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  Introduction




  In the early 1970s I was commissioned to write and read a short story for BBC radio that I had called The Fib, in which the unnamed narrator, a troubled boy from a

  single-parent family, who loathed football, told a lie that his uncle was Bobby Charlton. Understandably, the broadcast of The Fib was somewhat dependant on acquiring the great man’s

  blessing.




  As a matter of courtesy, I telephoned Mr Charlton (as he then was) at Preston North End Football Club, where he was the manager. After introducing myself and giving the reason for telephoning,

  the conversation went something like this:




  

    

      

        George: . . . Yes, it’s called The Fib and it’s going to be broadcast on the radio. On the BBC.




        Bobby Charlton: Oh aye?




        George: Yes, and honestly, Mr Charlton, you really do come out as quite a hero in it.




        Bobby Charlton: Oh aye?




        George: Yes, and I am really hoping that you will . . .




        Bobby Charlton: Give my permission?




        George: Erm . . .


      


    


  




  [Awkward pause. I had conveniently failed to mention that the story had already been recorded and would be listed in the forthcoming edition of Radio Times.]




  

    

      George: . . . Erm, yes, please.




      Bobby Charlton: Away you go, son!


    


  




  Now, I wasn’t sure if ‘Away you go, son!’ meant please go away, I’m a very busy man or away you go and write it. I chose it to mean the latter.




  Happily it has been an enduring friendship, culminating when Sir Bobby was guest of honour at a concert at Cadogan Hall, London, in 2011, where, accompanied by the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra,

  I read The Fib to music especially composed by the eminent composer Debbie Wiseman MBE.
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  Although the earliest edition of my stories was published in 1975, The Fib was the last to be written. I wrote the first story, ‘The Gang Hut’, in 1960, during my first term

  at drama school in London. Returning home for the Christmas holidays I met a girl on the train also from Bradford and she kindly offered to type out my scribbled, handwritten copy. What I

  didn’t know was that she worked for the producer of the popular BBC radio programme Morning Story.




  With the kind of luck that I have been blessed with throughout my career, she gave the typed copy to her boss, Hazel Lewthwaite, who liked it, bought it and booked me to read it. After leaving

  drama school in 1962, I auditioned to be a reader on Woman’s Hour and I used ‘The Gang Hut’ as my audition piece. The producer, Virginia Browne-Wilkinson, liked it enough

  to commission four further stories, which I read as a Woman’s Hour serial under the title A Northern Childhood. These evocative period stories written for an adult audience

  proved so popular that five more A Northern Childhood stories were commissioned. A Northern Childhood was published as an educational book by Longman, now Pearson, and is still

  available today.




  Whilst hugely grateful that my books have found this ongoing younger audience, not least helped by the fact that The Fib and Other Stories has been on the national curriculum for over

  twenty-five years, I have to say that I am not a children’s writer. I write about childhood: the pain of childhood, the traumas, the day-to-day worries, bullying, guilt, peer pressure –

  all voiced through the thoughts of a young, troubled narrator with limited vocabulary.




  This narrator lives in a different age to the young reader of today. No internet, no computers, no mobile phones, no video games, no DVDs, no television. No central heating! So why do my stories

  resonate with today’s young readers? Because the bullying, guilt, peer pressure and prejudice that my narrator has to deal with are for them just as relevant today. The issues I write about

  based on my own 1950s childhood are timeless. For example, I am writing this introduction on the first day of the 2015 general election campaign. In The Swap and Other Stories, my second

  collection, there is a story called ‘The Pigeon’, which deals with immigration and prejudice in 1954.




  When I wrote these stories for radio, specifically for an adult audience, I never thought for one moment that any of them might ever be published. To be writing this introduction to the fortieth

  anniversary edition for Macmillan Children’s Books is for me nothing less than astonishing.




  Each book has a dedication, which was relevant at the time of publication and gave me much pleasure. I have not only been blessed with luck in my career, I have been blessed with the most

  wonderful family, not least my dear wife of nearly forty years.




  Therefore I dedicate this fortieth anniversary edition to Moya, my four children, my brother and sister and their children, indeed all my extended family – and one in particular:




  For my dear grandson




  THEO




    George Layton




    March 2015
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  For my children Tristan, Claudie, Daniel and Hannah
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  THE BALACLAVA STORY




  Tony and Barry both had one. I reckon half the kids in our class had one. But I didn’t. My mum wouldn’t even listen to me.




  ‘You’re not having a balaclava! What do you want a balaclava for in the middle of summer?’




  I must’ve told her about ten times why I wanted a balaclava.




  ‘I want one so’s I can join the Balaclava Boys . . .’




  ‘Go and wash your hands for tea, and don’t be so silly.’




  She turned away from me to lay the table, so I put the curse of the middle finger on her. This was pointing both your middle fingers at somebody when they weren’t looking. Tony had started

  it when Miss Taylor gave him a hundred lines for flicking paper pellets at Jennifer Greenwood. He had to write out a hundred times: ‘I must not fire missiles because it is dangerous and

  liable to cause damage to someone’s eye.’




  Tony tried to tell Miss Taylor that he hadn’t fired a missile, he’d just flicked a paper pellet, but she threw a piece of chalk at him and told him to shut up.




  ‘Don’t just stand there – wash your hands.’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘Don’t say “eh”, say “pardon”.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Just hurry up, and make sure the dirt comes off in the water, and not on the towel, do you hear?’




  Ooh, my mum. She didn’t half go on sometimes.




  ‘I don’t know what you get up to at school. How do you get so dirty?’




  I knew exactly the kind of balaclava I wanted. One just like Tony’s, a sort of yellowy-brown. His dad had given it to him because of his earache. Mind you, he didn’t like wearing it

  at first. At school he’d given it to Barry to wear and got it back before home-time. But all the other lads started asking if they could have a wear of it, so Tony took it back and said from

  then on nobody but him could wear it, not even Barry. Barry told him he wasn’t bothered because he was going to get a balaclava of his own, and so did some of the other lads. And that’s

  how it started – the Balaclava Boys.




  It wasn’t a gang really. I mean they didn’t have meetings or anything like that. They just went around together wearing their balaclavas, and if you didn’t have one you

  couldn’t go around with them. Tony and Barry were my best friends, but because I didn’t have a balaclava, they wouldn’t let me go round with them. I tried.




  ‘Aw, go on, Barry, let us walk round with you.’




  ‘No, you can’t. You’re not a Balaclava Boy.’




  ‘Aw, go on.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Please.’




  I don’t know why I wanted to walk round with them anyway. All they did was wander up and down the playground dressed in their rotten balaclavas. It was daft.




  ‘Go on, Barry, be a sport.’




  ‘I’ve told you. You’re not a Balaclava Boy. You’ve got to have a balaclava. If you get one, you can join.’




