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PROLOGUE

Solitary
            

Early December, 1979



Brenton Brown looked around at the cell walls: they were covered in a dank grime that seemed to ooze from between the cracks in the grey breezeblock. A vile smell hung in the chilly air and Brenton guessed at, but could not look upon, its source - an upturned plastic bucket - working on the assumption that if he did so he might never shit again.
         

Wearily, he went over and peered through the tiny hatch-like window in the cell door to see if he could detect any signs of movement, but there was nothing except for a deserted passage.
         

Brenton flicked his eyes up at a small misted window set high in the opposite wall. This was where all those bastards in the Home said I’d end up, he recalled with a defiant grin, and he now admitted they were right.
         

Just below the window he could see where a pissed-off inmate had etched his feelings in biro. He read out the writing on the wall laboriously: We, the oppressed, far outnumber our oppressor. If we unite and rise up as one, then no shitstem could ever control us.
         

Half an hour later he was still eye-drilling the inscription when the sound of footsteps and the rattling of bunched keys disturbed him. Maybe all jailers rattled their keys on purpose, he thought, to remind inmates of where they were. He decided there was no way he would let the beast know of the tribulation that was clubbing his heart. He would repel any intimidation; the police wouldn’t scare him!
         

The door’s tiny flap slid open, but Brenton turned his body away to show his contempt of whoever stood outside.
         

“Brenton Brown?” an unseen voice bellowed out. Then receiving no reply: “Brenton Brown! I’ve got your food and drink!”
         

Brenton glimpsed a rectangle of uniform through the flap. “I don’t want no beast food. Did you piss in the tea, or what?” he rebuked angrily, and added a frosty: “Stuff your food.”
         

He knew he was being needlessly raspish - after all, the bloke was only doing his job - but the young Brixtonian didn’t care. No one ever cared about him, so why should he make life easy for a beastman?
         

The officer, clutching a tray laden with a full English breakfast, plastic cutlery, white napkin and a hot mugful of tea, shook his head and retreated back along the hallway, looking forward to the end of his shift.
         

Brenton counted his footsteps until they faded away, then stretched out on the concrete bench, the blurred image of the graffiti remaining just visible through his half-closed lashes.
         

Just as his body was armchairing into a much-needed sleep, a new voice boomed out: “Rise and shine, you fucking young lunatic!”
         

For a short second Brenton wondered where he was, but recollection came as his eyes focused on a uniformed middle-aged man below average height and stocky appearance standing about four feet from him. He was clean-shaven, with thinning hair, but his features were riddled with marks like small craters. Brenton thought he must have suffered from serious acne in his younger days. He had a ‘don’t mess with me’ face and the three white stripes on his arm revealed that he was a sergeant.
         

“You’re in a lot of trouble, my lad. We can’t have you young people stabbing each other just because of a bit of name-calling, now can we?”
         

Brenton noticed another, younger-looking officer looming by the cell door. He looked like a man who would be more comfortable working as a bingo caller for the old greybacks.
         

Vexed by his prisoner’s lack of response, the sergeant instructed: “Follow me, young man. I’ve some questions I’d like you to answer.”
         

Brenton let himself be storm-trooped from the cell into the empty passage. He could hear the clicking of a distant typewriter and as the thick, brown doors flashed by he noticed they had various names and crimes chalked on them.
         

After three turns, the trio reached the interview room where Brenton was faced by a bare wooden table and two chairs set opposite each other.
         

“Sit down,” the sergeant ordered.

Feeling he must keep up his ‘bad bwai’ pose, the captive parked himself on one of the chairs, his legs oaring out in front, and insolently tapped his feet in an attempt to irritate the senior officer. His adolescent face curled into a half smirk.
         

The younger PC closed the door and remained standing by it with his hands behind his back like one of those bellhops outside a flashy hotel, while the sergeant wolf-prowled about, forwards then back. Brenton knew this was the cue for the ‘Why’ questions, and he wasn’t disappointed, because after a few laps of the room the sergeant demanded: “Well, are you going to tell me what happened tonight, or what? I mean, how did this little incident get going? Did the other one start it? Did he provoke you? Maybe it was over some girl?”
         

Brenton silently replayed the answers to these questions in the cinema of his memory. This guy had insulted him in a pool club, a fight broke out and the opposition opted for the asset of a snooker cue. With the prospect of a cracked skull in view, Brenton had decided to defend himself with one of those squarish beer mugs; he’d smashed it hard into the bastard’s leg. Simple, really, but he decided to answer the sergeant’s question in rude-bwai style.
         

“’Cos I didn’t like the way the guy looked at me,” he said truculently.
         

The police sergeant was taken aback at this smack-in-the-face reply. “Is that it?” he asked. “Some guy gave you a funny look, so you decided to carve him?” Suddenly he bawled: “Who the fuck do you think you are, Brown? Do you think I was born yesterday? Something must’ve happened!”
         

