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Chapter One
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At the far end of a line of red sandstone cloisters that propped up the school above, loitering on the wall and adjacent steps that led up to the main yard via the toilets, a handful of Lower Sixth formers took shelter from the claustrophobic drizzle that enveloped Croalworth and its neighbouring west Pennine towns. There was more than just a slight acidity to the rain. Mam darkly attributed it to Sellafield, a hundred or so miles to the north west. 

“Fat good it being the first nuclear free zone,” she had said to Wilf; “if the radiation leaks and the wind is blowing in the wrong direction.”

Mams worry though; it’s just what they do. Worse still, on a day like today in the dregs of January, when the sun was becoming an increasingly distant memory, the damp was accompanied by a distinct chill. This time last year Wilf and his accomplices - friends, even, although at sixteen and seventeen they were too awkward to use that term publicly - were still reeling from the aftermath of mock exams, following on directly from a Christmas declared cancelled by the Head of Year. Now, they were stuck in a limbo of expectation, old enough to leave school should they want, but not old enough to take formal responsibility for their own lives.

Closer inspection would reveal the huddle to comprise the half dozen boys deep in discussion, debate and mickey-taking. The group assembled had no unifying bond as such, other than fitting into neither the heroes of the school’s various sports teams nor the intellectual geniuses destined to find their names displayed alongside those of other alumni of Oxford and Cambridge in gold paint on the vast wooden boards that lined the corridors of the first and second floors. Possibly the only thing they had in common otherwise was a shared sense of humour. Wilf listened from his usual post on the periphery, dipping in and out of conversations as required, but content to let the others hold court. 

Every now and again one of the nearby first years’ tennis balls - footballs were strictly forbidden in this area due to, well, who knew which arbitrary rule it was due to, but probably one from the same set of rules that dictated that even now, in the late 1980s, boys and girls must be no closer than one foot apart - would roll in their direction. Today this would inevitably be kicked forcefully towards the oncoming retriever; under drier circumstances it would more likely be redirected towards a gaggle of sixth form girls. This had a double whammy of effect. Firstly, the girls would of course shriek loudly; secondly, and more rewarding, the first year boy would have to blush his way towards the girls and ask for the ball back. It was an age-old ritual and a trial that the first year would in time be able to inflict on his juniors. 

Presently a quartet of umbrella-d girls wandered over to the corner, instantly causing the testosterone levels to rise merely by their presence. At this stage in proceedings Wilf would feel his cheeks burn and his stomach churn, and that was without danger of being engaged in conversation. This was a redundant use of energy. Ken was the most likely focus of their attention; if not, it would be Titch. While Wilf was the only pupil from his primary school to end up at Croalworth Grammar School for Boys, Ken and Titch and a few others had all come from the same primary on the other side of town and all caught the same bus home.

“All right, boys,” called the leader of the pack, a tall girl with dark, shoulder length hair and a navy blue badge adorning her maroon v-necked jumper that read ‘Prefect’. The boys shifted position to create space for their visitors.

“What’s the gossip then, Titch?” continued the leader. Titch was easy to talk to, and seemed pretty down to earth for someone from that side of town, thought Wilf. How Titch and Ken chatted to the girls with such ease was a mystery to him. Titch had no fear of looking daft. Wilf meanwhile seemed to spend his whole school life in fear of looking daft. 

“Ken’s fallen out with Mike Baldwin again,” said Titch, prompting giggles from the girls and an elbow in the ribs from the victim of the joke. “Did you not watch Coronation Street last night, Lucy?”

Ken had been Titch’s best friend for years. Ken wasn’t Ken’s real name, just a nickname afforded by his surname Barlow. It had been Titch’s doing. Most things were. 

Titch was the real ringleader of this small circus gathered in the well of the cloisters. It was he who brought in the footballs when the mood was to play football, he who brought in the cards when the mood was more sedate. But as the boys’ sixth winter at Croalworth limped on, so lunchtime boredom was beginning to increase.

“And what else is new?” asked Lucy, wedging herself between Titch and Ken. 

