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There is a Happy Land





1


It was better than Christmas, the way we rolled off down the road, shouting and bawling and pretending to limp as though we had cork legs like Mr Bailey. Ted rattled his stick against the railings and chanted: “Little bit of spice cake, little bit of cheese; glass of cold water, a penny if you please. If you haven’t got a penny, halfpenny will do; if you haven’t got a halfpenny your door’s going through.”


A woman shouted from out of their garden: “Make a less noise, pair of you! You’re like I don’t know what!”


She was sitting in an armchair near their gate with all her big fat legs showing. There was a big furniture van outside and all carpets in the road and that. They must have been removing. “Hey, missus, your shirt lap’s hanging out!” shouted Ted. We were miles away from where we lived, so nobody could say anything. We started yodelling at her and making burping noises; then we went on down the road, walking bow-legged and singing Christmas carols.




While shepherds watched their turnip tops


A-boiling in the pot,


An angel of the Lord came down


And scoffed the blinking lot.





“Have we to go carol-singing outside Old Ma Theaker’s, see if she gives us anything?” said Ted.


“Chuck a bucket of water over us, that’s all she would give us,” I said.




Good King Wenceslas


Knocked a bobby senseless


Right in the middle of Marks and Spencers …





It was in the middle of July and right hot. No, June it must have been, because not that Saturday, but the Saturday after, Ted’s mother was taking us to the pantomime. The pantos went on all through summer up where we lived, but they didn’t run into July, I know that much, because that’s when the Royal Players started. Anyway, whatever month it was we’d been getting newts out of that pond near where the quarries are. We were walking up Parkside, just before you get to our school.


“Have we to talk in Arjy Parjy?” said Ted.


Arjy Parjy was like a secret language we had in our class. You had to put “arj” in the middle of every word, and if you could speak it fast you were right good.


“Darjo yarjou sparjeak Arjy Parjy?” I said.


“Yarjes. Darjo yarjou?”


We walked back up the road as far as the furniture van and shouted to the woman in the armchair: “Darjo yarjou sparjeak Arjy Parjy?” She shouted: “Wait till I go down to that school! You’ll be laughing on the other side of your faces!” We shouted: “Couldn’t catch a copper!” and crossed over the road, seeing how straight we could go walking backwards.


“Carjan yarjou sparjeak Arjy Parjy as warjell as marjee?” said Ted.


“Yarjes, I carjan sparjeak it barjetter tharjan anybarjony,” I said.


“I-i-it isn’t anybarjony. I mean, it arjisn’t anybarjony,” said Ted. “It’s anybarjody.”


“Said anybarjody.”


“Yarjou darjidn’t.”


“Darjid.”


“Darjidn’t.”


“Darjid.”


We walked on past the branch library, just before you get to our street. Ted puts his hands to his mouth and bawls out: “Got any books to give away?” and it echoed back at us.


“Smashed windows, by Eva Brick,” I said.


“What a smell, by Hoo Flung Dung,” said Ted.


“A walk in the woods, by Theresa Green.”


“No, this is it. A walk in the woods by Theresa Brown.”


“No. A walk in the woods by Theresa Tall.”


“Walk in the woods by Theresa Smelly.”


“Warjalk in the warjoods by Theresa Smarjelly.”


We got down as far as our street, Coronation Grove. Ted was frightened to go in because he’d got all mud over his stockings, so we squatted down on the edge of the road and started flattening tar bubbles. We had some of these like sticks they use for tying up plants with and we started seeing how far out into the road we could get with them without moving.


Soon popped all the bubbles we could reach, so we had to start leaning right out to get at the big bubbles in the middle of the road. You couldn’t get up, but you could lean out as far as you wanted without leaving the edge of the road.


“No putting hands on the road!” shouted Ted. It was dead easy if you put one hand on the road to steady yourself with.


I said: “Who’s putting their hands on the road?” He was only jealous because I had popped more bubbles than him, so he starts putting his hand on the road and getting at bubbles miles out in the middle of the street.