After lowering his voice a little he added: “Now come on, sonny. I don’t think you’d have assaulted someone for no reason. Was he trying to nick your money, or what?”
         

Brenton was annoyed by the shouting. He’ll have to do better than that to scare me, he thought, and to prove the point he decided to compete in the shouting match. “No, that is not it!” he bellowed. “I don’t like the idea of some guy beating my brains out with a fucking snooker cue! What do you want me to do? Sit there and say, ‘Thanks a lot, mate, hit me with your snooker stick and I won’t do fuck all about it’? Well, fuck you, man, I ain’t lying down for nobody.”
         

The verbal fork in the eardrum stunned the sergeant. He wondered why Brenton wasn’t fretful, apprehensive or remorseful like most youths whom he interviewed.
         

“Well, this isn’t a bunch of roses for me either,” he said grumpily. “So for Christ’s sake can we get on with it so we can all go home?”
         

Brenton looked up to the ceiling, feigning sympathy as the officer continued: “Now, Brown, perhaps you’ll calm down and tell me your address. I’ve only got your name and I need more than that. You do understand, don’t you?”
         

Feeling he had won some sort of victory, Brenton was ready to co-operate. He was gasping for a snout so he asked: “Got a cancer stick?”
         

With an air of impatience, the sergeant produced a packet of cigarettes, but before he offered one he said somewhat brusquely: “Address first, then you get one of these.”
         

Brenton’s face was impassive. “I ain’t got no parents, man,” he revealed quietly. “I’m a half-breed bastard of sixteen and I live in a council hostel for kids coming out of care. I suppose you can call the duty social worker at Lambeth - they’re used to picking me out of the shit.”
         

The sergeant glanced at his colleague with a frustrated expression on his face. Sixteen? Thank Christ they hadn’t taken a statement yet. The court’d have him for breakfast for interviewing a minor without a chaperone. Still, it was no fault of his - the kid shouldn’t have been nicked on licensed premises.
         

As he pondered what to do, he took stock of Brenton’s appearance. He noted the semi-Afro uncombed hair, the light-brown and blemished face below that was so full of satanic resentment, and the huge hands that seemed to be hewn from brown coal. Then his gaze shifted to the knitted pullover that barely covered Brenton’s muscular torso and the strong, snooker-table legs that filled his bloodstained jeans down to a pair of trainers that were mud-splattered and ready for the old-trainers’ graveyard.
         

“We’ll have to call the Social in, then we’ll get this ironed out,” the sergeant said, giving up the embargo on the cancer sticks. Brenton lit one and watched the smoke as it corkscrewed towards the ceiling like a ghostly cobra. As he did so a feeling of fatigue suddenly dropped over him. He realised that he just wanted to get the questioning and statement over - this wasn’t fun any more.
         

He was marched back to his cell to await a member of the social services who would act as chaperone during the interview then escort him back to his hostel. Alone in his cell once more, he re-parked himself on the refrigerated slab for about the running time of three reggae albums and began to regret his bad-bwai attitude to the pig with the swill. To take his mind from his hunger, he stared at the graffiti on the wall and whispered the words to himself: “We, the oppressed, far outnumber our oppressor. If we unite and rise up as one, then no shitstem could ever control us.”
         

The sound of heavy footsteps again; keys rattling in his lock.

As the thick cell door slowly swung open he recognised the scraggy-looking, bespectacled man who stood there with an ‘I don’t need this’ look on his face. “Getting quite a habit, isn’t it?” he said. “This time you’ve been charged with causing an affray, apparently.”
         

Brenton didn’t bother to argue with the social worker, but wondered what ‘affray’ meant as he was led from his cell.
         

After giving and signing his statement, he followed the duty officer out into the street and winced as the cold hand of the breeze slapped and boxed the fight wounds on his face.
         

Mr Sumner, one of Lambeth social services duty officers, secretly thought that Brenton Brown was nothing more than a hooligan, but he dared not say as much as he shepherded him into the car. He didn’t want a scene. Only last week some black juvenile whom he was escorting to Blue Star House called him ‘a four-eyed, devil-bone sucking paedophile’ in Brixton High Street, and it had proven very embarrassing.
         

The pair got in the vehicle with Brenton furiously rubbing his hands in an attempt to get warm. Mr Sumner turned the ignition key then directed an angry look at the shivering youth. “Will there ever be a day when you might just walk away from trouble? Why can’t you stop to think about your actions? The trouble with you, Brenton, is that you’re always playing the hero. Well, let me tell you something, young man. There are more dead heroes than live ones.”
         

Aware only of his praying stomach and the lack of food within it, Brenton ignored the social worker and groaned: “I’m starving, man. Can’t you stop at a chip shop or something? I ain’t had nothing to yam for hours.”
         