  ‘But I can’t, Barry. My mum won’t let me have one.’




  ‘Hard luck.’




  ‘You’re rotten.’




  Then he went off with the others. I wasn’t half fed up. All my friends were in the Balaclava Boys. All the lads in my class except me. Wasn’t fair. The bell went for the next lesson

  – ooh heck, handicraft with the Miseryguts Garnett – then it was home-time. All the Balaclava Boys were going in and I followed them.




  ‘Hey, Tony, do you want to go down the woods after school?’




  ‘No, I’m going round with the Balaclava Boys.’




  ‘Oh.’




  Blooming Balaclava Boys. Why wouldn’t my mum buy me a balaclava? Didn’t she realize that I was losing all my friends, and just because she wouldn’t buy me

  one?




  ‘Eh, Tony, we can go goose-gogging – you know, by those great gooseberry bushes at the other end of the woods.’




  ‘I’ve told you, I can’t.’




  ‘Yes, I know, but I thought you might want to go goose-gogging.’




  ‘Well, I would, but I can’t.’




  I wondered if Barry would be going as well.




  ‘Is Barry going round with the Balaclava Boys an’ all?’




  ‘Course he is.’




  ‘Oh.’




  Blooming balaclavas. I wish they’d never been invented.




  ‘Why won’t your mum get you one?’




  ‘I don’t know. She says it’s daft wearing a balaclava in the middle of summer. She won’t let me have one.’




  ‘I found mine at home up in our attic.’




  Tony unwrapped some chewing gum and asked me if I wanted a piece.




  ‘No thanks.’ I’d’ve only had to wrap it in my handkerchief once we got in the classroom. You couldn’t get away with anything with Mr Garnett.




  ‘Hey, maybe you could find one in your attic.’




  For a minute I wasn’t sure what he was talking about.




  ‘Find what?’




  ‘A balaclava.’




  ‘No, we haven’t even got an attic.’




  I didn’t half find handicraft class boring. All that mucking about with compasses and rulers. Or else it was weaving, and you got all tangled up with balls of wool. I was just no good at

  handicraft and Mr Garnett agreed with me. Today was worse than ever. We were painting pictures and we had to call it ‘My Favourite Story’. Tony was painting Noddy in Toyland. I

  told him he’d get into trouble.




  ‘Garnett’ll do you.’




  ‘Why? It’s my favourite story.’




  ‘Yes, but I don’t think he’ll believe you.’




  Tony looked ever so hurt.




  ‘But honest. It’s my favourite story. Anyway what are you doing?’




  He leaned over to have a look at my favourite story.




  ‘Have you read it, Tony?’




  ‘I don’t know. What is it?’




  ‘It’s Robinson Crusoe, what do you think it is?’




  He just looked at my painting.




  ‘Oh, I see it now. Oh yes, I get it now. I couldn’t make it out for a minute. Oh yes, there’s Man Friday behind him.’




  ‘Get your finger off, it’s still wet. And that isn’t Man Friday, it’s a coconut tree. And you’ve smudged it.’




  We were using some stuff called poster paint, and I got covered in it. I was getting it everywhere, so I asked Mr Garnett if I could go for a wash. He gets annoyed when you ask to be excused,

  but he could see I’d got it all over my hands, so he said I could go, but told me to be quick.




  The washbasins were in the boys’ cloakroom just outside the main hall. I got most of the paint off and as I was drying my hands, that’s when it happened. I don’t know what came

  over me. As soon as I saw that balaclava lying there on the floor, I decided to pinch it. I couldn’t help it. I just knew that this was my only chance. I’ve never pinched anything

  before – I don’t think I have – but I didn’t think of this as . . . well . . . I don’t even like saying it, but . . . well, stealing. I just did it.




  I picked it up, went to my coat, and put it in the pocket. At least I tried to put it in the pocket but it bulged out, so I pushed it down the inside of the sleeve. My head was throbbing, and

  even though I’d just dried my hands, they were all wet from sweating. If only I’d thought a bit first. But it all happened so quickly. I went back to the classroom, and as I was going

  in I began to realize what I’d done. I’d stolen a balaclava. I didn’t even know whose it was, but as I stood in the doorway I couldn’t believe I’d done it. If

  only I could go back. In fact I thought I would but then Mr Garnett told me to hurry up and sit down. As I was going back to my desk I felt as if all the lads knew what I’d done. How could

  they? Maybe somebody had seen me. No! Yes! How could they? They could. Of course they couldn’t. No, course not. What if they did though? Oh heck.




  I thought home-time would never come but when the bell did ring I got out as quick as I could. I was going to put the balaclava back before anybody noticed; but as I got to the cloakroom I heard

  Norbert Lightowler shout out that someone had pinched his balaclava. Nobody took much notice, thank goodness, and I heard Tony say to him that he’d most likely lost it. Norbert said he

  hadn’t but he went off to make sure it wasn’t in the classroom.




  I tried to be all casual and took my coat, but I didn’t dare put it on in case the balaclava popped out of the sleeve. I said tarah to Tony.




  ‘Tarah, Tony, see you tomorrow.’




  ‘Yeh, tarah.’




  Oh, it was good to get out in the open air. I couldn’t wait to get home and get rid of that blooming balaclava. Why had I gone and done a stupid thing like that? Norbert Lightowler was

  sure to report it to the Headmaster, and there’d be an announcement about it at morning assembly and the culprit would be asked to own up. I was running home as fast as I could. I wanted to

  stop and take out the balaclava and chuck it away, but I didn’t dare. The faster I ran, the faster my head was filled with thoughts. I could give it back to Norbert. You know, say I’d

  taken it by mistake. No, he’d never believe me. None of the lads would believe me. Everybody knew how much I wanted to be a Balaclava Boy. I’d have to get rid of the blooming thing as

  fast as I could.




  My mum wasn’t back from work when I got home, thank goodness, so as soon as I shut the front door, I put my hand down the sleeve of my coat for the balaclava. There was nothing there. That

  was funny, I was sure I’d put it down that sleeve. I tried down the other sleeve, and there was still nothing there. Maybe I’d got the wrong coat. No, it was my coat all right. Oh,

  blimey, I must’ve lost it while I was running home. I was glad in a way. I was going to have to get rid of it, now it was gone. I only hoped nobody had seen it drop out, but, oh, I was glad

  to be rid of it. Mind you, I was dreading going to school next morning. Norbert’ll probably have reported it by now. Well, I wasn’t going to own up. I didn’t mind the cane, it

  wasn’t that, but if you owned up, you had to go up on the stage in front of the whole school. Well, I was going to forget about it now and nobody would ever know that I’d pinched that

  blooming lousy balaclava.




