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‘… it is not only our fate but our business to lose innocence, and once we have lost that, it is futile to attempt a picnic in Eden.’


Elizabeth Bowen.


L’amour est aveugle; l’amitié ferme les yeux.


Love is blind; friendship closes its eyes.


Anon.
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Author’s Note


Readers of Salt of the Earth and Up Our Street will instantly recognise Norton and Buckworth as the real-life town of Northwich and the village of Marston. So why change the names for A Picnic in Eden? The answer is that this book is set closer to the present, with the consequent danger that my readers might think, for example, that the two candidates described as standing in the 1966 Norton election correspond, in some way, to the two who actually stood in the 1966 Northwich election. Nothing could be further from the truth. All my characters are, as always, products of my imagination.




Prologue


It was bitterly cold, even for March, and the gravestones were covered with a sheen of glittering hoar-frost. The sun was no more than a pale, watery spot in the sky. The birds perched in black, skeletal trees ruffled their feathers, but were otherwise still. The only noise to disturb the frozen silence came from human onlookers, who shuffled their feet and exchanged semi-reverential whispers as they strained against the police cordon for a better view of the grave.


The church door creaked and necks stretched to watch the cortège, led by a mahogany coffin carried on the shoulders of four men. This was not a common sight anymore. Trolleys were used nowadays to convey the casket to its last resting place, their rubber wheels gliding smoothly, effortlessly, over the worn paving stones. But the two front pall-bearers had insisted on the old way. They wanted to carry, not guide – to take the weight of the relationship in death as they had done in life.


It was almost too much for them that they were forced to share the load with others, men who had liked the deceased and been liked in return, but had never been close to him. He had only ever had two real friends, and as the box pressed down on their shoulders, the rear pall-bearers felt like intruders on a private grief.


The crisp, biting air buzzed with excitement. The crowd began to push and the policemen had to strain to hold them back.


There would have been a large turn-out under any circumstances. The deceased had been a famous son of Norton. A local hero – at least to some. But the suddenness – the unexpectedness – of his death, had turned the event into street theatre. And already the rumours were flying.


‘I’ve got a cousin in the police force and he says something’s not quite right.’


‘Drunk? At that time of day? You’re not telling me …’


The celebrities had caused a stir too, arriving in their big cars all the way from London. It was worth getting cold just to see the rich and famous standing there, almost within touching distance. Was that her? Didn’t she look different on the telly? Wasn’t that tall chap the one who … you know?


The three plainclothes policemen positioned strategically away from the crowd watched the scene with unflinching intensity. The eldest, a Chief Inspector in his early forties, wore a heavy tweed overcoat and a worried expression. He had donned a black armband, but his eyes were focused not on the coffin itself but on one of its bearers. His business was with the quick, not the dead.


The cortège reached the grave. The hard ground had been hacked rather than dug, and wicked, jagged spikes of petrified earth stuck out from the edges.


The chief mourners reluctantly surrendered the casket to the grave-diggers, and stood solemnly while it was lowered into the hole. As it bumped to the bottom, a heavy grey cloud drifted in front of the sun, and it was suddenly darker, colder.


The vicar, prayer book held in hands that were almost numb, began to read the service.


‘In the midst of life we are in death,’ he intoned.


Three days earlier, the man in the coffin had been fit and active, with the prospect of a golden future before him. Now he was just a lifeless slab of meat and bone.


‘For as much as it hath pleased Almighty God of his great mercy to take unto himself the soul of our dear brother here departed, we therefore commit his body to the ground, ashes to ashes, dust to dust …’


It was difficult to see all this as the result of divine providence, one of the chief mourners thought. Not when you knew how and why he had died. And yet … and yet, perhaps there was a celestial logic behind it. If they were not God’s puppets, then they were certainly fate’s. Because none of this would have happened but for that meeting in the playground over twenty years ago. The seeds of the funeral had been planted then and had been growing, invisibly, ever since.


The vicar closed his prayer book and retreated, leaving the stage free for the dead man’s two friends. They stepped forward together and their fingers tugged and clawed at the frozen earth until each had managed to prise free a chunk. They stood at the side of the grave, looking down at the shining box but seeing beyond it, to the man they had known and the destiny they had shared. They did not move for almost a minute. Then, on an unspoken signal, they opened their hands simultaneously and let the earth fall.


The solid clods hit the coffin with the crash of a hammer striking a skull and bounced back into the air. They landed again, with less force this time, rolled a little along the mahogany, and were still.


The two mourners saw none of that. They had turned their backs and were walking away. The ceremony was over – at least for them.


From a distance, the Chief Inspector watched them uneasily. It was possible, with this crowd, for his man to make an escape, and though they would catch him eventually, it would look bad. Even if he didn’t run he might resist arrest, and nobody wanted any trouble at a funeral.


The suspect saw the Chief Inspector’s anxiety and gestured discreetly that there was no need for it. He would not cause problems, neither now nor later. He turned to his companion, and gave him a thin, wan smile.


‘You’ll come with me, won’t you?’ he asked.


It was not really a question. Signalling to the policemen to follow, they walked together towards the lych-gate, their minds no longer in the graveyard but roaming the playground of their childhoods on that first day of school …




PART ONE


The Secret Camp




Chapter One


During the long, sweet summer holiday, the children had forgotten what it was like to be cooped up in a classroom. When playtime finally came, they erupted, skipping higher than ever before, pursuing furious games of tag under the warm September sun. They shouted, they screamed, they laughed. All except the infants.


The new children stood with their hands in their pockets and watched the others play, or else wandered aimlessly up and down the playground. Just yesterday, they had joined in the big kids’ games, but that had been in the village street – familiar territory. Now the solid, redbrick school loomed over them, its slated gables gazing down like disapproving eyes. And they felt lonely and afraid.


Some of the children had cried when their mothers left; a few had even tried to follow and been restrained by Miss Gladstone. But not the two squatting by the fence, looking at the ground; not the two that Jimmy Bradley, new to the village as well as to the school, was studying.


One of them, David, was a stocky child, and it was possible even then to see that he would be a powerful figure when he grew up. He had just gazed blankly as his mother walked away, as if he had never expected anything but desertion. The other, Paul, the slight pale one, had wanted to cry, but bit his lip and held back the tears.


Jimmy wondered whether or not to approach – but only for a second. There was something about the other two that made him feel he would be welcomed.


As he got closer to them, he could see what they were doing. In the dirt at the edge of the playground, they had scraped a hole into which they had herded several ants. The sides of the hole were not steep, but when one of the creatures reached the top, Paul would lift a twig and flick it back down. Try as they might, the ants could not escape, and their tiny minds coped with this frustration by adopting an even more frantic pace.


Jimmy’s shadow fell across the hole – and across the two small boys. They looked up, sharply, expecting trouble. Then, seeing that he was new too, they relaxed again.


‘What are you doin’?’ Jimmy asked.


‘Playin’ a game,’ Paul said.


‘What’s it called?’


Paul shrugged his thin shoulders.


‘It’s not got no name. It’s just a game. You’ve got to stop the ants gettin’ out of the hole.’


Jimmy watched as another one scrambled up the slope. Just as it reached the top, Paul poked with his stick, and the insect rolled backwards, stopping only when it reached the bottom.


‘It’s scared,’ Jimmy said. ‘Why don’t you let it go?’


‘Because!’ Paul said, somewhat snappily.


This tall blond stranger had no right to ask questions.


And then Paul discovered that he wanted to tell him because, in some peculiar way, explaining the game to the new boy would be explaining it to himself.


‘It doesn’t matter if it’s scared,’ he said, and then added, with sudden, fierce emphasis, ‘It shouldn’t want to get out. It should want to stay with its pals.’


Jimmy took it as a cue.


‘I’m Jimmy. Shall we be pals?’


He saw the serious expression on the faces of the crouching boys as they stared at him, examined him. Their assessment seemed to take for ever.


‘If we’re goin’ to be pals,’ Paul said finally, ‘we’ve got to be real pals.’


David said nothing, just pointed down to the ground. Jimmy’s gaze followed his finger. While the boys’ attention had been distracted, one of the ants had succeeded in climbing over the lip of the hole and was scurrying away.


‘Real pals,’ David said, repeating Paul’s words. ‘Not like them.’


‘I won’t leave you in no hole,’ Jimmy promised. ‘Never. Cross me heart an’ hope to die.’


Paul looked at David, David looked at Paul and slowly their eyes widened and smiles spread across their faces. They clambered to their feet and each put a hand on one of Jimmy’s shoulders.


‘We’ll be a gang,’ Paul said. ‘A proper one.’


And though they could not have articulated it, each felt as if a force had surrounded them, locked them together, welding their destinies – and excluded everyone else in the entire world.


For an infant, the playground is as fraught with hazards as any jungle, and it was only three days later that they met their first, in the form of Barney Jenkins. Barney was a big dull lad, and he was all of nine. Most of the other children called him ‘Barmy’ Jenkins, though never to his face. He had misbehaved just before playtime, and Miss Howard made him stay behind for ten minutes, so that by the time he reached the milk crate there was none left. He looked around and saw David, just pushing his thumb through the foil-top of a fresh bottle.


‘You’ve pinched me milk,’ Barney said. ‘You’ve had yours and now you’re pinchin’ mine.’


‘That’s not true,’ David replied. ‘Honest. This is the only one I’ve had.’


But he knew there was no point; the bully did not want an argument, he wanted the milk.


