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Chapter One

“BOOVE!”

“What?”

“You know what!”

“I don’t, do I?” But Davey Booth did. He might as well have had ‘hand-built Wingrave’ tattooed across his forehead.

 “Bell tells me you’ve nicked my wheels.” Stuart Jarvis – Hard Stew-even smelt violent.

“I ’aven’t!”

“You makin’ Bell a liar?”

“I’ve got my wheels …”

“My wheels! I ’ad my name on that bike.”

“Well, that’s down to Bell…”

“Shut it! It’s down to you, an’ your poxy ol’ man waving ‘is dosh at Bell’s ol’ lady – that’s who …”

And Davey made the mistake of shrugging, starting to walk away; his stomach going round like candy floss in a drum. Stuart Jarvis punched him in the mouth with a fist like a knuckleduster. Blood, spit, split lip, all the works – and Davey standing staring into Jarvis’s cold eyes.

“I want that Wingrave, son – an’ that little smack’s for starters.” And Jarvis sauntered off, not a toss given for any school punishment which might come his way. What difference was a few days’ suspension to him, even if the head did dare to face his old lady?

It was all about Carl Bell’s Wingrave, the one with the hand-built frame. Carl was moving up to oval tubing, so he’d put a free advert in Cycling Plus and he was asking three hundred for what he’d got, just as Davey Booth was starting on the serious track. Up to now Davey had been borrowing the club fixed wheels over at Herne Hill velodrome, and he’d really got the taste for that old freeze on the front teeth they called racing -now the time was right for getting something sleeker of his own for road and circuit stuff: and didn’t Carl Bell’s Wingrave look readymade with its spare racing wheels? And it was the right price for Christmas and birthday combined, if he could get fifty for his mountain bike. Sweet!

The sour was, Hard Stew was on the same trail. He’d seriously buckled his bike in a row with a Transit van and twisted his front forks like dreadlocks. But because of what his mother was like, the Transit driver had paid up sharp, and Hard Stew was standing there with cash in hand. The result being, Davey and Hard Stew were both in for Carl Bell’s bike, and both were waving the asking price. Except that Davey didn’t know who the other buyer was.

This was when Davey’s father had moved things on, the way he always had to. He’d taken Davey round to Carl’s house, seen the bike and given it the nod; and to stop Carl’s mother havering about, he’d gone to three twenty-five to knock anyone else out of the frame. He’d moved things on all right -and moved Davey’s life down the road to hell.

Because if Davey had known it was Hard Stew also in with the asking price, he’d have come straight off the sprinters’ line and let him through. People did give way to Hard Stew. But all Carl Bell had said, until Davey was wheeling the Wingrave out of the front door, was he’d got someone else wanting it – no other name given, up to then.

“Hard Stew? You joking?”

Because Hard Stew was no reference to school meals. Stuart Jarvis was called Hard Stew on account of how he hit you. He was as hard as paving slabs, a Year Seven Rottweiler among the spaniels – scaring the kids, scaring the teachers, scaring the head. The only person he didn’t scare was his mother, because that’s where it all came from.

“Stuart Jarvis? Why didn’t you say?”

“You never asked.”

But once Davey’s dad had moved things on, there wasn’t any going back.

So Davey had waited like a man on death row for Hard Stew to find out. Which hadn’t taken long.

Davey’s grandad would have known what to do – and done it. Without involving the school, he’d have gone round and sorted Hard Stew himself, old as he was – Mrs Jarvis or no Mrs Jarvis.

But by then the old man was sedated out of his pain with morphine, a day off death, and when he’d looked at Davey he’d been content with the official word on the split lip.

“Rugby. Got in the way of a boot.”

Or had he swallowed it? Hadn’t Davey thought the old man’s hand on the blanket had bunched itself up into a fist?



Davey couldn’t help himself – he jumped when the electric curtains started to draw across. He’d been holding his breath, waiting for the preacher to go for the button, but when the curtains jerked he still jumped – and went so light in the head he thought he might go over.

But he held on and stared his eyes dry so as not to lose any sight of the coffin, not till the last crack of curtain had closed. He wanted to say “See you, Grandad” under his breath, but he couldn’t, not with all the tears and nose and the lumped-up throat. It would have come out like a shout.

When the hearse had come to the door with Grandad in it, Davey had been racked with a pain like nothing he’d ever known. Seeing that polished coffin with Davey’s own bunch of cornflowers up there on the lid – that had been the lowest point of his life; till those curtains had just closed on the man.