As Ken began to mumble something barely audible to Wilf’s ears Lucy looked over at Wilf, feigned a yawn and winked at him. He blushed further and then, on the pretext of collecting some overdue History work, nudged Greenie, muttered incoherently, and the pair departed to the brightly-lit warmth of the corridors. 

This tried and tested tactic removed Wilf from any threat of becoming tongue-tied when - as at that point had seemed possible -  the girls engaged him in conversation. Self-conscious about the roughness of his accent, his looks, his intelligence, Wilf was painfully aware of a whole range of perceived shortcomings that in reality nobody else noticed. However, five years of feeling that he was from the wrong side of town, the wrong sort of family, the wrong politics and the wrong wealth had done little to boost his self esteem. For those around him at that moment in time, none of that mattered. To them, he was just Wilf: quietly clever, drily witty with a cutting humour that could bring down the high and mighty egos of some other classmates with an apparently innocent ease, and the sort of person who would listen and do their best to help anyone in need of a boost. Of course, none of the group could ever say that to Wilf. It wasn’t the done thing. 

He didn’t know if the same threat of having to talk to the girls was behind Greenie’s willingness to accompany him, but he appreciated the moral support nonetheless. They took the scenic route to the staff room. This involved a complete circuit of the ground floor, the stairs to the second floor and ensuing route from the physics laboratory at the southwest corner of the building clockwise to the music room at the northwest, back down a flight of stairs, past the library, the form room and the geography room, and down to the staffroom. This was generally undertaken in mutual silence, interspersed with occasional conversation:

“Did you see Red Dwarf the other night?”

“No.”

“Neither did I.”

A pause. Of about two minutes.

“Did you watch SnubTV?”

“Yeah.

“I missed it.”

“There was nobody on.”

Wilf pressed the bell on the wall outside the first of two visible staff room doors and waited for whichever teacher could summon the energy to haul themselves out of their armchair to come and vet the query. Sometimes the bell could be pressed three times before anyone answered, even though teachers would pass in and out of the door without making eye contact. Today Wilf was lucky; just the one ring. Unfortunately, that was where Wilf’s luck ended, as the bell was answered by Mr. Scott, who carried an air of mild irritation wherever he went and whatever he did. Wilf asked for Mr. Storer. Mr. Storer was out today, came the mildly irritated reply. Not back until Monday.That was that, then, Greenie grumbled as the door shut. 

The pair meandered back to the cloisters. Nothing much had changed in the ten minutes they had managed to kill. Lucy was still sat between Titch and Ken. Karen, Lucy’s second-in-command, had taken the spot previously occupied by Wilf. It gave her a better view of Ken. The two other girls had now evidently found something better to do and wandered off.

“Here come the ‘Happy Brothers’!” quipped Karen, the girl now sat next to Lucy when the pair were within earshot. Wilf felt his cheeks burn, shrugged, and resumed his position on the edge of the group. It didn’t look like he had missed much in the way of excitement. A couple of cassette tapes were being bandied about, each attracting much scrutiny. 

“What’s that?” asked Wilf, leaning forward to catch a glimpse of the green cassette with a photograph of a footballer on the front.

“You’ve never heard of them.” That was Paul, or Half Pint as he was known after one of the masters picked up on his lankiness and dubbed him ‘Half Pint Harry’.

“I might have. Who is it?”

“You won’t like them.” The cassette then disappeared from view, just as Mr. Jackson walked past, conducting his lunch duty.

“Boys ...” he said, nodding in their direction, before spotting a third year wearing white socks: ripe for a detention.

Wilf thought about asking about the cassette again, but realised the futility of it. Of the group of friends, Half Pint was the one with whom Wilf was most likely to clash. Tall and confident, with black hair immaculately styled in tribute to his idol Morrissey, Half Pint had a knack of reminding Wilf of everything he felt he lacked in himself. It was unusual for there to be tension; Wilf had learned quickly that arguing with Half Pint was ultimately pointless; he had a knack of turning an argument round incrementally until he was arguing the very point his opponent had started with, which left Wilf feeling completely confused and wondering what the point was. On the other hand, Half Pint was exactly the person you would want on your side if you were stuck in a corner, as his way with words meant he could talk himself out of any situation. It was Greenie who spoke first, however, as Mr. Jackson paced towards his new prey.

