This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publically performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was obtained of as strictly applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.
Published by barlebooks.net©2010
Henry peered through the chemist’s window, he needed hair gel. In fact he desperately needed hair gel. In was the end of term party in ten days time and he wanted to invite the desirable Selina to go with him, but he knew she loathed boys with uncombed hair. His eyes automatically refocused to his reflection in the shop window. The dark blue ‘Chicago Druids’ sweatshirt was just right; fashionable, but not showy. His faded denim jeans trendy and his white ‘Ultmark’ trainers the order of the day, but his ginger hair was, as usual, a mess. No matter how he combed and cut it the outcome was always the same, a morass of intertwined hairs. He’d even considered shaving it off, except that a Manchester United football player had shaved his head in support of a ghastly rock star who was in prison, so that was now off the agenda. His blue eyes studied his thin face; there were not too many spots on show so… His train of thought petered out as two more reflections appeared each side of him. Two larger reflections he recognised well. He glanced at the shop doorway, but it was too far away for safe refuge. Bill Tines, one of the local school bullies, pressed up against him and sniggered.
“Well if it isn’t Henry Lines and just as I was beginning to think this was not my lucky day.”
Henry tried to move sideways partly to escape and partly to avoid Bill’s bad smoker’s breath, but Sam Gates was already blocking off his exit. That was Sam’s job; Bill did the bullying while Sam blocked any escape routes. Both boys were large, mean and spiteful and Henry was under no illusion that he could outwit them or escape their attentions.
Bill casually placed his arm across Henry’s back and patted his shoulder in a pseudo-friendly manner before griping it with his huge hand, like a lobster on steroids, and pressing his thick fingers into Henry’s collar bone.
“You protection money is overdue and you wouldn’t want to be without protection would you?”
Henry wondered what they spent their ‘protection’ money on as he surveyed the reflections. Bill had a sloppy shapeless once-white tee shirt, black baggy trousers with knee pockets and truly grubby trainers while Sam had a dreadfully crumpled ZZ Top sweatshirt, torn blue jeans and black almost worn-through trainers. He winced at the pain in his shoulder as his eyes swept the reflections in the window, where was Tyrone? Tyrone was the enforcer, not so large as Bill and Sam, but thin and wiry and ugly. Without the so called ‘protection’ Tyrone would step in and leave a few bruises to show that being without protection was not wise. Henry’s eyes narrowed, Tyrone was standing inside the shop between them and the counter to block the view of an interested shop assistants, not that any shop assistants were ever interested in Henry. Henry swallowed.
“I don’t…”
The grip tightened and Henry cringed at the sudden increase in pain. He fished in his pocket and pulled out a fiver. Bill expertly palmed it and released his grip.
“Wise move carrot top, wise move.”
He bent down to whisper in Henry’s ear.
“That was last weeks, see you on Monday; remember I always like my payments in advance.”
They sauntered away leaving Henry rubbing his shoulder and with an even greater problem. Could you buy a decent hair gel for £1?
Henry walked up and down the row of hair gels for the sixth time, there was nothing he could buy except for an unnamed ‘value’ gel that smelt like fly ridden rotten cabbage on a steamy summer’s day. His eyes fell of the bargain bin and he picked up a small bright orange tube of hair gel that had a vivid green strip down it and a purple top. On the side it announced that it was ΛĿІΕΠ ΗΛІЯ СЯΕΛШ. He took a sniff. It smelt like a perfumed dusk at a desert oasis. He checked the price and wandered over to the counter. The old podgy half-bald blonde female assistant stared at it and ignored Henry as she showed the tube to her weedy male assistant with the pointy bald head and permanently sniff.
“Never seen this before.” She said in her gross shrill voice.
Her companion peered at it and sniffed.
“Some muck Joanna brought from a travelling rep. He was really weird, all dreadlocks and scabs; she had to take a dozen tubes just to get rid of him.”
She held out her hand to Henry.
“That’s £1.”
Henry left with his purchase hoping beyond hope that this ΛĿІΕΠ ΗΛІЯ СЯΕΛШ would be the answer to his hair-taming prayers.
Henry checked the hair he had fixed across the crack of his bedroom door. He wanted to know if his sister, or his mother, had been in his room. It was still there so he opened the door and sauntered into his lair. It wasn’t very large, but it was his. He made sure that everything was in place. Essex Cricket Club Duvet cover (present from his father); posters of Stars in the Northern Hemisphere, Creatures of the deep and Marilyn Monroe; a semi-circular rug depicting Mount Etna in full flow (present from mother); and two rows of books on two not quite level shelves. He opened his Dr Who curtains and studied his latest acquisition and to read the instructions. That’s what set him apart from his family; he always read the instructions before using anything. He squinted at the small print on the tube and mumbled to himself. “Use very sparingly. One treatment lasts four days, four hours or six thousand minutes, whichever is the shorter. Wash off with cold water. When active, never mix with shampoo. Has many other uses; e.g. can be used as a window cleaner. Do not eat, stick in ears, put up nose or use to soften toenails. Can be reclaimed, with care, and recycled immediately. Always use for the good. Grown by the Alien Cosmetic Corporation; contains no moving parts.” Henry blinked and reread the instructions. “What does it mean?” He said to himself. “Always use for the good. The good of what?” He frowned and dug his calculator out of his battered backpack. He pounded the keys. His eyebrows rose. “Six thousand minutes is four hours and four days.” His eyes squinted at the bottom of the tube. There was some more writing in the green strip, right at the end of the tube. He had a quick rummage in his bedside cabinet and pulled out a magnifying glass (present from his sister) to study the words, the sentences all disappearing into the crimped end of the tube. He read them to himself. ‘Does not work on February 29th or Christma… Mix with vinegar when using as a left handed… Volatile in fluctuating gravitational fields & t… Can make Airedale terriers very upset when u…’ Henry scratched his head. “How would a hair gel know when it’s a leap year?” He muttered before he clapped his hands and laughed. “Oh I get it,” he chuckled to himself. “It’s a spoof.” He remembered that his favourite chocolate bar – The Mars bar – appeared with pseudo Martian print to celebrate its 100th anniversary. He knew because his father had bought a wrapper of that product for him as a birthday present last year. The mere thought of Mars bars made Henry lick his lips and he eyed the small fridge under his desk when he kept a small stash of them. However, his eyes were drawn back to the tube of ΛĿІΕΠ ΗΛІЯ СЯΕΛШ. He moved to the mirror and squeezed a slug of hair gel into his hand. After a moments hesitation he vigorously rubbed it into his hair. His eyes almost bulged; the hair gel sat atop his head like a shell less snail. He felt like crying, he’d wasted the last of his pocket money on a useless… As he berated himself the hair gel suddenly started to dissolve and flow into his hair. He could actually feel the gel as it mingled with his hair, a sort of warm comforting feeling that made him feel instantly better and confident. He frowned, how on earth could hair gel make you feel confident? Henry combed his hair and it all fell immediately into place, not like some slicked down oily ginger mat, but like a set of nattily combed pop-stars locks. Henry smiled to himself.
“No that,” he exclaimed. “That is what I call hair gel.”
Henry sauntered down the well worn school corridor. He’d arrived early to study the exam results. He moved down the corridor notice board by notice board and was satisfied. He’d managed to get mostly Cs and that was good, very good. Getting Cs meant you didn’t get noticed. He hovered by the music results; he’d got an A. That was fine, his parents were musicians and he was expected to get an A, besides music wasn’t mainstream. Maths wasn’t so fine, he’d got a B, not only a B, but a B+; he’d have to watch that. At least he’d compensated in Geography with a D-. That meant overall he was a C. It felt good to be a C, just one of the also-rans, nothing special, just nice and anonymous. He wandered over to the final subject, General Studies, and smiled; everyone was a B. Everyone that is except Alice, she was a U. The school didn’t allow failures, so they had ‘unclassified’ if you didn’t make an acceptable grade. Henry wandered back down the corridor; Alice was U in everything except PE. PE was the exception; you didn’t get grades in PE, you got ratings. Henry was rated as ‘satisfactory,’ Alice was rated as ‘disappointing.’ Henry glanced at the clock and swiftly checked on the beautiful Selina. Overall she was a B and had As in no less than three subjects. Even in PE she’d managed ‘proficient.’ He ambled casually away. He’d also made a note of Tyrone’s progress, just for his mental well-being. Overall Tyrone was a C+, being lower than Tyrone was definitely good for your health.
Henry slipped behind his favourite table, or to be more accurate the table in his favourite position. Most classrooms in Eastburgh High had thirty-six tables arranged in six rows of six tables. For some unknown reason the tables were formed up with single tables against the wall and two columns of double tables down the middle. Henry liked the fourth table towards the back against the right hand wall. This was far enough back so as not to look too keen and far enough forward to avoid the back-row layabouts. Choosing a single table also allowed him to sprawl without annoying anyone else. The extra bonus was that Selina liked the fourth row back on the middle right hand aisle, so there was just the narrow gangway between him and her. Alice always sat next to her as Selina shepherded her around like a lost infant. Henry could not understand their friendship. Selina, even in the absolutely disgusting blue school uniform, looked appetising; Alice always looked a mess of the first order. Her off light-brown lank hair looked like it had been hacked by a pair of blunt nail scissors across the top of her shoulders, her uniform sweatshirt was shapeless and two sizes too large and her pasty cheeks were covered in blotches and spots. Henry checked the back row; Bill had already passed by so he could safety get out his notebook and started a new page. He always started a new page as it made him feel good as he was progressing through the exercise book even if, like the lesson to come, there were few notes. He knew there would be few notes as it was General Studies taken by Miss Buttershaw. As if on cue Miss Buttershaw entered the room and some semblance of silence descended. Unlike most of her lesson material, Henry found her to be personally worth studying. This was because she was the youngest Drama teacher in the school; a tall blue-eyed shapely blond inevitably wearing a thin flowing dresses that made her look graceful and worthy of his attention. She clapped her hands to silence the back-row chatter between Bill and Tyrone. After a suitable time, just to show who was really in control, they fell silent.
“Today,” she said enthusiastically. “We are going to start looking at pensions, starting with the state pensions. Now why do you think pensions are important?”
She looked eagerly around the class while everyone avoided making eye contact with her.
“Selina?” Asked Miss Buttershaw in desperation.
Selina passed a dusky hand over her smooth jet black hair and fixed her deep brown eyes onto Miss Buttershaw.
“To ensure you are not a burden to your children and to save you living in poverty when you grow old.”
“And wrinkly.” Added Bill
Miss Buttershaw fixed him with a stare.
“Anything useful to add?”
This was one of her prime mistakes, taking on Bill. He smiled.
“If pensions are to be an adequate provision for the future surely you have to take into account inflation, rises in the cost of living and what can be deemed an acceptable standard of living.”
Bill’s father was a solicitor and his mother was the manager of the local Citizen’s Advice Bureau, so his head was stuffed full of useless information and pompous phrases which Miss Buttershaw always took at face value. She smiled at him.
“Good point, glad to see you are with us.”
She turned to the white board to start one of her usual monologues when she caught a movement with her eye.
“Yes Rosalyn?”
Rosalyn, a thin girl with a mop of light brown hair and a pair of watery green eyes atop a huge Roman nose, put on her most pitiful voice.
“What’s the point Miss if you have a one in three chance of dying before you get your pension?”
Rosalyn was always doom and gloom, she loved doom and gloom – and diverting Miss Buttershaw, although that had become a class sport.
“Oh I don’t think it’s as bad as that Rosalyn.”
Rosalyn nodded sagely with water-filled eyes that threatened to overflow into tears that could trickle down her smooth white cheeks, each side of her huge beak of a nose.
“It is Miss, it was in the daily paper; I mean it’s really worrying.”
Henry smiled to himself; Rosalyn had pulled out an ace card. Miss Buttershaw couldn’t bear to think of any of them being worried about anything and therefore would address the diversion and, if they were lucky…
“No, I’m sure it’s better than that,” Miss Buttershaw said emphatically. “I’ve got the correct data back in the staff room. You all turn to page 121 in your text book to read all about National Insurance and I’ll be back shortly.”
She exited and, after an appropriate pause, Rosalyn stood up to bow to suitable applause. Miss Buttershaw had never twigged that it was a round trip of seven minutes to the staff-room and back. One memorable lesson last term Wendy, the only Chinese girl in the class, had managed to get her to do the trip three times in a forty five minute lesson. Selina pulled out a magazine and started to read it with Alice (or was that read it to Alice?) and everybody relaxed. Bill lent his chair back against the wall, saying to no-one in particular.
“Fancy failing General Studies. You’ve got to be a real blockhead to fail general studies.”