The duty officer was irritated because Brenton treated his sermon like a teenaged audience handles an ageing stripper, so he rebuked: “It’s a pity your hunger can’t be matched by remorse or regret. You haven’t even said sorry to me for the trouble you’ve caused.”
         

Brenton felt as though he had heard this particular speech a million times before, or maybe seventeen times, he’d lost count. He continued to peer out the window as the social wanker resumed his lecture. “You just don’t seem to have any respect for authority. You’re nearly as bad as those Arabs who stormed that American embassy the other day - where was it, in Tripoli? No respect, that’s their trouble - and yours.”
         

Brenton fought a quick battle for the control of his tongue in case he put his supper in jeopardy. Moments later, Mr Sumner parked his car outside a fish and chip shop. He gave Brenton a pound note then warned: “Don’t be too long or I’ll leave you here.” His fears were unfounded because before the traffic lights had changed twice, Brenton had returned clutching a bag of hot, wrapped food.
         

Contented now, Brenton assaulted his pie and chips as if he would be sentenced to death if he didn’t finish the lot within twenty seconds. He clocked the traffic flow by his window, recognising the ugly streets of Camberwell, South London. Then, having devoured his dinner, he rolled the oily paper into a ball and hurled it through the window into the chilly night air, where it landed at the feet of a bemused pedestrian. Mr Sumner was disgusted, but he said nothing because they were already drawing up outside Brenton’s hostel on Camberwell Grove.
         

The hostel was a small terraced building that was supposed to accommodate four teenagers who had just left various children’s homes run by the council. At present, there were only two boys living there because the project was still in the experimental stage. The council had installed a social worker to keep an eye on things; if the need arose, he would counsel the teenagers and maybe sleep there overnight. The downstairs front room was kept for his office, while the upper rooms were designated as the residents’ living quarters.
         

As Brenton searched in his pockets for his keys, the door was opened from within by Mr Lewis, the social worker in charge of the hostel. A tall man in his early thirties he, too, wore glasses, which gave him an intelligent air. He had a heavy frame without being muscular and his long black hair squatted on his shoulders like a greasy black cat. His appearance suggested that he attended many an anti-National Front march, but Brenton still thought of him as just another social wanker.
         

He brushed past Mr Lewis without greeting him and strutted along the hallway towards the kitchen, where he filled a coffee mug full of orange squash. He heard Mr Lewis thank Mr Sumner for contacting him and escorting their wayward charge home, then the door closed and Mr Lewis’s steps padded along the hallway.
         

“It’s nearly one in the morning,” he said sternly. “I’ll be busy a while yet finishing the paperwork you’ve caused, so we’ll discuss this little matter in the morning. You got that?”
         

Brenton nodded, relieved that he wouldn’t have to suffer any Lewis lyrics tonight, and when the social worker had retired to his office he heaved himself to his feet and went up the dimly lit stairs to his room.
         

A latchkey opened the door. After switching on the light, Brenton kicked off his trainers and collapsed on his single, unmade bed. He closed his eyes for a few seconds, then opened them so he could look around.
         

A large brown wardrobe placed opposite the door dominated his small room. A chest of drawers stood beneath a dusty window, a black laundry bag resting against it overflowing with dirty clothes. Odd socks littered the tired blue carpet. A few toiletries were in evidence on the dressing table, along with some cassette tapes and a sprinkling of roll-up papers that cried out to be employed. Others sat temptingly beside a large glass ashtray that had been kidnapped from a pub.
         

It was cold in the room on this December night; Christmas was just around the corner. Brenton was visited by a sudden sense of isolation and bitterness. He wondered whether he had any brothers or sisters; maybe an aunt or uncle; then his mind rewound to his childhood spent in a children’s home. He recalled the Christmas period when the more fortunate kids would spend the holidays with their families. He himself had had nowhere to go and no family to go to. It had been soul-destroying.
         

The only thing he knew about his parents was that his mother was black and his father was a white man. Ironic then, that Brenton was only ever called ‘black bastard’. He felt strongly that his parents were the cause of all his misery - and wished he had never been born.
         

Still dressed in the bloodstained jeans and brown pullover, Brenton struggled to find a comfortable sleeping position. Sellotaped to the back of his bedroom door was a large poster of the late film star, James Dean. Peering deep into the actor’s eyes, Brenton whispered to him, “I’ve had a shit day, James,” then fell into a restless doze.
         



  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         


CHAPTER ONE

My Conversation



Brenton didn’t get out of bed until the middle of the next day. Still wearing his bloodstained battle-armour, he prised open his drawers, took out a crumpled white towel, then ambled across the landing to the bathroom. His movements alerted his hostel-mate, Floyd, who poked his head through his doorway and scanned Brenton for any sign of a ‘don’t talk to me’ mood. Satisfied, he asked: “Brenton, what-a-gwarn last night? Someone told me you bust up Terry Flynn. What did you do to him? That Flynn is supposed to be a bad man.”
         

