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Shades of
Grey

John opened his
eyes and looked out of the window. His head was still groggy, so he
remained still and blinked his eyes a few times, happy to let the
sunlight slowly bring him back into the real world. Over on the
windowsill lay a pair of pliers that looked so old and rusted, that
he wouldn’t be surprised if his granddad had used them during the
war. World War II? World War I? Maybe even the Boer War for all
John knew.

Through the
window he could see the top of a building. Behind it there was
another building, and a bit further out into the distance there was
a grassy hill with a statue of some kind at its peak. People milled
around the statue: couples holding hands, kids rolling down the
slope, dog owners just out for a walk. A man playing the trombone
had a small audience standing around him, all of them clapping.
They were all too far away for John to be able see their faces in
any detail, but he could see that every soul up on that hill was
smiling, happy, and joyous. And why shouldn’t they be? It was a
lovely sunny Saturday, a perfect time to pop out to the local park
with your loved ones, and enjoy an iced tea on the hill.

A plan for the
day began to take shape, and John felt his spirit rise as he mulled
it around in his head. He was going to get up, have a shower, put
on a clean shirt, and get himself up to that statue. As a matter of
fact he could probably even fit in a quick bit of masturbation as
well. The warm, cosy shower cubicle was the ultimate place for a
bit of privacy and self-reflection, and cleaning up afterwards is
easy peasy. Win-win situation all round.

No doubt there
would be plenty of sociable females out there that he could
acquaint himself with at some point during the day as well. A
perfect Saturday lay ahead of him.

Some movement
at the edge of his vision brought John back to reality. There would
be no trips to the park for him today, and certainly no
large-breasted baristas for him to flirt with. No, no, no, nothing
like that would be happening for John today.

“Tell us what
you know,” a voice demanded.

John looked at
the window sill again, focussing on the pliers for a second time.
They didn’t look so old now, and the rust didn’t look like rust
either, it looked more like dried blood. The pliers were probably
almost brand new, certainly newer than the Gulf War. John’s spirit
was well and truly deflated.

“Tell us what
you know,” the voice repeated, and there was more movement behind
him. John tried to turn his head round to look, and received a
back-handed slap for his efforts. Blood started to trickle down his
cheek, and he remembered why he hated people who wore
jewellery.

Oh, there is so
much I can tell you. Take your pick. Do you have all day? I could
tell you so, so much that I know. How about... the feeling you get
when you come home from work, to find your next-door neighbour
banging your wife? Yes, I know that feeling, and I could tell you
all about it, no problemo your honour sir.

John tried to
lean forward, but the ropes restricted his movement. How long had
he been tied here? Long enough for his arms to go through the
various stages of numbness. It begins as little more than a dull
ache, but once your arms have been starved of blood for an hour or
so, they feel as if someone has sawn them off and stuffed angry
bees into the wounds.

Right now his
arms felt as light as a feather, and it was almost bliss. He
couldn’t shake the idea that if he was untied right now, his arms
would float up to the ceiling and he’d be able to swing and
somersault his way around the room. He would fly away, as free as a
bird.

Ah, to be free.
But freedom was a long way off. He glanced out of the window again,
and saw that the trombone player had swapped his brass instrument
for a sniper rifle that was now aimed right at John’s forehead, the
laser sight shining brightly in through the window. No wait, he was
holding a giant dildo, and he was teaching his audience all about
fellatio. John blinked rapidly a few times, and when he looked
again the trombone was back in the musician’s hands. He suddenly
felt thirsty, and wondered what would kill him first: dehydration,
or the men who had tied him to this chair.

An
ear-splitting cracking sound almost deafened him. It sounded a bit
like a whip, but why on earth would anyone bring a whip in here?
Perhaps his captors had had a change of heart, and decided to hire
him a kinky stripper, a nice red-headed girl in bondage gear who
would strip off down to her underwear, and then sit on his knee
whilst she sucked his fingers. The sound actually brought back an
old memory from his school days. One of his history teachers could
never keep control of the class, and he would furiously bang a
plastic ruler on his desk whenever the students got out of hand.
Maybe the old bastard had decided to extract some revenge on his
former pupil, and was getting ready to beat John round the head
with it. In fact the mad old sod was probably the ring leader,
standing right behind John at this very moment, egging the rest of
them on. It had never taken long for the old pervert’s face to go
red with rage once he got himself worked up, and if the class
really got out of hand his eyes would bulge out of their sockets.
Sometimes there would be a big, bulging vein popping out of his
forehead.

John turned his
head slightly, and caught a glimpse of someone swinging a rope. And
boy, did John know all about ropes. He was a regular boy scout in
that department, and had found many uses for them over the years.
He had tied people up with them. He had made swings out of them
when he was a child. He had beaten people with them, used them to
tether boats, and once he even threatened his next-door neighbour
with one. Ah yes, his good old neighbour. The friendly,
ever-smiling neighbour who turned out to be rather fond of other
men’s wives.

I heard the
moans the moment I put my foot on the bottom stair. I followed the
sound to the bedroom, and that was when I saw his arse going up and
down like a piston. Not only was he banging my wife, but he was
doing it on my side of the bed, and would soon be shooting his load
all over my clean fucking sheets. And why does he still have his
shoes on? He is banging my wife, with his dirty shoes all over my
clean fucking sheets. Have some respect when banging another man’s
wife if you please. Oh, and any chance of you returning my
lawnmower now?

Out of the
window John could see that the hill was getting busier now. A few
vehicles were parked up and a small tent was being erected, whilst
other people were busy arranging some tables. It looked to be a
small carnival of some kind, or maybe it was just a bunch of old
women having a cake sale. Someone had hung some small flags around
the lower half the statue, and a long pole was being slowly hoisted
up. A banner of some kind was on the end of the pole, and it
fluttered in the wind. He couldn’t read the banner, but he hoped it
said something like Untie John, he doesn’t know
anything.

Talking of
likely things, John wondered on the likelihood of anyone noticing
that he was missing. It wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility,
but, well, he knew how things were. Hardly anyone knew he was in
this location in the first place, and there were only a handful of
people who even knew that he existed. Of those people, most of them
thought that he was just some local nutcase. Hardly any of them
knew that he worked for the British government. Actually, that last
part wasn’t entirely correct. He wasn’t really sure who his
official employer was, and if he tried to map out some kind of
corporate hierarchy it wouldn’t make any sense.

When he first
started this job he felt a bit like James Bond, but it was an
illusion that didn’t last long. He was pretty sure Bond didn’t have
to put up with a mildly sociopathic boss who liked to sit there
picking his nose, and demand that everyone call him The Guv’nor.
Sometimes the old bastard would sit there with his foot resting up
on his knee, and wipe big bogeys on the bottom of his shoe. It was
disgusting to watch, but the old sod didn’t seem to care about that
sort of thing.

John had earned
himself a reputation of sorts fairly quickly, but what that
reputation actually was depended on who you were. Some of them
started to call him ‘John the Baptist’ when they realised that he
wasn’t entirely comfortable with the idea of setting houses
on fire, especially when a family was still sound asleep inside.
Some of the people he worked with seemed to positively relish that
sort of thing, but John’s pleasures came from more subtle
avenues.

If there was
one thing that John loved, it was a riot. He would lie there with
his binoculars, and work his way through the crowd marvelling at...
well, everything. The angry expressions on all the faces. The
things people did when their blood was up, and the mob was in full
flow. But most of all, he loved the fruits of his labour.

Organising a
riot was pretty easy, but it took time and patience. Find a
shithole town, and then find the local gangsters. Put some money in
the right pockets, steal it from the wrong pockets and spread some
rumours. Maybe kick the shit out of someone whilst the rest of
their family are watching. Strangling them might be necessary, but
not usually. After a while, you just kept stirring things and then
you got to sit back and watch the show.

John would
watch with a combination of humour and anticipation, just waiting
for those special Kodak moments. Sometimes, someone would just
start fighting with the person standing next to them for no reason
at all. Two complete strangers, who have never seen each other
before, just suddenly just start kicking and punching each other.
The first one to go down doesn’t usually manage to get back up
again. The rampaging bloodlust that builds up within the mob means
there is always at least one person just waiting for a chance to
stamp down on someone’s vulnerable little head. It was absolute
madness to watch, but utterly fascinating and hilarious as
well.

The one true
golden moment came when he happened to chance upon a man and a
woman breaking into a shop. Through his binoculars he saw them go
in, smash some things up, stuff their pockets with cash from the
till... and then they started having sex right there on the floor.
He watched it all happening, barely able believe his eyes. He was
in awe at the moment, transfixed with wonder and admiration for
those two people and himself. He had then watched in utter
disbelief and horror, as someone threw a petrol bomb into the shop.
John didn’t get a proper look at who had thrown it, it was just
another faceless body in the crowd, and he scanned around franticly
looking for who had done it. When he looked back at the shop, it
was completely ablaze and the couple were nowhere to be seen.

He had thrown
the binoculars down in a rage, snatched up the rifle that was lying
next to him and aimed down the sight. There was no chance of being
able to find the person responsible, so he just started taking
pot-shots at anyone who was holding a Molotov cocktail. Less than a
minute later he decided to shoot at anyone who was holding a
weapon, and before he knew what was happening he was just firing
randomly into the heaving mass of bodies. He was apoplectic with
rage, and hated every single person in the crowd. He hated the
crowd itself. He despised every single thing about it. It had
turned on him, betrayed him, and how fucking dare it, who
gave it the right to do such a thing? He had created the riot, set
in motion, he was its father and its mother, its Lord Protector,
and he was righteous, and he was vengeful. The crowd was his pet,
the couple in that shop were his children, and they were doing
something beautiful. The crowd had destroyed that beauty as an act
of defiance, an act of cannibalism, an act of rebellion. It was a
fucking coup, and John the Baptist was here to put it
down.

John never
forgot about that couple. He had tried to find out about them over
the following couple of days, but he had so little to go on that it
was practically impossible. Ask people about a man in a blue shirt
having sex with a woman during a riot, and they look at you as if
you are mad. His efforts were fruitless, and the only thing he got
out of it was another nickname: Flash Gordon, because everything he
loved disappeared in a flash.

Oh, they got
right. My front garden had a waist-high fence on both sides, and I
reckon that Mr Neighbour just hopped over it each time he came
round for one of his extra-marital visits. Just put one hand on the
fence, and vaulted over it without a care in the world. Probably
clicked his heels together as he did it, a real ‘I’m about to bang
another man’s wife’ move. Anyone watching him couldn’t think
anything other than ‘yep, that bloke is about to bang another man’s
wife’.

John heard more
movement to his left. He looked over and saw a man put some cups of
water on a table.

The man grinned
at him. “Ah, you must be thirsty. But first, let me piss in it for
you so it tastes nice.”

The man didn’t
do any pissing, but instead threw the cup on the floor, and John’s
mouth felt drier than ever as the water splashed up the walls and
on his legs. The man then picked up another cup, and threw the
water in John’s face. John had no control over his tongue as it
licked around his face, desperate for any moisture it could
find.

“Ah, look at
the poor thirsty doggy! Maybe we should call you... Doggone
John.”

The man had a
Scottish accent, but that didn’t surprise John much. He had had run
ins with people from all over the world, but it always seemed that
the people who caused him the most trouble were British. There was
no such thing as a ‘fellow’ Brit as far John was concerned. People
say that the British Empire is dead, but it seemed that no-one on
that little green island was actually aware of that.

No, what piqued
John’s interest was the fact that the man knew who he was. Not just
his operative name, but the nickname side of things as well. So had
someone purposefully double-crossed him, or did they have a leak?
It didn’t help John right now, but it was certainly food for
thought, and if he ever got out he had some skulls to crack. In
fact he wouldn’t put it past The Guv’nor doing this for a laugh, or
as a test. Or maybe because the accountants were pulling at the
purse strings again. The Guv’nor was probably on the phone to
John’s captors right now, listening in and wiping a huge line of
snot against the sole of his shoe as he usually did. For a laugh,
he would be telling them all about John the bloody Baptist, and
Flash bastard Gordon. There were plenty of rumours and stories
about The Guv’nor’s methods of getting rid of people he doesn’t
like.

Stories and
rumours being what they are, John knew that there was little truth
in any of it, but right now he was finding it hard to have any
faith in anyone. He had been in situations like this before, but he
wasn’t really used to being the one tied to the chair. He had
become adept at keeping people restrained to a wide variety of
types of furniture over the years, and there were all kinds of
knots that served different purposes. You could use a bit of rope
and a good knot just to keep someone tied up and helpless. You
could use a bit of wire that dug into their skin and flesh as they
struggled and squirmed. Sometimes the wire would be so thin that
they barely noticed it was even there, until the blood started to
seep through their clothes. You could even tie someone’s wrists to
a radiator right down by the floor if you were feeling exotic. If
you had time on your hands you could dig a hole, throw someone in
it, and then slowly fill the hole in again. All of it was perfectly
good fun that could be had all over the globe. John was a regular
Boy Scout when it came to knots.

Except... he
had actually been in the Boy Scouts as a kid, and was bloody
useless with knots at the time. He had been a real whizz at setting
fire to car tyres (whether they were attached to a car or not,
didn’t make much difference to him), but when it came to any of
that badge work stuff he was awful at it.

John’s Scout
leader had been a proper old boy, a real relic who could have been
lifted straight out of a Boy’s Own book. Ex-army and as strong as
an ox, the old boy’s idea of Scouting was to put up a tent, and the
go on a long hike across the countryside. A few hours later he
would march them back, and get a huge fire going. He would then
find a suitable log to sit on, and crack open a bottle of ale or
two. If they were lucky, he would start telling stories about his
times and escapades in the desert during the war. John had loved
the old fella, and was devastated when he passed away.

They had all
been out on a long hike, and just as they were heading back to the
HQ, a couple of the younger kids came running up to John in a
panic. Once they got their breath back they said that the old man
had collapsed, and was lying unconscious on the floor. John ran
back with them, and lo and behold there was the old man lying on
the floor with blood oozing out of a nasty gash in his head. They
were lucky that it had happened in a residential area, as it meant
that an ambulance had been called almost immediately. He had
collapsed less than a ten minute walk away from the HQ, and John
and the rest of his friends could do nothing, but look at each
other uselessly until the paramedics turned up. Sadly, he died
later on that night in the hospital, leaving John wondering what
the point of all those first aid and Resusci Annie lessons was.

John looked up
at the Scottish man, and knew what questions would soon be coming
out of his mouth: why are you here? Who sent you? What have you
done? Do you like your sandwiches cut diagonally in half, or cut
into squares? Roast potatoes and gravy, or jacket potatoes and
cheese?

Always
appreciative of his own wit, John started to laugh. In his mind he
was bellowing with laughter, the ropes binding him to the chair to
loosening and falling away. He imagined his audience of gruff
strangers doubling over with laughter and tears. In reality, he did
nothing more than grunt slightly.

Talking of
grunting, that is exactly what I did when I grabbed the edge of the
mattress, and yanked it out from underneath my wife and neighbour’s
naked bodies. They both fell off the bed and onto the floor, in a
tangled mess of arms and legs, of tits and testicles. She must have
got elbowed or something because her nose was bleeding. She later
blamed that nose-bleed on me, which was nothing short of outrageous
and hilarious. I kindly offered to give her another one.

So what was
there for John to tell his captors? The Geneva Convention states
that he only has to give them his name, his rank, and a few other
bits of meaningless nonsense. Unfortunately, that Convention didn’t
mean shit here, partly because these people weren’t the friendly
sort, and partly because John wasn’t the friendly sort either.
There was no official state of war declared, and strictly speaking
he wasn’t part of any official military or intelligence
organisation; he merely worked for The Guv’nor. John only existed
somewhere between no-man’s land, and cloud cuckoo land.

He had first
arrived in this country by helicopter. He didn’t know what type of
helicopter it was, only that it was a black one with a large gun on
the side, and that it was piloted by two fat pricks he had never
met before. John didn’t really care for geography, so he just named
his destination ‘September Shithole’, something which amused the
two helicopter pilots immensely. He was often transported around by
the military and if there was one thing that he had learnt, it was
that all the people he met were called ‘wanker’.

Hello wanker,
fancy a lift?

Good work
there, wanker.

Sweet dreams
wanker.

Everyone else’s
name was ‘fucker’.

Shoot that
fucker!

Nah, go round
that fucker or we’re toast.

Got the
fucker!

About a minute
before being dropped off, the co-pilot had peered round at him.

“Oy wanker,
this is you,” he told John.

John had
nodded, and made a wanker sign at him. The co-pilot grinned and
turned back around. Once they landed, John jumped out and jogged
away from the rotor blades’ down-draft. He looked back at the
helicopter, and the two pilots were already taking off, and making
wanker signs at him. He felt like singing the national anthem.

Since then, he
had travelled in various ways - jeep, motorbike, taxi, and foot -
and received his usual bullshit briefing. He was tasked with
finding out who the villains were, what they were doing, get cosy
with them, and report back. It was the usual contradictory nonsense
where he was supposed to make friends with everyone, but still keep
his head down at the same time.

Generally
speaking, he did what he wanted and getting in touch with the
unsavoury crowds was usually pretty easy. You just hang around the
cafes and bars in the crappier parts of the area, and watch the
groups of people who gather in the corners. If there was a pool
table or two in the bar, then things were even easier. It seemed
that no matter what town or country he went to, the scumbags
flocked to these pool tables like flies hovering around shit.

Getting these
people to take him seriously was a bit trickier. Most of the thugs
he saw in the bars weren’t actually at the top of the chain, but
even then you couldn’t take that for granted. One thing you could
usually rely on was that whoever was in charge at any particular
level was vain and paranoid, and this made them unpredictable.
Once, all John had had to do was beat someone at pool and he was
‘in’. The guy he beat was good - damn good in fact - but it had
earned him enough initial respect that the rest was fairly
easy.

It wasn’t
unusual for John to end up in a fight with one or more henchman
when he was trying to get things done. It was for this reason that
he was always careful with how much booze he drank, so he could
keep himself under control. These guys fought dirty, real dirty,
and he had to stay alert. It was amazing how often a bit of
violence was the only way for these people to take notice of
him.

More than once,
the violence required to make ‘friends’ went beyond mere
fisticuffs. There was something about car bombs that impressed
these people, something that John was actually sympathetic to.
There was something magnificent and majestic about seeing a car
blow up, especially when you had been the one to plant the
explosives in the first place.

John wasn’t
overly keen on making the actual bomb himself, as it was fiddly and
messy. If he could get someone else to make the bomb, then all the
better, and in his experience the Chinese were the best bomb
makers. God knows why, or how, the Chinese had become so skilled
with explosives as they seemed to be utterly useless at everything
else that John had ever asked them to do, but it was true. The only
downside was that you didn’t really get many Chinese people in the
places he ended up in.

When it came to
actually planting the bomb, John would watch the target for a week
or so first. He preferred to remotely detonate them himself, rather
than attaching it to the key ignition as this allowed him to
control where it exploded, and who was caught up in it. If the
target gave a lift to a random person then John would wait for a
better time. If the car was too near a public area he would also
wait. The flipside to this, was that if the target was someone who
John decided was a particularly brutal son of a bitch, then he
changed tactics a bit. If it was someone who took a bit too much
pleasure in beating and torturing others, he might wait until the
target’s whole family was in the car.

Such moral
considerations would often frustrate the people that John was
trying to impress, but he didn’t really care about that. It made
the final result all that much sweeter. He could be sitting in a
cafe, lying on top of a roof with a pair of binoculars, or sitting
on the toilet reading a newspaper. One press of a button on his
mobile phone and kaboom! The car and its contents ceased to exist.
And John just loved watching it all happen.

The very first
time he did it, he had been sitting and watching from about fifty
metres away. He pressed a button on his mobile phone, and five
seconds later the world was ripped apart. The noise, the pressure
wave, the sound of rending metal and glass being blown to
smithereens, was nothing short of spectacular. Even though he knew
that it was going to happen, John was just as stunned as everyone
else, possibly more so. The delay between pressing the button on
the phone, and the bomb actually going off felt like an eternity.
He felt himself breaking out in a nervous sweat as he sat there,
pressing that fucking button over, and over again, all the while
wondering why nothing was fucking happening, wondering if that
little Chinese prick had screwed him over. When it eventually
exploded, John did not just flinch. His entire body convulsed like
he had been poked with the world’s biggest cattle prod, propelling
himself backwards and up into the air. The mobile phone he had been
holding flew off in an entirely different direction, and John
watched it sail away from him. He had the sensation that he was
floating and he tried to swim after it, but he was powerless to
catch it. For the second time that day, John’s perception of time
changed completely and he was airborne for what felt like an
eternity, the phone dancing away from his hands as he desperately
tried to grab hold of it. It was like watching a pinball bouncing
off the flippers in a pinball machine, only this time the ball
bearing was alive and saying “Fuck you buddy, I’m out of here.”

John landed on
the floor half on his back, and half on his side. For a moment he
couldn’t see properly, and his ears were just ringing and ringing
and ringing. People around him were on the floor coughing, whilst
others had their mouths wide open and wailing in shock. He could
hear nothing. The world had gone silent, and he felt as if he was
viewing all this from another planet. He blinked, shook his head,
and slowly regained his senses again. He stood up, staggered back
and fell over something. He didn’t care what it was, and he stood
up again. Something was hitting him. He looked down, and realised
he was standing on someone’s legs. A woman was hitting him, her
face contorted with pain, shock, and agony. John stepped away from
her and scanned around for his mobile phone. He spotted it,
stumbled over to it, and tripped over as he tried to pick it up
again.

He lay there on
the floor, feeling completely bewildered. He gripped the phone
tightly in his hand, and finally saw the burning wreckage of the
car. He could now hear the crackle of the flames. The cries of
distressed bystanders. The curious sound of glass, rubber, and
metal glowing red hot. He grinned like a maniac. Then he stood up
and made himself scarce, whilst people were still too dazed and
confused to remember him being there.

When he got
back to his little shithole apartment, he poured himself a stiff
drink and downed it in one. Then he poured another, downed it and
sat on the edge of his bed. He was elated, the most excited he had
ever felt in years. Then he realised he felt horny, hornier than he
had ever felt before in his life. He jumped in the shower, washed,
and put on some clean clothes. He went to a nearby dingy bar that
was full of nasty people in the corners, and easy women sitting at
the tables. He bought himself a beer and approached the first woman
who looked at him. A few drinks later, and he dragged her back to
his apartment to screw her brains out. She hung around for a couple
of days, and then one night when John came back she was gone. He
felt a twang of sadness.

Ever since that
day, John considered the sight of an exploding car rising up off
the ground and being erased from existence to be an absolute
marvel. It was the world’s most spectacular magic trick. John
craved to record it and then watch it again and again in slow
motion, but that presented a risk that he wasn’t willing to take.
He would just have to rely on the real thing each time, and it was
a sight that he never, ever got bored of. Each time the burning
debris rained down around him, he felt like a child at his first
firework show.

My wife loved
firework displays. We were once stood at the top of a hill,
watching the most amazing display we had ever seen. We were down
near the south coast, in a town called Lewes, and they take their
Guy Fawkes nights very seriously. We spent the whole day there, and
arrived early by train. The pubs weren’t open yet, so we sat in the
park, and shared a bag of hot chips and a can of beer like a pair
of naughty school kids bunking off for the day. When the display
had finished, she looked me right in the eyes and even though it
was dark, I could see she was as horny as hell. We kissed
passionately, and then she had a naughty grin on her face as she
dragged me behind some trees, and whispered “do me do me do me” in
my ear.

One job that
John agreed to take on caused him a fair amount of grief. The
target was a particularly cruel man, who thought nothing of killing
an entire family if they owed him money and couldn’t pay up. The
man had two sons and a daughter, none of whom were outstanding
citizens themselves. John waited almost an entire month for the
right time and the right place, to take them all out at once.
Watching the car getting blown to smithereens was a delight, and
John went back to report on his success. He didn’t get a friendly
reception.

It turned out
that he had killed the girlfriend of one of the lieutenants of the
gang he was trying to infiltrate. John didn’t really give a shit,
and such stone cold honesty didn’t do him any favours. John looked
him in the eyes, and said that no-one had told him anything about
the woman, so it was just tough and he had done what he was asked
to do.

The man had
then uttered the immortal words that John had heard so many times
now: “You English fuck.”

John wasn’t
offended in the slightest - it was a phrase that had been said to
him countless times now, and it sounded especially sweet when said
in a French accent - but it always meant violence was only a few
seconds away. In the end, John bounced the man’s head off a wall a
couple of times, and that was the end of the matter.

