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Selected from the Boke of St Albans, 1486,

and a Harleian manuscript.


THERE WERE no curtains up. The window was a hard edged block the colour of the night sky. Inside the bedroom the darkness was of a gritty texture. The wardrobe and bed were blurred shapes in the darkness. Silence.

Billy moved over, towards the outside of the bed. Jud moved with him, leaving one half of the bed empty. He snorted and rubbed his nose. Billy whimpered. They settled. Wind whipped the window and swept along the wall outside.

Billy turned over. Jud followed him and cough – coughed into his neck. Billy pulled the blankets up round his ears and wiped his neck with them. Most of the bed was now empty, and the unoccupied space quickly cooled. Silence. Then the alarm rang. The noise brought Billy upright, feeling for it in the darkness, eyes shut tight. Jud groaned and hutched back across the cold sheet. He reached down the side of the bed and knocked the clock over, grabbed for it, and knocked it further away.

‘Come here, you bloody thing.’

He stretched down and grabbed it with both hands. The glass lay curved in one palm, while the fingers of his other hand fumbled amongst the knobs and levers at the back. He found the lever and the noise stopped. Then he coiled back into bed and left the clock lying on its back.

‘The bloody thing.’

He stayed in his own half of the bed, groaning and turning over every few minutes. Billy lay with his back to him, listening. Then he turned his cheek slightly from the pillow.

‘Jud?’

‘What?’

‘Tha’d better get up.’

No answer.

‘Alarm’s gone off tha knows.’

‘Think I don’t know?’

He pulled the blankets tighter and drilled his head into the pillow. They both lay still.

‘Jud?’

‘What?’

‘Tha’ll be late.’

‘O, shut it.’

‘Clock’s not fast tha knows.’

‘I said SHUT IT.’

He swung his fist under the blankets and thumped Billy in the kidneys.

‘Gi’o’er! That hurts!’

‘Well shut it then.’

‘I’ll tell my mam on thi.’

Jud swung again. Billy scuffled away into the cold at the edge of the bed, sobbing. Jud got out, sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, then stood up and felt his way across the room to the light switch. Billy worked his way back to the centre and disappeared under the blankets.

‘Set t’alarm for me, Jud. For seven.’

‘Set it thi sen.’

‘Go on, thar up.’

Jud parted Billy’s sweater and shirt, and used the sweater for a vest. Billy snuggled down in Jud’s place, making the springs creak. Jud looked at the humped blankets, then walked across and pulled them back, stripping the bed completely.

‘Hands off cocks; on socks.’

For an instant Billy lay curled up, his hands wafered between his thighs. Then he sat up and crawled to the bottom of the bed to retrieve the blankets.

‘You rotten sod, just because tha’s to get up.’

‘Another few weeks lad, an’ tha’ll be getting up wi’ me.’

He walked out on to the landing. Billy propped himself up on one elbow.

‘Switch t’light out, then!’

Jud went downstairs. Billy sat on the edge of the bed and re-set the alarm, then ran across the lino and switched the light off. When he got back into bed most of the warmth had gone. He shivered and scuffled around the sheet, seeking a warm place.

It was still dark outside when he got up and went downstairs. The living-room curtains were drawn, and when he switched the light on it was gloomy and cold without the help of the fire. He placed the clock on the mantelpiece, then picked up his mother’s sweater from the settee and pulled it on over his shirt.

The alarm rang as he was emptying the ashes in the dustbin. Dust clouded up into his face as he dropped the lid back on and ran inside, but the noise stopped before he could reach it. He knelt down in front of the empty grate and scrunched sheets of newspaper into loose balls, arranging them in the grate like a bouquet of hydrangea flowers. Then he picked up the hatchet, stood a nog of wood on the hearth and struck it down the centre. The blade bit and held. He lifted the hatchet with the nog attached and smashed it down, splitting the nog in half and chipping the tile with the blade. He split the halves into quarters, down through eighths to sixteenths, then arranged these sticks over the paper like the struts of a wigwam. He completed the construction with lumps of coal, building them into a loose shell, so that sticks and paper showed through the chinks. The paper caught with the first match, and the flames spread quickly underneath, making the chinks smoke and the sticks crack. He waited for the first burst of flames up the back of the construction, then stood up and walked into the kitchen, and opened the pantry door. There were a packet of dried peas and a half bottle of vinegar on the shelves. The bread bin was empty. Just inside the doorway, the disc of the electricity meter circled slowly in its glass case. The red arrow appeared, and disappeared. Billy closed the door and opened the outside door. On the step stood two empty milk bottles. He thumped the jamb with the side of his fist.

‘It’s t’ same every morning. I’m going to start hiding some at nights.’

He started to turn inside, then stopped, and looked out again. The garage door was open. He ran across the concrete strip and used the light from the kitchen to look inside.

‘Well, of all the rotten tricks!’

He kicked a can of oil the length of the garage and ran back into the house. The coal had caught fire, and the yellow flames were now emitting a slight warmth. Billy pulled his pumps on without unfastening the laces and grabbed his windcheater. The zip was broken and the material draped out behind him as he vaulted the front wall and raced up the avenue.

The sky was a grey wash; pale grey over the fields behind the estate, but darkening overhead, to charcoal away over the City. The street lamps were still on and a few lighted windows glowed the colours of their curtains. Billy passed two miners returning silently from the night shift. A man in overalls cycled by, treading the pedals slowly. The four of them converged, and parted, pursuing their various destinations at various speeds.

Billy reached the recreation ground. The gate was locked, so he stepped back and sprang on to the interlaced wire fence, scaled it and placed one foot on top ready for the descent. The whole section between the concrete posts shuddered beneath his weight. He rode it, with one hand and one foot on top, the other arm fighting for balance; but the more he fought, the more it shook, until finally it shook him off, over the other side into the long grass. He stood up. His pumps and jeans were saturated, and there was dog shit on one hand. He wiped it in the grass, smelled his fingers, then ran across the football pitch. Behind the top goal, the rows of children’s swings had all been wrapped round their horizontal supporting bars. He found a dog-hole in the fence at the other side of the pitch and crept through on to the City Road. A double-decker bus passed, followed closely by two cars. Their engines faded and no other vehicles approached. The road lamps went out, and for a few moments the only sound in the dark morning was the squelch of Billy’s pumps as he crossed the road.

A bell tinkled as he entered the shop. Mr Porter glanced up, then continued to arrange newspapers into overlapping rows on the counter.

‘I thought you weren’t coming.’

‘Why, I’m not late, am I?’

Porter pulled a watch out of his waistcoat pocket and held it in his palm like a stopwatch. He considered it, then tucked it away. Billy picked up the canvas bag from the front of the counter and ducked under the strap as he slipped it over his head and shoulder. The bag sagged at his hip. He straightened a twist in the strap, then lifted the flap and looked inside at the wad of newspapers and magazines.

‘I nearly wa’ though.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Late. Our Jud went to t’pit on my bike.’

Porter stopped sorting and looked across the counter.

‘What you going to do, then?’

‘Walk it.’

‘Walk it! And how long do you think that’s going to take you?’

‘It’ll not take me long.’

‘Some folks like to read their papers t’day they come out, you know.’

‘It’s not my fault. I didn’t ask him to take it, did I?’

‘No, and I didn’t ask for any cheek from you! Do you hear?’

Billy heard.

‘’Cos there’s a waiting list a mile long for your job, you know. Grand lads an’ all, some of ’em. Lads from up Firs Hill and round there.’

Billy shuffled his feet and glanced down into the bag, as though one of the grand lads might be waiting in there.

‘It’ll not take me that much longer. I’ve done it before.’

Porter shook his head and squared off a pile of magazines by tapping their four edges on the counter. Billy sidled across to the convector heater and stood before it, feet apart, hands behind his back. Porter looked up at him and Billy let his hands fall to his sides.

‘I don’t know, it’s typical.’

‘What’s up, I haven’t let you down yet, have I?’

The bell tinkled. Porter straightened up, smiling.

‘Morning, Sir. Not very promising again.’

‘Twenty Players.’

‘Right, Sir.’

He turned round and ran one finger along a shelf stacked with cigarettes. His finger reached the Players and climbed the packets. Billy reached out and lifted two bars of chocolate from a display table at the side of the counter. He dropped them into his bag as Porter turned round. Porter traded the cigarettes and sprang the till open.

‘Than-kyou,’ his last syllable rising, in time to the ring of the bell.

‘Good morning, Sir.’

He watched the man out of the shop, then turned back to Billy.

‘You know what they said when I took you on, don’t you?’

He waited, as though expecting Billy to supply the answer.

‘They said, you’ll have to keep your eyes open now, you know, ’cos they’re all alike off that estate. They’ll take your breath if you’re not careful.’

‘I’ve never taken owt o’ yours, have I?’

‘I’ve never given you chance, that’s why.’

‘You don’t have to. I’ve stopped getting into trouble now.’

Porter opened his mouth, blinked, then pulled his watch out and studied the time.

‘Are you going to stand there all day, then?’

He shook the watch and placed it to one ear.

‘Next thing I know, everybody ’ll be ringing me up and asking why I can’t deliver on time.’

Billy left the shop. The traffic was now continuous along the City Road, and there were queues at all the bus stops for buses into town. Billy passed them as he headed away from the City. He started to deliver at a row of detached houses and bungalows: pebble dash and stone, and leaded windows. The row ended and he turned off the main road, up Firs Hill. The hill was steep. Trees had been planted at regular intervals along a cropped verge and the houses stood well back, shielded from the road, and from each other by trees and high wicker fences. Billy stopped before a wrought-iron gate with spikes at the top. On one of the gate posts was a notice: NO HAWKERS NO CALLERS. Billy looked down the drive and popped two squares of chocolate into his mouth. He left one half of the gate wide open and set off towards the house. Rhododendron shrubs crowded both sides of the drive, right up to the front door. He pushed the flap. It was stiff and the spring creaked. He looked towards the corners of the house, then eased the paper through and slowly lowered the flap until it clamped the paper. The curtains in all the front windows were drawn. The garden was wild, and moss and grass were replacing the asphalt on the drive. Billy used the moss and the grass like stepping stones until the last few yards, then he sprinted out, slamming the gate shut behind him. He unwrapped the last two squares of chocolate and looked back. A thrush ran out from under a rhododendron shrub and started to tug a worm from the soil between the loose asphalt chips. It stood over the worm and tugged vertically, exposing its speckled throat and pointing its beak to the sky. The worm stretched, but held. The thrush lowered its head and backed off, pulling at a more acute angle. The worm still held, so the thrush stepped in and jerked at the slack. The worm ripped out of the ground and the thrush ran away with it, back under the shrubs. Billy flicked the chocolate wrapper through the gate and passed on.

A milk dray whined up the hill, close to the kerb. Every time the near wheels dipped into a grate, the bottles rattled in their crates. It stopped and the driver jumped out of the cab whistling. He slid a crate off the back and carried it across the road. Billy glanced round as he approached the dray. There was no one else on the hill. He lifted a bottle of orange juice and a carton of eggs and popped them into his bag. When the driver returned, Billy was delivering papers at the next house. The dray passed him again further up. It stopped and the driver lit a cigarette, waiting for Billy to draw level.

‘How’s it going then, young un?’

Billy stopped and lolled back against the dray.

‘O, not so bad.’

‘Tha could do wi’ some transport.’

He grinned and patted the dray.

‘This is better than walking, tha knows.’

‘Ar, only just, though.’

Billy kicked the back tyre.

‘They only go about five miles an hour, these things.’

‘It’s still better than walking, isn’t it?’

‘I could go faster on a kid’s scooter.’

The milkman nipped his cigarette out and blew on the end.

‘You know what I always say?’

‘What?’

‘Third class riding’s better than first class walking, anyday.’

He tucked the tab into the breast pocket of his overalls and crossed the road, carrying two bottles in each hand. Billy watched him across the open back of the dray, then dipped into his bag for the orange. He held the bottle horizontally between thumb and little finger, then tilted it to make the air bubble travel the length of the bottle, and back again. Top to bottom, top bottom tobottom, until the flakes raged like a glass snow storm. He punched his thumb through the cap, and downed the contents in two gulps, dropped the bottle back into a crate, and passed on up the hill.

A lane cut across the top of Firs Hill, forming a T junction. Billy turned left along it. There was no pavement, and whenever a car approached he either crossed the lane or stepped into the long grass at the side and waited for it to pass. Fields, and a few hedgerow trees sloped down into the valley. Toy traffic travelled along the City Road, and across the road, in the valley bottom, was the sprawl of the estate. Towards the City, a pit chimney and the pit-head winding gear showed above the rooftops, and at the back of the estate was a patchwork of fields, black, and grey, and pale winter green; giving way to a wood, which stood out on the far slope as clear as an ink blot.

Billy pulled his jacket together as the wind murmured over the top of the moor, and across into the lane. But the zip was broken and the jacket fell open again. He crossed the lane and crouched down with his back against the wall. The stones were wet, and shone different shades of brown and green, like polished leather. Billy opened his bag and flicked through the contents. He pulled out the Dandy and turned immediately to Desperate Dan.

Dan is going to a wedding. His nephew and niece are helping him to get ready. His niece puts his top hat on the chair. Crunch! goes the hat as Dan sits on it. He goes to buy a new hat, but they are all FAR TOO SMALL. This is the biggest in the shop, the assistant tells him. Dan tries it on. It’s almost big enough he says, but when he tries to pull it down a bit, he rips the brim off and it comes down over his face. OH, NO! he says, looking over the brim. Outside the shop he has an idea, and points to something not shown in the picture. Ah! That’s the very thing! he says, but first he has to clear the City Square so that no one will see what he is going to do. Round the corner, he bends over a water hydrant and blows. Water explodes out of the fountain in the square, drenching everybody, and they all have to go home, leaving the square deserted. Good, now I can get what I want, Dan says. In the next picture, Dan is trying on a big grey topper. He looks pleased and says, That’s it! And it fits a treat. He attends the wedding, and at the Reception Hall he hands his hat to the cloakroom attendant. The attendant can’t hold it and the hat goes Crunch! on his foot. Ooyah! goes the attendant. He tries to pick it up, saying, Help! What a hat! It’s made of solid stone! The last picture shows where the hat came from: from the head of the statue in the City Square: WILLIAM SMITH, MAYOR OF CACTUSVILLE 1865–86. SHOT AT HIGH NOON BY BLACK JAKE.

Billy stood up into the wind and flexed his knees as he stepped back on to the lane. He started to run, holding the bag under one arm to stop it slapping and dragging at his hip. He delivered the Dandy with a newspaper and several magazines at a farmhouse. A collie barked at his heels all the way through the yard, and back out again. It followed him along the lane, then stopped and barked him out of sight over a rise. Billy started to run again. He rolled a newspaper into a telescope and spied through it as he ran. Until he spied a stone house, standing back from the lane. Then he slowed to a walk, smoothing out the newspaper and rolling it the other way to neutralize the first curve.

At the side of the house, a grey Bentley was parked before an open garage. Billy never took his eyes off it as he walked up the drive, and when he reached the top, he veered across and looked in at the dashboard. The front door of the house opened, making him step back quickly from the car and turn round. A man in a dark suit came out, followed by two little girls in school uniform. They all climbed into the front of the car, and the little girls waved to a woman in a dressing gown standing at the door. Billy handed her the newspaper and looked past her into the house. The hall and stairs were carpeted. A radiator with a glass shelf ran along one wall, and on the shelf stood a vase of fresh daffodils. The car freewheeled down the drive and turned into the lane. The woman waved with the newspaper and closed the door. Billy walked back, pushed the letter box up and peeped through. There was the sound of running bath water. A radio was playing. The woman was walking up the stairs, carrying a transistor. Billy lowered the flap and walked away. On the drive, the tyres of the car had imprinted two patterned bands, reminiscent of markings on a snake’s back.

