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        I riddled the stove, stoked it, and carried the ash to the heap. A breeze came off the sea, miles away, a flooding wind.

        I stood on the back porch with a cup of tea. My mother and father took up all the room in the house, we hadn’t had breakfast, they were washing. The moor stretched out; here and there, rows of pollard willow, the odd cow, Chedzoy’s whistle and his dog. Dogs remind me of Dick. Dick and I used to stand on one side of the river, throwing stones at Chedzoy’s father’s cows. Old man Chedzoy watched them bolting up the bank, and came to see us throwing, but he couldn’t do anything but swear, we were on one side of the river and he was on the other.

        I carried my tea to the workshop, and soaked enough sorted willow for the morning. Some people soak the night before and mellow their rods under sacking, but they work as well straight out of the tank; besides, some mellowed stuff goes mouldy. I was by the door, staring at a tree I’d planted against the wall, but it looked dead. Though it looked dead months ago, I can’t dig it up; I get a feeling that something might happen.

        ‘Bacon?’

        ‘Two.’

        ‘Let the chickens out!’

        ‘Now?’

        ‘Now!’

        I could hear them in the coop, scratching at the floor and beating their wings against the perches. They went wild when I let them out, and though they knew I wasn’t going to feed them, they bustled around my feet, while I tried to get back, through the run, to the gate. I didn’t talk to them, who feels like talking? I didn’t look for eggs. I didn’t give them any straw, anything at all. I just left them and went in for breakfast.

        Eaten in silence, usually, my father slopping his bacon almost damn raw down his neck, greasy and dripping, almost too much to sit by. From my chair I could see Chedzoy in the distance, ducking in and out of his parlour, the gentle buzz and pump of the machines floating in the wind. A pair of ducks flew towards the river and disappeared behind a stand of poplar trees. My mother told me always to wash the dishes before the gravy dried, else the devil will come for it, so now I do the washing up without thinking, though I know I’m doing it against myself.

        It’s spring. In the meadow beyond the bottom of our orchard, the first bulldozers are finding the ground firm enough to perch on and rip out a line of trees. Chedzoy will find the luxury of an extra quarter of an acre cancelled out when he’s down there next winter with a shovel, trying to clear the rhine (a drainage ditch). The roots of the trees keep the bank from collapsing; he gets rid of them and the devil will eat his gravy. Tough lumps on Chedzoy. I threw stones at his father’s cows, but I’m sorry for that.

        My father sat in a chair by the vegetable garden while I went to the workshop. Years ago, he shovelled tons of muck into the ground, cart load and cart load. On a still day you could smell Blackwood in Langport. The patch sits off its original level like a mattress, vegetable seeds just have to look at it. It’s like this: two plants of the potato Arran Banner filled a log basket. He said, ‘Come here, pick him up and crack your spine!’

        He grew a parsnip for show, Tender and True, two foot and six inches tip to top. He made a hole with a crowbar, three foot deep, filled it with compost, and the seed just saw green lights all the way down. To get it out in one piece he dug a small grave right round it, and treated it like a baby. He washed it in warm water with a lint-free cloth, and wrapped it in a sheet for the night before the show. He won second, but you couldn’t eat it, nobody wanted it, and it stank like a fish as it rotted out back.

        The chickens’ mash has never been flooded because my mother keeps it in a bin, raised on blocks against vermin. They recognized the sound of her footsteps, and the galvanized lid banging open against the wall, and started a row. I fetched the willow from the tank, drained it off on my bench, and sat down to work. I have rods tied in small bundles of 31 cut rods and enough uncut stuff for making what I call a stake-up. I’ve done all this cutting and tying the night before. I used to soak all sorts, like my father, but found lately I could sit in the evening and save time for the morning by sorting the stuff then. I don’t know why I save the time when I only use that time to save more time to never do the things I want anymore. My father moans about it, but what have I got to do now? He doesn’t work anymore. His back’s gone.