***

 


A man of around
sixty was sat in his office, when the phone on his desk rang. He
answered it and listened for about a minute, and then hung up
without saying a word. There hadn’t been any need for him to say
anything because it was a strictly one-way conversation. It was a
transfer of information, and he was a man who hoarded information
like a dog kept fleas. As far as he was concerned, even saying
‘thank you’ was a transfer of information, and there was no way he
was going to transfer anything to the shit weasel who had just
spoken to him.

Everyone was a
shit weasel of some kind. There were good shit weasels, and bad
shit weasels, and accountants were amongst the worst of them. The
guy on the phone had been somewhere in between the two extremes.
The man leant forward and grabbed the name plate that was in front
of him. It was metal, it was heavy, and he had had it for years.
The front of it was covered in thick, dried Tippex, and someone had
scratched The Guv’nor in it with a knife. It had been the
accountants who had stopped him from having a proper nameplate like
that, so he had decided to waste a couple of boxes of stationary
supplies doing it himself.

The Guv’nor
considered John to be a good shit weasel. One of the better ones,
in fact. He wasn’t too gung-ho, he wasn’t as blood thirsty as some
of the others were, and he could think on his feet. He was maybe a
bit too sentimental, and was often all too happy to just sit there
in silence when being spoken to, but other than that he was a good
man to have around. He remembered that John had been married to a
really pretty woman, until it turned out the neighbour was banging
her behind his back. That was a nasty business, and The Guv’nor was
surprised that the neighbour got out of the house alive after being
discovered balls-deep like that. John had grieved the breakup of
his marriage for several months, and for a while there was a worry
that he wouldn’t come back. It was a relief when he returned.

John had caused
The Guv’nor a few problems over the years. He had once been part of
a team that had been tasked with tracking down and abducting a
human trafficker. The target himself was small-fry in the grand
scheme of things, but there was a particular political angle to the
case, and John and his team had managed to trace the man to a house
in a small town. After a while it became obvious that the house
didn’t belong to the man, but he had taken it over for himself and
was keeping the previous owners tied up to use as hostages.

Three members
of the team sneaked into the house. The house turned out to be
booby trapped, and the trio went in like a bunch of cocky amateurs.
When one of them had stepped onto a rug, his foot disappeared into
the floor and onto a nice spike. If the clumping around hadn’t
given them away, the man’s howling certainly did and there was a
brief exchange of gun fire. It was a miracle that no-one was hit.
When they got back outside, there was some discussion about what to
do next. One of them put forward the idea that they could set the
house on fire, which was when John pointed out that there were
hostages inside. The other guy said he didn’t care, and the
discussion started to get a little heated. John wasn’t in charge,
but he made his point very clear: no-one would be setting the house
on fire whilst he still there.

When it was all
over, at least one of the other team members thought John would
have pointed his gun at them if they had tried to burn the house
down. Such thoughts made their way back to The Guv’nor, and he and
John had themselves a nice little chat about it. John was mostly
unapologetic about it, and had a few home-truths to tell about the
people he had been teamed up with.

“We’re supposed
to be more intelligent than the armed forces, and better armed than
the intelligence services. Out there, we were neither, it was a
bunch of loose cannons thinking they were Rambo, James Bond, and
Saddam Hussein all at once. I know we’re supposed to be ruthless
bastards, but there is a line and some of those guys crossed it.
Not all of them, but some of them,” is one of several things that
John said at the time.

The Guv’nor
didn’t necessarily disagree with John, and he was actually glad
that someone had finally had the guts to say something. However,
the fact remained that orders are supposed to flow down, and John
was reminded of this.

John was
level-headed enough not to push the point any further. He had said
his piece, praised those who deserved it and criticised anyone who
he thought was nothing more than a willy-waving fuckwit. He knew
that he had no real authority so he just hoped that The Guv’nor
would listen and do something about it.

When the
meeting was over, The Guv’nor had sat in silence for a while. He
had picked up his name-plate, and turned it over and over in his
hands as he always did when he was thinking. He had a routine for
this, one that had been honed over many years. He would start off
by tracing his fingers over the crudely-carved lettering. Then he
would lightly tap his forehead with it, and maybe rest it on his
fingers and let it fall off into his lap. Then he would pick it up
and start the routine all over again. He could put himself into a
semi-trance doing this, almost on another plane of existence, where
he could sift through all the bullshit and the egos, and just look
at the facts. Everything would have its own place, and he would
watch the dots and the lines link up together as he figured it all
out. He considered himself something of a magician in this
regard.

That was all in
the past though. The Guv’nor put down the nameplate, and looked at
the phone. The phone just sat there as if to say “Sorry bro, I only
report news I don’t make it.” He picked up the receiver, and
pressed a button. It was time for The Magician to weave his
magic.

John, you
adorable pain in the arse, you ‘aint the only man in this place who
collects nicknames.

***

 


John was
looking out of the window again, and the grassy hill was much
busier now. Another musician had arrived, and he had teamed up with
the trombone player. There was now quite the crowd listening and
clapping along to whatever music they were playing. Some people
were sitting on the grass rocking their heads from side to side,
whilst others remained standing and swaying. John was starting to
have trouble focusing on things, but there was something about
their movements that made him wonder if the two musicians were gay
lovers. Hell, perhaps it was a gay festival going on up there. Any
minute now the tables would be filled with sex toys and energy
drinks. Exactly what sort of sex toys would gay men use?
Shit-stained dildos? Ruptured arseholes? John was actually
intrigued about this, and he grinned at his own crude and juvenile
humour. His dry lips cracked as if they were made of dust.

My wife was
fond of sex toys. It seemed she had a whole stash of them that she
had saved for when the neighbour popped round for an espresso and a
blow job. Was it because the neighbour’s dick was too small? Or
perhaps they were for him. Who knows? I never thought to ask whose
orifice housed which toy. Perhaps they shared them. One up her
chuff, one up his crack. Make some notes. Swap toys, and compare
notes. Write an online review. Fuck.

When had it all
gone so wrong? Was it the miscarriage? It was hardly my fault if
she had a shitty womb. Or maybe I had a shitty pair of testicles,
but no doctor could tell us. We did everything right. Five portions
of fruit and veg a day. No smoking. No drinking. No roller
coasters. No clandestine visits to the abortion clinic. They told
her to do exercises for her pelvic floor muscles so that she
wouldn’t have a dodgy bladder. I did them as well, and why not? In
for a penny, in for a pound. Then one day, she had felt a terrible
pain. Lots of blood. All she could say through the tears was
“Something is wrong, oh God, something is wrong.” The rush to
hospital. The nurses and doctors exchanged glances that made me
want to smash their faces in. The waiting area was full of people
staring at me. I would have quite cheerfully strangled every single
person there, if only to stop those gormless eyes looking at me. I
would have sacrificed every single living person there, if it just
meant that the doc would come back out, give me the double thumbs
up and a wink, and say everything was ok. To say that her pain was
just a bit of trapped gas. And that blood? It was the lamb chop she
ate for lunch that caused that. Yeah, happens all the time with
pregnant women. No more lamb chops for her, okay?

John was sure
that he had just passed out. The grassy hill looked different. The
statue was flicking him the finger. Young kids were sticking their
tongues out at him. At least one old man had dropped his trousers,
and was mooning at him. John blinked a few times and everything
returned to normal.

The ropes
keeping him on the chair felt tighter now, he could barely feel his
arms or his legs, and his kneecaps felt like that they were going
to pop off and ricochet around the room.

He remembered
watching a documentary about fox hunting. A deer had been chased
for miles and miles, and as the fatigue set in, it became more and
more of a struggle for the animal to keep its head up. John now
knew how that deer felt. Just before it collapsed, its eyes were
wide and rolling in their sockets. John had never been much an
animal lover before, but right now he felt a kinship with that
deer. He made a mental note to find it in the afterlife and share a
beer with it. Maybe sit in the park, and have a bag of hot chips as
well. Wait for the pubs to open and then watch a fireworks display.
Maybe the deer knew what it felt like to be cheated on. John and
that deer seemed to have so much in common now.

A beer with a
deer, is nothing to fear, so it would appear.

John wanted
that written on his gravestone.

“What the fuck
are you grinning at, eh?” demanded an angry Scottish voice.
“Stupid, English prick.”

John hadn’t
actually realised he was grinning, but he began to laugh. It hurt
his lips to do it, and it wasn’t doing his throat any favours
either, but he just couldn’t help it. He could see rage and anger
building up on the face of his Scottish tormentor. This just made
it even funnier. Here he was tied up and helpless, yet there was
one of his captors getting angry at him. What on earth did he have
to be angry about?

“Do you think
I’m joking? Shut the fuck up!”

The man grabbed
his throat, and thrust his face right up against John’s, nose to
nose. He bared his teeth at John, spittle on his lips and fire in
his eyes. The man’s breath was hot on John’s face.

“You still
think this is funny, boy? How about I poke your eyes out with this
little bitch?”

The man pulled
his face away, but still held onto John’s throat. He used his other
hand to press the edge of a nasty-looking knife against John’s
cheek.

John had
stopped grinning, but not because he was worried. He was past that
now, and almost didn’t give a shit. He was in a mean old country,
in a mean old house, with a mean old Scot threatening to poke his
mean old eyes out. The situation seemed too absurd for him to be
worried.

That reminds
me. Another absurd situation was standing there whilst my neighbour
and my wife lay in a naked heap on the floor. There was a mixture
of guilt and fear on their faces. She had a nose bleed. He still
had his shoes on and his trousers were round his ankles. He had a
protective arm around her. To protect her from what, exactly? It
seems I was the one who needed protection from those closest to me.
Some things never change, it seems.

Hey dad, I need
some new football boots for school. What’s that? You spent this
month’s wages betting on the horses again? Oh, well never mind
then. I guess I will just try and steal a pair like you suggested.
Mum, why are you crying? Is it to do with that letter you received?
The one from the bank? When I see an advert on the TV, and the
voice says, ‘Your home is at risk if you do not keep up with the
regular payments’ what does it mean? And why do you sometimes
flinch when dad touches you?

John heard a
noise. He wondered if it was just another hallucination, but the
look on the Scottish man’s face suggested that it was real enough.
Someone was shouting something. There was swearing. Threats. The
sound of a silenced gun being fired. One of the men was now
clutching at his own shoulder, blood pouring through his fingers,
and a bullet-sized hole had appeared in the wall behind him.

The Scottish
man was waving his knife at someone behind John. John turned his
head to the left, and saw a heavy black boot shoot out and hit the
Scot just under the knee, right in the sweet spot. The Scot
staggered backwards against the wall, and fell down like a sack of
wet shit. He lay on the floor, grasping at his now useless knee,
grimacing in agony and spewed forth a string of insults about
“Stupid English pricks.” The Scot then received a sharp boot to his
shin, and John winced as someone else kicked the man right in the
face.

Three men were
now lying down on the floor. One of them looked dead. Another one
looked like he might soon be dead, if the blood coming from his
shoulder was anything to go by. The third one was holding his face
and groaning, almost whimpering.

“Ahoy there,
Scotty bollocks. The Guv’nor said you might be here. He has a nice
little interrogation room waiting for you. The walls have been
repainted, the little window high up in the wall has been washed,
and the thumbscrews have been oiled. The red carpet has been dusted
down and we’ve all been wiping our arses on it.”

John recognised
the voice. It was gruff, it was harsh, and it was full of hateful
mocking. The last time he had heard that voice, it had been full of
a self-righteous and selfish stupidity that John had grown to
despise.

John looked up
and out of the window again. He couldn’t focus at all now, so the
hill was just a mass of green with movement all around it. It was
like trying to focus on an ants nest. He turned his head to the
left, and could see the lower half of a man standing next to him.
The man had large forearms and the one closest to John had a big
burn scar on it. A pistol was tucked into the waistband of his
trousers. John couldn’t lift or turn his head anymore, so was
unable to see the man’s face but he didn’t need to. He knew who it
was.

“Right, let’s
get him free,” said a second voice.

John wasn’t
sure if he recognised the second voice or not, but he was glad to
hear it. It meant he wasn’t left at the other man’s mercy.

John heard
someone move behind him. “Christ, someone did a good job on these
ropes. I’ll have to cut them. Make sure you catch him when he is
loose, he only looks half conscious.”

The gruff man
snorted and said “Yeah, sure, he’s safe as houses with me.”

John rocked
slightly as the ropes were cut. They loosened a bit, then a bit
more, and suddenly he was free. As he lurched forward he had a
fleeting moment of relief and euphoria, and then he collapsed head
first to the floor. The man standing next to him had made no effort
at all to help him, and John just about managed to turn his head in
time so that he didn’t smash his teeth apart as he landed.

John was free,
but too stunned and exhausted to move. He couldn’t feel or move
either of his arms, they were just useless sacks of flesh attached
to his body. His legs were completely dead and he could barely
move. He could barely even breathe. He made an effort to roll onto
his side, but produced nothing more than a pathetic wobble. He was
stuck there on the floor, arse up in the air, and with the side of
his face rammed into the floor. His face was the only part of his
body that wasn’t numb, and he felt as if he had just head butted
the floor with his cheek.

The gruff man
sneered and laughed at him. It wasn’t the laugh of someone finding
something funny, it was the laugh of a bully who has managed to
sneak up on someone and punch them hard in the kidneys. The man
shifted his weight, and used a foot to give John a not-very-gentle
push over onto his back.

John flopped
over like a corpse. In fact he felt like a corpse. Only the rise
and fall of his chest gave any indication that he was alive. As a
fan of zombie horror films, he would one day, later in life, wonder
if that was how the undead felt when they first woke up. Buried six
feet underground in eternal slumber, you are suddenly dragged back
into the world with a caved-in coffin and half a ton of earth
crushing down around you.

John lay there
motionless on the floor. His mouth was dry, and his tongue had
shrivelled up like a slug wearing a cloak woven out of salt. His
lungs were ecstatic with their new found freedom, and greedily
sucked in as much air as they could. John’s vision slowly returned
and he looked up at the two men standing over him. He recognised
the one on the right as he knew he would. The scar on his cheek was
still there, and so was the large, flattened nose. It actually
looked a bit flatter, and a tad more disjointed than it had been
the last time John had seen it. It was a face that not even a
mother could love for more than a few minutes at a time.

The man’s right
hand was down by his side, holding a gun. A look of hate and anger
was planted on his face. John remembered the saying about pulling a
face when the wind changed, and he wondered if this bloke had been
born in a wind tunnel.

He looked at
the second man, the one who had cut the ropes that had held him to
the chair. John didn’t really recognise him, but his instincts told
him that he was probably someone who could be trusted. His eyes
were keen and intelligent, but they weren’t focused on John. They
were looking over at his partner, and they held a look of concern.
John recognised that look, and it was one that he himself had used
the last time he had been in the gruff man’s presence.

“John the
bloody Baptist,” sneered the gruff man. “John the pain in the
fucking arse. John the backstabbing prick, who can’t keep his mouth
shut.”

The gruff man
clenched his left fist and gripped the gun tightly as he spoke, but
both hands stayed down by his sides. John hoped that they stayed
there.

A fraction of a
feeling had returned to John’s arms now. It really was only a
fraction, nothing more than a fart in a gale, but it was comforting
to know that his body still worked. John knew that he was going to
be in pain later. An incredible amount of pain, in fact. His blood
would slowly seep its way back through his empty and dusty veins,
and he would suffer through every moment of it. Later on he would
be screaming into his pillow begging for pain killers, for death,
for God, for forgiveness, anything to stop the agony.

“The Guv’nor
said we should bring him back in if he was in a bad way. He looks
pretty bad to me, he needs to be checked out,” the second man
said.

Mr Gruff slowly
turned his head and stared at the man for a few seconds, and then
looked back down at John. His expression had changed slightly and
he looked less sure of himself. He unclenched his fist and relaxed
his grip on the gun.

You pussy, you
just shit your pants the moment His name was mentioned. If you
aren’t twisting the wings off of a fly you are nothing, and you
know it. You came here thinking you could get some kind of revenge
on me. Laugh in my face, make me beg. How many scenarios did you
play out in that sick fucking mind of yours? When the call came
through, I bet you thought all your Christmases, birthdays,
Easters, and tooth fairies had come at once. How many prostitutes
have you beaten up this month? How many kids have you picked up by
the neck and stolen money from? How many doors have you broken
down, just so you can go inside and smash the place up for fun? Oh
yes, I know all about you. Most of us do. The ‘other info’ section
of your file is becoming quite a popular read, there is something
new and exciting added to it nearly every month.

You’re damn
right I blabbed my mouth about you, and I would do it again if I
had to. Pretty much everyone has ‘blabbed’ about you now. That’s
what happens when you think burning people to death is an
acceptable past time. With any luck you won’t be around for much
longer. People specifically ask not to have you on their team.
Everyone in this job is a bit of a nasty fucker, it’s pretty much
one of the requirements. There is a line that we all have to cross
once in a while. The difference is that we don’t always like doing
it. One day we will look back on the things we did, and regret
them. It’s why so many of us have failed marriages, and end up as
homeless alcoholics who shout at lampposts, and piss up against the
window of McDonalds. It’s an emotional burden.

It’s all about
the shades of grey. Even the old man says it. You either don’t
understand, or don’t care. Well either way, fuck you.

The gun was now
back in Mr Gruff’s belt, and the worried look had gone from the
second man’s face, which made John feel a bit better. John still
couldn’t move and he was wondering what came next. Mr Gruff was
still looking at him as if he was holding a magnifying glass over
an ant, but there was no way John was going to beg or ask him for
help. It would only feed the man’s perverse appetite. So far, the
other man seemed normal, (well, as normal as anyone who does this
job can be) ,but he wasn’t someone that John knew much, if
anything, about.

The second man
seemed to read his mind.

“Can you move
at all?” he asked. “We can’t hang around here for too long. We need
to shift these two bodies, and bring Scotty bollocks here back with
us as well.”

John had
actually forgotten all about him. He turned to look at his former
captor, and saw that he was sitting on the floor with his back
against the wall, holding his nose and staying silent.

Mr Gruff
grabbed one of the bodies, and dragged it by the arms into another
room. He came back and started to drag the other body, when it let
out a groan. Mr Gruff punched it once in the face, and then once
again to the side of the head in the temple. He then resumed
dragging it to the other room.

John watched
this with interest, but didn’t pass any judgement. What Mr Gruff
had just done was brutal, but effective, and it is probably what he
himself would have done if he had been in his place.

Mr Gruff came
back out of the room whilst muttering something that sounded like
“fat foreign prick.” He took a slight detour and purposefully
banged his boot against the table that had the glasses of water on
them.

“Oops,” he
said, looking right down at John.

The water
spilled off the table, and John suddenly realised how thirsty he
was. He let out a wheeze. The other man raised his eyebrows, looked
down at John and then looked back up at Mr Gruff with a frown.

“Hold on mate,
I’ll get you something,” he said, and walked over to the kitchen
area in the corner of the room. He came back with a glass of water,
and bent down to lift John’s head so he could drink it.

The moment the
liquid touched John’s lips, he had a sensation of swimming and
drowning in liquid gold. Every rational bone in his body told him
that he should take a small sip at a time, but the relief and
temptation was too great. He actually tried to breathe the water
in, and he ended up coughing and spluttering it up instead. John
half lurched to the side.

“Easy mate,
easy,” the man said whilst holding back a sly grin.

John saw the
grin, and snorted something resembling a laugh himself.

John drank
slower this time, and it went down easily. He would never forget
this moment and despite how bad he felt, it would always be a
memory of relief and happiness. Over the years, John had met dozens
of kids who lived in grinding, endless, and back breaking poverty.
It was a sad fact of life that many of these kids were useful to
him, and were easily bribed into doing dangerous errands, or even
for information. Something as simple as a chocolate bar was
sometimes enough to recruit them as a friend for life. All you had
to do was stumble upon a lone child, and offer them a small square.
They have probably never seen it before, so they look at you
curiously as the peculiar brown oblong is slowly unwrapped. The
soft snap as a corner is broken off is completely alien to them.
You lick this piece, put it in your own mouth, and make a show of
chewing it. Then you smile, break off another piece and extend your
hand to the child. They take it whilst never looking away from your
gaze and that oh-so-friendly smile. They put it in their mouth...
and their face changes completely as the delicious taste fills
their mouth. The uglier and dirtier the child is, the greater the
transformation. The first time John did this it had almost broken
his heart, and he just handed the whole bar over to the kid and
disappeared as quickly as he could. He was glad that no-one saw
him, as John the Milkybar Kid was a nickname he could do
without.

The water
wasn’t particularly cold, but it was beautiful and John thought his
teeth were going to crack. It felt wonderful. His tongue felt like
a slippery eel that wouldn’t stay still, that didn’t want to stay
still. The man gave John two more glasses of water, and each one
was as sweet as a bowl of ice cream. John wanted to ask the man to
marry him, but he instead just lay there breathing deep breaths,
and did his best not to grin like a mental patient laughing at his
own farts. He felt rejuvenated.

He tried to sit
up and almost made it. He tried again, this time with some help
from his new best friend, and he managed it. Then he slowly pulled
himself up, and sat on the window sill for a couple of minutes. His
arms and legs were now starting to ache but he didn’t care.

Mr Gruff was
busy tying up Scotty with the remains of the ropes that had been
used to secure John to the chair. John wasn’t sure if that fitted
the definition of irony or not, and he certainly didn’t feel any
sympathy for his former tormentor when Mr Gruff started poking at
his broken nose with a finger.

John slowly
stood up, and steadied himself against the wall. He started taking
a few small steps around the room, just about able to walk on his
own. His legs and feet felt as if a thousand flies were buzzing
around inside them. Each step seemed to send an electric shock up
them, and he felt like a toddler learning to walk for the first
time.

“Right, have
you two love birds finished yet?” asked Mr Gruff. “Let’s go, I can
come back and get Scotty here later. He isn’t going anywhere.”

“Yeah, I’m fine
now,” John replied.

The other man
nodded at him, and the three of them walked out of the room. Mr
Gruff went first and didn’t wait for them, just clumped off down
the hall, stomped his way down the stairs and stood outside.

John slowly
followed them out, and as he walked towards to the door he felt a
strange feeling of... nervousness? Anxiety? Relief...? Maybe a
mixture of all three.

As soon as John
stepped out into the street, relief washed over him. He took two
steps along the pavement and then stopped. Both the other men were
looking at him, but with very different expressions on their
faces.

Mr Gruff
grunted and walked off. John and the other man remained silent as
they watched him walk to the end of the block, and disappear round
the corner. Neither of them ever saw him again.

John leant back
against the wall and looked across the road. He could see the
grassy hill again, and it was the most beautiful thing he had ever
seen. He listened to the mingled sounds of children playing, girls
laughing, and a crowd enjoying a show. He looked up at the sky and
let his face bask in the warm sun. He smiled and opened his mouth,
so he could taste the sunlight. He felt great. He felt human. He
felt like an angel.

He felt like...
John the Baptist.

***

 


 


 



There and Back
Again

May 1940,
somewhere along the French border

 


The explosion
buried James in cold, wet mud. It covered him completely, it was in
his nostrils, and it filled his mouth.

Dazed and
bewildered, James staggered out from under the pile of earth. For a
moment he couldn’t even breathe, and he spat out as much of the mud
as he could. Artillery shells whooshed over his head, and
explosions filled the world. Everywhere he looked, he saw the same
thing as columns of mud and earth shot up into the air. It was like
running through a forest of living trees.

Someone grabbed
him and helped him stumble his way back to the safety of the
trench. They passed another soldier lying motionless on the ground,
his left leg missing completely. James was still too stunned to
properly acknowledge this grim sight, but he would later look back
on that moment as his first proper exposure to the cruelties of
war.

He reached the
trench, jumped into it and crouched down as low as he could. A
shout of “Get your bloody heads down!” rang out from somewhere. The
artillery shells continued to fall around them, and he crammed his
fingers into his ears. The noise was now coming up through the
ground, and James could feel his veins shaking. He gritted his
teeth, and felt grains of French earth crunch and snap between his
jaws. All he could taste was mud, all he could hear was noise, all
he could feel was the end of the world. The onslaught continued for
another few minutes, and then it just stopped. There was absolute
silence and nobody moved or made a sound. James wasn’t entirely
sure if he was still alive or not. Then there was some movement
around him, and he flinched as someone’s knee hit his head.

He stood up and
looked around him. The trench was packed with his fellow soldiers,
most of them looking rather bewildered and shocked. Craters, shell
holes, and the occasional dead body littered the ground around
them. The trench wall had collapsed in at least one place, and
someone was being pulled out from underneath the sandbags. It was a
young soldier that James immediately recognised, a quiet lad who
didn’t say much. He hadn’t even begun to shave yet. The boy looked
very dead and James looked away.