Outside the shop, Billy transferred the carton of eggs from the delivery bag to a large pocket, sewn into the lining of his jacket. The pocket pouched under the weight, but when he closed his jacket, there was no bulge on the outside.

Porter looked round at the sound of the bell. He was up a step ladder behind the counter, re-lining shelves with fresh paper.

‘Evening.’

‘I told you it wouldn’t take me long, didn’t I?’

‘What did you do, throw half of ’em over a hedge?’

‘No need. I know some short cuts coming back.’

‘I’ll bet you do, over people’s property, no doubt.’

‘No, across some fields. It cuts miles off.’

‘It’s a good job t’farmer didn’t see you, else you might have got a barrel of shotspread up your arse.’

‘What for? There was only grass in ’em.’

Billy folded the bag in half and placed it on the counter.

‘Not on there. You know where it goes.’

Billy walked round the counter and squeezed past the step ladder. Porter hung on until he had passed, then he watched him open a drawer at the back of the counter and stuff the bag inside.

‘You’ll be wanting me to take ’em round for you next.’

Billy shut the drawer with his knee and looked up at him.

‘What time is it?’

‘It’s time you were at school.’

‘It’s not that late, is it?’

Porter turned back to the shelves, shaking his head slowly.

‘I shouldn’t like to think it wa’ my job trying to learn you owt.’

As Billy squeezed past, he shook the steps and grabbed Porter’s legs.

‘Look out, Mr Porter!’

Porter sprawled forward into the shelving, his arms spread wide, his fingers scratching for a hold.

‘You’re all right, I’ve got you!’

Billy held Porter’s legs while he pushed himself off the shelves and regained his balance. His face and bald patch were greasy with sweat.

‘You clumsy young bugger. What you trying to do, kill me?’

‘I lost my balance.’

‘I wouldn’t put it past you, either.’

He descended the steps backwards, holding on with both hands.

‘I fair felt my heart go then.’

He reached the bottom of the steps and placed one hand over the breast pocket of his jacket. Reassured, he sat down on the stool behind the counter and exhaled noisily.

‘Are you all right now, Mr Porter?’

‘All right! Ar, I’m bloody champion!’

‘I’ll be off then.’

He crossed the shop to the door.

‘And don’t be late tonight.’

The estate was teeming with children: tots hand in hand with their mothers, tots on their own, and with other tots, groups of tots and Primary School children; Secondary School children, on their own, in pairs and in threes, in gangs and on bikes. Walking silently, walking on walls, walking and talking, quietly, loudly, laughing; running, chasing, playing, swearing, smoking, ringing bells and calling names: all on their way to school.

When Billy arrived home, the curtains were still drawn in all the front windows, but the light was on in the living-room. As he crossed the front garden, a man appeared from round the side of the house and walked up the path to the gate. Billy watched him walk away down the avenue, then ran round to the back door and into the kitchen.

‘Is that you, Reg?’

Billy banged the door and walked through into the living-room. His mother was standing in her underslip, a lipstick poised at her mouth, watching the doorway through the mirror. When she saw Billy, she started to apply the lipstick.

‘O, it’s you, Billy. Haven’t you gone to school yet?’

‘Who’s that bloke?’

His mother pressed her lips together and stood the capsule, like a bullet, on the mantelpiece.

‘That’s Reg. You know Reg, don’t you?’

She took a cigarette packet from the mantelpiece and shook it.

‘Hell! I forgot to ask him for one.’

She dropped the packet into the hearth and turned to Billy.

‘You haven’t got a fag on you, have you, love?’

Billy moved across to the table and placed both hands round the teapot. His mother pulled her skirt on and tried to zip it on the hip. The zip would only close half-way, so she secured the waistband with a safety pin. The zip slipped as soon as she moved, and the slit expanded to the shape of a rugby ball. Billy shoved a finger down the spout of the teapot.

‘Is that him you come home wi’ last night?’

‘There’s some tea mashed if you want a cup, but I don’t know if t’milk’s come or not.’

‘Was it?’

‘Oh, stop pestering me! I’m late enough as it is.’

She crumpled her sweater into a tyre and eased her head through the hole, trying to prevent her hair from touching the sides.

‘Do me a favour, love, and run up to t’shop for some fags.’

‘They’ll not be open yet.’

‘You can go to t’back door. Mr Hardy’ll not mind.’

‘I can’t, I’ll be late.’

‘Go on, love, and bring a few things back wi’ you; a loaf and some butter, and a few eggs, summat like that.’

‘Go your sen.’

‘I’ve no time. Just tell him to put it in t’book and I’ll pay him at t’week-end.’

‘He says you can’t have owt else ’til you’ve paid up.’

‘He always says that. I’ll give you a tanner if you go.’

‘I don’t want a tanner. I’m off now.’

He moved towards the door, but his mother stepped across and blocked his way.

‘Billy, get up to that shop and do as you’re telled.’

He shook his head. His mother stepped forward, but he backed off, keeping the same distance between them. Although she was too far away, she still swiped at him, and although he saw her hand coming, and going, well clear of his face, he still flicked his head back instinctively.

‘I’m not going.’

He moved behind the table.

‘Aren’t you? We’ll see about that.’

They faced each other across the table, their fingers spread on the cloth, like two pianists ready to begin.

‘We’ll see whether you’re going or not, you cheeky young bugger.’

Billy moved to his right. His mother to her left. He stood out from the corner, so that only the length of one side separated them. His mother grabbed for him. Billy shot across the back of the table and round the other corner, but his mother was back in position, waiting. She lunged forward, Billy skipped back and they faced up again from their original positions.

‘I’ll bloody murder you when I get hold of you.’

‘Gi’o’er now, mam, I’ll be late for school.’

‘You’ll be more than late, unless you do as you’re telled.’

‘He said I’d get t’stick next time.’

‘That’s nowt to what you’ll get if I catch you.’

Billy ducked down. His mother followed, holding on to the table top to retain balance. They faced each other under the table, then Billy feinted a move forward. His mother dived, at nothing. Billy jumped up and ran round the table while his mother was still full stretch on the floor.

‘Billy come back! Do you hear? I said come back!’

He whipped the kitchen door open and ran out into the garden. He was half-way down the path when his mother appeared, panting and jabbing her finger at him.

‘Just you wait lad! Just you wait ’til tonight!’

She went back in and banged the door. Billy turned away and looked down the garden, over the fence into the fields. A skylark flew up, trilling as it climbed. Higher and higher, until it was just a song in the sky. He opened his jacket and dipped into the pocket. The egg carton was dented. He opened it. Two of the compartments were filled with yellow slime and shell. He eased out the sound eggs and placed them together on the path. Their shells were sticky, so he carefully wiped each one in turn and re-grouped them like a four egger, crouching over them and looking down. Then he picked one up, weighed it in his palm, and threw it high in the direction of the house. The egg described a parabola in the air and fell on to the slates. He threw the others in rapid succession, stooping and releasing while the previous one was still in the air. The kitchen door opened and his mother came out. Billy backed away down the path, massaging his right biceps with his left hand. She locked the door and turned round.

‘Don’t think I’ve forgotten, lad, ’cos I haven’t!’

She slipped the key under the lip of the step, then pulled the ends of her headscarf tight under her chin.

‘An there’s a bet of our Jud’s to take, an’ all. You’d better not forget that.’

‘I’m not taking it.’

‘You’d better, lad.’

‘I’m fed up o’ taking ’em. He can take it his sen.’

‘How can he, you dozy bugger, if he don’t get home in time?’

‘I don’t care, I’m not taking it.’

‘Please yourself then….’

She rounded the house and hurried up the path. Billy gave the path a V sign and made a farting noise with his mouth. When he heard the gate bang, he turned round and walked down the path towards a shed at the bottom of the garden. In front of the shed a small square of ground had been covered with pebbles and bordered with whitewashed bricks, set into the soil side by side, at an angle. The roof and sides of the shed had been patched neatly with lengths of tarpaulin. The door had been freshly painted, and a square had been sawn out of the top half and barred vertically with clean laths. On a shelf behind the bars stood a kestrel hawk:

Rufous brown. Flecked breast, dark bars across her back and wings. Wings pointed, crossed over her rump and barred tail. Billy clicked his tongue, and chanted softly, ‘Kes, Kes, Kes, Kes.’ The hawk looked at him and listened, her fine head held high on strong shoulders, her brown eyes round and alert.

‘Did you hear her, Kes, making her mouth again?… Gobby old cow. Do this, do that, I’ve to do everything in this house…. Well they can shit. I’m fed up o’ being chased about…. There’s allus somebody after me.’

He slowly lifted one hand and began to rub one of the laths with his forefinger. The hawk watched it all the time.

‘An’ our Jud, he’s t’worst o’t’lot, he’s allus after me… allus has been. Like that day last summer when I fetched you, he was after me then….’

… Jud was having his breakfast when Billy came downstairs. He glanced up at the clock, It was twenty-five to six.

‘What’s up wi’ thee, shit t’bed?’

‘I’m off out, nesting; wi’ Tibby and Mac.’

He whooshed the curtains open and switched the light off. The morning light came in as clean as water, making them both look towards the window. The sun had not yet risen, but already the air was warm, and above the roof line of the house opposite, the chimney stack was silhouetted against a cloudless sky.

‘It’s a smashing morning again.’

‘Tha wouldn’t be saying that if tha’ wa’ goin’ where I’m goin’.’

He poured himself another pot of tea. Billy watched the last dribbles leaving the spout, then put a match to the gas. The kettle began to rumble immediately.

‘Just think, when we’re goin’ up to t’woods, tha’ll be goin’ down in t’cage.’

‘Ar, just think; an’ next year tha’ll be coming down wi’ me.’

‘I’ll not.’

‘Won’t tha?’

‘No, ’cos I’m not goin’ to work down t’pit.’

‘Where are tha goin’ to work, then?’

Billy poured the boiling water on to the stained leaves in the pot.

‘I don’t know; but I’m not goin’ to work down t’pit.’

‘No, and have I to tell thi why?…’

He walked into the kitchen and came back carrying his jacket.

‘… For one thing, tha’s to be able to read and write before they’ll set thi on. And for another, they wouldn’t have a weedy little twat like thee.’

He put his jacket on and went out. Billy poured himself a cup of tea. Jud’s snap was still on the table, wrapped up in a cut bread wrapper. Billy turned it round and round with his fingers, sipping his tea. He poured himself another cup, then unwrapped the package and started on the sandwiches.

The kitchen door banged open and Jud rushed through, panting.

‘I’ve forgot my snap.’

He looked at the unwrapped package, and then at Billy, who was holding the ragged half of a sandwich. Billy bolted it into his mouth, slid off his chair and turned it over as Jud came for him. Jud ran into the chair and sprawled full length across it. Billy ran past him, out into the garden and over the fence into the field. A few seconds later, Jud emerged, wrapping up the remainder of his snap. He used it to point at Billy.

‘I’ll bloody murder thee when I get home!’

Then he pushed it into his jacket pocket and hurried off round the house end. Billy climbed on to the fence and looked round at the sky.

By the time he had crossed the estate and reached Tibby’s house, the sun was rising behind a band of cloud, low in the East. High in the sky the moon was still visible, flimsy, and fading as the sun climbed steadily, illuminating the cloud. Until finally the sun appeared, burning the cloud golden, and the moon disappeared in the lightening and warming of the whole sky.

Billy walked round the house, looking up at the drawn curtains. He tried the kitchen door, then stepped back and whispered loudly up at the bedroom window.

‘Tibby. Tibby.’

The curtains remained closed. He searched about on the concrete, then picked up a clod of earth from the garden. The crust was damp from the dew, but when he crushed it, the inside was dry and crumbly, and dust puffed up from his palm. He stepped close to the house and lobbed it underhand at the bedroom window. The soil smattered the panes, then fell to the sill, which threw it back to the concrete in a wide arc, like a projection half-way down a waterfall. Down into Billy’s face. He ducked his head, spitting and wiping his mouth, then looked up and opened his eyes. The right eye blink-blinked and began to water. He rubbed it with his knuckles but it only reddened the white, and the eye still watered. So he tweezed the lashes between his finger and thumb and drew the lid down, blinking underneath it and looking up at the window with his other eye. The curtains remained closed. He released his eyelid. It blinked once, twice; then stayed up.

At Mac’s he used tiny pebbles, pinking them individually off the glass. Pink. Pink. Pink. He had used half a fistful before the curtains were lifted and Mrs MacDowall looked down, clutching her nightdress to her throat. She waved Billy away, but he looked up at her and mouthed,

‘Is he up?’

She pushed the window open and leaned out.

‘Whadyou want at this time?’

‘Is your Mac up?’

‘’Course he’s not up. Do you know what time it is?’

‘Isn’t he getting up?’

‘Not that I know of. He’s fast asleep.’

‘He’s a right ’un. It wa’ him that planned it, an’ all.’

‘Stop shouting, then. Do you want all t’neighbourhood up?’

‘He’s not coming, then?’

‘No, he’s not. You’d better come back after breakfast if you want to see him.’

She closed the windows and the curtains fell back into place. Billy scrunched the pebbles round in his fist and looked up at the pane. He threw them, and was running before the first one struck the glass.

He ran back across the estate and straight down the avenue, slowing to a walk as he reached the cul-de-sac, round like the bulb of a thermometer. He cut down a snicket between two houses, out into the fields, leaving the estate behind him.

The sun was up and the cloud band in the East had thinned to a line on the horizon, leaving the dome of the sky clear. The air was still and clean, and the trilling of larks carried far over the fields of hay, which stretched away on both sides of the path. Great rashes of buttercups spread across the fields, and amongst the mingling shades of yellow and green, dog daisies showed their white faces, contrasting with the rust of sorrel. All underscored by clovers, white and pink and purple, which came into their own on the path sides where the grass was shorter, along with daisies and the ubiquitous plantains.

A cushion of mist lay over the fields. Dew drenched the grass, and the occasional sparkling of individual drops made Billy glance down as he passed. One tuft was a silver fire. He knelt down to trace the source of light. The drop had almost forced the blade of grass to the earth, and it lay in the curve of the blade like the tiny egg of a mythical bird. Billy moved his head from side to side to make it sparkle, and when it caught the sun it exploded, throwing out silver needles and crystal splinters. He lowered his head and slowly, very carefully, touched it with the tip of his tongue. The drop quivered like mercury, but held. He bent, and touched it again. It disintegrated and streamed down the channel of the blade to the earth. Slowly the blade began to straighten, climbing steadily like the finger of a clock.

Billy stood up and walked on. He climbed over a stile and followed the path through a herd of cows. The ones grazing lifted their heads slowly, chewing their cud. The ones lying in the grass remained motionless, as solid as toy cows set out on a toy farm. A covey of partridges got up under his feet, making him jump and cry out. They whirred away over the field, their blunt forms travelling as direct as a barrage of shells. Billy snatched a stone up and threw it after them, but they were already out of sight over the hedges. The stone flushed a blackbird, and it chattered away along the hedge bottom, disappearing back into the foliage further along.