        I work in silence. I listen for the pump pump of Chedzoy’s machines to clack off. I’m ramming the pointed ends of the rods into a base. The door is open. I can see the orchard. She lived in that direction. Imagine what I feel like. I have a good memory. I remember everything. Clear as a bell, ringing over the moor on bird’s wings. My memory. I work without thinking. My mind wanders. I think about people who visit. I have interested women here, watching, from that association or that guild. They are the kind of people who first came when my father asked them years ago, and I have inherited them. He comes and stands behind them in the door, but can’t be bothered to say anything, who can blame him? Why he ever asked them is a mystery. They have nothing in common with us, other than the word ‘common’, which they think we are. They always ask how many baskets I make in a day and say how nice the workshop smells. I have to tell them about willow. They bore so quickly. They always look lost between something they forgot to do when they were younger and something terrible that is going to happen one day. I try to say things that will make them think I’ve wits, and some things old basketmakers say, like ‘Never stand to the right of a basket-maker’. I tease them. They wear work shirts with ironcreased sleeves. They never buy anything, though say they’re lovely and I’m so clever. One or two ask to have a go, but I tell them I can’t stop. They will crouch and stare at me.

        In the morning, the sun climbs higher in the spring day, it flattens the lands so the trees seem to disappear into the blueness between ground and sky. A haze hangs so close you could touch it. I prick the stakes up. I put a hoop of cane over them, and a brick on the base, lower my seat so I’m sitting on the floor, and pick four of the uncut rods for the first group of four. I weave them in front of three stakes and behind one. When I’m halfway round the base, I add another four rods, when the first four are woven out, I weave these out to do the same with four sets of three rods, and bang them all down with an iron. This is a wale.

        The workshop is dark, and cool, on purpose. It has one window, facing south, and the door looks west onto the orchard. Herons often fly over the garden and past the window to the rhine and hardly move all day. Then, in the evening, they’ll stand in the river pretending to look straight ahead, feeling for the movements of fish through their feet. The river is called The Isle. I got up and went to the kitchen for some tea.

        ‘What you doing?’ My father, still sat in a chair, watching the vegetable garden.

        ‘Slocombe’s.’

        ‘All right?’

        I walked past him, into the house, and filled the kettle.

        ‘Twenty to go,’ I shouted.

        ‘He collecting?’

        I made the tea while we carried on this conversation, which was about Slocombe being tight as well as bent.

        ‘You made me one?’ My mother banged the front door shut, I heard the egg man’s van in the road. Her smell in the hall; she smells of Ajax and chickens — bomb material.

        ‘In the pot, got to work ...’

        I still think about Muriel. I remember her walking in the orchard. I saw her on the river bank with a book. She sat in the grass and smoothed her dress down her knees. Because it was summer, many butterflies flew around her, and swallows wove arcs the size of storms in the sky. I saw her on a bicycle, along the lane, going to the post office. I saw her bent over a tap in the yard at Drove House, cleaning her teeth. She drove an ambulance. Dick said that was bloody stupid for a girl.

        I just did more stake-ups and wales, half an hour before lunch my father wandered down. It’s his business, so he pretended to pretend to do something useful. It’s a joke, but I don’t mind, he can come up, it’s his workshop, he taught me, I like his company. When I was a boy, we got into real trouble, here and at other places. He didn’t care then, but of course he never had my reasons. My mother has always had him.

        ‘You’re quiet,’ he said.

        ‘Problem for you?’

        ‘No.’

        He sat down with a clunk, his back’s gone, the doctor ordered him an iron vest, but he wouldn’t look at it. A basketmaker’s vest.

        ‘You’re quieter than ever, it was never like this.’

        ‘No?’

        ‘Your mother said something.’

        ‘A miracle!’

        ‘Don’t talk like that! If she said something she’s been thinking!’ I didn’t need this, I was tired, didn’t want shouting, much, so I said, ‘I’m all right,’ and ‘just let me get on.’

        Dick turned up, looking for his dog, Hector.

        ‘Found him?’ I said.

        ‘No.’

        ‘No what?’ said my old man.

        ‘Found Hector.’

        ‘Lost him?’

        ‘Would he be looking for him if he knew where he was?’

        ‘Just being friendly,’ he turned to Dick. ‘Bring him a cup of tea and it bites your head off.’

        ‘You don’t have to tell me.’

        ‘What’ve I done?’ I said. ‘You have an off day!’

        ‘Off day?’ My father laughed. ‘Off bloody year!’

        ‘Right!’ said Dick.

        ‘Thank you.’

        ‘Welcome,’ he said.

        See what it’s done to me? They took their tea out and left me alone. A flock of lapwings blew out of the moor, and the sun dipped behind the Quantocks, the sky faded from blue to pink. When I’d finished work, my mother came out to see to the chickens. She threw them some corn and started looking for eggs. ‘Where are they?’ she screamed. They just stood around, used to the mad woman who fed them. ‘You might as well tell me now, I’ll only find them later.’