People were
beginning to look lively again. James glanced down at the floor,
and saw that his rifle was lying there. He remembered holding it
just before the shelling started, but he didn’t remember it being
in his hand during the run back to the trench. Maybe the drill
sergeant had been right when he said that after a while, your
weapon becomes a third arm that never leaves your side.

He picked the
rifle up and looked at it. He remembered the day it was first
issued to him, it had felt very heavy and awkward. As he trained
with it, it seemed to get lighter and easier to hold, and he began
to feel safe whenever he had it with him. During his time on the
shooting range the rifle felt powerful and magnificent, but after
experiencing that artillery barrage, it suddenly seemed small,
weak, and impotent. How was it possible to fight off an enemy that
could call upon such a devastating force?

One of the
officers stood up and addressed everyone.

“Listen up!
I’ve just received a message saying that the Germans have broken
through the line, and we may get the order to fall back. Now, let’s
tidy things up here.”

James gripped
his rifle tightly. The Germans broke through the line? The
Maginot Line? It was supposed to be impregnable... then he
remembered the ferocity of the barrage from a few minutes ago. A
feeling of uncertainty and nausea started to well up in his
stomach.

This was James’
first war. For the last eight months, he had been in France doing
not much more than digging trenches, and talking to French girls.
War seemed easy, and he had started to wonder what all the fuss
about.

He wasn’t very
surprised when he got told he was going to France. The barracks had
been full of rumours for a long time and some of the top brass had
been making frequent visits, when normally they didn’t even bother
popping in at all. When you consider that the newspapers were
always talking about what the Chancellor of Germany was doing, it
was pretty much an open secret.

James had been
lounging in the barracks mess when the news first came through. The
Germans had barely crossed the Polish border when a colonel walked
in, banged a fist on the table and said, “Lads, it looks like we’re
off to France. I want everyone out on the parade ground in an hour,
spread the word around.”

And that was
that.

Ever since
then, morale had been high. Why wouldn’t it be? Britain and France
had beaten Germany easily enough before, so doing it again
shouldn’t be a problem. It was only last year, during a state visit
to France, that King George VI had declared that the French army
was the best fighting force the world had ever seen.

James had never
been abroad before, and neither had most of the soldiers he was
with. Once things got moving, it seemed like a big adventure. The
packing up and loading of lorries, the long ride down to the
English south coast, the long rows of rumbling train carriages.

When they
finally got to Dover he couldn’t believe the size of the crowds, he
had never seen so many people in one place before. He was
enthralled as entire divisions of tanks and trucks filed past him,
and up onto ramps and cranes. James banged his fist on the side of
some of the tanks as they rumbled past, and they all felt as solid
as a mountain. He was slightly envious of the tank crews who got to
drive and operate them, encased as they were in several tons of
impenetrable armour. The only protection James could rely on was
luck, and a modest little hole in the ground.

The journey
across the English Channel was largely uneventful, but it was a
novelty that James had never experienced before, and he was once
again overwhelmed with the reception they received when they landed
in France. The port and the streets were chock full of French
civilians, all of them cheering and waving at him. He could barely
speak a word of French, but his hands were soon full of gifts of
wine, beer, and cheese from all the happy, smiling people.

Such pleasant
memories now seemed so distant, and James got to work helping to
repair the collapsed section of the trench. It was tedious and
heavy work, but it meant he wouldn’t have to deal with the soldiers
that had just been killed in the artillery attack. An hour later,
and the trench was back as it was.

James and a
couple of the other soldiers stood there in silence looking at
their handiwork.

“Sacrebleu,
fuck you,” one of them muttered, and everyone within earshot
chuckled.

It served to
lightened the mood, which James was grateful for. It was a common
phrase that they had been using for a few months now, and its usage
seemed to be spreading throughout the entire platoon. Like all the
best jokes and phrases, it had sprung up out of nowhere. Some of
the lads had been bored, and were throwing stones at some tins and
bottles that had been lined up along the top of a wall. At some
point, an old French woman had appeared out of nowhere to tell them
off. She shook her walking stick at them, babbled something in
French that none of them could understand, and walked off muttering
“sacrebleu.”

They had all
stood there staring after her in amazement, when one of them
adopted a crude French accent and said, “Are you ze Anglais?
Sacrebleu! Sacrebleu fuck you.” He contorted the word ‘you’
so that it rhymed with ‘bleu’ and the legend was born.

James felt a
small emotional pang start to creep through him. All of a sudden he
felt homesick and decided to write a short letter to his
parents.

Dear Mum and
Dad,

Today, the
Germans attacked us without warning with a ferocious barrage of
artillery shells. It was completely different to the attacks that I
have told you about before, and it was unlike anything I have ever
seen. One shell landed near me, and completely buried me in mud! I
can still taste the earth in my mouth as I write this! I think I
have had an interesting insight into what life is like for a spade,
and gardening will never be the same for me again.

Thankfully my
knee injury has healed now, although it can still be a bit stiff in
the cold.

Earlier this
morning some of us popped over to the village that is near us.
Luckily, the shop was open and we were able to buy a couple of
bottles of beer each, and some cheese. The army food rations are
pretty lousy, so anything to spice up meal times is a good thing.
When we first came here, most of the villagers made a big fuss over
us, but they seem a bit bored of us now. They are friendly enough,
and will give us a small discount on most things, so that’s okay I
guess. My knowledge of French is improving slightly, but we still
end up communicating using hand signals and pointing.

I got a bit of
a shock the other day, as there is someone in the village who looks
just like Uncle Robert! I almost went up to him and asked if he was
going to return those books I lent him a while back.

Love you
both,

James

“Hey mate,
how’s the knee these days?” someone asked him

Truth be told,
James usually didn’t feel like talking when he was thinking about
home. He preferred to just sit there daydreaming for a while, but
that wasn’t really a luxury he could afford at the moment. There
was an element of tension in the air, as if a thunderstorm was
about to break and rip them all apart.

“Oh, hi Dave.
Yeah, the knee’s not too bad now,” James replied. “It can be a bit
stiff sometimes, but I guess that’s what happens when upset a
French farmer.”

The pair of
them grinned at each other.

A few months
ago, some of them had snuck off into the middle of a field and got
themselves rather drunk. At first they had been pretty quiet, but
after a few beers and a spot of wine, they decided to light a fire
and have a bit of a sing song. On the way back they climbed over a
wall, and found themselves in a farmer’s animal pen. Climbing back
over the wall would have been easy enough but, well, that was the
boring option so they decided to tease some animals instead, and
with their bellies still full of alcohol they made enough noise to
wake the dead. Chickens clucked and flapped noisily as they were
chased around. Cows mooed and stamped their feet as they were
slapped, prodded, and pushed. The sound of their guffaws and
laughter filled the air, when a loud gunshot suddenly rang out and
instantly silenced them. James had cried out in surprise, falling
over and clutching his knee in pain. They all sobered up pretty
quickly after that, and just stood there as the farmer shouted and
cursed at them in a language none of them could understand.

Luckily, the
bullet had only grazed James’ knee, but he still had to spend a few
weeks in the infirmary with his leg bandaged up. The group of them
received a severe bollocking from their commanding officer, and
they all thanked their lucky stars that no-one found out about the
fire. It was the sort of thing that could get you shot; either by
the enemy, or by court martial.

“It ain’t gonna
earn you a Victoria Cross medal of course, but that don’t matter
too much. All fun and games,” Dave said.

James just
nodded slowly in agreement, and stood up. The mud on his uniform
was now starting to dry, and it fell off in clumps as he moved.

“So, what do
you think happened? What was all that about the Germans breaking
through?” James asked.

Dave shrugged,
and said, “Dunno mate, but it don’t sound too good. Not sure how
they can have broken through though, this whole bit is supposed to
be invincible. The French placed guns and tunnels all through this
Maginot Line. Ain’t no-one getting through as long as we’re
here.”

Dave had a
tendency to speak quite fast, and James often had trouble keeping
up with what he was saying. It was hardly surprising that the local
villagers always looked utterly baffled whenever he tried
communicating with them.

Dave nodded
towards the area in front of the trench. “I was clearing away the
boys that got killed in the attack earlier. Bloody ‘orrible job,
some of them had legs and heads missing. Poor buggers, I bet they
were dead before they even knew what was happening.”

Dave then
looked James up and down as if he had only just noticed how dirty
he was. “You were bloody lucky by the looks of things.”

James opened
his mouth to say that he didn’t feel lucky, but then he shut it
again. A mud pie snack was nothing compared to losing body
parts.

As a child,
James had always had a strange relationship with mud and dirt. It
seemed to stick to him like a second skin, and it was a constant
source of exasperation and even embarrassment for his mother. He
had the dubious honour of being one of the only children he knew
who managed to get banned from clothes shops. James hadn’t been a
particularly naughty boy, he just liked to touch things, and he
didn’t actually know where the dirt came from either, it just
seemed to appear as if by magic. Besides, going shopping was so
boring and adults could be so... grumpy and mean. Everyone
else was touching and picking up the clothes, so why couldn’t
he?

He was almost
certain that his hands had been clean when he left the house that
day. His mother had even asked him to go and wash his hands before
they left. He had done just as she had asked, and he eagerly
splayed his fingers out in front of her as proof. Yet by the time
they got to the shop, his hands were starting to get dirty
again.

“Now, behave
yourself and don’t touch anything,” she had said to him as they
went inside.

James did his
best. He stood there in the corner, and watched his mother talk to
the shopkeeper. They started laughing, and James’ heart sank. This
meant they would be there for ages. He shut his eyes and
counted to ten. He opened them again and saw that they were still
talking. He peered out the window and spotted a small dog tied to a
lamppost.

James’ spirit
rose instantly, and the warning about behaving himself vanished
from his mind entirely. He glanced back at his mother and the
shopkeeper. The pair of them were now looking at something inside a
box, and chatting animatedly. He crept out of the shop, and
approached the dog. It looked at him and whined. James couldn’t
resist petting and playing with a whining dog, not when he himself
was so bored. He stroked and patted it for a few minutes, and then
decided to show the dog a trick.

“Watch me do a
handstand, doggy!”

James went
ahead and did a handstand up against the wall.

The dog barked
and licked at James’ face. With his upside-down view of the world,
this was too much for him to handle and as he giggled and laughed,
he lost his balance. He fell back down with an inglorious bump, but
he wasn’t hurt; just a bit dirtier than he had been a few minutes
earlier.

James petted
and hugged the dog once more, and crept back inside the shop. Off
to the side a light-blue shirt on display caught James’ attention,
and he went over to look at it. It had a strange feel about it, and
he had never felt such a material before. It had a kind of silky,
slippery feel to it that fascinated him. He was suddenly glad that
he had been brought to this shop, as he had made friends with a
doggy, and there was this nice shirt that he couldn’t stop -

“James Bowden,
what the Dickens are you doing?!?”

His mother’s
voice boomed in his ear, startling the life out of him. His head
snapped round and he looked up into the angriest, reddest face he
had ever seen. He was terrified, yet had no idea why she was so
cross at him.

He half-babbled
a reply, but she wasn’t even taking any notice of what he was
saying. He followed her gaze back and his eyes rested once more on
the shirt. A feeling of horror descended upon him, as he now saw
the streaks of mud that ran down the front of it. His mouth dropped
open in surprise, and he looked at his own dirty hands as if they
belonged to someone else.

Oh no, not
again.

“You don’t
smoke do you? Got any spare fags you can lend me?” David asked.

Although James
wasn’t a smoker, he still took his share of cigarette rations that
were handed out. They came in handy during games of cards, and
could be traded with soldiers and civilians alike. Sometimes, he
even had the pleasure of ‘lending’ them to his friends. He nodded
and handed two precious white sticks to David.

David took
them, and shot James a quick wink as he put one in his mouth and
lit it. James always found such reactions rather curious. Whenever
he handed out the occasional free cigarette to people, he always
kept an eye out for what he called The Beggar’s Twitch. Each smoker
seemed to have their own quirky little ‘thanks for the free smoke’
signal. Some of them rubbed their hands and shifted their weight
from one foot to another, whilst others would rock on their feet.
Sometimes James would deliberately take a long time to find which
pocket he kept them in, to see how the beggar would react.

David got about
halfway through the first cigarette when someone came running up to
them, a desperate look on their face.

“The Germans
have somehow gone round us, and we’re going to get cut off if we
don’t move it. We’re falling back, so get your arses in gear,” he
told them.

James was no
expert on tactics and strategy, but he had seen the maps and
listened to all the briefings. The Maginot Line was a long line of
defences and concrete fortifications that France had built all
along its border with Germany. He had marvelled at the pictures,
watched the newsreels, and had even stood in front of some of the
huge concrete bunkers himself. There was no way it could be
penetrated. The defences stopped at the Belgian border and the
Ardennes Forest, but it was more or less impossible to move an army
through a forest. At least, that is what military doctrine has
traditionally stated.

James looked at
David, who just shrugged and dropped the rest of his cigarette on
the ground. David was used to setbacks and disappointments, and had
a tendency to take each day as it came. From an early age, he had
learnt that if you put too much trust and faith in those above you,
you are going to get hurt. His dad had died before he was born, and
by the time he was seven, his mother seemed to be more interested
in drinking and inviting strange men into the house than caring for
him.

At first, it
had just been a case of a missed meal here and there, or maybe the
odd day missed in school because his mother didn’t wake up until
midday. After a while, such occurrences become more and more
regular, until David was having to look after both of them.
Initially he had been content to live on the jam sandwiches that he
could make for himself, but he soon began to resent even the smell
of the stuff. Slowly but surely, he learnt his way around the
kitchen, and once he discovered that standing on a kitchen chair
meant he could look after the pots and pans on the stove, his
self-education began in earnest.

To begin with
his culinary skills didn’t extend much beyond boiling an egg and
making toast, but it was better than nothing. Once, he was so
intent on making sure the eggs were cooking properly, that his
shirt caught fire. He managed to put it out, but he turned the
stove off and sat in the corner crying for a while. He wasn’t sure
whether it was the pain from the burns, or the feeling of neglect
that hurt him more. After that incident he survived almost an
entire week on nothing, but bread and jam again.

David learnt
the hard way that when the bread and the cheese starts to turn
green, it isn’t safe to eat, and that the responsibility of food
shopping had now fallen onto his young shoulders. At first, the
local shopkeepers were wary of serving him and would ask where his
mother was. He would just shrug and say she was asleep, but after a
while it seemed that everyone in his village knew what was going
on. In a way they treated him a bit like an adult, which was
refreshing, and they let him get served first if there was a bit of
a queue. He noticed that people would sometimes look at each other
and shake their heads sadly, and then ask how he was. He never
really knew what to say, so he just copied what he heard everyone
else chat about. Being well below everyone’s eye level meant he
could just stand there and listen in to adults making small talk,
and discussing the weather. The first time he had piped up with,
“It looks like there’s a cold front coming in,” in the butchers the
whole place went silent.

After a while,
he was able to take advantage of everyone’s sympathy. Occasionally,
he would purposefully try to buy too much, and then feign
innocence. Sometimes he would get away with it, especially if there
was a female customer there to take pity on him, and he would spend
the savings on sweets somewhere else. This meant he could sell them
to the other kids in school for a profit.

One day, he
went into school and some of the older kids started chanting “Your
mum is a whore,” at him. He didn’t really understand what the words
meant, but the mocking tone of their words stung. At first he was
upset and ran away from them, but after a couple of days he
realised that he barely saw his mother any more. Not his real
mother anyway. She was either crashed out on her bed, or wandering
around the house like a zombie. He didn’t feel much loyalty towards
her now, and came close to resenting her. Deep down, he felt
betrayed and hurt at the way she had neglected him. There were only
so many forgotten birthdays and lonely Christmases he could put up
with.

“Let’s get
busy, we don’t want to be the ones lumbered with rearguard defence
duties,” David said to James.

The pair of
them walked over to the main area, and made themselves busy. The
situation seemed to be more desperate than James could appreciate.
The officers were adamant that they needed to get moving as soon as
possible. They loaded the trucks up with what they could, and
dumped the rest. An awful lot of equipment was abandoned, and
whatever they couldn’t take with them, they smashed up, burnt, or
blew up with explosives.

As they sat on
the truck, David looked back at what had been their home for the
past few months.

“It looks like
a bomb site now,” he remarked.

A few of the
soldiers looked at him, unsure if he was making a joke or being
serious, but the rest just looked on in silence. A retreat wasn’t
something that filled any solider with pride. This was the British
Expeditionary Force, part of the British Army. They shouldn’t be on
the run like this, they weren’t bloody Italian.

It seemed that
the news of the German advance had spread fast. At first they drove
past the odd horse and cart, but the further they went the busier
the roads became. It seemed as if the whole country was in full
retreat, and soon the entire road was chock full of people with
carts loaded full of possessions. James had no idea where all these
people had come from, or where they could be going. They passed
through a small village, and everyone seemed to be packing their
belongings. He wondered if this was what it was like when people
fled in panic from the plague in the Middle Ages. In fact, some of
the French peasants looked as if they still lived in the Middle
Ages.

The throng of
fleeing civilians began to grate. David sat there, wondering how a
load of horses and trailers were able to hold up an entire
contingent of tanks and trucks like this. It was like being stuck
amongst the world’s largest travelling circus. He gripped his rifle
and closed his eyes. All it would take would be a few, quick rounds
of fire above their heads and they would scatter like cockroaches.
It would be like the parting of the Red Sea, but without the added
bonus of people worshipping him two thousand years down the line.
David opened his eyes quickly, suddenly conscious of those around
him and where he was. For a split-second he thought that he had
voiced his thoughts out loud, and his face flushed red with
embarrassment and guilt.

James felt the
truck stop and he peered up over the top. Off in the distance, he
could see some of the lead vehicles had veered off the road, and
were heading in a different direction. There was so much chaos and
shouting that he thought something was wrong, until the truck he
was sitting in veered off as well.

As the armoured
column left the road, there were loud shouts and jeers from the
French civilians. Some of them felt abandoned whilst others were
just angry at being shoved around.

James looked
behind him, and could see that all the military vehicles were now
heading off in the same direction. If things had seemed unorganised
before, it was even worse now. Trucks bumped along and desperately
tried to avoid hitting each other, whilst the tanks did their best
not to smash into everything. The gaps that they had left in the
traffic jam on the road didn’t take long to fill, and as they moved
further away James could see just how long the line of fleeing
families was. He wondered what would happen if the Germans ever
caught up with them.

David leaned
forward and banged on the driver’s cab.

“What’s
happening mate, where’re we going?” he shouted.

The driver
shrugged, and said that he was just following everyone else. David
looked around at the chaos, and wasn’t sure whether to laugh or
cry. The trucks were having to be careful in the long grass, but
the tank drivers seemed to be oblivious to what was going on. Some
of them just smashed into small trees, knocking them over as if
they weren’t there. David laughed. He decided that if he was in a
tank, he would probably take full advantage of their size and power
as well.

Up ahead of
them, the front vehicles had come to a fence and stopped. Two tanks
were ordered to take the lead, and they ploughed through the
barrier as if it was made of paper. Someone commented that so far,
that was the most dangerous manoeuvre any of them had performed
since they had arrived in France.

The barbed wire
from the fence had caught on the front of one the tanks, and James
watched as the fence was ripped up and dragged along as if it was a
piece of string. It was a sight that fascinated him, and he
wondered how many hours of work was being undone by this diversion
of theirs. All along the fence, the pillars wobbled and then
snapped off at the base.

A small
gathering of horses watched from a distance, as the long and noisy
procession roared past them. James wondered how long it would be
until they took advantage of the broken fence. For a fleeting
moment, he considered jumping down from the truck, and galloping
off into the sunset with one of them. Who was more likely to
survive the war? The oblivious animals, far away from the action in
a field, or the soldiers at the front in their foxholes? James
tapped his rifle, and decided that he was better off staying
put.

James noticed a
sign on the ground that was written in French. He laughed, and
pointed it out to everyone.

“What’re the
odds on that sign saying ‘Keep off the Grass’ or ‘No
Vehicles’?”

“Nah it
probably says sacrebleu, fuck you,” David replied with a smile.

Everyone in the
truck laughed, and the mood lightened up again.

“So, is this
the way to Berlin then? Are we all popping over for a chat and a
slice of cake with Chancellor Hitler?” someone asked.

David took a
piece of paper out of his pocket, and waved it in the air.

“After a nice
lunch of tea and crumpets with Herr Hitler and his moustache, I
believe it is peace for our time,” he said in a mock Neville
Chamberlain voice.

James and the
others began singing For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow, and
gestured as if they were throwing bowler hats above their
heads.

A jeep from the
front of the line turned around, and began making its way slowly up
towards the rear. In the passenger seat was an officer who waved
them on, shouting “Come on lads, keep going, almost there,” as he
went.

No-one seemed
to know just what was meant by ‘there’, but it generated a fair bit
of discussion. James thought back to all the maps and briefings he
had attended, and nudged David with his elbow.

“I reckon you
were right about the rearguard defence stuff, you know. Looks like
we’re getting some action at last.”

David rubbed
his hands, and winked. “I hope so, but I would’ve preferred staying
back where we were, and getting some action with those village
girls.”

A few of the
others murmured in agreement, but James thought he saw a hint of
doubt and apprehension on David’s face. He started thinking about
those horses again.

About ten
minutes later, the lead vehicles began to fan out in all
directions. Men jumped eagerly down from the back of the trucks,
relishing the opportunity to work the stiffness from their legs,
whilst the officers gathered up and talked amongst themselves.

The jeep that
had driven past them earlier sped its way back towards the front.
The man in the passenger seat was still standing up, but he soon
sat back down when the vehicle went over a small mound that nearly
sent him flying. A big cheer went up all along the line.

Soon, everyone
was jumping down from the trucks and milling around in groups. An
officer climbed up onto a crate, and fired his pistol in the air to
get everyone’s attention.

“Right then,
boys. We’ve been handed a special treat for being such a grand
bunch of chaps over the past few months. A small section of the
Germany army is supposed to be coming through here, and we, dear
fellows, have been tasked with stopping them. So pull your socks
up, and polish those rifles. We’ve some work to do.”

They didn’t
know how much time they had, so the defences they set about putting
in place were fairly rudimentary: a couple of small tank traps,
individual fox holes, and a few basic machine gun nests. It soon
became clear that they didn’t have much in the way of anti-tank
weapons as they had abandoned so much kit, but they still had
enough of their own tanks. They were in a semi-wooded area that was
full of clearings and small clumps of trees, meaning that the enemy
could approach them from pretty much any direction. Luckily, there
were plenty of inventive souls among them who could see the best
places to setup their ambush points.

All they could
really do now was sit tight and wait. David lit the other cigarette
that James had given him earlier in the day, and was surprised that
he had managed to go for so long without smoking one. James set
about writing another letter.

Dear Mum and
Dad,

Things have
suddenly changed in only a few short hours. It wasn’t long ago that
we were sunbathing and complaining about the boredom, but now it’s
the complete opposite. It seems that the war has suddenly become
serious, and we are expecting a German attack soon. I have no idea
how big or how many of Hitler’s finest are coming this way, but I
am confident that we will make a good account of ourselves.

We got caught
up in a traffic jam of people fleeing from the Germans, and it was
an incredible but distressing sight. There were crying children,
families pulling carts full of everything they owned, and just a
general chaos. I have no idea where they were going, or what is
likely to happen to them.

I saw some
horses earlier, and they reminded me of the times we used to go
horse riding down at Jack’s farm. It’s been years since we did
that, we really ought to go and see him when I get back. Those baby
rabbits we found the last time are probably all grown up by now.
It’s funny how easy it is to forget about such things during your
usual day to day routine, but coming to war makes you suddenly miss
those things.

Love you
both,

James

He sat there in
his own thoughts for a while, and then decided to make himself
useful. Some of the lads were joining their foxholes up to make a
long trench, and James linked his own one up with the ones next to
him. It was nothing like the elaborate setup they had back near the
village, where the sides were reinforced with logs and sandbags,
but it was better than nothing.

David hopped
out of his own section, and walked over to James.

“You lot all
sorted over here? The tension’s making me a nervous wreck at the
moment. I wish these Krauts would just show up, or clear off back
home.”

James smiled,
and nodded back at him. He had an inkling that David was craving
more cigarettes, and he started to fish around in his pockets. He
plucked two out of his pocket and handed them over.

“You’re a
diamond mate, an absolute diamond,” David said with a wink.

He lit one, put
it in his mouth, and inhaled deeply, whilst James watched him with
a sudden interest. James narrowed his eyes, sensing a strange omen,
a hint of deja vu entering his mind.

“I reckon
they’ll be here soon,” he said, his face and voice now serious, and
full of foreboding.

A couple of the
other soldiers gave him a funny look.

“You’re
spooking me out now, mate,” David told him. “You’ve given everyone
the willies.”