“Why do you call us the ‘Happy Brothers’?” Greenie asked the girls. Lucy giggled.

“Because you look miserable as anything when you’re walking around!” 

“Fair enough,” said Greenie, “I mean, it’s hard to contain your excitement on a wet Friday afternoon in the middle of winter, but we do our best.” Wilf smiled to himself; he’d have to remember that line.

The bell rang: the cue for Lucy and Karen to head back to the Girls’ school, while the boys headed up the cold concrete steps to the relative warmth of their form rooms.

“Greenie’s got a point, you know,” said Titch as they walked past the ramshackle coaches and minibus towards the north wing of the building. “We should do something. Everything’s just so ... boring, isn’t it.”

There was a general mumbling of consensus. The novelty of the lunchtime clubs had worn off by the end of the second year, and as Lower Sixth Formers they would be expected to demonstrate a positive attitude and example to the younger members, and this was not remotely appealing to any of the group. They could, of course, catch up on school work - ‘essay’, ‘exam’ and ‘revision’ were words that flew off the lips of the teachers, but the less said about the better as far as these boys were concerned. It was often too wet to be playing football outdoors at the moment, and the prepubescent first year screams and shouts that echoed off the concrete floor and walls of the indoor underground play area were too much to bear. This did at least appease Wilf’s mum, who tired of repairing holes in the knees of her son’s trousers, the casualties of his determination to stop goals being scored.

“Maybe we should form a band,” announced Half Pint, apparently summoning inspiration out of nowhere. “It can’t be that difficult. Williams has done it, got himself a gig at the Boardwalk and he hasn’t even got a full band. It can’t be that difficult, can it?”

“Has he?” asked Wilf with incredulity. “The Boardwalk? In Manchester?”

“The very same,” said Half Pint.

“But that’s a proper venue!”

Effectively, anything that wasn’t a pub, or the back room of a pub, which had hosted a band they had read about in the music papers or heard on John Peel’s radio show, was what Wilf thought to be a ‘proper’ venue. To play in a ‘proper’ venue, to tread the same stage boards as his heroes, was something to aspire to. It would indicate success. Anyone could get a gig in a pub. Uncle John had played in pubs, to six people and a goldfish according to some accounts; to nigh on a hundred according to others. Whether these people had actually turned out to see Uncle John or were merely there by coincidence was a moot point. Wilf wanted - needed  - to do better than that. The Boardwalk was the smallest of the venues in the city that Wilf would class as a ‘proper’ venue, where you had to buy tickets from the box office or one of the record shops in town rather than just off a mate or pay on the door, like at the Crown and Cushion in town.

That Williams had managed to get on the bill at the Boardwalk irritated Wilf somewhat. On the face of it, the two boys had much in common: age, choice of instrument, taste in music ... the fundamental difference was money. Wilf’s musical pride and joy was a temperamental black Gibson Les Paul copy that had been rescued from somebody's loft and put out for offers over £40 at a church jumble sale. He had managed to negotiate the price down to £35 on account of needing to buy a lead and strings for it. £20 up front, and the remainder to be paid at the end of the month when he got his money for his Sunday morning newsagent shifts. Meanwhile, Williams sauntered into school with his brand-new Fender twelve-string acoustic guitar, strummed a few chords that sounded more like a full orchestra than a spotty teenager with a guitar, and wowed his way into the hearts of the girls of the Lower Sixth form. And now he was going to be playing at the Boardwalk. As a support act, true, but still ...

So, something about Half Pint’s suggestion stirred a rare excitement in Wilf’s belly. “We should form a band. It can’t be that difficult.” Wilf’s brain was already racing. He would love nothing more; the idea had been playing out in his head since he was old enough to put the needle on mam and dad’s records from the sixties. He’d been in the Beatles, the Hollies, the Rolling Stones. He’d been on stage in Hair singing ‘Good Morning Starshine’. In theory, being in a band seemed the easiest thing in the world to do. History was littered with bands that formed out of groups of boys with nothing else to do. He didn’t know what level of talent, for want of a better word, existed amongst his friends. But then, musical ability didn’t need to come into it - just look at punk, he thought. Even the Beatles; they formed out of a lack of any more exciting prospects. 