I shouted: “Yur, look who’s talking!” and started knocking his stick away with mine. We both fell forward into the road, hitting at each other’s sticks. “Fencing!” shouts Ted. He puts one hand behind his back and starts jabbing at my stomach with his stick. “Two Japanese wrestlers!” I said, and came back at him. We worked our way right out into the middle of the road. Ted started trying to knock my stick out of my hand and shouted: “Robin Hood and his merry men!” I was just going to get his stick off him when all of a sudden I saw this blinking bike pelting down the street, swerving so that it wouldn’t run into us.


I shouted: “Mind that feller’s bike!” but it was too late. Ted swished his stick back ready to knock mine out of my hand. It went straight through the blinking spokes on this fellow’s front wheel. The bike went up in the air and this fellow just managed to get this foot out on to the ground to stop himself from falling. Good job he wasn’t going all that fast, else he’d have gone clean over the handlebars.


We just stood there, waiting for him to play pop with us. He didn’t say anything, though. Didn’t even tell us off for playing round the fever drains. He just looked at us, winked, and made this noise out of the side of his mouth.


“Grr-quack!”


I can’t do it, because it’s not a noise that anything makes, not even a duck. It was a sort of cross between a quack and a tiger, but it was a nice noise, I suppose. He just sat on the cross-bar, pulled his bike up straight and made this noise. He didn’t smile: he just winked and went: “Qua-ack! Grr-qua-ack!”


He was a big fellow with a shiny red face and sort of gingery hair, but not so much that you could shout “Gin’er” after him. It was like a dirty colour. I don’t think he had many teeth, and they were all yellow, what I could see of them when he made this noise. He wore an old blazer that looked as though he’d had it given, and flannels that weren’t even tucked into his socks to stop getting oil on them off the bicycle chain. He had hair coming out of his ears.


“Grr-quack!” he went for the third time. Then he rides off down the street on this bike, leaving Ted’s stick in bits in the middle of the road. He was riding all over the shop, first on one side of the road and then on the other. Bet his front wheel was buckled.


“Hey, mister, your back wheel’s following your front!” shouted Ted, but he couldn’t hear us. Just before he got to the corner of Royal Park Crescent he sticks his leg out at right angles to show he was turning. There were a couple more kids near our lamp-post and he made this noise at them as well.


Me and Ted stood and stared till he was out of sight then we both started laughing and shouting and mocking this fellow. “Grr-quack!” “No, this is it. Grr-r quack!” “No. Grr-qua-ack!”


We set off home, sticking our legs out like we had seen this man do and making this noise. Ted never used to know when to stop and he started going “Grr-quack!” at all the blinking rotten neighbours. He was all right, because he lived further down the street from us and they didn’t know him. Anyway, Mrs Theaker saw us and said we were cheeky, and she knew his mother so he stopped after that.


We walked properly as far as the next telegraph pole, not even daring to look at each other, then we both burst out laughing at the same time, the laughter spurting out of us like a balloon being let down.


“Grr-quack!”


“No, look, man! Grr-quack!”


“No. Grr-qua-ack!”


Ted grabbed my stick and put it between his legs and pretended it was this man’s bicycle. He put one leg out, trying to look as if he was turning round a corner, and then he found he had got all tar all over his trousers. He starts holding the seat of his trousers out with his hands and going: “Yerks! Look what you’ve blinking done, man!” I started doing it as well, and it was like this—both going: “Yerks! Yerks, man!” as loud as we could, and staggering about holding our trousers seats out—that we got as far as Ted’s house.


Just as we were going in their gate he said: “If my mother wants to know how I got all this tar on, it was your stick that did it, not mine.” Just like him, blames it all on to me. Pinches my stick off me and then says it was my fault. He was my best friend, was Ted, but I hated him sometimes. He was all right, but he was awkward in a lot of ways. He lived right down at the bottom of our street, down in the two hundreds, just past that black doctor’s. Well, it was always me that had to call for him, never him that called for me. And he could hit you, but you couldn’t hit him. And if he ever got into cop it, it was always your fault.


Another thing about Ted, he was always saying things about people, but you just say anything about him and he used to turn on you. He used to come up to you and go: “Do you want this button?” and if you used to say yes, well he used to pull the blinking thing off your coat and give it to you, but if you said no, well he used to pull it off and throw it away. Then he’d go: “Well, you said you didn’t want it!” You try doing anything like that with him, though. You never knew how far you could go with Ted.


