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1: The Little Man

I can remember the tune, not the name of it, because I’m no good at names, but the sound of it. I’ll never forget the sound of that tune. I can’t remember the driver-man’s face though, and that’s funny really, because I watched him as he died and yet his face is just nothing under black hair in my memory. Poor driver-man.

He didn’t speak much to me as we ran west through the rain. Perhaps he regretted having given me a lift, or maybe he was just tired. I was tired. I was tired and happy and afraid. All at once? Yes. I was tired because I had been travelling all night and hadn’t eaten anything since last night’s supper, and I was happy to be away from the Fat. I was afraid in case they would come after me and find me, afraid of the Fat.

It was all magicky – is that a word? – it was magic then, in Cornwall I mean. I could feel the magic pulling the big lorry west and my head was full of light and the radio music was tinkly – is that a word? – it tinkled like – like glass bells. It was a magic music. His overalls smelled funny. Not nice, but not bad, just funny. I’d never smelled that smell before, in fact I’d never been in a lorry before, or in Cornwall, or – anywhere.

I saw the rabbit first. A real rabbit, and I was just going to say, ‘Look, a rabbit,’ when he laughed and for a moment I laughed with him until I knew what he was going to do. He had big, knobbly, dirty hands which twisted the lorry so that it would crush the rabbit, and he was laughing.

We swung on to the rabbit and I wanted to shout, ‘Run! Run!’ because it just crouched there and never moved when it could have run away. I felt the little bump and then the funny gliding feeling, and then the driver-man stopped laughing.

Everything was so slow.

Ahead there was a humpy stone bridge which was bending towards us very slowly and the driver-man was swearing and the lorry was screeching just as if it was alive. He didn’t like the screeching. His face got all twisted and wrong just like the way the Fat’s face used to go when the hate bubbled up in him. Only with the driver-man it wasn’t hate, it was fear.

After that it was all big, slow bangs until I was lying with my face in the grass. The grass was wet and I could only see out of one eye because of the way I was lying. I could see a wheel spinning and bits of broken glass everywhere and I was afraid because it was so still after the loudness except for the music. It was raining a little bit and I liked the feel of it on my skin. Then there was the frightening noise and I scrambled up quickly. I was awful dizzy and I thought I would cry, but I couldn’t. Then I was afraid I was hurt and I felt myself all over, but I was all right. I was all dirty, but I didn’t have any really sore places.

The driver-man had sore places, and he was making the noises. Bubbly noises. He was all torn, not just his clothes, his self. He was lying on the grass with his arms and legs all twisted about, but his eyes were open and he was looking at me. You’re supposed to go and help people when there’s been an accident. That was what it was you see, an accident, and I was going to help him until I saw the little man.

I couldn’t see him very well, because it was still almost night-time and the sky was just beginning to look like grey-glass. But I could hear him. He said: ‘Leave him alone,’ and his voice was little too. Not like the Fat’s voice which was big and heavy and frightening just like the Fat himself. The little man’s voice was squeaky and tiny, and he was so little I would have thought it wasn’t a man at all but just a schoolboy, only he had a man’s clothes on and specs and he didn’t stand like a boy. He stooped, and besides, you could smell he was old.

I stopped when he said to and then I noticed that he was holding something in his arms.

‘What have you got?’ I said. He didn’t answer me. He didn’t even look at me, just stood looking at the driver-man and listening to the noises he was making.

‘There’s been an accident,’ I said, and he looked at me then. It was getting lighter quickly now and his specs were shiny like two silver pennies where his eyes should have been.

I said: ‘You’re supposed to help people when there’s been an accident,’ then I went closer to see what he was holding.

‘It’s a rabbit,’ he said.

I like rabbits so I went really close to him. I told him I liked rabbits and asked if I could touch it, but he didn’t answer me. I did touch the rabbit and it was hard and cold, not like a rabbit should be. I didn’t like it and snatched my hand away.

‘What’s the matter with it?’ I said.

‘It’s dead, boy,’ he murmured, ‘it’s dead.’

The driver-man was making awful noises now and I said: ‘You’re supposed to help people when there’s been –’

‘Be quiet, boy,’ the little man said. ‘You only help good people. That man is a bad man. He killed this rabbit.’

I remembered then. ‘Yes. Yes I know. I was with him when he did it.’ The driver-man’s eyes were shouting at me so I looked away from him. He was a bad man. The little man sat down on an old, broken tree which lay near the stream and I sat beside him. Apart from the radio, which was still playing where it lay in the wet grass, and the noises the driver-man was making, it was very nice and quiet by the stream. The trees were green. I mean the trunks as well as the leaves. They were smeared with green slimy stuff and the hollow we were in was damp. I could feel it through my trousers where I sat. I could just see the road and the humpy bridge through the trees and the road was empty. There was a broken bit on the humpy bridge and big stones lay scattered around. That was because of the accident you see.