Wilf’s thoughts became decreasingly concerned with the present and the afternoon’s double history lesson on the agricultural revolution became a mere soundtrack to the inner whirring of Wilf’s imagination. While Jethro Tull was inventing his seed drill, Wilf was on Top Of The - 

“Crop rotation, Hughes! Tell me about crop rotation!” Mr. Chandler lurched Wilf out of his alternative universe with an impressive precision. Wilf’s face turned deep red as he quickly ruffled through his notebook to find some source of information that might indicate he had been paying attention. There was none.

“It’s ... er ... it’s ... where you rotate your crops, sir.”

Chandler said nothing, just looked directly at Wilf awaiting more elaboration. He waited still further, expressionless, eyes piercing as Wilf’s cheeks reddened even deeper and he wished the world would swallow him whole as he floundered through further pages of his notebook for inspiration.

“When the next revolution comes,” Chandler broke the interminable silence and addressed the class, “Hughes will be asleep, and won’t even know it has happened. He will become the most eminent historian the land has ever seen, because he will be the living embodiment of a past that has long since gone. A steam train on the West Coast mainline, a candle in a sea of light-emitting diodes.”

There were sniggers from the back of the room. Chandler returned his attention to Wilf.

“In the meantime, Hughes, I suggest you pay more attention to your studies and less to whatever is filling your head this afternoon.”

It wasn’t that easy, and Wilf kept drifting back to the movie in his head; scenes of being on stage, the adulation of his peers, front page headlines on the Croalworth Chronicle. By the end of the school day Wilf was being interviewed by the New Musical Express, the bus journey home was spent hearing his first John Peel session being broadcast across the nation’s airwaves on Radio One, and by the time his key turned in the front door Wilf was just about to embark on his first European tour. The cold, empty house he entered soon put a stop to that. Switching on the hall light, he saw first the usual pile of unopened post on the small, square table straight ahead. Grandma used to describe it as an occasional table when she was alive; Wilf enjoyed teasing her by asking her what it was on the occasions it wasn’t a table, to which she would take a sharp inhalation of breath and shake her head. To the left of the table as he looked were the stairs, and on the bottom step was a note. “Gone to the hospital. Dinner in oven. X”

Wilf was used to returning from school to an empty home - Mam and Dad would still be at work and his sister Elsie had moved out five years ago now. Under normal circumstances Dad would be home by half five, and Mam whenever her shifts finished. The visits to the Infirmary and preparing his own dinner were definitely a new thing, however; this was only the third time, but the third time in the two weeks since Grandpa had his ‘funny turn’, as mother called it. There was an increasing sense of unease within the Hughes household at this recent turn of events. Nobody seemed able to attribute the dizzy spells and falling over to anything specific, and the once fit and reliable Grandpa Ted now looked increasingly frail and wobbly. He’d been in the hospital for three days now, with each day bringing further reports of how he didn’t look right. 

Wilf hadn’t visited yet; Dad remained optimistic, on the outside at least, that he’d be back out in a day or two. This may or may not have been intended to reassure Wilf that all would be well. He had developed a strong friendship with his grandfather over the years, their shared interest in football being at the foundation. It was Grandpa Ted who had taken Wilf to his first Croalworth Town game, a dour 0-0 affair played out under steel grey skies and a temperature that couldn’t quite nudge into double figures, despite it being late August. Now just an armchair supporter, Grandpa Ted still took a keen interest although the team and their crumbling old ground were increasingly metaphoric for the town they represented as it struggled to find a way through the post-industrial malaise in which it languished.

“Did you go today?” he would ask.

“Aye.”

“How did they play?”

“They were poor, Grandpa. Very poor.”

“That’s all right. The only way is up.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. They’re playing Calderfield Athletic next weekend.”

“Oh. Yes. I see what you mean.”