He started to chant.
“Alice is a blockhead! Alice is a blockhead!”
His eyes darted about, daring everyone not to join in. The back row picked up the chant and Henry felt the pressure. He didn’t want to antagonize Bill, on the other hand be didn’t want to annoy Selina, and deep inside he knew this was being unfair on Alice. In his indecision he did nothing. Bill glowered at him, Selina smiled at him and Alice seemed totally unaware of what was happening; Henry despaired.
Henry was still despairing twenty minutes later. Miss Buttershaw was in full flow describing the state pension system. It was as boring as listening to paint dry. Malcolm, the tallest boy in the class, suddenly shot up his hand.
“Miss,” he said seriously. “I read that that won’t work. We suffer an aging population and there will not be enough people working to cover the necessary funding.”
Seeing as Malcolm could not normally string two words together without loosing track of where he started Henry was impressed. Miss Buttershaw stood frozen with her arm poised to write yet another key point nobody cared about. She licked her lips and turned to face Malcolm.
“That is true if you don’t allow for immigration. If we attract enough non-UK workers they also pay taxes and therefore cover the shortfall.”
You could hear in her voice she was on dodgy ground, her words had an absolutely zero ring of confidence.
“Don’t you mean fellow Europeans Miss?” Queried Ursula.
Ursula was half-Polish and half-German and a budding beautiful blond, but her parents were politically correct Europhiles so she was always pushing the ‘we are all in one Europe message.’
“Or people from the former Colonies?” Added Wendy.
Henry waited; there was a scheme afoot here. Ursula, Wendy, Malcolm and Owen always hunted as a pack. He watched Owen, the classes’ Welsh contingent with fierce black hair, deep blue eyes and a punch like a sledgehammer.
“Surely Miss,” said Owen in his wonderful accent. “That would mean we have to have an economy attractive enough to entice non-UK workers over here. If there is the forecasted recession they won’t come and we won’t get a pension.”
Miss Buttershaw swallowed; this was way off her prepared territory.
Rosalyn put up her hand.
“What causes a recession Miss?”
Miss Buttershaw was saved by the bell, the lesson bell that is.
Henry looked at himself in the mirror as he washed his hands in the school's least grubby toilet. He pulled out his hair gel before combing his hair. It immediately fell into the exact style he wanted without any further application of hair gel. Henry smiled and then shuddered as a figure loomed up behind him. Tyrone reached over and picked up the hair gel. He unscrewed the purple top and squeezed out some onto his fingure and sniffed.
“That’s disgusting; a dead sheep would smell better.”
He flicked the gel onto the floor and tossed the tube and cap into the waste bin. He took a pace forward.
“I think we have some business carrot-top, you didn’t back up Bill; you trying to be clever?”
Henry glanced around. Tyrone was between him and the door and all the cubicles were empty. He was stuffed. He took a pace back as Tyrone advanced. Tyrone suddenly stopped and looked at his right foot, for some unknown reason he couldn’t lift it. He struggled and tugged at his leg with his arms, but the sole of his boot remained firmly stuck to the floor. Henry blinked in amazement. The school rules stated you had to wear ‘sensible’ black shoes. He had a pair of soft black leather trainers that just about fell within the bounds of acceptability. Selina had a savage pair of suede and patent leather shoes, Alice had a tatty pair of black canvass slip-ons, but Tyrone had boots. Big black foot enclosing boots with stiff toecaps. These fitted his image well and could prove deadly when kicked against the back of an ankle. However, had Tyrone had normal shoes he could have slipped out of them, but not his tightly laced boots. Henry edged against the wall and slipped past just out of arm’s reach. Tyrone made a valiant attempt to grab him, but missed and fell over, his foot still firmly stuck to the floor. Henry retrieved his hair-gel from the waste bin, screwed the cap back on and opened the toilet door. He ducked under Sam’s arm and swiftly walked down the corridor. Is this what it meant by ‘use only for the good’ he wondered?
Henry slapped Owen on the back as they trooped down yet another grubby corridor.
“Where did you learn all that stuff about recession?”
Owen grinned.
“Dads Financial times.”
Henry rolled his eyes.
“He’s not still making you read an article everyday?”
Owen nodded glumly causing his black hair to bounce around like a shaken mop.
“Says it will do me good; he wants to make an investment analyst out of me, whatever that is. Says it’s a career path paved with gold.”
Owen frowned.
“Thought you were busted. Saw Tyrone go in the loo after you, but Sam wouldn’t let me in.”
“Thanks for trying,” said Henry as casually as he could. “But I dealt with it.”
He slipped into the maths classroom and dropped into his favourite seat. Selina smiled at him, Henry’s heart skipped a beat.
“Alice and I are having a birthday celebration on Thursday evening and we wondered if you’d like to come.” She purred in her pure golden Essex accent.
Henry’s heart did a somersault while his brain grappled with the concept.
“I thought your birthday was in November.”
“It is, I’m celebrating last year’s birthday and Alice is celebrating this year’s birthday. If you remember I couldn’t celebrate my birthday last year and Alice has taken pity on me.”
Henry remembered it well. Selina had been hit in the head with a rounder’s ball propelled with the full energy by the redoubtable, rotund and volatile Mrs Jenkins. She had been unconscious when they took her in the ambulance and had suffered a fractured skull. It had been a horrible moment and one to talk about for weeks, especially the dull thud as the ball struck her head. Selina smiled a knowing smile.
“It’s not at mine, it’s at Alice’s.”
Henry breather a sigh of relief. Her parents ran a shoe shop and her mother’s cooking resembled minced and mangled shoes that had been boiled for a week in carrot juice. Henry nodded
“What time?”
“Five, it’s a barbeque.”
Mr Stump strode in and all conversation ceased immediately. Mr Stump was old school, old public school that is; tall, imposing, sharp eyed and completely and utterly in control. His face swung from side to side as he surveyed the class. He jutted out his scrawny chin and hooked his thumbs into his faded black academic gown, the last remnants of his many years teaching in private schools. In fact he was the only teacher Henry had ever seen to wear an academic gown. He tried to picture Miss Buttershaw in an academic gown, and failed.
“Would anyone care to enlighten me as to the whereabouts of Mister Harton and Mister Longman?”
That was Mr Stump all over, everyone else in the school, unless you were in deep deep trouble, used first names; Mr Stump always used surnames.
Malcolm put up a hand.
“Bill is chatting to the headmaster sir.”
Mr Stump fixed him with a glassy stare.
“You mean Mr Harton is seeing the Head teacher.” He barked.
“Yes sir,” said Malcolm meekly.
Tyrone chose this point to enter the classroom with his red socks on display and one boot in his hands. Mr Stump turned a nice shade of pink.
“Have you an explanation boy!” He yelled.
The whole class winced.
“My other shoe is stuck to the toilet floor sir, I can’t move it.”
Everyone noted the quiver in Tyrone’s voice, with almost any other teacher he would have been defiant, but not Mr Stump. Mr Stump had ways of making his pupils squirm and they all knew it, especially Tyrone. Mr Stump glared at him.
“And I am expected to believe that?”
Tyrone nodded. Mr Stump swung round and his arm shot out to point an unwavering finger at Henry.
“Mister Lines, will you go and have a look and…” He took in a deep breath. “And I do not want any jiggery-pokery or obfuscation of the truth, do you understand?”
Henry nodded and fled out of the classroom.
The boot was still sitting proudly in the middle of the floor when Henry entered the toilet, he turned to leave just before a thought crossed his mind. He ambled over to the boot, leant down and picked it up. The blob of gel on the floor started to move around. Henry’s eyes bulged as he watched it. It was circling, with the circles getting steadily larger. ‘It can’t be,’ he said to himself. He extracted the tube of gel from his pocket, unscrewed the cap and laid it on the floor near the blob. The blob stopped circling and rolled over to the tube to squeeze back inside. Henry put the cap back on, picked up the boot and ambled back down the corridor. There might be ramifications he thought, but this was a moment he was going to enjoy.
The class was deathly silent when he entered carrying the boot. He carefully placed it on the table at the front as Tyrone’s eyes bulged and his neck muscles twitched.
“It take it,” said Mr Stump sarcastically. “That it was not that stuck.”
Henry lost a bit of his courage.
“The floor was a bit sticky sir.”
Mr Stump picked up the boot and flung it at Tyrone.
“I want an explanation in not less than a thousand words on my desk tomorrow morning.”
He drew himself up to his full height.
“I do not want a cock and bull story about boots mysteriously adhering to toilet floors no matter how sticky they are; I want the truth, the full truth and nothing but the truth!”
He swung round, produced a marker from up his sleeve and wrote on the board.
“Today,” he said. “We are going to continue our look at estimating.”
He swung round.
“And that means Mr Gates, all calculators, even those perched on kneecaps, are to be put away.”
Henry licked his lips. Estimating was easy, and an enjoyable lesson was just about to get even better.
Henry let himself into his mother’s narrow terrace house and listened to the quiet. He made his way to the kitchen and opened the ‘fridge. The half-fat cheddar cheese had NO! written on its wrapper, the cold organic chicken had FOR SANDWICHES scrawled across the cellophane and the white bread HIGH IN STARCH on the wrapper. He closed the ‘fridge and opened the food cupboard. The bag of crisps had DON’T YOU DARE written on them, the nut-bars ONE A DAY and the cake-tin NEVER engraved on its lid. He turned to the biscuit barrel. The note inside proclaimed ‘IF YOU MUST - BUT ONLY ONE.’ Henry took a large digestive and studied the calendar on the wall. His mum was at the recording studio for another hour singing the backing track for some god-forsaken country and western singer and his sister was at her choir practice. He bounded up the two flights of stairs to his bedroom. In his previous house, the one they had had before his dad left, he had also had his own bedroom, but here he was in the attic and although it was smaller he preferred it. He carefully took out his violin, checked it was in tune and started to practice. Dad was the violin player and for as long as he could remember he had had a violin and a guitar and a family piano, but times had changed and he knew it upset his mother deeply to hear him practise the violin, so he only practised when she was out.
He’d moved to the guitar and was engrossed in practicing his latest test piece when he heard his mother singing in the kitchen. Not so much singing as humming, warbling and musically muttering. He sat back to listen. Mum singing in the kitchen was good. This had been the background track to his life until his dad left, then there had been silence. No tears, no tantrums, no angst, just silence. There had been silence for almost two years and now she was singing again, it was good to hear. It made him feel comfortable and safe; he could not describe just how unsafe and vulnerable he had felt when she had not sung in the kitchen. The back door slammed announcing the presence of his sister Harriet and Henry went back to Sonata in A major by Scarlatti. He was beginning to hate this piece, but it was his exam piece and important to his mother. He was just beginning to despair about the ending when his phone beeped. He stared at the screen; it was a simple text message. ‘Thnk U 4 ofrng to wrt my essy 4 me. T’ Henry nodded, he had been expecting it, it was Tyrone’s way of making him pay.
Henry scooped up the last of the Bolognaise sauce and glanced at his sister. There was something odd about his sister and he couldn’t place it. His parents both had blond hair and blue eyes. His mum’s parents both had ginger hair and blue eyes, his dad’s parents were blue eyed as well and, if photographs were to be believed, they had once been blonde too. However his sister had dark brown glossy hair and brown eyes. His mum was tall, thin and had the most pointed nose you could possible have and virtually no chin. His dad had a nose with a bend in the middle and a square chin. Harriet was probably going to be short and had a pert little nose that was almost too small to be useful plus a delicate chin. This was one of life’s mysteries. He’d asked his grandpa once and been told that genetics was not an exact science. He adopted a casual pose.
“Been invited to a birthday barbecue on Thursday up at Alice’s.”
His mother stopped whisking whatever it was she had in the bowl.
“Alice Granton?”
“And Selina, they’re having a joint do.”
She gave two whisks to the mixture.
“You’re guitar exam is the following day.”
“Won’t be late ‘cause it’s in the garden and starts at five.”
She gave two more rotations of the whisk at semi-high speed.
“Who else will be there?”
Henry shrugged.
“Dunno. I heard Selina asking Malcolm so I guess it’ll be the normal crowd.”
His mum nodded.
“OK, but I need to know when it’s going to finish so I can pick you up.”
Henry shuffled.
“It’s summer I could…”
She pointed the whisk at him and a pink substance quivered on the end without so much a hint of attempting to fall off.
“I pick you up and that’s that.”
Henry internally groaned. Alice’s grandparents had a huge one year old Saab estate, Selina’s dad had a brand new bright red Mercedes van with three seats across the front and his mum had an old orange and white VW camper van with flowers painted on it. It was very embarrassing, it was a van to be seen dead in not one to be picked up by after parties. He nodded, he knew when there was room for negotiation and it was not now. The whisking restarted.