Barney reached across and grabbed at the bottle. All his experience told him that the smaller child would relinquish it and then run off somewhere to have a private cry. But David was gripping the milk tightly.


‘Give it here,’ Barney said threateningly. ‘It’s mine.’


‘No, it’s not,’ countered two small, squeaky voices behind him.


He turned and found himself confronted by Paul Wright and the new boy. Barney knew the rules. Individual big boys bullied individual small ones; that was the way it had always been, that was the way it would stay. Somebody had to be taught a lesson, probably the kid with yeller hair, because Barney hated people with yeller hair. He made a fist and punched him in the face, as hard as he could. It must have hurt because the yeller-haired kid started to cry. But he didn’t move. Well, if he had to hit him again …


He felt a pressure on his back as two small arms locked about his neck and two small feet started kicking him just below his knees. He lost his balance and fell backwards, landing heavily on David. In an instant, the other two boys were on him, pulling him away from their friend, beating at him with tiny, angry fists. He fought back furiously, sensing that this was more important than an ordinary fight, that a fundamental law of playground life was being challenged.


He grabbed Paul’s hair and yanked as hard as he could. The younger boy was pulled to the ground and Barney did not release his grip until Paul’s head hit the asphalt. He turned on the new kid – he’d show the little bugger. But before he could get to his feet, David was on him again, his arms tightly around his neck, and Jimmy was punching at him, oblivious to his own pain. Then Paul was back, sobbing but fighting.


The four children rolled around the playground, kicking, biting, gouging and punching for all they were worth. By the time Miss Gladstone arrived on the scene and broke it up, all were battered and bleeding.


‘It was just incredible,’ she told Miss Howard later. ‘I’ve never seen such a vicious fight in this school. And little children don’t gang up on bigger ones. I mean, it just doesn’t happen.’


For Miss Howard, the post-fight interview followed the normal course for such occasions. Barney blubbered and said that he was sorry, Miss, and he would be a good boy in future. For Miss Gladstone, it was quite different. As she sat at her teacher’s table, she found herself looking across at three bruised but firmly unrepentant infants.


‘I’m ashamed of you,’ she said. ‘Children from my class, fighting like that! Aren’t you ashamed of yourselves?’


‘We didn’t start it,’ David said stubbornly.


‘We didn’t start it – what?’ Miss Gladstone demanded.


‘We didn’t start it, Miss. He wanted my milk.’


‘Maybe he did, David. But we don’t solve anything by fighting, do we?’


There should have been nods of the heads and murmurs of agreement. There was nothing but a wall of silence.


‘What do we do when this sort of thing happens, David?’ Miss Gladstone asked firmly.


David said nothing, but she was prepared to wait. She had twenty-five years’ experience of dealing with children and was noted for her ability to enforce strict discipline when she chose. She was certainly not going to be faced down by a five-year-old. Soon there would be tears, then apologies for letting their teacher down. Possibly one of the boys might wet himself – that had happened before now.


The old-fashioned clock on the wall ticked away loudly. The boys stood there, uncomfortable but determined. Miss Gladstone felt her eyes wandering from them to the nature table and from that to the Toyland wall display. This would not do at all.


‘Well?’ she asked – breaking both the silence and her own rule.


‘We tell a teacher,’ David said finally.


‘And why didn’t you tell a teacher this time?’


It was Jimmy who answered.


‘If we tell a teacher, the big boy will only get us back later.’


It was true; she knew it was true, but that was the way things were. It was all part of the painful process of growing up.


‘Barney Jenkins won’t get us back,’ Jimmy continued. ‘He won’t dare.’


‘Nobody will,’ Paul added. ‘Cos now they know we’ll stick together.’


Miss Gladstone gasped. Little children lived from minute to minute. They didn’t think long-term, they certainly didn’t plan long-term. For the first time in many years, she had no idea how to handle the situation. Because she knew that they were right, this mutual-aid society would give them better protection than a teacher ever could.


The Bradleys had moved to Buckworth because Mrs Bradley wanted a house of her own, not something rented from the Council. The village was in many ways no better than a council estate – in some respects it was a lot worse.


It was not a pretty place. There was no green surrounded by thatched cottages, no pond on which sleepy ducks bobbed contentedly. Instead, the rows of terraced houses, their slate roofs turned grey by wind and weather, squatted disconsolately along the sides of the Norton-Warrington road. There was only one other street, which bisected the village and was called, prosaically, Cross Street. It was not a community which had grown organically. It was nothing more than a series of dormitory units, thrown up to meet the needs of rock-salt miners a century earlier. And though on the very edge of the countryside, the houses had only small front gardens and poky back yards.


The salt works, with its two tall chimneys, dominated the place. When they were firing up, the chimneys would belch out clouds of soot, which fell like tiny black locusts on the clean sheets that Mrs Bradley had boiled and dollied furiously before hanging them out to dry.


If the Bradleys had had a council house, they would have had an inside lavatory, not a brick structure at the bottom of the yard, a narrow, cramped place without electricity, where in winter they huddled over the hole and froze. Nor, with a proper water closet, would Mrs Bradley have had to undergo the indignity once a week of knowing that the sanitary wagon, ‘the shit cart’ as it was called locally, was pulling up behind the house and the night-soil collectors sliding the large pan from underneath the lavatory, exposing their private ‘business’ of the previous week to the whole world.


Yet the house was theirs, and when she was scrubbing the front step, her front step, or applying a coat of Woolworths’ bright yellow paint over the damp patch in the kitchen, she knew it was worth it.


She was a slim, pretty woman of twenty-five, blonde like her son. When she was a girl just starting at the shoe factory, she had hoped that she would marry some rich handsome man who would whisk her off to a large house in Manchester. The years went by, the rich man never appeared, and in the end she had to settle for Tom.


Tom was a good husband, a hard worker and a steady provider within his limitations, and she supposed that she loved him. But she had never got used to the sex thing, his body lying heavily on top of hers while he grunted and strained. And when she saw him setting off for work in the morning, his trousers tucked in by bicycle clips, his baggin tin hanging from a strap round his waist, she felt vaguely ashamed, and could not help wishing that he had a job that was more fitting.


Jimmy would never follow in his father’s footsteps. He would be important and go to work in a place where you didn’t have to turn up until nine o’clock and could wear a jacket and tie all day. She had a burning ambition to see her only child do well and, young as he was, she thought she detected ambition in Jimmy too. That was enough to make her happy. Her own future, and Tom’s future, were not really important; it was Jimmy who mattered.


There were no skateboards, Walkmans or video games in the far-off days of 1957, the year Jimmy, David and Paul turned eight. Even television was a luxury. David’s father, who worked long hours at the scrap yard, had recently bought a KB seventeen-inch model. It had cost, David told his friends, seventy-five guineas. They were astonished; none of them had realised there was that much money in the whole world.


When it first arrived, they had all sat in David’s kitchen, mesmerized by the flickering screen, while Mrs Harrison rattled pots in the background, or stoked up the fire so that the oven would be hot enough to bake a pie for her husband’s tea. They cheered Sir Lancelot and laughed at Lucille Ball. Even the adverts – Washday White Without Washday Red – seemed thrilling. But television did not hold them in its power for long. Their natural playground was the outdoors, and as long as the weather was fine, they were rarely found inside.


There was the canal that skirted the edge of the village. It was crossed, close to the salt works, by a hump-backed bridge on the outside of which ran a wide pipe. The boys would crawl along the pipe, knees gripping, arms pulling, until they were suspended twenty feet over the green water. From there, unseen by adults, they watched the narrow boats pass below, long thin craft, most of their length given over to their salt cargo which was protected from the weather by a triangular, green-canvas frame. They marvelled at the tiny cabins at the backs of the boats, painted with bright, exotic designs almost like gipsy caravans, and they wished that they could live in one.


There was the railway spur which ran right up to the salt works. The guard would sometimes let them travel in his van and by sticking their heads out of the window as the train rounded a curve, they could catch a glimpse of the puffing, chugging monster that was pulling them.


But best of all, there were the woods, thick and dense – dazzling green in late Spring, azure when the bluebells came out, black and mysterious in the winter. It was there that they created the Secret Camp.


It was Paul’s idea. Paul was always the inventive one, the originator of exciting schemes, the wizard who could take an ordinary scene and invest it with mysterious qualities. He came across a large elderberry bush growing down a slope, and immediately saw its possibilities.


‘If we cut some of it down from the inside,’ he said, ‘we could have a camp, and nobody would know it was there. It’d be a secret camp.’


They worked for two days under David’s direction. That was the thing about David: he never said much. When there was an argument, which was rare, it was usually between Paul and Jimmy. But in practical matters David seemed to know exactly what to do. He told them which branches to break, which roots to dig up with the tools they had smuggled out of their homes. They struggled and sweated, and in the end it was just as Paul had visualised it, a hollow in the green foliage, undetectable from the outside.


‘We can be like real bandits here,’ Paul said. ‘We can hide, and nobody will know where we are.’


But it was not enough for Jimmy.


‘We need to put some things in it,’ Jimmy said. ‘To make it look like a real hideout.’


Paul looked at him, puzzled. He didn’t see the need for anything else. They had their Camp, their secret place. It was enough to squat on the floor and be Davy Crockett and his men hiding from the River Pirates or Long John Silver’s crew on some tropical island. But he didn’t argue – it didn’t seem worth it.