Brenton had the hot-water tap running and was already stripped to the waist. He pondered for a couple of seconds then smiled, Mona Lisa-like. “Well, Floyd,” he replied, “that bad-card Flynn was running and cussing me down in Pop’s Pool Club down Kennington. Anyway, fight bruk out and he comes to me with a fucking cue, so I picked up a beer mug and smashed it on his leg. I don’t care about rep, man.”
         

Floyd emerged from his bedroom onto the small landing to face his pal. He was slightly taller than Brenton, caramel-skinned, with a handsome, mischievous face. In contrast to his hostel-mate he appeared well groomed, with a young sprouting of facial hair. Brenton had bought him a Bic razor recently; a gift for when he had just kissed his seventeenth birthday goodbye.
         

Brenton lathered his chest with a soap-gorged flannel then resumed his tale. “Before I knew it, the filth come and fling me inside a meat wagon. They took me to Borough pig pen; the one near London Bridge.”
         

Floyd couldn’t help but admire his front. As for Brenton, he thought his hostel-mate was some sort of sweet bwai; never wanting to get his digits dirty in someone else’s bath-water, but he respected Floyd’s Brixtonian wit and smooth, melted coconut chat.
         

Drip-drying, Brenton made his way back to his room swabbing himself as he went. Floyd followed him and said, “I t’ink Lewis is waiting downstairs for you.”
         

From Floyd’s voice, you could guess he had spent most of his childhood in the watchfulness of a West Indian influence, but if you heard Brenton speak without seeing him in the flesh, you would have taken him for a white, cockney teenager.
         

Brenton finished drying himself and changed into a fresh pair of pale blue jeans; then he pulled on his brown jumper over a punctured, sad T-shirt. He wasn’t ready to face Mr Lewis just yet. Instead, he bull-frogged down the stairs and into the kitchen where he grabbed the corn-flakes packet from a cupboard and an unwashed cereal bowl and mug from the sink. He ran the crockery under the tap and just as he was thinking crossly how Floyd never washed up his dishes, Mr Lewis snailed in from his room.
         

“Morning, Brenton,” he said tersely. “You obviously slept better than I did.”
         

“Well, you didn’t have to spend hours in a cell, did you?” Brenton shot back, unwilling to have anyone suggest they’d had a worse yesterday than him.
         

Mr Lewis bore the pale, drained look of an old man who has recently been exhausted by a young, energetic lover. He stepped back into his office, ordering: “When you finish your breakfast, come and see me. I want to talk to you about last night.”
         

When it couldn’t be avoided any longer, Brenton trooped reluctantly into Mr Lewis’s room, wondering why his wallpaper was a more eye-catching pattern than the dreary woodchip paper that covered the rest of the house.
         

Mr Lewis sat behind a desk, nervously drumming his fingers on its scratched and scarred surface. At the far end of the room was an unmade fold-up bed, and beside it two Burgundy-coloured armchairs facing a black and white portable television balanced perilously on a cardboard box. A mass of Lambeth Council headed notepaper, with various other leaflets and envelopes covered Mr Lewis’s desk.
         

Brenton elected to keep standing. “Got a snout?” he asked, spotting the packet of ten on the desk.
         

Mr Lewis couldn’t really say no so he offered one. Then, after lighting a match, he burst out: “When are you going to get wise to this macho kick, Brenton? You can’t keep fighting everybody who insults or threatens you. Get this into your skull; if you don’t find a way of subduing that temper of yours, the law of the land will!”
         

Brenton scratched behind his right ear then caressed a pimple on his chin. A shaft of sunlight that glared from the window seemed to have a magnetic effect on his eyes.
         

“In my opinion, you can make a go of life,” Lewis continued more quietly. “You’re intelligent enough, but you have to learn right from wrong.”
         

Brenton drew tensely on his cigarette. “There’s no way I’m going to let any man take libs with me,” he said eventually. “I ain’t backing down no matter who it is; Terry bloody Flynn or even King bloody Kong. If someone troubles me they’re not getting away with it. I don’t look for strife, you know that, but it sort of follows me about.”
         

Mr Lewis pushed an overflowing ashtray towards the youth; aware that he would have his work cut out to persuade Brenton Brown to take a more restrained attitude. “Look,” he counselled. “It doesn’t have to be like that. Walk away before the argument starts. The way you’re going on, you’ll end up in jail; and it’ll probably only be me who’ll come and visit you.”
         

“Who says I’ll want to see you if I’m in bloody jail?” Part of what the social wanker said was true, all right – there, he admitted it – but he still wanted to give a bad-bwai reply.
         

“Come on, Brenton, no matter what you might think I’m here to advise you and help you the best way I can. But I can’t do it if you won’t let me.”
         