“You can take £10 out of your account.”
Henry frowned.
“I thought you said I was only allowed to spend £5 on a birthday present?”
Harriet wagged her finger.
“You weren’t going to Alice’s party without buying her a present were you?”
His sister could be really irritating. Not only was she born in the same year as him, she’d also contrived to have her birthday first. Every year she had hers on 31st December and his was the day after on 1st January. It just wasn’t fair, but at least she was in a different academic year. She smiled.
“I’ll be buying her a present.”
Henry’s eyes bulged, bad enough having a sister at the same school, but at the same party!
“You’ve been invited!” He said incredulously.
“Anjula is going and she’s asked me to go too.”
Henry simmered, Anjula was Selina’s younger sister and Harriet’s best friend.
“You could always go for a joint present,” his mother said idly as she started to spoon a glutinous pink mixture into some bowls. Harriet sat up straight.
“I’d rather just buy my own, he’ll choose something stupid.”
Henry surveyed the mixture.
“What’s this?” He asked tentatively as he gave it a sniff.
“Rhubarb and raspberry mousse. You can have it with shortbread if you must.”
Henry opted to go without the shortbread, they had been a present from an aunt in Bedford and were like tiny bars of iron dust impregnated with spider’s entrails. Henry stared to eat the mixture. It was as dreadful as he had feared, but his mum had prepared it and he would eat it. He cleared the bowl in record time, hoping the speed would minimise the aftertaste. He locked eyes with Harriet, she was struggling.
“Are you singing tomorrow?” He asked.
His mother turned to study the calendar and they swiftly, and silently, exchanged bowls.
Henry finished reading his literature homework of H G Wells The food of the gods, and decided he might like to see if it had been made into a film. He moved to his old computer (legacy of dad leaving it behind) and checked the clock. His mother had strict and peculiar views, one of which was he was not allowed to work on his computer, or listen to his old valve radio, after ten thirty at night. She had enforced this curfew by fitting a time-controlled plug to his equipment. He had at least fifteen minutes. He simultaneously relaxed and panicked; he had not yet written Tyrone’s essay and the wretched time-switch didn’t turn his equipment on until noon the following day. He needed help, and fast. He controlled his breath and thought. Could he feign illness tomorrow? Not if he wanted to go to Selina’s BBQ. Could he fob Tyrone off? -Possibly, but not Mr Stump. He scratched his head feeling the moistness of the hair gel and an idea formed in his mind. His sister used to use a story-creation website and that might solve his problems. He swiftly called up www.magic-story-builder.co.qq and read the instructions. He rapidly entered twelve keywords, said he wanted a happy ending after a thousand words and pressed to ‘go’ button. Now it was just a matter of time.
Henry woke to the sound of cats dying in extreme and excruciating pain. He put the pillow over his head; the cats continued to die. He checked the clock, it was two minutes past seven, that meant his dearly beloved sister could practise her soprano saxophone in the bedroom directly underneath. Fortunately the neighbours didn’t care, Mrs Scanlon was as deaf as a post and Miss Freston was a post-woman and already at work. He tried, for a full ten minutes, to lie-in, but it was a fruitless battle. ‘Why couldn’t she choose a sensible instrument,’ Henry muttered as he went downstairs for a wash. Unfortunately for him, the bathroom was just the other side of a thin stud wall from his sister’s bedroom; in there the noise was teeth-grindingly abominable.
Henry left early for school, partly due to his sister’s saxophone and partly to avoid being given a job to do by his mum. The oven was dirty, she hated cleaning ovens and Henry knew the job would eventually come his way; he hoped it would be worth it. He started his walk to school. If he was in a hurry he could do it in twenty minutes, today he was not in a hurry. He ambled along, reading all the temporary notices on the way. No 16 was going to build a conservatory and was seeking planning permission. Preston Avenue would be closed from 8am to 4pm on the 4th August for resurfacing and St Cedd’s Catholic Church was holding a summer fete on Saturday. A weedy shape fell into step beside him. Henry glanced to see who it was, but he already knew, it was Justin. Life is kind to some people and unkind to others, Justin was at the unkind end of the spectrum. He was so thin a good gust of wind could blow him away; he was so near-sighted he’d miss an elephant without his wire-rimmed, bottle top glasses; and he had over enthusiastic parents. His dad was on the board of governors and his mum ran the parent-teacher association; both attended every parents evening, every concert and every fund-raising event. They paused to cross the main road.
“You read the book?” Asked Henry.
It was a pointless question really; Justin read every book, not only that but every page of every book, often including the introduction.
“You mean Food of the gods?”
“Yeah, for a tired and ancient it’s good.”
Justin nodded.
“It’s one of his better one’s. I tried The History of Mr Polly, but didn’t like it.”
An acceptable gap in the traffic appeared and they hurried across avoiding a mad cyclist on the way.
“What you reading now?”
“Just finished The Mysterious Island by Jules Verne. It’s just like Jurassic Park, only better.”
He whipped a tatty paperback out of his bag.
“Then I’ve found this, it’s The Chrysalids by John Wyndham, he wrote Day of the Triffids.”
He stuffed it back in the bag.
“Do you ever read anything modern?” Queried Henry.
Justin looked surprised.
“Why would I want to do that when there’s so much good old stuff around?”
Henry sighed and they turned into the small shopping centre near the school. Justin adjusted his oversize backpack.
“What do you reckon to Tyrone’s boot then? Funny way to wind up a teacher and to choose Mr Stump, that’s suicide.”
They walked past Selina’s shoe shop and Henry glanced up, the flat looked empty of life. Justin changed subjects again, that was the trouble with Justin he was always shifting subjects.
“You going to the barbecue at Alice’s?”
Henry nodded bleakly. He’d hoped for a select group, now it seemed like everyone was coming. Justin, however, sighed.
“Everyone’s going.”
He meant everybody but him.
“Not everyone,” said Henry encouragingly. “I don’t expect to see Tyrone there.”
“See me where?” Said a nasal voice.
Henry jumped and Tyrone grasped his arm.
“Get me text?” He grunted.
Henry handed over the essay in a brown paper envelope. Tyrone leaned over him and whispered in his ear.
“It had better be good, or you’re in deep shit.”
He let go and headed for the newsagents. A thought crossed Henry’s mind.
“Does Tyrone bother you?”
Justin shook his head.
“Probably thinks I’m not worth the effort.”
Henry sat down and smiled at Selina, who smiled back; this was getting good. He glanced around and leant halfway across the aisle.
“Is Justin coming to the barbecue?”
Her wonderful brown eyes flicked to the right and then back.
“Would you like him to?”
Henry shrugged.
“He’s just a bit down he hasn’t been invited and I thought after his brother’s …”
Selina nodded wisely and followed it by a wicked smile.
“I’ll ask Alice what she thinks, but,” she said ominously. “But there might be a small price to pay.”
“Such as?”
“You’ll see,” she cooed.
Henry couldn’t ask a follow up question as Mr Stump strode into the room and every pupil froze in mid sentence. Henry checked his timetable, it definitely said English Literature. Mr Stump leered.
“Good morning. Doubtless you are expecting Mr Summer, unfortunately he is indisposed, a combination of sciatica and shingles I believe.”
He glowered at Tyrone.
“Well boy?”
Tyrone meekly got up and handed Mr Stump the essay. He dropped it on the table at the front.
“Now I understand you have all been asked to read The food of the gods by dear old H G Wells. I want you all to write the essential elements of the story in twelve points and to list all the main characters.” His head swung round.
“You have fifteen minutes and then I will be asking questions.”
He sat down and picked up the essay. No clarification was needed and twenty-eight ball-point pens started rapidly scrawling on twenty eight separate pages.
As Henry compiled his list he glanced at Mr Stump. By the time Henry was on point four he was pink. By point eight he was red. By point ten he was almost violet. Henry never reached point eleven.
“Mister Longman!” Mr Stump exploded. “Do you take me for a fool?”
He pointed to the front and Tyrone walked forward as if about to fall into a bottomless abyss. Mr Stump waved the essay.
“Let me,” he roared. “Let me treat you all to a work of real fiction.”
He turned to the second page and cleared his throat.
“As the green imp ran across the floor I stamped on it, but imps are indestructible and he slid out from under my foot and waved his magic wand to cast a spell, sticking my foot to the floor.”
There was a seven second pause before the class began to titter. Tyrone began to try for a colour match with Mr Stump, who flicked over a page.
“If it wasn’t for the magic perfume that had been given to me by my fairy godmother he would have marbleised me, but I managed to sprinkle it on him and he dissolved into a burst of green clover petals.”
Mr Stump paused for the laughter. Justin held his sides as tears ran down his cheeks. Henry had to agree, the thought of Tyrone having a fairy godmother was ludicrous. Tyrone went white. Mr Stump flicked to the last page.
“So remember to be kind to imps and not annoy them when they are going to the toilet otherwise it may be your foot stuck to the floor for ever and ever.”
There were hoots of laughter and Mr Stump actually smiled. It was an awesome event. He was never known to smile. He tossed the essay to Tyrone.
“Sit down,” he said. “And don’t go stamping on any more imps.”
Henry thought he would never recover; he hadn’t laughed so much in years.
Laughter was not on the agenda during the lesson break. Henry was trying to avoid Tyrone when Justin rushed up to him, even by his usual facial pallor he was white.
“They’ve put up the list of form-masters for next year.”
Henry nodded, he already knew this piece of news.
“We were warned by Miss Hazel when you were off sick, we’re getting Miss Buttershaw.”
He shook his head vigorously.
“No, no,” he said anxiously. Miss Buttershaw is getting 8K and they’re becoming 9B.”
He swallowed as if about to be sick.
“We’re becoming 9S.”
Henry chewed his nut bar.
“Mr Summer isn’t so bad.”
Justin gazed at him and whispered in awe.
“Not Mr Summer, Mr Stump.”
Henry ceased chewing and stared at him.
“He doesn’t have a form; he’s a Head of Faculty, they don’t have forms.”
“He is now.”
Henry thought about the prospect of having Mr Stump as a form teacher, it was not a pleasant idea.
“Can you check with your dad? He must know what’s going on.”
Justin looked dubious.
“I’ll try, but dad insists he will not talk about what the governors do or don’t do with me. Says it would be unethical.”
They both spotted Tyrone and wheeled in unison down a ‘safe’ corridor.
Henry managed to avoid Tyrone for the whole day by using the toilet set aside for the disabled, keeping in sight of a teacher or lunchtime supervisor and monitoring the whereabouts of Tyrone, Bill and Sam. Finally he decided to sneak home down the back corridor exit, an exit strictly reserved for sixth formers, he ran straight into Mr Stump. There was a ten second pause and he waited for the verbal blast, there was nothing. Mr Stump indicated his office and Henry glumly walked inside.
“Sit down Mr Lines, it’s about time we had a chat.”
It was not an offer it was a command. Mr Stump pulled out a pink file from his drawer labelled 8H and extracted the overall class results. He tapped it.
“Well Mr Lines, what have you got to say about this.”
Henry stared at him.
“I don’t understand sir.”
He gave a smile, his second of the day, it was more worrying then his stare.
“Oh I think you do understand Mr Lines, that’s the problem, I think you do understand.”
He tapped the results table again.
“In fact I think you are seriously underachieving. Coasting you might say. That’s coasting with a C.”
Henry went to answer, but Mr Stump held up his hand.
“Your maths coursework is the best in the class and on par with Miss Patel who is working her socks off, whereas you are just,” he paused, “coasting.”
He suddenly leant forward.
“And your failure to attempt two of the questions on the end of term paper fooled no-one, especially me.
He leant back.
“Any idea what you want to do after you leave this bastion of education?”
This was the dreadful question. It was the one his grandparents asked and the one his mother asked, and the one to which he had no answer.
“I don’t know sir.”
Mr Stump shook his head.
“Wrong answer. The correct answer is that you are undecided and considering your options.”
He gazed at the ceiling.
“If you want to broaden your options you will want to go to a university, a good university not some town-centred red brick monstrosity that teaches pap.”
He switched his gaze back onto Henry.
“And that means good grades, which in turns means some hard work.”
He pointed a finger at Henry.
“When you leave here it is not how you fitted into the crowd which matters, it is the education you take with you and the grades you obtained.”
“Yes sir,” replied Henry meekly.
Mr Stump fixed him with a stare.
“Which brings me to my second point. You’ve been offered the chance to take your music CSE early and instead opted to take Spanish.”