  I started to do my homework, but I couldn’t concentrate. I kept thinking about assembly next morning. What if I went all red and everybody else noticed? They’d know I’d pinched

  it then. I tried to think about other things, nice things. I thought about bed. I just wanted to go to sleep. To go to bed and sleep. Then I thought about my mum; what she’d say if she knew

  I’d been stealing. But I still couldn’t forget about assembly next day. I went into the kitchen and peeled some potatoes for my mum. She was ever so pleased when she came in from work

  and said I must’ve known she’d brought me a present.




  ‘Oh, thanks. What’ve you got me?’




  She gave me a paper bag and when I opened it I couldn’t believe my eyes – a blooming balaclava.




  ‘There you are, now you won’t be left out and you can stop making my life a misery.’




  ‘Thanks, Mum.’




  If only my mum knew she was making my life a misery. The balaclava she’d bought me was just like the one I’d pinched. I felt sick. I didn’t want it. I couldn’t

  wear it now. If I did, everybody would say it was Norbert Lightowler’s. Even if they didn’t, I just couldn’t wear it. I wouldn’t feel it was mine. I had to get rid of it. I

  went outside and put it down the lavatory. I had to pull the chain three times before it went away. It’s a good job we’ve got an outside lavatory or else my mum would have wondered what

  was wrong with me.




  I could hardly eat my tea.




  ‘What’s wrong with you? Aren’t you hungry?’




  ‘No, not much.’




  ‘What’ve you been eating? You’ve been eating sweets, haven’t you?’




  ‘No, I don’t feel hungry.’




  ‘Don’t you feel well?’




  ‘I’m all right.’




  I wasn’t, I felt terrible. I told my mum I was going upstairs to work on my model aeroplane.




  ‘Well, it’s my bingo night, so make yourself some cocoa before you go to bed.’




  I went upstairs to bed, and after a while I fell asleep. The last thing I remember was a big balaclava, with a smiling face, and it was the Headmaster’s face.




  I was scared stiff when I went to school next morning. In assembly it seemed different. All the boys were looking at me. Norbert Lightowler pushed past and didn’t say anything. When

  prayers finished I just stood there waiting for the Headmaster to ask for the culprit to own up, but he was talking about the school fete. And then he said he had something very important to

  announce and I could feel myself going red. My ears were burning like anything and I was going hot and cold both at the same time.




  ‘I’m very pleased to announce that the school football team has won the inter-league cup . . .’




  And that was the end of assembly, except that we were told to go and play in the schoolyard until we were called in, because there was a teachers’ meeting. I couldn’t understand why

  I hadn’t been found out yet, but I still didn’t feel any better, I’d probably be called to the Headmaster’s room later on.




  I went out into the yard. Everybody was happy because we were having extra playtime. I could see all the Balaclava Boys going round together. Then I saw Norbert Lightowler was one of them. I

  couldn’t be sure it was Norbert because he had a balaclava on, so I had to go up close to him. Yes, it was Norbert. He must have bought a new balaclava that morning.




  ‘Have you bought a new one then, Norbert?’




  ‘Y’what?’




  ‘You’ve bought a new balaclava, have you?’




  ‘What are you talking about?’




  ‘Your balaclava. You’ve got a new balaclava, haven’t you?’




  ‘No, I never lost it at all. Some fool had shoved it down the sleeve of my raincoat.’




  





  THE CHRISTMAS PARTY




  Our classroom looked smashing. Lots of silver tinsel and crepe paper and lanterns. We’d made the lanterns, but Miss Taylor had bought the rest herself, out of

  her own money. Oh, only today and tomorrow and then we break up. Mind you, if school was like this all the time, I wouldn’t be bothered about breaking up. Putting up Christmas decorations and

  playing games – much better than doing writing and spelling any day. I watched the snow coming down outside. Smashing! More sliding tomorrow. I love Christmas. I wish it was more than once a

  year. Miss Taylor started tapping on the blackboard with a piece of chalk. Everybody was talking and she kept on tapping until the only person you could hear was Norbert Lightowler.




  ‘Look, if I get a six and land on you, you get knocked off and I still get another go!’




  The whole class was looking at him.




  ‘Look, when Colin got a six, he landed on me and he got another . . .!’




  Suddenly he realized that he was the only one talking and he started going red.




  ‘Thank you, Norbert, I think we all know the rules of Ludo.’




  Miss Taylor can be right sarcastic sometimes. Everybody laughed. Even Miss Taylor smiled.




  ‘Now, since it is getting so noisy, we’re going to stop these games and do some work.’




  Everybody groaned and Tony and me booed – quietly so Miss Taylor couldn’t hear. She hates people that boo. She says people who boo are cowards.




  ‘Who is that booing?’




  We must have been booing louder than we thought.




  ‘Who is that booing?’




  Miss Taylor looked at Tony. I looked at Tony. They both looked at me. I put my hand up.




  ‘It was me, Miss.’




  Tony put his hand up.




  ‘It was me an’ all, Miss.’




  She looked at us.




  ‘You both know what I think of booing, don’t you?’




  We nodded.




  ‘Yes, Miss.’




  ‘Yes, Miss.’




  ‘Don’t ever let me hear it again.’




  We shook our heads.




  ‘No, Miss.’




  ‘No, Miss.’




  She turned to the class.




  ‘Now, the work I have in mind is discussion work.’




  Everybody groaned again, except me and Tony.




  ‘I thought we’d discuss tomorrow’s Christmas party!’




  We all cheered and Miss Taylor smiled. We have a Christmas party every year, the whole school together in the main hall. Each class has its own table and we all bring the food from home.




  ‘Now, does everybody know what they’re bringing from home for the party tomorrow?’




  I knew. I was bringing a jelly. I put my hand up.




  ‘I’m bringing a jelly, Miss!’




  Everybody started shouting at once and Miss Taylor moved her hands about to calm us down.




  ‘All right, all right, one at a time. Don’t get excited. Jennifer Greenwood, what are you bringing?’




  Jennifer Greenwood was sitting in the back row next to Valerie Burns. She wriggled her shoulders and rolled her head about and looked down. She always does that when she’s asked a

  question. She’s daft, is Jennifer Greenwood.




  ‘C’mon, Jennifer, what are you bringing for tomorrow?’




  She put her hand up.




  ‘Please, Miss, I’m bringing a custard trifle, Miss.’




  Norbert Lightowler pulled his mouth into a funny shape and pretended to be sick.




  ‘Ugh, I hate custard. I’m not gonna have any of that!’




  Everybody laughed, except Miss Taylor.




  ‘Well, Norbert, if I was Jennifer I wouldn’t dream of giving you any. Right, Jennifer?’




  Jennifer just rolled her head about and giggled with Valerie Burns. Norbert was looking down at his desk.




  ‘And, Norbert, what are you bringing tomorrow?’




  ‘Polony sandwiches, Miss, my mum’s making ’em, and a bottle of mixed pickles, Miss, homemade!’