He reached the stile which led into the woods, climbed on to it and looked back. Fields and fences and hedgerows. The sun was in the sky, and the only sound was the continuous relay of bird song.

As soon as he entered the wood, Billy left the path and mounted a bank into the undergrowth. He pushed the branches back, away from his eyes, keeping hold until the last moment; then releasing them to thrash back into the foliage behind. He cut a branch off an elm sapling, trimmed it to walking stick length, then used it to fence his way through, slashing and fracturing any limbs in his path.

The undergrowth thinned out, giving way to grassy clearings between the trees. Overhead their branches webbed into a green canopy, and in places shafts of sunlight angled through, dappling the grey-green trunks, and bringing up the colour of the grass and the foliage. Light and shade, a continuous play of light and shade with every rustle of the leaves. Here the bird songs were less frequent, yet more distinct. Hidden somewhere amongst the branches a chaffinch gave out its long undulating notes, concluding each sequence with a flourish. A wood pigeon managed a few series of throaty coo-ings, ending each series with an abrupt ‘cu’, as though its chest was too sore to carry on. The silence between these calls emphasized the noise of Billy’s progress, and birds retreated prematurely before the swishing and snapping: a robin, tic-tic-tic, a pair of wrens, their loud churrs out of all proportion to their mouse-like size, and a jay, its white rump flashing across the bars of the trees.

Billy zig-zagged slowly between the trees, searching any growth round the base of their trunks, then stepping back and looking up into their branches. He high-stepped his way through a bramble patch, trampling the tentacles underfoot as though tramping through deep snow. Below him four beaks opened at the noise, and he crouched down over a thrush’s nest. The four young were almost fully fledged, and they fitted the nest as snugly as a completed jig-saw. Billy stroked their backs gently with one finger, then stood up and re-arranged the brambles over the nest before passing on.

He reached a riding and stopped for a minute, resting his back against the trunk of a beech tree. A breeze murmured continually in the tree tops, and it was cool under the foliage of the beech, where the sun didn’t penetrate. A broad green stripe scored the grey bark of the tree and when Billy scraped his thumb up it, a skimming of moss came away, as cool and moist as yeast. He crossed the riding and slowly approached a scots pine, looking up all the time at the dark bunch of a nest built high amongst its top whiskers. He stopped beneath it and put his hands in his pockets while he studied the trunk. It was as straight and thick as a telegraph pole. The first fifteen feet were bare, then began a rotten stepladder of stubs and dead branches, leading up to the sparse greenery at the top. He felt round the bark, probing it with his fingers. It was crusty and rough with splits in the stippling. Billy peeled a strip off and squinted up the trunk as though taking aim. He shook his head and walked away, stopped, and started to take his jacket off as he walked back. He spat on his palms, rubbed them together, then, hugging the trunk, began to shin up it. He climbed in segments like a caterpillar, his arms hugging and pulling, his legs gripping and pushing. Up, slowly upwards, fingers scrabbling, pumps rasping. He reached the first dead branch and rested with one foot pressed into the junction of the branch and the trunk. Sweat was dripping from his chin. He looked down, looked up and began to climb again, testing each projection with his hand, and only using it to obtain the slightest leverage. Up, slowly upwards. The trunk began to sway a little and the branches at the top were swaying as though a stiff wind was blowing. He paused directly under the nest and looked round. He was now above many of the trees and the rooves of their foliage stretched round him in green hillocks.

A crow flew in from over the fields, flapping low over the tree tops. Billy froze to the trunk, waiting for it. Then he whistled. The crow planed off and dived into the hillocks like a rabbit diving into its burrow. Billy grinned and felt carefully over the stick wall of the nest. The bowl was stuffed with old leaves and twigs.

‘Shit.’

He pulled a handful out and they crackled like crisps as he crushed them and tossed them away.

Ten feet from the ground he pushed himself clear of the trunk and dropped, landing and rolling parachute style. He stood up and looked up at the nest. He was breathing hard and his face was flushed, and when he inspected his palms, the rawness showed through the dirt like the dull red of a cooling poker glowing through the soot.

The wood ended at a hawthorn hedge lining one side of a cart track. Across the track and beyond an orchard stood the Monastery Farm, and at the side of it, the ruins and one remaining wall of the monastery. Billy walked along the hedge bottom, searching for a way through. He found a hole, and as he crawled through a kestrel flew out of the monastery wall and veered away across the fields behind the farm. Billy knelt and watched it. In two blinks it was a speck in the distance; then it wheeled and began to return. Billy hadn’t moved a muscle before it was slipping back across the face of the wall towards the cart track.

Half-way across the orchard it started to glide upwards in a shallow curve and alighted neatly on a telegraph pole at the side of the cart track. It looked round, roused its feathers, then crossed its wings over its back and settled. Billy waited for it to turn away, then, watching it all the time, he carefully stretched full length in the hedge bottom. The hawk tensed and stood up straight, and stared past the monastery into the distance. Billy looked in the same direction. The sky was clear. A pair of magpies flew up from the orchard and crossed to the wood, their quick wing beats seeming to just keep them airborne. They took stance in a tree close by and started to chatter, each sequence of chatterings sounding like one turn of a football rattle. The hawk ignored them and continued to stare into the distance. The sky was still clear. Then a speck appeared on the horizon. It held like a star, then fell and faded. Died. To re-appear a moment later further along the skyline. Fading and re-forming, sometimes no more than a point in the texture of the sky. Billy squeezed his eyes and rubbed them. On the telegraph pole the hawk was sleek and still. The dot magnified slowly into its mate, circling and scanning the fields round the farm.

It braked and lay on the air looking down, primaries quivering to catch the currents, tail fanned, tilted towards the earth. Then, angling its wings, it slipped sideways a few yards, fluttered, and started to hover again. Persistently this time, hovering then dropping vertically in short bursts, until it closed its wings and stooped, a breath-taking stoop, down behind a wall. To rise again with its prey secure in its talons and head swiftly back across the fields. The falcon, alert on the pole, screamed and took off to meet it. They both screamed continuously as the distance closed between them, reaching a climax as they met and transferred the prey. The male disappeared over the wood. The falcon swooped high into a hole in the monastery wall. Billy noted the place carefully. A few seconds later the falcon reappeared and planed away over the fields, returning in a wide circle back to the telegraph pole.

Billy settled. Before him the monastery ruins were thronged with sparrows and starlings. Swallows swooped witta-witta-wit around the ruins and the farm, and a pair of them chased amongst the trees of the orchard, the leader flying and dodging so rapidly that it seemed impossible for the pursuer to keep in such close contact.

The wall cast its shadow back over the farmhouse, and from the yard behind the house, a dog barked, two men called to each other and a child laughed out.

Billy selected a stem of grass and carefully drew it up from between the leaves. The green faded to white near the bottom of the stem and Billy placed this pale end between his teeth and began to nibble and suck at it. The hawk turned its head and stared up the cart track, then silently lobbed off the telegraph pole and flew away in the opposite direction.

A man appeared round the curve of the cart track. Billy lay still. As he approached, the man took a run at a pebble and sidefooted it stylishly along the track. The pebble bounced across the crusty ridges and disappeared into the hedge bottom. The man smiled, began to whistle and passed by.

Billy rested his head in the crook of his arm and closed his eyes. When he awoke the hawk was back on the pole and the sun was directly above the farm. He yawned and stretched hard, pointing his toes and bracing his hands against the base of a tree. The hawk glanced round and was away as soon as he popped his head through the hole in the hedge. He watched it go, then crossed the track and climbed over the wall into the orchard. He had almost reached the ruins when a little girl playing at the front of the farm-house saw him. She ran round into the yard and returned with her father.

‘Hey! What you doing?’

Billy stopped and glanced back towards the wood.

‘Nowt.’

‘Well bugger off then! Don’t you know this is private property?’

‘Can I get up to that kestrel’s nest?’

‘What kestrel’s nest?’

Billy pointed at the monastery wall.

‘Up that wall.’

‘There’s no nest up there, so off you go.’

‘There is. I’ve seen it fly in.’

The farmer started to walk across to the ruins. The little girl ran to keep up with him, and Billy backed off, keeping the same distance between them all the time.

‘An’ what you goin’ to do when you get up to it, take all t’eggs?’

‘There’s no eggs in, they’re young ’uns.’

‘Well there’s nowt to get up for then, is there?’

‘I just wanted to look, that’s all.’

‘Yes, an’ you’d be looking from six feet under if you tried to climb up there.’

‘Can I have a look from t’bottom, then?’

The farmer stood under the wall and looked across at him.

‘Go on, mister, I’ve never found a hawk’s nest before.’

‘Come on, then.’

Billy grinned and sprinted up the edge of the orchard. As soon as he reached the farmer he pointed up at the wall, his finger steady on one spot.

‘That’s where it is, look, in that hole at t’side o’ that window.’

The farmer glanced down on him and smiled.

‘I know it is. It’s nested here for donkey’s years now.’

‘Just think, an’ I never knew.’

‘There’s not many does.’

‘Have you ever been up to it?’

‘No, I’ve never fancied goin’ that high on an extender.’

‘I’ve been watching ’em from across in t’wood. You ought to have seen ’em. One of ’em was sat on that telegraph pole for ages.’

He spun round and pointed to it.

‘I was right underneath it, then I saw its mate, it came from miles away and started to hover, just over there.’

Billy started to hover, arms out, fluttering his hands.

‘Then it dived down behind that wall and came up wi’ summat in its claws. You ought to have seen it, mister, it wa’ smashin’.’

The farmer laughed and ruffled the hair of the little girl who was standing just behind him, holding on to his trouser leg.

‘We see it every day, don’t we, love?’

‘It allus sits on that pole, don’t it, dad?’

‘I wish I could see it every day.’

Billy studied the face of the wall, and his prolonged silence made the farmer and the little girl look up with him. The surface rose in a variegated complex of pitted granite and scooped sandstone. Whole sections had tumbled and the gaps had been patched with bricks, which in turn had eroded and tumbled. In the holes and in the chinks between the stones where the plaster had crumbled, moss and grass grew and birds had stuffed their nests.

‘They’ve been goin’ to pull it down for years.’

‘What for?’

‘It’s dangerous. I won’t let her play anywhere near it’

He felt behind his leg. Feeling nothing, he looked round. The little girl was jumping from stone to stone in the ruins.

‘Has anybody ever been up?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘I bet I could get up.’

‘You’re not goin’ to have chance though.’

‘If I lived here, I’d get a young ’un and train it.’

‘Would you?’

His tone of enquiry made Billy look up at him.

‘You can train ’em.’

‘An’ how would you go about it?’

Billy held the farmer’s gaze, then looked away, nibbling his bottom lip. He concentrated on his pumps for a minute, then looked up quickly.

‘Do you know?’

‘No, an’ there’s not many that does.’

‘Where could you find out about ’em?’

‘That’s why I won’t let anybody near, ’cos if they can’t be kept properly it’s criminal.’

‘Do you know anybody who’s kept one?’

‘One or two, but they’ve allus let ’em go ’cos they couldn’t do owt wi’ ’em. They never seemed to get tame like other birds.’

‘Where could you find out then?’

‘I don’t know. In books, I suppose. I should think there’s some books on falconry.’

‘Think there’ll be any in t’library?’

‘There might be in t’City Library. They’ve books on everything in there.’

‘I’m off then now. So long, mister.’

Billy ran across the field, back the way he had come.

‘Hey!’

‘What?’

‘Go through t’gate! You’ll be having that wall down, climbing over it!’

Billy changed direction and ran along the side of the wall, at right angles to his previous course.

‘Got any books on hawks, missis?’

The girl behind the counter looked up from sorting coloured tickets in a tray.

‘Hawks?’

‘I want a book on falconry.’

‘I’m not sure, you’d better try ornithology.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Under zoology.’

She leaned over the desk and pointed down a corridor of shelves, then stopped and looked Billy over.

‘Are you a member?’

‘What do you mean, a member?’

‘A member of the library.’

Billy pressed a finger into the ink pad on the desk and inspected the purple graining on the tip.

‘I don’t know owt about that. I just want to lend a book on falconry, that’s all.’

‘You can’t borrow books unless you’re a member.’

‘I only want one.’

‘Have you filled one of these forms in?’

She licked a forefinger and flicked a blue form up on to her thumb. Billy shook his head.

‘Well you’re not a member then. Do you live in the Borough?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The Borough, the City.’

‘No, I live out on Valley Estate.’

‘Well that’s in the Borough, isn’t it?’

A man approached and plonked two books on the counter. The girl attended to him immediately. Open stamp. Open stamp. She slotted the cards into his tickets and filed them in a tray. The man pulled his books to the edge of the counter, caught them as they overbalanced, then shouldered his way through the swinging doors.

‘Can I get a book now, then?’

‘You’ll have to take one of these forms home first for your father to sign.’

She handed Billy a form across the counter. He took it and looked down at the dotted lines and blank boxes.

‘My dad’s away.’

‘You’ll have to wait until he comes home then.’

‘I don’t mean away like that. I mean he’s left home.’

‘O, I see…. Well in that case, your mother’ll have to sign it.’

‘She’s at work.’

‘She can sign it when she comes home, can’t she?’

‘I know, but she’ll not be home ’til tea time, and it’s Sunday tomorrow.’

‘There’s no rush, is there?’

‘I don’t want to wait that long. I want a book today.’

‘You’ll just have to want, won’t you?’

‘Look, just let me go an’ see’f you’ve got one, an’ if you have I’ll sit down at one o’ them tables an’ read it.’

‘You can’t, you’re not a member.’

‘Nobody’ll know.’

‘It’s against the rules.’

‘Go on. I’ll bring you this paper back on Monday then.’

‘NO! Now go on home and get that form signed.’

She turned round and entered a little glass office.

‘I say.’

Billy beckoned her out.

‘Now what?’

‘Where’s there a bookshop?’

‘Well, there’s Priors up the Arcade. That’s the best one.’

‘O ye! I know.’

He went out into the sunlight. People crowded the pavements and gutters, and on the road the traffic was jammed honking in two straight lines. Billy screwed the form up and dropped it onto a grate. It bounced on the bars, then fell between them. He squeezed between a car and a bus and jogged down the centre line of the road. Car drivers with their arms resting on window ledges, looked up at him as he passed. The vehicles at the head of one line began to move. Billy slipped back on to the pavement before the reaction in the chain could reach him.

He looked in at the window display, then walked through the open doorway and crossed to a rack of paperbacks. Walking round the rack, and revolving it in the opposite direction, he examined the room as it flickered by between the books and the wire struts. All four walls were lined with books. Disposed around the room were racks and stands of paperbacks, and in the centre was a table with a till and piles of books on it. There were three assistants, two girls and a man. Several people were browsing, and one young man was buying. The shop was as quiet as the library.

He started in one corner, and, working from the top shelf, down, up, down, moved along the sections, scanning the categories, which were printed on white cards and stuck on the edges of the shelves: CRAFTS… DICTIONARIES… DEVOTIONAL… FICTION… GARDENING… HISTORY… MOTORING… NATURE – ANIMALS, one shelf, two shelves, BIRDS, birds, birds. A Falconer’s Handbook. Billy reached up. The book was clamped tight in the middle of the shelf. He pressed the top of the spine and tilted it towards him, catching it as it fell. He opened it and flicked through it back to front, pausing at the pictures and diagrams. A sparrowhawk stared up from the glossy paper of the dust jacket. Billy glanced round. The man and one of the girls were serving. The other girl was shelving books with her back to him. Everyone else had their heads down. Billy turned his back on them and slipped the book inside his jacket. The man and the girl continued to serve. The other girl continued to shelve. Billy continued round the walls, to the door, and out into the arcade.