So they brought a few objects from home: a broken chair from Jimmy’s which David managed to fix, some pictures of football teams cut out from magazines, an old kettle and tin mugs, and some bricks.


‘If we can get some tea, we can make a brew here,’ Jimmy explained enthusiastically as he heaped the bricks into a small circle and put the kettle on top.


In some ways, all these additions spoiled the Camp for Paul. The things were tatty; he could have imagined them much better. But it didn’t really bother him. It was not what was in the Camp that was important, not even the Camp itself. It was the idea of the Camp that mattered, a secret place that was theirs, for just the three of them. He was perfectly happy with what they had.


But Jimmy was not. He could see what possibilities the Camp offered, and in an effort to exploit them, he broke one of the gang’s big, unspoken rules.


Jimmy had seemed content at first just to come to the Camp, to sit on the chair and drink cups of strong black tea – or hot water when they had nothing else. But as the days passed, he became more and more restless. Finally, he could bear the pressure no longer, and one lazy, sunny afternoon, when they were just lying there, he looked up and said casually, ‘With a camp like this, we could have a gang.’


Paul felt as he had when he was down with the ’flu – one second sweating, the next terribly cold. His head thundered and pounded.


‘We don’t want a gang,’ he said. ‘We’ve got one.’


Jimmy realised that he was treading on dangerous ground.


‘We’d still have us,’ he said carefully, ‘but we’d have a bigger gang as well. A lot of kids would join a gang that had a camp like this.’


They both looked across at David for support.


‘I don’t care,’ he said, shrugging.


‘It wouldn’t be the same,’ Paul said firmly.


‘Course it would,’ Jimmy urged.


He struggled for the right words, the magical words that would convince Paul.


‘We’d be a little gang,’ he said, ‘the three of us – but we’d have a bigger gang to boss around!’


Paul’s eyes were hot; he could feel the tears forming. He jumped to his feet and rushed out, searching for a place where he could be alone with his sorrow. When he reached the big oak tree, half a mile from the Camp, he stopped, and huddling down at its base, began to sob uncontrollably. His chest heaved, battering his cheek against the thick, gnarled roots, but he did not even notice the pain this caused him. It was all over. They had been together for ever, and now it was all over.


Jimmy told David to stay in the Camp, and went searching for Paul. It was half an hour before he found the other boy, a minute figure sitting against the trunk of a huge tree. Paul got up when he heard his friend approaching. Jimmy stopped, several feet away from him, and the two boys stood in silence for a while, neither knowing quite what to say.


‘Comin’ back to the Camp?’ Jimmy asked finally.


‘No,’ Paul said. ‘I’m a bit fed up with it. I think I’ll go an’ play somewhere else, on me own.’


‘It was only a joke,’ Jimmy said reassuringly. ‘I don’t really want anybody else to join our gang.’


He saw relief flood through Paul. He should have left it at that, thrown his arm around his friend’s shoulder and led him back to the elderberry bush. He couldn’t do it!


‘But if we did want a bigger gang,’ he continued, ‘it wouldn’t make any difference to us. We’d still be best pals.’


It happened one day in August, near the end of the summer holidays. The moment the Camp came into sight they could sense that something was wrong, even though the elderberry bush, its green leaves gleaming in the sunlight, looked as undisturbed as usual. Inside the hollow they had so diligently constructed, there was chaos. The chair had been smashed to pieces, the pictures torn. Bricks had been dropped on the kettle and someone had shat in the corner.


They stood for a while, dazed, surveying the wreckage. David recovered first, and picked up the chair.


‘The chair’s no good,’ he said. ‘I can’t mend it.’


If David couldn’t, nobody could.


They set to work, shifting the excreta with sticks, trying to knock the dents out of the kettle.


And as they laboured, Paul asked himself why anyone would do this. It didn’t make sense to smash up somebody else’s camp. Why didn’t they build a camp of their own instead? But it bothered him more that people had been there at all.


He looked across at David and Jimmy. The stocky boy was methodically tidying up the mess, but though his tall, slim companion was working too, Paul could tell that his mind was not really on the job.


When they had done the best they could, they all sat down, cross-legged in the dirt. Paul was weary and dispirited, but a light blazed brightly in young Jimmy’s eyes.


‘They’ve got to be punished!’ Jimmy said.


Paul had never considered that.


‘We don’t even know who they are,’ he said.


‘That doesn’t matter,’ Jimmy replied confidently. ‘They’ll be back.’


Sometimes Jimmy exasperated Paul. He seemed so sure of things that were far from obvious. Yet he was often right.


‘How do you know?’ Paul asked.


Jimmy looked around the shattered Camp.


‘They liked doin’ this,’ he said. ‘They’d like to do it again. They’ll come back to see if we’ve fixed it.’


They waited for two days, hidden in the bushes. They arrived early in the morning and did not leave until dusk. Jimmy said they were not to talk, so they just lay there, gazing at the Camp. Occasionally, Paul would glance at David, lying with his thick elbows on the ground, perfectly placid and content, waiting patiently for the wreckers to come. Then he would turn his head and look at Jimmy, who was always coiled, tense, his eyes never once leaving the elderberry bush. It would make Paul feel a little guilty and he would turn back to the Camp, soon to retreat into his own thoughts.


He made up stories as he lay there, embroidering on adventures he had seen on the television. Some were about knights in armour, others were westerns, but wherever they were set, the hero was always the same, a grown-up version of himself, bigger, stronger, with shoulders ten times the width of his narrow ones. There would always be a girl, too, a pretty girl in trouble. The hero would dispose of the villains, often against tremendous odds; the girl, once free, would put her arms around him and kiss him – and the story would be over.


But even for someone with Paul’s fertile mind, it was still indescribably boring waiting there, and he would have given up after the first hour but for Jimmy’s insistence. Jimmy made an issue of it, a test of friendship, and Paul had no choice but to go along with him.


On the third day, the boys came. There were two of them and they looked about seven. They were new faces, not from the village. One was wearing a ragged girl’s cardigan, the other had on an old corduroy jacket. The one with the cardigan kept wiping his nose on his sleeve, and Paul could see that his hands were dirty, and not just from today – the muck was deep in his skin.


The boys glanced around furtively, to make sure that they were not being observed, then disappeared into the bush that housed the camp. Jimmy signalled silently that the gang should follow.


‘They’ve not fixed it up properly again,’ they heard one of the boys say.


‘No,’ said the other. He sounded disappointed. ‘Let’s go and watch the narrer boats.’


The gang stepped into the bush and the new boys saw them for the first time.


‘What are you doin’ in our camp?’ Jimmy demanded.


There was a coldness in his voice that Paul had never heard before.


‘We can go where we like,’ said one of the boys, defiantly. ‘It’s a free country, innit?’


‘You were the ones that wrecked it, weren’t you?’


It was clear that they had been judged and found guilty. There were three in the gang, and they were bigger and older. The smaller boys turned and fled down the slope with David and Jimmy in pursuit. They slipped and skidded and the one in the cardigan went into an uncontrolled roll, only stopping when his left leg banged against a tree stump. His companion hesitated for a second, then ran off into the woods. David and Jimmy let him go and stood, towering, over the fallen boy.


‘I’ve hurt me knee,’ the child on the ground said piteously.


‘Get him up!’ Jimmy ordered.


David pulled the boy to his feet.


‘Take him back to the Camp.’


The boy started to struggle. David put his arm in a hammerlock and forced him to climb back up the slope.


They re-entered the small clearing and Jimmy gestured to David to stop. He walked to the other edge of the Camp, so that he was as far away from David and the boy as possible and stood with his back to them for what seemed to Paul like hours. Then suddenly, he whirled round.


‘You were the ones that wrecked it,’ he shouted. ‘Weren’t you?’


Paul looked at the small, frightened boy, bent forward by the hold David had on him, his knee grazed and bleeding. He wasn’t looked after at home, you could tell. Maybe that was why he broke other people’s things. Maybe it wasn’t really his fault.


‘Why don’t we let him go?’ he asked himself. ‘Why are we doin’ this?’


The boy was silent. Jimmy nodded his head to David, and the latter increased the pressure on the boy’s arms.


‘Ow … stop … yer breakin’ me arm,’ the boy said, and then, realising there would be no mercy until he had confessed said, ‘Yes … yes … it was us, but Brian did most of it.’


‘Was it Brian who did his business in the corner?’


‘Yes, yes. It was Brian.’


‘I don’t believe you,’ Jimmy said contemptuously. ‘You’re the one that did it. You’re the shitter.’


Jimmy reached under his jersey and pulled something out. It was a bread-knife! He must have brought it from home. He held it up to let the terrified younger boy see it and assess its significance.


‘D’you know what I’m goin’ to do with this?’ he asked.


The boy shook his head, half to answer the question, half as a gesture of blind, unreasoning fear.


‘I’m goin’ to cut your willie off,’ Jimmy said.


The boy struggled frantically, but the more he pulled, the more his arm hurt.


Paul was frozen to the spot, unable to speak, unable to act.


‘He means it,’ he thought. ‘He’s goin’ to do it.’


And what should he, Paul, one of the Secret Camp Gang, do? Stand there and watch it? Or try to stop Jimmy – betray one of his best friends? He was the smallest and the weakest of the three, and if David stuck with Jimmy, he could not stop them. Yet he knew he would have to try, even if he lost both of them, because there were some things that you just couldn’t let happen, even if it meant, even if it meant …


The boy shrieked hysterically, begging for mercy, saying he was sorry, promising he’d never do it again.