Anyway, we get to their back door and it’s blinking locked. His mother must have been out shopping. Ted wanted me to stay with him till she came back, in case she said anything about him dirtying his best clothes. I didn’t mind staying, because it wasn’t my blinking fault he’d got tar on his trousers. Tell you what I did mind though, and that was Ted sitting on their step and reciting one of these stupid sayings that go round. He used to get them out of the Rover and the Wizard and that. He was always going:


“How much wood could a wood-chuck chuck if a wood-chuck could chuck wood?” and things like that. It was all right anybody else doing them, but whenever Ted used to do it, it always used to make me feel awkward, don’t know why.


I laughed, a sniggering sort of laugh, and said: “You what?”


“If - your - Bob - doesn’t - give - our - Bob - that - Bob - that - your - Bob - owes - our - Bob - our - Bob’s - going - to - give - your - Bob - a - bob - over - the - ear.” He said it very quickly. He was always saying these stupid sayings very quickly.


I said: “If your Bob what?” feeling silly.


“Aw, you want to wash your ears out, man!” said Ted. He started showing off and recited it quicker and quicker till he tripped up over some of the words. I laughed at him, so of course he didn’t like it then.


“Hey, vaulting over your wall!” I said, to try and take Ted’s mind off these stupid sayings. He used to keep a vaulting-pole propped up near their dustbin. We used to vault over their garden wall with it.


Another thing about Ted, he always wanted everything to himself. He got out the vaulting-pole and started vaulting over their wall with it. I kept shouting: “Give us a go, man!” but he wouldn’t take any notice. He wouldn’t give me a go.


I had to stand there like a fool, watching him vault backwards and forwards into Mathieson’s garden and shouting: “You wait till old Ma Mathieson comes out at him!” After a bit he says: “Vaulting over our front gate!” so I have to traipse out to the front gate with him and watch him vaulting over that.


After he’d had it for ages, Ted let me have the pole. “Only one go!” he said. I went out into the street with it and took a flying leap over the gate into their garden. One of my feet just caught the head of a Michaelmas daisy.


“Aw, you’ve done it now, man!” cried Ted. “Caw, look what you’ve done with your big feet!”


“I-it’s nothing!” I said, getting nervous. I had only broken the head of one flower.


“Oh, isn’t it! Trust you! Wait till my mother finds out, that’s all. Well it was you! I’m not going to say it was me.”


“Not asking you to.”


“Not off to, so you needn’t think I am!”


“Don’t want you to.”


He got down and started messing about with this flower. It wasn’t worth twopence when it was there.


Then all of a sudden he gets up and starts acting daft again. “Anyway, we’ve done it now,” he said. He aimed his boot at the broken flower and kicked the head clean off it. He got his vaulting-pole and started swishing it at the other flowers, just missing the tops of them. Then he starts doing it at me, swinging the pole about two inches over my head.


I called out: “Mind out, man!” Ted pretended to be out of the lunatic asylum and started pulling his funny face. “You’ll go like it!” I said. He started squinting his eyes and lolling his tongue out and taking swipes at me with his vaulting-pole. It was a heavy pole that used to be a scout staff. He just missed me every time.


After a bit he dropped the pole and started mincing round the garden like a girl. He pulled his trousers up high up to his thighs like tights and pranced round holding the legs up with his hands.


“If youah Robert does not give ouah Robert that shilling that youah Robert owes ouah Robert,” he went, in a highpitched, la-di-da sort of voice. I said: “You’ll go like it, man!” Then I started copying him and said: “Oh, reahlly!” in the same voice. Ted suddenly stopped and became King Kong, dropping his arms in front of him and snarling like an ape. Then he was a monkey, scratching himself under the arms and making cackling noises.


“Hey, two monkeys having a fight!” he said suddenly. I had to pretend to be a monkey and we started rolling on the ground pretending to wrestle.


That started it, supposed to be only playing, but you try just playing with him. He was all right for a minute then he starts biting. He kept getting his teeth into my arm and worrying it. Well, it didn’t hurt, but after a bit I noticed bits of spit on my sleeve. I went: “You-ou—look what you’ve done!” and wiped it off on his jersey. Ted went: “Mu-ucky devil!” I said: “See how you like it!” and bending down to the ground I bit his bare leg. I bit a lot deeper than I thought and he shouted: “Ge-et o-o-off, man! I’m telling you!”