  Miss Taylor said that would be lovely, and carried on asking right round the class. Tony said that he was bringing a Christmas cake. I was bringing the jelly that my mum was going to make, and

  Colin Wilkinson was bringing some currant buns. Valerie Burns said that she was bringing some lemon curd tarts, and Freda Holdsworth called her a spiteful cat because she was bringing the

  lemon curd tarts, and Valerie Burns knew she was bringing lemon curd tarts because she’d told her and she was a blooming copycat. Anyway Miss Taylor calmed her down by saying that it

  was a good job they were both bringing lemon curd tarts, because then there would be enough for everybody, and everybody would want one, wouldn’t they? And she asked everybody who would want

  a lemon curd tart to put their hands up, and everybody put their hands up. Even I put my hand up and I hate lemon curd. Well, it was Christmas.




  After everybody had told Miss Taylor what they were bringing, she said that there’d be enough for the whole school, never mind just our class, but we should remember that Christmas

  isn’t just for eating and parties, and she asked Tony what the most important thing about Christmas is.




  ‘Presents, Miss!’




  ‘No, Tony, not presents. Christmas is when the baby Jesus was born, and that is the most important thing, and when you’re all enjoying your presents and parties this year, you must

  all remember that. Will you all promise me?’




  Everybody promised that they’d remember Jesus and then Miss Taylor started asking us all how we were going to spend Christmas. Freda Holdsworth said she was going to Bridlington on

  Christmas Eve to stay with her cousin, and on Christmas Eve they’d both put their stockings up for Father Christmas, but before they’d go to bed, they’d leave a glass of milk and

  some biscuits for him in case he was hungry. Norbert Lightowler said that that’s daft because there’s no such thing as Father Christmas. Some of the others agreed, but most of them said

  course there is. I just wasn’t sure. What I can’t understand is, that if there is a Father Christmas, how does he get round everybody in one night? I mean the presents must

  come from somewhere, but how can he do it all by himself? And Norbert said how can there be only one Father Christmas, when he’d seen two down in town in Baldwin Street and

  another outside the fish market, and Neville Bastowe said he’d seen one in Dickenson’s. Well, what about the one my mum had taken me to see at the Co-op? He’d promised to bring me

  a racer.




  ‘Please, Miss, there’s one at the Co-op an’ all. He’s promised to bring me a racer.’




  And then Miss Taylor explained that all these others are Father Christmas’s brothers and relations who help out because he’s so busy and Freda Holdsworth said Miss Taylor was right,

  and Norbert said he’d never thought of that, but that Paul Hopwood, he’s in 2B, had told him that Father Christmas is just his dad dressed up, and I said that that’s daft and it

  couldn’t be because Father Christmas comes to our house every year and I haven’t got a dad, and Miss Taylor said that if those who didn’t believe in Father Christmas didn’t

  get any presents, they’d only have themselves to blame, and I agreed! Then she asked me what I’d be doing on Christmas Day.




  ‘Well, Miss, when I wake up in the morning, I’ll look round and see what presents I’ve got, and I’ll play with them and I’ll empty my stocking, and usually there

  are some sweets so I’ll eat them, and when I’ve played a bit more I’ll go and wake my mum up and show her what I’ve got, and then I’ll wake my Auntie Doreen –

  she always stays with us every Christmas; and then after breakfast I’ll play a bit more, and then we’ll have Christmas dinner, and then we’ll go to my grandad’s and

  I’ll play a bit more there, and then I’ll go home to bed, and that’ll be the end!’




  Miss Taylor said that all sounded very nice and she hoped everybody would have such a nice Christmas, but she was surprised I wasn’t going to church. Well, I told her that there

  wouldn’t really be time because my grandad likes us to be there early to hear Wilfred Pickles on the wireless visiting a hospital, and to listen to the Queen talking, and then the bell went

  for home-time and Miss Taylor said we could all go quietly and told us not to forget our stuff for the party.




  I went with Tony to get our coats from the cloakroom. Everybody was talking about the party and Barry was there shouting out that their class was going to have the best table because their

  teacher had made them a Christmas pudding with money in it! I told him that was nothing because Miss Taylor had given everybody in our class sixpence, but he didn’t believe me.




  ‘Gerraway, you bloomin’ fibber.’




  ‘She did, didn’t she, Tony?’




  Tony shook his head.




  ‘Did she heckers like – she wouldn’t give ’owt away.’




  Huh! You’d think Tony’d’ve helped me kid Barry along.




  ‘Well, she bought all our Christmas decorations for the classroom . . .’ and I went to get my coat. I took my gloves out of my pocket and they were still soaking wet from snowballing

  at playtime, so I thought I’d put them on the pipes to dry.




  ‘Hey, Tony, my gloves are still sodden.’




  ‘Well put ’em on the pipes.’




  ‘Yeh, that’s a good idea.’




  While they dried I sat on the pipes. Ooh, it was lovely and warm. There’s a window above the basins and I could see the snow was still coming down, really thickly now.




  ‘Hey, it isn’t half going to be deep tomorrow.’




  Everybody had gone now except for Barry, Tony and me. Tony was standing on the basins looking out of the window and Barry was doing up his coat. It has a hood on it. I wish I had one like it. I

  could see through the door into the main hall where the Christmas tree was. It looked lovely. Ever so big. It was nearly up to the ceiling.




  ‘Hey, isn’t it a big Christmas tree?’ Tony jumped down from the basin and came over to where I was sitting.




  ‘Yeh. It’s smashing. All them coloured balls. Isn’t it lovely, eh, Barry?’




  Barry came over.




  ‘Not bad. C’mon you two, let’s get going, eh?’




  ‘Just a sec, let’s see if my gloves are dry.’




  They weren’t really but I put them on. As I was fastening my coat, Barry said how about going carol singing to get a bit of money.




  Tony was quite keen, but I didn’t know. I mean, my mum’d be expecting me home round about now.




  ‘I suppose you can’t come because your mum’ll be cross with you, as usual!’




  Huh. It’s all right for Barry. His mum and dad aren’t bothered where he goes.




  ‘Course I’ll come. Where do you want to go?’




  Barry said down near the woods where the posh live, but Tony said it was useless there because they never gave you nowt. So we decided to go round Belgrave Road way, where it’s only

  quite posh. It takes about ten minutes to get to Belgrave Road from our school and on the way we argued about which carols to sing. I wanted Away in a Manger but Barry wanted

  O Come all Ye Faithful.




  ‘Away in a Manger isn’t half as good as O Come all Ye Faithful, is it, Tony?’




  Tony shrugged his shoulders.




  ‘I quite like Once in Royal David’s City.’




  In the end we decided to take it in turns to choose. Belgrave Road’s ever so long and we started at number three with O Come all Ye Faithful.




  ‘O come all ye faithful, joyful and trium . . .’