‘What’s tha want that for when tha can’t read?’

Jud reached over Billy’s shoulder and snatched the book out of his hands. Billy jumped up from the kitchen step and ran after him into the living-room.

‘Giz it back! Come here!’

Jud held him off, tilting his head and trying to read the title at arm’s length as the book flapped open and shut.

‘Falconry! What’s thar know about falconry?’

‘Giz it back.’

Jud pushed him back on to the settee, then started to examine the book at leisure.

‘A Falconer’s Handbook. Where’s tha got this from?’

‘I’ve lent it.’

‘Nicked it, more like. Where’s tha got it from?’

‘A shop in town.’

‘Tha must be crackers.’

‘How’s tha mean?’

‘Nicking books.’

He looked at a picture, then slapped it shut.

‘I could understand it if it wa’ money, but chuff me, not a book.’

He skimmed it hard across the room. The covers flapped open and when Billy grabbed at it, he bent and scuffled the pages back.

‘Look what tha’s done now! I’m trying to look after this book.’

He smoothed the bent pages, then shut the covers and squeezed them tight.

‘Anybody’d think it wa’ a treasure tha’d got.’

‘It’s smashing! I’ve been reading it all afternoon, I’m nearly half-way through already.’

‘An’ what better off will tha be when tha’s read it?’

‘A lot, ’cos I’m goin’ to get a young kestrel an’ train it.’

‘Train it! Tha couldn’t train a flea!’

He laughed out, mouth open, head back, more a roar than a laugh.

‘Anyroad, where tha goin’ to get a kestrel from?’

‘I know a nest.’

‘Tha doesn’t.’

‘All right then, I don’t.’

‘Where?’

‘I’m not telling.’

‘I said where?’

He rushed over to the settee and jumped astride Billy, pushing his face into the cushions and forcing one arm up his back in a half-nelson.

‘I said where?’

‘Gi’o’er, Jud, tha breaking my arm!’

‘Where then?’

‘Monastery Farm.’

Jud let go and cuffed Billy’s scalp as he stood up. Billy sat up, rubbing the tears from his cheeks and massaging his arm.

‘You fool, tha nearly broke my arm then.’

‘I’ll have to see about goin’ round there wi’ t’gun.’

‘I’ll tell t’farmer on thi if tha does.’

‘What’s he got to do wi’ it?’

‘He protects ’em.’

‘Protects ’em! Don’t talk wet! Hawks are a menace to farmers, they eat all their poultry an’ everything.’

‘I know, they dive down on their cows an’ carry ’em away an’ all.’

‘Funny bugger.’

‘We’ tha talks daft! How big’s tha think they are? Kestrels only eat mice an’ insects an’ little birds sometimes.’

‘Tha think tha knows summat about it, don’t tha?’

‘I know more about it than thee, anyroad.’

‘Tha aught to, tha nearly lives round them bleedin’ woods. It’s a wonder tha don’t turn into a wild man.’

He stuffed his tongue under his bottom lip, grunting and scratching his armpits. Then he straightened up, grinning.

‘Billy Casper! Wild man of the woods! I ought to have thi in a cage. I’d make a bloody fortune.’

Billy scrambled up off the settee and raised his arms laterally, beating the air with short powerful strokes.

‘Tha should have seen ’em today though, lad, they go like lightning!’

He held his arms still and angled them by flexing his trunk laterally.

‘I laid watchin’ ’em for hours. They’re t’best things I’ve ever seen.’

Jud watched him through the mirror, chin up, throat taut as he knotted his tie.

‘I’m hopin’ I’ll be laid watchin’ a bird tonight. But she’ll not have feathers on; not all over anyway.’

He grinned at himself and folded his collar down, covering the back of the tie.

‘Tha ought to have seen ’em though Jud.’

‘A few pints first.’

‘An’ tha ought to have seen one of ’em dive down.’

‘Then straight across to t’Lyceum.’

‘It dived straight down behind this wall. Whoosh!’

Billy clawed his fingers, and dived straight down on to the settee. Mrs Casper came in from the hall, looking down at herself and smoothing wrinkles out of her sweater. Every time she brushed her palms down the front, her breasts flubbered underneath.

‘You’re a couple o’ noisy buggers, you two. I bet they can hear you at t’other side o’ t’estate. What you been making him roar for, Jud?’

‘I never touched him.’

‘Not much! He nearly broke my arm, that’s all.’

‘I’ll break thi neck next time.’

‘O shut it, both of you.’

‘We’ he’s nowt but a big baby.’

‘An’ thar nowt but a big bully.’

‘I said SHUT IT.’

She stood between them, looking from one to the other; then moved across to the fireplace and looked into the mirror.

‘Have you had any tea yet, Billy?’

‘No.’

‘Well get some then, you know where t’pantry is.’

‘He’s too busy reading to bother about eating.’

‘How did your horses get on today, Jud?’

‘Not bad, I’d a double up.’

‘How much?’

‘Enough.’

‘You’ll be treating us all tonight, then?’

‘There’s somebody treats you every night.’

‘It’d be nice. Shift, Billy.’

She pulled Billy to the front of the settee and dragged a cushion out from behind him. Underneath it was a pair of stockings as flat as flowers in a book. She held them up to the window, inspecting them in lengths, then lifted a foot on to the settee and began to roll one on.

‘Where you going tonight then, Jud, anywhere special?’

‘Usual I suppose.’

‘And don’t be coming home blind drunk again.’

‘Why, are you entertaining?’

‘Don’t be so cheeky.’

‘Anyway, you want to talk about coming home drunk.’

‘I never come home drunk.’

‘Not much you don’t.’

‘Well at least I’m not sick all over t’house every Saturday night.’

‘Not this house perhaps.’

‘And what’s that suppose to mean?’

‘Well you don’t come here every Saturday night, do you?’

‘Seen my shoes, Billy, love?’

She looked round, under the chairs and table, then knelt down and felt under the settee. Jud slipped his suit jacket on and flexed his shoulders, smiling at himself in profile through the mirror.

‘Some bird’s goin’ to be lucky tonight.’

He fluffed the bob at the front of his hair and walked out whistling.

Mrs Casper turned her shoes over in her hands, licking her fingers and trying to erase the scuff marks on the heels, then she breathed all over them and rubbed them up on the edge of the tablecloth.

‘These could have done with a polish. Still, ne’er mind, it’ll soon be dark.’

She stepped into them and looked round at the backs of her legs.

‘There’s no ladders in these stockings, is there, Billy?’

Billy looked at her legs and shook his head.

‘I can’t see any.’

‘That’s summat anyway. What you going to do wi’ yourself tonight, love?’

‘Read my book.’

‘That’s nice. What’s it about?’

‘Falconry. I’m goin’ to get a young kestrel an’ train it.’

‘A kestrel, what’s that?’

‘A kestrel hawk, what do you think it is?’

‘I say, what time is it?’

‘I’ve cleaned t’bottom shed out ready, an’ I’ve built a little nesting box out of an orange box ’til…’

‘Ten to eight! Ee, I’m goin’ to be late as usual.’

She ran into the hall and started to search through a heap of clothes draped over the bannister, peeling them off and throwing them down until she came to her coat.

‘Here, there’s two bob for you. Go and buy yourself some pop an’ some crisps or summat.’

She slid the florin on to the mantelpiece and smiled at herself through the mirror.

‘And don’t be still up when I come in.’

She hurried through the kitchen and banged the door, leaving the house quiet behind her. Billy opened his book, pointed to his place and began to lip the words as his finger crept under the lines.

* * *

At the first sound of footsteps on the stairs he slipped the book under the pillow and ran across to the light switch. The footsteps were heavy, their progress punctuated by halts that suggested each time that the climb had been abandoned.

But eventually they reached the top, the light clicked on and Jud swayed into the bedroom, droning. He stopped at the foot of the bed, re-adjusting his feet continually, as though the floor was in motion.

‘Billy. Are tha shleep, Billy?’

Billy lay still, his face hidden in the sheet. Jud drifted away and started to fumble at the top button of his shirt, grimacing and trying to squint down at it. His respiration appeared to be out of all proportion to the amount of energy required for this simple task, resembling more the exertions of a cross-country runner. He managed the top two buttons then tugged the shirt over his head, pulling it inside out as he wrenched his hands through the buttoned cuffs. He dropped his trousers and raised one foot. As soon as he leaned forward and looked down, he overbalanced, and had to break into a hop to remain upright. The wall stopped him. He grinned at a rose on the wallpaper, then turned round, covering the rose with his head.

‘Whoa you bugger, whoa.’

He rested on the wall, grinning down at the trousers bunched round his ankles.

‘Billy! Wake up, Billy!’

He set off across the room like a man in fetters.

‘Billy, wake up!’

He stopped at the side of the bed and tried to haul the sheet in.

Billy turned over and tried to hang on to it.

‘Gi’o’er, Jud, I’m asleep.’

‘Hel’ me ge’ undresh, Billy. Am pish. Am too pish to take my trousher off.’

He flopped down on to the bed giggling. Billy wriggled out from underneath him and got out of bed. Jud curled up on his side and closed his eyes, a blind smile on his face.

‘Turn light osh, Billy, an’ ge’ to bed.’

Billy turned him on to his back and took his shoes off. He worked his trouser bottoms over his heels, then pulled them over his feet and off.

‘I’m fed up o’ this bloody game. It’s every Saturday night alike!’

Jud was asleep, snoring, mouth open.

‘Just like a pig snoring…. A drunken pig…. Jud the drunken pig.’

He snapped Jud’s mouth shut and held his lips between his finger and thumb. Jud began to grumble in his throat, then he tossed his head free and his eyelids fluttered.

‘W’a’s up? W’a’s up?’

‘Get back to sleep… you pig… hog… sow… you drunken bastard… Tha don’t like being called a bastard, does tha, you bastard? You PIG,’ – clawing at Jud with his right hand ‘HOG,’ – left hand, ‘sow,’ – right again, ‘DRUNKEN BASTARD,’ – one strike per syllable.

‘Pig Hog Sow Drun-ken Bas-tard.

Pig Hog Sow Drun-ken Bas-tard.’

Slowly, padding round the bed, clawing, chanting with every step.

Bas-tard, Bas-tard, Drun-ken PIG.

Bas-tard, Bas-tard, Drun-ken PIG.

Faster louder round the bed.

Pig Hog Sow, Drunken Bastard.

Pig Hog Sow, Drunken Bastard.

Bastard Bastard Drunken PIG.

Bastard Bastard Drunken SMACK – Already committed to its strike, Billy’s claw had involuntarily hardened to a fist, and thumped Jud, smack on his ear as he turned over on to his side.

For a second, a still, catching Billy poised over the bed, fist still clenched above the offended ear. Then the monster began to rumble. Billy snatched his clothes off the chair, flicked off the light as he ran past, and ran downstairs. His fingers almost seized up as they fumbled at the lock on the kitchen door, their ineptitude making him glance round and squeal softly in fear and excitement. With the door opened, he relaxed and paused on the step to listen. Silence. Continuing silence. So he went back inside and fetched his jacket and pumps, and dressed at leisure in the doorway, by the light of the moon.

The moon was almost complete, its outline well defined, except for the blur on the waxing curve. The sky was cloudless, the air still warm, but when he reached the fields it cooled slightly, taking on a fresher, sharper quality. The moon made it light in the fields, and lent the grass a silver sheen, and the piebald hides of the cows were clearly visible in this silvery light. The wood was a narrow black band beyond the fields, growing taller and taller as Billy approached, until it formed a curtain stretched out before him, and the top of the curtain appeared to touch the stars directly above.

He climbed on to the stile and looked into the trees. It was dark on both sides of the path, but above the path the foliage was thinner, and the light from the moon penetrated and lit the way. Billy stepped down off the stile and entered the wood. The trunks and branches lining the path formed pillars and lintels, terraced doorways leading into dark interiors. He hurried by them, glancing in, right and left. A scuffle to his left. He side-stepped to the right and began to run, the pad of his feet and the rasp of his breath filtering far into the trees, WO-HU-WO-HOOOO. WO-HU-WO-HOOOO. He stopped and listened, trying to control his breathing. WO-HU-WO-HOOO. Somewhere ahead; the long falter radiating back through the trees. Billy linked his fingers, placed his thumbs together and blew into the split between them. The only sound he produced was that of rushing air. He licked his lips and tried again, producing a wheeze, which he swiftly worked up into a single hoot and developed into a strident imitation of the tawny owl’s call. He listened. There was no response, so he repeated it, this time working for the softer, more wavering sound, by stuttering his breath into the sound chamber. And out it came, as clear and as clean as a blowing of bubbles. His call was immediately answered. Billy grinned and answered back. He started to walk again, and maintained contact with the owl for the rest of the distance through the wood.

The farmhouse was in darkness. Billy carefully climbed over the wall into the orchard and ran crouching across to the ruins. He stood back from the wall and looked up at it. The moon illuminated the face of the wall, picking out the jut of individual stones, and shading in the cracks and hollows between them. Billy selected his route, found a foothold, a handhold, and began to climb. Very slowly and very carefully, testing each hold thoroughly before trusting it with his weight. His fingers finding the spaces, then tugging at the surrounding stones as though testing loose teeth. If any stones moved he felt again, remaining still until he was satisfied. Slowly. Hand. Foot. Hand. Foot. Never stretching, never jerking. Always compact, always balanced. Sometimes crabbing to by-pass gaps in the stonework, sometimes back-tracking several moves to explore a new line; but steadily meandering upwards, making for the highest window.

As he climbed, his feet and hands dislodged a trickle of plaster and stone dust, and birds brushed his knuckles as they flashed out of their nest holes. Occasionally he dislodged a small stone or a lump of plaster, and when he felt this happen he paused during the time of its fall, and for a time after it had landed.

But there were no alarms, and he reached the window and hooked his left arm over the stone sill. He slapped the stone and sh sh’d at the hole at the other end of the sill. Nothing happened so he climbed astride and hutched across to the nest hole. He peered in, but there was nothing to see, so he stretched belly flop along the sill and felt into the hole, wriggling further along as his arm went further in. He felt around, then withdrew his hand grasping a struggling eyas kestrel. He sat up, caged the bird in his hands, then placed it carefully into the big pocket inside his jacket. Five times he felt into the hole and each time fetched out a young hawk. Some were slightly larger than others, some more fully feathered, with less down on their backs and heads, but each one came out gasping, beaks open, legs pedalling the air.

When he had emptied the nest he reversed the procedure, dipping into his pocket for an eyas and holding it in one hand while he compared it with another. By a process of elimination, he placed them back into the nest until he was left with only one; the one with most feathers and only a little down on its head. He lowered it back into the pocket, then held his hand up to catch the light of the moon. Both back and palm were bleeding and scratched, as though he had been nesting in a hawthorn hedge.

When he reached the bottom of the wall he opened his jacket and clucked down into the pocket. The weight at the bottom stirred. He placed one hand underneath it for support, and set off back across the orchard. Once over the wall, he started to whistle, and he whistled and hummed to himself all the way home….

… Billy had been standing so still that the hawk had lost interest in him, and flew from the shelf to the perch at the back of the shed. He put his face close to the bars, had a last look at her, then turned away and walked up the path and across the estate to school.





	Anderson?

	Sir!