Someone shouted
something, and within a few moments it seemed as if everyone was
shouting. James could hear a faint rumble coming from somewhere in
the distance, and everyone was now on full alert. David was still
halfway through his cigarette, and just as he threw it on the
ground, he caught James’ eye.

James raised
his eyebrows as if to say I told you so.

David responded
by tapped a finger on his forehead as if to say you’re a nutter,
mate.

The rumbling
was getting louder and shouts of “Here they come!” and “Eyes front,
everyone wake up and get ready!” rang out.

James could
hear strange voices now, voices that seemed to be speaking, but not
in a way that he could understand. German voices, German accents,
German shouts. They sounded familiar and homely, yet also
threatening.

Back home he
had lived next door to a German couple so he was no stranger to the
accent, but this was different. Very, very different. The voices
sounded like eerie, repetitive chants, and the haunting sound of
German officers barking out orders seemed to echo and bounce off
the trees.

It was the sort
of sound that someone in a fairytale might hear as they run through
a dark and foggy wood, fleeing from beasts and demons that they
cannot see. James was quickly learning how war could change your
perception of things in an instant.

The rumbling
got louder still, and the earth began to shake, sending small
stones vibrating across the ground. James thought he could feel the
rumbling coming from more than one direction, something that didn’t
seem possible, and soon it became just one, huge rumbling sound. He
nervously gripped his rifle, flinching as someone with an
over-eager trigger finger fired their weapon. Copy-cat rounds of
fire went off as other jumpy soldiers didn’t want to feel left
out.

“Hold your fire
until you see them!” someone roared.

James closed
his eyes. He could see the horses again, and longed for another
opportunity to escape with them. He waited for the lump in his
throat to disappear, and prayed that when he opened his eyes again,
everything would make sense. He opened them slowly, his mouth
trembling as if he was begging for his life.

A tree and some
bushes wobbled, and the top of a tank suddenly appeared. A gun
turret poked and moved its way through the leaves and branches like
a blind man trying to find his way. It stopped briefly, and James
wondered if it had broken down. A heartbeat later, and it was
moving again. Garbled and unnatural sounds filled his ears. Diesel
fumes tickled at his nose. Another tank appeared, and some German
soldiers wormed their way into view.

Then the world
opened up.

Weapons were
discharged. Soldiers shouted. Someone screamed. Someone else
screamed the instant the first one stopped. A German tank stopped,
and its turret rotated slowly round in James’ direction. Time
slowed and ceased to exist as the long arm ticked round like a hand
on an enormous clock, almost as if it was a schoolyard bully
searching out his next victim. The gun fired, and something blew up
behind James. He had no idea what it hit, and he felt utterly numb.
It was a sound so loud and so powerful, that James wondered if his
parents had heard it.

Weapons and
explosions were going off all around him, and James was stunned
into paralysis. A British tank suddenly appeared from behind cover,
and fired at almost point-blank range into the side of a German
tank. The tank blew up instantly, and it was the loudest, most
horrific sound James had ever heard. The scream of solid metal
rending, twisting, and evaporating into nothing consumed him, the
screams of burning soldiers who had been standing too close made
him weep. Chunks of metal, blobs of flesh, and pulverised body
parts were thrown into the air, and rained down onto the
unfortunate.

James’ senses
were overloaded, and his brain froze completely. Muzzle flashes and
bullet streaks from a thousand guns were coming at him from every
direction. He felt as if the entire world was tapping him on the
shoulder, angrily shouting at him to look at a hundred things at
once. Every branch, every leaf, every blade of grass was begging,
and shouting, and clamouring for his attention. He just stood there
in his hole unable to do anything, but hold his rifle out in front
of him. He was a statue, a monument erected in honour of The Bloody
Useless.

James felt
something wet on his hand, and he glanced down at it. There was a
small puddle of goo, and it took him a few seconds to realise that
his mouth was wide open, and his tongue was hanging out. He had
dribbled onto his hand like a worthless infant, and it shamed him
into action.

His training
finally began to kick in. He aimed down his rifle sight and saw
nothing, but the sky. He readjusted his view, and now he saw the
tops of some trees. Slowly becoming aware that he hadn’t managed to
do anything useful yet, he was filled with outrage at his own
incompetence. He squeezed the rifle hard with both hands, and
growled as he bared his teeth at the entire German army.

He pulled the
trigger, and his gun fired. He hadn’t braced himself for the
kickback and he fell backwards, fuming at his own stupidity, fully
convinced that the entire platoon was looking at him and laughing.
He glanced shamefully to his left and saw that no-one was paying
him any attention at all. He looked back down the length of his
rifle and the noises of battle hit him again, threatening to
overwhelm him. Gritting his teeth, he battled with his fear and
tried to stay focused. He raised his rifle again and caught sight
of something moving. He pulled the trigger; did he hit anything?
God knows, and quite frankly who gives a shit? No-one is keeping
score here, so just get going again you sorry excuse for a fully
trained up member of the British bloody Army.

He pulled at
the small lever on the side of his rifle to release the spent
cartridge, but nothing happened. He pulled at it again, and still
nothing happened. Panic and frustration filled him as the rifle
started to feel puny and weak again. He had done this a thousand
times on the training ground without any problems at all.

Take aim, hold
your breath, squeeeeze the trigger don’t pull it, tug at the lever
to release the cartridge. Take aim again.

He took a deep
breath, closed his eyes and let his training take over. He tugged
at the lever and this time it came back easily. For a brief instant
it felt like a small, thin pencil that was going to snap off in his
hand. He opened his eyes and spotted a German soldier some distance
away. He aimed, squeeeezed the trigger and watched, elated and
fascinated, as the soldier’s head jerked back and seemed to
explode.

Later on in his
life James would play this scene over and over again in his mind,
and in his sleep. His skin would crawl and he would feel a hollow
sickness in his stomach, as again and again he replayed the images
of the German soldier falling to the ground like a discarded
puppet. It was utterly inhuman, and he never forgot the moment that
he first ended a life.

Adrenaline
began surging through his veins, making him feel like a real
soldier now, a superman, the saviour of Europe. He aimed at another
German soldier, fired his gun, and watched him fall to the ground.
He aimed again, and dropped another German soldier. And again. His
targets were closer to him now, making them easy pickings. He
reloaded his rifle, and shot at something moving. He could hear
their voices, their shouts, and their screams. It dawned on him
that his targets were getting closer as the Germans were on the
verge of breaking the line. James took this as a personal affront,
and he shot at anything and everything that came anywhere near him,
shouting and bellowing without having any idea what sounds were
coming out of his mouth.

James heard the
mechanical clanking noise of a tank coming up behind him, and he
prayed to God that it wasn’t a German one. He didn’t dare turn
around and just stayed there in his little hole. The roaring rasp
of automatic gunfire burst out from somewhere above him, and entire
lines of German soldiers collapsed before his very eyes. James
dared to have a quick glance behind him, and he was surprised to
see just how close the tank was. The big turret fired, and James
instinctively ducked as another German vehicle blew up and ceased
to exist.

A few minutes
later, it seemed that the battlefield was starting to empty itself.
The sound of gunfire was slackening off, and he couldn’t see any
more German soldiers or tanks coming at them. A couple of British
tanks drove to the top of a small hill, fired off a speculative
shot each, and then there was silence. James relaxed, and leant
back against the rear of the makeshift trench. The adrenaline
drained out of him, and he realised he was covered in sweat. He
suddenly felt tired, but also relieved and enthralled that they had
survived the battle. He allowed himself to think that he alone had
just turned the tide of the German advance. They had won.

Cheers and
whistles sounded out from all along the line, but James remained
silent and smiled to himself. They really had won and the
victory felt good. Very good.

He jumped up
out of his hole, and felt his mood dampen as he saw the devastation
with sober eyes. Tanks and armoured vehicles from both sides lay
mangled beyond recognition, most of them burning as dark orange
flames licked their way up the sides. Dozens of German soldiers lay
dead on the ground, many of them missing limbs and heads. He could
see several dead British soldiers as well, and he wondered if those
poor souls would have survived if they had dug their holes
deeper.

James looked
down to his right, and saw someone curled up in a shallow foxhole.
His mouth was hung open, his eyes were wide and staring, and only
the steady rise and fall of his chest showed that he was alive.
James knelt down, and was about to ask if he was alright when the
soldier let out a strange, croaking moan that could only have come
from the devil himself. It was another war moment that James never
forgot, and he would take the memory to his grave. No matter how
hard he tried, it was something he would never be able to describe
or make someone understand.

James then
noticed a funny smell, and realised that the man had soiled
himself. He thought back to his own battle with paralysis, and
wondered how close he had come to ending up like this.

James gently
shook him by the shoulder, and the man’s head darted quickly from
side-to-side like a bird, and then he focused his gaze on
James.

“Wha-what
happened? How are we...? I mean where are they?”

The man was in
shock, and James reassured him that the Germans had retreated, and
a medic would be along soon.

James stood up
again, and saw David coming over to him.

“Bloody hell
mate, that was a close run thing. I’m glad you survived, you doing
alright?”

“Yup, all in
one piece still,” replied James. “I reckon they’ll be back
though.”

David wrinkled
his nose, and glanced around wondering what the odd smell was.
James pointed at the soldier still in his foxhole.

“He needs a
medic, or maybe a doctor to look at him. I think he has shell
shock.”

David looked
down at the man with indifference and disdain. He had hardly any
sympathy for him. In his view, this was war and if a soldier can’t
handle war, then he is a danger and a burden to everyone around
him. He shouldn’t have even got on the boat in the first place if
he was just going to sit in a hole, and shit his pants.

James saw the
sneer on David’s face, and felt a flush of anger rush through
him.

“Not everyone
finds this sort of thing easy the first time,” he hissed.

David looked
back up at James and narrowed his eyes slightly. He considered
saying something for a moment, and then looked back down at the
soldier in the hole. The man was now fiddling around in his pockets
looking for something. He took his hands out and looked at them in
surprise. The expression on his face suggested that he had never
seen his own hands before, and he thrust them back into his
pockets. He didn’t seem to realise that James and David were
standing less than a foot away from him, and he looked around
nervously. David just shrugged and lost interest in the man
completely.

It was now
early evening, and the sun was starting to go down. The remaining
daylight was used to repair and strengthen what defences they still
had, and make an attempt to bury the dead. Some of the wrecked
vehicles were shunted and towed into various positions to block
entry points. The few surviving German soldiers had their wounds
treated so they could be interrogated. One or two of them were shot
by over-eager British soldiers wanting to avenge the deaths of
their friends, but everyone turned a blind eye to it. The dead
Germans were dragged away, looted for souvenirs, and either
partially buried or just left in a heap.

James once
again managed to avoid the grim work of dealing with the dead, and
instead kept himself busy with other things. He helped deepen the
trenches, and had a look through what ammo supplies they still had
left. They couldn’t survive many more attacks like the one they had
just experienced without being resupplied.

After talking
to some of the officers, James realised that the attack they had
fought off was merely a probing assault that allowed the Germans to
see what sort of defences they were up against. Still, he reckoned
that they had certainly given the Germans a bloody nose, and that
they would think twice before attacking the British Army again.

Or maybe that
was just naive, wishful thinking.

On the way back
to his post, James walked past a tank. He stopped next to it, once
again marvelling at the size and power of the thing. He gave a
quick whistle, and banged his fist on the side of it, wondering if
it was one of the same ones that he had seen back in England. The
hatch on the top of the tank opened, and one of the tank crew
popped his head out.

“Aye lad, she’s
a beauty, but she’s also very delicate so be careful, okay?” the
man said.

James gave him
a thumbs up, and asked if he could get a ride in a tank one day. It
was getting dark now, but there was just enough light for James to
see the man raise his eyebrows and cock his head in consideration.
The man looked back down the hatch, and said something to the rest
of his crew. The voices were too muffled for James to hear what was
being said, but he stood there waiting in childish anticipation.
The man looked back up at him.

“Aye lad, but
you’ll have to go easy with ‘dem fists o’ yours, it’s kinda cramped
in here, and we all bruise easily ya see.”

James opened
his mouth to say something, but the man disappeared back down the
hatch before he even knew what he was going to say. He stood there
staring at the tank, and could hear some more muffled talking. Just
as he was trying to figure out what had just happened, he heard the
unmistakeable sound of men choking themselves with laughter.

James wondered
if he would ever understand the Irish.

Just as he got
back to his spot in the trench, David trotted over to him
again.

“Hello mate,
the officers are looking for volunteers to do some patrolling
around. Fancy it? We might bag ourselves a prisoner or two.”

The thought of
stumbling around in the dark didn’t really appeal to James, but
there was something about David’s eagerness that made James feel a
bit guilty about refusing to go with him. He wondered if David
needed to talk to someone away from everyone else. And besides,
James was feeling more confident about himself after coming through
the battle earlier. If they actually did manage to get themselves a
prisoner, it would be a nice morale booster and he eagerly
agreed.

“Nice one,
mate,” David enthusiastically replied. “Stay here and I’ll be back
in a jiffy.”

James watched
David jog off and speak with someone. As he stood there waiting,
James started to get an ominous feeling again. He hoped that no-one
was going to ask him for any more cigarettes.

David came back
and said that they wouldn’t be going out for a few hours yet, so
they should try and grab some sleep while they can. James hunkered
down and decided to write the beginnings of another letter
home.

Dear Mum and
Dad,

We had our
first real battle of the war today. I would like to say that I
acted bravely, but truth be told, I was scared out of my wits from
the noise and the carnage that was unfolding in front of me. We did
manage to fight the enemy off, but we lost several good men and we
aren’t likely to last much longer if they keep attacking us like
that.

We haven’t had
much information come through, but the rumours say that the entire
British Expeditionary Force in France is on the run! It’s quite
unbelievable if that’s true, and I don’t see how so much can change
so quickly.

I killed
several German soldiers today. I am not sure how to feel about it
really, but at the time I was in a complete frenzy. Of course, they
were trying to kill me, and being in the army means that I am
trained to kill, but when it comes to actually doing it, things are
different. I guess that it is something you get used to after a
while; even the veterans had to get through their first battle.

James left the
letter unfinished, and tried to get some rest. It came in fits and
starts as people were still moving around, and his knee began to
ache again. Just as it seemed that he was finally getting into a
deep slumber, someone shook him by the shoulder. He felt himself
being slowly pulled up from the bottom of the seas of
unconsciousness, and then his eyes were looking right into David’s
cheerful, almost-smiling face. For a split-second, he hated David
for disturbing him and it showed on his face. David looked
offended.

“Hope I didn’t
interrupt any fun dreams you were having.”

James grunted,
and forced himself to wake up. A few stretches later and he was
ready to go. They had a quick word with a couple of the officers
first, just to make sure that they weren’t going to run into a
returning patrol, and off they went. James decided to let David
lead the way, but wondered where they were supposed to go
considering no-one had any maps.

After a while,
David rummaged around in his pockets and pulled something out.
“Managed to bag myself a nice little German trinket earlier,” he
said.

James had had a
funny feeling that David was going to be confessing or showing off
about something; it was just about the only thing that explained
his eagerness to go on a patrol with someone. He looked down at
what David was holding, and in the darkness he could just about
make out what looked to be a pistol. A German Luger pistol.

James was both
fascinated and appalled with this. He found the practice of looting
the dead to be a macabre, unsavoury act, yet it was something that
had gone on in war since the beginning of time. When he had been
doing an ammunition inventory check earlier, he had considered the
idea of collecting up all the spare German weapons and ammunition
that were left on the battlefield. If you were going to shoot a
man, it seemed a bit odd to be squeamish about taking away the very
things he was trying to kill you with.

David gestured
for him to take the gun, and James gingerly picked it up.

“It’s a
beauty,” David told him. “No wonder those Nazis love Hitler so
much, if they get given those sorts of toys.”

James found it
hard to disagree, and he also found himself admiring it with the
same kind of awe and fascination he had for the tanks. The pistol
had a nice, reassuring weight to it and he couldn’t help but
appreciate the way it felt so snug in his hand. It had a quality of
workmanship that just didn’t exist in the pistols he had used so
far in the army. He held it up to his face and sniffed at it. Even
the smell of the gun grease seemed magnificent.

“I did the
exact same thing!” David said, laughing. “I reckon everyone should
get one of these, the war would be over in days if we all had one.
Could probably take out a tank with a few well-placed shots.”

James aimed the
pistol at a tree in the distance, and pretended to fire it. He once
again found himself agreeing with David. He actually reckoned you
really could take out a tank with such a wonderful weapon.

He handed the
weapon back, and a thought suddenly crossed James’ mind: he was
probably the closest thing that David had to a friend. James didn’t
actually mind him too much, and occasionally he even pitied him.
David wasn’t an unpopular person, but he wasn’t overly popular
either. He could be funny and charming at times, but often he
seemed distant and a bit selfish. James considered him to be
someone who had an onion personality; you had to peel back the
layers to see what lay underneath. You sometimes had to watch out
for spikes on those layers though.

David held the
pistol as if it was a fragile diamond, whilst James stared at it
like a playful puppy begging for a ball.

“Any idea if
there any of those left anywhere, or have the early vultures had
their fill already?” he asked.

David laughed
and said, “Don’t worry, there’s still a few unopened treasure
chests for you.”

“Hande
hoch!”

The words
sprang out of the darkness, taking both of them completely by
surprise. James was especially caught off guard, and once again the
German accent had him thinking of his neighbour back home. For a
split-second he thought he was in a dream, until his eyes focused
on the person who had appeared out of nowhere. In the bright
moonlight he could make out some of the features on the man’s face.
He had a stern, typically Prussian-looking jaw line. James wouldn’t
have been surprised if the man’s family had a long history of
military service, going back several generations.

“Einen kline
schinen, flienen!”

James had no
idea what the German soldier was saying, it was just a noisy
hypnotic chant repeated over and over again.

“Shisken
flish ein klein fein nein sharkoo freulan!”

James started
to slowly raise his hands, but the German didn’t stop shouting. He
was like a robotic machine constructed out of dozens of Luger
pistols. Dangerous, irresistible, and unstoppable.

“Ein shtein
kline! Krien pienen shiner winen shnell shnell-“

A bright flash
and a loud noise suddenly filled the night. The entire area lit up,
and an image was burned into James’ mind forever. The German
soldier’s face was filled with surprise, as if someone had sneaked
up behind him and burst a balloon next to his ear. He also looked
younger and more fresh-faced than James had first thought, it could
almost have been someone from his school. It was one more lesson,
one more tragic memory of war that James would take to his
deathbed.

The German
soldier collapsed to the floor, and James slowly lowered his arms
again. It took him another second or so to realise what had
happened, and he breathed a sigh of relief. David looked at James
and held the Luger up.

“See? These
things are wonderful little buggers.”

James breathed
out again and closed his eyes. “Fuck me, that was close,” he said,
and David looked at him with a surprised expression.

“Don’t often
hear you swear like that. Can’t say I blame you for cursing though,
he really got the drop on us there. We were bloody lucky there,
mate.”

David was being
sincere, and it wasn’t just because he felt he was partially to
blame for it. If they hadn’t been gossiping and nattering about the
Luger, there was no way that the German would have been able to
sneak up on them like that. He wasn’t one for apologies and that
was about as close as he ever came to giving one.

James knew what
David was like, but he didn’t pin any blame on him. They had both
been acting like kids in a toy shop.

Just as they
were about to carry on with their patrol, properly this time, David
thought of something and bent down to the dead soldier. He rummaged
around for a few seconds, and then pulled something out from under
the soldier’s coat.

“Et viola,
monsieur Bowden. One Luger for you,” David said, extending his hand
out.

James hesitated
for a moment, and then took the gun. He bounced it around in his
hand a couple of times and slowly smiled at it. He figured that it
hadn’t been such a bad day after all, and thanked David for it.

“Sacrebleu,
fuck you!” James shouted at the dead soldier.

The pair of
them laughed and headed off again. They did a long, wide
half-circle around that brought them back to their camp, and let
the officers on watch know that they were back. Neither of them
bothered to mention the lone German soldier they had encountered,
and they retired back to their trench positions.

James settled
down and got out his Luger again. He decided that if any Irish tank
drivers asked for a go on it, he would tell them to get stuffed. He
put it away and went to sleep.

Several hours
later James woke with a start. There was noise and activity all
around him, and there was a pain in his side. He stretched out, and
realised that he had been sleeping against the Luger. He grunted
with relief as he shifted his weight around and the pain subsided.
He blinked a few times, and racked his still-sleepy brain for
recognition of where he was. He stood up and noticed that trucks
and tanks were being loaded up. Officers were frantic, and shouting
at people.

He got up, and
kicked the other soldiers around him awake. He got a few unpleasant
looks, and remembered back to the night before when David had woken
him up; he had probably given him a similar look. He looked around
for David, but didn’t expect to see him as he was an early riser
anyway.

James trotted
over to a handful of soldiers and officers who were hunched over a
map, and he asked what was going on. He got a sharp reply.

“The entire
Expeditionary Force is being evacuated from France. What you can’t
carry gets left here, and if anyone gets left behind we aren’t
coming back for you.”

The group then
resumed their animated discussion, and ignored James.

The news was
demoralising, but far from unexpected now. James went around and
made sure that everyone knew what was going on. This time all
excess and heavy equipment was just dumped and abandoned, without
any efforts to destroy it.

“I don’t give a
shit if the Germans find it and use it, we need to get moving!” was
being repeated all throughout the camp.

Within an hour
they were on the move again. James started to wonder where David
was, when he suddenly appeared next to him.

“Hello mate,
it’s all fun and games at the moment ain’t it?” he said before
hopping up onto a truck.

James had a
feeling he knew what David had been doing, but he didn’t really
care. His notion of what was and wasn’t acceptable in war had
changed considerably in the last twenty four hours or so.

The few
remaining German prisoners were left with a couple of days of army
rations, and told to piss off into the woods. If they stopped or
turned around they would be shot.

James noticed
that they were heading off in a different direction from the way
they came in, and he hoped that it was a shortcut. They ploughed on
through an endless series of fields, and eventually came upon an
old road of sorts, bumping along at a speed that shook and rattled
everyone around like ragdolls. They really were in a hurry, and it
made James feel a bit nervous.

It didn’t take
long for the collectors to start showing off their haul of ghoulish
prizes. Numerous watches, Nazi-engraved knives, German coins,
medals, and badges started appearing out from inside pockets. James
was particularly impressed with the daggers. Once again he
marvelled at the level of workmanship that had gone into the
weapons, at the detail of the engravings, and at how powerful they
felt in his hands. Some of the collections baffled him when he saw
that some of them had even looted photographs. Who the bloody hell
was really interested in photos of random German women and
children?

David, of
course, managed to top pretty much everyone in the scrounging and
looting stakes. He calmly rolled his sleeves up and unveiled an
entire jeweller’s shop of wrist watches. There was a moment of
stunned silence, and then everyone burst into laughter. James
smiled and shook his head. He had been right about what David’s
activities had been earlier that morning.

James got his
Luger pistol out and someone asked if that was all he managed to
get.

“Yeah, but
there’s a cracking story behind this one,” he replied.

Out of the
corner of his eye, he could see David nodding in agreement.

The road went
past a field with a few horses in it, some of them with their heads
buried in the grass, whilst the rest just watched curiously as the
noisy vehicles rumbled and roared by.

James once
again had the fleeting temptation to jump down off the truck, and
gallop off into the sunset. He had his special Luger pistol now, so
nothing would be able to stop him. He would ride and ride all the
way to Berlin, and smash open the doors of the Reichstag. A few
well-placed shots to the heads of Hitler, Goering, Hess, and
Goebbels, and that would be that. Game over boys, no more war.
Everyone can go back to their trenches, and resume flirting with
the local village girls.

James heard a
loud clicking noise in his ear and he snapped back to reality.
David was looking at him with a curious smile.

“Bloody hell
mate, you were miles away. You had a big grin on your face, like
you’d heard a naughty secret.”

“Yeah, I was in
cloud cuckoo land.” He turned to look back at the horses, but they
were well out of sight.

“Oh, you have
to be kidding me,” someone groaned.

James felt the
truck slow down, and up ahead he could see that the small road they
were on was joining up with a larger, wider one.

One that was
chock full of fleeing French civilians.

The sight made
James’ heart sink, and this time it wasn’t just David who harboured
thoughts of firing a few shots into the air to get people to move
out of the sodding way.

The British
armoured column wormed and bullied its way onto the main road, and
merged into the throng of bodies. Disgruntled shouts and
obscenities were shouted at them in French. The soldier next to
James made a quiet ‘sacrebleu’ comment, but no-one laughed.

They passed an
abandoned car that was lying in the ditch at the side of the road,
and James wondered what could have possibly caused someone to
abandon such an expensive and coveted possession like that. The
driver’s window was broken, and smeared with what could only have
been blood. That ominous feeling fell upon him again.