The way he pronounced ‘Spanish’ made it sound like a highly contagious and fatal disease, which as far as Henry’s linguistic abilities were concerned it probably was. He drummed his fingers on the table.
“I have to ask myself, why would anyone who has consistently been top of the class in music, plays at every end of term concert with a dedication and concentration worthy of a medal and has a musical family would choose to drop music?”
He leant forward again.
“And you are dreadful at languages. You can hardly cope with French, Spanish looks like a mark of desperation.”
Henry licked his lips.
“It’s the instrument sir. It’s school policy that for CSE we have to play an orchestral instrument and the guitar is not on the list.”
Henry shook his head.
“And the school does not have a guitar teacher.”
He stared bleakly at Mr Stump.
“In fact,” he mumbled. “The school hardly has a music department.”
Mr Stump nodded and his voice suddenly softened.
“What about the piano, you play the piano don’t you?”
Henry shrugged.
“I’m up to grade five and it’s not my favourite instrument.
Mr Stump nodded again.
“And you would be coasting?”
“Something like that sir.”
He suddenly put the papers away.
“Doubtless the word has got round that I will be your form teacher next year, so how about a bargain? If I get the guitar listed as an acceptable instrument will you take your Music CSE early, both for yourself and for the school?”
Henry opened his mouth, but Mr Stump, once again, held up his hand.
“I do not want an answer now. I want you to think about it and give me the answer that you feel most comfortable with. So give me the answer by beginning of school on Friday morning.”
He stood up.
“You also might like to know there will be some other changes next year to make the option groups more consistent.”
He waggled his eyebrows
“And you could be sure if you chose music you would be in a different form from Mr Harton and Mr Gates.”
“And Mr Longman?” asked Henry eagerly.
“Ahh,” he said. “Another member of the coasting fraternity whose current energies are somewhat misplaced. That is between me and him, though I did enjoy his inventive essay, perhaps he has hidden talents that will surprise us all.”
Henry jogged all the way home, he had two missions. First to buy a couple of birthday presents, probably chocolates, and second to get ready for the barbecue. He banged through the front door, dropped his bag and went to the kitchen for a cold drink. As he gulped down some cold water from the ‘fridge he spotted two small parcels on the table and a note in his mother’s writing. Each parcel had been professionally wrapped and had a white linen rose stuck to the top. He picked up the note. ‘Last minute Henry,’ she wrote. ‘I got your presents for you as I was in Smithson’s department store and if it was left to you they’d get chocolates, which would be bad for their complexion. They are velvet covered notebooks. The light-green parcel contains a mauve notebook and the pale-green parcel a purple notebook; there are tags on top for you to add your name. You owe me £9.98 and an oven clean.
Love Mum.’
Henry groaned at the thought of the oven clean, glanced at the clock, grabbed the parcels and bounded upstairs. Once in his room he dropped his chattels, picked up his shower gel and trotted back downstairs to lock himself in the bathroom, mission accomplished. He grinned to himself, if Harriet had got there first he would have been driven to exasperation. He stripped off and had a long hot shower and followed that by vigorously washing his hair. He stepped out the cubicle and started to dry himself, while glancing in the mirror to see if he needed to start shaving. He peered at the indistinct image and wiped away the moisture. There was no doubt, his hair was green; not the green of trees and fields, but the luminous green of bad lime jelly. He glanced at the bathroom clock, a present from him to Harriet.
“It was only six minutes,” he yelled at no one in particular. “Six minutes!”
As if his hair had heard it began to change colour. It started at the roots and crept out to the ends. The green slowly changed to yellow, the yellow of lollipop ladies plastic macs. Then to orange, the orange of road-workers jerkins; then to red, pillar box red. After that it faded back to his real ginger. He glanced at the clock; the whole process took six minutes. He breathed a sigh of relief and started to towel his hair, it was like drying a Brillo pad.
Washed, dressed and back in his faded denim jeans, dark blue ‘Chicago Druids’ sweatshirt and his white ‘Ultmark’ trainers wandered downstairs. His mother was peering down the sink.
“Mum!” He exclaimed. “You haven’t dropped your ring again?”
She turned and smiled her perplexed smile.
“No. This morning I thought the drain was blocked, but it’s running freely now. I almost called in Mr Thompson.”
Henry had a vision of the grey haired old fogey from across the road; he had tools for every job and a pointless story for every occasion. His mum cocked her head to one side.
“Presents OK?”
“Yes thanks.”
He looked around.
“Where’s Harriet?”
“She’s getting ready at Anjula’s, save her walking all the way home.”
She turned to continue whatever she was doing in the sink. Henry reached for the biscuit barrel.
“You’ll have enough calories at the barbecue,” she said without turning round.
“Pick you up at nine.”
Henry opened his mouth to protest.
“I had a word with Alice’s grandmother. The barbecue finishes at nine.” She continued.
Henry admitted defeat, though it really hadn’t been a battle.
Justin’s father dropped them off in his white Citroën GS estate, it was an old car, but it had style and headlights that moved when you turned the steering wheel. Justin surveyed Alice’s home, a rather large mansion set in its own manicured grounds.
“That is huge,” he said with awe in his voice. “However do you get a place like that?”
They started to walk up the drive, the freshly washed gravel crunched under their trainers.
“Mum said Mr Burton-Smyth used to have his own furniture factory.” Replied Henry knowledgably.
Justin frowned.
“Thought Alice’s surname was Hunter?”
“It is, she lives with her grandparents.”
They reached the front door, followed Selina’s instructions and circled the house to the right and ended up in a huge garden with an immense lawn in which were dotted some immaculate circular flowerbeds. The barbeque was obviously at the side of the conservatory. They trudged over the lawn, it was soft and spongy to walk on, like a brand new long-pile carpet. Selina and Alice were standing in the conservatory doorway. Henry suddenly felt a little out of his depth; Justin was immune to such thoughts. He proffered his two presents, obviously badly wrapped boxes of chocolates. Selina and Alice both thanked him profusely. Henry offered the light-green present to Alice and followed his mother’s dictum of being polite.
“Happy Birthday Alice and thank you for inviting me.”
Alice took the parcel and gave a sickly smile. Henry wondered if the light blue Chinese style dress was the exact same shade as her eyes. He turned to Selina, who was resplendent in a pale yellow sari type dress.
“And happy birthday to you to.”
She took the parcel, and to his great embarrassment started to unwrap it carefully placing the linen rose to one side. She extracted the purple notebook and her eyes lit up.
“Ooo I needed a new notebook.”
Alice, following suit, unwrapped hers. The girls compared notebooks. Alice squinted at them
“They’re the same but different, isn’t that lovely.”
Henry just couldn’t get used to Alice’s accent, it sounded like a cross between a duchess and a princess. She also used words nobody ever used, I mean who called anything ‘lovely?’
They wandered over to the drinks table as others started to arrive. Justin ran his eyes along the bottles. He lowered his voice.
“Notice anything?”
Henry scanned the table.
“No.”
“There’s no fizzys. Everything from blueberry juice to coconut milk, but no fizzys. No Coke, Pepsi, Fanta, Red Bull or even lemonade.”
Henry chose a grapefruit and lime cocktail because of its bright green colour. He took a sip and his taste buds imploded. It was so sharp you could have used it to kill weeds. Rosalyn crept up behind him.
“Selina said she’s stashed some sugar cubes behind the bag of charcoal.”
“I hope it’s a big stash,” Henry replied. “A very big stash.”
Henry bit into his third burger.
“Tried the onion and honey relish, it’s great.” He mumbled.
Justin sniffed his hot-dog.
“Who’s ever heard of Reindeer sausages with Eskimo mustard?”
Henry licked his lips.
“Had a Reindeer burger, it was great.”
Justin adjusted his view to look past Henry.
“I didn’t expect outside caterers.”
Henry shrugged.
“That’s Alice’s grandparents for you.”
He glanced over to look at Malcolm, who was passing round his bottled water to Ursula, Owen and Wendy. He lowered his voice.
“I don’t think their passing round water.”
Justin glanced.
“If they’re not they’d better not let Alice find out; she’d go bananas.”
He took a tentative bite out of the hot-dog.
“What is it with Alice and alcohol?”
Henry shrugged.
“No idea.”
Two minutes later Alice, Selina and Rosalyn joined them. Henry licked his lips.
“Great food.”
Selina gave her enigmatic smile.
“Oh that’s just the beginning.”
Henry wondered about trying a Reindeer hot-dog.
“Just the beginning?”
Selina nodded.
“We’ve got cakes and puddings to come and then music.”
Alice gave her far-away look.
“And karaoke.”
Justin almost choked.
“Karaoke?”
Alice nodded enthusiastically.
“I hope everyone takes part.”
Henry felt his mouth go dry; one moment it was full of anticipatory saliva and the next as dry as the Gobi desert.
“What songs you got?” He gulped.
“My favourites. Abba and The Beatles.”
Selina leant forward and added.
“And my favourites, Mixty Girls and the Dingo Dancers.”
There was the sound of raucous laughter from Owen’s group and Alice peered at them. Henry went for a distraction.
“Good of your grandparents to put this on.”
Alice turned back a blank look in her eyes.
“Oh they said they would do something special as it’s the first birthday party I’ve ever had.”
Justin stopped chewing.
“The first?”
She nodded.
“They were too busy before, but now grandpa has retired.”
Henry thought back to a succession of birthday ‘parties’ at various eateries, cinemas and specially chosen venues. Last year had been at the Paintball Emporium. He opened his moth to speak, but Selina laid a hand on his arm.
“Karaoke starts in ten minutes,” she purred. “That’s just after the barbeque food ends.”
Henry decided he would try a Reindeer hot-dog after all.
Rosalyn and Selina belted out Money! Money! Money! And Henry winced. Rosalyn was not too far off key, but Selina was overdriving her voice and subsequently singing flat. The combination of off-key and flat and Abba was hurting his eardrums. He glanced at Alice and wondered why she looked sad. This was her party and she looked like the person you’d least want to invite.
“You singing?” he asked.
She shook her head. Henry watched her lank hair shuffle as she moved her head.
“Thought you liked Abba?”
“I do, but…”
She tailed off and ran her hands over her hair. Henry turned to watch Selina again and felt his right hand pocket turn warm. He put his hand in and felt his tube of Alien Hair Gel. It was definitely warm to the touch. He glanced at Alice and the warmth increased. He began to wonder what it was up to.
Justin spotted Owen being sick behind the rhododendron bushes. He peered at the yellow mess.
“Bet that wasn’t water in your bottle.”
“Go away, berk.” Snapped Owen before turning white.
Justin walked away, he was always walking away. Away from classmates, away from groups, away from inclusion, because he was never included. He looked around for Henry, but was waylaid by Wendy.
“Seen Owen.”
“He’s puking over there.”
He gave a vague wave. Wendy sighed.
“I told him his brother wouldn’t have given him vodka, but would he listen? He never listens.”
Justin peered at her; she was wearing a white top with white cotton jeans and had dyed her hair bright pink, she looked like an animated loo brush.
“Did you drink any?”
“Grief no. I’m not sharing a bottle with him, think of all the germs.”
She looked at the karaoke.
“Fancy having a go at Eleanor Rigby?”
Henry pulled out his hair gel and tapped Alice on the shoulder.
“Try this, it worked wonders with my hair.”
She looked startled and then took off the cap and sniffed.
“Ooo,” she said. “It smells of lavender and jasmine.”
She squeezed some out onto her hands, rubbed them together and smoothed it over her hair.
“Oh,” she exclaimed. “It makes you head feel cold.”
Henry watched. Her hair didn’t actually move around, but as she ran her hands over it there was a discernable change each time. It went from a lank mess to organised chaos to something that looked like a reasonable haircut. It actually looked deliberately rough-cut and classy. Alice moved and studied her hair in the conservatory window. She blinked in amazement. She turned to Henry.
“Would you help me sing Ticket to Ride?”
He would rather have sawn off his arm with a blunt penknife, but Alice was Selina’s best friend and if he wanted to get close to Selina…
“I’ll give it a go, but I don’t really know it.”
She looked amazed.
“But it’s easy.”
Henry watched the bouncing ball on the electronic screen in front of him, listened to the music and tried to stay in key and in sync with Alice. She wasn’t looking at the screen, but singing from memory. It was the sort of musical multi-tasking that came easily to Henry. What didn’t come easily was not looking at Owen and Malcolm, who were making faces and finger down the throat gestures. He chanced a fleeting look at Selina and was gratified to see her smiling. The song came to an end and they stepped aside for Justin and Wendy. Wendy looked eager; Justin looked like he was just off to madam guillotine.
Selina met them by the conservatory.