Brenton was listening intently now, but he still avoided eye contact with the social worker because he knew his countenance had a guilty look about it. “You don’t know what it’s like, man,” he lamented. “You can read all the books you want, but that won’t make a difference, ’cos you don’t actually know what it really feels like to live my shit of a life. You understand me?”
         

He paused to reach out for the cigarette packet and matches while Mr Lewis waited, thinking there was a large hint of truth in that last remark.
         

Brenton lit up again, and stared out of the window aimlessly, then continued in a despairing tone: “I wish I’d never been born. If there is a God, He’s got a sick sense of humour to give me the mother like the bitch I’ve got. Floyd might fight with his old man but he’s still got aunts, uncles and cousins. What have I got? Fuck all, that’s what.”
         

A cocktail of bitterness and adrenaline flushed through his body, and his voice, when he raised it again, was full of pain. “Why did she give me up, eh? I was too bloody young to have done fuck-all wrong, so was it something else about me – a bit of me she couldn’t put up with? I mean, she hasn’t tried to contact me since she threw me away – the bitch – has she? So what the fuck was it?” His emotions were ready to overflow. He seemed incapable of keeping his feet still, while his hands waved about to signal his frustration.
         

Mr Lewis didn’t quite know what to do or say. He just concentrated on keeping calm and appearing relaxed. His heart reached out to the troubled teenager, but he couldn’t think of anything appropriate to say. University had proven unable to prepare him for these moments.
         

Brenton raged on, almost shouting: “I’m just a half-breed bastard. I’m a fucking half-breed bastard. You hear me?”
         

He threw himself on the chair opposite the social worker and lowered his head into his hands. Mr Lewis watched him pityingly. For a few seconds everything was still while he sensed Brenton’s weeping pain, then he finally found his tongue. In a soft voice he encouraged: “Tears are nothing to be ashamed of. It’s just a way of letting pent-up feelings out of your system. I think this has been boiling up for quite a time.”
         

As Mr Lewis paused, Brenton rubbed his eyes until all traces of tears were dispersed. He was now suffering from acute embarrassment. He tried to say something, but no sounds came out. Feeling dreadfully self-conscious, Mr Lewis lit up another cigarette and thought that maybe he should have chosen a different career. While he smoked he gazed at Brenton’s stormy face. “You all right now?” he said eventually, his tone gentle.
         

“Yeah.”

Gaining confidence, Mr Lewis continued: “How can I help you, Brenton? Tell me.”
         

Brenton pondered this for a few seconds. “I want to see my mother,” he admitted quietly. “I’ve got a load of questions I want to ask her. I’m just curious about her. I wanna know what she looks like and I need some explanations for my own peace of mind.”
         

“Have any of your former social workers ever made contact with her, or tried to get in touch?” Mr Lewis asked.
         

“When I was in the Home I didn’t want to see my mother, but now I do. Social workers asked me if I’d like to try and find her, but I always thought it was up to her to find me. Since then I’ve changed my mind.”
         

“If that’s what you want,” Mr Lewis said thoughtfully as Brenton prepared to leave the room, “I’ll do all I can to find her, starting off with Area Three Office where they keep your files. There must be something in there that can give us a clue as to her whereabouts. But be warned. These episodes rarely get a storybook ending. Reality doesn’t work like that.”
         

Brenton was just closing the door behind himself when he said: “I know.”
         



  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         


CHAPTER TWO

Judge Not



The magistrate looked as if he should be joining the queue at the Post Office for his pension. What wise thinking could come from this moss-growing tool of so-called Truths and Rights? He seemed to be hibernating, only glancing up when he spoke.
         

Brenton felt intolerably uncomfortable in the blazer and slacks Mr Lewis had loaned him, and notwithstanding his sweet-bwai attire, he still oozed a ragamuffin appearance, mainly due to his hair, which he refused to comb in spite of his social worker’s pleas. He gave the impression of one that had aspired to become a dreadlocked rastaman, but had harboured second thoughts and left his hair in a state of tangled confusion.
         

He looked around the courtroom, taking note of all the unsmiling faces. It was like a competition to see who could pull the most serious expression.
         

Brenton had pleaded guilty to the charge of causing an affray, and all he wanted to know now was whether the magistrate would send him to a government house or not. He watched the ponderous proceedings, curious about how much dough the magistrate received at the end of the month for sleeping on the job.
         

Mr Lewis had attended the hearing a short while ago. To Brenton’s surprise he had presented the court with a sympathetic character reference that had made the youth smirk and think, What a liar!
         

The lawyers fought their verbal battles, then the time eventually came when the magistrate passed sentence; Brenton received a one year suspended detention term. His face burned when the magistrate proceeded to lecture him, saying that he did not want to see him in court again, and that if he did so, Brenton would receive a much harsher sentence. In his reply, Brenton assured the magistrate that he would seek a job and that in future he would not retaliate when faced with provocation.
         