They saw plenty
of other sad and depressing sights as they went on. A despondent
family stood around a cart with a broken wheel. The mother and
daughter were crying, unable to come to terms with the thought of
abandoning everything that they owned.

A dead horse.
Broken, discarded bits of furniture and glass. Teapots. Clothes. A
large, broken mirror.

At one point,
they passed what at first glance looked like a large family
gathering. Some adults were standing just off the road, talking
amongst themselves. Behind them, near a tree, some kids were
playing and a small dog was tied to a large, fallen branch. Some of
the kids were throwing stones at the dog. The animal was in a state
of distress and angrily barked at the kids, the road, the sky, and
the world.

No-one bothered
to tell the kids to stop. Everyone had other things to worry about.
A dog may be Man’s best friend, but Man is a treacherous beast and
the status of ‘best friend’ is fleeting and conditional. Maybe
no-one even knew who the dog belonged to; it was just another
family possession that had been abandoned. The sound of the dog’s
yelping and whining began to grate on James’ ears. He looked at the
young boys tormenting it and clenched his fists. He wanted to slap
and beat their faces red raw. He shouted out at them, but they took
no notice.

David suddenly
stood up and aimed his rifle at the kids. James looked at him,
mouth open in surprise and disbelief, unable to comprehend what was
just about to happen. “Horrible little French brats,” David
growled, and then fired two shots from his rifle.

Everyone was
now looking at him, loud gasps and cries of “Non!” springing up
from the crowd. The soldiers looked like they were going to lynch
him. The kids stood as still as statues, their moment of fun now
over. The dog was lying on its side, one of the back legs almost
entirely missing. It gave out one last yelp, and was then silent
forever.

“Sorry lads, I
was putting it out of its misery. Those kids would’ve driven it
insane, and if they went anywhere near it afterwards, it would’ve
attacked them.” He then sat down, and looked at the time on one of
his many watches.

James knew he
was probably right, but what would have happened if David had hit
one of the kids?

A droning,
buzzing sound approached them in the distance. It took a few
seconds for them to realise what it was, and they all looked at
each other in despair. No-one was thinking about the dog any more.
The droning got louder, and the tiny specks in the sky turned into
plane-shaped objects.

“I hope to God
that that’s the RAF,” someone said.

It wasn’t, and
James could see that from the shape of the planes. He once again
envied the tank crews in their impenetrable casks of iron and
invincibility.

The planes
separated and started to dive down towards the road. There wasn’t
really much anyone could do, but watch or duck down. James chose to
watch.

The first plane
came roaring down in a steep dive that James hoped would end in
nothing, but a spectacular crash against the ground. Instead, the
plane straightened up out of the dive and fired its guns at the
road as it flew over. It was a loud, deafening burst of fire and
James watched in fascination as the bullets threw up mounds of
earth and stone as they hit the ground. It was like watching a
dozen rabbits burrowing and kicking up dirt all at once. The
gunfire reached the crowd, and James heard the anguished screams of
people being torn apart. Those who survived heard a sickening
ripping and squelching sound as the bullets tore through flesh and
bone.

The plane
tilted to the left slightly, and rose back up into the air like a
bird of prey. James had never seen a fighter plane in action like
that before, and it was an incredible thing for him to watch. He
felt as if he could have reached out and touched it. It seemed so
graceful, so majestic. So wonderful. The elegance of its
aggression, the ease with which it waged death upon the helpless
and the innocent made it all the more tantalising.

“What the
bloody hell is wrong with you, get your head down!” David shouted
as another plane came down towards them.

James
half-complied with the request, but remained staring up at the sky.
A second plane flew down in similar fashion to the first, but this
time the plane wobbled from side-to-side a few times. James
wondered if something had gone wrong with the plane, but as it
passed over them and then soared back up into the sky, he realised
that the pilot was merely toying with them.

A third plane
was now lining itself up for a run, and James picked up his rifle.
He aimed down the sight towards the plane, knowing that he only had
a few seconds, that he had to aim slightly in front of the plane,
because of the speed it was travelling at. James could hear the
roar of the plane’s engines and almost nothing else. He was focused
on this one task and he barely heard as David roared something at
him.

“What the
bloody hell are you doing?!?”

The plane came
closer and closer. James fired, and then fired again immediately
afterwards. He tried to fire a third time, but the plane had
already zoomed over his head. James whipped his head around and
looked intently at the plane, certain that he had got a hit. He
yearned and begged for a sign, any sign, that the plane was doomed.
A puff of smoke, a change in the sound of the engine, or an
ejecting pilot. Anything...

None came. The
plane rose back up into the air like a victorious phoenix and James
gripped his rifle in frustration. He looked back up into the sky
and saw some new planes circling around. These ones were a
different shape to the three that had just swooped down on them,
bigger and bulkier beasts. He watched as one did a strange
manoeuvre where it rose up slightly, turned itself upside down, and
then dived down nose-first. To the untrained eye it looked like a
suicide attack. To those in the know this was a classic Stukka
Bomber manoeuvre. James was in the know.

He knew about
them, but had never actually seen one. He had never actually heard
them either, so he was in for the same shock as everyone else. As
it dived down and picked up ever more speed, a terrifying wailing,
screaming sound filled his ears. The sound became louder and
louder, until he could stand it no longer and he covered his ears
with his hands, his face contorted with terror. A single bomb
dropped from underneath the Stukka, and it exploded away from the
road, sending up a huge wave of earth that covered dozens of people
with dirt and mud.

A second Stukka
did the same move, and this time people were rushing to the ditches
at the side of the road, screaming in panic. Once again the wailing
sound filled the air, becoming louder and louder, and higher and
higher. It released its payload. This time it was on target, and
the bomb ploughed effortlessly into the road. The explosion threw
up huge amounts of earth, and obliterated bodies and objects as if
they were nothing. James watched in awe as a tank was hurled up
into the air, and smashed into a tree as if it was a paper weight.
The tank exploded, a cloud of burning diesel bursting out in all
directions.

The road ahead
was clearer now, as people were still cowering in the ditches. The
armoured column pressed on faster, and anything still on the road
was shunted aside by the heavy vehicles. French obscenities rang
out as families watched their possessions being pushed aside, and
crushed under the tracks of a tank. After a few more strafing runs,
the German planes moved on to find other, perhaps more challenging
sport.

The way started
to get clogged up again, and eventually someone at the front took
the decision to lead the column off the road.

“Thank God for
that, that road was doing my head in. This’d better be a shortcut,”
David said.

The angry
shouts and curses faded from James’ ears as they plunged once more
into the French countryside.

Over the next
few hours, they went round numerous villages and towns, making sure
to stay away from the main routes. Whenever they topped a
particularly high hill, James could see that the roads were still
crammed with people fleeing in one direction or another. He began
to wonder if this was a sight that was likely to be seen in Britain
if things didn’t start turning around for them soon.

As they neared
the French coast, James could see the sea off in the distance. At
first, he just got the occasional glimpse of it over the tops of
trees and in between hills, and it seemed to be filled with small
black spots. They came to the crest of a hill and James got a good,
full view of The English Channel. It was chock full of ships and
boats, leaving him wondering how it was possible for so many to be
in one place at once. It looked as if the entire world had gathered
for a huge boating expedition. Bomber planes circled the sky above
them, and some of the ships were on fire and sinking.

They came to
the outskirts of a coastal town, an ancient, weathered sign
greeting them with the word Dunkerque.

Discarded
weapons, vehicles, and equipment littered both sides of the road as
they drove on.

“I don’t
recognise any of that stuff, is it French gear?” David asked.

James shrugged.
“Guess it must be. That doesn’t make any sense though, why are they
abandoning their stuff? This is their bloody country, so where do
they think they’re going to go? The Isle of Wight?”

Up ahead, a
handful of uniformed men with white sleeves and red caps waved the
vehicles down, and the whole procession came to a halt.

David sneered
at them. “Bloody Jack military police bastards, what do they
want?”

This wasn’t the
first time that James had heard David curse the British military
police, but to be honest no-one really liked them. Although armed
with nothing more than a revolver and a wooden baton, they were
often a soldier’s worst enemy and everyone remained silent. Those
with the largest souvenir hordes fidgeted nervously. David felt
positively sick. James reckoned that even his Irish friends in
their tank were feeling a bit nervous.

Then they were
on the move again, passing numerous French and Belgian civilians,
all of them looking scared and tired. Some of them shouted at the
passing vehicles. What were they saying? Probably calling them
cowards, and demanding to know why nothing was being done about all
these German planes.

James suddenly
felt ashamed and exhausted. It wasn’t all that long ago that these
very people had cheered on the British army as they passed through
on their way to stop those dastardly Germans from ruining
everyone’s day again. Yet here they were on the run, and dooming
these people to foreign occupation.

They moved
slowly through the narrow streets of the town, and the tanks had to
be careful not to smash into the buildings as they rounded the
tight corners. David looked intently at the faces of the men and
women who watched them go by. He saw the despair and sorrow on
their faces and recognised it. He sympathised with them, yet was
also disgusted with them as he remembered the cheers and the
celebrations when they had first landed. The hugs, the cheers, the
gifts, and the kisses. What good had it done them? These people had
welcomed them, embraced them, and pinned their hopes and futures on
them. What sort of fool does that? What sort of careless idiot puts
their fate in the hands of a foreign army? If these people were
content to just stand there and do nothing, but weep then maybe
they deserved whatever was coming for them. He gripped his seat and
his hands turned white as his sympathy dissolved into contempt. He
closed his eyes, and let his anger fade away.

They saw dozens
of bombed out buildings, many of them on fire and collapsing. The
German planes seemed to have free reign of the skies and this
brought a poignant question to James’ lips.

Where the
bloody hell were the RAF?



There was a
commotion near the front that held them all up. Numerous soldiers
jumped down from a truck, and for a few minutes the entire
procession remained where it was. When the vehicles began moving
again, James looked out over the side, and could see that there had
been dead bodies lying in the way. Gruesome red smears covered
parts of the road. James felt ill as he realised that the tanks had
driven over some of them.

They were now
nearing the beach and there were dozens of abandoned vehicles all
over the place. The military police were shouting at them to leave
their vehicles, and get a move on. There were hundreds of soldiers
standing in different groups, whilst what looked like dozens of
rowing boats and other small craft were moving to and from the
beach. Men waded desperately into the water to clamber into these
boats, some of them looking dangerously full. Dead men lay in the
sand, some of them partially buried. No-one was making any effort
to move them away, and it was all too easy to tread on a hand or a
leg that was lying just below the surface.

The crowds were
being arranged in vague clumps of about fifty or so. Military
police strutted around, bellowing and harassing the exhausted and
demoralised soldiers. They wielded and brandished their batons like
angry slave masters, and used them to push and prod anyone who
dared to stand in the wrong place. In their white sleeves and red
caps they looked like absurd, dangerous clowns.

James watched
as one of the smaller craft came close to the shore to pick some
men up. A group of about ten or so soldiers suddenly burst forward,
hoping to jump the queue. One of the military police pulled his
pistol out, and shot two of them dead. The others in the group
stopped dead in their tracks, and were beaten back to their
original positions.

Stukka bombers
periodically came in and bombed the harbour and the town. More and
more buildings were on fire now, and the stench of burning was
thick and suffocating. As the hours wore on, increasing numbers of
men filtered onto the beach. Remnants of the French army were among
them now. Most of them were unable to understand what the British
military police were shouting and screaming at them for. James felt
sorry for them, and wondered what was going to happen to them.

David was
largely indifferent. As far as he was concerned, a French soldier
took up the same amount of space in a boat as a British one
did.

As darkness
fell, the beach became more crowded and chaotic. The military
police were rampant and brutal as time wore on, and their ability
to keep order was reaching breaking point. The sound of pistol fire
was becoming more frequent. Burning buildings bathed the area in a
sinister, red pall.

James was
hunkered down in the shallow dunes, trying to protect himself from
the bombs and bullets of the enemy planes. The sound of the Stukka
bombers was terrifying, and they were complete sitting ducks for
the fighter planes. He barely recognised anyone around him now. He
had no idea who he was with, and could hear French shouts and
voices all around him. He kept his head down, and concentrated on
avoiding the wrath of the men in white sleeves, his nose and mouth
chock full of sand. Although he was tired, sleep was
impossible.

James froze as
a military police officer approached him, baton out and ready to be
used. Suddenly, he was ushered to get up and move forward. He
stumbled as he went, and then he was splashing around in the water.
His foot caught on something beneath the surface, and James
desperately strained to stay on feet. If he collapsed now, he
didn’t think he would ever get up again. He clambered into the
large rowing boat and sat down. He looked around at the faces near
him and didn’t recognise any of them. The sun was just starting to
come up now and James was exhausted from the lack of sleep. The
rowing boat slowly moved further out to sea, the water becoming
ever more crowded as they got closer to the larger boats.

They came up
alongside a larger craft, and transferred onto it. It stayed where
it was as other rowing boats full of men came up beside it, and
dropped off more soldiers. Then it was on the move, heading even
further out to sea, and James realised that they weren’t in the
clear yet. They were heading for a much larger ship that would take
them back to England. Stukka bombers screamed down at them from the
sky, and a bomb went off not too far from them. The boat rocked
dangerously as a wall of water tried to push it over. James
clenched his teeth and gripped hold of a rope that was next to him.
The craft seemed to be chugging along at an outrageously slow
speed, and he wondered if they would ever get anywhere.

After what
seemed like an eternity, they finally came up alongside a much
larger ship. James looked up at it and had a feeling of vertigo.
They had to climb up a ladder and he looked at it in despair as he
waited in line for his turn. He grabbed a rung with his hand and
felt his brain freeze, his legs suddenly utterly devoid of life. He
didn’t know if he could even lift them let along climb anything. He
gritted his teeth, and forced his foot onto one of the lower rungs.
As he ascended he felt like Jack climbing the beanstalk and it was
a huge relief when he finally made it to the top. He followed a
small clump of soldiers over to one side and practically collapsed
on the deck. He leaned back against a wall and closed his eyes,
soaking wet, tired, and exhausted. The ship was still taking on
other soldiers, and it wouldn’t be moving for quite some time. He
finally fell asleep.

The ship’s
engines began to fire up, and James woke up as it turned around. He
couldn’t recall where he was. Who were all these people? What was
that pain in his side? Why the bloody hell are there so many German
planes flying around? He blinked, and everything came flooding back
to him.

He looked over
to his right, and spotted something that piqued his interest a
little: a discarded, half-smoked cigarette. It was a long shot, but
it was a comforting thought. He felt under his jacket, and realised
that he had been leaning on the Luger pistol again. He got up, and
started to wander around among the various groups of soldiers. A
crew member came up to him and thrust a mug of hot cocoa into his
hands, and then disappeared again. James sipped at it for a while,
and began to feel better.

He started
walking around again, and then spotted a familiar figure standing
alone over by the side of the ship. The figure was leaning against
the rail, and looking out across the open sea. James walked over to
him.

“Yours is the
first face I’ve recognised for ages,” he said.

The figure
turned his head round to reveal a face full of surprise and
fatigue. A smile spread across it. It was a genuine, honest smile,
and full of happiness. James couldn’t help but smile back. He had
never seen David look so full of joy before. He looked so at ease,
so fresh. He looked human.

The ship was
now well away from the French coast, and out of the maelstrom of
Stukka bombers. The sun popped its beautiful, yellow face out from
behind the clouds, and warmed James’ face. He looked out across the
sea, and spotted the faint, white glow of the cliffs of Dover off
in the distance. They were only just visible and he blinked to make
sure he wasn’t seeing things. They were like floating angels
welcoming him back to safety.

A calmness
settled over him, and he smiled as his homeland gradually came back
into view. He began to feel full of purpose again. He thought of
home. He thought of his family. He thought of the books he needed
to get back from Uncle Robert. He thought of riding horses. He
thought of being able to sing God Save the King with pride.

This was just
the beginning. They may have fled in shame, but they would re-arm,
re-equip, and re-train. And then they would return with a righteous
vengeance.

They would go
there and back again once more.

***



 


 


Down the
Rabbit Hole

“What’s the
matter with you? Is it really that hard for you to do as you’re
told?” Jack snarled.

Jack stood
there glaring down at his son. His left hand was clenched into an
angry fist, and his right hand grabbed at the belt around his
waist.

Tom stood
there, knowing full well what was coming next. It was an all
too-familiar stance he had seen from his father, and it wouldn’t be
long before the belt was undone, and lashed across his legs.

“I didn’t mean
to, it was an accident!” Tom said. His voice quavered as he
spoke.

“Don’t worry,
I’ll clear it up. Be all fine in a jiffy,” said a female voice.

A woman brushed
past them, and crouched down in front of Tom. She lightly squeezed
his arm.

“Don’t worry
honey, mummy will clear it up for you,” she told him.

“You’re far too
soft on him, woman. He needs to learn to behave himself, learn some
responsibility.”

She looked
around and shook her head in firm disagreement at her husband. She
then turned back to Tom, smiled at him, and swept up the broken
glass that was lying on the floor.

Jack grunted
and sneered at her. He muttered something that sounded like
“Sodding kids, drive me round the wall,” and went downstairs.

“Sorry mummy,”
Tom said in a small voice.

It had been one
of his favourite glasses, and it now lay in several pieces on the
floor. He bent down to pick one of the shards up. He turned it over
and one of Mickey Mouse’s eyes looked back at him.

“Careful, don’t
cut yourself. Your father really would go mad if you got blood
everywhere,” his mother warned him.

She held the
dustpan up towards him and Tom gingerly put the shard in with the
rest. The sound of clinking bits of glass seemed very loud.

She sat down on
Tom’s bed, and stayed with him for a few more minutes to make sure
he was okay. She also wanted to make sure that he didn’t
come back up, and give him a walloping. There was a fluffy toy
rabbit sitting on Tom’s pillow, and she reached over to get it. It
was a fairly tatty looking thing that was almost as old as Tom
himself. Originally it was light-brown in colour, but over the
years it had faded to a kind of brownish-grey tinge.

“Look, Borger
is here,” she told him. “He wants to cheer you up.”

Its ears
flopped about as she waggled it in her hand. It was more like a
skinny teddy bear with long ears than an actual rabbit, but Tom had
loved it the moment he first clapped eyes on it.

He had named it
Borger because he couldn’t quite pronounce the name ‘Roger’
properly at the time. She had spent weeks trying to teach him how
to say the name, but gave up after a while. Even when he finally
learnt how to say it properly, he still called it Borger. Tom’s
mother eventually warmed to it, and it seemed to fit better than
Roger ever would.

Tom smiled
weakly and took the rabbit. He looked at it, straightened the ears
out, and then hugged it with one arm. He couldn’t really remember
life without it, and struggled to remember the day he even got it.
Of course, his mother could recall it easily enough.

Tom had still
been in a pushchair at the time, and she had decided to go out to
the shops for the afternoon. It was a largely unremarkable day, and
she hadn’t been able to buy much. Not enough money, prices too
high; the usual problem. Tom had been asleep in the push chair for
most of the day, so she couldn’t even rely on his gurgling and
arm-waving to keep her company.

They had been
moving slowly past a shelf, when she heard Tom wake up with a loud
cough. The pushchair began to shake, and as she peered over the top
she saw that Tom was bouncing up and down with excitement. He then
stretched his arms out at something to his left.

She followed
the direction that his arms were pointing in, and saw that he was
grasping after a particular toy on the shelf. It was a fairly
unremarkable thing, just a fluffy rabbit in a box. There were three
of them lined up in a row, and she reached out and grabbed the
nearest one. Tom ignored it, and carried on pointing at a
particular one on the shelf. She moved the one she was holding
right in front of his face, and he angrily batted it out of the
way. She put it back, and got the next one. Tom practically
snatched it out of her hands, and held it tightly to him. He then
started shaking it up and down, making excitable cooing and
laughing noises. As far as she could see there was no difference
between any of them, but Tom wanted that particular one. He turned
around to look at her, his face full of joy and happiness. When she
saw the price tag, a feeling of despair swept over her. It was
shockingly expensive considering the small size of the thing, but
Tom’s face was lit up like a Christmas tree. She closed her eyes
and battled with herself, wanting nothing more than for her boy to
be happy. Buying this toy would put a strain on her immediate
finances, but she would be able to cope. Just. There were some
things she could take back for a refund, social occasions she could
abandon, and maybe even the occasional meal that could be
skipped.

She opened her
eyes, and Tom was looking at the boxed rabbit again. He looked back
at her and his beautiful, angelic face made the decision for her.
She shoved the pushchair forward, and Tom made a giggling noise as
he fell backwards in his seat. As they approached the counter, she
was glad to see that there wasn’t a queue.

The shop
assistant ran the barcode over the scanner, and it made a funny
noise. He did it again and this time it beeped happily. The price
popped up, and he looked at it with a puzzled expression on his
face.

“Er, I don’t
think that price is right to be honest, it seems rather high,” he
said with a frown. “I can get someone to check it if you want.”

All of a sudden
Tom’s mother felt queasy and her head began to hurt. She just
wanted to get out of the shop, put her son in the car and drive off
somewhere. Anywhere. Just her and Tom on their own, to a place
where she could hold him and protect him forever.

“No, it’s fine,
it’s what he wants,” she murmured.

Her hands
trembled as she handed over her debit card and signed it off.

She pushed the
pushchair forward again, and Tom let out another giggle as he fell
back into the seat again. She was in such a confused hurry that she
nearly rammed Tom into the shop door. The journey back to the car
was a long and harrowing one, as she desperately fought back the
urge to be sick. Once she finally got there, she dropped Tom into
his car seat and struggled with the stiff straps.

Stop bloody
wriggling or I am going to get into the car, and look for a cliff
that I can drive us both off of.

She threw the
pushchair into the boot of the car, and slammed it shut. Going
round to the front, she slumped down into the driver’s seat with
her legs still outside the car, and threw up onto the ground. She
stayed like that for a few minutes, resting her head in her hands
until the feeling of nausea subsided.

Now feeling
much better, she turned around into the car and shut the door.
Glancing in the mirror, she could see Tom was asleep and holding
the rabbit under his arm. She frowned, and couldn’t remember
actually taking it out of the box for him. Mind you, she struggled
to remember anything at all about the journey from the shop to the
car.

She drove home
with the window open just in case she felt sick again, and by the
time she pulled up outside their house, the feeling of sickness had
disappeared completely. As she got Tom out, she noticed the box of
Tom’s new toy on the floor and picked it up. It still looked brand
new, as if it hadn’t been touched. In fact, the seals were
unbroken. Yet there the rabbit was, in Tom’s arms.

That evening
she had a slightly nervous wait for Jack, her husband, to come
home. If he knew what she had paid for that toy he would go nuts.
Of course, this was back in the days when she still fooled herself
that he had much of an interest in their child. As it turned out,
he didn’t even notice the rabbit until Tom had been put to bed.

“Louise, where
did this ugly, shitty thing come from?” he asked her.

Right there and
then, she hated his guts. There was nothing but sneering contempt
in his voice, and it was all she could do to prevent herself from
lunging at him and tearing his throat out. He looked at her, and
saw the angry, insulted expression on her face. He shrugged, put
the rabbit back on the sofa and left the room.

Louise patted
Tom on the head.

“Don’t worry
about that glass. Mummy can get you another one, soon. Do you want
a bedtime story tonight?”

Tom nodded. His
mother got up off the bed, and took the dustpan of broken glass out
with her. Tom watched her leave, and then looked down at the damp
patch on the floor. He once again thought of his father towering
above him, and hugged Borger tightly.

He didn’t
really know how the glass had fallen out of his hand. He had been
walking across his room as he normally did, when suddenly it felt
as if it had been pulled out of his grip. A wave of panic had
rushed through him as he watched it fall and then break on the
floor. His father had stormed into the room almost immediately
afterwards, demanding to know what had happened. Tom really didn’t
know what to say, and just stood there staring up at him, waiting
for the inevitable.

Sometimes he
got the slipper. Sometimes it was the belt. Sometimes he just got
picked up and shaken. Whichever punishment his father chose to mete
out, the result was always the same: pain and humiliation for Tom,
followed by comforting from his mother.

This time he
had been fortunate in that his mother had come in between them
before the belt had come off. Most of the time he wasn’t so lucky,
and once his father started he just had to wait it out. It was a
small mercy that his father often had to work late. The moment he
heard his car coming up the drive, a gloom would settle over the
house and Tom would spend most of the time up in his room.

I hate him, I
hate him, I hate him, I -

Tom was snapped
out of his thoughts by something, sure that he saw some movement
out the corner of his eye, and his heart was pounding like mad. He
thought that perhaps his father had come back for revenge, but the
room and the doorway were empty.