        From my place at the supper table, I could watch the road. A waxing moon slid up the sky, a clearing sky, a gloomy evening mist eased itself into the spaces between the trees that bank the rhines. We ate a tin of apricots and I washed the dishes while they sat down.

        When I’d finished, I left the house by the back door, walked through the orchard, and followed the river where it straightens. I walked over South Moor towards Drayton. As the sun grew bigger, it sank, the pink deepened in the hour to an orange and bloody red. I could see Langport and Muchelney Abbey. Many of the houses here are built from Hamstone. They were glowing in the evening. We walked this way once, but all she said was, ‘There are ten people in the world, and eight of them are hamburgers.’ I hated that.
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        Drove House is on the West Moor, towards the canal and Barrington, to the west of Higher Burrow Hill, south of the leak of a River Isle. For a long time it was an empty house, so Dick and I spent afternoons there. Many apple trees grew around the place, we knew more about Drove House than anyone. We built a den against the outside wall of the pound house, and counted eggs in their nests. We cut mistletoe for Christmas and gave it to my father to sell off our road wall.

        It had been empty since the Bromptons; the moor has never been a place where commuters live. It’s damp, and many of the other places those people live, where there are old farms and cottages for sale, are sheltered from wind and rain. Drove House was em pty for years. The old wash house still had its coppers, the thick stone walls of the house never did become weak.

        Dick and I would wait till late, and walk over after tea, clouds laying ribbons of orange and red across the sky. Many things happened there. We played ghosts. We looked through the dirty windows at the rooms, dusty, dark, the views from partly opened doors showing other partly opened doors into rooms we couldn’t see through any window. An overgrown elder scratched at the galvanized roof of a lean-to, once, twice, in a cold winter night.

        At school, stories went round about Drove House. No one had known anything about the Bromptons, but everyone said he was a secret agent from the war who’d lived there to escape the enemy, and his wife was the sister of an enemy general, who had been a farm girl, and tried to run Drove House as she had learnt abroad. They moved because of the ghosts. The ghosts lived on the upper floor, and walked between the bedrooms wailing and screaming, looking from windows over the moor, staring with blank, white eyes, at the wind and rain of dark winter nights. Anyone who said they had been up and seen the ghosts hadn’t; the sight of them drove men to cry for weeks, their breath killed. On summer days, when froths of seed blew around the hazy apple trees, we dared each other to come up on a winter’s night. We played ghosts! What did we know? Some summer days at Drove House I see clear as if they were happening now, great bowls of blue and yellow and green, steam rising from the withy beds, the sun glaring off houses miles away. Autumn in the orchards, when they cropped in the heaviest harvest for twenty years, apples a penny a sack, we couldn’t walk for windfalls. The smell of apples and boiling willow ghosts. When you’re young. Ghosts in every corner. Winter in the orchards. We had to be foolish at Drove House, Dick and I, then, there.

        Everyone had their idea about the ghosts. Old man Chedzoy said they were two women whose brother had been white-feathered in the war, driven out of the district, beaten to death in a wood near Spaxton, alone, on the damp leaves in the dark, but the news had never got back to Drove. He had been a botanist of sedges; his sisters died within three days of each other, and had walked the landing ever since. My mother said it was nonsense, and had no answer, except there was nobody at Drove House. She was right about that. She didn’t believe in ghosts.

        ‘Billy,’ said my father, going to the store shed, ‘got work for you. Come on.’ We went in the loft, and he told me he knew the Drove House ghosts were mother and daughter, abandoned wife and daughter of a farmer of 1685, the year of the battle of Sedgemoor. The evening it was fought he was at Stathe, fixing eel traps, when the Rebel army swept him up as they were led by the young Godfrey, through the moor, towards the Royals, who could be heard, drinking in Westonzoyland, making enough noise to cover the Rebels’ splashes and clinks of metal in approach. It was clear, moonlit, and they were creeping in the right direction when a mist came down and covered the place. They stopped dead, voices, muffled by circumstance, agreeing on the blessing of the cover, but other voices, asking if anyone knew the way. Young Godfrey knew, said he did, but when they turned towards an impassable dyke, the farmer from Drove knew it was trouble, got as close to Monmouth as he could, but the outriders were asking what use he was, so he left them, headed back to Stathe and the long walk home. It happened fast, the crack of the first accidental shot, the Rebel panic, the King’s cavalry riding out of the mist, slashing at our farmer, you’ll see the ghosts of his wife and daughter at Drove House, you don’t want to go there.