The stream wasn’t very big but it ran fast, bubbling over stones which had the same green stuff on them as the tree trunks. I watched the water for a long time until the driver-man’s noises got less and less and then stopped altogether.

The little man laid the rabbit down very gently on the grass and went over to look at the driver-man. I came beside him and he said: ‘He’s like the rabbit now.’

‘Dead you mean?’

‘Dead.’

‘You’re supposed to bury dead people,’ I said.

‘His own kind can bury him,’ said the little man.

He took a step nearer the radio and kicked it into the stream. ‘His own stinking kind can do it, boy. I have other work.’ The radio plopped into the stream, but I could still see it, all silvery and blue, and it still played. In the water. That was funny. Music coming out of the water. I laughed and the little man turned to look at me. There was sunlight now and the silver pennies were back over his eyes. He looked at me for a long time, then he said: ‘How old are you, boy?’

I liked it when he called me boy. I’m not a boy really, that’s what my mother used to say, I’m thirty-one years old, but I like to be called boy. Maybe it’s because all the years went quicker for me than for ordinary people, I’m not ordinary, and I’m not really a boy. I’m thirty-one. A man I suppose, but I feel like a boy.

I told the little man I was thirty-one. I expected him to be like all the others and look at me as if I wasn’t really there, as if I couldn’t see their eyes, as if it didn’t matter if I could see their eyes. But he only nodded and turned away. He picked up a small rucksack which I hadn’t noticed before and slung it on his shoulder, then he gathered up the rabbit in his arms and walked quickly away through the trees.

I followed him as quietly as I could but the crackling of twigs under my feet gave me away and he knew I was there all right, but he never looked round or spoke. He walked in the funniest way with his knees bent and his head down, a kind of stumble which carried him over the ground quickly so that I was out of breath when he stopped. The silver pennies flashed at me and I stayed where I was, a few yards from him. We were in a lane with high banks on either side and spiky bushes with yellow flowers like candle-flames on them, and even though the sun had got brighter it was a shadow-place and I was almost afraid. But then I thought to myself that I wasn’t afraid of anything except the Fat, so it was all right really.

The little man put the rabbit on the bank and slipped the rucksack from his shoulder. I wanted to see what he was going to do so I went a bit closer. He looked at me again without smiling, but he didn’t say not to come so I went right up to him. He took a trowel, a garden trowel, out of the rucksack and began to dig in the bottom of the bank. The soil was nearly black and when I took some in my fingers it was crumbly and soft. His trowel was green, green metal, and I watched as it slid in and out of the cool earth until he had dug quite a big hole. He put his trowel down then and lifted the rabbit and laid it in the hole. Then he covered it up with earth and arranged the turf so that nobody would ever know that there was a rabbit down there. He had buried it.

He put his trowel away in the rucksack, slung the rucksack on his shoulder and began to walk away down the lane. I hurried along at his side.

‘Why did you do that?’ I said.

He turned his head to look at me and in the shadows there were no silver pennies. He had grey eyes, the grey bit so pale that it almost didn’t show up against the white. I’d never seen eyes like that before. My eyes are brown.

‘You mean why did I bury the creature?’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘Because it was dead, boy,’ he said. ‘And because I wanted to. There’s a – satisfaction in burying things.’

I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything at all. I was angry with myself for not knowing what to say, because people don’t often talk to me. Not talk, they just say stupid, kindly things and don’t listen to me or answer my questions. We walked for a long time and it was nice. After the dark lane there were other lanes, some bright and some shadowed, but always with the high banks on each side and the green and yellow bushes, and sometimes crooked little trees grew on top of the banks.

Then suddenly we were on a road and he began to hurry. It was a narrow road and when a car passed we had to walk in single file. The little man muttered angrily whenever a car or a lorry swept past us, but he never once spoke to me or looked at me even, and when he turned abruptly off the road I nearly lost him. I clambered through the gap in the bank where he had disappeared just in time to see him vanish through a thick clump of the green and yellow bushes. I hurried across the little field and pushed through behind him. The bushes were very prickly and hard to get past, but I managed it and came to a place which had been a track a long time ago but now was covered with grass and nettles. The trees and bushes hung over it so that it was like a green cave and the little man was sitting in the green cave, sitting on the grass under a greyish tree which crouched over him like a hand or a wing. He had taken off his rucksack and was taking things out of it and laying them around him. After spreading a yellow cycle cape on the ground, he set out two tin cups and a big thermos flask. There was a little flat bottle of whisky and a packet of biscuits as well.