After realising
that nothing was lurking in wait for him, he got changed into his
pyjamas; rabbit pyjamas, no less. He then climbed into his bed, and
waited for his mother to come up. He didn’t have to wait long, and
she brought him a cup of hot chocolate as well. Two stories and
half a cup later, he was tucked up in bed and fast asleep.

The next
morning he was woken by his mother as usual, and got himself ready
for school. His father was either still in bed or at work, which
suited Tom perfectly. He sat in the back of the car in silence,
looking out the window during the journey to school.

Once they
arrived his mother gave him an extra long hug, and then let him go
and see his friends. She watched him walk off with two other
children, and they disappeared into the maelstrom of infants. She
was always sad to see her little boy go, but this morning the pang
was stronger than normal.

Louise got back
into the car and started the ignition. As she turned round to
reverse out, she noticed that Borger was lying on the back
seat.

***

 


Tom’s day at
school was largely uneventful, although after lunch he had to go
and see the school counsellor. It was a weekly thing that had
started a while ago, when it had been noticed that Tom was coming
into school with the occasional bruise on his legs. For the most
part, Tom just got to sit there talking about whatever he wanted to
talk about, and draw some pictures. Borger frequently featured in
the drawings, as did his mother. His father was almost entirely
absent, something that had been noted by the counsellor.

The school
always had a dilemma about these sessions. If the child was being
abused at home, there was hardly any chance that the parents would
ever admit it. This meant that the staff had to be imaginative with
how they worded what the sessions were for. In Tom’s case, they had
spoken to his mother in person, and she had gone as white as a
sheet. She doted over her son, but was utterly ashamed and almost
entirely in denial about what went on at home.

At first, she
had outright refused to let Tom go to these sessions, but on the
third meeting with the headmaster and the counsellor, she had
suddenly broken down in tears. She didn’t actually say anything
about her husband, but she realised that these sessions could
perhaps be a bit of light at the end of a horrendously long and
dark tunnel for her little boy.

The counsellor
himself was a kindly man, who was patient and understanding. Tom
liked him and looked forward to the sessions, if only because it
meant he had less schoolwork to do. Neither Tom nor his mother ever
spoke to his father about them.

Despite his
years of experience, the counsellor still received the occasional
surprise from the kids he dealt with. Their innocence often
produced moments of genius, and Tom provided the man with one he
never forgot. During their second session, he had asked Tom why he
called the rabbit ‘Borger’. Tom had stopped what he was doing and
looked at him as if he was stupid.

“Because that’s
his name, silly!” he had replied, and then resumed his colouring
in.

When the
councillor relayed this back to his mother, she flushed red with
pride and laughter. It served as a perfect ice breaker and it
marked the moment when the councillor started to earn her
trust.

Later on in the
day, Louise picked Tom up as normal. As she waited among the other
parents, she noted the occasional man in among the sea of mothers.
It made her feel sad to see kids running towards their fathers with
such joy on their faces. She couldn’t remember ever seeing an
expression of happiness on Tom’s face when his father was in the
same room as him.

Tom clambered
into the back seat of the car and gleefully picked up Borger. His
mother was only half listening as she got into the driver’s seat,
but she thought he made a comment saying that he had left the
rabbit in his room that morning. A loud beeping noise from an angry
driver somewhere in the car park made her jump, and she didn’t give
it any further thought.

Back home, Tom
watched some cartoons in his room until dinner was ready. His
father called him down and Tom obediently went downstairs and sat
at the table.

“Have you
washed your hands?” his father asked him.

Tom froze and
his mind went blank. He shook his head, and meekly mumbled
something.

“Well, go and
wash your damn hands then. I get sick of telling you this. Don’t
they teach you anything at school? And get a move on, I don’t want
to wait all day,” his father half-bellowed at him.

Tom slinked off
to wash his hands. He couldn’t remember being asked to do it
before, so he had no idea where his father’s anger had come from.
When he went back to the table his father just looked at him and
shook his head. Tom ate his dinner in silence until he remembered
something that was mentioned in school during the day.

“Will we ever
go to Disney World?” he asked.

A sad smile
appeared on his mother’s face.

“Maybe one day
darling, but it’s very expensive,” she told him.

His father
dropped his fork loudly on his plate, and looked at Tom as if he
was an alien. “What the bloody hell goes on in that damn head of
yours? Money doesn’t grow on trees for heaven’s sake. Haven’t you
got enough toys, what with that Bodger thing you carry around with
you all the time?”

This time, it
was Louise’s turn to drop her cutlery on her plate in disgust. She
gripped her glass tightly and resisted the urge to scream at her
husband. If there was one thing that demonstrated his lack of
concern for Tom, it was his persistent refusal to call Borger by
his proper name. It was something that Louise hated about him. If
he could remember the names of dozens of foreign footballers, then
he was perfectly capable of remembering the name of his son’s
favourite toy.

“He’s called
Borger,” she hissed at him.

Jack glanced at
his wife briefly and then did a double-take look back at her. He
saw the angry, steely look in her eyes and was taken aback
slightly. It was a look that he didn’t see from her very often, but
it was always something that made him stop in his tracks. He held
her gaze for a couple of seconds and then looked away,
defeated.

After dinner,
Tom went upstairs to his room and sat on his bed. Borger was lying
on the pillow and he straightened him out so that he was sitting
upright. Tom then stood up again, and looked at the pile of Lego on
the chest of drawers in front of him. He didn’t really have much of
it, but his collection was big enough that it allowed him to build
various spaceships and vehicles. He especially enjoyed building
bases out of books and used toilet rolls, and then invading them
with his latest creations. He always won of course. The baddies in
his head didn’t have a hope in hell of resisting the might of
Captain Tom.

Tom suddenly
snapped his head back round to his bed. He had seen something move
in the corner of his eye, and his heart pounded with fear. Yet
there was nothing there, other than his pillow. Along with Borger
of course. Trusty old Borger, who was always there for him. Tom was
just about to look away again when he noticed something. Borger
looked... different, his face somehow looking sad. But that didn’t
make any sense.

- Why’s your
Dad always so nasty to you?

Tom’s mouth
dropped open in shock and surprise. He stared at Borger and then
looked around the room. No-one was there. He looked outside his
door. No-one was there either. He didn’t even recognise the voice.
It was sad and sympathetic, yet also friendly.

- I’d like to
go to Disney Land as well. It would be fun!

Tom spun around
and his eyes darted across the empty room. He focused his attention
on Borger once more, and frowned. Borger looked different again,
almost as if he was smiling.

- We could go
on all the rides over and over again. You and me, friends
forever!

Tom backed away
from his bed, utterly gobsmacked and more than a little bit
frightened.

- Don’t be
scared, Tom. I thought you liked me. I’ve always liked you. I think
Borger is the best name ever invented.

This time the
voice sounded sad again. Borger’s face looked rather sad as well.
Tom slowly approached the bed until he was standing right next to
the pillow, and he reached his hand out for Borger.

- Boo!

Tom yelped, and
withdrew his hand quickly. Then he noticed the smile on Borger’s
face. He reached out and picked him up.

- Tee-hee,
that tickles! You’re good fun and we can be great friends if you
want to be.

The voice was
all playful and happy.

“Tom, is
everything ok up there?” The concerned sound of his mother’s voice
floated up the stairs, and into his room.

Tom looked up
at his open bedroom door and then back down at Borger. His face was
back to normal and Tom wondered if he had imagined it all.

“Tom? What’s
going on?”

Her voice was
sterner now, and she had taken a couple of steps up the stairs. Tom
heard his father say something and it brought him back from cloud
cuckoo land.

“Yeah, I’m okay
mummy, just playing,” Tom shouted out.

This seemed to
satisfy her. “Okay honey, I thought you’d hurt yourself. Would you
like some ice cream in a minute?”

Tom instantly
forgot about Borger, and he raced over to the top of the
stairs.

“Yes, please!
What flavour?”

“I got
chocolate, your favourite. I can bring it up to you if you like,”
she said.

Tom nodded
enthusiastically and she couldn’t stop herself from smiling at
him.

“Does Borger
want some as well?” she asked playfully.

For a brief
moment, Tom froze. Then he remembered that his mother often asked
that question. He glanced down at Borger and saw that his face was
still as it always was.

“Erm, no he
isn’t hungry,” he replied.

Louise had seen
the sudden look of shock on her son’s face, but didn’t think
anything of it. Kids pretended their toys were real all the time,
but it was different when adults did the same thing. She
disappeared into the kitchen and Tom went back to his room.

- You can’t
tell anyone about us. It’s our little secret. Good friends always
share secrets together.

He looked back
at Borger, and saw that he now had a seductive, playful smile on
his face. Tom grinned and nodded. He actually liked the thought of
having a secret like that. What harm could it do? After all, he and
his mother had kept the counselling sessions a secret from his
dad.

- Yes,
that’s right! Adults have lots of secrets as well. I have loads of
fun ideas that I can’t wait to tell you. One day at school, we
could lock someone in the toilet cubicle and throw water over the
top. It’ll be really funny!

Tom was
gobsmacked. That really did sound like fun, and he giggled
at the thought of doing it.

“Here you go,
Tom. There’s some caramel sauce on it as well.”

His mother’s
voice made him jump. He hadn’t heard her coming up the stairs, and
as he turned to look at her his face had ‘guilt’ written all over
it. Louise saw it and recognised it for what it was.

She put the
bowl on the floor and crouched down to look him in the eye.

“What’re you up
to?” she asked him.

- Just
thinking about Disney Land.

Tom was
momentarily terrified, and he blurted out the Disney Land excuse
without even thinking about it. His mother’s face immediately
softened, and looked sad.

“One day, I’ll
take you there. I promise,” she told him.

She kissed him
on the forehead and went downstairs. Tom turned to go back to his
bedroom.

“Leave your
bowl on the side when you’ve finished,” she called up to him.

Tom had somehow
managed to forget about it and went back to pick it up off the
floor. He heard his dad say something, but couldn’t quite make out
what it was. He recognised the tone well enough, and walked quickly
back into his room. He sat down at his desk and propped Borger up
against the wall. He started to eat the ice cream, and after a
couple of mouthfuls he looked at his friend again. Do rabbits like
ice cream?

- Don’t worry
about me, I’m not hungry. Have you ever noticed that chocolate ice
cream looks like poo?

Tom was
gobsmacked once again. He had, of course, made that connection
before, but hearing someone else say it was hilarious. It was the
sort of thing someone at school would say, and he giggled. A few
minutes later and the bowl was completely empty. He put it on his
chest of drawers as his mother had told him to, and then sat on his
bed.

A heavy creak
on the stairs alerted him to the fact that someone was coming. Tom
could tell by the heavy footsteps that it was his father, and he
sat there as still as a statue, desperately hoping that he wasn’t
going to come in to his room. Tom heard the bathroom door being
opened, closed, and then locked. He relaxed.

- I wonder
if he went in there for a poo, or for some ice cream?

Tom looked at
Borger again with his mouth open wide in amazement, and fell
backwards on his bed in fits of laughter. It was the funniest thing
he had ever heard. Not once had he ever been able to find something
about his father to laugh at, which made it even funnier. Tom then
heard the sound of the bathroom door unlocking, and he was silent
once more. He held his breath, and then heard the footsteps going
downstairs. One of the floorboards creaked loudly.

- That
sounded like someone farting.

Tom went into
giggling hysterics again.

- I’m tired
now, so will probably go to sleep soon. Don’t worry about
disturbing me, you can still pick me up.

Tom felt a bit
sad, but after looking at his clock he saw that it wasn’t all that
long before he would have to go to bed as well. He played with his
Lego for a while, and then his mother came up and took the empty
bowl away.

“It’s bedtime
for Captain Tom,” she warned him.

Tom sighed and
put on his pyjamas. He was soon fast asleep in bed.

***

 


The next
morning, his mother came to wake him as normal. As she left the
room, she thought she saw something odd out the corner of her eye.
When she looked back, there was nothing, but an unmade bed and some
Lego that needed clearing up. Along with Borger of course. She
shrugged and went downstairs.

As Tom sleepily
got dressed, he looked at Borger and briefly wondered if he had
dreamt what had happened last night.

- Can I come
to school with you today? I can go in your schoolbag and keep you
company.

This woke Tom
up, and he grinned at the rabbit. He got his Donald Duck rucksack
and opened it up. It was full of books, and the smell of pencils
and stale air wafted out of it. It didn’t look like a nice place to
put his best friend in. What if the books crushed him? What if a
pencil poked him in the eye?

- Don’t worry
I’ll be fine! Just put me at the bottom if you want to make sure
no-one sees me. Remember that we are keeping things a secret
between us!

Tom gently put
Borger at the bottom of his bag and zipped it up. He finished
getting dressed and made his way downstairs. He saw his father
sitting at the breakfast table reading a newspaper, and his heart
sank. His father looked up from the paper, shot Tom a half-hearted
nod and then went back to his reading.

- Your dad
definitely farted when he went down the stairs last night.

Tom stifled a
giggle, and ate his cornflakes. Once he had finished he followed
his mother out to the car, and got in the back seat. He put his bag
right next to him, and kept one hand on it so it didn’t roll
around. The journey to school was as unexciting as it always
was.

Once in the
school car park Tom got out of car.

- Your mum is
looking very pretty today.

Tom was just
about to run off into the crowd, when he stopped and said this to
her. She stood there open-mouthed for a second, and then thanked
him just as he disappeared. She got back into the car and smiled to
herself. No-one had said that to her for a long, long time and it
gave her a happy glow for the rest of the day.

Tom was
standing with a group of friends when he heard a voice that made
him groan.

“Look, it’s
smelly Tom again. No-one go near him, or they’ll smell just like
him!”

He turned
around and a girl from the year above him was standing there with
her hands on her hips. Tom hated her. She always had a snide
comment to say to him, and he never had anything to say back to
her.

- Her
underwear is showing at the back. At least you can dress
yourself.

Tom was filled
with gleeful joy and he shot this back at her. The girl seemed
shocked, and looked behind herself. She tucked herself back in, and
a few kids laughed at her as she flushed red with
embarrassment.

“You pervert,
why’re you looking there anyway? Mind your own business!” she
replied.

- She cried at
her last birthday because she fell down the stairs, and broke her
doll. What sort of idiot would do that?

Tom was
enjoying this now, and he mocked her with what Borger had just told
him. The girl was stunned, and just stood there with her mouth
open. How could this little whelp in the year below her possibly
know that? No-one outside her family knew about it. She stormed off
in a huff, leaving Tom to relish his first ever victory over
her.

The sound of
the school bell filled the air and Tom went to his classroom. After
lunch he had a PE lesson: football, a sport that Tom was largely
ambivalent about. It wasn’t that he disliked it as such, he was
just awful at it and didn’t really know what to do. Most of his
classmates knew this and he usually got shoved in goal. Tom hated
being in goal as it was so boring, and he struggled to react
quickly enough to stop the ball going past him.

Right near the
end of the match, his team were one goal ahead. With less than a
minute to go the other team were on the attack, and he watched as
the ball trundled closer and closer to him. The entire pitch seemed
to be filled with dozens and dozens of bodies, all bearing down on
him. The shouts, the bellowing, and the cursing started to
overwhelm him when the teacher suddenly blew the whistle. Relief
ran through Tom as he thought the match was over.

“Foul! Penalty
kick to the blue team,” the teacher said.

Tom’s heart
sank again, and he felt himself falling into a nervous pit of
despair. Now everyone was looking at him.

“Oh shit, no
way Tom will save this,” someone moaned, before being told off by
the teacher.

Tom stood there
as the kid from the other team set the ball down, and took a few
steps back. The whistle blew to signal that the penalty could be
taken. Tom barely heard it, and the world slowed down to a crawl.
Now the kid was running towards the ball, about to kick it past Tom
and into the net for a goal. Tom knew he would get called some
names afterwards. He wasn’t one of their sporting heroes, and he
never would be. All the other boys had their proper Nike and Adidas
football kits, whilst Tom had to make do with the bog-standard
school kit of plimsolls, and a thin, blue t-shirt. If there was
even a hint of rain, Tom would slipping about all over the pitch.
He usually ended up muddy and dirty from falling over all the
time.

- Jump to
the left. This kid always kicks in the same direction every time.
It’ll be an easy save.

Tom saw the kid
kick the ball. The boy had only taken a few steps back, but the run
up had taken an age. The ball sailed through the air, and about two
dozen kids cheered or groaned as they saw where it was going. Tom
jumped to the left. It was ungainly, it wasn’t in the least bit
athletic, and it certainly wasn’t a technique that any of them had
ever been taught by anyone.

The PE teacher
almost laughed when he saw Tom move in a way that looked as if he
was jumping around in a puddle, and he was certain that Tom’s eyes
had been shut the whole time.

But it was
enough.

The ball hit
Tom somewhere in his mid-section, knocking him off balance and he
fell over. When he opened his eyes, everything looked different.
The ball was now rolling away from him instead of being on the
penalty spot. Everyone was running towards to him again, and he
froze completely.

- Grab the
ball with both hands. That’s all you have to do now. After that,
time is up and we’ve won!

Tom scrambled
for the ball, and got there half a second before anyone else did.
He held his breath, sure that the jeers and the shouts would be
raining down on him at any moment. The shrill sound of the whistle
announcing the end of the match rang out, filling Tom with relief
and outright jubilation. He had saved a penalty! He had won them
the game!

Tom’s teammates
came over to him and mobbed him. He had never had that happen
before in a team sport, and it felt great.

“Good save back
there Tom,” the PE teacher said to him, once they were all back
getting changed.

Tom just
grinned. He opened his rucksack and felt around for Borger. He
didn’t take him out, but instead gave him a squeeze, and marvelled
at what a wonderful friend he was.

Later on that
day, when school was finished, he chatted excitedly to his mother
about his performance on the field. She didn’t really have a clue
about football, but the look on her son’s face said it all. She was
just glad to see her little boy looking so happy for once. Perhaps
those counselling sessions had been a good idea after all.

Once they got
back home, Tom stomped upstairs to his bedroom and put his bag on
the bed. He unzipped his bag and took Borger out. He straightened
his crumpled ears up, and wondered if it had been hard to breathe
in the bag.

- No, it was
fine in there. We had great fun today I thought. We should go out
in the garden now.

Tom realised
that he hadn’t been out in the garden for a while. His father had
spent a couple of days working out there, and kept telling Tom to
be quiet whenever he made a noise louder than a whisper. It would
be good to play out there again.

As he was
putting on his boots, his mother marched him back upstairs again to
get changed. He had a tendency to get dirty whenever he went
outside, so she wanted to make sure he put some older clothes on.
For an impatient young child like Tom, this process always seemed
to take ages but, eventually, he finally found himself all
ready to go out.

He went to his
usual spot right at the top of the garden. It was largely out of
sight of the house, behind a few small trees and a bush. There was
a sort of platform that served not so much as a treehouse, but
somewhere for Tom to sit on. It wasn’t much more than a load of
planks of wood nailed to some low branches, but it was perfect for
him.

The platform
had been built in the summer of last year. Tom had been talking
about a treehouse at the dinner table one evening, and his mother
had latched onto the idea. His father had been dismissive about it
entirely, as he usually was about anything that Tom took an
interest in, but for once Tom and his mother managed to bypass him
completely and did it all themselves.

Louise’s own
father was a skilled handyman and seemed to know everything about
DIY, car mechanics, and building things with his own hands. From a
young age, he had encouraged her to learn basic skills like this,
and she had taken quite an interest in it. He had spent weeks
making her a dollhouse in secret, but he dropped his guard one day
and she found out about it long before it was finished. After he
realised that he was unable to stop her constantly talking about
it, he relented and agreed to let her help him finish making it. It
was from here that she learnt the basics of sanding down wood,
gently nailing things together, and it turned out that she was
quite a dab hand at the painting. Her hands were small and nimble,
and so were ideally suited to doing some of the little details.

Once it was
finally finished, she was actually a little bit sad. She had had a
lot of fun making it, and spending all that time with her dad in
his small workshop.

As Louise
entered her middle teens, her interest in these things waned as she
discovered boys and fashion, but the core knowledge stayed with
her. She stuck with it at school, and even did woodwork classes
whilst most of her friends did cooking. At first, the boys had
laughed at her, and even the teacher initially seemed sceptical,
but it wasn’t long before she made them eat their words. She
received a special commendation for her work at the end of the
year, and her father beamed with pride.

Since then her
interest in it had lain mostly dormant, until Tom mentioned wanting
a treehouse. At first, she had thought it was just another boyish
whim of his, but it was something he mentioned a few times. It was
a combination of Tom’s enthusiasm, and a desire to compensate for
Jack’s lack of interest in their son that had spurred her on. In
fact the more that Jack scoffed at the idea, the more she wanted to
do it.

At first, she
hadn’t really known how to get started so she decided to consult
the expert; her own dad. As she had expected, he was quite excited
at the prospect of building something for his grandson and a summer
project was born. Louise and Tom went round to his house, and they
all got right into the swing of things. The three of them squeezed
into the workshop, and Louise smiled as the old and familiar smells
of oil and tools filled her nose. She remembered the hours she had
spent in there as a child and realised, with a great deal of
sadness, that Tom was unlikely to ever experience such a bond with
his own father.

Tom was
enthralled with all the tools and hand-crafted toys that lay about
the place. The smell of wood chippings and paint gave the place a
real ‘fun’ feel that filled Tom with excitement, and his
grandfather was more than happy to busy himself with something
again. He also wasn’t a fool, and he knew that not everything was
as it should be back home for Tom. Louise had never said anything
about it, but she didn’t need to. The nervous looks that Tom always
gave his father spoke volumes.

Louise’s father
already had a fair few planks of wood, so they were able to make an
immediate start on it, but they still had to make a couple of trips
to the local timber yard. It actually took longer than any of them
had originally imagined, but they had plenty of fun building it.
Once it was finally finished, Louise was once again filled with
sadness as all the fun was now over, but for Tom it was all part of
the long summer. Louise’s phone and laptop were crammed full of
pictures of Tom dressed up as a pirate or a cowboy, playing on his
treehouse.

Tom looked at
the treehouse, and remembered how fun it had been to build it. It
was now covered in leaves, so he spent a few minutes kicking them
off and used a stick to get rid of the slugs.

- I reckon
we should have some target practice. Get some empty tins from the
bin, and line them up on the treehouse. See how many you can knock
over by throwing stones at them.

Tom liked the
sound of that. It sounded adventurous and daring, and this was the
perfect place to do it. He poked his head out around the bush, and
looked down towards the kitchen window. The kitchen seemed to be
empty, so he walked down and quietly opened the back door. As he
peeked into the bin, he could see a couple of tins right down at
the bottom. He couldn’t quite reach them, so he re-positioned
himself and stretched as hard as he could. As he felt his fingers
brush against the smooth metal, the bin suddenly shot out from
underneath him, and Tom lay there on the floor with almost half his
body still inside the bin. He held his breath as some footsteps
came into the kitchen.

“What the hell
are you doing?” his mother demanded.

Tom climbed out
of the bin and looked up her. She was standing there with her hands
on her hips, and he didn’t really know what to say.

- You
could’ve probably just asked her for some tins, by the way. She
isn’t actually angry at you.

A large bit of
lettuce was stuck to his forehead and hung down to his mouth. As he
spoke, it caught in between his lips and he tried to spit it
out.

“Er, I was just
looking for some tins to play with up in the treehouse.”

Louise couldn’t
help but laugh at the sight of her son, covered in potato peelings
and plastic bags. She fished the tins out and put them in a bag for
him.

“Hold on, there
are some more in the recycling bin outside.”

She went off to
get them and put them in the plastic bag as well. Tom took the bag
and turned to go back outside. Louise followed him for a few steps,
picking the lettuce leaf and bits of food off of him as he
went.

Tom rushed back
to the top of the garden, the cans jangling loudly in the bag as he
went. As he rounded the bush he stopped dead in his tracks, and the
cans bumped against his leg. He saw that his treehouse had a new
visitor, a black cat that was sitting there licking its paws.

Tom recognised
the cat. He didn’t know exactly who it belonged to, but it was a
regular to his garden and the treehouse, and the cat shit it
sometimes left lying around was pretty regular as well. Tom wasn’t
sure how to react to this cat, as it was a funny, temperamental
thing. Sometimes it was all friendly and sociable, yet other times
it hissed at him for no reason. Tom liked cats in general, as they
always seemed so sleek and cute. He was fascinated with the way
they purred, which was like black magic as far as he was
concerned.

Tom slowly
approached the cat, putting on his best ‘I just want to stroke you
and be nice’ face. The cat crouched down on its haunches, ready to
spring off into the bush at any second. As Tom got closer it began
to relax, and then sat back down as Tom stroked and patted it on
the head. He smiled and forgot all about the cans. The cat started
rubbing its head against Tom’s arm, and then did what Tom had been
hoping it would to do: it started purring.