        Drove House is the prettiest house round here, in sunshine, with blossom on the trees and bees heavy with pollen, a picture. It’s the sort of place you see in photographs of people eating chocolates out of doors. It has windows of thick stone frames with lead between tiny panes of glass, Hamstone walls and a tiled roof. Over an open porch to the front door ivy climbs, up half the wall. All the shrubs and flowers in the front are overgrown, the borders are full of weeds. In the orchard, the trees haven’t been pruned for years, but crop as if they had been; nobody goes there to work anymore.

        A stream runs to the east of Higher Burrow Hill, I followed it to The Parret at Thorney, got Dick, and walked back again. We were seven or eight, he was a big boy. I had the brains. It was my idea to build a treehouse. I sent him off to find materials.

        ‘What about this?’ He found a sheet of galvanized in a lean-to and pulled it over. It was hopeless, I told him it was planks of wood we needed. We found old clothes, more galvanized iron, some bales of straw, but nothing useful.

        We searched around the back of the house, to the shaded north walls, where it was cold, chill. It was the last hot day of spring, a day when even some birds shut up for half an hour in the middle of the day, exhausted after a spring flying for their nests, and after the eggs had been laid. But no bird would shelter in the lee of that wall, or in any of the places in the eaves; no amount of down could have comforted a nest. There was nothing there, the Bromptons had taken everything but the chicken house. Dick saw it first, but not the possibility. He wanted to rip parts away and use bales of straw for the walls, but I said we’ll take it to pieces and put it back together, ten feet off the ground in the forks of the biggest apple tree we could find.

        I took it to bits and Dick did the carrying. We found old rope in the pound house, and hauled the sections, one by one, into the tree. Floor, walls, door, window, roof — all we had to do was bang the nails already there back into the holes they had already made. We erected a fifteen fowl hen house in the double forks of the tallest tree, big enough for the two of us to sit in, and watch the moor around and the house in front of us. We could sit for an hour and watch the egg man on his round, driving from farm to farm, sometimes stopping for a long time, sometimes hardly stopping at all, with the leaves of the tree all around like green curtains.

        Nobody else ever went near Drove House, or if they did we never saw them. We always had a good view, but in all the time that summer, the closest people came was to count sheep. The nearest withy bed was two fields away. We didn’t know who farmed the land; someone from Kingston had taken it but there were so many people we couldn’t tell who. The house was only touched when the postman came with a card, and we looked in to see it sat alone on the mat, with the light from the letter box blocked by our heads pressed up against it. No one else came; the house stood like a fortress and we were its siege, camped in the perfect place.

        One day, Dick asked me if I thought we could eat the apples, like it was our garden. I said ‘Yes.’ He bit one, but though it was ripe it tasted so bitter, and he spat it out. As pieces of apple rained down on the ghosts, he changed towards me. I hadn’t known something, so now he’d have good ideas too.

        My mother asked me where I was playing with Dick. ‘Around the place,’ I said. I went to see my father, working on trugs for a gardening shop in Bristol. They were made on a spinner, fixed by a bolt to the centre of the plank, with raised ends, so the base of the basket was curved, like a boat.

        ‘You been to Drove House?’

        ‘Yes.’

        ‘Seen the ghosts? Eh? They’ll get you,’ he said. I said Dick was bigger than any of them and was waiting for them anyway, so they couldn’t hurt us. My father laughed, heaved himself off his board and went to the tank.

        ‘You taking me down there?’

        ‘I don’t think we’re going,’ I said. We had been there for days on end, and were going again the next day.

        ‘You got something you’re trying to hide, something you don’t want me to know about?’

        ‘No.’

        ‘I wouldn’t care what you get up to, just not trouble.’

        ‘No.’

        A week later, we went down there, Dick, my father, and I. Summer was a week on but the weather windy. We walked into it, leaves, torn from the withies, blew at us, rain flew in our faces, though it was warm and the sun bright between the clouds.

        My father asked Dick if he liked school.

        ‘No.’

        ‘Why’s that?’

        ‘Because we can’t be playing in our — Yoow!’ I stood on his foot. ‘What’s that for?’

        ‘Don’t know.’ I was looking straight in his face, trying to stop him saying anything about the tree house.