  That was as far as we got. A bloke opened the door, gave us three halfpence and told us to push off.




  Tony was disgusted.




  ‘That’s a good start, halfpenny each.’




  Barry told him to stop grumbling.




  ‘It’s better than nothing. C’mon.’




  We went on to number five and Tony and Barry started quarrelling again because Tony said it was his turn to choose, but Barry wanted his go again because we’d only sung one line. So we did

  O Come all Ye Faithful again.




  ‘O come all ye faithful, joyful and triumphant, O . . .’




  We didn’t get any further this time either. An old lady opened the door and said her mother was poorly so could we sing a bit quieter. We started once more but she stopped us again and

  said it was still just a little bit too loud and could we sing it quieter.




  ‘O come all ye faithful, joyful and triumphant, O come ye, o come ye to Be-ethlehem . . .’




  And we sang the whole thing like that, in whispers. We could hardly hear each other. I felt daft and started giggling and that set Tony and Barry off, but the old lady didn’t seem to

  notice. She just stood there while we sang and when we finished she said thank you and gave us twopence each.




  At the next house we sang Once in Royal David’s City right through and then rang the doorbell, but nobody came. We missed number nine out because it was empty and up for sale, and

  at number eleven we sang Away in a Manger.




  We went to the end of the road singing every carol we knew. We must’ve made about a pound between us by the time we got to the other end, and Barry said how about going back and doing the

  other side of the road. I was all for it, but I just happened to see St Chad’s clock. Bloomin’ heck! Twenty to nine! I couldn’t believe it. I thought it’d be about half-past

  six, if that. Twenty to nine!




  ‘Hey, I’d better get going. It’s twenty to nine. My mum’ll kill me!’




  The other two said they were going to do a bit more carol singing, so they gave me my share of the money and I ran home as fast as I could. I took a short cut through the snicket behind the fish

  and chip shop and I got home in about five minutes. I could see my mum standing outside the front door talking to Mrs Theabould, our next door neighbour. She saw me and walked towards me. I tried

  to act all calm as if it was only about half-past five or six o’clock.




  ‘Hello, Mum, I’ve been carol singing.’




  She gave me a clout. She nearly knocked me over. Right on my freezing cold ear an’ all.




  ‘Get inside, you! I’ve been going mad with worry. Do you know what time it is? Nine o’clock. Get inside!’




  She pushed me inside and I heard her thank Mrs Theabould and come in after me. I thought she was going to give me another clout, but she just shouted at me, saying that I was lucky she

  didn’t get the police out, and why didn’t I tell her where I was? By this time I was crying my head off.




  ‘But I was only bloomin’ carol singing.’




  ‘I’ll give you carol singing. Get off to bed,’ and she pushed me upstairs into my bedroom.




  ‘But what about my jelly for tomorrow? Have you made it?’




  I thought she was going to go mad.




  ‘Jelly! I’ll give you jelly. If you think I’ve nothing better to do than make jellies while you’re out roaming the streets! Get to bed!’




  ‘But I’ve told Miss Taylor I’m bringing a jelly. I’ve got to have one. Please, Mum.’




  She just told me to wash my hands and face and get to bed.




  ‘And if I hear another word out of you, you’ll get such a good hiding, you’ll wish you hadn’t come home,’ and she went downstairs.




  I didn’t dare say another word. What was I going to do about my jelly? I had to bring one. I’d promised. There was only one thing for it. I’d have to make one myself. So I

  decided to wait until my mum went to bed, and then I’d go downstairs and make one. I don’t know how I kept awake. I’m sure I nodded off once or twice, but after a while I heard my

  mum switch her light out, and when I’d given her enough time to get to sleep, I crept downstairs.




  I’ve seen my mum make jellies tons of times and I knew you had to have boiling water, so I put the kettle on. I looked in the cupboard for a jelly and at first I thought I’d had it,

  but I found one and emptied it into a glass bowl. It was a funny jelly. Not like the ones my mum usually has. It was sort of like a powder. Still, it said jelly on the packet, so it was all right.

  A new flavour most likely. I poured the hot water into a bowl, closed the cupboard door, switched off the light, and took the jelly upstairs and I put it under my bed. I could hear my mum snoring

  so I knew I was all right, and I went to sleep.




  Next thing I heard was my mum shouting from downstairs.




  ‘C’mon, get up or you’ll be late for school.’




  I got up and pulled the jelly from under the bed. It had set lovely. All wobbly. But it was a bit of a funny colour, sort of yellowy-white. Still, I’d got my jelly and that’s what

  mattered. My mum didn’t say much when I got downstairs. She just told me to eat my breakfast and get to school, so I did. When I’d finished I put my coat on and said tarah to my mum in

  the kitchen and went off. But first I sneaked upstairs and got my jelly and wrapped it in a piece of newspaper.




  The first thing we had to do at school was to take what we’d brought for the party into the main hall and stick on a label with our name on it and leave it on our table. Norbert Lightowler

  was there with his polony sandwiches and mixed pickles. So was Neville Bastowe. Neville Bastowe said that my jelly was a bit funny looking, but Norbert said he loved jelly more than anything else

  and he could eat all the jellies in the world. Miss Taylor came along then and told us to take our coats off and go to our classroom. The party wasn’t starting till twelve o’clock, so

  in the morning we played games and sang carols and Miss Taylor read us a story.




  Then we had a long playtime and we had a snowball fight with 2B, and I went on the slides until old Wilkie, that’s the caretaker, came and put ashes on the ice. Then the bell went and we

  all had to go to our tables in the main hall. At every place was a Christmas cracker, and everybody had a streamer, but Mr Dyson, the Headmaster, said that we couldn’t throw any streamers

  until we’d finished eating. I pulled my cracker with Tony and got a red paper hat and a pencil sharpener. Tony got a blue hat and a small magnifying glass. When everybody had pulled their

  crackers we said grace and started eating. I started with a sausage roll that Neville Bastowe had brought, and a polony sandwich.




  Miss Taylor had shared my jelly out in bowls and Jennifer Greenwood said it looked horrible and she wasn’t going to have any. So did Freda Holdsworth. But Norbert was already on his jelly

  and said it was lovely and he’d eat anybody else’s. Tony started his jelly and spat it out.




  ‘Ugh, it’s horrible.’




  I tasted mine, and it was horrible, but I forced it down.




  ‘It’s not that bad.’




  Just then Tony said he could see my mum.




  ‘Isn’t that your mum over there?’




  He pointed to the door. She was talking to Miss Taylor and they both came over.




  ‘Your mother says you forgot your jelly this morning, here it is.’




  Miss Taylor put a lovely red jelly on the table. It had bananas and cream on it, and bits of orange. My mum asked me where I’d got my jelly from. I told her I’d made it. I thought

  she’d be cross, but she and Miss Taylor just laughed and told us to enjoy ourselves, and then my mum went off. Everybody put their hands up for a portion of my mum’s jelly –

  except Norbert.