“That was brilliant Alice, and your hair! Whatever have you done?”
She gave a wide smile.
“Henry gave me some hair-cream.”
Henry decided to get in on the act.
“You sing really well Alice, ever thought of joining a choir? We’ve got plenty of vacancies in the church choir for altos.”
Her eyes sparkled, she was being complimented on something.
“I’m an alto?”
“Could be a soprano if you wanted.”
She stared at him for a moment.
“Is that St Michael’s choir?”
Henry nodded and her face fell, she shook her head.
“Gran’s a Catholic.”
Henry was amazed at her lack of fight.
“This isn’t religion, it’s music.”
“But you sing in church,” she said miserably. “Gran won’t let me into a church that isn’t Roman Catholic.”
They turned to watch Harriet and Anjula sing Don’t bury the budgerigar, one of the Mixty Girls big hits. They not only sang, they used the karaoke headsets and did the dance, they were obviously enjoying themselves. Alice looked longingly at them.
“They’re good,” She murmured.
Selina huffed.
“So they should be, they’ve been practising for a month.”
Something clicked in Henry’s mind.
“That’s your Karaoke?”
Selina waved her hands in denial.
“Oh no no no, it’s my parents. Dad bought it for mum to help her get rid of her Spanish accent.”
“And they sing Abba?”
Selina rolled her eyes.
“And Tom Jones.”
There was no more to be said on the matter.
Henry checked his watch and remembered his mother’s instructions to be polite. He entered the conservatory, smoothed down his hair and knocked on the open patio door window. Alice’s grandmother looked up from the glossy magazine she was reading. Henry coughed, he always hated this bit.
“Thank you for inviting me and for the excelllent food.”
She gazed at him as if he were an alien. She half closed her magazine, keeping her finger in the open page.
“It was Alice who invited you,” she said frostily. “And insisted on the karaoke.”
Something in her manner annoyed Henry. She used the word ‘karaoke’ like a weapon and without a shred of warmth in her voice
“Alice has a good singing voice.”
The woman’s look turned to one of disdain.
“And how would you know that young man?”
Henry bristled and he felt his hair cream starting to generate heat again – he was supposed to do something, but what?
“My parents are musicians and I sing in a choir.”
She kept her unwavering gaze on him.
“Are you the young man who played those Brahms pieces at last years end of term concert?”
Henry nodded.
“And what are you playing this year?”
Henry wished the ground would swallow him up.
“I’ve been concentrating on the guitar this year, so I shall just be doing a Scott Joplin Rag on the piano.”
She sniffed.
“Let me guess, The Entertainer.”
There was disapproval in every syllable.
“No, the Weeping Willow Rag and Stoptime rag.”
She frowned at him.
“Are they difficult to play?”
Henry shook his head.
“They were originally written for the mechanical roll piano and so are much easier than Brahms.”
She stood up.
“Wipe your feet and follow me.” She commanded.
She led him across the large lounge on a carpet your feet sank into and through the end door into a larger room that was full of gross antique furniture, two grandfather clocks and an all pervading smell of wax-polish. She pointed.
“You mean one of those.”
Sitting in the corner was an upright piano with a central panel of glass, behind which was a cardboard piano roll. Henry had read about these machines, but never seem one.
“Does it work?”
She sighed and walked over to it. She pressed some switches on the side and it started to play a piece of music Henry didn’t recognise for a few seconds, then his mind clicked into gear.
“That’s a Chopin Waltz.”
“Do you play Chopin?”
Henry swallowed as a flood of painful memories came back.
“I had to do Opus 18 for my fourth level exam a couple of years ago.”
She turned the machine off and opened the lid to reveal the keyboard; clearly he was expected to play. He sat down and tried to remember the opening two bars. If he played them he knew the rest would just follow. He tried a few keys to see if the piano was in tune and then launched into the piece. As usual, with pieces he could play from memory, he got lost in the music and concentrated on his technique and the feel of the keys. These keys were stiff and needed more pressure than usual, but he’d played worse pianos, especially in church.
Mrs Burton-Smyth watched Henry play doubtless wishing her granddaughter could do the same. Henry felt her eyes boring into the back of his neck and treated her like an examiner; she was there, but to be ignored. Six minutes and two seconds after staring Henry finished.
“Do you play,” he asked.
“Used to,” she said gruffly. “Until the arthritis set in.”
She fixed Henry with her stare.
“And you say Alice has a good voice?”
Henry nodded.
“Doubt she’d do solo yet, but she’d benefit from being in a choir, we’ve got plenty of room.”
He licked his lips and wondered how far he could push this and why he was bothering to in the first place.
“It would be something she could do and do well.”
Mrs Burton-Smyth sniffed as if something odorous had entered the room.
“I take it you mean,” she said icily. “A church of England choir.”
Her tone was filled with arrogance and distain. Henry said the first thing that came into his head.
“At least it’s a Christian choir, better that than nothing but constant failure.”
Henry thought he had gone too far as she turned white.
“You have missed your vocation young man,” she snapped back.
Henry opened his mouth, but she turned away.
“However you have made your point and if Alice wishes to she can join your choir,”
She turned and faced him.
“But I hold you responsible for her and if this is a failure I shall deem you accountable.”
She wordlessly led him back to the conservatory and sat down to continue reading her magazine. Henry had clearly been dismissed and was glad of the clear, wax-polish free, air in the garden.
His mother was waiting at the end of the drive sitting in the deadly camper eating an apple, listening to the radio and reading a book. She looked up.
“Got Harriet?”
He turned and made his way back up the drive. Anjula and Harriet were in deep discussion and giggled as he approached.
“Mum’s waiting,” he announced and turned round.
They fell into step beside him.
“Saw you singing with Alice,” said Harriet grossly emphasising the last word.
“Alice has a good voice,” retorted Henry. “And I sang with Selina.”
“Who sings flat,” retorted Harriet.
“My sister does not!” Snapped Anjula.
“She does that!”
Henry rolled his eyes, sisters, who’d have them?
By the time they got back to the camper Selina’s father had arrived in his shiny van. Anjula waved and headed for the better vehicle, Harriet and Henry climbed in the other one. His mother looked up.
“Where’s Justin?”
“He’s gone home with Wendy.”
“Oooo.” Sang Harriet.
The van ground into life and his mother executed a thirty point turn.
“Your father rang,” she said in a flat tone. “He wants access this Saturday afternoon.”
Silence filled the van apart from the chug of the old engine, the groan of the suspension and the whistle of the wind over the side windows.
“He is entitled to his access and it will do you good to see him.”
Harriet and Henry locked eyes.
“Do we have a say in the matter?” Ventured Henry, already knowing the answer.
“You know very well what we have discussed. When you are sixteen you may decide, but not before. I am not going to be accused of keeping you away from your father.”
Henry laid a hand on her arm.
“OK, message received and understood.”
She simmered and Henry felt caught in a trap. It was always bad news when his father exercised his right of access; his mother hated the intrusion into their rebuilt lives and she knew neither Henry nor Harriet usually enjoyed the experience.
“Are we going on holiday with him too?” Asked Harriet with desperation oozing from ever inter-syllable pause.
Their mother grunted.
“Not this year, apparently he’s touring with the Newcastle philharmonic.”
She suddenly smiled.
“That’s Newcastle in Canada.”
The relief was palpable.
Henry made his hot-chocolate and took it into the lounge. This was his time with his mother, the time between Harriet going to bed and him going to bed. He settled into an armchair and wondered about turning the TV on. His mother was still reading her book.
“Mum?”
She looked up.
“Yes Henry?”
“Do you ever wish you could go on tour again?”
She looked at him trying to evaluate the meaning behind the question.
“You mean staying in flea-ridden hostels and playing at venues that are falling down around my ears?”
He pointed to the pictures on the wall.
“It wasn’t all like that.”
She nodded and her voice softened.
“Sometimes Henry life is about sacrifice. You just can’t do everything at once and you have to give up one thing in order to do another. Sometimes that is just a choice, sometimes it is a sacrifice. I think I took the better option.”
She looked at him with soft eyes.
“Understand?”
He sipped his drink.
“What do you mean sacrifice?”
She put her book to one side.
“You give something up knowing you can never go back. Touring was fun and I had six happy years doing it, but bringing up you and Harriet is more fulfilling.”
She lowered her voice.
“You’ll have to make a sacrifice soon and you know it. If you really want to be good at an instrument you must concentrate on that one instrument. You cannot do your CSEs and keep up three instruments and improve on all of them. Either it’s the piano, the violin or the guitar or something else; the flugelhorn if you like. But you must concentrate on one for now and that means leaving the others behind. What you leave behind is not forgotten or a waste of time, but to improve in the one the others must be sacrificed.”
Henry squirmed, his mother always turned his questions about her back onto him.
“What do you think I’m the better at?”
She gave a soft laugh,
“For once that doesn’t matter. It’s what you want to do, what instrument you most enjoy playing.”
She gave a half smile.
“And if that is the violin I will respect your choice. You father and I may not see eye to eye, but you should not suffer because of that.”
She picked her book up. Henry asked tentatively.
“Do you miss the buzz of playing with an orchestra?”
She held her book in her hands.
“Yes and no. You can get a similar buzz from a small group of musicians, but there is nothing quite like playing a piece of music you enjoy with a good orchestra and a good conductor in an acoustically good venue. But I’ve been there, got the memories and the photographs and now I am here.”
She glanced at the clock and opened her book. Henry wondered about the guitar. He enjoyed the guitar, it was a versatile instrument and it came in numerous forms, but famous classical guitarists were few and far between and it was not, strictly speaking, an orchestral instrument.
As he crept up the stairs he noticed the light under Harriet’s door. He tapped on the door and opened it. His sister was writing in her diary.
“You alright sis?”
She nodded. He closed the door and continued upwards. Harriet listened to his footsteps and the movements above her head. Ever since dad had left Henry had checked on her every night, it was both a comfort and an annoyance. She closed her diary and snapped the little lock shut. She picked up the shiny soprano saxophone and felt the keys. It was a pig of an instrument and she’d chosen it to annoy her father, who had wanted her to play the cornet like her mother. She put it down and turned off the light. She listened and smiled. Henry was practising on his keyboard. At this time of night he always wore earphones, but in the quite house she could hear him playing the same Scott Joplin rag he had been practicing for weeks. That was the difference between her and Henry, he would practice a piece over and over again, and she got bored after ten minutes. However, she was damn well going to master that saxophone or die in the attempt, if only to rub her father’s nose in the dirt.
Henry put his keyboard away and went to stand at the window to gaze at the sky. He believed in God, but he wondered about life out there. Were there such things as UFOs? Could you be abducted by aliens? Was man really the only high biological life-form in the universe? Eventually he went to bed and turned out the light. As it was a cloudless night his room filled with gentle moonlight and he closed his eyes. On his window ledge, next to his roll-on deodorant, his tube of alien gel began to absorb the energy from reflected sunlight and the twinkling stars and glow gently in the process. Just a low glimmer of light, rather like a luminous clock face, but a glow all the same.
Henry stayed in the shop doorway and watched the reflection of Bill Harton in the window next to him, hoping that Bill couldn’t use the window to see him. He had plenty of time to get to school, but hadn’t expected to see Bill so early. Bill continued to stand and stare down the road past Henry, effectively penning him into the doorway of ‘Bombay Tastes’ the local Indian take-away. Bill suddenly turned round and stared the other way. Henry took his opportunity to nip out of the doorway, quietly sprint past Haddison’s Hardware and nip down the alleyway between the shops. This was one of those alleyways with a kink in the middle, it turned right, went ten yards and then turned back on its original course. Henry swiftly walked down the alley, through the kink and then took two paces backwards when he saw the silhouette at the end of the alley. Sam was standing guard. Henry’s heart rate increased as he backtracked and peered from where he had come. Bill’s large figure was just entering the alleyway. Panic entered Henry’s mind, to be cornered by this pair was bad enough, but to be cornered and out of sight was his worst nightmare come true. Henry took decisive action. He ignored the large wooden gate with the ‘Never mind the Dog, Beware of the owner’ sign and threw his back-pack over the wooden fence opposite. He took a running leap to grab hold of the top of the high fence, heave himself up and roll off to fall onto a tiny manicured lawn surrounded by equally tiny flowerbeds that needed a weeding. He grabbed his backpack and scrabbled towards the house planning to exit down the side hoping he could get out into the road and sprint to school before Bill worked out which fence he had jumped over. As he got level with the back door he stopped as a sixth sense told him something was wrong. The door was open and in full view was a Zimmer frame and a pair of slipper covered feet. Henry took a deep breath and waited for his heart rate to drop just a little. He knocked on the door and peered into the kitchen. A small grey haired old lady was lying on the floor on her back with her head on a pair of oven gloves. Her blue eyes locked onto him and her wrinkled face smiled.