	/




	Armitage?

	Yes Sir!

	/




	Bridges?

	Away Sir.

	0




	Casper?

	Yes Sir!

	/




	Ellis?

	Here Sir!

	/




	Fisher?

	German Bight.

	/







Mr Crossley dug the Biro point in. Too late, the black stroke skidded diagonally down the square. He lifted his face slowly to the class. All the boys were looking at Billy.

‘What was that?’

‘It was Casper, Sir.’

‘Did you say something, Casper?’

‘Yes Sir, I didn’t…’

‘Stand up!’

Billy stood up, red. The boys looked up at him, grinning, lolling back on their chairs in anticipation.

‘Now then, Casper, what did you say?’

‘German Bight, Sir.’

The rest of the class laughed out, some screwing their forefingers into their temples and twitching their heads at Billy.

‘He’s crackers, Sir!’

‘He can’t help it.’

‘SILENCE.’

There was silence.

‘Is this your feeble idea of a joke, Casper?’

‘No, Sir.’

‘Well what was the idea then?’

‘I don’t know, Sir. It wa’ when you said Fisher. It just came out, Fisher – German Bight. It’s the shipping forecast, Sir; German Bight comes after Fisher; Fisher, German Bight, Cromarty. I know ’em all, I listen to it every night, I like to hear the names.’

‘And so you thought you’d enlighten me and the class with your idiotic information?’

‘No, Sir.’

‘Blurting out and making a mess of my register.’

‘It just came out, Sir.’

‘And so did you, Casper. Just came out from under a stone.’

The class roared out again, tossing their heads back and scraping their chairs, banging their desk lids and thumping the backs and arms of any boy in range; using the joke as a mere excuse to cause havoc.

‘Quiet! I said QUIET.’

His gaze raked the class, killing the sound in each face. The bell rang. Crossley fixed Billy with his eyes all the time it was ringing, and for a while after it had stopped.

‘Any more pearls of wisdom to volunteer, Casper?’

‘No, Sir.’

‘Well SIT DOWN THEN.’

Billy sat down, sliding down his seat until his hair scuffed the top rung of the chair back. Crossley moved his Biro back to the register, cocking it vertical like a fishing float. Outside the room the corridor was crowded with children moving to assembly.

‘Anyone else absent besides Bridges and Fisher?’

Pause for inspection.

‘No, Sir.’

‘Right, off you go then. One row at a time.’

The boys lolloped up into the aisles, merging at the door into a tributary of the mainstream in the corridor.

‘Hey up, Casper, what’s tha mean, Germans bite?’

‘O shut thi mouth.’

Crossley marked off the remainder of the ‘present’ strokes, then changed his black Biro for red, and, very carefully, bending low over the register, tried to bend Fisher’s stroke into an 0, lapping and lapping the tiny square until he had gouged a mis-coloured egg, the focal point of the whole grid.

‘Hymn number one-seven-five, “New every morning is the love”.’

The navy blue covers of the hymn books, inconspicuous against the dark shades of the boys’ clothing, bloomed white across the hall as they were opened and the pages flicked through. The scuff and tick of the turning pages was slowly drowned under a rising chorus of coughing and hawking; until Mr Gryce, furious behind the lectern, scooped up his stick and began to smack it vertically down the face.

‘STOP THAT INFERNAL COUGHING.’

The sight and swishsmack of the stick stopped the throat noises and the boys and the teachers, posted at regular intervals at the ends of the rows; all looked up at the platform. Gryce was straining over the top of the lectern like a bulldog up on its hind legs.

‘It’s every morning alike! As soon as the hymn is announced you’re off revving up! Hm-hmm! Hm-hmm! It’s more like a race track in here than an assembly hall!’ – hall – ringing across the hall, striking the windows and lingering there like the vibrations of a tuning fork.

No one muffed. Not a foot scraped. Not a page stirred. The teachers looked seriously into the ranks of boys. The boys stood looking up at Gryce, each one convinced that Gryce was looking at him.

The silence thickened; the boys began to swallow their Adam’s apples, their eyes skittering about in still heads. The teachers began to glance at each other and glance sideways up at the platform.

Then a boy coughed.

‘Who did that?’

Everybody looking round.

‘I said WHO DID THAT?’

The teachers moved in closer, alert like a riot squad.

‘Mr Crossley! Somewhere near you! Didn’t you see the boy?’

Crossley flushed, and rushed amongst them, thrusting them aside in panic.

‘There, Crossley! That’s where it came from! Around there!’

Crossley grabbed a boy by the arm and began to yank him into the open.

‘It wasn’t me, Sir!’

‘Of course it was you.’

‘It wasn’t, Sir, honest!’

‘Don’t argue lad, I saw you.’

Gryce thrust his jaw over the front of the lectern, the air whistling down his nostrils.

‘MACDOWALL! I might have known it! Get to my room, lad!’

Crossley escorted MacDowall from the hall. Gryce waited for the doors to stop swinging, then replaced his stick and addressed the school.

‘Right. We’ll try again. Hymn one hundred and seventy-five.’

The pianist struck the chord. Moderately slow it said in the book, but this direction was ignored by the school, and the tempo they produced was dead slow, the words delivered in a grinding monotone.

New ev-ery morn-ing is the love

Our wakening and up-rising prove;

Through sleep and dark-ness safe-ly brought,

Restored to life, and power, and thought.

‘STOP.’

The pianist stopped playing. The boys stopped singing.

‘And what’s that noise supposed to represent? I’ve heard sweeter sounds in a slaughter house! This is supposed to be a hymn of joy, not a dirge! So get your heads up, and your books up, and open your mouths, and SING.’

There was a mass bracing of backs and showing of faces as Gryce stepped round the lectern to the edge of the platform and leaned out over the well of the hall.

‘Or I’ll make you sing like you’ve never sung before.’

The words came out in a whisper, but they were as audible to the older boys at the back of the hall as to the small boys staring up under his chin.

‘Verse two – New mercies each returning day.’

Gryce retreated, and the remaining four verses were completed without interruption, verse two with increased volume, deteriorating through three and four, to the concluding verse, which was delivered in the original monotone.

Before all the hymn books had been closed, and with the last notes still in the air, a boy came forward from the drapes at the back of the platform, and while still in motion began to read from the Bible held close to his chest.

‘Thismorning’sreadingistakenfromMattheweighteenverses…’

‘Louder, boy. And stop mumbling into your beard.’

‘Never despise one of these little ones I tell you they have their guardian angels in heaven who look continually on the face of my heavenly Father. What do you think suppose a man has a hundred sheep if one of them strays does he not leave the other ninety-nine on the hillside and go in search of the one that strayed. And if he should find it I tell you this he is more delighted over that sheep than over the ninety-nine that never strayed. In the same way it is your heavenly Father’s will that one of these little ones should be lost here ends this morning’s reading.’

He closed the bible and backed away, his relief pathetic to see.

‘We will now sing the Lord’s Prayer. Eyes closed. Heads bowed.’

Billy closed his eyes and yawned down his nostrils into his chest.

‘Our Fa-ther which art in heaven,



Hallowed be Thy name. He unlocked the shed door, slipped inside and closed it quietly behind him. The hawk was perched on a branch which had been wedged between the walls towards the back of the shed. The only other furniture in the shed were two shelves, one fixed behind the bars of the door, the other high up on one wall. The walls and ceiling were whitewashed, and the floor had been sprinkled with a thick layer of dry sand, sprinkled thicker beneath the perch and the shelves. The shelf on the door was marked with two dried mutes, both thick and white, with a central deposit of faeces as crozzled and black as the burnt ends of matches.

Billy approached the hawk slowly, regarding it obliquely, clucking and chanting softly, ‘Kes Kes Kes.’ The hawk bobbed her head and shifted along the perch. Billy held out his gauntlet and offered her a scrap of beef. She reached forward and grasped it with her beak, and tried to pull it from his glove. Billy gripped the beef tightly between forefinger and thumb; and in order to obtain more leverage, the hawk stepped on to his fist. He allowed her to take the beef, then replaced her on the perch, touching the backs of her legs against the wood so that she stepped backwards on to it. He dipped into the leather satchel at his hip and offered her a fresh scrap; this time holding it just out of range of her reaching beak. She bobbed her head and tippled forward slightly, regained balance, then glanced about, uncertain, like someone up on the top board for the first time.

‘Come on, Kes. Come on then.’

He stood still. The hawk looked at the meat, then jumped on to the glove and took it. Billy smiled and replaced it with a tough strip of beef, and as the hawk busied herself with it, he attached a swivel to the ends of the jesses dangling from her legs, slipped the jesses between the first and second fingers of his glove, and felt into his bag for the leash. The hawk looked up from her feeding. Billy rubbed his finger and thumb to make the meat move between them, and as the hawk attended to it again, he threaded the leash through the lower ring of the swivel and pulled it all the way through until the knot at the other end snagged on the ring. He completed the security by looping the leash twice round his glove and tying the end round his little finger.

He walked to the door and slowly pushed it open. The hawk looked up, and as he moved out into the full light, her eyes seemed to expand, her body contract as she flattened her feathers. She bobbed her head, once, twice, then bated, throwing herself sideways off his glove and hanging upside down, thrashing her wings and screaming. Billy waited for her to stop, then placed his hand gently under her breast and lifted her back on to the glove. She bated again; and again, and each time Billy lifted her carefully back up, until finally she stayed up, beak half open, panting, glaring round.

‘What’s up then? What’s a matter with you, Kes? Anybody’d think you’d never been out before.’

The hawk roused her feathers and bent to her meat, her misdemeanours apparently forgotten.

Billy walked her round the garden, speaking quietly to her all the time. Then he turned up the path at the side of the house and approached the front gate, watching the hawk for her reactions. A car approached. The hawk tensed, watched it pass, then resumed her meal as it sped away up the avenue. On the opposite pavement a little boy, pedalling a tricycle round in tight circles, looked up and saw them, immediately unwound and drove straight off the pavement, making the tin mudguards clank as the wheels jonked down into the gutter. Billy held the hawk away from him, anticipating a bate, but she scarcely glanced up at the sound, or at the boy as he cycled towards them and hutched his tricycle up on to the pavement.

‘Oo that’s a smasher. What is it?’

‘What tha think it is?’

‘Is it an owl?’

‘It’s a kestrel.’

‘Where you got it from?’

‘Found it.’

‘Is it tame?’

‘It’s trained. I’ve trained it.’

Billy pointed to himself, and smiled across at the hawk.

‘Don’t it look fierce?’

‘It is.’

‘Does it kill things and eat ’em?’

‘Course it does. It kills little kids on bikes.’

The boy laughed without smiling.

‘It don’t.’

‘What’s tha think that is it’s eating now then?’

‘It’s only a piece of meat.’

‘It’s a piece o’ leg off a kid it caught yesterday. When it catches ’em it sits on their handlebars and rips ’em to pieces. Eyes first.’

The boy looked down at the chrome handlebars and began to swing them from side to side, making the front wheel describe a steady arc like a windscreen wiper.

‘I’ll bet I dare stroke it.’

‘Tha’d better not.’

‘I’ll bet I dare.’

‘It’ll have thi hand off if tha tries.’

The boy stood up, straddling the tricycle frame, and slowly lifted one hand towards the hawk. She mantled her wings over the meat, then struck out with her scaly yellow legs, screaming, and raking at the hand with her talons. The boy jerked his arm back with such force that its momentum carried his whole body over the tricycle and on to the ground. He scrambled up, as wide-eyed as the hawk, mounted, and pedalled off down the pavement, his legs whirring like bees’ wings.

Billy watched him go, then opened the gate and walked up the avenue. He crossed at the top and walked down the other side to the cul-de-sac, round, and back up to his own house. And all the way round people stared, some crossing the avenue for a closer look, others glancing back. And the hawk, alert to every movement, returned their stares until they turned away and passed on.

‘Casper! Casper!’ Billy opened his eyes. The rest of the school were sitting on the floor, giggling up at him. Billy glanced about, then blushed and dropped down as quick as a house of cards.

‘Up, Casper! Up on your feet, lad!’

There was a moment’s pause, then Billy rose into view again, his reappearance producing a buzz of excitement.

‘SILENCE – unless some more of you want to stand up with him.’

Gryce let Billy stand there in the silence, head bowed, face burning on his chest.

‘And get your head up lad! Or you’ll be falling asleep again!’

Billy lifted his face. Beads of sweat were poised on his forehead and the sides of his nose.

‘You were asleep weren’t you?… Well? Speak up, lad!’

‘I don’t know, Sir.’

‘Well I know. You were fast asleep on your feet. Weren’t you?’

‘Yes, Sir.’

‘Fast asleep during the Lord’s Prayer! I’ll thrash you, you irreverent scoundrel!’

He demonstrated the act twice down the side of the lectern.

‘Were you tired, lad?’

‘I don’t know, Sir.’

‘Don’t know? You wouldn’t be tired if you’d get to bed at night instead of roaming the streets at all hours up to mischief!’

‘No, Sir.’

‘Or sitting up ’til dawn watching some tripe on television! Report to my room straight after assembly. You will be tired when I’ve finished with you, lad!’

Billy sat down, and Gryce pulled a thin wad of papers from between the pages of the Bible and placed them on top of it.

‘Now here are the announcements: – there will be a meeting of the Intermediate Football team in the gym at break this morning.’

He slid the top sheet down a step, on to the face of the lectern.

‘A reminder that the Youth Employment Officer will be in this afternoon to see the Easter leavers. They will be sent for from their respective classes, and should report to the medical room, where the interviews will take place. Your parents SHOULD have been told by this time, but if any boy HAS forgotten, and thinks that his parents may wish to attend his interview, then he can consult the list on the main notice board for approximate times.’

Securing the papers underneath with one hand, he pushed the notice away from him with the other. It caught the edge of the first sheet and shunted it off the lectern. Gryce grabbed at it, but the paper swooped away in a shallow glide, looped the loop, and slid into a perfect landing face up on the platform. Gryce looked across at it, and at the rows of upturned faces, then beckoned the reader from the back of the platform to come forward and pick it up.

‘I would also like to see the three members of the smokers’ union whom I didn’t have time to deal with yesterday. They can pay their dues at my room straight after assembly. Right. Dismiss.’

The three smokers, MacDowall and Billy stood in a loose circle in the foyer outside Gryce’s room.

‘It wasn’t me that coughed tha knows. I’m goin’ to tell him so an’ all.’

‘It makes no difference whether tha tells him or not, he don’t listen.’

‘I’m bringing my father up if he giz me t’stick, anyroad.’

‘What tha allus bringin’ thi father up for? He never does owt when he comes. They say t’last time he came up, Gryce gave him t’stick an’ all.’

The three smokers fell away and leaned back on the half-tiled wall to observe.

‘At least I’ve got a father to bring up, that’s more than thar can say, Casper.’

‘Shut thi gob, MacDowall!’

‘Why, what thar goin’ to do about it, Casper?’

They closed up; chest to chest, eye to eye, fists ready at the hips.

‘Tha’d be surprised.’

‘Right then, I’ll see thi at break.’

‘Anytime tha wants.’

‘Right then.’

‘Right.’

They stepped apart at footsteps approaching down the corridor. A boy came round the corner and knocked on Gryce’s door.

‘He’s not in.’

The smoker at the front of the queue jerked his head towards the back.

‘If tha’s come for t’stick tha’d better get to t’back o’ t’queue, he’s not come back from assembly yet.’