  ‘I don’t want any of that. This is lovely. What flavour is it?’




  I told him it was a new flavour and I’d never heard of it before.




  ‘Well, what’s it called?’




  ‘Aspic.’




  ‘Y’what?’




  ‘Aspic jelly – it’s a new flavour!’




  Norbert ate the whole thing and was sick afterwards, and everybody else had some of my mum’s. It was a right good party.




  





  THE LONG WALK




  I loved it when my grandad took me out – just me and him. I never knew when I was going out with him. It just happened every so often. My mum’d say to me,

  ‘C’mon, get ready. Your grandad’s coming to take you out. Get your clogs on.’ That was the one thing that spoilt it – my clogs. Whenever my grandad took me out, I had

  to wear a pair of clogs that he’d given to me. Well, he’d made them you see, that was his job before he retired, clog-maker. I didn’t half make a noise when I was wearing them

  an’ all. Blimey, you could hear me a mile away. I hated those clogs.




  ‘Aw, Mum, do I have to put my clogs on?’




  ‘Now don’t ask silly questions. Go and get ready.’




  ‘Aw, please ask Grandad if I can go without my clogs.’




  ‘Do you want to go or don’t you?’




  My mum knew that I wanted to go.




  ‘Course I want to go.’




  ‘Then go and put your clogs on.’




  ‘Oh, heck.’




  Honest, I’d never ever seen anybody else wearing clogs. I wondered where my grandad would take me today. Last time I’d gone to the zoo with him. It was great. I was just about ready

  when I heard him knock at the front door. I knew it was my grandad, because he always had his own special knock. Everybody else used the bell. I could hear him downstairs, he was wearing clogs

  himself.




  ‘I’m nearly ready, Grandad.’




  I put on my windcheater that I’d been given last Christmas. It was maroon-coloured. My friend Tony had got one as well only his was green, but I liked mine best. Then I went

  downstairs.




  ‘Hello, Grandad.’




  My mum told me to give him a kiss.




  ‘He’s getting too big to give his old grandad a kiss, aren’t you, son?’




  He always called me son.




  ‘No, course not, Grandad.’




  He bent down so I could kiss him on his cheek. He was all bristly and it made me laugh.




  ‘Ooh, Grandad, you haven’t shaved today, have you?’




  He was laughing as well. We were both laughing, we didn’t really know why, and my mum started laughing. There we were, all three of us laughing at nothing at all.




  ‘No, son, I haven’t shaved. But it doesn’t matter today. It’ll bother nobody else today. There’s just the two of us.’




  ‘Where are we going, Grandad? Where are you taking us?’




  He looked at me. His eyes were watering a bit and he wiped them with a dark blue hanky he always had in his top pocket.




  ‘We’re going on a walk, a special walk.’




  He was almost whispering, as if he didn’t want my mum to hear, bending down with his whiskery face next to mine.




  ‘Where are we going, Grandad? Where are we going? Is it a secret?’




  ‘You’ll see, son, when we get there.’




  He looked a bit sad for a minute, but then he smiled and put on his flat cap.




  ‘C’mon, son, let’s get going.’




  My mum gave us each a pack of sandwiches, and off we went. We must have looked a funny sight walking down the road together, me and my grandad. Him dressed in his flat cap and thick overcoat and

  clogs. Me in my maroon windcheater and short grey trousers and clogs. But I was so happy. I didn’t know where we were going and neither did anybody else. Only Grandad knew, and only I was

  going to find out.




  ‘Are we walking all the way, Grandad?’ He took such big strides that I was half walking and half running.




  ‘No, son, we’ll get a trackless first to get out a bit.’




  By ‘trackless’ he meant a bus, and I’d heard him say it so often that I never wondered why he said trackless.




  ‘I’ll show you where I used to go when I was a lad.’




  We didn’t have to wait long before a bus came, and we went upstairs and sat right at the front. Grandad was out of breath when we sat down.




  ‘Are you all right, Grandad?’




  ‘Oh, aye, son. You get a better view up here.’




  ‘Yes, Grandad, you do.’




  Soon we were going through the ‘posh part’ where the snobs lived. This was on the other side of the park.




  ‘At one time there were no roof on’t top deck. That were before the trackless. Completely open it was – daft really.’




  The conductor came round for our fares.




  ‘One and t’lad to the basin.’




  I’d never heard of the basin before. I asked my grandad what it was.




  ‘What’s the basin, Grandad?’




  ‘That’s where we start our walk.’




  ‘What basin is it? Why is it called “basin”?’




  ‘The canal basin, it’s where the canal starts. You’ll see.’




  By now we were going through a brand new shopping centre.




  ‘Hey, look, Grandad, that’s where that new bowling alley is. My friends Tony and Barry have been. They say it’s smashing.’




  Grandad looked out of the window.




  ‘That’s where I used to play cricket a long time ago.’




  ‘Where the bowling alley is?’




  ‘That’s right, son, when they were fields. It’s all changed now. Mind, where we’re going for our walk, it’s not changed there. No, it’s just the same

  there.’




  We heard the conductor shout ‘basin’.




  ‘C’mon, son, our stop, be careful now.’




  While we were going down the stairs, I held tight on to my grandad. Not because I thought I might fall, but I was scared for him. He looked as though he was going to go straight from the top to

  the bottom.




  ‘Are you all right, Grandad? Don’t fall.’




  He just told me not to be frightened and to hold on tight.




  ‘That’s right. You hold on to me, son, you’ll be all right, don’t be frightened.’




  We both got off the bus, and I watched it drive away. I didn’t know where we were, but it was very quiet.




  ‘It’s nice here, isn’t it, Grandad?’




  ‘This is where my dad was born, your great-grandad.’




  It was a lovely place. There weren’t many shops and there didn’t seem to be many people either. By the bus stop was a big stone thing full of water.




  ‘Hey, Grandad, is that where the horses used to drink?’




  ‘That’s right, son. I used to hold my grandad’s horse there while it was drinking.’




  I couldn’t see anything like a basin.




  I wondered where it was.




  ‘Where’s the basin, Grandad?’




  ‘We’ve got to walk there. C’mon.’




  We went away from the main street, into a side street, past all these little houses. I don’t think any cars ever went down this street because there was washing strung out right across the

  road all the way down the street. Outside some of the houses were ladies washing down the front step and scraping that yellow stone on the edges. A lot of the houses had curtains over the front

  door, so that you could leave the door open and the wind didn’t blow in. Mind you, it wasn’t cold even though it was October. It was nice. The sun was shining, not hot, but just nice.

  When we got further down the street, I saw that it was a cul-de-sac.




  ‘Hey, Grandad, it’s a dead-end. We must’ve come the wrong way.’