I let go and I could see the marks of my teeth on his leg. I pretended to be a mad monkey and went: “Grrrrr-an! Grrr-an!”


“You’re blooming barmy, man!” said Ted.


“Grrrrr-an! Grrr-an!”


“Gi-ive up, crackers!”


“Grrrrr-an!”


I suddenly realized that Ted had got his mad up. I felt very silly and stood up, laughing like you do at the very end of a joke.


“Yer, you think you’re good, don’t you?” snapped Ted.


“Cur, just cos you got bit, man!”


“Yer, well I didn’t bite you like that!”


“Not much!”


“You just wait if I get blinking blood poisoning,” said Ted.


“Yar-rn—get away, man!” I said.


“Yer, it’s all right for you!”


He kept going on about it, just because he’d got hurt for once. Anyway, he finished up saying: “And you needn’t think my mother’s taking you to that pantomime, so you know!” I was supposed to be going to the Theatre Royal with Ted and his mother a week that Saturday, and after that to Church Moor Feast. She used to take us every year.


“Don’t want her to, I can go on my own!” I said. I was feeling hurt, but on the top of it, angry.


“She’s not going to, don’t you worry!” said Ted. Then he said: “You’re nothing but a bloody bugger when you’re there!”


“Same to you with knobs on,” I said. I felt myself going red.


“Shu-ut up, bloody bugger!”


“Shut up yourself!”


“Don’t you tell me to shut up, bloody bugger! And you can get out of our garden as well!”


I said: “I’m going, don’ t you worry.” I walked to the gate. Ted followed after me, limping where I had bitten him in the leg.


He shouted after me: “And you needn’t think you’re getting your whirrer back, either!” He’d got my whirrer. It was like a piece of string with a lead weight at the end. It made a whirring noise when you swung it round.


I called back: “I don’t want it back, so you can keep it!” I wondered how I was going to get my whirrer back.


“You’re not getting it!”


I shouted: “And you’re not getting your joke book back, either, so you needn’t think you are!”


“Oh, but I am!”


“You’re not, you know!”


“Pity you if I don’t!” shouted Ted. “You wait!”


I walked off up the street, not looking round. A stone came whizzing past and just missed me.


I thought about my quarrel with Ted all the way up Coronation Grove, thinking of me calling him a bloody bugger and imagining me getting drowned saving Theaker’s dog in Park Lake and him being sorry. No, this is it—saving him from being drowned and walking away without speaking after I had got him out.


Up near our lamp-post I saw this furniture van that had been up in Parkside that afternoon, where we were mocking that woman. It was standing outside where Braithwaites used to live, next door to us. I imagined me getting run over with it and having my legs off, and Ted mocking me and spitting at me, and me just watching him with tears in my eyes because I couldn’t move.


Braithwaites’ had been empty for ages. They had a telegraph pole in their garden. They were dirty. They had to have the bug-van when they removed. Anyway, the house didn’t look empty now, because two men were lifting a sideboard up the path out of this van, and I could see rolls of lino leaning up against the front-room window. I suddenly remembered how we’d been shouting arjy parjy at this woman earlier on, and I thought: “Pity me if she’s coming to live next door to us!”


I watched the removal van for a bit, then I looked round our street to see if there was anyone I could get a game of hiddy with. There was nobody in sight, so I thought I’d go in.


I went in through our garden and round to the back door, and the first thing I clap eyes on is this blinking fat woman that we’d been shouting names at, talking to my Auntie Betty. I was scared stiff. I was just going to dodge back round the corner of the house when my Auntie Betty sees me and shouts: “Come back here! I want you!”


“Wasn’t going anywhere,” I mumbled. I drew in my lower lip and tried to look as though I had horse teeth so this woman couldn’t tell it was me.


My Auntie Betty didn’t take any more notice of me, just went on talking to this woman.


“Here, who’s that man who’s always on that bicycle—does he live in Parkside?” my Auntie Betty said.


“Who do you mean, him that sticks his leg out?” the woman said. She was staring straight at me. I remembered how Ted had shouted: “Hey, missus, your shirt lap’s hanging out” at her, and hoped she didn’t think it was me who’d shouted it.