‘Are you really sorry?’ Jimmy asked, and suddenly his voice was different, more reasonable, more forgiving.


‘He was just playin’,’ Paul thought joyously. ‘It was all a game. He wasn’t really going to do it.’


But he had fooled Paul as well as the boy, and Paul wondered if he had fooled David too. Would David have done it, if Jimmy had wanted him to?


The boy had picked up the change in tone. He stopped crying and nodded his head mutely.


‘If you’re really sorry,’ Jimmy said, ‘you’ll prove it. You’ll crawl across here on your tummy and lick my shoes.’


David relaxed his grip, and the boy sank to the ground. He lay there moaning for a while then, seeing there was no alternative, did as Jimmy had told him. Jimmy’s shoes were caked in mud, but he showed no compassion.


‘Lick ’em properly,’ he said. ‘I want to see your tongue.’


And even when he had finished this, the boy was not off the hook. Jimmy pointed to Paul.


‘Now I want you to crawl over there and lick his,’ he said.


‘No!’ Paul wanted to shout. ‘I don’t want him to! I don’t! I don’t!’


But he knew he would be letting Jimmy down, so he stood there, ashamed and humiliated, as the boy performed his abject task.


‘You can get up now,’ Jimmy said finally.


The boy climbed shakily to his feet. He was near the entrance to the Camp and he could have made a dash for it. Instead, he just stood there, head bent, saliva and filth around his mouth, mucus running freely from his nostrils.


‘Get out of our camp and don’t come back,’ Jimmy said.


The boy moved slowly, hesitantly, as if he was reluctant to go. It was not until he was some way from the elderberry that he broke into a half-hearted trot.


‘Did we have to do that?’ Paul demanded later. ‘Couldn’t we just have bashed him up a bit?’


‘No,’ Jimmy said. ‘If we’d thumped him, we’d only have made him angry. He’d have come back and wrecked the camp later. He won’t be back now!’


Paul believed him. He could still see the boy, looking down at his feet, utterly defeated – all the fight, all the spirit, knocked out of him. He would probably avoid this part of the woods for the rest of his life.


‘It was your fault I had to do it,’ Jimmy continued harshly. ‘You wouldn’t let us have a bigger gang. If there’d been more of us, somebody would have been on guard, and the camp wouldn’t have got wrecked.’


If there’d been more of them it wouldn’t have mattered if the camp had got wrecked, Paul thought, because it wouldn’t have been their camp any more.


‘But there’s only three of us,’ Jimmy continued, ‘so we’ve got to have another way to look after what’s ours.’


Even if it meant doing terrible, terrible things like they had just done to that poor boy? Paul lowered his head. He was almost crying. Jimmy put his arm around his friend’s shoulder.


‘You have to fight for what you want,’ he said, slowly, kindly, like an adult explaining something difficult to a very young child. ‘You have to fight any way you can.’




Chapter Two


The Secret Camp Gang inhabited a world that was ordered and understandable, that had never changed and would never change. Calendar months had no meaning for them. Time was not to be measured by dates, but by the seasons – the rhythms of nature – and what went on in them.


After the summer, there was the autumn – and conkers. They tramped the woods looking for horse chestnut trees, and threw sticks and stones at the heavily laden branches with all the strength in their small arms. They hurried home with their prizes and sat in front of the fire, splitting the green spiky balls to discover the nut that just might be better than the ones all the other kids had. Jimmy and Paul would scoop up the first four or five they had opened and rush off to soak them in vinegar, bake them in the oven – apply whatever the latest magic formula was. David would open the rest and examine them all critically, sometimes taking hours to select one.


Then followed the weeks of competition in which a conker’s reputation rose or fell by its own prowess and the strength of its owner’s propaganda.


‘This conker’s a thirtier.’


‘You said yesterday it was a tenner. Anyway, that little thing’s never smashed thirty conkers.’


‘I never said it ’ad. It was a tenner, then it smashed Billy’s, and Billy’s was a twentier.’


‘Billy’s wasn’t a twentier …’


But talk is cheap. Nuts cracked under opponents’ blows or were so weakened in combat that they fell apart later. New conkers, virgin conkers, were introduced. By the end of the season, only one veteran remained, the nut that David had selected after the first chestnut hunt.


In the winter there were snowmen and skating on the ice. The classrooms had to be re-arranged, the rows of neatly marshalled desks crammed together, leaving the part of room furthest from the fire completely bare. The children became mountaineers, scaling desks, leaving their footprints on other kids’ work, risking life and limb to get to the teacher’s table. Everything became temporary. Children moved desks several times a day in order to be closer to, or further away from, the blazing coals.


‘I’m burnin’, Miss.’


‘All right, change places with Jennifer.’


‘Can I change as well, Miss? It’s freezin’ here.’


‘I’ll deal with you in a minute. Jimmy Bradley, why are you turning round?’


‘Cos this side of me’s too hot, Miss, and this side’s too cold.’


It was an inevitable chaos which teachers looked forward to with dread and the children exploited for all it was worth.


Spring brought expeditions into the woods, bird-nesting.


‘And remember,’ the teachers always told them, ‘only take one egg. Leave the poor little mother something to hatch out.’


They all did as they were told, except for Freddie Mather who took the lot, and once actually bit the heads off a clutch of newborn chicks, blind and with their mouths wide open for the anticipated worm. He was Bird-eater Mather after that and would probably be call Birdie until his dying day, even by those who had no idea how he came by the name.


Summer returned, and brought with it the glorious holidays, weeks and weeks to play in the woods. They built new Secret Camps, each more elaborate than its predecessor, but they never returned to the original one.


And suddenly the years had melted away, and they were in Mr Giles’ class – the Gaffer’s class. The tall, big-nosed man who smoked a pipe and pronounced from on high at every full assembly, was their teacher. What privileges that conferred! It was the senior children who took it in turns to walk around the school ringing the heavy brass hand-bell that announced the start of playtime. It was their duty too to pour the dregs from the milk bottles into one big jug for the caretaker’s cat, a chore which was always rewarded with a piece of cake or biscuits.


When it froze, they sat impatiently through their lessons until Mr Giles said, ‘Well, I think the swans could use our help again.’


They trooped excitedly down to the pond just beyond the school and broke the ice around its edges. They did not mind that the work was hard, or that their hands were numb with cold. As they toiled, they knew that the younger children in the playground were watching and envying, as they themselves had done in previous years.


‘That should do it,’ Mr Giles said, finally.


‘Can we stay for a bit, sir?’


‘Yes, but keep well back. A swan’s wing could break my arm, so goodness knows what it would do to you.’


They stepped back through the frozen bullrushes, and the swans, their webbed feet slapping against the ice, waddled over to the channel they had created. The children looked on, and felt proud.


As Christmas approached, their minds turned to the Nativity Play. For five years they had served as vocal background or crowd fodder. Now, at last, they had the chance of a starring role.


‘What do you want to be?’ Paul asked Jimmy one morning, as the three boys stood throwing stones across the ice.


‘The Angel Gabriel,’ Jimmy said in that casual tone that told Paul that he wanted it very much.


‘Don’t talk daft,’ Paul said. ‘The Angel Gabriel’s a girl!’


Jimmy gave a superior smile.


‘Well he isn’t, Clever. I’ve got an uncle called Gabriel!’


‘Then why do they always have a girl playin’ him?’


‘Because they’re tall.’ Jimmy stood on tip-toe. ‘But I’m tall too.’


He was the tallest boy in the class, and the handsomest, Paul thought. He wished his own body could be as slim and elegant, that his own pale skin would acquire some of Jimmy’s golden glow. He looked at David, flicking his stones methodically across the pond, adjusting his technique after each throw. He didn’t have to be like Jimmy, he would have settled for David’s thick, muscular frame and healthy redness – anything rather than what he was.


‘Why do you want to be Gabriel anyway?’ he asked.


‘He’s the one that brings the news. The one that tells everybody else where to go and that.’


‘Well, I bet you don’t get it, anyway,’ Paul said. ‘Betty Thomas is much taller than you.’


It was true. She was a toothy, spotty girl. She had none of Jimmy’s angelic looks – but she was head and shoulders above anyone else in the class.


Jimmy stood for a while, hands in pockets, kicking the ground. Paul saw the disappointment gradually ebb away, to be replaced by a thoughtful look. Jimmy never wasted his time going after what he couldn’t get.


‘Well if I can’t be Gabriel,’ the blond boy said, brightening, ‘I want to be a King.’


‘The one who brings gold?’ Paul asked. ‘Because he comes in first, because he’s like the boss?’


It was an attack, even if it was a joking one. But that was allowed. It was not the same as making fun of Jimmy to an outsider.


Jimmy looked a little shamefaced. He threw a stone and watched as it bounced across the frozen pond.


‘It’s not because of that,’ he said, and Paul could see that he was groping for another reason. ‘It’s the hat. He wears a lampshade. I like it better than the other hats.’


Jimmy looked at Paul’s smiling face, full of amused disbelief, and decided to take the offensive.


‘Well, what do you want to be?’


It was Paul’s turn to look uncomfortable.


‘Joseph,’ he said.


‘What for?’


‘I don’t know, really.’