Wilf made his way into the kitchen. The warmth he expected from the kitchen did not materialise. The oven wasn’t even on. He opened the door, and found a solitary baking potato and a tin of baked beans. True enough, dinner was in the oven. He just hadn’t expected it to be in the form of raw ingredients. With an audible exhalation of frustrated breath Wilf removed both, lit the gas at the bottom with a match - the ignition spark being long-since defective - scrubbed the potato, pronged it with a fork randomly and placed it back inside the oven. Dinner would be a while; he raided the biscuit tin for temporary sustenance, popped the kettle on, ate another biscuit, and headed upstairs to change, pausing to draw the curtains in the front room and grab a banana from the fruit bowl.

Changed, and with the central heating now slowly clanking into action, Wilf scoured the racks of records underneath the television for something suitable to diffuse the silence of the house. Mam’s scores of classical records occupied one half of the wooden unit his father had built, and the other half contained his parents’ combined collection of albums from the sixties through to the early eighties. He pulled out the Beatles’ Rubber Soul, flipped the disc over to side two, and carefully placed the needle onto the outer groove. Retiring to the armchair, Wilf sank back into the cushions, closed his eyes, and allowed himself to be in turn Paul, John and George, singing in front of a mass of sixth formers in the school hall. Wilf had spent half of his childhood daydreams in the Beatles, imagining himself in scenes from A Hard Day’s Night at various junctures, especially on the long train journeys to visit Mam’s family in the north east. “Form a band,” is what Half Pint had said. “It can’t be that difficult.” Wilf resolved to make sure the suggestion didn’t get forgotten when he returned to school the following week.
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Chapter Two 
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Saturday dawned cold and damp, although the rain of the day before had stopped. Wilf woke to the familiar and reassuring bustle of breakfast being prepared in the kitchen directly below his bedroom. He could hear mam and dad talking, but not what was being said. It had been late when they had returned home from the hospital, and the fatigue of spending time in such an artificial, indiscreet environment meant conversation was minimal once they had arrived. They would tell Wilf all about it in the morning, dad had said; there was nothing that couldn’t wait.

Wilf swung his legs out of bed, dressed himself, looked out of the window and changed his jumper to a thicker version, before making his way down to the kitchen where the teapot was just being filled and the back door swinging gently back and forth to allow air in and smoke out, after another near-miss with the toaster.

“Afternoon,” said Dad. Wilf looked at his watch.

“Eh? It’s only nine o’clock!”

“Thought you’d have been up and raring to go, it being the weekend and that. We’ve been up since half six.”

Mam shushed her husband with a gentle shove on the shoulder, before asking Wilf if he wanted one or two slices of toast. Wilf sniffed the air and glanced at the toaster.

“I might just have cereal, mam.”

Mam shook her head and returned to the teapot, from which she poured three mugs of deep brown tea.

“How’s Grandpa?” asked Wilf.

“Not so good last night,” said Mam. “He kept thinking I was Elsie, and calling your dad Wilf.”

“He’ll be right, though,” said Dad. “They reckon he might have had an ear infection, and that’s why he was getting dizzy. Stronger antibiotics should do the trick, that’s what I reckon.” Dad quickly changed the subject. “Anyway, are you off to the match today?”

“Aye. Meeting Greenie at half one by the footbridge.”

“Who is it today?”

“Camberleigh.”

“Reckon they’ll win?”

“I’ll settle for a shot on target after last time,” said Wilf, before returning the subject to his grandpa. “You visiting again this afternoon?”

“Aye,” said mam. “You can come tomorrow if you like?”

“I’ll see. I’m not sure I want to see him in hospital. I’d rather wait til he’s out.”

Wilf arrived at the western approach to the footbridge fifteen minutes earlier than Greenie, largely due to an almost unprecedented sequence of green traffic lights along the five mile bus route into Croalworth. He had lost count of the number of days he had worried about being late for school due to the hold-ups those same lights would cause during weekday mornings, even though every day those fears would ultimately prove unwarranted. As he waited, Wilf watched sporadic fellow supporters make their way from their cars parked on the industrial estate now built where the tanners used to be. The smell of leather still hung heavy in the air, a good decade and a half since the buildings had been demolished, and Wilf couldn’t decide if the nausea he felt was from that or from pre-match nerves. 