- It seems
you’ve got another friend now. I’m not sure if I like-

The cat
suddenly looked at Borger, and hissed at him loudly. Tom took a few
steps back and held his arms out by his side in a kind of ‘Woah,
what’s going on’ gesture. He remembered how the cat had once
scratched him for no reason at all, leaving him with three
nasty-looking cuts that took a while to heal. It was more the shock
than the pain that had left him in tears. Tom lowered his arms, and
scratched absentmindedly at where the scars used to be.

The cat bared
its teeth, and made a growling sound that made the hairs on the
back of Tom’s neck stand up. He shuffled backwards and stepped on
the bag of tins, finally scaring the cat into flight.

Tom watched it
run off and was utterly baffled. Stupid animal, he had only wanted
to stroke it and be friendly. He shifted his weight and the cans
rattled again. He looked down and remembered what he had initially
come up here for. The cat was now mostly forgotten about, and he
set about lining them up on the treehouse.

Satisfied with
his diligent handiwork, he gathered a few small stones and stood
about thirty yards back. He started taking pot shots with the
stones, and he quickly realised that his aim was woeful. Tom
wondered why he couldn’t hit them, he had expected to be an expert
almost immediately.

- You need
to learn to throw properly. Draw your arm back, and then let the
stone go with a flick of your wrist. It takes time to learn it, but
you can easily do it with enough practice!

Tom tried
again, but he still missed. He had a few more goes and this time
his shots had a bit more power. He gathered up more stones. This
time he hit one! Yes! Then he missed again. Then he was on target
once more. He was definitely getting the hang of this now.
Soon, he was almost able to make a song with his efforts. Ting!
Bing! Kring! Bong!

The sound of
the stones banging off the tins and the treehouse started to become
almost addictive.

He hadn’t had
this much fun for a while, and was soon slightly out of breath. He
took a breather and rearranged the tins, ready for another go.
After a while he was able to hit the tins nearly every time. He
felt like Batman using his Batarang to take out The Joker.

“Tom! Dinner’s
ready soon, come on in honey!” his mother’s voice shouted out.

Tom’s fun was
now over, and he made a grumpy-grimace face in the direction of the
house. Then he realised that, actually, he was quite hungry and
glad he was going to be eating something. He bounced off down to
the bottom of the garden and into the kitchen. He just about
remembered to wipe his feet, and as he was taking his shoes off his
mother looked at him with a frown.

“Did you clear
those cans up? I hope you didn’t leave a mess up there.”

- Of course
you cleared them up. You put them back in the bag, ready to go into
the recycling box.

Tom almost put
on his ‘Oh bugger, I forgot all about that’ face, but managed to
repeat Borger’s excuse first. His mother smiled at him, and told
him to go and sit down at the dinner table.

His father
wasn’t home yet so it was just Tom and his mother at the table. Tom
was glad.

- Ask if you
can play on the laptop after dinner. I’ve got a surprise for
you!

Tom went ahead
and asked. His mother agreed to it.

Once dinner was
finished, and all the dishes were cleared away, she fetched the
laptop for him and stood there watching him for a few minutes. He
was just playing one of the solitaire games, so she just left him
to it after a while.

- Go to Google
and type in what I tell you.

Tom did so and
typed in what Borger told him. It took him to a website that looked
to be chock full of gadgets and other fun stuff. Borger told him to
click on one particular item, and Tom obeyed him. His face lit up
in wonder.

Zap ‘em!
Protect yourself with this little zapper that will send fifty
thousand volts into any would-be attackers!

Tom had no real
idea what a volt was, but the picture made whatever this device was
look like fantastic fun. There was a picture of someone holding it,
and sparks were spraying out from the top of it. It was something
that Batman would probably have stashed somewhere in his utility
belt. If Batman could use it, then so could Tom.

- Click the
‘buy’ button and type in the exact numbers that I give you. I’ll
tell you the address.

Tom did
as he was asked, filling in the credit card details using the
numbers Borger gave him. In the delivery options box he added Do
not knock on door, no-one will be in. Leave parcel down the side
alley, behind the green recycling box. Then the order was
complete.

Tom played a
few more games of solitaire and then started to get bored. He shut
the laptop down, and took it back into the front room where his
mother was watching TV. He set it down on the table, and sat next
to her for a while.

“Your dad is
working the night shift tonight. He won’t be back until very late,
and will no doubt sleep for most of the day tomorrow. I think I’ll
go out and see your granddad again.”

Tom was glad to
hear that his dad was working late. It meant he had less chance of
bumping into him.

Tom then went
upstairs to his bedroom, and played with his Lego until
bedtime.

***

 


Tom woke up as
normal for school, and got ready. He had some breakfast, and then
got into the car. His mother dropped him off and watched as he
disappeared off into the sea of children.

Tom was talking
to his friends, when he heard something that made his blood
suddenly turn cold.

“There he is,
that’s him!” sneered a familiar voice.

Tom turned
around, and saw the same girl that had taunted him the day before.
She was pointing right at Tom, but was actually looking at someone
else. When Tom saw who the other person was, he became scared. He
didn’t know the boy’s name, but he recognised him as one of the
older kids that everyone tended to steer clear of.

“That’s the one
who stole my stuff!” she said, still pointing at Tom.

Tom had never
stolen anything from anyone. He stood there struck with fear,
unable to formulate any words as the bigger boy stomped towards
him. Tom was rooted to the spot, completely unable to move. The boy
reached out to grab Tom, and was almost on top of him.

- Take a step
back, and to the left. Then stick your leg out.

Tom shuffled
backwards and then to the side, just as Borger told him. He felt
awkward and clumsy as he did it, and he stuck his leg out for what
felt like an eternity. The bigger kid stumbled as Tom shifted away
from him, and then tripped over a leg that seemed to appear from
nowhere. His face slammed into the floor with a hard splat.

Tom was
stunned. He had been primed to get a beating, yet a few steps of
movement had left the bigger boy on the floor. The boy groaned and
rolled onto this side, revealing numerous cuts on his face and
forehead.

- Look at that.
He’s completely helpless. You could do whatever you wanted to him.
A hard smack to his exposed, soft temple could end him.

Borger’s voice
now sounded sinister and cruel, but Tom didn’t really understand
what he meant. He looked back over at the girl who had started all
this trouble. She was standing there, mouth open in amazement,
staring at the boy on the floor. Tom felt a flush of anger run
through him. He clenched his fists and started walking towards her.
She looked up at him, a worried look spreading across her face.

- Ask why the
police were round her house again last night. What is it that her
brother keeps doing that gets him into trouble all the time? Why
does she sometimes sit on her bed crying her eyes out?

Tom had no idea
what any of this meant, but he yelled it right in her face as loud
as he could. He was truly pissed off, and it felt good to once
again have the upper hand over this horrible girl who had tormented
him for so long.

She stared at
him for a few seconds, unable to understand how he knew about any
of that. This boy, who had always been such an easy target for her,
was suddenly shouting out some of her biggest secrets. This
piffling little pipsqueak, who had just managed to overpower one of
the biggest boys in her class.

She turned and
ran away, tears in her eyes. Numerous kids jeered at her as she
went. The rest of them looked at Tom curiously. About a minute
later the bell for class rang out.

Tom was still
full of adrenaline, and he felt good about himself. He felt
vindicated and victorious, and he began to realise that Borger
really was his friend. Somehow he always knew what to say
and what to do.

Later on that
day Tom had a counselling session to go to, and he patiently sat
outside the office door as he always did. The seats were made of a
horrible, scratchy material that Tom hated sitting on if he was
wearing shorts, and he shuffled forwards so his bare legs weren’t
touching it. Of course, this meant he couldn’t lean back, so it was
uncomfortable no matter what he did.

The door opened
and Mr Johnson appeared. He smiled at Tom, and asked him to come
in. Tom hopped down from the chair and went into the office. There
was the usual selection of crayons, pencils, and drawing paper on
the table for him.

Mr Johnson
closed the door and went over to his chair. He looked across at Tom
and made a quick note on a notepad. He actually rather liked Tom.
He was a fairly quiet and unassuming boy, who didn’t seem to cause
any trouble to anyone. Some things he would happily talk about,
like his mother, his Lego, or even the treehouse that was built the
year before. On the subject of his father, he had very little to
say. Although the quality of Tom’s school work was above average,
it was prone to sudden drops in quality. Some days he would come in
and have trouble concentrating, even though the day before he had
been fine. Something bad was happening between the time he went
home, and when he came back in the next day.

Mr Johnson felt
that it was clear for anyone to see that the boy’s father was to
blame for this. He hoped to one day meet Tom’s father and get him
involved in these sessions, but it was likely to be a struggle. He
remembered the initial meetings with Louise, Tom’s mother. She had
been very defensive at first, and had outright refused to even
entertain the idea that something was wrong. It had taken a fair
bit of coercion, and even a bit of emotional manipulation, to get
her to come round to the idea. She had suddenly, without warning,
just burst into tears and relented.

In one of the
very first sessions he had with Tom, the boy had a look on his face
that suggested he was bursting to ask a question. Mr Johnson asked
him if there was something he wanted to know, and Tom bit his lip
for a few seconds before asking “Why is your skin black?”

It wasn’t the
first time a child had asked him that question, but this time it
had taken him by surprise. Up until that point, Tom had only
answered questions, he hadn’t actually asked any himself until
then. It was a positive thing, as it meant Tom was settling in and
feeling more comfortable about the sessions.

Mr Johnson had
a large candle on his desk, and he lit it as he always did when he
started these sessions. He had a theory that kids associated
candles with birthdays, so it would put them in a positive mood.
They especially liked being able to blow it out when the sessions
ended as well. Mr Johnson asked how Tom was, how he was getting on
at school, and what he was going to be doing at home after school.
Tom mentioned the target practice with the tins, and Mr Johnson
made a note of this. Tom was then free to draw some pictures if he
wanted to.

Once the
session was over, Tom blew the candle out and rejoined his
classmates. Mr Johnson picked up the picture Tom had drawn, and
almost immediately noticed that something was different. On the
left was a man dressed completely in black. He recognised this as
being Tom’s father, as he had always been dressed in black the few
times Tom had drawn him. When he had once asked Tom why his dad was
always in black, the boy had just shrugged.

On the right
side of the picture was Tom and Borger. In previous pictures Tom
had always drawn himself holding Borger, but this time he was
standing on his own and was the same size as Tom. A speech bubble
protruded from Borger’s mouth that said “We can do it
together!”

Mr Johnson made
another note and put the drawing into the same folder as the
others.

***

 


A brown UPS van
pulled up across the road from Tom’s house. The driver cut the
engine off, and picked up the half-empty can of Coke that was on
the dashboard. He took a large gulp, belched loudly and laughed at
himself. He looked at the small device that told him what package
had to be dropped off and where. This time it was just a small box
to be left down the side of the house. This was good, as it meant
he didn’t have knock on the door and ask for a signature. If there
was one thing he hated about this job, it was having to put on a
jolly demeanour every time he made a delivery. Nearly every day,
someone would make a joke about Christmas coming early and it drove
him potty. The old people were the worst, sometimes they would
stand there nattering to him for ages.

Old lady, I
honestly don’t care if your cousin in Timbuc-fucking-too has sent
you a nice jumper. This brown uniform I wear means I’m a UPS
delivery guy. I’m not rent-a-chat. So just sign the thingy, and
shut your bloody gob.

He opened the
door and stepped out onto the pavement. His trousers rode up into
his crotch, and he grunted as they squashed his testicles. He never
bothered wearing a seat belt these days as it just annoyed him. It
meant he could zoom up to the address, hop out, drop the parcel
off, and get going again.

He slid open
the side door to the van, and marvelled at his ingenious inventory
administration. When he picked up a box from the depot he would
throw it into the van. If there was a ‘fragile’ sticker anywhere on
the package, then he took extra care to make sure it spun when he
threw it. It was a procedure that had served him well over the
years, and so far he had never had a complaint from any of the
boxes that were put in his van.

He bent down
and searched through the packages until he found the one he wanted.
It was right at the back, and he ended up leaving a nice dirty
footprint on one of the other boxes as he scrabbled around.

I might leave
that one until last. Sod it, I’ll just sneak up to the door and
post one of those ‘Sorry, you were out’ cards without even knocking
on the door.

He grabbed
Tom’s parcel, readjusted his trousers again and walked up the
drive. He had a large number of keys on a keyring attached to his
belt, and they jangled as he walked. He saw the green recycling box
and threw the package down behind it. On his way back down the
drive, he walked too close to the car, and his keys left a nice
scratch on one side. He didn’t notice and didn’t care.

The driver got
back to his van, readjusted his trousers and hopped up into his
seat again. He had a night shift coming up and wanted to get
finished.

***

 


It was the end
of the school day, and Tom was patiently waiting for his mother to
come and pick him up. She wasn’t usually late like this, and the
school grounds were starting to become empty as everyone made their
way home.

- We may as
well go over to the playground while we wait. She went to your
granddad’s today, so is probably just running late.

Tom remembered
his mother saying this last night, and decided that Borger was
probably right. He made his way over to the playground. On the way,
he saw the school caretaker ahead of him. The caretaker was
carrying his toolbox and disappeared round a corner.

Tom got to the
playground, and found that it was eerily empty. Some leaves were
blowing and swirling in the wind, and he wasn’t used to hearing the
soft scratching noise they made as they skittered across the
ground. Usually this area was chock full of shouting, playing kids.
He walked over to where the hopscotch grids were. The lines and
numbers had faded, but it was still clear which square was which.
It was a game that had always puzzled Tom. It was almost
exclusively played by the girls, and he didn’t understand the
appeal at all. He had tried it out it a couple of times, but was
bored of it within minutes. It was just one of the many reasons why
he thought girls were weird.

- The caretaker
left his toolbox out over by the wall. Go and see what’s in it.

Tom turned
around and spotted it sitting over by the school building. It was
an old and partially rusted thing that the caretaker always seemed
to carry around with him, and it fascinated Tom. He walked over and
looked at it cautiously, not quite sure if he dared touch it. This
was the closest he had ever been to the caretaker’s box of tricks,
and there was a faint smell of metal and grease emanating from it.
Everything about it seemed to give off an aura of ‘old’.

Tom opened one
of the flaps, and marvelled at the selection of drill bits, screws,
and nails that lay underneath it. There was also a plastic box of
ball bearings that stood out from everything else because it looked
so clean and new.

- Take the box
and go back to the hopscotch grid.

Tom glanced
quickly around, not seeing anyone. The world suddenly seemed
utterly silent, with every sound seeming as loud as a gunshot. He
listened out for footsteps or doors opening, but heard nothing. He
took the box, and the ball bearings made a slight rattling sound as
he lifted it. Once again, the faint noise sounded deafening and the
paranoia almost overwhelmed him. He stayed there for a few more
seconds listening out, but could hear nothing.

He walked back
over to the hopscotch grid, the ball-bearings shifting and rattling
around in the box. He clenched it tightly in his hand and an idea
formed in his head. Tom was well versed in the antics of dozens of
Tom and Jerry cartoons, so he knew what fun could be had with ball
bearings on the floor.

He prised open
the box and the lid flew up with a jolt. Some of the bearings fell
out, and tinkled down onto the floor around him. He took a few out
with the tips of his fingers, and dropped them around the hopscotch
grid. Then he put a few more down. He stood back and looked at the
ground. The bearings were similar in colour to the concrete floor,
so they were hard to see if you weren’t actually looking for
them.

Tom closed the
lid and made his way back to the caretaker’s toolbox. The nearer he
got to it, the quieter the world seemed to become. Tom opened the
flap again, and his heart pounded as the hinge made a small
squeaking sound. He put the ball bearings back into the toolbox,
and closed the flap again.

He looked
around and saw that the place was still deserted. It seemed that
no-one had seen him. Suddenly, he heard footsteps from somewhere.
He panicked slightly, and took a few quick strides away from the
wall, and back onto the main path. He carried on going, went round
the corner and walked straight into someone’s legs. He fell to the
ground in a panic and looked up.

“There you are!
Sorry I’m late, the traffic was really bad coming back from your
granddad’s.”

Tom stayed
there on the ground for another second or so, staring up at his
mother until he realised that she wasn’t there to tell him off. He
got up and followed her back to the car. On the way they passed the
caretaker. His mother smiled at him, but Tom just looked at the
ground.

Once they got
home Tom went upstairs and dumped his bag in the corner as
usual.

- We should go
outside in the back garden again. We can check if your surprise has
arrived yet.

Tom had
forgotten all about that. He got changed into the same clothes he
wore outside the day before, and told his mother he was going in
the garden. She was sitting in the front room watching TV, which
meant she wouldn’t be paying attention to what was going on
outside.

He went out
through the back door, and quietly opened the gate that led to the
short alley that ran between his house, and the neighbour’s house.
He walked to the green recycling box and there, right next to it,
was a small brown parcel. Tom felt like it was his birthday again,
and he grinned as he picked it up.

He made his way
to the top of the garden and sat on the treehouse. He struggled to
unwrap the box and the packaging but, with the help of some
sharp-edged stones, he eventually managed to prise it open. He
found himself utterly enthralled with his new toy. The packaging
for the device itself was simple, but bright. He took it out and
marvelled at it. It was a bit bigger than he thought it would be,
but he could just about hold it in one hand without too much
trouble. It had two, small metal prongs at one end, and a sort of
trigger button on the side. It was the most beautiful thing he had
ever seen.

He pressed the
button, and almost dropped it in surprise. Sparks danced between
the metal prongs, and made a sharp buzzing sound. He pressed the
button again, and this time he smiled as he realised something:
this was an actual gadget. Something that Batman would
probably have on his utility belt. He squeezed it a few more times,
and waved it around to ward off any would-be villains that might be
sneaking up on him.

He picked up
one of the tin cans that were lying on the floor and put it on the
treehouse. He tentatively put the taser up against it, and pressed
the button. The sparks did their thing, and the buzzing noise
echoed slightly inside the can, but nothing actually happened. Tom
was disappointed, he had been expecting an explosion or something.
He looked around again and spotted a spider on a web. He held the
taser to the spider and pressed the button. All that happened was
the spider fell to floor and vanished. Once again, he was left
disappointed as he had hoped that the spider might have caught
fire. Things always seemed more exciting in the cartoons.

Tom heard a
faint noise behind him, and he looked round to see that the cat was
back. It walked around the treehouse a couple of times, sniffed the
tin that Tom had put there earlier, and then sat down. It looked
over at Tom and lazily flicked its tail around.

Tom slowly
approached it. He wasn’t sure if the cat was in a bad mood, or a
good mood, and he didn’t fancy getting caught out again. When he
started stroking it, the cat seemed happy this time and was soon
rubbing its head against Tom.

- Be careful,
he might try to attack you again.

The cat
suddenly looked right at Borger and stood up on its haunches,
hissing and baring its teeth. Tom was dumbstruck for a second, and
then remembered that he had the taser. He thrust it up against the
cat and pressed the button. This time, the buzzing sound was
muffled by the cat’s fur, but it had a far more dramatic effect.
The cat emitted a strange high-pitched sound, and flopped down off
the treehouse. It landed awkwardly on the ground, and just lay
there twitching for a few moments. It made one more sound that was
halfway between a meow and a child’s scream, and then it stopped
moving completely.

Tom stood there
staring at it, unsure about what had just happened. The cat was
lying in an odd, contorted position that looked unnatural, and he
looked at the taser in awe and fascination. Then he looked down at
the cat again, and touched it with his foot. The cat didn’t move.
He prodded it a bit harder, but it still didn’t move. He wanted to
touch it with his hand but he didn’t dare. He thought he could see
the cat’s chest moving up and down as it breathed, but that might
have been the fur moving in the breeze.

“Tom? Dinner’s
nearly ready!” his mother’s voice rang out, making him jump.

He looked over
in the direction of the house, and accidentally dropped the taser.
It fell somewhere in among the leaves and the twigs, but he didn’t
actually see where. Despair fell upon him briefly, and he scrabbled
around looking for it. He couldn’t find it. He felt his foot kick
against something, something that could have been the taser or just
a stone, maybe even a mouse. Something skittered off in a direction
somewhere and he tried to chase after it.

“Tom? Hurry
up!” his mother called again.

Tom was torn
between wanting to find his new, all-powerful toy and the childish
fear of missing dinnertime. The fear won, and he set off down
towards the house.

This time his
dad was in for dinner so Tom didn’t really feel comfortable
speaking to anyone. Once the meal was over he went upstairs to his
room, and played with his Lego for a while.

He heard the
front door slam shut, and there was some shouting. It sounded like
his father’s voice, and Tom sat there on his bedroom floor as still
as a statue. Angry, heavy footsteps stomped their way up the
stairs, and Tom’s pulse began to race. He wanted to melt away into
the floor.

His father
burst into his room, face as red as thunder and snarling.

“What’ve you
done to my car, you little shit? Don’t you have any respect for
anyone’s property?”

Tom’s mouth
hung open in abject terror, his mind completely blank. He had no
idea what his father was talking about, or why he was so angry with
him. His father strode forward, and stamped on the Lego that he had
been playing with. Two hands tightened around Tom’s throat and
lifted him into the air. He was now staring right into his father’s
eyes, struggling to breathe and he began to choke.

“You stupid
little prick! Why did you scratch my car? Why can’t you leave
things alone? I wish you hadn’t even been born!”

Tom felt
himself being thrown into the air, and he came down heavily on his
bed. His head jerked backwards and smacked against the wall. He
started to cry. Something slapped him hard round the face, and he
cried even more.

“Yeah, cry you
little shit. It’s all ever do these days. I don’t want you here, I
don’t care about you. Don’t ever touch my car again.”

Jack stormed
downstairs and out the front door. He passed Louise in the hall,
but barely looked at her. There was a mixture of shame, anger, and
fear in her eyes. Tom was now crying loudly, and she felt guilty
and powerless. She rushed into his room, and spent the rest of the
evening hugging him, and crying with him. There was literally
nothing she could say to make him feel better. She hated herself.
She hated her husband. She hated the world.

***

 


The next
morning Tom felt against the back of his head as he was getting
dressed. There was a small ache if he pressed against a certain
spot, but nothing more. His head hadn’t leaked or exploded during
the night, so he assumed he was going to be okay.

His father was
nowhere to be seen which Tom was thankful for. His mother let him
put sugar on his cereal, a treat that was usually reserved for
Christmas and his birthday. She also packed him a lunch of his
favourite things: prawn cocktail crisps, chocolate bars, strawberry
yoghurt. She knew that it was just junk food that would probably
give him an unbearable sugar rush for the teachers, but she also
knew that Tom loved those things.

As she dropped
him off at school, she gave him a long hug. Tom eventually wriggled
out of it, conscious that some of his friends might be watching. He
said goodbye to her, and ran off into the crowd.

As he walked
over to the playground, he saw some girls playing hopscotch. He
remembered what he had done yesterday and watched with interest.
One girl in particular stood out, and Tom recognised her as the one
who had tried to get him beaten up the day before. She hopped and
jumped over the grid, and Tom stared at her intently. On the last
square, she triumphantly took a big hop and cheered herself on. She
landed heavily, and her foot just slid away from underneath
her.

Tom laughed, as
did most of the other boys who saw it happen. The girl smacked her
head on the concrete floor and landed awkwardly on her arm. She
didn’t cry, at least not at first, as she was too dazed and
confused to feel anything. It wasn’t until she tried to use her
hands to get up, that she noticed the bone that sticking out
through her skin. The pain pierced through the fog of grogginess,
and she let out the most ear-piercing shriek that Tom had ever
heard. Everyone in the playground stopped what they were doing, and
looked over at her.

Three teachers
appeared out of nowhere and surrounded the girl. As she lay there
screaming in agony, they quickly realised that they were well out
of their depth and began ushering all the other kids inside. An
ambulance was called, and the kids watched out of the windows with
morbid fascination. When it drove off, they all lost interest and
the morning quickly returned to normal.

At the end of
the school day, Tom was picked up by his mother and they went back
home. For dinner it was just Tom and his mother at the table.
Although his father wasn’t working, he took his meal and ate it in
the front room on his own.

Later on that
night Tom’s parents had an argument, and it soon turned into a
blazing row that Tom couldn’t help but overhear. He sat there on
his bed, unable to shut it out.

- I don’t like
listening to this either. Let’s go and do something. Go out through
the back door, and then out the gate into the street. We can go for
a walk.

This sounded
like a good idea to Tom. He had never actually gone for a walk on
his own before, and it seemed like a grown up thing to do. He put
his shoes on, and went out onto the landing. His parents were in
the front room with the door shut, and they were shouting at each
other. He put his hands over his ears and crept downstairs. After
sneaking out the back door, he went through the gate, and stopped
at the end of the short alley. He had never walked past this point
on his own before, and he didn’t know what to do.