But he did. If Jimmy wanted to be First King, he would certainly be First King, and he was Jimmy’s friend, not his follower. Besides, there was something appealing about Joseph. He didn’t just bring Mary and the baby Jesus gifts and then go away – he stayed and looked after them.


They realised that David had been quiet, even for David.


‘What do you want to be?’ they asked, simultaneously.


‘Nothin’!’


‘Nothin’?’


They couldn’t believe it.


‘It’s all show, isn’t it?’ David said. ‘It’s not real. It doesn’t mean anythin’.’


They got the parts they wanted, and when the great day came, Jimmy carried it off brilliantly, as Paul had known he would. He walked through the hall of doting parents with a truly regal gait. For the first time in living memory, the lampshade looked as if it were really some exotic oriental crown.


Paul was reasonable; his own misgivings about his acting ability fitted well with the part of a concerned Joseph, shepherding his heavily-pregnant wife into the inadequate stable.


David, unimpressed by the whole thing, sat on the choir bench as he had for the last four years, opening and closing his mouth at appropriate moments and producing very little noise.


Mrs Bradley, making her way back home to polish the grate, was torn by mixed emotions. She was proud of Jimmy, he had outshone all the others in the play. But she was angry with him too, because when it was all over he went straight off with those two mates of his, instead of coming to her and letting people see that she was the mother of this wonderful child.


She didn’t really like David and Paul, but then she wouldn’t have approved of any of the friendships Jimmy could have formed in the village. He was far too good for any of them, and next year, when he had his place at the grammar school, he would meet a better class of boy, and could leave all these ragamuffins behind.


Jimmy knew all about his mother’s attitudes and beliefs. They had been his only bedtime stories ever since he was old enough to understand. In some ways, he thought, she was right. He would go to the grammar school, and he would get on in the world – you were daft not to. But he saw no reason why, as he moved on and up, David and Paul couldn’t go with him.


He rarely spoke to his father, unconsciously taking his lead from his mother. Tom was someone who was there in the evenings, who said little and was consulted on nothing, who seemed to have no aspirations or secret desires. His mother treated his father the way she treated the dog, with kindness and condescension.


Jimmy never thought it strange that his mother ruled the roost. It was exactly the same at Paul’s. He had stood in the back kitchen of the Wright house many a Thursday evening and watched Mr Wright hand over his pay packet, unopened, to his wife. The ritual never varied. Mrs Wright, tall and angular, her already greying hair pulled in a tight bun, ran a bony finger along the edge of the cellophane so that her nail tore through the seal. She tipped the money onto the table, being careful to catch the clattering coins before they rolled away. Next, she examined the pay slip and carefully counted the money.


Occasionally, she would address a comment to her husband – ‘Not much overtime this week,’ or ‘Coal’s goin’ up again,’ – but Wright rarely answered. He would just stand there, if not patiently then at least with resignation.


Only when she had checked the money twice would Mrs Wright separate the household expenses from her husband’s pocket money. Her share of the spoils went into a battered leather purse, notes in the front, silver in one compartment, copper in the other. Mr Wright’s money was left on the table, just out of his reach, so that he had to move round to pick it up. After he’d put the money in his overall pocket, he would invariably jangle the coins for a second, then say, ‘Well, I think I’ll just go out for a quick pint.’


Jimmy wasn’t sure whether Mrs Wright ever heard him, because by that time she was sitting in front of the fire, a bowl of vegetables balanced on her knee, or else mending a tear in Paul’s second best shirt.


Yet though both men played second fiddle in the home, Mr Wright had something that his own father was denied, or else never sought. Tom Bradley’s world outside work was bounded by his home, The George and Dragon and the pigeon lofts. Mr Wright, shorter than his wife, with straight sandy hair and a sort of craggy handsomeness, wandered free, visiting pubs in Norton, going off fishing at weekends. There was the other thing as well, the thing that Jimmy had not told anyone about – not even Paul.


He had been coming back from the Secret Camp one evening when he had seen Mr Wright walking through the woods. He was on the point of saying hello when he noticed that the man was not alone. He was holding hands with a big girl called Annie Ashton. Annie was lagging behind a bit and Mr Wright was sort of tugging her.


Even though Annie was little more than a child herself, just out of the secondary mod, Jimmy sensed that what was going on was something grown-up, and that his presence would not be welcomed. He ducked down behind the bushes.


Mr Wright stopped by a moss patch, looked around, and smiled.


‘Well, here we are, Annie,’ he said.


He held her close to him and started kissing her. It was not the sort of kiss that mums and dads exchanged, it was more like what the older kids did, down by the lake on summer Sundays. Jimmy felt his heart beating faster, though he didn’t know why.


Annie Ashton squirmed a bit, then kissed back just as hard.


‘Shall we lie down then?’ Mr Wright asked.


‘I don’t know. I’m not sure.’


‘Come on, Annie!’ Impatient. Irritated. ‘That’s what we’re here for.’


‘Well, all right,’ the girl said reluctantly. ‘But only for a bit.’


Mr Wright held on to her as if he thought she might try to run away, and slowly lowered her, until her knees were resting on the green, springy moss. He eased her backwards, and she was forced to stretch out her legs.


She was wearing a long Shetland sweater that came almost down to her knees and a black, pleated skirt. As she moved her body, the skirt rode up, and Jimmy could see the point where her stockings ended and her white flesh began.


Mr Wright lay down next to Annie – just lay at first – whispering in her ear so quietly that Jimmy could not hear the words. Then he began kissing her again and Jimmy saw his hand move down, down, to the bottom of her sweater, under it, and up again – inside! The smell of wild crocuses filled Jimmy’s nostrils and his fingers dug into the rich black earth.


Mr Wright’s hand had climbed right up Annie’s body, and was resting on her left titty, making it stick up much more than the other one. He began rubbing, in a circle, like he was cleaning the windows. Annie was making funny noises, almost as if Mr Wright was hurting her. Jimmy’s fingers gouged the ground, cutting a series of small channels.


Mr Wright’s other hand moved up Annie’s skirt, and Jimmy could see her knickers, not navy blue, like the girls’ at school, but white, with little butterflies on them. Jimmy felt his little willie go hard – it was the first time it had ever happened.


‘We’d better stop now,’ Annie said. ‘We’ve gone far enough.’


‘You know you like it.’ And Mr Wright put his hand inside Annie’s knickers.


‘Oh, I do,’ Annie moaned. ‘Oh God, I do.’


Now Mr Wright was using both hands, first unfastening Annie’s stockings and then pulling down her pants. As Annie arched her back, to make it easier for him, Jimmy realised that his own hands were fumbling with his fly buttons. Mr Wright stuck his head between Annie’s legs, and seemed to shake it about. Jimmy began to stroke himself, gently at first, back and forth.


Mr Wright stood up, unfastened his trousers, let them drop around his ankles and pulled down his underpants. He stood perfectly still for a few seconds, while the setting sun cast an orange glow on him. Annie looked up at him from the ground. And Jimmy stared too. He had never imagined that anybody’s willie could be as big as that.


Mr Wright lay down again, this time on top of Annie, with his legs between hers. All the smutty comments Jimmy had heard in the playground, all the dirty jokes he had laughed at but not understood, suddenly began to make sense. Mr Wright was shagging her!


Mr Wright’s bare white bum rose in the air, fell and rose again. Annie, beneath him, wriggled furiously and Jimmy tugged at himself as hard as he could. Annie cried out, even louder than before and just at that moment Jimmy felt the hot sticky liquid gush into the palm of his hand.


Jimmy watched as they pulled their clothes back into place and walked away. Mr Wright didn’t hold Annie’s hand now. He moved quickly, as if he were alone in the woods, and just wanted to get home. But Annie, running slightly, stayed as close to him as she could, and kept talking, chattering. Jimmy didn’t know what she was saying, but he could tell that Annie wanted to please Mr Wright, to make him like her.


Jimmy lay back, his thing now safely restored to his pants, and watched the sky gradually darken. He could see the pale yellow moon and hear the evening chorus of the birds in the trees. He held his hand to his nose, and sniffed it.


He knew now what the kids from the big school meant when they said his thing wasn’t just for pissing through. It had been a wonderful moment when his willie had seemed as if it must burst, and then the milky liquid had shot out. But there was more to it than just pleasure. Mr Wright had used his thing to give him power over Annie, to control her. Jimmy touched his fly buttons. He had discovered a marvellous weapon.


Time increased Miss Gladstone’s fascination with the threesome, if only because they were becoming more and more unreachable. They were so mutually-absorbed, so self-sufficient. It wasn’t that they didn’t have individual personalities. They did – very strong ones. But each personality seemed to be there to contribute to the whole, to the entity that was the Secret Camp Gang. The three boys fitted together like interlocking Chinese rings, and nobody had found a way to slip one away from the others.


She followed their career from a distance, talking to their teachers, watching them in the playground. They weren’t like other children, she was told, wanting to sit by their friends. They didn’t care where they were placed. It was as if they had managed to draw a distinction between the classroom and the rest of their lives.


Miss Gladstone watched them, but she rarely spoke to them. She remembered the day when, as new infants, they had faced her down. She wasn’t frightened of them. It would be stupid to be frightened of children. Nevertheless, she was, she supposed, a little wary of them.


It was in early January that she noticed a change in the three boys. While every other child was running around to keep warm, they stood huddled against the fence, books clumsily held in mittened hands. From their gestures, it was obvious that they were talking seriously. Studying? Children from posh prep schools might do it outside lesson time, but it was unheard of in that school. She was half-way across the playground when she checked herself. Better, far better, to wait until she could catch one of them alone, rather than find herself banging against the solid wall of their collective resistance.