Thought I could get in with them by joining in what they were talking about, so I chimed in: “Is it him that makes that funny noise?”


“I don’t know what kind of a noise he makes,” my Auntie Betty said. “I wonder if he lives in them houses in Carnegie Road.”


I said: “I don’t know, but I know he was going round by Royal Park Crescent when we saw him.” Felt like saying: “We’ve been down Royal Park Crescent all afternoon,” so this woman would think it was someone else who’d been shouting after her, but I thought I’d better not after all.


“He’ll live in them new houses,” my Auntie Betty said.


“I think he’s a bit simple, if it’s him that I’m thinking of,” the woman said. She was standing there with her arms folded. She looked as though she was going to be there for the rest of the night.


“He’s not simple, he’s blinking crackers,” I said.


Don’t know why I came out with that, because I might have known what was coming.


“Don’t you be so cheeky!” my Auntie Betty said. “You’ve too much off! And what were you shouting at this lady this afternoon?”


I suddenly felt like running to the lavatory. Didn’t know the woman had already told my Auntie Betty about us.


“Shouting what?” I said.


“You know very well what!” my Auntie Betty went. “What were you shouting?”


“Wasn’t shouting anything. It was Ted. I was just with him, that’s all.”


“No, it was both of them,” this woman says, sticking her oar in. “Because I took particular notice. I was going to go down to the school about them.”


“They’re both as bad as each other,” my Auntie Betty said. “I’m going to get him sent away if he doesn’t stop calling after people. What were you shouting?” she said to me again. The woman said: “I’ll get back to my furniture.”


I started crying. I went: “I wasn’t shouting at all, and I’m off to run away!” then I ducked past them and pelted up to the top of our garden. There was a big hole there that I’d been digging for weeks, trying to see how far down you could get, and I jumped in it and sat there, just waiting for my Auntie Betty to call me in again. It was about six feet deep and you couldn’t get out again without using these footholds. I sat on this plank at the bottom and imagined me stopping there all night and my Auntie Betty finding my dead body in the morning and remembering that her last words to me had been: “I’ll give you something to cry about when I get hold of you!”
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So that was that day. Got told off for shouting out at this woman, and my Auntie Betty told me I hadn’t to go out of our street till she let me.


Next day I thought I might as well go down past Ted’s so that if he was in their garden, well, I could walk straight past him without speaking. Wanted to have a squint at him anyway, just in case he’d got blood poisoning in his leg where I’d bitten him. I started rehearsing what I’d say to my Auntie Betty if he had to go into the Infirmary. I could say I slipped and my teeth just caught in his leg. I remembered where he’d started it by biting me first, right on my arm, and I wondered whether it would be worth my while to cut my elbow with some mucky old glass so that I’d get worse blood poisoning than him, then nobody could say anything. I wrestled my arm out of my coat sleeve and tucked the sleeve into my pocket so that Ted would think I’d had to have my arm off, then I set off down Coronation Grove.


Got down as far as where Braithwaites used to live, where that fat woman had just moved in. Thought I’d better cross over the road just in case she was looking out of their window. There was a pair of steps in the window where they were putting the curtains up, and I thought she might see me and start playing pop again. I was just crossing over the street when I saw this girl coming out of their gate. Never seen her before. She was about as old as me, but she was different from all the other kids in our street. I mean, she was like neat and tidy and that. She had bright light-coloured hair that looked as though she’d just had it washed, and she was wearing like a green velvet dress. It was a bit like our tablecloth. It was all right.


It was too late to walk straight past her so I stopped and said: “We’re tracing a man in a fawn raincoat. Has he been past here?”


She thought I was a detective. “I haven’t seen anybody,” she said.


“Just checking up,” I said. “Well, report to us if you see him. I’d have caught up with him by now if it wasn’t for my arm.” I patted my sleeve where I’d wrestled my arm out of it.


“What’s up with it?”


“Broke it,” I said.


“What on?”


“Racing down Clarkson’s Hill on a bus tyre,” I said.


“Oo, poor old you.”


“It’s nearly better now, though,” I said. Thought I’d better say that, just in case she saw me the next day with my arm out again.
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