‘I’ve not come for the stick. Crossley’s sent me with a message.’

Billy took his place in the line against the wall.

‘It’s his favourite trick, this. He likes to keep you waiting, he thinks it makes it worse.’

The second smoker spat between his teeth and spread it with the sole of one shoe, making the red vinyl tile shiny.

‘It don’t bother me if he keeps us standing here ’til four. I’d sooner have t’stick anyday than do lessons.’

He began to feel in his pockets, collecting together in one palm a bunch of tab ends and a lighter without a cap. He offered them to the messenger.

‘Here, tha’d better save us these ’til after. Cos if he searches us he’ll only take ’em off us an’ gi’ us another two strokes.’

The messenger looked down at the hand without taking its contents. The other two smokers were busy in their own pockets.

‘I’m not having ’em, you’re not getting me into trouble as well.’

‘Who’s getting thi into trouble? Tha can gi’ us ’em straight back after.’

The messenger shook his head.

‘I don’t want ’em.’

‘Does tha want some fist instead?’

The smokers surrounded him, all three holding out their smoking equipment. The messenger took it. Billy, looking across the foyer and through the wired glass doors into the hall, stood up off the wall.

‘Hey up, he’s here; Gryce pudding.’

They formed up as neatly as a hand of cards being knocked together. Gryce strode past them and entered his room as though they weren’t there. But he left the door open, and a moment later issued his usual invitation to enter:

‘Come in, you reprobates!’

He was standing with his back to the electric fire, his stick tucked under his buttocks like a trapeze bar.

The boys lined up in front of the window and faced him across the carpet. Gryce surveyed them in turn, shaking his head at each face as though he was being forced to choose from a range of shoddy goods.

‘The same old faces. Why is it always the same old faces?’

The messenger stepped forward and raised one hand.

‘Please, Sir.’

‘Don’t interrupt, boy, when I’m speaking.’

He stepped back and filled the gap in the line.

‘I’m sick of you boys, you’ll be the death of me. Not a day goes by without me having to deal with a line of boys. I can’t remember a day, not one day, in all the years I’ve been in this school, and how long’s that?… ten years, and the school’s no better now than it was on the day that it opened. I can’t understand it. I can’t understand it at all.’

The boys couldn’t understand it either, and they dropped their eyes as he searched for an answer in their faces. Failing to find one there, he stared past them out of the window.

The lawn stretching down to the front railings was studded with worm casts, and badly in need of its Spring growth. The border separating the lawn from the drive was turned earth, and in the centre of the lawn stood a silver birch tree in a little round bed. Its trunk cut a segment out of a house across the road, and out of the merging grey and black of the sky above it, and although the branches were still bare, the white of the trunk against the dull green, and red and greys, hinted of Spring, and provided the only clean feature of the whole picture.

‘I’ve taught in this City for over thirty-five years now; many of your parents were pupils under me in the old City schools before this estate was built; and I’m certain that in all those years I’ve never encountered a generation as difficult to handle as this one. I thought I understood young people, I should be able to with all my experience, yet there’s something happening today that’s frightening, that makes me feel that it’s all been a waste of time…. Like it’s a waste of time standing here talking to you boys, because you won’t take a blind bit of notice what I’m saying. I know what you’re thinking now, you’re thinking, why doesn’t he get on with it and let us go, instead of standing there babbling on? That’s what you’re thinking isn’t it? Isn’t it, MacDowall?’

‘No, Sir.’

‘O yes it is. I can see it in your eyes, lad, they’re glazed over. You’re not interested. Nobody can tell you anything, can they, MacDowall? You know it all, you young people, you think you’re so sophisticated with all your gear and your music. But the trouble is, it’s only superficial, just a sheen with nothing worthwhile or solid underneath. As far as I can see there’s been no advance at all in discipline, decency, manners or morals. And do you know how I know this? Well, I’ll tell you. Because I still have to use this every day.’

He brought the stick round from behind his back for the boys to have a look at.

‘It’s fantastic isn’t it, that in this day and age, in this super-scientific, all-things-bright-and-splendiferous age, that the only way of running this school efficiently is by the rule of the cane. But why? There should be no need for it now. You lot have got it on a plate.

‘I can understand why we had to use it back in the ’twenties and ’thirties. Those were hard times; they bred hard people, and it needed hard measures to deal with them. But those times bred people with qualities totally lacking in you people today. They bred people with respect for a start. We knew where we stood in those days, and even today a man will often stop me in the street and say “Hello Mr Gryce, remember me?” And we’ll pass the time of day and chat, and he’ll laugh about the thrashings I gave him.

‘But what do I get from you lot? A honk from a greasy youth behind the wheel of some big second-hand car. Or an obscene remark from a gang – after they’ve passed me.

‘They took it then, but not now, not in this day of the common man, when every boy quotes his rights, and shoots off home for his father as soon as I look at him…. No guts…. No backbone… you’ve nothing to commend you whatsoever. You’re just fodder for the mass media!’

He slashed the stick in front of their chests, making the air swish in its wake, then he turned round and leaned straight-armed on the mantelshelf, shaking his head. The boys winked at each other.

‘I don’t know. I just don’t know.’

He turned round slowly. The boys met him with serious expressions, frowning and compressing their lips as though they were trying their hardest to solve his problems.

‘So for want of a better solution I continue using the cane, knowing full well that you’ll be back time and time again for some more. Knowing that when you smokers leave this room wringing your hands, you’ll carry on smoking just the same. Yes, you can smirk, lad. I’ll bet your pockets are ladened up at this very moment in readiness for break; aren’t they? Aren’t they? Well just empty them. Come on, all of you, empty your pockets!’

The three smokers, Billy and MacDowall began to reveal their collected paraphernalia. The messenger watched them in panic, the colour rising in his face like the warming bar of an electric fire. He stepped forward again.

‘Please, Sir…’

‘Quiet, lad! And get your pockets emptied!’

The lad’s face cooled to the colour of dripping as he began to empty his pockets. Gryce moved along the line, broddling in their palms; turning and inspecting the grubby contents with obvious distaste.

‘This can’t be true. I don’t believe it.’

He placed his stick on his desk.

‘Keep your hands out.’

And started down the line again, frisking their clothing quickly and expertly. When he reached the messenger he beamed at him.

‘Ah! Ah!’

‘Please, Sir…’

The smokers leaned forward and looked at him, half turning and angling across each other like a prioll of Jacks. They squared their jaws and showed him their teeth. Tears came into the messenger’s eyes and he began to snuffle.

‘You’re a regular cigarette factory aren’t you, lad?’

From various pockets Gryce collected two ten-packets, which rattled when he shook them, a handful of tabs, three lighters and a box of matches.

‘You deceitful boy. You didn’t think you could get away with a weak trick like that, did you?’

He strode over to the basket at the side of his desk and dropped the lot into it.

‘Now get that other junk back into your pockets, and get your hands out.’

He picked his stick up from his desk and tested it on the air. The first smoker stepped out and raised his right hand. He proffered it slightly cupped, thumb tucked into the side, the flesh of the palm ruttled up into soft cushions.

Gryce measured the distance with the tip of his stick, settled his feet, then slowly flexed his elbow. When his fist was level with his ear, the hinge flashed open swish down across the boy’s palm. The boy blinked and held up his left hand. The stick touched it, curved up and away out of Gryce’s peripheral vision, then blurred back into it and snapped down across the fingers.

‘Right, now get out.’

White-faced, he turned away from Gryce, and winked at the others as he passed in front of them to the door.

‘Next.’

They stepped forward in turn, all adopting the same relaxed hand position as the first boy. Except for the messenger. He presented his hands stiff, fingers splayed, thumbs up. The full force of both strokes caught him thumbs first, cracking across the side of the knuckle bone. The first stroke made him cry. The second made him sick.

* * *

They all turned their heads when the door opened and Billy walked into the room. Mr Farthing, perched side saddle on the edge of the desk, stopped talking and waited for him to approach.

‘I’ve been to see Mr Gryce, Sir.’

‘Yes, I know. How many this time?’

‘Two.’

‘Sting?’

‘Not bad.’

‘Right, sit down then.’

He watched Billy to his place and waited for the class to settle before he continued.

‘Right 4C. To continue. Fact.’

He swung one arm and indicated the board behind him. On it was printed:

FACT AND FICTION

‘What did we say fact was, Armitage?’

‘Something that’s happened, Sir.’

‘Right. Something that has happened. Something that we know is real. The things that we read about in newspapers, or hear on the news. Events, accidents, meetings; the things that we see with our own eyes, the things all about us; all these are facts. Have you got that? Is that clear?’

Chorus: ‘Yes, Sir.’

‘Right then. Now if I asked Anderson for some facts about himself, what could he tell us?’

‘Sir! Sir!’

‘All right! All right! Just put your hands up. There’s no need to jump down my throat. Jordan?’

‘He’s wearing jeans.’

‘Good. Mitchell?’

‘He’s got black hair.’

‘Yes. Fisher?’

‘He lives down Shallowbank Crescent.’

‘Do you, Anderson?’

‘Yes, Sir.’

‘Right then. Now all these are facts about Anderson, but they’re not particularly interesting facts. Perhaps Anderson can tell us something about himself that is interesting. A really interesting fact.’

There was a massive ‘Woooo!’ from the rest of the class. Mr Farthing grinned and rode it; then he raised his hands to control it.

‘Quietly now. Quietly.’

The class quietened, still grinning. Anderson stared at his desk, blushing.

‘I don’t know owt, Sir.’

‘Anything at all Anderson, anything that’s happened to you, or that you’ve seen which sticks in your mind.’

‘I can’t think of owt, Sir.’

‘What about when you were little? Everybody remembers something about when they were little. It doesn’t have to be fantastic, just something that you’ve remembered.’

Anderson began to smile and looked up.

‘There’s summat. It’s nowt though.’

‘It must be if you remember it.’

‘It’s daft really.’

‘Well tell us then, and let’s all have a laugh.’

‘Well it was once when I was a kid. I was at Junior school, I think, or somewhere like that, and went down to Fowlers Pond, me and this other kid. Reggie Clay they called him, he didn’t come to this school; he flitted and went away somewhere. Anyway it was Spring, tadpole time, and it’s swarming with tadpoles down there in Spring. Edges of t’pond are all black with ’em, and me and this other kid started to catch ’em. It was easy, all you did, you just put your hands together and scooped a handful of water up and you’d got a handful of tadpoles. Anyway we were mucking about with ’em, picking ’em up and chucking ’em back and things, and we were on about taking some home, but we’d no jam jars. So this kid, Reggie, says, “Take thi Wellingtons off and put some in there, they’ll be all right ’til tha gets home.” So I took ’em off and we put some water in ’em and then we started to put taddies in ’em. We kept ladling ’em in and I says to this kid, “Let’s have a competition, thee have one welli’ and I’ll have t’other, and we’ll see who can get most in!” So he started to fill one welli’ and I started to fill t’other. We must have been at it hours, and they got thicker and thicker, until at t’end there was no water left in ’em, they were just jam packed wi’ taddies.

‘You ought to have seen ’em, all black and shiny, right up to t’top. When we’d finished we kept dipping us fingers into ’em and whipping ’em up at each other, all shouting and excited like. Then this kid says to me, “I bet tha daren’t put one on.” And K says, “I bet tha daren’t.” So we said that we’d put one on each. We wouldn’t though, we kept reckoning to, then running away, so we tossed up and him who lost had to do it first. And I lost, oh, and you’d to take your socks off an’ all. So I took my socks off, and I kept looking at this welli’ full of taddies, and this kid kept saying, “Go on then, tha frightened, tha frightened.” I was an’ all. Anyway I shut my eyes and started to put my foot in. Oooo. It was just like putting your feet into live jelly. They were frozen. And when my foot went down, they all came over t’top of my Wellington, and when I got my foot to t’bottom, I could feel ’em all squashing about between my toes.

‘Anyway I’d done it, and I says to this kid, “Thee put thine on now.” But he wouldn’t, he was dead scared, so I put it on instead. I’d got used to it then, it was all right after a bit; it sent your legs all excited and tingling like. When I’d got ’em both on I started to walk up to this kid, waving my arms and making spook noises; and as I walked they all came squelching over t’tops again and ran down t’sides. This kid looked frightened to death, he kept looking down at my wellies so I tried to run at him and they all spurted up my legs. You ought to have seen him. He just screamed out and ran home roaring.

‘It was a funny feeling though when he’d gone; all quiet, with nobody there, and up to t’knees in tadpoles.’

Silence. The class up to their knees in tadpoles. Mr Farthing allowed them a pause for assimilation. Then, before their involvement could disintegrate into local gossip, he used it to try to inspire an emulator.

‘Very good, Anderson. Thank you. Now has anyone else anything interesting to tell us?’

No hands went up.

‘No? What about you, Casper?’

Billy was bending over, inspecting his hands under cover of the desk. Pink weals were stamped across his fingertips. When he opened his fingers the weals broke into segments; each segment resembling a bump of nettle-rash. He blew on them, and cooled them with his tongue.

‘Casper!’

Billy sat up and put his hands away.

‘What, Sir?’

‘What, Sir. You’d know what if you’d been listening. Have you been listening?’

‘Yes, Sir.’

‘Tell me what we’ve been talking about then.’

‘Er… stories, Sir.’

‘What kind of stories?’

‘Er…’

‘You don’t know, do you?’

‘No, Sir.’

‘He’s been asleep again, Sir!’

Billy scraped his chair round and shouted above the laughter:

‘Thee shut thi mouth, Tibby!’

‘Casper! Tibbut! You’ll both be asleep in a minute. I’ll knock you to sleep! The rest of you – QUIET.’

He slid off the desk edge and took one step down the nearest aisle. The result – quiet.

‘You haven’t heard a word of what’s been said, have you, Casper?’

‘Yes, Sir – some of it.’

‘Some of it. I’ll bet you have. Stand up, lad.’

Billy sighed and pushed the chair away with the backs of his knees.

‘Right, now you can do some work for a change. You’re going to tell us any story about yourself, the same as Anderson did.’

‘I don’t know any, Sir.’

‘Well you can just stand there until you do.’

Mr Farthing began to pace across the space between the board and the desk.

‘There’s always somebody to spoil it. There’s always someone you can’t suit, who has to be awkward, who refuses to be interested in anything, someone like you, Casper.’

He pivoted round on one foot and thrust an arm out at Billy.

‘I’m giving you two minutes to think of something lad, and if you haven’t started then, the whole class is coming back at four!’

There was a general stiffening of backs and looking round wide-eyed, accompanied by grumbling and interspersed with Eh’s and threatening encouragements.

‘Come on, Billy.’

‘’Else tha dies.’

‘Say owt.’

‘If I’ve to come back I’ll kill him.’

Billy tried to blink back the tears shining in his eyes.

‘I’m waiting, Casper.’

Mr Farthing sat down and nudged back his jacket sleeve to look at his watch.

‘We haven’t got all day, Casper.’

‘Tell him about thi hawk, Billy.’

‘If anyone else calls out, it will be the last call he’ll make!… What hawk, Casper?… Casper, I’m speaking to you.’

Billy continued to show Mr Farthing the top of his head.

‘Look this way boy when I’m speaking to you.’

Billy looked up slowly.

‘And stop sulking just because somebody says a few words to you!… Now then, what’s this about this hawk? What is it, a stuffed one?’

The shout of laughter from the class spilled the first tears on to Billy’s face, and left Mr Farthing looking about in surprise at these opposing reactions to his question.