At least he probably wouldn’t have to wait that long for Greenie, he consoled himself. Greenie, like Wilf, was destined to be one of life’s early arrivers. The pair had hit it off from the first day at Croalworth Grammar, when they found themselves sat next to each other in the alphabetically-arranged form room, third row from the front of the four pairs of desks facing the teacher, flanked either side by two rows of six. Almost dead centre, they found their spot to be perfect for disappearing from the attention of teachers whilst simultaneously well-poised to not miss out on anything that was going on either side of the room. The reason for their meeting today was the very same factor that initially broke the awkward ice when they first took their seats in that form room some five and a half years ago.

“Do you like football?” Greenie had asked after a pause following their mutual introduction by surname.

“No,” had been Wilf’s response; “I support Croalworth Town.”

The dryness of the reply had caused Greenie to snort a smirk which in turn caused Wilf to break into a smile, and from then on the pair had been almost inseparable in school.

Greenie arrived ten minutes later than Wilf, still five minutes ahead of the agreed time. Wilf looked at his watch. “You’re late,” he said. 

Greenie looked at his own watch. “I’m still early though.”

“Shall we go in?”

“Don’t want to get caught in the rush.”

“How many do you reckon’ll be on today?

“About four thousand.”

“And how big’s the ground again?”

“Holds about thirty thousand.”

“Yeah. Better not get caught in the rush.”

The pair crossed the iron footbridge over the railway. Superstition had it that if a train passed underneath them whilst they were crossing, then Town would win the game. The line was closed for engineering works, and had been for the past four weekends. The league table reflected this. Wilf bought a match programme from the man on the corner with an oversized newspaper-round bag in luminous orange, whilst Greenie crossed the road to buy a portion of chips for them to share. Then, after passing down Manchester Road and turning down past the Irwell End, they reached the crumbling brick turnstiles in front of the crumbling concrete steps that led up to the crumbling concrete terraces from which they would cheer on their crumbling, hapless team. Still an hour before kick-off, they had plenty of choice of standing position, and headed to the back of the terrace where they could lean against the wooden wall that separated the standing from the seated. Suitable vantage point secured, they sat down on the steps of the terrace to devour the chips.

“What’re you doing after?” asked Greenie.

“Good question. My Mam says it’s always good to have something to look forward to.” Greenie laughed. “I’m meeting Duncan. There’s a band on at the Crown and Cushion if you fancy coming?”

“Nah, but ta. I need to get back tonight. My Grandpa’s in hospital.”

“You going to see him?”

“Not tonight, no. I just want to get back. I might go tomorrow.”

Greenie hesitated, trying to choose the right words, before asking, “Is he bad?”

Wilf shrugged. “Dunno. My Dad reckons he’ll be out soon. But I’ve heard him talking to my auntie on the phone too, and I’m not so sure.”

Greenie paused again. “Sorry,” he said.

Wilf stared over towards the opposite side of the ground, then pointed over to the northwest corner of the ground. “He brought me to my first game here,” he said. “Featherbridge. 0-0. We sat over there, just to the right of that tunnel. 0-0. He said I’d have to come back again, maybe even see a goal.”

“And did you?”

“Five! We won 4-1 next time. I was hooked then. So he kept bringing me back while my Dad was working Saturdays. He only stopped coming a couple of years ago. Said he couldn’t stand the excitement any more.”

“I can relate to that!” laughed Greenie, as he stood up to make room for a couple of fellow supporters who also had their eye on the makeshift backrest. Wilf stood up too, and peered round the ground, clapping his now-gloved hands together to generate some warmth in the chill Lancastrian air. Halfway through the movement the teams emerged onto the pitch to muted cheers and recognition that echoes around the once mighty stadium.

“Careful now,” said Greenie. “They might think you’re doing it for them!”

The floodlights flickered on at half time, filling the ground with a warm glow of white with a hint of green that made the pitch look slightly more grassy than it probably was. There had been little to cheer about in the first half, neither side able to gain much momentum on a bobbly, muddy pitch. The ball had been in the air more than it had been on the ground, and neither goalkeeper’s green shirt looked remotely like concerning the laundry lady to any great extent.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE BROKEN BOTTLE






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