        My father said, ‘What’s the matter?’ But Dick got the idea.

        ‘Trod on a stone,’ he said.

        If I was so clever, why did I make sure we didn’t say a word when it was visible for miles? I watched it in the tree for ten minutes before my father saw it at all, swaying in the wind, the door banging against a branch.

        ‘What’s that?’ he said.

        ‘Our house.’

        ‘Your house?’

        ‘Yes.’

        ‘And yours?’

        ‘Yes,’ said Dick.

        ‘Thank you for inviting me,’ he said.

        Dick didn’t say a word. His father was rough, and would never have sat half way up an apple tree in a chicken house, but mine climbed up and enjoyed it. The wind blew in the front door of Drove House and up the stairs to the landing, where it blew and rustled the curtains a little.

        He cared for everything he did. He helped us down and said he’d bring a better ladder.

        He didn’t breathe a word about this secret to my mother; but she would never go to Drove because no one lived there. She didn’t go anywhere without a reason.

        When winter came, a gale blew the chicken house down, and it lay in pieces in the orchard. I went over to look, but night came so quick, half past four in the afternoon and with the dusk, the rain, you couldn’t see your feet, and I wasn’t staying round there with the ghosts, so came home again.
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        The first thing I remember about Dick is the first thing I remember about the first time I went in a harvest field, stalks of cut grass scratching our legs. In those days, no one grew grass for hay like now, not since the EEC gave money to drain land and rip out old withy beds for clean ground for more cows. Since the EEC milk quotas they’ve had to sell their cows and are going back to withies, but it takes years to establish a new bed; they burnt their boats.

        Dick and I helped a bale of hay onto the old cart. I still have the picture in my mind. Before tractor loaders, they had everyone from South Moor to Drayton helping in the fields. We boys larked around some bales and disappeared into the hedge to look at our scabs, and we dropped lines into rhines and caught nothing.

        Dick’s clenched fists were the size of oranges when mine were the size of prunes, but I had the brains; something like the perfect combination for the life of crime that never was. He knew it, so grew thick dark hairs on his arms when he was twelve. ‘What are we doing today?’ I heard him ask a thousand times, over and over again.

        I went elvering with him before my mother let me near the river. I’d say I was going nesting but end up on the bank with his nets. It was day time and we would pretend to catch them in bucketfuls, when anyone who knew anything about it went after dark, when we were in bed. Now, big men from Gloucester vacuum them out of the river for the French and Japanese. Elvers always turned me over; I never knew why we were doing it, other than to see animals die.

        We went to school, and sat next to each other in Mrs Freeman’s class. We thought when we went we would be smart, but there were other, smarter boys, who knew how to make bombs from eggs and mustard. I liked school, but Dick hated going for the lessons, though in the playground he found boys to thump. He was the boy I knew who pinched girls and then they wanted him to do it again. He was the one who looked after the school tadpoles when they got too big, and kept them until their legs were long enough to pull off. He was the one who tied Mrs Freeman’s dog to the bus stop. He was the one who said Africa was in Wales.

        We didn’t only throw stones at Chedzoy’s cows but at Albert Sweet’s and even walked beyond Langport to Aller Moor and threw them at some cows we didn’t know. On the way home we waited for a train over the bridge, but none came. My father said he went to the pub at Aller with a bag of fish and someone asked how he got such a bag. He said he and a mate went to a bridge and he held his mate’s feet so he was hanging upside down waiting for fish to swim by. When one did, he picked it out of the water. So the person from Aller got a mate and they went fishing. The person from Aller’s mate was over the side of the bridge, the person asked ‘Caught anything yet?’ his mate said ‘No’. Ten minutes passed and still they hadn’t caught anything, until the mate shouted ‘Pull me up! Pull me up!’ The person from Aller asked ‘You caught something?’ and the mate said ‘No, but there’s a train coming’.

        Dick was big. From when he was small he led me into trouble I had planned. Our mothers were friends, and went shopping in Langport together. We went too. R. E. Frazer ran a newsagents on his own. We asked our mothers if we could go, and meet them later by the bus stop, and if we were there at half past we could. They gave us each a penny.