  Grandad just smiled.




  ‘Do you think I’m that old, that I can’t remember the way? Here, look.’




  He took my hand and showed me the way. Just before the last house in the road was a tiny snicket. It was so narrow that we had to go through behind each other. I wouldn’t even have noticed

  this snicket if my Grandad hadn’t shown it to me.




  ‘Go on, son, through there.’




  It was very dark and all you could see was a little speck of light at the other end, so you can tell how long it was.




  ‘You go first, Grandad.’




  ‘No, after you, son.’




  I didn’t want to go first.




  ‘No, you’d better go first, Grandad. You know the way, don’t you?’




  He laughed and put his hand in his pocket and brought out a few boiled sweets.




  ‘Here you are. These are for the journey. Off we go for the last time.’




  I was just going to ask him what he meant, but he carried on talking. ‘I mean it’ll soon be winter, won’t it? Come on.’




  And off we went through the dark passage. Grandad told me that when he was a kid they used to call it the Black Hole of Calcutta. Soon we reached the other end and it was quite strange because

  it was like going through a door into the country. We ended up at the top of some steps, high up above the canal basin, and you could see for miles. I could only see one barge though, in the basin.

  We went down the steps. There were a hundred and fifteen steps – I counted them. Grandad was going down slowly so I was at the bottom before him.




  ‘Grandad, there are a hundred and fifteen steps there. C’mon, let’s look at that barge.’




  I ran over to have a look at it and Grandad followed me.




  ‘It’s like a house isn’t it, Grandad?’




  ‘It is a house. Someone lives there. C’mon, let’s sit here and have our sandwiches.’




  And we did.




  The sun was very big and round, though it wasn’t very hot, and the leaves on the trees were golden, and the reflection in the water made the canal look golden. There was nobody else about,

  and all the noises that you never notice usually suddenly sounded special, different. Like the siren that let the workers know it was dinner time. I’ve heard sirens lots of times since then

  but they never sound so sweet. The same with the train. It must have been miles away because I couldn’t see any steam or anything, and you had to listen quite hard, but behind the hum of the

  country and town sounds mixed together you could hear this knockety-knock.




  When we’d finished our sandwiches we walked along the canal. Grandad showed me how to open the lock-gates, and we were both puffed out afterwards because it was hard work. After a while we

  walked away from the canal, up a country lane. I don’t suppose we were really that far away from home, but we seemed to be miles out in the country, and soon we came to a village. My grandad

  said we’d catch a bus home from there, but first he wanted to show me something, and he took hold of my hand. I didn’t have a clue where he was taking me, but I got a shock when we

  ended up in the graveyard. It had gone cold now. I wanted to go home.




  ‘C’mon, Grandad, let’s go home now.’




  But he didn’t seem to be listening properly.




  ‘In a minute, son, I just want to show you summat.’




  And hand in hand we walked among the gravestones.




  ‘There you are, son, there’s my plot. That’s where I’ll be laid to rest.’




  I didn’t know what to say.




  ‘When, Grandad?’




  ‘Soon.’




  He smiled and looked very happy and he bent down and pulled out a couple of weeds. It was a very neat plot.




  ‘C’mon, son, we’d best get going now.’




  When I told my mum that night that Grandad was going to die soon, she got very cross and told me not to talk like that.




  ‘He’s as fit as a fiddle is your grandad. Don’t you talk like that.’




  It happened three days later, at dinner time. It came as a great shock to everybody, except of course to me and Grandad.




  





  THE HOLIDAY




  It wasn’t fair. Tony and Barry were going. In fact, nearly all of them in Class Three and Four were going, except me. It wasn’t fair. Why wouldn’t my mum let

  me go?




  ‘I’ve told you. You’re not going camping. You’re far too young.’




  Huh! She said that last year.




  ‘You said that last year!’




  ‘You can go next year when you’re a bit older.’




  She’d said that last year, too.




  ‘You said that last year an’ all.’




  ‘Do you want a clout?’




  ‘Well you did, Mum, didn’t you?’




  ‘Go and wash your hands for tea.’




  ‘Aw, Mum, everybody else is going to school camp. Why can’t I?’




  Because you’re coming to Bridlington with me and your Auntie Doreen like you do every year.




  ‘Because you’re coming to Bridlington with me and your Auntie Doreen like you do every year!’




  I told you. Oh, every year the same thing; my mum, me, and my Auntie Doreen at Mrs Sharkey’s boarding house. I suppose we’ll have that room next door to the lavatory: a double bed

  for my mum and my Auntie Doreen, and me on a camp bed behind a screen.




  ‘I suppose we’ll have that rotten room again.’




  ‘Don’t be cheeky! Mrs Sharkey saves that room for me every year – last week in July and first week in August. It’s the best room in the house, facing the sea like that,

  and nice and handy for the toilets. You know how important that is for your Auntie Doreen.’




  ‘Aw, Mum, I never get any sleep – the sea splashing on one side and Auntie Doreen on the . . . aw!’




  My mum gave me a great clout right across my head. She just caught my ear an’ all.




  ‘Aw, bloomin’ heck. What was that for?’




  ‘You know very well. Now stop being so cheeky and go and wash your hands.’




  ‘Well, you’ve done it now. You’ve dislocated my jaw – that’s it now. I’ll report you to that RSPCC thing, and they’ll sue you. You’ve really had

  it now . . . ow!’




  She clouted me again, right in the same place.




  ‘It’s not fair. Tony’s mum and dad are letting him go to school camp, and Barry’s. Why won’t you let me go?’




  She suddenly bent down and put her face right next to mine, right close. She made me jump. Blimey, that moustache was getting longer. I wish she’d do something about it – it’s

  embarrassing to have a mum with a moustache.




  ‘Now, listen to me, my lad. What Tony’s mum and dad do, and what Barry’s mum and dad do, is their lookout. You will come with me and your Auntie Doreen to Bridlington and enjoy

  yourself like you do every year!’




  Huh! Enjoy myself – that’s a laugh for a start. How can you enjoy yourself walking round Bridlington town centre all day looking at shops? You can do that at home. Or else it was

  bingo. ‘Key-of-the-door, old-age pension, legs-eleven, clickety-click’ and all that rubbish. You could do that at home as well. And when we did get to the beach, I had to spend all day

  rubbing that oily sun stuff on my Auntie Doreen’s back. It was horrible. Then the rain would come down and it was back to bingo. Honest, what’s the point of going on holiday if you do

  everything that you can do at home? You want to do something different. Now camping, that’s different. Tony’s dad had bought him a special sleeping bag, just for going camping. Huh! I

  wish I had a dad.




  ‘I bet if I had a dad, he’d let me go to school camp.’




  I thought Mum was going to get her mad up when I said that, but she didn’t at all.




  ‘Go and wash your hands for tea, love. Your spam fritters will be ready in a minute.’