Davey pictured his grandad lying in there, his eyes shut like for a Sunday nap, the bald head with the short trim, the big nose he stroked when he was about to knock you back in a board game, the mouth that must have got twisted the way it had from all that smiling out of the side.

Gone.

For ever.



Like a lot of kids, Davey had had two grandads. There’d been this one, Grandad Sam, and there was his dad’s dad, Grandad Ilford – named after where he lived, because he didn’t like the sound of Wally. But they didn’t see so much of him, coming from the other side of the river; only when they had to.

And there was never any confusion over the Nans – Grandad Sam’s wife had died before Davey was born, a mystery no one ever talked about, and he only knew her face from photographs, that pretty young woman who was always going to be younger than his mum was now.

Davey looked at his mum along the row of black. He’d been so screwed up himself that he hadn’t paid her a lot of attention; but she seemed to be all right – she hadn’t broken down, was standing there with her blonde hair piled up in a black silk ribbon – and she’d managed to sing ‘Abide With Me’ and say all the amens; which was more than Davey had. Davey could no more have trusted his voice than he’d have trusted Stuart Jarvis not to hit him again.

Because they’d been a special pair, Davey and his grandad; “the chaps”, as the old man had called them. Partners. Oppos. Davey had spent more time round at the old people’s bungalows than anyone else in the family. His grandad had changed his settee for a sofa bed for all the nights Davey stayed; and like a regular in a pub, Davey had his own little tankard in the kitchen, as well as the freedom of the fridge.

“Amen,” everyone said, and thin organ music started to come out of the air conditioning. The tall man with the top hat and gloves had walked to the front and was inviting Davey’s mother to lead the way out and shake hands with the preacher.

“Come on. Leave that.” From his dad.

Davey put down the Order of Service, and after a quick tidy with a tissue, did a sideways step in line behind his mum.

“They make a lovely show.” This was Auntie Rene at the wreaths and sheaths, which were all laid out round a small post with Davey’s grandad’s name on it. Samuel George Butler. She was stooping to find her own tribute, with quick looks to see who’d gone dearer.

Davey knew his cornflowers wouldn’t be there -they’d ridden into the furnace with Grandad, the same colour as his eyes.

He walked on, away from it, went to stand by the funeral car which would take them back home. He wanted away now, because going by the smoke coming out of the chimney, Grandad wouldn’t be Grandad any more.

An old girl from the bungalows came over and gave Davey a bristly kiss.

“You was very special to him,” she said; but she went away when Davey didn’t talk back, or cry.

He looked over the boxed fir hedge, over the top of Shooters Hill, back in the direction of the route they’d taken in the cars, where they’d passed the bungalows with its line of neighbours standing to see the old man off.

Davey had hardly been able to look. The bungalows were built in a gap in the houses where there had once been a church. And with a choke in his throat Davey remembered how, if he’d ever said something out of order, his grandad would say, “Watch your back, son, this is holy ground.” But when the old man was drinking his stout, he’d whisper, “Holy water!” to the lifted glass.

It was always different, round at Grandad’s, different to being at home. Davey had more rope, was treated more grownup. On Saturdays when there wasn’t a cycling club run “the chaps” always had a look at which horses were in the frame; and when Davey slept over he got to see films they never let him see at home. On the eating front, Grandad sizzled bacon and soaked slices of white bread in the fat, devil’s diet in Davey’s house. “Get in the food-boat!” his grandad would say. And Davey had loved all those other old sayings: he didn’t make a sandwich, he knocked up a sarny; he didn’t answer the door, he saw to it; he went to the khazi, not the lav; and he never read a book, he had a reader on the go. But if Davey ever said any of them at home, he’d get a hard out-of-order look from his dad.

Also, his grandad didn’t dress like the other old boys. He wore the sort of clothes old men in Spain wore; young old men, active; silky shirts, and what he called his “slacks”. And trainers; he wore trainers as if he was always ready to have it away on his toes.



Davey looked back at the cluster of people talking over the flowers. A bit of smiling was going on; none of those people were exactly broken up by Sam Butler going. Even Davey’s mum was well in control. Well in control.