        I had a plan, Dick the fearless head. I could do anything so long as it was behind the scenes or in a phone box. There was one opposite R. E. Frazer’s. I said to Dick, ‘I’ll go in the phone box’, but there was a woman in it, with a dog, waving her arms around. People were coming and going out of the shop. The vicar walked by, carrying a basket. He looked as if he’d just heard something but didn’t quite catch what. His head was pushed forward and cocked to one side. He wore wire-framed glasses. His eyes squinted out from behind them at the shop. He had a big basket and was going to fill it. We didn’t need people in the shop as part of the plan, the woman carried on on the phone forever.

        We went down to the bridge and sat over the river watching for ducks and throwing stones. Suddenly, she came round the corner with her dog; I got up and ran, the sun went behind the clouds, I looked around for our mothers. I told Dick what to do. I spoke slowly — though he’s not stupid, I wanted to make him think he was — but he said, ‘Why you talking like that?’ I only wanted him to understand I was the one with the plan.

        I told him to go over to the shop and see if there was anyone in it. I stood by the phone box. He crossed the road and went into R. E. Frazer’s. I waited. I couldn’t see him through the shop window, and he was there longer than necessary. I was worried in case someone came for the phone and got in front of me. When Dick appeared, and crossed the road without looking, and said, ‘There’s someone in it’, I said, ‘You took ages. You only had to look.’ ‘It’s not my fault, Billy.’ I asked him who was in it. ‘R.E.,’ he said. We were going to miss our chance, the telephone box was empty, R. E. Frazer on his own in the empty shop, I said, ‘Quickly! Get back in the shop!’ ‘Why?’ ‘That’s the plan,’ I said, and was going to remind him when someone came along and went in the box. I looked at Dick. ‘You should have stayed there,’ but he said, ‘Then how could I tell you R.E. was on his own?’ I didn’t know and looked at my shoes. They were too clean. I looked at Dick’s. They were clean. We looked at each other and trod on each other’s feet for a while, listening to the man on the phone talk about his car. No one went into R. E. Frazer’s. I looked at the sky. The weather was right for crime. The man put the phone down and left the box; I said to Dick, ‘Go in R.E.’s and wait for the phone to ring. When he goes out the back to answer it, grab something.’

        It was a crime I learnt from listening at the bus stop. The boys said he fell for it. R. E. Frazer had come from Scotland to be in Langport. They said he was big but soft, and didn’t know when they’d done it. I knew it was easy.

        I could see the outline of his body in the shop, going to answer the phone. I heard it click and the pips; I put the phone down and left the box to wait for Dick. I waited an age, before he burst out of the shop, yelling, carrying a bottle of lemonade and some sweets. He was yelling — Frazer, red hair streaming behind him like the flames of hell was in hot pursuit, waving a club of seasoned oakwood. We ran down the street and up the hill. Dick slipped on the pavement and dropped the bottle. He stuffed a sweet in his mouth, with the paper, and handed some to me. I pulled him up and saw R.E. behind us, coming up the hill, shouting, ‘You come here! Thieves! Come here!’ waving the club over his head. Some people in front saw us, and heard him. They looked at us and then R. E. Frazer, but while they hesitated, we dodged past, up to the church.

        We were in the graveyard a long time, listening for him to come. I took a sweet, and began to unwrap it behind a tombstone. It said, ‘In beloved memory, far sweeter with Jesus.’ I pulled at the paper. The sun was still behind the clouds. I could feel the first drops of rain on my face. The wind picked up, bowling off the moor. I shivered, knowing we had to be, at that moment, at the bus stop, waiting for our mothers. The sky grew darker; it rained. I looked over the gravestone for R. E. Frazer. There was no one in sight. Dick stood up, and started to walk back to the churchyard gate. ‘Stay there,’ he said, when I got up to follow. ‘Just seeing if we lost him.’ I watched him disappear around the side of the church. I was on my own, my sweets wet with rain. I wondered whether it was worth the trouble, but Dick enjoyed the chase. I could see our mothers’ faces but not him. Maybe this is how it always was with him, going straight into things without thinking. He came back, loafing.

        ‘He’s gone.’

        ‘You see him?’

        ‘Yeah.’

        ‘Where?’

        ‘Saw his back anyway, down the road, walking down the road, back to the shop.’

        ‘Sure?’

        ‘Look!’ he shouted, his face against mine, ‘He’s the only bloke round here with red hair.’

        I got a sweet out of its wrapper and put it in my mouth.

        ‘We ought to eat this stuff before we get back,’ I said.

        ‘Why?’

        ‘We never had enough money to buy all of them.’

        ‘Okay.’

        ‘And we’ve got to get back now.’