  Ugh. Bloomin’ spam fritters! Not worth washing your hands for!




  ‘Yeh. All right.’




  I started to go upstairs. Ooh, I was in a right mess now. I’d told all the other lads I was going. Our names had to be in by tomorrow. We had to give Mr Garnett our pound deposit. Well, I

  was going to go. I didn’t care what Mum said, I was going to go – somehow! When I got to the top of the stairs, I kicked a tin wastepaper bin on the landing. It fell right downstairs.

  It didn’t half make a clatter.




  ‘What on earth are you doing?’




  She would have to hear, wouldn’t she?




  ‘Eh. It’s all right, Mum. I just tripped over the wastepaper bin. It’s all right.’




  ‘Oh, stop playing the goat and come downstairs. Your tea’s ready.’




  What was she talking about, playing the goat? I couldn’t help tripping over a wastepaper bin. Well, I couldn’t have helped it if I had tripped over it, an’ well, I might have

  done for all she knew. Well, I wasn’t going to wash my hands just for spam fritters. Oh, bet we have macaroni cheese as well. I went straight downstairs.




  ‘Are your hands clean?’




  ‘Yeh.’




  ‘Here we are then. I’ve made some macaroni cheese as well.’




  ‘Lovely.’




  ‘C’mon. Eat it up quickly, then we’ll have a nice bit of telly.’




  I didn’t say anything else about the school camp that night. I knew it was no good. But I was going to go. I’d told Tony and Barry I was going, I’d told all the lads I was

  going. Somehow, I’d get my own way. When I got to school next morning, I saw Tony and Barry with Norbert Lightowler over by the Black Hole. That’s a tiny snicket, only open at one end,

  where we shove all the new lads on the first day of term. There’s room for about twenty kids. We usually get about a hundred in. It’s supposed to be good fun, but the new kids

  don’t enjoy it very much. They get to enjoy it the next year.




  ‘Hello, Tony. Hello, Barry.’




  Norbert Lightowler spat out some chewing gum. It just missed me.




  ‘Oh, don’t say “hello” to me then, will ya?’




  ‘No. And watch where you’re spitting your rotten chewing gum – or you’ll get thumped.’




  Barry asked us all if we’d brought our pound deposit for school camp. Tony and Norbert had got theirs, of course. Nobody was stopping them going. I made out I’d forgotten mine.




  ‘Oh heck. I must have left mine on the kitchen table.’




  ‘Oh, I see. Well, maybe Garnett’ll let you bring it tomorrow.’




  I didn’t say anything, but Norbert did.




  ‘Oh, no. He said yesterday today’s the last day. He said anybody not bringing their deposit today wouldn’t be able to go. He did, you know.’




  ‘Aw, shurrup, or I’ll do you.’




  ‘I’m only telling you.’




  ‘Well, don’t bother.’




  Tony asked me if I’d learnt that poem for Miss Taylor. I didn’t know what he was talking about.




  ‘What poem?’




  Norbert knew, of course. He brought a book out of his pocket.




  ‘Drake’s Drum. Haven’t you learnt it?’




  Oh crikey! Drake’s Drum. With all this worry about trying to get to school camp, I’d forgotten all about it. Miss Taylor had told us to learn it for this morning.




  ‘We’re supposed to know it this morning, you know.’




  ‘I know, Norbert, I know.’




  Honest, Norbert just loved to see you in a mess, I suppose because he’s usually in trouble himself.




  ‘I know it. I spent all last night learning it. Listen:




  ‘ “Drake he’s in his hammock an’ a thousand mile away.




  Captain, art thou sleeping there below?




  Slung a’tween the round shot in Nombres Dios bay . . .” ’




  I snatched the book out of his hands.




  ‘Come ’ere. Let’s have a look at it.’




  ‘You’ll never learn it in time. Bell’ll be going in a minute.’




  ‘You were reading it, anyway.’




  ‘I was not. It took me all last night to learn that.’




  Barry laughed at him.




  ‘What, all last night to learn three lines?’




  ‘No, clever clogs. I mean the whole poem.’




  Just then, the bell started going for assembly. Norbert snatched his book back.




  ‘C’mon, we’d better get into line. Garnett’s on playground duty.’




  Norbert went over to where our class was lining up. Barry’s in Class Four, so he went over to their column.




  ‘See you at playtime.’




  ‘Yeh. Tarah.’




  While we were lining up, we were all talking. Mr Garnett just stood there with his hands on his hips, staring at us, waiting for us to stop.




  ‘Thank you.’




  Some of us heard his voice and stopped talking. Those that didn’t carried on.




  ‘Thank you.’




  A few more stopped, and then a few more, till the only voice you could hear was Norbert Lightowler’s, and as soon as he realized nobody else was talking, he shut up quickly.




  ‘Thank you. If I have to wait as long as that for silence at the end of this morning’s break, then we shall spend the whole break this afternoon learning how to file up in silence.

  Do you understand?’




  We all just stood there, hardly daring to breathe.




  ‘Am I talking to myself? Do you understand?’




  Everybody mumbled ‘Yes, sir’, except Norbert Lightowler. He had to turn round and start talking to me and Tony.




  ‘Huh! If he thinks I’m going to spend my playtime filing up in silence, he’s got another think coming.’




  ‘Lightowler!’




  Norbert nearly jumped out of his skin.




  ‘Are you talking to those boys behind you?’




  ‘No, sir. I was just telling ’em summat . . .’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Yes, sir . . . er . . . I was just . . . er . . . telling them that we have to give our pound in today, sir, for school camp, sir.’




  ‘I want a hundred lines by tomorrow morning: “I must not talk whilst waiting to go into assembly.” ’




  ‘Aw, sir.’




  ‘Two hundred.’




  He nearly did it again, but stopped just in time, or he’d have got three hundred.




  ‘Right. When I give the word, I want you to go quietly into assembly. And no talking. Right – wait for it. Walk!’




  Everybody walked in not daring to say a word. When we got into the main hall, I asked Tony for the book with Drake’s Drum in, and during assembly, I tried to snatch a look at the

  poem but, of course, it was a waste of time. Anyway, I was more worried about my pound deposit for Mr Garnett. After prayers, the Headmaster made an announcement about it.




  ‘This concerns only the boys in Classes Three and Four. Today is the final day for handing in your school camp deposits. Those of you not in Three B must see Mr Garnett during morning

  break. Those of you in Three B will be able to hand in your money when Mr Garnett takes you after Miss Taylor’s class. Right, School turn to the right. From the front, dismiss! No

  talking.’




  I had another look at the poem while we were waiting for our turn to go.




  ‘ “Drake he’s in his hammock an’ a thousand mile away.




  Captain, art thou sleeping there below?” ’




  Well, I knew the first two lines. Tony wasn’t too bothered. He probably knew it.
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