“Oh hallo dear, are you the milkman?”
“No,” said Henry hesitatingly. “Are you all right?”
It was a stupid question; did old ladies normally lie on kitchen floors? However, it was all he could think of.
“I think so,” she replied. “But I can’t get up. I slipped on some water and my wretched false knees won’t bend far enough for me to get up by myself and it’s too painful to crawl anywhere useful. Silly isn’t it?”
Henry stepped into the kitchen.
“Can I help?”
She blinked and tried to focus her eyes.
“Well first young man can you get my glasses off of the coffee table in the lounge.”
He went through the kitchen, found the tiny furniture cluttered lounge and brought her glasses back cleaning them on his handkerchief as he did so. She put them on.
“I’m supposed to wear one of those alarm thingamajigs, but of course I wasn’t. My daughter will give me hell.”
Henry hopped from foot to foot.
“Can I help you up?”
“Do you think you are strong enough?”
She didn’t look very big.
“I could try, or I could call for an ambulance.”
She wagged a finger at him.
“Don’t go doing that dear, it would only make my daughter talk about putting me in one of those nasty homes.”
She struggled and sat up. She flexed her legs and as far as Henry could tell her knees didn’t go anywhere near a right angle. Tentatively he reached out to put his hands under her arms.
“Oh that won’t do dear,” she said. “You’re not tall enough. Come here and squat down.”
Henry did as he was told and she threw her arms around his neck.
“No try and stand up,” she commanded. “But keep your back straight or I’ll never hear the last of it if you hurt yourself.”
Henry tried to get upright, but she was almost a deadweight. He reached behind her, grabbed the top of the cupboard and used it as a purchase. Once he got her a couple of feet off the ground she started to help and eventually he got her upright. She tottered and held onto the worktop.
“Oh dear,” she muttered. “Bit light headed, it’s all that lying down.”
Henry put his arm round her and guided her back into the lounge to sit her on one of those rising and falling armchairs.
“Cup of tea?”
“That would be nice.”
Henry made for the kitchen and stopped.
“When did you fall over?”
“What day is it?” She asked.
“Friday.”
“Yesterday lunchtime. My daughter calls in on a Saturday morning so I knew I’d be all right.”
Henry watched her pale wrinkled skin.
“So you haven’t eaten for twenty-four hours.”
She gave a mischievous grin.
“Oh I could get to the fridge, I’ve had a pint of milk, some cheese and a carrot.”
Henry went to the kitchen, popped on the kettle and looked in the bread bin. He extracted two slices and dropped them in the toaster. His gran was always putting on a brave face to hide the real truth, something his mother called the wartime spirit. He started hunting for the marmalade.
Twenty minutes later Henry left the old lady, who had told him to call her Gladys, and made for school. The quickest way was back down the alleyway. Assuming he was safe he ambled down the narrow passage and into the kink. Bill smiled at him.
“Finished talking to little old ladies have we?”
He took a pace forward and Henry felt Sam edge up behind him. Bill suddenly grabbed Henry’s hand and leant forward to whisper in his ear as Sam wrapped his arms around Henry’s chest, pinioning his other arm to his side.
“You’ve been a naughty boy. I’ve not had me protection money and you’ve been upsetting Tyrone.”
He squeezed the hand and Henry winced.
“Got your music exam tonight haven’t you? Shame you caught your hand in a gate.”
He opened the large back gate by his side and placed Henry’s hand by the post. Bill moved the gate in and out a few times. Sam made a ghastly chuckling noise. Bill opened the gate a little further.
“Just you remem…”
There was a snarl, a blur of brown fur and Bill didn’t finish his sentence as he let go of Henry and sprang back. The dog, a large wiry thing with curly brown fir, a thin frame and an angular square face was clearly not happy as it growled at the three of them. It fixed its eyes on Henry and snarled menacingly. Bill cooed.
“That’s a good boy, bite the nasty intruder.”
The dog took a pace forward and bared his teeth while Henry remained paralysed with fear and pinned up against Sam. The dog’s nose twitched as it took a sniff. Henry thought the dog’s eyes momentarily crossed and it sprang back with a terrified howl is if it had seen a million ghosts. It turned on all fours and tried to run off. It ran straight into Bill and instinctively bit what had obstructed its path. Unfortunately for Bill that was between his legs. Bill yelled in agony, the dog howled again and Henry stamped on Sam’s foot as hard as he could. Sam let him go to move his feet back out of range as Henry ducked under his arm to sprint down the alley and into freedom. As he ran he heard some shouting behind him, but he was already out of sight. It took him most of the morning to regain his composure; neither Bill nor Sam turned up for registration.
Henry studied the contents of his lunch-box. Justin looked over his shoulder.
“What’s that?”
“Peanut butter and lettuce.” Replied Henry dolefully. He looked at the second sandwich.
“And cheese and Marmite.”
Justin sighed.
“I’ve just got boring old beef and pickle.”
Henry perked up and looked in Justin’s lunchbox.
“In white bread?”
Justin nodded.
“Plain white bread.”
“Swap?”
The dutifully swapped sandwiches and started eating.
“Good barbeque last night,” Justin said enthusiastically. “Had coffee at Wendy’s afterwards. Her parents are weird.”
“Weird?”
“They won’t have a TV in the house; Wendy has to go round to her elder sister’s to watch it. They let her dye her hair and wear what she likes – they call it ‘free expression’ – but won’t allow a TV, they’ve even put a block on her computer so she can’t access any of the TV websites.”
Henry tried to envisage life without TV; it was difficult.
“You get on OK with Wendy.”
“Dunno, she doesn’t read much.”
Henry sighed.
“There might be more to life than reading books, besides if she hasn’t got a TV you could help her find books she might like.”
Justin looked dubious. His eyes flitted around.
“Seen Bill?”
“Not lately.” Henry replied dryly.
Henry found Selina in the school library. He didn’t really ‘find’ her as he knew she was doing lunchtime duty. She was taking books off of the shelves and putting them into large red boxes. She glanced at Henry.
“I could do with some help.”
Henry picked up a wedge of books and started to pack them away.
“Library on the move again?”
“No, apparently it’s being painted this summer and modified for more computers. Mrs Xavier wants all the books packed away for safe keeping.”
Henry packed a few more books to gain some time to build up his courage. He tried to sound casual.
“It’s the end of term party next week and I wondered if you’d like to go with me.”
Selina shut the lid on a full box.
“Did Justin enjoy the barbeque?”
This was just like his mother, ask a simple question and instead of getting a straight answer you got a question back.
“Yes; he went back to Wendy’s afterwards.”
She paused.
“Has his parents got a TV?”
Henry tried to remember Justin’s lounge, it was not difficult, his father was a technology freak.
“Forty-six inch high-definition with surround sound.”
She smiled a secret smile.
“You know I said there would be a price to pay?”
He tried to be gallant.
“Taking you to the party would not be…”
“Not me,” she interrupted. “I’ve already been asked by William and accepted.”
“William?” Echoed a deflated Henry.
“William Blake from 8K, he reads biographies.”
She gave him a soft smile.
“I’d rather you asked Alice.”
“Alice!” He spluttered.
She wagged a finger.
“That is the price. You know and I know that no-one will ask Alice and to be left out like that is awful. Last year she had to come by herself, she wouldn’t have come at all if her grandparents hadn’t already booked a meal out for the evening.”
Henry dropped a few more books into the crate. If Selina had refused to go with him, as she had last year, he would have asked Rosalyn or even Ursula; but Alice?
Henry, with permission, left school early, trotted home and let himself into his house. He made for the kitchen, took a biscuit and drank half a bottle of water. Refreshed he picked up his guitar case that was conveniently placed in the hallway and read to note stuck to the top of it. ‘Knock ‘em dead, love Mum,’ was printed in the top half. ‘Don’t break a string,’ was scrawled in the bottom half. That was Harriet remembering that at his last guitar exam he’d broken a string halfway through and had to borrow his teacher’s guitar to finish off. He checked the clock and made his way to the bus-stop. His mum had volunteered to take him, but if he was going to a music exam he’d rather arrive on a bus than in that camper van, he didn’t want to create the wrong impression after all.
Henry dismounted from the bus at the shops. He’d caught the first bus back and it had been the one that only went as far as the shops. He turned for home and hesitated. He scratched his head and walked the long-way round to Gladys’ house; currently he had an aversion to alleyways. He let himself into the back-garden and entered the house through the kitchen.
“Hallo,” he called.
Gladys was sitting in her special armchair and there was an empty microwave meal dish on the table beside her. Her wrinkled face smiled making her do a good imitation of a cracked walnut.
“Checking up on me are you dear?”
Henry shuffled his feet.
“I just wondered…”
She nodded.
“Sensible, old fogies like me might forget to eat.”
She cackled at her own joke and pointed at his guitar case.
“Six or twelve?”
Henry was momentarily taken aback.
“Six.”
She nodded.
“Never could play one of those, used to play the concertina.”
She pointed to a faded photograph on the wall.
“Used to be in music hall. Freddy played the piano accordion and I sang. Sometimes I’d play the concertina with him and we’d get the audience to sing.”
She pointed to a dusty accordion case in the corner.
“’Course I haven’t played with him for a while now, but it won’t be long before I do.”
“Does your daughter play?” Henry asked, trying to make conversation.
She sniffed, cackled, frowned and rolled her eyes all in one motion.
“Not the accordion. She plays the flute, but you can’t play the flute and sing at the same time.”
She leant forward.
“You got time to play something to me young man?”
Henry took out his guitar and wondered what to play. A few bars of Greensleeves sprang into his mind. He sat down and played. He followed that by a short Spanish piece that he’d had to learn as part of his previous exam.
“Used to be a pair of Spanish dancers with us for a while,” she mused. “He was Federico, never could remember her name.”
Henry put his guitar away.
“Shall I make a cup of tea before I go?”
She nodded, her mind way back in the time of Music Hall.
Henry risked the alleyway and popped out in the shopping parade. As he passed the chemist’s he slowed. The bargain bin was in the doorway. He knelt down, extracted the fiver he kept in his guitar case for emergencies and entered the shop. They had eight tubes of ΛĿІΕΠ ΗΛІЯ СЯΕΛШ left at 20p a tube left and this was a bargain he just could not miss.
Henry glanced at the clock, he had eight minutes before dinner was due. He picked up his hair-gel and squeezed a blob onto his finger. He inspected it through his magnifying glass, it look like any other hair-gel or glutinous jelly or runny snot, but nothing special. He ambled over to the window to inspect it in sunlight, there is sparkled like a blob of mercury reflecting a rainbow. The blob slid off his finger onto the window ledge and he watched it start to circle. He placed the tube at the other end of the shelf and waited. The silver blob stopped circling and headed for the tube. It lingered under the tube end and waited. A few seconds later a thin thread of gel oozed out and trickled downwards. When the fine thread of gel met the blob there was a pause and all the gel slithered back inside tube. Henry squeezed out another blob and put it on the floor. He raced over to the other side of the room and put the tube down. Unswervingly the blob rolled over to the tube and once again went inside. Henry wondered about trying the gel the length of the garden and glanced at the clock; all thought of experiments fled from his mind, dinner was ready. He placed the tube on the window ledge and ran downstairs.
As Henry clattered down the stairs the gel waited, for once Henry had left the cap off and it was free. After a suitable pause a large blob oozed out and worked it’s way up onto the extreme left hand corner of the window. Then, powered by sunlight or some invisible force, it went slowly up the window, picking up the dirt and leaving a fine strip of sparkling glass. Once at the top in moved sideways a few millimetres and rolled down the window, picking up more dirt. At the bottom it divested itself of the dirt and detritus and started upwards again. It would take some time to clean the whole window, but when it had there would be a clear piece of glass for starlight and moonlight to pass through.
Henry scooped out the last of his treacle sponge pudding and custard, and looked at Harriet. His mother always gave him treacle sponge after a music exam as it was his favourite pudding; it was not Harriet’s list of delightful desserts. They glanced at their mother and silently swapped bowls.
He took another mouthful of the wonderful nectar and planned his ‘casual’ request to his mother. He waited until she was delving in the ‘fridge for some milk.
“Can you give me a lift to choir tonight, and pick up Alice?”
Harriet wiggled her eyebrows and mouthed ‘Alice?’ Henry ignored her. His mum looked up.
“Alice?”
“She’s joining our choir and I offered to take her to her first meeting.”
The ‘fridge door closed firmly and the milk bottles inside rattled.