        ‘Why?’

        ‘We’ll miss the bus.’ I had to explain everything.

        We stuffed ourselves with sweets behind the gravestones, in the rain, in Langport — our mothers at the bus stop.

        ‘So what happened?’

        ‘When?’

        ‘In the shop.’

        ‘He went out the back, I grabbed some stuff, but the phone’s been moved. He was out like a shot, soon as he knew it was a box. He had that club on a hook.’ If the counter hadn’t been there, Dick said he wouldn’t be now. ‘I ran for it; he was slow getting round the shelves.’

        I was angry when Dick said R.E. had moved the phone; I’d heard he was easy to do, now I thought a life of crime wasn’t a good idea. We sat with our heads against the gravestones, eating the last of the sweets, trying to keep the rain off, letting the minutes pass. I pulled my shirt over the back of my neck; my body shivered, then two huge hands, their knuckles covered with tiny red hairs, appeared over the top of the stone, and grabbed us, smothering our faces, one over me, the other on Dick. They just lifted us off the ground, our backs, rubbing up the stone, were pressed so tight against it I couldn’t breathe. When we were almost standing up, I felt the whole of my body go light, and I wet myself. Steam rose from the ground, and the hands changed from being on our faces to being on our ears. R. E. Frazer was shouting.

        ‘That’ll be one and three.’ I couldn’t open my mouth with all the sweets in. He looked at Dick. ‘The ringleader?’ he said. Dick always got called the ringleader, said he wasn’t, and no one believed him.

        ‘No.’

        ‘Don’t make me laugh, laddie. I’ve seen you. One and three!’

        ‘Haven’t got it.’ Dick looked at me. He stayed cool. I couldn’t say anything. The sweets in my mouth had made a mass of goo and I was beginning to choke. Creamy pineapple spit was pouring out of one side of my mouth.

        ‘Then your father will.’

        Dick wet himself. We stood in the graveyard in the rain, R. E. Frazer holding onto our ears, with columns of steam rising all around.

        ‘Then your father will?’ This was a question. Dick couldn’t piss anymore. I wiped the spit off my mouth. I couldn’t help it and started crying. Dick looked at me. My ear was ringing. If my whole body had been as hot as my ear I would have been comfortable.

        ‘Our mothers are…’

        ‘What?’

        ‘Waiting for us. At the bus stop.’

        ‘Bully for them, laddie,’ R. E. Frazer said. He had an odd way of talking, marching us out of the graveyard and back down the road. He had one of our ears in each hand. Some people were going to say something about him hurting us, but he just said, ‘Thieves’, and the people didn’t try to save us. My trousers had gone cold. At the bus stop our mothers were walking up and down and looking around. Dick’s mother saw us first and called mine over.

        ‘You these thieves’ mothers?’ R.E. said.

        ‘Thieves?’

        ‘Aye. They stole from my shop.’ He pointed down the road.

        ‘They wouldn’t dream…’

        ‘Maybe not. But they’d do it in broad daylight.’

        Our mothers looked at us and asked if we’d been stealing. I nodded. Dick kept still. His mother gave him a slap on the side of the face. He sat down. She was blue in the face. I thought she was going to die.

        ‘Did you steal?’ she screamed, picking him up and shaking him. A few people turned around in the street and stared at us, Dick, his mother, my mother and R.E. and his bristly fist on my ear.

        ‘Did you steal from Mr Frazer?’

        ‘Yes,’ he said, very quietly.

        ‘One and three,’ said R.E.

        ‘One and three!’ repeated his mother, ‘One and three! That’s the last penny you get for a year! One and three!’

        Dick looked at me. I thought he’d say it was my idea. He opened his mouth but just as something was coming out I got hit, from behind, by my mother. I was thrown to the ground six feet away from Dick and his mother, mine had turned red, like R.E. who was standing with his jaw slack, staring at her.

        ‘Your father will…’ she screamed at me, ‘I’m so ashamed…’ and then she shook her head to get herself back to where she was. She scrabbled for her handbag and found some cash. There was a long thing with Dick’s mother as they insisted on paying each son’s share of thievery. We stayed on the pavement, very still, watched the money change hands. R. E. Frazer nodded his head without speaking, and walked away.

        ‘Get up! And be home by tea!’ our mothers screamed, getting on the next bus, leaving us standing with three miles to get home.