Back outside, Brenton found himself joining Mr Lewis on the steps of the courthouse. The social worker looked him up and down for a few seconds then stated: “You know what? I agree with the magistrate. I don’t want to see you in this damned place again either. Besides, as he says - you won’t be walking down these steps to freedom if you’re nicked again.”
         

When they reached the car Brenton declined the offer of a lift home, saying he preferred to ‘hol’ a bus’ and check a spar he hadn’t seen for a while. That was his first intention anyway, but as he passed an off-licence he couldn’t resist the tonsil-pleasing delights of strong lager.
         

Using the cash Mr Lewis had given him for his bus fare, he bought a can and opted for the long trod to Brockwell Park, but as he emerged from the shop an Asian man stopped in his tracks and stared at him. Brenton scowled as he opened the brew with a hiss. “What the fuck you looking at?”
         

The Asian man soon retreated, not daring to look behind.

It was a crisp day. The smell of heavy-vehicle engines skanked in the air and Brenton felt the breeze on his brown face as he strolled past Kings College Hospital on Denmark Hill. As he trudged on he could see illuminated Christmas trees in the front windows of a few houses and he thought how Christmas didn’t cater for the likes of him. A while later, when he was ambling down Herne Hill, he passed a church that had a large poster at its entrance. It read: Don’t forget the real meaning of Christmas. Come to church where we rejoice in the true meaning. At that Brenton kissed his teeth and sauntered on, hands thrust deep in his pockets.
         

When Brenton reached the park he saw a brace of schoolboys fishing with pole-extended nets in a condom and crisp packet-filled lake, searching for any life forms in the soiled water. Brenton sat down on a bench nearby. It was a peaceful spot where someone could relax their tormented mind.
         

In the last couple of days he had heard some rumours concerning him and Terry Flynn. Flynn and his posse, as the ghetto press would have it, were headhunting Brenton to exact some sort of revenge. The thought of this baked fear into his mind, but he refused to display his consternation. The youths who knew Brenton well thought of him as being an ice-man, but he had his fears like anyone else. Also, he dreaded the fact that he would now be looking over his shoulder everywhere he roamed as a consequence of his beer-mug versus snooker-cue clash.
         

He remembered the first time he laid eyes on Terry Flynn. It was just after he arrived in Lambeth, freshly brainwashed from the children’s home. Following a stroll in Brixton, some reggae-toasting guy wearing a Sherlock Holmes hat pressed a card into his hand. On it was the address of a forthcoming blues party not five minutes walk from the hostel.
         

He arrived at 9:00 p.m. and wondered where everybody was, but a kindly girl told him he was a few albums early and that things would start to warm up about midnight.
         

Midnight came, and feeling the need to be refreshed, Brenton made his way through the growing throng to a makeshift bar that was set up at the entrance to the kitchen.
         

En route he accidentally trod on someone’s foot. He looked up, muttering an apology, and beheld a mean, bearded face wearing a beret and hoovering a spliff. The face glared at him like he was a slave who had refused a chore, then growled: “Watch weh you ah go, bwai.”
         

“I said sorry.”

“Don’t mek me see you again, you liccle half-breed, you.”
         

Without hesitation, Brenton punched his tormentor smack on his jaw and made for the front door where he fled into the still, inky night. He learned later that the man he had boxed was this Johnny Too Bad deal called Terry Flynn.
         

Viewing their recent fisticuffs in retrospect, Brenton was certain of one thing: he sure as hell wouldn’t like to visit the park in a wheelchair with a ratchet-designed face.
         

For the time being, though, he revelled in the ghetto youths’ excited talk about how he had sent Terry Flynn to the bone-juggler’s. He was aware that his fifteen minutes of fame had put him in some danger, but he reacted to it with a grin and thought of the camping trip Mr Lewis was hoping to organise; now the prospect of rain and no TV was fact becoming an attractive option.
         

Thinking time over, Brenton got to his feet then began to trek through the park, hands in pockets, shoulders hunched, head high. He passed two elderly women and imagined them in the still of the night being chased by Terry Flynn through a decaying housing estate. He recalled moodily how earlier in the morning Mr Lewis had advised him to go to the Job Centre, but he knew it would be a total waste of time. What employer would give him a job? Besides, filling in an application form was always upsetting because of the question Next of kin? He was always at a loss about how to answer this apparently simple question, and he hated the sympathetic looks on the faces behind the counter when he explained why he couldn’t.
         



  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         


CHAPTER THREE

Catch a fire



It was the last Saturday night before Christmas and Brenton was lying on his bed trying to work out how he would budget his meagre government brass throughout the raving festival. How would he ever afford all the double-priced cab fares for the coming parties and dances? Something else troubled him, too – the glaring countenance of Terry Flynn…but a slap on the door diverted his thoughts.
         

