cheryl watched with a sinking heart as kids drifted admiringly in his direction.


‘What’s your name?’ they asked.


‘That was brill.’


‘Where did you learn to fight like that?’


‘Can I be in your gang?’


‘You know what?’ Helen confided.


‘What?’


Cheryl was feeling touchy.


‘Your Kevin’s made himself number one. Five minutes in the place and he’s King Rat already.’


‘Rat is about right,’ muttered Cheryl.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ asked Helen.


‘Nothing.’


She bit her lip. Kev’s arrival had thrown her into confusion. Even while he had been pummelling Andy into submission, she had been torn. Sure, she’d wanted him to stop. For his own sake, if for no other reason. The one thing he couldn’t afford just then was a high profile. But there was something else, something that filled her with guilt. The fight had made her tingle with excitement. Watching Kevin overturn with his fists in one minute everything Brain Damage had spent years building up had thrilled her. That mad, brave, reckless action summed him up. But it was like those action films on Sky; fine to watch, but you wouldn’t want to go through it in real life. It was the way he just threw himself into things that excited her. And yet ... There was still what she knew about him, and that made her disgusted at her own feelings.


Meanwhile, the tidal wave of adulation continued to engulf Kevin.


‘What did you say your name was?’


‘McGovern.’


‘That’s it, then,’ said Jamie Moore. We’ll call you the Guv’nor.’


‘Come with us. We’ll show you the ropes.’


‘Yes, welcome to Cropper Lane, Guv.’


Mr Jackson appeared at the door. An instant later the shrill blast of his whistle pierced the damp, morning air.


‘Get a move on,’ he shouted. ‘And stop pushing.’


As Cheryl gratefully joined her class’s line, she was aware of the other kids jostling to be close to Kevin. He was flavour of the month all right. But for how long?





Two



THIS MORNING BEFORE SCHOOL I STARED UP AT THE sun until it made me go blind. All I could feel was the wind on my face and it was like there was no Liverpool and no Cropper Lane. Just me and the world turning under my feet. I could be anywhere and do anything. I thought maybe when the blackness cleared you would be there. You would have been proud of me today, Dad. I did what you always told me; I got my retaliation in first. No, I didn’t pick the fight. It was all Brain Damage’s fault. He started it, but I sure finished it.


The trouble is, it doesn’t last long, that feeling. I had a real buzz afterwards, but now I feel really low. Don’t get me wrong, it isn’t Brain Damage that bothers me. I could batter him with one hand tied behind my back. What I’m saying is: I can’t afford the aggro. I mean, I know I’ve been skating on thin ice ever since that old guy. You know what it’s like, you get a reputation and everybody’s watching you for the slightest little thing.


Just imagine what would happen if Brain Damage ever found out. The only reason I turned him over so easily is because everybody hates him. Jamie Moore – he’s my new best mate – and the others have been dying for somebody to knock him off his perch for years. Probably, I was the answer to all their prayers. Do you know what they’re calling me now – the Guv’nor. It’s a cracking nickname, I like it, but what would happen if they hated me, too? If they ever found out, I’d be dead meat. Brain Damage and his lousy mates would take their revenge good style.


Like I said, I’m skating on thin ice.





Three



‘KEV,’ SAID CHERYL.


‘That’s me,’ Kevin acknowledged.


‘Do you mind if I walk home with you?’


‘Suit yourself,’ said Kevin. ‘I thought you were getting a lift home with that mate of yours.’


‘I was,’ Cheryl replied. ‘We were going to offer you one, too. Didn’t you notice? She had to leave early. Her dad came in half-way through the club.’


‘Did he? I wasn’t paying much attention.’


‘That was pretty obvious,’ Cheryl snorted. ‘It was embarrassing. Everybody noticed. Can’t you at least try to be enthusiastic?’


‘Why should I?’


‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Cheryl thought for a minute, then continued. ‘By the way, what was Helen saying to you when we first got there? You know, when I was talking to Karen Jarman.’


‘Curious, are you?’ Kevin asked with a mischievous glint in his eye.


‘Not particularly.’ But she was lying through her teeth and he knew it.


‘She invited me to tea,’ he announced triumphantly. He enjoyed putting Cheryl’s nose out of joint.


‘She what?’


‘Invited me to tea. Tomorrow night.’


‘But she’s coming to mine tomorrow!’


 ‘You’d better tell her that,’ chuckled Kevin, revelling in Cheryl’s discomfort. ‘Anyway, I told her I couldn’t go. To be honest, I don’t want to.’


Cheryl was stunned. How could her best mate treat her like that?


‘That was a waste of an hour, wasn’t it?’ said Kevin.


‘The High School Club? I thought it was really good.’


‘You would. What’s so good about it?’


He glared at the gates of the Scarisbrick High. It was a new idea that had started that term. The Year Six kids were encouraged to attend a fortnightly club after school to get them used to the High School they would be attending the following autumn. Cheryl was excited about it. Needless to say, Kevin wasn’t. If his mother hadn’t frog-marched him in, he would never have come.


Cheryl shook her head. She was still smarting over Helen’s behaviour. ‘You wouldn’t understand.’


‘Who wants to?’ grumbled Kevin.


Cheryl turned up her coat collar against the biting wind. Some company he was going to be.


‘Anyway,’ said Kevin. ‘Are we going to make a move, or what?’


‘Might as well,’ said Cheryl. ‘It doesn’t look like it’s going to let up.’


She watched the clouds of fine rain drifting across the waste-ground opposite. Scarisbrick lay on the west side of the Diamond estate where Kevin lived. The Northern Line railway whose lights were beginning to glimmer dimly in the distance divided the Diamond from the neat turn-of the-century houses Cheryl called home.


The two areas were no more than five minutes’ walk apart, but it may as well have been a hundred miles. In Cheryl’s settled neighbourhood almost everybody was working, but on the Diamond, jobs were rarer than a polar bear in the tropics.


‘I bet Helen was looking forward to the drive home tonight,’ said Cheryl, a spiteful edge creeping into her voice.


‘Meaning?’


‘Oh nothing.’


‘Go on, spit it out.’


‘Meaning she’s got her eye on you. I think she fancies you.’


‘Got good taste then, hasn’t she?’ said Kevin.


‘Think so, do you?’


‘Is that the way home?’ asked Kevin, pointing across the waste-ground.


‘Yes, but Mum doesn’t let me go that way. She prefers me to walk the long way round.’


Kevin didn’t care what Cheryl’s mum preferred. Without a word, he stepped out into the rain and set off briskly towards the railway line.


‘Hey,’ Cheryl cried. ‘Which way do you think you’re going?’


‘The short-cut, the one you told me about yesterday. You can go the long way round if you want.’


Tying her hood under her chin, Cheryl made after him.


‘I hope you know I’m wearing my best trainers.’


‘It’s all right if you’ve got best trainers,’ Kevin retorted sourly.


Aunt Carol did her best, but her benefit didn’t allow for many luxuries. Most of the time, Kev and his little brother Gareth had to make do with the cheap brands of everything. And, to make things worse, Cheryl’s eleventh birthday was coming up shortly. One look at her presents, and Kevin would be more prickly than ever.
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