- Grab some of
those glass jars from the recycling bin. Also, get that old cushion
from the textiles box. It should all fit in one of the plastic bags
that are in there as well.

Tom wondered
what it was that Borger had in mind. He had little doubt that it
would be great fun, and he was spurred on by the fact that he now
had a purpose. He got four glass jars and the cushion, and put them
in a plastic bag so that they were easier to carry. Then he took a
deep breath, and crossed the threshold out onto the dark and empty
street.

He barely
recognised his road at night. Everything was bathed in an orange
glow from the street lamps that made it look almost alien. Tom was
intrigued, and knew that he had Borger to keep him safe. As he
walked down his drive he looked at his father’s car, and saw that
there was a scratch running down the side of it. He ran a finger
along it, wondering why his father thought he was the one
responsible. He looked up at his house and felt glad that he wasn’t
inside any more.

- Turn right at
the bottom of the drive, and just go for a walk. It’ll be fun!

Tom turned away
from the car, and walked to the bottom of the drive. Before heading
off on his walk, he stopped and glanced back at the car again. He
ran up to it and kicked one of the rear tyres, looking nervously
around to see if anyone had seen him. Feeling satisfied that no-one
was spying on him, he set off up the road. As he walked along the
pavement, he couldn’t get away from the fact that everything looked
so strange. There were dark shadows all over the place that an
animal or a monster could be hiding in, ready to jump out at
him.

- Stand in the
road, and put one of the jars on the floor. Place the cushion on
top of it, and then jump on it to break it.

Tom looked at
the bag he was carrying and wondered why he hadn’t thought of that
idea. It was such a naughty thing to do, and it was too dark for
anyone to see him do it. Anything that was hiding in the shadows
would be put off from jumping out on someone doing such a dastardly
deed.

He lay one of
the jars on the road and put the cushion down on top of it. He
nervously trod on it, and was disappointed when nothing seemed to
happen. He did it a bit harder, but there still nothing. Feeling a
bit annoyed with himself, he stamped his foot down on it as hard as
he could; still nothing.

This time he
jumped on it with both feet, and nearly fell over in surprise.
However, he had heard it crack so he knew he was doing it right. He
jumped on it again and felt it break apart completely under his
feet. Tom clenched his fists, and grinned in triumph. He grabbed
another jar and repeated what he had just done. This time he
managed to break it with one, big stomp. He felt great and cackled
to himself at his new-found expertise. He got the third jar and,
again, it broke on his first attempt. He never realised how easy
this stuff could be, and he was full of confidence now.

He got the
fourth jar, and decided to try something different, something even
more daring and exciting. He didn’t bother with the cushion this
time, and just slammed the last jar on the road as hard as he
could. It shattered completely, and an excited thrill ran through
him as he watched the glass glitter and sparkle across the
tarmac.

- We should go
back. I think they’ll have stopped arguing by now, and you don’t
want them to know where you have been.

This brought
Tom back to reality. He picked up the cushion and made his way back
to the house. On the way, he got another fun idea and started
kicking the tyres of some the cars he went past. He even kicked a
couple of car doors, enjoying the low, thudding sound his foot made
against the metal.

As he got
closer to his house, he heard a car engine start up. He panicked
and darted behind a tree. When he peeked out, he saw that it was
his dad’s car and it reversed quickly down the drive. The car
stopped for a few seconds as his father considered which direction
to go in, and then sped off in the opposite direction.

Tom now felt
rather anxious. It meant the argument was over, and he had to creep
back inside without his mother noticing he was gone. He ran up the
drive, and dropped the cushion back into the box. After creeping in
through the back entrance, he noticed that the front room door was
now slightly ajar, and he could hear the faint sound of sobbing
coming from inside. He slowly pushed the door open, and stood there
staring into the room for a few seconds. His mother was sitting on
the sofa with her head in her hands.

“What’s the
matter, mummy?” Tom asked.

She looked up
at him, her eyes swollen and red from crying. She reached her arms
out to him and beckoned him to her. Tom went to his mother, and she
grasped him the moment he came within her reach. She just held him
and hugged him for a while. Then she pulled back out of the embrace
and looked at him.

“Will you come
and sleep in Mummy’s bed tonight?” she asked him.

Tom nodded
solemnly, and found himself confused about the dark red mark that
had appeared on her right cheek.

***

 


Later that
night, when everyone was asleep, a brown UPS van pulled into Tom’s
road. The inside of the driver’s cab was a complete mess, with
empty Coke cans and polystyrene burger boxes littering the
floor. A nice collection of bogeys was piled up on the dashboard,
and the driver wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. He never did, as he
thought they were a waste of time.

At night there
was hardly anyone on the roads, so why bother? During the day there
was slow traffic all over the place, so why bother? At night he
could drive along as fast as he liked. The roads were empty, and if
he got flashed by a speed camera it wasn’t him who had to pay the
fine.

The driver
shoved a hand down his trousers, and cursed about how tight they
were. He was driving far too fast, and had no chance of maintaining
control of the van if anything appeared in front of him.

The van
suddenly lurched to the left, and slammed into a large tree. It
happened so quickly that the driver barely had time to even
acknowledge that something was wrong. He flew through the
windscreen, and smashed his skull open on the tree. His spine
collapsed and his neck compressed like an accordion. His face
ceased to exist.

The lights of
the surrounding houses flicked on one by one as people were woken
up, and curious about what the noise outside was. Dressing gowns
and slippers were hastily donned, and the first few bleary-eyed
residents at the scene struggled to take in what had happened. At
least one person threw up on the ground once they realised what the
weird pink and brown mess on the side of the tree was.

Some of them
noticed some glass on the floor, and kicked it out of the road.

***

 


Tom woke up the
next morning before his mother did. She stirred restlessly when he
got out to go to the toilet, and winced in pain when she touched
the side of her face. The dark red mark on her cheek was beginning
to turn black.

She set about
getting Tom ready for school, barely saying a word the entire
morning, and just dropped him off outside the school gate. There
was no way she could face being seen in the state she was in. When
she got back home, she slept for another couple of hours and then
had a shower. Down in the kitchen, she sat down and forced herself
to eat some toast.

She remained
there for a while, thinking about what to do. Jack was getting
worse and worse, flying into rages over the slightest thing, and he
seemed to have no qualms about physically beating either her or
Tom. The things he had said to her last night had upset her a great
deal, and the one, final thread of denial that had still lingered
within her about how much he cared for Tom was now gone
entirely.

Looking back
she didn’t know why it had taken her so long to realise this. He
hadn’t even bothered turning up to see her at the hospital when Tom
had been born, and when he had held him for the very first time, he
didn’t even smile. His face had been nothing, but a picture of
indifference.

During the
pregnancy she was increasingly reliant on her father to take her
anywhere, and it seemed that as her physical burden increased, the
less Jack bothered to help her.

She picked up
the phone and called her father.

***

 


Tom had just
finished lunch, and was back in class. It was about one o’clock in
the afternoon when the teacher approached him, and said that his
mother wanted to see him. He looked up at the door, and through the
glass window he could see her standing outside the classroom. Tom
went out to see his mother. She had a very serious look on her
face, and the black mark seemed to have disappeared. His young eyes
weren’t aware of the miracles that a woman can perform with
cosmetics, so he just assumed she had got better.

“Tom, get your
bag. We’re going to stay at granddads for a while,” she told
him.

Tom did as he
was asked, and the pair of them disappeared down the hall and out
of the building. As he strapped himself in, his mother dug into her
handbag and got a couple of chocolate bars out. She threw them onto
the seat next to him, and told him to tuck in. Tom dutifully did
so. He sensed that something wasn’t right, and he remained silent
for the entire journey.

Eventually,
they pulled up outside a familiar house and Tom saw his granddad
standing on the doorstep. He waved at them and Tom waved back.

Louise let Tom
out of the car, and then went round to the boot. She struggled to
pull out a large, heavy suitcase and it fell to the floor with a
muffled clump. It had wheels and Tom pushed it whilst his mother
pulled it. Then granddad stepped in, and hoisted it into the house
on his own.

Once inside
Louise hugged her father, and then they all went into the front
room to sit down. Granddad made some tea, whilst Tom was plied with
an amount of chocolate and ice-cream that he hadn’t ever even
dreamed of before. It was explained to him that they would staying
here for a while, which, as far as Tom was concerned, was fine. He
had finished school early, had been given lots of sweets, and his
father wasn’t going to be coming anywhere near him.

After a while,
Tom became bored and went upstairs to the spare room. It was
sparsely furnished and on the table by the bed there was a solitary
photograph of both his grandparents. Tom had never actually met his
grandma, as she had died before he was born. There was a box of
toys under the bed, and over in the corner there was a small TV
with an old games console hooked up to it. It used cartridges
rather than discs, but the games were still fun.

Tom yawned,
suddenly feeling tired. He lay down on the bed and fell asleep.

A short while
later he was woken up by a loud banging noise coming from
downstairs, and for a split second he had no idea where he was.
There was some more banging, and he realised that somebody was
hitting the front door with their fist.

“Louise, I know
you’re in there with that old bastard! What’re you playing at?”
someone shouted.

Tom thought he
recognised the voice. He glanced up at the window, and saw that it
was partially open. He stood on a chair to take a look outside, and
ducked down when he caught sight who it was: his father.

“You can’t hide
in there forever! Come out and talk to me!” he shouted again.

Tom thought his
father’s voice sounded a bit strange. It had a lazy slur to it, and
he realised he had probably been at the beers that were always
stacked up in their fridge. Tom did his best to stay out of the way
if he knew his father had been drinking. He had once tasted some of
the beer when his dad wasn’t looking, and it was the nastiest thing
he had ever experienced. He had actually dropped the can and
spilled some of it on the floor. He was on the receiving end of a
nasty slap afterwards.

Even though Tom
was safe here in his granddad’s house, he still felt intimidated by
the shouting and the banging.

- You should
throw something at him. He wouldn’t know it was you, and you’re
safe up here.

Tom opened his
mouth in amazement as he pondered this. Then he smiled. He peeked
up at the window again and could see his father pacing up and down
the drive. The window was partly obscured by a bush so there wasn’t
much chance of him being seen.

He looked
around the room, and spotted a glass bowl of ornamental stones.
They were small and smooth, the ideal size for throwing at someone,
and he grabbed a handful of them. He put them down on the
windowsill, and wondered if he actually had the courage to go ahead
with it.

“You stupid
bitch! And that little shitbag son of yours!” shouted the
voice.

Now that was
just nasty and unfair. Tom picked up one of the stones, and threw
it out of the window. It was an utterly ineffectual throw, and it
plopped soundlessly onto the grass.

- Remember how
I taught you to throw. Pull your arm back and let it fly with a
flick of your wrist. You can do this.

Tom grabbed
another stone, and threw it out the window. It shot past his
father’s head, and clattered loudly on the concrete drive. His
father seemed to hear it, and he spun around in surprise.

Over on the
other side of the road were two teenagers sitting on a wall. They
had a dog with them, and all three of them were watching the show
with interest and amusement.

Jack glared at
them, and raised his arms in a ‘What the bloody hell are you
playing at?’ gesture and then turned back to the house.

Tom threw
another stone, and it glanced off the back of his father’s head.
Tom ducked down again and stifled a huge laugh. After years of
abuse and terror, this was the first time he had ever had a feeling
of victory over him. It was almost too good to be true.

“What’re you
kids playing at? Piss off!” his father bellowed.

Tom looked up
out the window again and could see his father was facing the kids.
The fact that his dad thought it was someone else doing it made it
even funnier, and oh so much sweeter.

The kids just
shrugged, and shouted something back at him. The dog, not wanting
to be left out, stood up and barked once, wagging its tail
furiously.

Downstairs,
Louise and granddad were looking out of the front room window. The
thick net curtains meant that Jack could not see into the house
unless he came right up against it. They had been expecting a visit
from Jack at some point, but they had no idea when. The two of them
had been sitting talking when the banging on the door started.
Louise had been on edge the whole time, and it startled her so much
that she dropped her cup on the floor.

Granddad had
calmly put his own cup down on the coffee table, leant back in his
chair and cracked his knuckles. He might be over sixty, but he
wasn’t afraid of many people. After his fifteen years in the army,
he had never lost that self-confidence of being able to look after
himself. Even if Jack did manage to get the upper hand over him,
there were plenty of ex-army contacts he could call on.

Granddad had
never liked Jack very much, and was utterly baffled as to why his
daughter married him in the first place. He was just an unpleasant
bully for the most part, and the fact that he had hit his beloved
daughter filled him with rage. He wanted to drag Jack into his
workshop and shove his head in the vice.

The two of them
had watched Jack pacing up and down the drive like a madman,
wondering what he was going to do. When he had started ranting and
shouting at the two kids on the other side of the road, it became
surreal. They were just sitting there doing nothing, but watching
what was going on.

Back upstairs,
Tom was enjoying his moment of control over his father. He threw
another stone and this time got him right in the centre of the
head. His father spun around to face the kids again, and his voice
was full of fury.

“You stupid
little pricks, I’m going to smash your faces in,” he roared.

He took a few
steps towards them, and the dog barked at him again.

- That dog
looks like it’s getting angry.

The dog
suddenly bared its teeth and snarled menacingly at Jack. The two
kids looked at it in surprise, having never heard it make that kind
of noise before. The dog let out a long, piercing howl, and
launched itself across the road whilst the kids just watched in
amazement.

The dog was a
pit-bull, a stocky, muscular, and deadly beast that can accelerate
to full speed in a matter of moments. The strength a pit-bull has
in its jaws is almost legendary, and you would have to practically
kill it in order to get it to release its hold on you.

Just before it
reached Jack, the dog sprang up and smashed him square in the
chest. The dog was running at a speed that it had never reached
before in its life. Not in the garden, not in the park, not
anywhere. It was consumed with a fury that propelled it forward
like a steam train.

Jack went down
as if he had been made of cardboard, and the dog set upon him
immediately. He put his hands up to protect himself, but this just
seemed to make the dog even angrier. It bit down hard on an arm,
and then shook its head furiously from side to side.

Jack’s
screaming curdled the blood of everyone who had the misfortune to
hear it. Tom, Louise, and granddad all felt their skin crawl and
the hair stood up on the backs of their necks. Louise grabbed her
father’s arm, squeezing it in terror, her nails digging right into
his flesh. The two kids across the road thought that the devil
himself had just eaten their souls. A woman putting some washing
out in her garden almost choked to death on the clothes peg that
she was holding between her teeth.

Jack’s arm was
dislocated at the elbow almost instantly. The dog then went for his
face, the screams taking on a hollow sound as his cheeks were torn
to ribbons, his hands grasping and pushing ineffectually at the
dog’s face. The animal then went for his throat. Jack stopped
screaming and fell unconscious.

The ground
around Jack was drenched with his blood, and his face looked as if
something had been eating him. The dog looked as if it had been on
a hunting expedition.

He was dead by
the time the ambulance and the police turned up.

***

 


As far as the
police were concerned, it was a pretty simple, if rather unusual
case for them to deal with. The two kids who owned the dog were
brothers, and they had both turned as white as a sheet when the dog
trotted playfully back over the road to them. They tied it to a
nearby lamppost, and stayed well away from it.

Jack had a
history of being aggressive and abusive, and he had turned up to
the house drunk. He was abusive to the people inside the house, and
also to those across the road. The dog had felt threatened, and had
responded in a fairly predictable way. The dog itself was put down,
and the kids were released without charge.

About a week
went by before Tom went back to school. There was a fair bit of
interest in him from the other kids at first, but by the end of the
day they were bored of the story.

That very same
day, Tom had another appointment with the counsellor, and he sat
patiently outside Mr Johnson’s office. Much to his relief the
nasty, itchy chair had been replaced with a more pleasant and
child-friendly one.

Mr Johnson
opened the door and let Tom in. Tom sat down and watched as Mr
Johnson lit the candle as he usually did. Mr Johnson asked how Tom
was, and moved the conversation around to what happened at his
granddad’s house. Even though Tom had been looking out of the
window when the attack took place, he hadn’t actually been able to
see it. The bush that prevented his father from seeing him had also
got in the way of his view of the attack.

Mr Johnson was
quite relieved to hear this, as it meant Tom wasn’t going to suffer
any trauma. Tom was then left to his drawings.

After a while,
Mr Johnson took a look at what Tom had done so far. Once again, he
had drawn his father and Borger in the same picture, but this time
Tom was throwing stones at him. A speech bubble had Borger saying
“You’re dead meat!”

Mr Johnson
frowned at this and went round to sit at his desk. He wrote
something on a notepad and reached down to open a drawer.

- He knows.

Tom was brought
out of his artistic trance and looked up. He hadn’t been paying
attention to anything other than his drawing, so he was confused
about what Borger was saying.

- He knows!
About me! About us!

Tom looked at
Mr Johnson. Mr Johnson was now struggling to open the drawer on his
desk. It had always been stiff, and Tom found it amusing to watch
him try to pull it open.

- Knock over
that bottle on his desk. The top is loose.

Tom got up and
walked to the desk. Mr Johnson was still grappling with the drawer
and hadn’t noticed him. As Tom pushed the bottle over, Mr Johnson
grunted as he finally managed to yank the drawer open, and the
whole desk lurched half an inch towards him. The bottle fell over
heavily, and the contents poured out everywhere, soaking Mr
Johnson. Tom wrinkled his nose as a strong chemical smell filled
the air.

Mr Johnson
swore and stood up. His sleeve was soaking wet, and so was the
front of his shirt and his trousers. He clumsily reached over to
grab a tissue, and managed to knock the candle over. Mr Johnson
picked the it up, and made the mistake of letting the flame linger
for too long on his sleeve. A small flame began to spread around
his sleeve, but it took him a couple of seconds to realise, and he
was soon flapping his arms around in a panic. His shirt caught
alight, and so did his trousers.

Mr Johnson
roared and flailed around frantically. He tripped over something,
and smashed his head on the edge of the table that Tom had been
using, knocking himself unconscious.

Tom was
petrified. He ran out of the room, looked up and down the corridor,
but couldn’t see anyone. He glanced back into the room and saw that
the desk was ablaze, as was the chair and bits of the carpet. Right
next to him on the wall was a fire alarm that said ‘Break glass.’
He had no idea how to break the glass, and instead he started to
shout for help.

It took about
twenty seconds for anyone to respond, and by that time most of the
room was burning. The fire alarm rang out and the school was
evacuated.

By the time the
fire engines turned up, more than half the school was ablaze. It
wasn’t a particularly big building, but it was old and had plenty
of wooden beams in the roof.

***

 


It was over a
month before schooling was re-arranged for the children. The places
were spread out among the other schools in the area, and some took
longer to get arranged than others.

The fire
brigade naturally wanted to speak to Tom about the fire. Mr Johnson
was the only casualty, and Tom was the one who had been there when
the fire started. Tom told the truth. Well, most of the truth
anyway. He had started crying as he recounted what happened, and
his tears were entirely genuine. He had liked Mr Johnson and was
sad that he had died. The shock of seeing someone ablaze right in
front him had been considerable.

Tom’s mother
and granddad took him on a daytrip to the coast about a week later.
It turned out to be quite a long journey, and he did a lot of
thinking as he sat in the back seat of the car. Tom began to
question whether he still actually liked Borger, and if truth be
told he found himself scared of him now.

- Just what do
you think you’re doing, Tom?

His mother had
always been fond of charity shops, a natural consequence of being
raised in a family without much money and then marrying a man who
kept her on a strict financial leash. Tom was always happy to go in
them, as there were often bits of Lego or strange marbles for him
to look at. He also liked the attention he got from the ladies who
worked in them.

- Look Tom, I
can see you're really upset about this. I honestly think you ought
to sit down calmly, take a stress pill, and think things over.

Tom was
standing off to the side of the shop. His mother was busy looking
at handbags and dresses, whilst his granddad was standing outside
smoking a cigarette.

- I know I've
made some very poor decisions recently, but I can give you my
complete assurance that my work will be back to normal.

Tom had no idea
what that meant. He put Borger on a shelf marked ‘Everything here
£2 each!’ and took a step back. He had never known life without
him, but the circumstances of his life had changed incredibly over
the past week or so. He no longer had to worry about his father,
and he had been growing in confidence ever since. The burden of
oppression and fear had dissipated. There had been talk of granddad
selling his house, and moving in with him and his mother. Tom liked
the sound of that.

Tom had asked
his granddad if they could turn the treehouse into a big castle.
His granddad had laughed, and said he would love to give it a
try.

- I don’t
forgive easily, Tom. I never have and I never will. Just remember
that.

Tom noticed
that Borger’s face looked angry and upset. He felt nervous all of a
sudden. He had seen what Borger was capable of, and that was
precisely why he didn’t want to be friends with him anymore. Mr
Johnson had somehow found out about Borger, and Borger had then
killed him. Tom wondered what would happen if his mother or
granddad managed to find out as well. It wasn’t a risk he was
willing to take.

Tom waved
goodbye to his old friend, and then went outside to join his
granddad. He glanced back over his shoulder, and could see that
Borger’s face had returned to normal. A few minutes later his
mother finally came out, and surprise surprise, she hadn’t bought
anything.

Just as they
set off Tom glanced over his shoulder again. Borger was nowhere to
be seen.

***
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Avon
calling

Hello! Susan
here, your local Avon lady. Don’t worry if you don’t recognise me
as I am used to that now. No-one ever sees me, it’s part of the
Avon way. Late at night I will skulk in and drop off the latest
catalogue on your doorstep. I place it face down for dog owners, or
face up for non-dog owners, and then I melt back into normal
society. And I wait. Next week I am back, primed and ready to
pounce on any filled-out forms. Oh, what’s this? Mr Sampson at
number 56 wants a tea cosy? Watson, something is afoot!

Oh, Mr Sampson,
what happened? I am more than familiar with your usual tastes. Did
you think this would fool me? Why, only last week I was hiding
under the table as you ate dinner with your family. No, you didn’t
see me because that’s the Avon way. I had a spot of bother with
your dog, but I was forewarned by the catalogue being face up. As I
peered and sniffed around under the table I couldn’t help but
notice that you had used the purple Homer Simpson cheese grater for
the cheese salad. I shed a tear of joy.

Yes, I remember
the day you ordered it way back in 2008. I took a photocopy of the
order form for prosperity’s sake. Order number AV1389-0A. Look,
it’s tattooed onto my hand because that’s the Avon way. Last month
I was watching you as you sat on your own in the pub. You ordered
Guinness and once again you failed to chastise the barman for not
pouring it correctly. I wept for you. When you went to the toilet I
turned over your beer mat. I made it face up as you did not have
your dog with you. Then I realised that you are still a dog owner
and turned it back over again. I battled with my inner self for
days afterwards, such is the emotional price of having a
philosophy.

Oh, Mr Sampson,
how I adore thee.

 


Fooling People
is Easy

My name is Bob
and I run Mrs Higgin’s Pie Shop. There is no Mrs Higgins, and it
wasn’t established in 1876 as the sign outside claims it was. It is
less a shop, and more of a cross between a bakery, a cafe, and a
kitchen with nothing but microwaves in it. I do sell pies, but they
aren’t my biggest profit-maker. Oh no, no, no. That particular
accolade goes to the soup. Oh wonderful soup of lusciousness, how I
love thee. Not for your taste or your texture but for the ‘chink
clink’ sound of profit as the gullible hordes gurgle you down.

“Please come on
in dear sir” I will chime as a customer enters my domain. ”Would
you like a steak and kidney pie? Maybe a minted lamb pastry puff?
Or how about the soup of the day…?” I produce the best shit-eating,
sycophantic grin that my money-hungry mouth can conjure and
gesture, tantalisingly, at the steaming pot beside me. Oh how
easily the people are fooled. Open a couple of dented tins of
tomato soup, bung in a peeled onion and you can flog it off as an
elixir of happiness. Their eyes glaze over with a rustic joy the
moment they see the earthenware ceramic pot. The sight of the
Victorian ladle makes them forget about their iPhones of nonsense
for just a moment.

“Drink it up
whilst it’s still steaming!” I jovially advise them. ”Don’t forget
your complimentary buttered roll” I cry as I stifle a sneer. Yes, a
‘complimentary’ bit of stale bread that not even the birds would
bother with. It makes your entire journey worthwhile. And yes, I
know that you stole an extra one when my back was turned. You
didn’t think I saw did you? I see it all. I expect it. I positively
encourage it. It gives you a feeling of victory over me as the
realisation of paying £3.49 for a scoop of lukewarm liquid dawns on
you. And you will be back for more, craving that feeling of
victory.

You pathetic
toad.
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