“Hey, Brenton, you awake?” asked his hostel-mate Floyd, knowing full well that he was.
         

“What if I am?”

Grinning, Floyd strutted into the room. “I’ve got a pair of legbacks in my room and a few cans of Special Brew, so I need you to kind of match up the situation,” he boasted. “Come on – slap a smile on your boat and follow me.”
         

Brenton stood up slowly, grinding his right temple with his palm and unwilling to show too much enthusiasm. He fielded for a box of snouts on the dressing table and fingered inside for a screwed-up ball of betting shop paper. Opening the wrapper, he exposed a sprinkling of cannabis. As he followed his spar out of his room he uttered mischievously: “Well, you’ve got the liquor and I’ve got the good grass.”
         

Floyd smiled his anticipation. He guessed that his friend spent nearly as much dough on herbal items as he did on food with his G-cheque.
         

The happy duo entered Floyd’s room where a battered suitcase thumped out Dennis Brown’s Money in My Pocket  from the top of the dressing table. Brenton acknowledged the two girls, who were nodding their heads in time to the bass, then seated himself beside them on the bed.
         

Floyd, still standing up, made the introductions. “This is Brenton – the guy who crucially dealt with Terry Flynn.” After gesturing with his hands he added, “Brenton, sitting next to you is Sharon, the facety one, and next to her is quiet Carol, who don’t say shit, she’s so quiet.”
         

Looking aggrieved, Sharon voiced: “Who are you calling facety?” She nudged Brenton sitting beside her. “You all right – don’t listen to what he says.”
         

Carol leaned forward and faced the uncomfortable-looking Brenton. She greeted him softly. “All right? How do you manage to live with someone like him?” She concluded her question with a thumb jerked in the direction of Floyd, who was smiling.
         

It would take a fool not to find Sharon attractive. Her hair was pulled back in a short ponytail that revealed her clear brown complexion, and her countenance bore the confidence of a newscaster. She appeared very smart in her green suede jacket and black skirt, and the ensemble showed off her Olympic-swimmer build – a build that still pip-squeaked femininity through the medium of her almond-shaped eyes and full lips.
         

Carol was slimmer and taller than her friend. She also had the darkest complexion in the room. A relaxed, permed hairstyle and piercing eyes made her a fine challenge to all the sweet bwais and bad bwais alike, and this challenge was made more tempting by the matching black sweater and skirt she wore under her unbuttoned beige trenchcoat.
         

“Give me a brew, Floyd,” Brenton ordered to hide his shyness.

Looking contented, Floyd grabbed a lager off the dressing table while Brenton pastried his joint. The girls watched him, clearly fascinated.
         

“So what are you doing in a sex maniac’s bedroom?” he asked. “You’re taking a risk coming here – Floyd’s a pervert. He goes walking and talking in the park wearing nutten but his sticksman coat, flashing his small t’ing to old white ladies.”
         

Sharon rocked back laughing out loud, while her pal grinned with embarrassment because of the rudeness of the remark. Carol, although self-conscious, was magnetised by Brenton. She liked the look of his solid physique.
         

Not minding that Sharon was laughing at him, Floyd handed out beers all round. Brenton head-butted his shyness through the window marked ‘Fuck off’ and, looking at Sharon, enquired: “So where did you meet Floyd, then?”
         

“At Bali Hai, two weeks ago. Carol and me were enjoying ourselves at the club, dancing and t’ing, then I buck up on Floyd. He asked me that if I don’t want to dance with him he would go home and think about being a monk. I mean, what a load of nonsense! Anyway, he looked like he had nuff refusal from a whole ’eap of gal, so I danced with him ’cos I felt sorry for the poor bwai.”
         

Brenton and Carol sniggered, making Floyd suffer the red lash of embarrassment. Despite what she had just said, Sharon liked Floyd’s roguish looks and trickster personality, but she wasn’t prepared to tell him so, not just yet. The guy’s ego was big enough without her feeding it.
         

Sharon watched the ruffled Floyd sip his beer then nagged him: “You’re supposed to be taking us raving tonight. What’s ’appening?”
         

Floyd parked his beer on the dressing table while thinking up a retort and he caught Brenton’s smile; his friend was enjoying his discomfiture.
         

“That party we’re supposed to go to was cancelled,” he admitted. “I think my source’s mother didn’t like the fact that a party was being arranged in her yard, and she didn’t know a damn.”
         

A look of disbelief swarmed over Sharon as she glanced at Carol, who was peacocking herself by flattening the creases in her skirt.
         

Raising his palms to make the internationally known gesture of ‘it’s not my fault’, Floyd attempted to defend himself. “My budget ain’t big enough for us to go to a club like Nations, and I don’t know of any other parties, so, er, do you want another brew?”
         