She got her chance at the end of afternoon school, when she found Paul waiting outside the Infants’ cloakroom for his younger sister.


‘I saw you had books in the yard at playtime,’ she said severely. ‘You know we’re not allowed to take our books out of school, don’t you?’


Paul nodded miserably.


‘And why aren’t we?’ the teacher asked.


‘Because we might get them dirty. But we didn’t, honest, Miss.’


It really was easier to deal with them separately. On his own, Paul was almost like any other child.


‘Why did you take the books anyway?’


Paul hung his head then said to the ground, ‘We’ve been workin’ – for the 11-plus.’


‘All three of you?’ Miss Gladstone asked.


Paul twitched and reddened under her gaze and she knew that she had caught him out in a lie.


‘Well, we’re not all workin’,’ he admitted. ‘David is. And we’re helpin’ him.’


He looked confused, wondering whether to proceed.


‘Go on,’ Miss Gladstone said, trying to sound kindly and encouraging, but realising that her voice had that aggressive-defensive edge that it always had when she was talking to the gang.


‘Jimmy and me – Jimmy and I – want us to go to the Grammar,’ Paul explained, ‘and David’s a bit behind, so we thought we’d give him extra lessons. I’m doin’ English and Jimmy’s doin’ Arithmetic.’


‘Does David want to go to the Grammar?’


‘He says he doesn’t mind.’


‘But you want him to go with you because he’s your friend.’ Maybe underneath it all, they were just like all the other children. ‘Isn’t that nice?’


‘That’s not why,’ Paul said. ‘We don’t need to be together at school.’


Miss Gladstone realised that this was one of the rare occasions when, by inadvertently asking the right question, she had tapped into a line in the Secret Camp mentality. She felt the thrill of an explorer, though like all successful adventurers she knew she could be stepping into dangerous territory.


‘So why do you want David to pass?’ she asked.


‘The teachers think that because David doesn’t say much, he’s stupid. An’ you’ve got him believin’ it as well, because you’re the grown-ups. But you’re wrong!’ Paul was almost shouting now, and waving his hands about wildly. He suddenly remembered where he was, and who he was talking to. He reddened even more and his arms dropped limply by his sides. When he spoke again, his voice was almost a whisper. ‘He isn’t clever like me, but he’s clever in a different way. He’s got great pot … pot …’


‘Potential?’ Miss Gladstone supplied.


‘Potential. And he ought to go to the Grammar.’


‘Dear God,’ Miss Gladstone thought to herself, trying to reconcile the words with the thin child who had spoken them.


Aloud, she said, ‘Well I think it’s very nice of you to help your friend. Whatever the reason.’


She patted him on the head. She didn’t know why she did it, unless it was to convince herself that he was just a child, to reaffirm the big teacher-little kid relationship.


Paul’s sister appeared in the doorway.


‘All right, Paul,’ Miss Gladstone said. ‘You can go.’


‘Thank you, Miss.’


She watched his narrow back retreating towards the playground fence until it was swallowed up by the mass of home-going children.


‘If he talks like that now,’ she pondered, ‘if he acts like that now, what will he be like when he’s twenty? He’ll want to change the whole world.’


But he would fail to do it, of course, just as he would fail with David. Competition for the Grammar was very stiff and it was still a middle class institution with an entrance examination that reflected its cultural bias. Some very bright working class children got through despite it all, but there was usually only one a year from Buckworth. And that year it would be Paul. It was just possible that Jimmy would pass as well, though such success was unprecedented. But David? Not a chance.


That Spring there were some great pictures on. There was Around the World in Eighty Days which was all about this feller who had a bet, see, and he had to go round the world on a train an’ on an elephant an’ in a balloon an’ … There was The Vikings with this fantastic fight on this castle roof between Tony Curtis and Kirk Douglas, an’ they were always nearly fallin’ off, an’ …


But the three boys did not exercise their recently-won right to go to the Saturday matinée without parents, to stand in the excited queue clutching their sweets tightly in their hands, to cheer loudly when the doors were finally opened and join in the rush to capture the back seats.


There was no bird-nesting either, no trips to the woods at the weekend. Last year’s Secret Camp decayed, and a new one was never built. All through the months leading up to the examination, Paul and Jimmy used every spare minute to drill David in grammar and long division, vocabulary and multiplication.


It was an unexceptional May morning when the identical brown envelopes were delivered to the homes of every child in the senior class. The letter that arrived at David’s house was addressed to Mr and Mrs E. Harrison, but David’s mother didn’t even think of opening it, and instead placed it on the mantelpiece to await her husband’s arrival.


Despite himself, the boy found his eyes were glued to the envelope. He hadn’t seriously thought of the grammar school as a possibility until Paul had brought it up. And even then, he had only begun studying because his friends had wanted him to. But gradually, over the months, he had begun to feel that he could do it, and had realised that he wanted to – very much. He didn’t intend to end up in the scrap yard like his dad, using only his muscle. He would never do as well as Paul, but he was good with his hands and he might get a chance to learn to use them properly – become an engineer. The clock ticked on, the envelope remained untouched on the mantelpiece.


Finally, he heard his father’s heavy clump on the stairs and then Harrison was standing in the doorway, broad, red-faced, his braces still hanging down from his trousers.


‘Mornin’, Dad,’ the children said in unison.


‘There’s a letter come,’ Mrs Harrison squeaked, ‘about our David’s schoolin’.’


‘Oh, has there?’ Harrison replied, passing his braces over his shoulders and fastening them with his thick, stubby fingers. ‘Well, you don’t mind if I have me breakfast first, do you, our David?’


It was not a question.


‘No, Dad,’ David said.


As his father ate his way through three eggs, sausages and fried bread, David suffered agonies.


‘Dad needs his food,’ he told himself. ‘He works very hard.’


Still, as his father mopped up his egg yolk and took deep swigs from his mug of tea, it was difficult to sit still and maintain the silence that was expected in his father’s presence.


When he had eaten the last piece of egg and drained the last drop of tea, Harrison rose and picked up the envelope. It looked tiny in his hand – tiny and yet so important. Harrison ripped it clumsily open; he was not used to such delicate work. David could see that he had torn the corner of the letter. His father walked over to the window, where the light was better, and read the letter slowly, moving his lips as he did so. David tried to make out the words that were being formed on his mouth.


‘It’s from the Council,’ Harrison said unnecessarily. ‘It’s about what school they’re sendin’ you to next year. Do you want to know what it sez?’


Suddenly, David realised that it was very important to his father that he appear not to care, one way or the other.


‘Might as well tell me,’ he said, as casually as he could manage.


‘The tests have determined which school is app-rop-riate to you,’ Harrison said slowly. ‘Now what the bloody hell does app-rop-riate mean?’


As the Secret Camp Gang passed the pond, they saw a group of children, almost a procession, coming towards them from the school. It was the senior class, their class. They had read their own results and gone in to school early to find out how the others had done. In front was Terry Keenan, the leader of the school gang, that loose organisation that exists in every primary school – the gang that David, Paul and Jimmy had never joined. In his hands, Terry carried an old cricket bat.


The caravan stopped just short of the threesome and Terry stepped forward.


‘Well, you’ve done it, haven’t you?’ he demanded. ‘Just stand there while you get thumped.’


He lifted the bat, swung it fiercely through the air, and brought it down on Paul’s head, pulling it at the last moment so the impact was light. Then he repeated the ritual with the other two boys. Everyone was grinning. Even though the other kids envied them, and perhaps even hated them a little, they were generous enough to join in their triumph.


Mr Giles ordered a special assembly for the whole school and after the recorders and tambourines had battled against the piano in a version of All Things Bright and Beautiful, the bright, beautiful successes were marched out onto the small stage.


While the headmaster extolled their virtues, the three stood there, legs spread, hands clenched behind their backs, the correct stance for anyone on public display.


Miss Gladstone, in between shushing her new infants and stopping them from fidgeting, took one of her last opportunities to study her three old pupils. There was Paul, still so slight that it would have been a gross exaggeration to call him wiry, a broad smile on his face. He had known he should pass, Miss Gladstone thought, but he’d never been sure. Boys like him always expected things to go wrong for them – and very often they did.


Next to him was David. He looked huge in comparison, almost a perfect replica of his father, with that square jaw, that big nose that seemed to have been hacked out of stone. She couldn’t say that he was ugly, not exactly, but there was something far too physical, too animal, about him. How had he ever got through the examination?


On the end was Jimmy, beautiful Jimmy, with a lick of blond hair falling into his eye, accepting all this as if it were his due. Miss Gladstone was scrupulous about not having favourites, but there were some children with whom she had a closer relationship, and Jimmy could have been one of them – if he’d been willing.


She saw them at close hand only once more, when as part of the end of term ceremonials the senior children went around individually, or in groups, and thanked their old teachers for what they’d done.


‘Well, good luck,’ the teachers would say. ‘And I hope you’ll come back and visit us sometime.’


‘Oh yes, Miss.’


‘Most of them will,’ Miss Gladstone thought. ‘At least for a little while. They’ll sit in their old classroom and run around at playtime, re-living their childhoods.’


But not those three. Even as they stood in front of her, she could tell they were looking to the future.