“I thought she went to St Cedds Catholic church with her grandmother.”
“She does, but the choirmaster there insists they must be able to read pointing to sing the psalms.”
His mother fixed him with a no nonsense stare and put her hands on her hips.
“If you take her to your choir her grandmother won’t like it and you’ll cause Alice trouble.”
Henry gave a smug smile.
“I’ve cleared it with the grandma.”
Harriet’s eyes bulged wide open. His mother sniffed.
“Very well, that means you’ll have to leave ten minutes early and it is still your turn to empty the rubbish bin.”
Henry wondered if he had done anything, his mother wasn’t normally this tetchy.
“Thanks for the treacle pud.” He ventured.
He was rewarded with a half smile as his mum turned her attention to Harriet.
“You ready for your music lesson?” She half-snapped. “And I trust you have cleaned your saxophone.”
Horror crossed Harriet’s face and she scrambled out of the kitchen. Henry sat firm and felt uneasy, this was all wrong. His mother picked up all the dirty crockery and dumped it firmly in the washing up bowl. Henry glanced at the clock.
“I’ll do the washing up if you like.”
His mother looked at him, sighed and sat down. She ruffled his hair, something he hated. She rubbed her fingers together as if testing something.
“It’s not you,” she sighed. “You’ve done nothing wrong. It’s your father; he hasn’t yet paid in this month’s maintenance.”
Does that mean we don’t have to meet him tomorrow?”
“No.”
“You can sell my violin,” Henry said softly. “I’ve decided to give it up.”
His mother actually smiled and ruffled his hair again.
“We’re not that desperate yet, but I’ll bear it in mind.”
She stood up.
“Now shoo; go and get ready for your choir and leave me to wash up in peace.”
Henry waited on the stairs. A couple of minutes later his mother started humming and he crept upstairs. Harriet’s door was open. He looked in and Harriet raised her eyebrows.
“It’s dad,” whispered Henry. “He hasn’t sent his money again.”
Harriet sighed with relief. Henry frowned.
“Got something to hide?”
“End of year report,” she whispered. “Only got a C in music.”
“Bet you got an A for English.”
Harriet nodded.
“But it’s not music; you know how mum is with music. She says there’s no pressure when really she expects me to be like you.”
“I have never,” said Henry earnestly. “Got an A for English, let alone French.”
He looked at her saxophone.
“How’s the sax coming on?”
She shook her head.
“Why not go back to the flute, you’re good at that?”
“Because dad said I’d never play it and it was a waste of good money.”
Henry tried for an encouraging smile.
“Then you’re trying too hard. Relax with it, treat it as a friend not an enemy.”
She shrugged.
“That’s easy to say.”
They heard their mother come out of the kitchen and Henry dashed to his own bedroom for his choir music. Jim, the choirmaster didn’t insist you read music, but if you could, and he knew you could, woe betide you if you left it behind.
Alice stopped short of the church hall, fear was written all over her face.
“You really think I’m good enough,” she mumbled.
“I think your good enough,” Henry said encouragingly. “And look at it this way, your grandma doesn’t like you being here so it must be worthwhile.”
She smoothed down her creased white tee shirt and Henry opened the door. For a fraction of a second he thought she was going to run the other way then she stepped through the door. Carol, the choir’s rather round and exuberant pianist gave her a broad white-toothed smile.
“Another female,” she cried. “My, can we do with another female, can’t let the boys have all the fun!”
Henry swigged back his orange juice and checked on Alice. Carol was taking her through the scales and she was directly hitting most of the notes. Jim tapped him on the shoulder.
“Alto you say?”
Henry nodded.
“And we need Altos.”
Jim nodded.
“Too true, in fact if you’re recruiting for us find another two, it would balance the choir a bit more since we lost the Holmes family.”
Henry put his glass back.
“Have you heard from them?”
“Found a church in Aldershot, I think their going to have to start a choir from scratch, be a good challenge for them.”
He paused.
“What about your sister?”
Henry tried for a smile, this was a monthly ritual.
“She’s happy in the Methodist youth choir.”
He grimaced.
“Can you teach Alice to read music, at least the rudiments?”
“Lost cause,” Said Henry. “She’ll sing OK from memory. Once she’s heard a piece a couple of times she’ll be OK.”
“Oh come on, it’s not that difficult.”
Henry shrugged. Jim listened to her go up and down the scales again.
“Are you saying she’s dyslexic?”
Henry decided to come clean. Jim was good with new people and he hoped he would understand.
“She’s not good at stuff and her grandmother always puts her down.”
Jim’s face creased into a smile.
“Would that be a Mrs Burton-Smyth? She rang me up this afternoon and gave me the third degree. What sort of choir did we have? Was she expected to attend church? Was I qualified? Where did we get our funding from?”
Henry nodded. Jim clapped his hands to get the choir back together. He bent down to whisper in Henry’s ear.
“At least try to teach her when the dots go up, so does her voice.”
The dreaded camper van was parked outside of the church. Henry led Alice across the car-park and they climbed in. His mother started the engine and half turned to talk to Alice.
“Enjoy that?”
Alice stared blankly at her for a few seconds.
“It was good, we sang Amazing Grace and Oh Lord when I in Awesome Wonder; I knew them.”
“Going next week?”
She nodded vigorously.
“And seeing Carol on Tuesday, she wants to teach me how to breath properly when I sing.”
‘You breath out when you sing the words and in when you want air,’ thought Henry unkindly.
His mother did a twenty-point turn and they headed for Alice’s home. When they pulled up Alice leant forward.
“Henry,” she asked shyly. “Can I take a bit more of your hair-gel, it’s better than mine.”
Henry thought of the eight tubes he had stashed at home and wondered if that was enough. He knew rather than felt that his tube of gel was becoming warm. He fished it out and passed it over.
“Keep it; I’ve got more at home.”
He fixed her with a stare.
“But remember to wash it off with cold water, it does not mix well with shampoo.”
“That was nice of you,” said his mother as she headed back towards the centre of town. “She seems a bit lost at times.”
Henry frowned.
“Where we going?”
“Picking up Harriet.”
Henry tried to sink below the windowsill, going home was one thing, driving through the centre of town was quite another.
Mr Williams, Harriet’s music teacher, lived just on the edge of town between a large 1960s housing estate and the light industrial area. They negotiated the last of the sleeping policemen and pulled up outside his small cottage. Once the engine was turned off they could hear the strangled strains of Nellie the Elephant. They listened; Harriet was mangling fewer notes than she was achieving, but her timing was dreadful. His mum climbed out of the van and Henry sank as low as he could in the seat. At least, he thought, he didn’t have to travel in Mr Williams’s car. He had a Citroen 2CV van. At best they looked like a corrugated chicken shed on wheels, at worst they were conspicuous, and Mr Williams 2CV was definitely conspicuous. He’d painted it by hand with a sort of lime-green gloss paint, to say it looked dreadful was a massive understatement. He might be a good music teacher, but he was a lousy painter. This was reinforced by the splodged yellow hand-painted sign on each side of the van that said ‘Far out Music Tuition – we come to you.’ That about summed up Mr Williams, he was far out. He was Cornish, had slightly long blond hair and a thin wispy short beard on his chin, he always wore white cricket trousers with a colourful tee shirt and his pale blue eyes were constantly staring into the distance as if he could hear far off rhythms or was waiting to hear the surf rise.
Henry stopped listening to a programme on the life of crocodiles when Harriet opened the sliding door on the side of the van and clambered in. Their mother firmly closed the door behind her and walked round to open the driver’s door. She stood in the road for a couple of seconds.
“You two hang on for a moment will you?” She said casually and closed the door.
Harriet leant forward.
“Mum’s left a book there, I saw it.”
Henry shrugged.
“Probably lent it to Mr Williams.”
“It’s the one she is reading,” she hissed. “A History of Sociological Attitudes to the Underprivileged and Disabled. Would anyone else want to read that?”
Henry almost said that perhaps Mr Williams wanted to be a social worker as well, but the thought was absurd. He got his mind into gear.
“She was reading that last night before she picked us up.”
Wordlessly he walked through the gap between the front seats and into the back of the van. He quietly edged the sliding door open and they crept up the garden path to look through the gap in the curtains.
Henry could hardly believe his eyes. His mum and Mr Williams were standing face to face with their palms upwards and against each other with their fingers interlaced, like they were hanging on during one of her so called trust exercises. As he watched their heads moved towards one another and they kissed.
“Ugh,” whispered Harriet. “She doesn’t know where he’s been.”
All of a sudden there fingers untangled and they held each other close to continue a long and obviously passionate kiss. When they released each other their mother picked up a book and they scuttled back to the van and closed the door.
“She must be seeing him,” said Harriet excitedly. “And it’s a secret.”
Henry felt slightly ill at the prospect. It wasn’t Mr Williams; it was the concept of his mother going out with a man. They had a nice stable world and the entrance of a man may well upset it.
Five minutes later their mother climbed in the van, nonchalantly started the engine and managed a six point turn, but the road was wide. As she turned the corner at the end of the road the side door slide open, Harriet quickly shut it with a thunk. A quarter of a mile later she pulled the van into a lay-by outside a Kentucky Chicken shop and turned off the engine.
“Did one of you leave the van while I was inside Mr Williams’s house?” She queried.
There was a deafening silence. She closed her eyes and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. Harriet said softly “We saw you kissing Mr Williams.”
Their mum groaned slightly and then sat up.
“Special conditions,” she said decisively. “Chicken and chips all round – Henry fix the table.”
She exited the van before they could argue and Henry pulled out the small table and placed it in position so that the two people on the rear bench and Harriet in the rearward facing single seat could all use it. It was about the only virtue of the van that Henry would acknowledge; it was easy to eat in.
While she was in the shop Harriet and Henry exchanged not one word, they just sat. The last time mother had declared ‘special conditions’ was when she told them their father wasn’t coming back and the time before that had been when she’d told them she was due to go into hospital for an operation. They both knew this, ‘special conditions,’ implicitly meant a lifestyle change. Henry rested his head on his hands and felt the smooth hair gel, but he was convinced this was beyond hair-gel; he had the same feeling of vulnerability and instability that he’d had just after his father had left and knew, just knew, there was a bad announcement to come.
Ten minutes later their mother returned and dumped a bucket for four on the table, handed out napkins and passed around the fizzy drinks, again not one word was said. The silence lasted until Henry was on his second piece of chicken, Harriet could bear it no longer.
“How long you been seeing him mum?”
“Four months, but I’ve know him a long time.” She replied quietly.
Henry left it to Harriet, she was an inquisitor par excellence.
“How long?” Harriet queried.
Henry realised his mother was embarrassed, this was unusual. He tried, and failed, to think of the last time he had seen her embarrassed. She was never embarrassed, even when harassing the wrong teachers at school.
“Nearly three years.”
She offered Henry her second piece of chicken; this was getting worse, she never offered him her second piece of chicken.
“Are you sleeping with him?”
“Harriet!” She exclaimed.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Henry recognised the body language, this was it.
“It’s probably time you knew,” she said weakly. “Though I wish I’d chosen a better time and place. “Nine months before your father left I had an affair with Mr Williams.”
Harriet’s mouth fell open.
“Your father was very good about it and I broke off the relationship. He said these things happen.”
Her face hardened slightly.
“I didn’t know then that it had happened to him rather a lot.”
She took a deep breath and gave a half-smile.
“I must admit I thought Neil would have got me out of his system, but when he became Harriet’s tutor, and that was not by my doing if you remember, we met again and sort of re-gelled.”
Harriet made a face as if she’d sucked a lemon.
“Are you going to marry him?”
“Not in the short-term, we need to see how things work out and I don’t want to make another mistake.”
She smiled kindly at Harriet.
“And I don’t want to upset the current status quo and after all it might be the space between us that makes our relationship work.”
She suddenly bit her lip and looked out of the window, Henry realised there was more to come.
“I know I shouldn’t ask this, but can you keep it a secret.”
Harriet’s eyes narrowed.
“Why?”
Their mother sighed.
“He’s married. They live separate lives or I would never have got into this mess again, but I don’t want to be cited as the reason for their divorce.”
“I don’t understand,” said Henry.
She twiddled with her ear-ring, a sure sign she was assessing what to say.
“Neil was a Property Speculator. He’d buy up old buildings, renovate them and sell them for a profit.”
She decided that was a bit economical with the truth.
“Actually he specialised in old factory buildings and warehouses that were suitable for conversion into high-class apartments and he made rather a lot of money.”
She shrugged.