She was talking to Uncle Cyril. Great Uncle Cyril who ran a pub – a tall man with a big Adam’s apple which he’d scratched shaving, and wearing the same sort of funeral coat the undertakers wore. He was filling his pipe, ready for the off; knocked out his dottle on the cremation before last. Davey had seen him for the first time in ages today; and up close, because the man was put in the same car as Davey, the second limo, riding with cousin Claire: whose other grandad was Davey’s. Not that Davey had ever seen much of her, either.

The four of them had come all the way without anyone saying a word – Davey too upset; Claire looking out of the window; Uncle Cyril staring ahead with his mouth shut tight like a man who’d zipped it.

She was pretty, Claire, in a slinky grey coat and a black bow on her tight-back ponytail, looked every bit the funeral party: made Davey feel elbowed, because she wasn’t anywhere near equal to him in knowing Grandad.

 “He was my grandad, and I loved him,” he wanted to shout at everyone. “We were ‘the chaps’, him and me! Sam Butler and Davey Booth…”

But he didn’t. He stood scuffing his shoes while the group round the tributes gradually got eased towards the cars.

The man in the top hat ushered Davey’s parents and two aunts into the first limo. And, copying his dad, Davey let Top Hat usher Claire into their car first, then Uncle Cyril next, before he went to get in himself: which had Claire sliding across the seat to make room. And no doubt she couldn’t help it, but her slinky coat got caught under her bottom, and Davey saw what he wasn’t meant to; a quick flash of black knickers.

Class! Grandad would’ve winked at that. And Davey hoped like hell he hadn’t said “Ooer!” like he thought he had; and he was only just getting over it, cursing in his head for being the sort of kid who went beetroot at anyone saying “bra”, when Uncle Cyril suddenly turned his world upside down.

He rapped the stem of his pipe on the window and looked back at the crematorium.

“Well, let’s hope the old devil rots in blazes!”

The red drained from Davey’s face; his stomach came up to throttle his throat. White with anger, he stared at the man. What the hell do you mean by that? he wanted to yell at the old goat. Bad mouthing your own family? Wishing Grandad for ever in hell fire? But Uncle Cyril was back to rattling his pipe on his teeth, with the sort of face on which stopped anyone talking to him.


Chapter Two

HELL FIRE or not, Hard Stew wasn’t going to go away. The threat of him sat on Davey’s head like some heavy helmet he had to wear; because what Hard Stew wanted, Hard Stew got. Any grieving Davey might have done by riding it out on his new bike had the brakes slammed on by the thought of Hard Stew Jarvis waiting round the next corner. He didn’t live far, and these streets were Jarvis’s streets. Already, Davey’s Wingrave was like a new Sega without the batteries.

Which left Davey moping round the house, missing his grandad and brooding over and over on those words, let’s hope the old devil rots in blazes. Until his dad told him to “Snap out of it, for God’s sake!” But the last thing anyone can do is snap out of grief. Grief can only be smoothed away, worn off, it’s never snapped out of.

And the skies would fall before Hard Stew was ever smoothed away.

“You done what I said?” Jarvis bad-breathed on the Monday, pulling Davey in the corridor – and just see Dan Brewer, Davey’s mate, slink off quick to the next lesson!

“Done what?” Davey kept his distance, was going to make Hard Stew come at him.

“You givin’ me the two fingers, Boove? Told your ol’ man you got the ’ump wi’ Bell’s bike?”

“Not as yet.”

“Well, don’ dwell, son, don’ dwell, ’cos I’m getting a pain wi’ you …” And Hard Stew got him, anyway, with a kick on the kneecap.

“Ow!”

“‘Ow!’ ’e says. Ow’s only gonna be the start of it!”

And from the look in Jarvis’s eye, looking round to his creepy crawlies who’d hung about, his Loyals, Davey reckoned this wasn’t even about the bike any more. It was about power, it was about people doing what Jarvis wanted: about what crooks like him called respect, and control.

Davey watched the kid go spitting his way along the corridor to extra English. He rubbed his knee, which didn’t hurt half as much as he’d put on. But seeing that swaggering back, he saw the hopeless fix he was in. Because while he could tell his dad about the aggravation, he knew his dad would only look down on him from a great height and tell him not to be scared of some kid.

Stuart Jarvis and whose army? He’s only another boy isn’t he? Just because Hard Stew was only a kid to Davey’s dad, the man couldn’t see how much harder he was to Davey.

Which was a facer for Davey that evening.

His mum and dad were getting their jackets on to go round to the bungalow for the family clear-out, when who squealed his brakes outside the house but Dan Brewer – skin shorts, Centurion lid.