It had been an interesting six years. But in a way, she was relieved that they were finally leaving. It had been like studying wild animals in captivity. They looked tame enough – but you could never be sure.


‘Yes,’ she whispered to herself, as she watched them turn their backs on the school after the final bell and head for the village without even once glancing over their shoulders. ‘Yes, I’m glad they’re going.’




PART TWO


Odd Man Out




Chapter Three


In later years, as they sat in a pub somewhere and discussed the past over a pint, they would talk about it as an easy, peaceful time, a golden age. But, it wasn’t that easy or that peaceful. There were battles to fight, battles which, to their eleven-year-old minds, seemed matters of life or death. There were failures to endure, bitter crushing failures, the depths of which an adult could never comprehend. And yet, in relative terms, it was a golden age, and unlike most golden ages, could be dated exactly. It began on the fifth of September 1960, when they entered the Lord Fairfax Grammar School, and it ended, abruptly and tragically, five weeks before the end of the Summer term of 1964.


The gang’s territory expanded as they grew themselves. Trips to the woods became rarer. Instead, they rode their bikes into Norton and loitered outside the chippie, making sarcastic comments to passing girls. When they turned twelve, they were allowed to go out to the flicks – in the evening – and saw Samson and Delilah or Hercules Unchained. After the film they ran wildly through the streets, imagining they were smashing up whole armies with only the jaw-bone of an ass or tearing through steel links with their bare hands.


At twelve, they back-combed their hair and whistled Livin’ Doll; at fourteen they grew mop-heads and sang She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah, in ragged harmony. Biblical epics no longer interested them. They lied about their ages and went to see La Dolce Vita and Only Two Can Play, sniggering on the back row over the fact that you could actually see the naked bum of the woman Peter Sellers was having it off with.


They graduated from looking for kindly understanding women in off-licences who would sell them bottles of brown ale – ‘for me dad’ – and chanced their arms in the pubs. With David’s size and Jimmy’s confidence, they usually got away with it. A couple of pints downed, they would stand outside the Drill Hall, watching the older teenagers through the big glass windows, wishing they could be inside too, hoping to catch a glimpse of the famous group appearing that night.


The new Pullman train could go at ninety miles an hour and have them in London in an incredible three hours and thirteen minutes, but aside from occasional holidays in Blackpool, they had never left Norton, nor wanted to – not yet. First they had to finish grammar school, and that was far in the future. For now, their predictable, planned existence suited them. They were content to wait patiently for the big, dramatic changes, but Fate, as is so often the case, was not.


There was nothing unusual about the eleventh of June, 1964. The weather was mild, as it normally was at that time of year. It had been drizzling slightly at seven o’clock that morning, but that was to be expected too. The only event slightly out of the ordinary, as far as the gang was concerned, was that the eleventh of June was the day David turned fifteen.


His brothers and sisters sang a loud ‘Happy birthday, Our David’ to him over the breakfast table, his mother pecked him drily on the cheek. When his father came downstairs, the customary hush fell over the room. Harrison did not wish David Happy Birthday, but the boy was neither surprised nor disappointed. His father hardly ever seemed aware of his wife and children – his was a sweaty masculine world, a place where you shifted heavy weights and swung big hammers.


It came as a shock when after he had wiped his plate clean, Harrison said, ‘Step into the back yard for a minute, will yer, lad?’


Smaller brothers and sisters looked up questioningly at David, then risked a quick glance at their dad. Harrison didn’t look angry, but if he was ordering David outside … David rose heavily to his feet and opened the kitchen door.


‘Right,’ his father said, ‘stand up against that wash house wall.’


Almost in a trance, David did as he was told. He could feel the rough bricks pressing through his thin shirt. His father stood several paces away, looking him up and down as if there was something wrong. The inspection seemed interminable, but finally Harrison smiled and shook his head.


‘Aye, you’re a big bugger and no mistake about it.’ He walked over and stood shoulder to shoulder with his son. ‘You almost top me.’


Apparently satisfied, he moved away again.


‘So yer fifteen today, are yer?’ He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out some pound notes. ‘Here y’are. Get yourself summat.’


‘Me mam’s already got me a present,’ David said stumblingly.


‘This isn’t a present from yer mam,’ Harrison said. ‘This is a present from me. How are you set for a few pints tonight?’


David nodded dumbly.


‘Good lad,’ his father said, slapping his hand heartily on David’s shoulder with just slightly less impact than a sledge hammer. ‘Be ready about eight.’


David broke the news to Paul and Jimmy on the way to school.


‘I know we said we’d go out together,’ he said uncomfortably, ‘but it’s me dad, you see, an’ …’


‘Don’t worry about it, old mate,’ Jimmy said, wishing that his father had the style to invite his under-age son out for a drink.


‘Don’t give it a second thought; there’s always tomorrow,’ Paul added, knowing that his father would have the style, but probably wouldn’t waste the honour on him.


David had expected to go somewhere local, but when his father arrived home for his tea, he had brought the scrap-yard van with him.


‘Fred said I could borrow it for the night. Give us a bit more freedom, eh?’


To David’s amazement, his father gave him a broad adult wink.


‘Where are we going, dad?’ David asked, as they drove out of the village.


The older man smiled, his wide mouth open, showing all his teeth.


‘I thought we’d go to Stockport,’ he said.


He reached into his pocket and pulled out a packet of Player’s.


‘Fancy a fag?’


David shook his head, confused. Yesterday, he had been a boy, running down to the post-office for his father’s cigarettes – now he was being offered one.


Much of the sixteen-mile drive was dual-carriageway, and Harrison, a fast, capable driver, made good time. Once or twice he turned his head towards David as if he wanted to say something but kept changing his mind at the last second.


Their final destination turned out to be a tall brick building with a brightly lit sign spelling out the words The Diamond Theatre Club. More significant was the coloured poster which announced that it was stag night.


‘Ever been to one of these places before?’ his father asked.


David shook his head.


‘Aye, well, it’s time you started,’ said Mr Harrison, as he pulled out his membership card and a wad of pound notes.


The club was a huge barn of a place, but it was crammed with formica-topped tables between which white-coated waiters rushed with trays of best bitter. David and his father were shown to a table very close to the stage.


‘Slipped him a quid,’ Harrison explained when their waiter had left them. ‘After all, this is a special do.’


The worn mock-velvet blue curtains were open, and at the back of the stage a four piece group was performing an uninspired instrumental version of one of the current hits. It was all a little seedy but to David it seemed wonderful, not so much that he should be there, but that his father had chosen to take him.


The compère walked on stage to the accompaniment of a half-hearted drum roll. His dinner jacket and tie looked in about the same condition as the curtains.


‘Ladies and Gentlemen,’ he pretended to scan the audience, ‘not that I can see many fuckin’ ladies in here tonight, welcome to the Diamond Theatre Club Stag Night. We have some beautiful girls to entertain you this evening, and will you give a big hand for the first one – all the way from Rotherham – Miss Lindy Danvers.’


The band broke into a tinny rendition of World Without Love and Miss Lindy Danvers – all the way from Rotherham – strutted onto the stage. She was a tall brunette and her hair spilled down over her shoulders. Her glittery dress hugged her curves. David reached absentmindedly across for his pint and took a swallow.


The girl danced around the stage for a while, then turned her back on the audience so that they could see the zip that ran from her neck to her buttocks. She reached up with one hand and pulled the zip down a couple of inches, immediately raising it again. She repeated the action several times and on each occasion the zip travelled a little further, revealing first her bra strap, then the small of her back and finally the top of her panties. She raised her hands to her shoulders and eased the dress over them, wriggling as it slithered down her body, over her sequinned bra, garter-belt and panties, stopping only when it was around her ankles.


Suddenly, unfairly, World Without Love came to an end and the girl bowed. There was clapping and whistling from the audience.


‘Is that it?’ David asked, disappointed.


Harrison smiled at him. He was enjoying showing his son a bit of the world, explaining things to him.


‘No, that’s not it,’ he said. ‘They all tek three songs to get their clothes off. Pad it out a bit, don’t they? Means they need less girls.’


The dancer picked up her dress, folded it neatly and placed it over the back of the wooden chair. She nodded to the drummer and he began pounding out the beat of the next number. The girl started to gyrate her hips so that her pelvis swung back and to, hypnotically, before David’s eyes. Her breasts bounced furiously against the constraints of her bra.


‘Take it off!’ David pleaded silently. ‘Take it off!’


The stripper stopped dancing and stepped out of her shoes. She lifted one leg and placed her foot on the chair. Her hands reached up to her suspenders, and her stocking was released. Slowly, the red-nailed hand peeled the stocking down, revealing more and more white flesh. She repeated the process with the other leg, then removed her garter-belt. Her hands snaked up her body, caressing it, stroking it, as they went, then disappeared behind her back. She was unfastening her bra.


It was really happening, David thought. Any minute now he would see a pair of real live female tits. His heart was beating faster, he seemed to have trouble breathing. He was frightened that something would go wrong at the last second, that the compère would walk on stage and announce that the show could not continue until David Harrison, a minor, had left the room. He wished the woman would get on with it – quickly – before the tragedy occurred.


With her back to the audience again, Lindy removed her bra and dropped it on to the chair. When she turned around, she had her hands crossed, covering her breasts, but David could still see the edges, round and smooth and white. The song ended, the stripper stood still.


David looked across at his father. He seemed calm and relaxed. There were none of the beads of perspiration on his brow that David knew had formed on his own.