I noticed his hands then for the first time. They were very small and slender, with delicate fingers and long nails. His hands were the opposite of his face which was unshaven and wrinkly all over. His clothes were just clothes, an old mac, a cloth cap and worn shoes. It was then that I realised he was watching me, watching me even as I was staring at him. He was a funny little man. The more you looked at him the less you could see. He was camouflaged. I mean his self was camouflaged, and sometimes you could see him behind his specs and sometimes the silver pennies were there and the little man was gone again.

Invisible.

I could feel that my mouth was open, so I closed it. Mother used to always be telling me not to go about with my mouth open. That’s one of the things I do you see, I can’t help it. I just forget.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to be rude. I know you’re not supposed to stare at people.’

‘Sit down, boy,’ he said. ‘I’m having tea. Are you hungry?’

I was awful hungry. ‘Yes.’

He took a biscuit for himself and gave me the packet. ‘Eat all you want, boy.’ He unscrewed the top of the thermos flask and poured tea into the tin cups and added sugar from a paper packet. ‘No milk, I’m afraid,’ he said, ‘but it’s sweet and hot.’ He put quite a lot of whisky from the flat bottle into his own tea, but none into mine. I’d never had tea from a tin cup before and it was warm and friendly in my hands. I ate several biscuits and then I just had to ask him.

‘Excuse me,’ I said.

He looked at me.

‘Why did you bury the rabbit?’

‘I told you already, boy, because it was dead, and because I wanted to. That’s why.’ He poured out more tea for both of us. ‘And besides,’ he went on, ‘it’s my work.’

I tried to think quickly what I would say next, because I wanted him to keep talking to me. I don’t often have conversations with people, but it was all right, he went on without me having to speak.

‘Rabbits,’ he murmured, ‘are generally considered to be nice things.’ I nodded. He was right, rabbits are nice things.

‘And rats are generally detested,’ he said. ‘But both are living creatures and when they are killed they should be buried.’

‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘You’re supposed to bury dead people.’

‘People can bury each other, boy,’ he said crossly, ‘but the animals have to be helped. Not just rabbits and rats, but all the little animals, boy.’ He sighed. ‘Other men kill them and I bury them. I bury rats and mice and birds and hedgehogs and frogs and even snails.’ He nibbled a biscuit. ‘Of course I don’t really bury snails, but I take the remains off the road and drop them in high grass or nettles. Out of sight, you see, boy, out of sight.’

My mouth was open again.

‘You’ll find that your tea will get cold more quickly out of doors,’ he said. ‘I should drink up if I were you: Another biscuit?’

I was still hungry, because biscuits aren’t much really, but I was so excited about what he said that I couldn’t be bothered with my stupid stomach. ‘Excuse me,’ I said, ‘but where do you find so many things to bury? – and who kills them?’

He had only a small face, with a pointed chin, but now it screwed up in anger and he looked really fierce.

‘On the roads, boy, the high-roads and the by-roads, where the wheels are, boy, and the men behind the wheels. They drive their silly metal boxes and kill and kill and KILL –’

He frightened me. Some of my tea spilled and I felt it warm on my leg, then he grabbed my arm. ‘I’ve buried so many, boy, so many.’ His hand on my arm was trembling and the shaking from him came through me.

‘You must know, boy. You must have been in cars, must have felt the odd little bump, the faint crunch under your wheels. Must have boy. You must have had the tiny choice cross your mind as a little blob of something alive showed up in the headlights and you drove on and over it and forgot about it. You must have cursed when the body of a small bird banged on the precious paintwork of your bloody car, ey?’

His voice was loud now and he was shaking me by the arm. A fleck of white had come to each corner of his thin lips. His lips were very thin. ‘How many have you killed, boy? And why? WHY?’

I began to cry and he let me go. ‘Stop crying now, boy. Have some more tea.’

I tried to stop crying. ‘Excuse me,’ I said, ‘but I don’t – can’t drive a car.’

‘Oh.’

‘And I’ve never killed things.’

‘Then I’m sorry, boy,’ he said. ‘You must forgive me, I don’t often have company.’

We were quiet for a while then and he packed up all the things in his bag and lit a cigarette. The tea had made me feel sleepy and cosy and I closed my eyes. I was really tired, and I remember thinking that the yellow flowers on the prickly bushes were more like little Dutch shoes than candle-flames.

When I opened my eyes again he wasn’t there. I didn’t know which way to go, but I took a chance and ran up the green cave until I came out into the sunlight. I was on a narrow road and I was lucky, I just caught a glimpse of the little man as he turned into another lane. My legs were stinging from the nettles and I tore my jacket on a gate I had to climb over. There was barbed wire along the top bar of that gate. Why do people put that stuff on gates? Cows can’t climb over gates, can they? Anyway, I ran as fast as I could and caught up with the little man.
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