“Coming out for a spin round the common?”

The last place Davey wanted to be was in that bungalow without his grandad there; and definitely not seeing the emptying of the drawers. The last place! But only the last place except round the streets, out and about on the hand-built Wingrave. Because, wouldn’t Brewer do a sprint when Jarvis suddenly showed? And Hard Stew would show. He patrolled the streets nights the way he’d got the school yard covered days. Ever since the Wingrave had been brought back to Davey’s, Jarvis had been out and about at all hours, cruising his old Dawes like a hit man on the wait.

But Davey wasn’t up to facing that truth, even to himself. He really believed the answer Brewer got.

“Sorry, mate, tucked up. Going round my grandad’s, sorting out his bits.” Telling himself that Uncle Cyril was going to be there, and if he used his ears he might get some clue to why the man had bad-mouthed his grandad.

Which was the state Davey was in. He was desperate to know what the old goat had meant, but it took the frights of Hard Stew to get him on to it.



They’d left the curtains up, but the bungalow still had that gone away look. Gone away for ever.

It was a warm evening, the middle of May. Davey’s mother let them in with her key and bustled through to show how she wasn’t planning to get upset. Davey’s father went direct to reading the meters in the kitchen cupboard. While Davey stood in the hallway and took in Grandad’s smell. Old Holborn; his favourite roll-up, his ‘snout’ -which had killed him, no doubt. But the smell was Grandad; and to Davey it was as if he could talk to it. Wotcha, mate!

A car tooted outside; which would be Auntie Glad – and when it went on tooting, Davey put his head round the front door.

“Give us a yard. Tell your dad to give us a yard.” Uncle Cyril was shouting; they wanted room to park without blocking the residents’ road to their sheds. And not only Uncle Cyril in the car, but Cousin Claire sitting in the back.

What was this sudden taste in Davey’s mouth -like medicine with iron in it?

Davey shouted the message and watched the girl getting out, not showing her knickers this time. She gave a little wave to Davey as if they’d known each other all their lives. Which they had, except only as cousins who’d hardly ever met: Davey had definitely never noticed her before, till the day of the funeral.

Uncle Cyril fiddled about in his glove compartment and Auntie Glad was at the boot with a couple of empty suitcases, while Claire came in through the gate and up to Davey at the front door.

Davey swallowed the new taste.

“Hiya!” he said.

She wasn’t in black today. Far from it. She was in a sharp orange majorette skirt, a white T-shirt, and a waistcoat. The sort that doesn’t do up.

She came up to him, and for one blood-thumping moment he thought she was going to give him a cousinly kiss.

“Sad, isn’t it?” she said, a quick face to go with it.

“You can say that again.”

And he could see she was tempted to do just that, for the laugh. She had that sort of buzz about her.

They went through into the kitchen; in came Uncle Cyril and Auntie Glad; and the kettle was put on.

Davey looked at his mum, and his dad. Ever since Grandad had died; no, since before then, since his illness had taken him to his bed and then to the hospital, they’d never lost their busy-busy-busy look. Too busy to talk to one another; too busy to talk to Davey; too busy to give anyone long on the phone.

That had to be what your dad dying was like -the way Davey’s mum was taking it, the same as she’d pulled the shutters down on Nan dying young. But it meant there was no way he could ask her what Uncle Cyril had meant in the funeral car. Nor his dad: if his dad had heard, it would have started a riot. Which was why Davey would have to keep his ears open instead.

But, here was Claire – she’d gone home from the funeral with Uncle Cyril and her mum – so might the man have opened up a bit more after, to her?

And Davey said it before he’d given himself time to think: because he’d never have had the neck to say it if he’d planned it.

“Want to come out the back?”

Claire didn’t bat an eyelid. “If you like.”

“Just – out the way.”

“I know what you mean.” She gave Davey’s dad a beaut of a smile while Davey found the back door key on its secret nail in the crockery cup-board. At night, he’d been the one to check that the door was locked while the chaps watched the television in the front. “Don’t want no hobbit taking liberties!”

The garden was small, and well looked after. Somewhere, Grandad had learned how to grow things. It was neat, like a little park, bright with geraniums and roses. “My yard of sky,” he’d say to Davey, sitting in an old-fashioned deck chair and closing his eyes up to the sun. “Sweet, Davey boy -a yard of sky to look at.”
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