‘What’s funny about that?’

Tibbut half stood up, placing the weight of his body on the desk top as he shot one arm up.

‘Well, Tibbut?’

‘He’s got a hawk, Sir. It’s a kestrel. He’s mad about it. He never knocks about wi’ anybody else now, he just looks after this hawk all t’time. He’s crackers wi’ it!’

Billy turned on him, the movement releasing a fresh head of tears into wobbly halting motion down his cheeks.

‘It’s better than thee anyday, Tibby!’

‘I told you, Sir, he goes daft if you say owt about it.’

‘Right, Casper, sit down.’

Billy sat down and wiped his cheeks on the shoulders of his jacket. Mr Farthing rested his elbows on his desk and tapped his teeth with his thumb nails, waiting for Billy to collect himself.

‘Now then, Billy, tell me about this hawk. Where did you get it from?’

‘Found it.’

‘Where?’

‘In t’wood.’

‘What had happened to it? Was it injured or something?’

‘It was a young ’un. It must have tumbled from a nest.’

‘And how long have you had it?’

‘Since last year.’

‘All that time? Where do you keep it?’

‘In a shed.’

‘And what do you feed it on?’

‘Beef. Mice. Birds.’

‘Isn’t it cruel though, keeping it in a shed all the time? Wouldn’t it be happier flying free?’

Billy looked at Mr Farthing for the first time since he had told him to sit down.

‘I don’t keep it in t’shed all t’time. I fly it every day.’

‘And doesn’t it fly away? I thought hawks were wild birds.’

‘’Course it don’t fly away. I’ve trained it.’

Billy looked round, as though daring anyone to challenge this authority.

‘Trained it? I thought you’d to be an expert to train hawks.’

‘Well I did it.’

‘Was it difficult?’

‘Course it was. You’ve to be right… right patient wi’ ’em and take your time.’

‘Well tell me how you did it then. I’ve never met a falconer before, I suppose I must be in select company.’

Billy hutched his chair up and leaned forward over his desk.

‘Well what you do is, you train ’em through their stomachs. You can only do owt wi’ ’em when they’re hungry, so you do all your training at feeding time.

‘I started training Kes after I’d had her about a fortnight, when she was hard penned, that means her tail feathers and wing feathers had gone hard at their bases. You have to use a torch at night and keep inspecting ’em. It’s easy if you’re quiet, you just go up to her as she’s roosting, and spread her tail and wings. If t’feathers are blue near t’bottom o’ t’shaft, that means there’s blood in ’em an’ they’re still soft, so they’re not ready yet. When they’re white and hard then they’re ready, an’ you can start training her then.

‘Kes wa’ as fat as a pig though at first. All young hawks are when you first start to train ’em, an’ you can’t do much wi’ ’em ’til you’ve got their weight down. You’ve to be ever so careful though, you don’t just starve ’em, you weigh ’em before every meal and gradually cut their food down, ’til you go in one time an’ she’s keen, an’ that’s when you start getting somewhere. I could tell wi’ Kes, she jumped straight on my glove as I held it towards her. So while she wa’ feeding I got hold of her jesses an’…’

‘Her what?’

‘Jesses.’

‘Jesses. How do you spell that?’

Mr Farthing stood up and stepped back to the board.

‘Er, J-E-S-S-E-S.’

As Billy enunciated each letter, Mr Farthing linked them together on the blackboard.

‘Jesses. And what are jesses, Billy?’

‘They’re little leather straps that you fasten round its legs as soon as you get it. She wears these all t’time, and you get hold of ’em when she sits on your glove. You push your swivel through…’

‘Whoa! Whoa!’

Mr Farthing held up his hands as though Billy was galloping towards him.

‘You’d better come out here and give us a demonstration. We’re not all experts you know.’

Billy stood up and walked out, taking up position at the side of Mr Farthing’s desk. Mr Farthing reared his chair on to its back legs, swivelled it sideways on one leg, then lowered it on to all fours facing Billy.

‘Right, off you go.’

‘Well when she stands on your fist, you pull her jesses down between your fingers.’

Billy held his left fist out and drew the jesses down between his first and second fingers.

‘Then you get your swivel, like a swivel on a dog lead, press both jesses together, and thread ’em through t’top ring of it. T’jesses have little slits in ’em near t’bottom, like buttonholes in braces, and when you’ve got t’jesses through t’top ring o’ t’swivel, you open these slits with your finger, and push t’bottom ring through, just like fastening a button.’

With the swivel now attached to the jesses, Billy turned to Mr Farthing.

‘Do you see?’

‘Yes, I see. Carry on.’

‘Well when you’ve done that, you thread your leash, that’s a leather thong, through t’bottom ring o’ t’swivel…’

Billy carefully threaded the leash, grabbed the loose end as it penetrated the ring, and pulled it through.

‘… until it binds on t’knot at t’other end. Have you got that?’

‘Yes, I think so. Just let me get it right. The jesses round the hawk’s legs are attached to a swivel, which is then attached to a lead…’

‘A leash!’

‘Leash, sorry. Then what?’

‘You wrap your leash round your fingers and tie it on to your little finger.’

‘So that the hawk is now attached to your hand?’

‘That’s right. Well when you’ve reached this stage and it’s stepping on to your glove regular, and feeding all right and not bating too much…’

‘Bating? What’s that?’

‘Trying to fly off; in a panic like.’

‘How do you spell it?’

‘B-A-T-I-N-G.’

‘Carry on.’

‘Well when you’ve reached this stage inside, you can try feeding her outside and getting her used to other things. You call this manning. That means taming, and you’ve got to have her well manned before you can start training her right.’

While Billy was talking Mr Farthing reached out and slowly printed on the board BATING; watching Billy all the time as though he was a hawk, and that any sudden movement, or rasp of chalk would make him bate from the side of the desk.

‘You take her out at night first and don’t go near anybody. I used to walk her round t’fields at t’back of our house at first, then as she got less nervous I started to bring her out in t’day and then take her near other folks, and dogs and cats and cars and things. You’ve to be ever so careful when you’re outside though, ’cos hawks are right nervous and they’ve got fantastic eyesight, and things are ten times worse for them than they are for us. So you’ve to be right patient, an’ all t’time you’re walking her you’ve to talk to her, all soft like, like you do to a baby.’

He paused for breath. Mr Farthing nodded him on before he had time to become self-conscious.

‘Well when you’ve manned her, you can start training her right then. You can tell when she’s ready ’cos she looks forward to you comin’ an’ there’s no trouble gettin’ her on to your glove. Not like at first when she’s bating all t’time.

‘You start inside first, makin’ her jump on to your glove for her meat. Only a little jump at first, then a bit further and so on; and every time she comes you’ve to give her a scrap o’ meat. A reward like. When she’ll come about a leash length straight away, you can try her outside, off a fence post or summat like that. You put her down, hold on to t’end of your leash wi’ your right hand, and hold your glove out for her to fly to. This way you can get a double leash length. After she’s done this, you can take her leash off an’ attach a creance in it’s place.’

‘Creance?’

Mr Farthing leaned over to the blackboard.

‘C-R-E-A-N-C-E – it’s a long line, I used a long nylon fishing line wi’ a clasp off a dog lead, tied to one end. Well you clip this to your swivel, pull your leash out, and put your hawk down on a fence post. Then you walk away into t’field unwindin’ your creance, an’ t’hawk sits there waitin’ for you to stop an’ hold your glove up. It’s so it can’t fly away, you see.’

‘Yes I see. It all sounds very skilful and complicated, Billy.’

‘It don’t sound half as bad as it is though. I’ve just telled you in a couple o’ minutes how to carry on, but it takes weeks to go through all them stages. They’re as stubborn as mules, hawks, they’re right tempr… tempr…’

‘Temperamental.’

‘Temperamental. Sometimes she’d be all right, then next time I’d go in, she’d go mad, screamin’ an’ batin’ as though she’d never seen me before. You’d think you’d learnt her summat, an’ put her away feelin’ champion, then t’next time you went you were back where you started. You just couldn’t reckon it up at all.’

He looked down at Mr Farthing, eyes animated, cheeks flushed under a wash of smeared tears and dirt.

‘You make it sound very exciting though.’

‘It is, Sir. But most exciting thing wa’ when I flew her free first time. You ought to have been there then. I wa’ frightened to death.’

Mr Farthing turned to the class, rotating his trunk without moving his chair.

‘Do you want to hear about it?’

Chorus: ‘Yes, Sir.’

Mr Farthing smiled and turned back to Billy.

‘Carry on, Casper.’

‘Well I’d been flyin’ it on t’creance for about a week, an’ it wa’ comin’ to me owt up to thirty, forty yards, an’ it says in t’books that when it’s comin’ this far, straight away, it’s ready to fly loose. I daren’t though. I kept sayin’ to missen, I’ll just use t’creance today to make sure, then I’ll fly it free tomorrow. But when tomorrow came I did t’smack same thing. I did this for about four days an’ I got right mad wi’ missen ’cos I knew I’d have to do it sometime. So on t’last day I didn’t feed her up, just to make sure that she’d be sharp set next morning. I hardly went to sleep that night, I wa’ thinking about it that much.

‘It wa’ one Friday night, an’ when I got up next morning I thought right, if she flies off, she flies off, an’ it can’t be helped. So I went down to t’shed. She wa’ dead keen an’ all, walking about on her shelf behind t’bars, an’ screamin’ out when she saw me comin’. So I took her out in t’field an’ tried her on t’creance first time, an’ she came like a rocket. So I thought, right, this time.

‘I unclipped t’creance, took t’swivel off an’ let her hop on to t’fence post. There was nowt stoppin’ her now, she wa’ just standin’ there wi’ her jesses on. She could have just took off an’ there wa’ nowt I could have done about it. I wa’ terrified. I thought she’s forced to go, she’s forced to, she’ll just fly off an’ that’ll be it. But she didn’t. She just sat there looking round while I backed off into t’field. I went right into t’middle, then held my glove up an’ shouted her.’

Billy held his left fist up and stared out of the window.

‘Come on, Kes! Come on then! Nowt happened at first, then, just when I wa’ goin’ to walk back to her, she came. You ought to have seen her. Straight as a die, about a yard off t’floor. An’ t’speed! She came twice as fast as when she had t’creance on, ’cos it used to drag in t’grass an’ slow her down. She came like lightnin’, head dead still, an’ her wings never made a sound, then wham! Straight up on to t’glove, claws out grabbin’ for t’meat,’ simultaneously demonstrating the last yard of her flight with his right hand, gliding it towards, then slapping it down on his raised left fist.

‘I wa’ that pleased I didn’t know what to do wi’ missen, so I thought just to prove it, I’ll try her again, an’ she came t’second time just as good. Well that was it. I’d done it. I’d trained her.’

‘Well done, Billy.’

‘It wa’ a smashin’ feeling. You can’t believe that you’ll be able to do it. Not when you first get one, or when you see ’em wild. They seem that fierce, an’… an’ wild.’

‘And was that the end of it then?’

‘More or less, Sir. After that I introduced her to t’lure; that’s a leather weight tied on t’end of a cord. You tie meat on to it and swing it round and she flies round an’ keeps stoopin’ for it.’

‘Yes, yes. I remember a falconer once demonstrating it on television. He swung it round in a similar fashion to a bolus, and each time the hawk swooped in, he swung it down and kept it just out of its reach. The donkey and the carrot principle.’

‘That’s right. You fly ’em to a lure to keep ’em fit. An’ that’s as far as you can go wi’ a kestrel. You can’t catch owt wi’ ’em, but you train ’em smack same as other hawks. Only difference is, that after you’ve introduced other hawks to t’lure, you can enter ’em at game.’

‘Tell me something. Is it difficult, swinging this lure?’

‘It is at first. It’s murder. You can’t judge t’swing right, t’hawk don’t know what it’s supposed to do, an’ you just finish up wi’ it all wrapped round you, else hitting t’hawk in t’chest or summat. It’s a right pantomime ’til you get used to it.’

Mr Farthing set up a series of nodded agreements.

‘Yes, yes. I suspected as much when he made it look so simple.’

‘It’s not, Sir.’

‘But then that’s the mark of an expert, isn’t it? Someone who makes a difficult skill look easy?’

‘Yes, Sir.’

‘And makes us think that we can all do it. Which we can’t, of course.’

He shook his head, and Billy confirmed his doubts.

‘No, Sir.’

‘Right you can sit down now. That was very good, I enjoyed it, and I’m sure the class did.’

Billy blushed then walked back to his place, looking down at his feet. His return to the ranks was greeted by a splatter of applause, which Mr Farthing allowed to run its natural course.

‘Right. We’ve just heard two excellent accounts, one from Anderson about his tadpoles, the other from Casper about his hawk. Both these accounts were true, they happened, so we call them…?’

He looped a forefinger vaguely over the class, waiting for the correct answer to draw it, and halt its peregrinations.

‘Facts, Sir.’

The finger zipped horizontally from the corridor side of the room to the window side, and stopped, pointing into the centre of the row.

‘Right, facts. Factual accounts. True stories. Now then 4C, what’s the opposite of fact? What do we call stories that are imaginary?’

He hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the board.

Chorus: ‘Fiction, Sir!’

‘Right, fiction. Just look it up in your dictionaries to make sure. First one to find it gets a house point.’

There was a whizzing of pages to localise F, followed by a more deliberate turning of odd pages, and a final pointing of forefingers.

‘Sir!’

‘Right, Whitbread. Read it out.’

‘Fiction. Inven-ted state-ment or narra-tive, novels, stories collectiv, collectiv-ely collectively; Blimey.’ ‘Go on, have a go at it, lad.’ ‘Convent, convent-ion-ally, I know, conventionally accepted false-hood. Fic-tit-ious, fictitious, not genuine, imagin-ary, assumed.’

‘Good. Have you all found it now?’

They had all found it while Whitbread was reading the definition, and there was silence while they confirmed it mentally.

‘Have you all got that? Fiction; invented statement, novels, stories, falsehood, not genuine, imaginary, assumed. All right?’

There was no response so he assumed that they were.

‘Right, now close your dictionaries and listen carefully…. You’re now going to write me a piece of fiction. That is, any imaginary story, as opposed to Anderson’s and Casper’s stories, which were true or factual. I don’t care what you write about as long as it’s fictitious, and to make sure that it is, and so that you can really get your imaginations working and let yourself go at it, we’ll call it…’

He stood up and turned to the board, and announced each word of the title as he printed it:

‘A TALL STORY’

He placed the chalk back in its groove and blew some dust off his fingers.

‘You know what a tall story is, don’t you? Anybody doesn’t?’

Everybody glanced round, but no hands went up.

‘Tell us then, Jordan.’

‘It’s summat that’s too far fetched to be true.’

‘Good. Something that is unbelievable, or far fetched as you call it. For example, if I said to Casper, “Why were you late this morning?”…’

‘I wasn’t late this morning, Sir.’

Mr Farthing looked at the ceiling and laughed out. He startled some of the boys into laughing at him. Then, still smiling, he lowered his face and continued.

‘That would be the perfect tall story, Casper.’

Billy just looked at him and nobody laughed.

‘Right, forget it. If I said to Casper, “Why were you late this morning?” and he replied, “Well when I got up this morning our house had been washed out to sea, so I caught the 8.30 whale to shore, and hitched a lift on an eagle’s back. But we were held up for twenty minutes in a bird-jam, and that’s why I was late.” Well if Casper came to me with that tale, I’d probably look at him and say, “That’s a bit of a tall story, isn’t it, lad?” ’

‘It would be an’ all, Sir.’