Brenton laughed aloud while Sharon remained dumbfounded. Carol, show-boating her irritation, gave a rebuke. “So I’ve got dressed up for nutten?”
         

By now Brenton had finished gift-wrapping his spliff so he christened it with a Vista while Carol watched.
         

Time mooched by and with the cocktail of alcohol and cannabis the foursome slowly relaxed; talking and laughing more and more. Inhibitions were binned as they giggled at the most trivial things. Sharon and Carol’s attempt to construct a spliff was greeted with uncontrollable laughter from the two young men.
         

Soon it was approaching two o’clock in the morning and everyone had metaphorical weights pulling down their eyelids. But Floyd, the only one of the quartet still standing up, was listening intently. With a half-smoked spliff in his mouth, his mind was a sponge that absorbed the lyrics of the militant roots music being played.
         

The songs reflected the struggle for black freedom and the persecution of the black race throughout world history. The lyrics also had a rebellious slant against the Western world’s way of doing things – or, as Floyd and many other blacks called it, Babylon. As he meditated on the words he enjoyed the cussing of the people who represented power. He listened more fervently, and especially liked one song that was about the Rastafarian religion and the connections this faith had with the Good Book.
         

“Brenton,” he called suddenly. “I wanna ask you somet’ing.”

Brenton ironed his right temple to indicate that he wasn’t in the mood for any philosophical reasoning. “Can’t you see I’m crashing?” he grumbled. “Rest your lip, man, and listen to the music – you love to chat too much.”
         

Floyd fish-eyed the girls, who were half-asleep and listening to the cooing of their distant beds. He wanted to press home his point and ignored his spar’s plea.
         

“No man, seriously, do you believe in God?”

“No, I don’t believe in God! Does that answer your bloody question? Am I speaking loud and clear? I don’t believe in no God! Can I rest up now in peace?”
         

The weary-looking Sharon began to take an interest in the conversation. She watched Floyd keenly, waiting for him to question Brenton, and he kindly obliged.
         

“Give me a good reason why you don’t believe in God.”

Brenton inhaled deeply, trying to control something that was shooting through his throat. He felt compelled to answer. “’Cos I don’t, I just don’t.”
         

By now, Carol too had become fascinated by the strange exchange taking place. Floyd had a patrician look about him.
         

“Give me a reason, man – a proper reason.”

“What’s your problem, bwai? Haven’t I given you a fucking answer? Shit, I don’t believe this. It’s like being in a beast cell when you’re in this blasted mood.”
         

Floyd thought he’d better lay off for the next few moments so he used a plastic smile to gaze at Sharon.
         

“Look, right,” Brenton stated hotly. “If there is a God He hasn’t done fuck all for me. My life has been pure tribulation, and there are millions like me, you know? All wondering why the fuck their lives are so fucked up.”
         

Carol leaned forward, attracted by the contours of Brenton’s emotive face, and smiled at him approvingly when he resumed his theological malediction.
         

“What kind of God would let this happen? Nah, it’s a dog eat dog world out there, and I’m ready to sink my canines into any Doberman or Yorkshire blasted Terrier who gives me strife. I don’t want to worry about any God to pray to. I’ve got nuff problems already.”
         

Floyd nodded while Sharon, intrigued by the monologue, told him: “You’re very bitter, innit. Life must have been hard for you. It’s none of my business, but I reckon you have a kinda chip on your shoulder. What I’m saying is, you’re not the only one to have it hard, you know? We’ve all got it hard. Every yout’ thinks his burden is the heaviest.”
         

Brenton was listening, although he didn’t meet her eyes, so Sharon continued: “Especially us blacks. You just have to get on with it. Everyone here has probably got their own problems, but we shouldn’t let them get us down. You catch me on FM?”
         

Brenton nodded thoughtfully, cradling his chin, then he enquired: “What do you mean, I’m bitter? And besides, what’s a chip on my shoulder got to do with believing in God?”
         

Sharon smiled. “You know full well what I mean.”

After listening to Sharon’s birdsong, Floyd pointed to her and remarked: “She makes more sense than any of them fool-fool social wankers that I’ve come across. You listen to her good.”
         

Sharon and Brenton laughed, while Carol was escalating down into the basement marked semi-snooze, snuggled up against the bed’s headrest. Floyd proceeded to build another spliff, using the last of Brenton’s Rizla papers.
         

“Yeah, man,” Brenton encouraged him. “Just wrap up another zoot and don’t ask me no more God questions. Oh, and you’d better give Sharon a few pulls before she gets a chip on her shoulder.”
         

After the last toke was pulled everyone somehow made themselves comfortable on Floyd’s single bed, using each other’s bodies as pillows. The cannabis and lager had wrought their full effect and the quartet fell into a deep sleep as the suitcase boomed out the Gong’s Easy Skanking.
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