        We planned escape, walking on the moor south of Langport, down towards The Isle. Dick did all the talking, saying this way and that was a good hiding place, we could live in a barn by the canal at Hambridge; but I knew we couldn’t — he knew it too, I said.

        I left him on South Moor, and turned east towards Blackwood. If I had walked three more miles towards Kingsbury, and climbed Higher Burrow Hill, I could have looked back towards home, as the night gloomed down and owls cried over the moor, long high sounds between the withy beds and rhines. In the distance I could have watched the lights come on at Blackwood, my mother clearing the table for tea, my father washing, drying himself, going into the front room for the strop, draping it over the back of the chair and sitting down. In with the cries of the owls would come a different cry, though as loud and high, coming from Little Creech, Dick’s home. Sitting beneath the single tree that grows on Higher Burrow Hill, amongst the sheep’s droppings, I could have saved myself for an extra hour, but soon the breeze would pick up to a wind and I’d have to go home. Other lights blinked on, shivering in the dark. Below me, there would have been Kingsbury Episcopi and West Moor towards Hambridge, and the ridge of hills with Curry Rivel and Langport. Behind, to the south, the land rose away towards Haselbury Plucknett and Crewkerne. Closer to me, on the moor below, Drove House brooded in the dark. I could have thought about what faced me at Blackwood, the moon would have risen high in the sky. I could have imagined my mother beginning to regret leaving me to walk all that way home alone with night approaching, my father starting to chide her, she arguing it was only what I deserved, a nagging doubt worrying her, ‘Is he safe, safe?’ I could have gone to the pool at Thorney Mills and torn my clothes and jumped in the water, lain in the mud and cut my legs on barbed wire, staggered in through the back, mumbling about a man who’d caught me on the South Moor, and I’d only escaped by swimming The Isle. It would have got dark enough to lose coal, I’d be sat by the fire with a drink and everything about thieving forgotten. ‘What did he look like, son?’ ‘Have you seen him before?’ I could have lied, dreamt of violent hands. In the night, the owls would have stilled, the river stopped running to the sea.

        But I’d left Dick on South Moor, and turned east to Blackwood, the afternoon cooling, night falling. As I walked by the side of the house and round the back, the kitchen light came on, and I watched her for a moment, putting a pan on, leaving the door between the kitchen and the front door ajar, so I could see my father’s knees in the light. I opened the back door.

        ‘Billy!’ My mother. I watched my father’s shadow climb the wall and angle across the ceiling, before he appeared in the door, the strop hanging off his shoulder, my mother’s face, framed in the crook of his arm. Her face was flushed, she’d been telling him to tell me what was what and leave wide stripes on my body. He looked fierce, walked to where I stood, spun me round with a flick of his hand, and kicked me out of the door with a heavy boot, back into the yard. An owl screeched like ripped steel, he grabbed my hair and shouted, ‘Thieve from town! You’ll pay for this, Billy-boy.’ He shot me past the veg. garden and kicked me into the workshop.

        I didn’t say a word. He shouted some more, but I got the idea that what he was doing wasn’t all he could. Suddenly, after he’d pushed me into the corner, against a stack of willow, he said, ‘Just yell!’ I looked at him when he grabbed me, slapped the strop against the wall and said, ‘Yell!’ He slapped the strop again, and again, until I yelled out. ‘Eeeyh!’ ‘Better,’ he whispered, shouting, ‘You disgrace your mother in town, you’ll not,’ (slap) ‘Eeeyh!’ ‘do it again.’

        He picked me off the willow and said in the war, a boy from Glasgow, evacuated to Langport, put mothballs in his chocolate ration. Now he hated the Scottish. He said, ‘But tell your mother I let you off and it’ll be for real.’ He winked. He didn’t want to hit me. I nodded. He hit me once in the face, to make me cry, to convince my mother. He grabbed my hair again, stroked the back of my neck, pulled me back to the house, so I wouldn’t let my mother see me naked for weeks, until I thought the stripes that were never there had gone.

      

    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
PETER BENSON

The Levels

“It discovers things about life that we
recognize with a gasp.” The Times

“As cool and sharp as a glass
of cider.” John Fowles






OEBPS/images/cover_fmt.jpeg
PETER BENSON

The Levels

“It discovers things about life that we
recognize with a gasp.” The Times

“As cool and sharp as a glass
of cider.” John Fowles






OEBPS/images/44645.jpg
THE LEVELS

PETER BENSON

&

ALMA BOOKS