‘You enjoyin’ yerself, lad?’


David nodded.


‘Aye, you’re like me,’ Harrison said. ‘Not a great one for words.’


The final number came, the one in which, his father had confidently predicted, all would be revealed. The stripper stood facing the back of the stage, her arms held high in the air. She was close to the curtain, and as she did a number of knee-bends, her lovely, gorgeous boobs must have rubbed against the material. Those people sitting at the sides were already getting a glimpse of her bust. David wished his father had not got them such good seats.


The girl turned round, and there it all was! Her nipples were brown and the size of pennies. Her breasts drooped a little more than David had expected, but that didn’t matter, they were his first and however many more he saw, he would always treasure them.


The stripper sat on the chair and pulled down her panties. Now all she had on was an emerald green G-string. When she turned her back and waggled her bottom, it was like she had nothing on at all. David gazed, almost afraid to blink. As she pranced around the stage, her breasts swung to and fro, almost independent of the rest of her body. Then, as the number reached its close, she stood completely still, and her hands went up to her G-string. One second it was there, the next it was gone. David’s eyes, and a thousand other pairs, feasted on the small black patch of pubic hair.


There was a clash of cymbals, and it went dark. David could hear the chair scrape and then the click of retreating heels. When the lights came on again, the girl and her clothes had gone. David could hardly believe that he had seen her, that she existed at all.


The compère was back on stage. He had taken off his bow tie and was holding a cigarette in his hand.


‘It’s all right for you lot,’ he said. ‘You’ve only got to look at the girls.’ He lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply. ‘When the show’s over, we ’ave to shag ’em all.’ There was some laughter. ‘Talkin’ of shaggin’, have you ’eard the one about the pie-maker and the sausage-slicer? Well, this pie-maker starts a new job, see, and on ’is first day ’e gets an irresistible urge to stick ’is thing in the sausage-slicer …’


David was far away. Part of him was trying to absorb what he had just seen – the girl’s face was a blur now, but he would never forget the body. The other part of his mind was wondering why his father had bothered to bring him here, and for the first time in his life it occurred to him that perhaps Harrison loved him.


‘“And what about the sausage-slicer?”


“Oh, they gave her the sack as well!”’


The compère’s patter continued for about five minutes before the second stripper came on. Her breasts were not as big as Lindy’s, but David thought they were nicer in some ways, more rounded and delicate. He had seen two naked women in his life and he was already a connoisseur.


There was one more set of jokes from the compère, one more dancer, and it was the interval. David felt very hot – and a little drunk. His father had kept ordering pints and he, totally absorbed in the spectacle on stage, had been knocking them back.


‘By bloody hell,’ Harrison said, ‘when that tart Lindy was doin’ her stuff I thought your eyes were going to pop out of your head. An’ I swear if I’d moved me foot, I’d have stepped on yer tongue.’


David smiled happily. It would be the first of many nights like this. Him an’ his dad together, havin’ a good time. He didn’t even feel guilty that his friends were not with him, because what he shared with them was different from what he had discovered he could share with his father.


‘It’s about time we had a talk, lad,’ Mr Harrison said, signalling the waiter for more drinks. ‘I’ve never interfered much at home. Well, it wasn’t my place. That’s yer mother’s job, and damn good at it she is too. But I’ve always seen you’ve wanted for nowt, haven’t I?’


David nodded. His father worked harder than any man he knew, and apart from his beer money, everything went into the family coffers.


‘It’s like when you wanted to go to the grammar. It cost a lot more, what with that expensive blazer and fancy games kit. It meant a good few more hours at the scrap, but I never begrudged it you.’


It was true. Never once had David heard his father complain about the cost of anything.


‘Anyway,’ Harrison continued, ‘you’re fifteen now. Old enough to be workin’. And by God, you’re strong enough for any job.’


David could detect the pride in his father’s voice, but at the same time a sick panic welled up inside him. He wanted to be a civil engineer: he had wanted it desperately ever since the day his father opened that brown envelope and told him he had won a place in the grammar school. He had visions of himself, in a safety helmet and boots, standing in the mud and looking at piles of bricks and metal girders that would one day be a bridge – a bridge that he would help build. And now his dad wanted him to leave school and if his dad wanted it, it would happen. He could throw his ideas of a Higher National Certificate out of the window. He would have to settle for an apprenticeship. He would still be creating things, but it would not be the same.


‘You’ll get used to it,’ he told himself.


It was just that it had come as a shock on top of everything else that had happened that night – the strippers, the drink, the first real contact with his father.


‘Aye,’ Harrison plunged on, ‘you’re ready for a man-sized job. I don’t want to raise yer hopes too much, but I think I can get Fred Rathbone at the scrapyard to take you on. How about that! Me an’ you workin’ together, havin’ your old feller teachin’ you the ropes, knockin’ off at dinner time and goin’ out for a pint – just the two of us.’


So he was not even to become a craftsman. He would be a destroyer, a wrecker, a disposer of the worn-out endeavours of others. Until that morning, his father had been an unapproachable presence, now he was almost a pal. David desperately wanted to keep his friendship, but if working in the scrapyard was the price, then he knew he couldn’t pay it.


‘I want to stay on at school for a bit, dad,’ he said timidly. ‘I want to learn a skill.’


It took a while for the idea to sink in. When it did, Harrison’s expression changed from beery benevolence to sorrow of a depth and intensity that David had never seen before. His head bowed, his broad chest seemed to shrink. David willed himself to say that he had only been joking, but the words would not come.


Harrison lifted his head and looked at his son. His eyes were red.


‘So my job’s not good enough for you,’ he said in a quiet, cracked voice. ‘I’m not good enough for you. Not now you’ve been to the grammar. It’s them fancy friends of yours what’s done this.’


‘Dad, please understand … it’s just that … listen, I didn’t mean …’


Sorrow did not sit well on Harrison’s shoulders, it was simply not part of his emotional make-up, and as he listened to his son’s halting attempts to make everything all right again, there was a new feeling rising in him – blind red rage.


‘You ungrateful little bastard!’ he shouted.


Though the air around them was abuzz with animated conversation, Harrison’s roar cut through it. The surrounding tables fell silent and heads turned in their direction.


‘Fifteen years I’ve kept you,’ Harrison continued, ‘clothed you, fed you. And now, when I ask you to pull your weight, you don’t want to.’


From the corner of his eye, David could see the bouncers moving in on them.


‘Dad!’ he hissed. ‘Please!’


‘Don’t you tell me to be quiet,’ Harrison said, raising his voice even more. Then he, too, noticed the men in dinner jackets. ‘Don’t worry, lads,’ he slurred. ‘There’ll be no trouble. We’re just leavin’. I don’t want to be seen in public with this little shit.’


As David followed his father’s winding path to the exit, he realised that the older man was even drunker than he was. They crossed the car park in silence. While Harrison struggled to get the key into the lock, David stood by the passenger side and wondered if he could ever make things right again. Harrison slid the door open and then looked across at David.


‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘I don’t want you riding with me.’


He staggered round to the back of the van and opened the double doors.


‘Get in there – with the rest of the rubbish.’


Totally miserable, David climbed into the back, struggling over the remains of a consignment of builder’s rubble. It was ruining his only suit, his pride and joy, but at that moment it was of little consequence to him.


In Stockport, Harrison kept more or less within the speed limit, but once out on the open road, he put his foot down. The old van began to groan and rattle in protest, but the driver would not let up. The faster they went, the angrier Harrison seemed to become. He had started muttering to himself in the town, but on the dual carriageway his voice rose to the level it had reached in the club. What he was saying, David didn’t know. Harrison’s words were drowned by the engine.


David just sat there in the back, elbows on knees, head in hands – swaying with the van and wishing he was dead.


‘And I’ll tell you something else, you selfish, stuck-up, little sod …’ his father said – quite clearly this time.


David looked up and saw that Harrison had twisted his head round so that he was facing his son. And beyond his father, through the front window, he saw a lorry. It was not moving, and the man standing next to it was waving frantically.


‘Dad!’ David screamed. ‘Look out!’


Harrison turned and saw the lorry. He swung the wheel violently in an attempt to get the van off the road, and at the same time slammed on his brakes.


The lorry was still looming up at them, but now it did not seem directly in front as before.


‘We’re going to make it,’ David thought. ‘Thank God! It’s going to be all right.’


He felt a jolt and heard the sickening crunch as the offside of the van ploughed into the parked vehicle.


Harrison was thrown through the windscreen, but he could not go far. Before half his body was clear of the van, his head hit the back of the truck with a loud crack and his legs slumped back down around the steering column.


The van juddered, rocked, tilted and finally toppled, turning over twice as it rolled down the slight embankment. David, hurled around in the back, caught fleeting horrifying glimpses of his father falling one way and then the other.


By the time the driver of the broken-down lorry reached the wreckage, David had pulled Harrison clear and was kneeling next to him.


‘Are you all right, dad? Are you all right?’ he was asking the bloody pulp of muscle and bone which had once been his father’s head.


The doctor in the emergency unit said that David was very lucky to come out of it with just a few scratches and bruises. If he had been in the front with his father, he would almost certainly have been killed.


David wished he could have turned the clock back to the time in the club. Given that second chance, he would have said, ‘Yes. Dad. Certainly I’ll work with you. Thank you for liking me enough to want me to work with you; thank you for approving of me as a son.’
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