‘You’re right, Jordan, it would. Have you all got the idea now? Right then, you,’ pointing at them, ‘tell me,’ pointing at himself, ‘a tall story. BUT, and get this, I want no repeats of the story I’ve just told. That was just an example, so forget it, and let’s see what you can produce on your own.

‘Jordan, give the books out. Whitbread, pens. Tibbut, pencils. Mann, rulers.’

While the books and pens and pencils and rulers were being distributed, Mr Farthing appended the date to the title on the board.

‘Underline your last piece of work and leave a line before you write the title. And don’t forget your margins.’

He sat down to direct the scene; and gradually, after new nibs had been fitted, pencils sharpened, rubbers borrowed and returned, margins ruled, inkwells filled, blotters blotted, enquiries answered, arguments settled, boys admonished, monitors seated, pens, pencils, rulers, blotters, books dropped and retrieved, the class settled to work.

Billy dipped his nib right up to the metal holder, then, balancing on the front legs of his chair, book and head askew, he began his story:

A tall story

One day I wolke up and my muther said to me heer Billy theres your brecfast in bed for you there was backen and egg and bred and butter and a big pot of tea when I had my brekfast the sun was shining out side and I got drest and whent down stairs we lived in a big hous up moor edge and we add carpits on the stairs and in the all and sentrall eeting. When I got down I said wers are Jud his goind the army my muther saide and hees not coming back. but your dades coming back in sted. there was a big fire in the room and my dad came in caring his cas that he tulke a way with him I havent seen him for a long time but he was just the sam as he went away I was glad hed come back and are Jud had gon away when I got to school all the teacherr were good to me they said allow Billy awo you gowing on and they all pated me on the head and smilled and we did interesting things all day. when I got home my muther saide I not gowing to work eny more and we all had chips beans for awur tea then we got redy and we all went to the picturs we went up stairs and had Ice cream at the intervells and then we all went home and had fish and chips for awur super and then we went to bed.

At break Billy went out into the yard. The wind, cutting straight across from the playing fields, made him turn his back and raise a shoulder while he looked round for a sheltered place. All the corners were occupied. Boys lounged along the walls and window ledges, singly, in pairs, and in groups. Their conversation was mostly quiet, their movements spasmodic; a shift of stance, a warming burst, or the sudden milling of a group, as one of its members moved and tried to use another as a windbreak. But these boys were spectators. Most of the noise and movement came from the expanses of the yard where hundreds of boys were in action. Walking and talking, chasing and dodging, making thoroughfares of football matches and other ball games. Wrestling and riding, and in the smaller pockets of space playing less strenuous games of concentration, using smaller objects. All intermingling, the patterns of play in a state of flux round occasional boys standing stock still amongst it all. Beneath their feet, their reflections flashed as dark patches in the wet concrete, which reflected the shifting grey and black of the low sky.

And above them all the noise: combinations of object and voice, depending on chance, and on the emotions of each child involved in each activity at a given time. Sometimes heightening, sometimes faltering, but the incidents causing these fluctuations in volume and pitch impossible to locate within the general activity.

The noise: spreading from the yard across the estate, but leaving the bulk of its volume behind, so that people all over the estate, on the streets and in their gardens, on hearing it looked up towards its source, as though expecting it to be visible above the rooftops like a cloud, or the rising sun.

Billy walked round to the back of the school and crossed the strip of asphalt to the cycle shed. Look-outs were posted at either end of the shed, and in one corner a gang of boys was assembled; some smoking, some hanging around in the hope of a smoke. The three smokers were hanging around. So was MacDowall.

‘Got owt, Casper?’

Billy shook his head.

‘Tha never has, thee. Tha just cadges all thine. Casper the cadger, that’s what they ought to call thee.’

‘I wouldn’t gi’ thee owt if I had, MacDowall.’

‘I’ll gi’ thee summat in a minute.’

Billy crossed in front of the row of bicycles parked with their front wheels slotted into concrete blocks. One machine was mounted, the rider backpedalling vacantly, as though waiting to be snapped by a seaside photographer. Billy leaned on the corrugated tin wall at the other end of the shed and looked out across the asphalt. Directly opposite was the door of the boiler house. At one side of the door were eight dustbins in a line, and at the other side, a heap of coke. The door was painted green.

‘What’s tha gone over there for, Casper, frightened?’

Billy ignored him and continued to stare out. MacDowall, pinching a tab between his middle finger and thumb nails, twitched his head in Billy’s direction.

‘Come on, lads, let’s go and keep him company.’

Grinning, he led the line of smokers across the shed, and they took up position in the corner, behind Billy. Billy half turned, so that his back was against the tin, and the gang were down one side of him.

‘What’s up, Casper, don’t tha like company?’

He winked at the boys around him.

‘They say thi mother does.’

The gang began to snigger and snuggle into each other. Billy turned his back on them again.

‘I’ve heard tha’s got more uncles than any kid in this City.’

The shout of laughter seemed to jerk Billy round as though it had pulled him by the shoulder.

‘Shut thi mouth! Shut it can’t tha!’

‘Come and make me.’

‘Tha can only pick on little kids. Tha daren’t pick on anybody thi own size!’

‘Who daren’t?’

‘Thee! Tha wouldn’t say what tha’s just said to our Jud. He’d murder thi.’

‘I’m not frightened of him.’

‘Tha would be if he wa’ here.’

‘Would I heck, he’s nowt, your Jud.’

‘Tha what! He’s t’cock o’ t’estate, that’s all.’

‘Who says? I bet I know somebody who can fight him.’

‘Who?… thi father?’

The gang laughed and began to fan out behind MacDowall.

MacDowall was furious.

‘Your Jud wouldn’t stick up for thee, anyroad. He isn’t even thi brother.’

‘What is he then, my sister?’

‘He’s not thi right brother, my mother says. They don’t even call him Casper for a start.’

‘Course he’s my brother! We live in t’same house, don’t we?’

‘An’ he don’t look a bit like thee, he’s twice as big for a start. You’re nowt like brothers.’

‘I’m tellin’ him! I’m tellin’ him what tha says, MacDowall!’

Billy ran at him. The gang scattered. MacDowall took a step back, lifted one knee, and pushed Billy off with his foot. Billy came back at him. MacDowall delivered a straight right, which caught Billy smack in the chest and bounced him back on to his arse.

‘Get away, you little squirt, before I spit on thi’ an’ drown thi.’

Billy got up, coughing and crying and rubbing his chest. He stood at a distance glancing round, his fingers clenching and unclenching. Then -he turned and ran out of the shed, across the asphalt to the pile of coke. He scooped up two handfuls, then, cupping this stock to his chest with his left hand, he began to throw it lump by lump into the shed. MacDowall turned his back and hunched his shoulders. The others scattered, knocking bicycles off balance and sending them toppling against other bicycles, which leaned over and swayed under the weight. The coke clattered against the tin with such rapidity that the vibrations produced by each clatter were linked together into a continual ring. One lump hit MacDowall in the back, another on the leg. He cursed Billy and began to back out, peeping over his raised left arm. Then, as Billy stooped for fresh ammunition, panting and pausing for a moment’s rest, MacDowall straightened up and ran at him. Billy turned at the footsteps, threw and missed, then tried to escape up the coke, his pumps sinking out of sight at every step. MacDowall reached the bottom of the heap at full speed, and with his feet pushing off firm ground, dived and landed full length on Billy’s back. The coke scrunched, and the lumps were ground together and moulded into shifting waves under the weight.

‘Fight! Fight!’

The news was relayed round to the yard, and within seconds the swirling pattern of activity changed to a linear form as boys abandoned their games and raced round to the back of the school. Billy and MacDowall had rolled the peak of the coalheap into a plateau, and gradually, as more and more spectators arrived, the first arrivals were forced up the heap, and the coke was trampled backwards and levelled out across the asphalt. Latecomers climbed on to the dustbins, three and four to a lid, encircling each other’s bodies with their arms to maintain balance. Sometimes they overbalanced and toppled off into a shouting heap, grabbing and banging the occupants of the next bin, so that periodically whole bunches of boys were knocked over like a row of dominoes. To be replaced by fresh spectators; who in turn were pulled down by the legs, by the first fallen.

MacDowall was now astride Billy, pinning his biceps under his knees. The encircling crowd was directly over them, their heads outlining a rough spotlight, their bodies and legs the beam, as they strained outwards against the pressure from behind. Individual cries of encouragement were distinguishable amongst the medley and the perpetual grinding of coke, and round the outskirts other skirmishes were developing, forming sideshows to the main attraction.

Enter Mr Farthing, running. The boys mooching around the fringes of the fight, like supporters locked out of a football ground, spread the word. The word spread amongst the back ranks of the crowd, and the knot slackened as boys hurried away before Mr Farthing could reach them. But at the core of the activity the attention was too fixed to be diverted, and when Mr Farthing forced his way through, dragging boys aside by their arms, their faces turned on him, flicking through the emotions of anger, shock, and finally amusement at the thought of their initial reaction. He lifted MacDowall off Billy and shook him like a terrier shakes a rat. The cokes were vacated and the spectators adjourned to a safer distance. Mr Farthing looked round at them, blazing.

‘I’m giving you lot ten seconds to get back round to the yard. If I see one face after that time I’ll give its owner the biggest belting he’s ever received.’

He started to count. Four seconds later MacDowall’s and Billy’s faces were the only two in sight.

‘Now then what’s going off.’

Billy began to cry. MacDowall wiped his nose along the back of one hand and looked down at it.

‘Well?… Casper?’

‘It wa’ him, Sir! He started it!’

‘I didn’t, Sir! It wa’ him, he started chucking cokes at me!’

‘Ar, what for though?’

‘Nowt!’

‘You liar!’

Mr Farthing closed his eyes and cancelled all the explanations with a crossed sweep of his arms.

‘Shut up. Both of you. It’s the same old tale; it’s nobody’s fault, and nobody started it, you just happened to be fighting on top of a heap of coke for no reason at all. I ought to send you both to Mr Gryce! ’

He tossed his head back at the school, and the words came out, ground from between his teeth.

‘Just look at the mess you’ve both made!’

Two dustbins were lying on their sides, their contents spilling out, and three more bins were without their lids. The pile of coke had been trampled into a cokey beach, and odd lumps had been kicked across the asphalt, some into the cycle shed.

‘Just look at it! It’s disgusting! And just look at the state of you both!’

One lap of MacDowall’s shirt curved out from beneath his sweater, and covered one thigh, like half an apron. Billy’s shirt buttons had burst open all down the front. One button was missing, the corresponding button-hole ripped open. Their hair looked as though they had been scratching their scalps solidly for a week, and their faces were the colour of colliers’.

‘And stop blubbering, Casper! You’re not dying, lad!’

‘He will be when I get hold of him.’

Mr Farthing stepped up to MacDowall and bent his knees to bring their faces level.

‘You’re a brave boyo, aren’t you, MacDowall? He’s just about your size isn’t he, Casper? Well if you’re so keen on fighting, why don’t you pick on somebody your own size? Eh? Eh?’ simultaneously pushing MacDowall twice in the shoulder.

‘Because you’re scared, aren’t you? Aren’t you, MacDowall?’ Right jab, right again, stepping up each time MacDowall retreated.

‘You’re nothing but a bully boy. The classic example of a bully! If it isn’t Casper, then it’s someone else like him. Isn’t it, isn’t it, MacDowall?’ Jab. Jab.

They left Billy behind, progressing into the shed with halting corresponding steps, like partners learning to dance.

‘What would you say if I pinned you to the floor and smacked you across the face?’ Jab. Jab.

MacDowall began to sob.

‘You’d say I was a bully, wouldn’t you lad? And you’d be right, because I’m bigger and stronger, and I know that I could beat you to pulp before we started. Just like you know, MacDowall, with every boy you pick on!’ The next two jabs developed into thumps.

‘I’ll tell my dad!’

‘Of course you will, lad. Boys like you always tell their dads. And then do you know what I’ll do, MacDowall? I’ll tell mine. And then what will happen? Eh?’

MacDowall banged the back of his head on the back of the shed, making the tin rattle. Mr Farthing completed his last step, closing the gap between them again.

‘And do you know, MacDowall, that my dad’s the heavyweight champion of the world? So what’s going to happen to your dad then. Eh? And what’s going to happen to you? Eh? Eh? MacDowall?’

He roared out this last question and stood up straight, dragging MacDowall up by the lapels to keep their faces level. MacDowall was now blubbering freely.

‘Well, what’s it like to be bullied? You don’t like it much, do you?’

He dropped MacDowall and pushed him hard against the tin.

‘And you’ll like it even less if I ever catch you at it again.’

He enunciated this warning slowly and carefully, as though MacDowall was a foreigner, having difficulty with the language.

‘UNDERSTAND?’

‘Yes, Sir.’

‘Good. Now get into school, get cleaned up and… wait a minute, I’ve got your form next, haven’t I?’

‘Yes, Sir.’

‘Right then, you can spend it shovelling that lot back into shape.’

He pivoted on his left foot and toe-ended a lump of coke back across the asphalt. It cannoned into other lumps, then took its place amongst the spread. A glance away and it was lost.

‘And when I come out at twelve o’clock I want every lump back in its place. Right?’

‘Yes, Sir.’

‘Right. Get cracking.’

MacDowall walked away, rubbing his eyes and his cheeks with his knuckles and the backs of his hands. He stopped rubbing them to glance at Billy as he passed. Mr Farthing followed him slowly out of the shed, timing his confrontation with Billy to coincide with the disappearance of MacDowall round the corner of the building.

‘Now then, Casper, what’s it all about?’

Billy shook his head.

‘What do you mean?’… Mr Farthing mimicked him. ‘It must have been something.’

‘O… I can’t tell you right, Sir.’

‘Why can’t you?’

‘’Cos I can’t. I can’t, Sir!’

The skin on his face tightened, pulling at his mouth and his eyes, and he began to cry again.

‘He started calling me names an’ sayin’ things about my dad an’ my mother an’ our Jud, an’ everybody wa’ laughin’, an’…’

His sobs became so violent that they impaired his breathing and interrupted his speech. Mr Farthing held up one hand, nodding.

‘All right, lad, calm down. It’s finished with now.’

He waited for him to calm down, then shook his head slowly.

‘I don’t know, you always seem to cop it, don’t you, Casper?’

Billy stood with his head bowed, sniffing quietly to himself.

‘I wonder why? Why do you think it is?’

‘What, Sir?’

‘That you’re always in trouble?’

‘’Cos everybody picks on me, that’s why.’

He looked up with such intensity that his eyes and the tears webbed in the lower lashes seemed to fuse and shine like lumps of crystal. Mr Farthing looked away to hide a smile.

‘Yes I know they do, but why?’

‘I don’t know, they just do, that’s all.’

‘Perhaps it’s because you’re a bad lad.’

‘P’raps I am, sometimes. But I’m not that bad, I’m no worse than stacks o’ kids, but they just seem to get away with it.’

‘You think you’re just unlucky, then?’

‘I don’t know, Sir. I seem to get into bother for nowt. You know, for daft things, like this morning in t’hall. I wasn’t doin’ owt, I just dozed off that’s all. I wa’ dog tired, I’d been up since six, then I’d had to run round wi’ t’papers, then run home to have a look at t’hawk, then run to school. We’, I mean, you’d be tired wouldn’t you, Sir?’
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