“Then four years ago he decided to drop out of the rat-race and enjoy life doing what he wanted. His wife didn’t understand, as far as she was concerned she’d married a businessman and he turned into a hippie. She left him and has filed for divorce saying his behaviour was unreasonable and that he wouldn’t keep her in the lifestyle she had been promised. Currently they are arguing over how much money she gets.”
She half-sniffed.
“I do not want to get dragged into that argument.” She said firmly.
Harriet changed tack, that’s what made her a good inquisitor.
“Did you and dad argue over money?”
She shook her head.
“No, we split our money half each and he agreed on how much maintenance he would pay. After all he is still your father even if you don’t live with him.”
She touched Harriet’s hand.
“Your father and I might not see eye to eye, but I must say the divorce was not acrimonious.”
“Ak-ree-moan-ee-ous?” Echoed Harriet.
“Messy, nasty, spiteful.”
She started to gather up the remains and drop them into the cardboard bucket.
“Do you love him?” Asked Harriet.
She paused her clearing up exercise.
“That’s a difficult question for me to answer. I thought when I met your father that I loved him and that I would love him for ever, but circumstances changed. I can certainly say I am attracted to Neil and that I am not seeing anyone else, that’s the best I can do.”
Henry dropped the remnants of his meal into the cardboard bucket.
“If he is so rich, why does he drive a 2CV?”
His mother smiled.
“I didn’t say he was rich, I said he made rather a lot of money. He likes the 2CV, it was his father’s.”
She picked up the bucket, the impromptu meal and the heart to heart were over and Henry wasn’t any more reassured than he had been before it had started.
Henry peeled off the rubber gloves and took a swig of water. He’d woken early and decided to give the oven the statutory clean before he had a shower. He gathered up the soggy newspaper he’d put on the floor and dumped it in the outside dustbin. He emptied, and cleaned out the washing-up bowl, and inserted the shelves back into the now clean oven. He stopped to listen. His mother usually had a lie-in on Saturdays and for some reason Harriet was not awake. He knew she was not awake as it was nearly eight o’clock and caterwauling hadn’t started to emanate from her room. He was wrong; Harriet walked into the kitchen in her dressing gown and sat down. Henry gave her the ‘you OK’ look. She nodded.
“What’s Mr Williams like?” He whispered.
Harriet frowned, he was just her music teacher, she had not been looking him over as a prospective step-father. She shrugged.
“Dunno. He’s alright as a saxophone teacher, better than Mr Marston at school.”
She felt uncomfortable and decided to change the subject.
“Anjula says you’re taking Alice to your end of term party.”
She paused for a reply that didn’t come.
“I like Alice, shame about her mum.”
Henry sat down.
“I don’t know about her mum.”
Harriet’s eyes widened and she became animated.
“Anjula says it was in all the papers. She’s in prison and in Thailand. Alice hasn’t seen her for two years and then it was during the school holidays and she was only allowed to see her for an hour and couldn’t touch her or take her anything.”
Henry wondered if this was the product of Anjula’s over-active imagination. Last term she had sworn that she was being carted off to India for an arranged marriage, but she had gone to India to see her cousin marry a Greek, so definitely not an arranged marriage. There was the sound of the toilet being flushed and Henry got out the breakfast cereals while Harriet put some bread in the toaster; for some unspoken, but agreed, reason they’d decided to pamper their mum for a bit.
Henry closed down his computer just after his mum called up the five minute warning. Harriet had been right and wrong. Wrong in that it hadn’t been in all the papers, but right in that Alice’s mum was in prison. He’d done a Google news search and come up with just four hits, of which one was an Italian newspaper. The other articles had blown his mind. Two were straight newspaper reports, Alice’s mum had tried to fly out of Bangkok Airport with 4kg of heroin stuffed into a backpack wrapped in cling-film and bacon. Worse that that, she’d had Alice with her and it was Alice’s backpack she’d stuffed it into. She’d got twenty years for trafficking, the papers reckoned that she might get five years off for good behaviour, but no more; there was also no chance of a pardon. Henry had checked the dates, it happened six years ago, so she still had at least nine years to go. The third article had been the most disturbing; it had been in a magazine and was focussed on what it called sudden surrogate parents. Mrs Burton-Smyth had been interviewed at length about the trauma of receiving a phone call in the middle of the night from the British Embassy in Thailand telling her that her daughter had been arrested and was expected to go and collect her grand-daughter. She’d talked about the disruption to her lifestyle, the inconvenience and the cost, not once had she mentioned the plight of her daughter or grand-daughter. Henry tried to imagine life with his mother in prison and shuddered, his mum may sometimes get on his nerves, but he’d rather she was here with him than out of touch in some far away foreign jail.
Henry’s father was waiting outside sitting in his battered Ford Mondeo. As usual he was dressed in faded denim jeans, a Newcastle United shirt and grubby well-worn once-white trainers. His hair was still blond, long and in a pony-tail and his chin covered in what was supposed to be designer stubble. It was somehow reassuring that he was as scruffy as ever. Henry climbed in the front and Harriet climbed in the back after shifting a pile of sheet music. He blipped the throttle and gunned the car away from the kerb, the engine resembled a bag of old nails being fed through an asthmatic food mixer.
“Sit on the right,” he said to Harriet in his Blackpool accent. “The seat belt’s busted on the left.”
Harriet shuffled over.
“Drink first.” He said to neither of them in particular.
Henry wondered what he had in store. He usually had something in store, either the cinema, the theatre, the bowling ally, the roller-rink or some sort of exhibition. The car shuddered to a halt at the first tee-junction, the brakes had the pure quality of fingernails being scraped down a blackboard.
“Ugh,” said Harriet. “There’s a lump of mouldy cheese in the seat-back pocket.”
“Ah, that’s where it is,” he said with forced jocularity. “I was sure I had bought some and couldn’t find it.”
They pulled in to what was supposed to be an American Diner on the outskirts of town. He carefully parked the car with the front wheels turned towards the kerb as they were facing slightly downhill. He didn’t even attempt to put the handbrake on, but he deliberately left the car in first gear. He half turned towards Harriet and addressed them both.
“There’s someone here I’d like you to meet.”
These were fatal words; so far Henry and Harriet had ‘met’ a Susan, a Penelope and two Janes. They trooped into the diner and their father gave a thin woman a casual wave. Henry studied her. She had a sort of pale triangular face with a broad forehead and a narrow pointed chin apart from that she was immaculate. Her light-brown hair was casually styled with one of those strands of hair that hung just off the eye and left one ear exposed, her lilac silk dress that had only one shoulder strap and she sported matching lilac high-heeled shoes. She’d also obviously taken a lot of trouble on her make-up; greeny-blue eye-shadow, bright red lips and matching fingernail varnish. The only odd thing was that she had a stud through her nose, not the side of the nose, but vertically through the end of the nose. There was a little golden ball top and bottom of the point of her nose, Henry thought in made her look gross.
“Henry this is Sarah,” said his father. “Sarah this is Henry and Harriet.”
He gave one of his false smiles.
“Coke and doughnut?”
“Rather have a milk-shake,” said Harriet scanning the menu behind the counter. “Chocolate with a double scoop of ice-cream, and an éclair.”
“I’ll go for a lime crush,” chipped in Henry. “With an ice-cream float and a chocolate bagel.”
They squeezed onto a plastic bench behind a well scratched Formica topped grey table. Sarah smiled, showing a set of tiny off-white teeth.
“Well Henry,” she said in the sort of North American sexy/sultry accent that is usually reserved for horror movies. “Your father tells me you play a mean violin.”
He shrugged.
“What do you play?”
He didn’t have to ask did she play, his father’s girlfriends always played something.
“Auxiliary percussion, you know xylophones, tubular bells and,” she took in a short sharp sexy breath, “the agogos.”
She turned to Harriet.
“And you hope to play the saxophone.”
“She can play the saxophone,” Interjected Henry.
Harriet gave him a smile. Sarah nodded.
“Of course it’s not used much in orchestral works.”
Henry felt the tube of alien gel in his pocket go cold, very cold. He ran his hands over his hair; it felt much greasier than normal. Sarah treated him to another wolf like smile.
“Do you hope to join an orchestra at some time?”
Henry shrugged.
“Dunno, there isn’t one where we live and the school orchestra is crap.”
Conversation ceased as their father returned with the drinks. Henry took a paper napkin and wiped his hands, they felt really really greasy.
Henry was halfway through his drink when he realised the hair-gel on the napkin had done its combining trick and was now in a tiny globule on the surface of the table. It rolled behind a pepper pot, hesitated and rolled up behind Sarah’s coke can. Henry had the notion it was hiding from Sarah as it tried to make its way towards her. There was now a clear foot of table between it and her. Henry stared out of the window and frowned.
“I thought I just saw an urban fox,” he said.
All eyes turned to the window and the globule made a dash for the edge of the table. It hesitated on the brink, went sideways two inches and then dropped off.
“Ouch,” exclaimed Sarah. “I’ve been bitten.”
She instinctively reached down and rubbed her ankle. She pulled her hand away and sniffed her fingers; a look of pure revulsion crossed her face.
“Ah’ll just visit the gals room,” she uttered as she wriggled free of the table and strode off. She was shorter than Henry expected.
Henry was just about to tell his father that he was going to drop the violin when Sarah reappeared. This was a different Sarah; her hands were bright green, there were conspicuous bright green splash marks on her dress, there was a green smudge just to the left of her lips and fury written all over her face.
“I suppose you think this is funny,” she ranted in a pure hard-edged Bronx accent.
“Well I don’t appreciate the joke and you can stick your kids where the sun doesn’t shine and wash any idea of sharing accommodation costs with me out of your dirty mind!”
She stormed out of the diner slamming the glass door behind her; it survived, but only just. A minute later she drove out the diner car-park in her Daihatsu open top like Boadicea chasing the Romans. His father blinked in bewilderment.
“Whatever happened there?”
Henry pushed his empty glass to one side.
“I’ll have a look.”
He swiftly went to the toilet and stopped, it wasn’t unisex, it was a ladies. Harriet bustled past him, opened the door and stood stock still.
“It’s empty” she announced in a bewildered manner.
Henry followed her in. It was a small toilet with just three cubicles and two sinks, both sinks were stained green, there were green blotches on the floor, up the wall, on the taps and over the warm-air dryer.
“Grief,” said Harriet in awe. “That must have been some joke soap.”
Henry became aware the tube of gel in his pocket was becoming agitated. There was no other word for it, it was agitated. He pulled it out and it actually wriggled as he watched it. He dropped it in the sink and they both stared at it as it wriggled, pulsated and began to alternately blow up like a balloon and shrink into a twig.
“I don’t like this,” moaned Harriet.
Neither did Henry. His head suddenly felt like it had a million nits on the rampage. He took a step back; the rampaging became a mere stampede.
“Out,” said Henry decisively. “Now.”
They retreated to the other side of the door and Henry hair began to settle down.
“I don’t…” started Harriet when there was a dull thud from behind the door, rather like a flat balloon exploding. White mist shot from beneath the door, hovered around Henry’s feet and then crawled back under the door. Henry felt his head return to its comfortable state. He reopened the toilet door and they peered in.
“Wow,” exclaimed Harriet.
The empty tube lay in the middle of the floor looking like a pealed banana and everything was spotless. The mirror shone, the pipe-work gleamed, the paintwork looked fresh and the floor was fit enough to eat off of. Even the ceiling glowed with a whiteness it probably hadn’t had in years. Henry picked up the empty tube and put it in his pocket. They left to toilet to be confronted by the over-fat owner. He towered over them and opened the door without looking.
"What," he snarled. “Are you going to do about that?”
His voice slowed down and tailed off in bewilderment. They left him staring into his shiny toilet.
It wasn’t until the mind-bendingly boring romantic bit fifty minutes into the film that Henry realised his trainers were so white they were almost glowing. He had cleaned them after breakfast, but not like that. He glanced at his father, he was asleep. He tapped Harriet on the shoulder and pointed, they tip-toed out of the row and made their way to the snack bar in the entrance foyer.
“That was dreadful. I can’t understand how it was nominated for eight Oscars.” Moaned Harriet, who would usually watch any film.
“Nominated,” replied Henry dryly. “It didn’t win any.”
Henry got two Cokes from the machine and handed her one, they found a table in the corner where Henry could watch for their father. Harriet popped her can.
“So how come your hair gel exploded and cleaned up the toilet? That’s a better story than the film in there.”
Henry swigged his Coke.
“No idea. It’s weird stuff, but it works well. It does all sorts of crazy things like turning into superglue, but I can’t control it.”
Her eyes bulged.
“Is it safe?”
“’spect so, they couldn’t sell it otherwise.”
He pulled the misshapen tube out of his pocket.
“It’s got peculiar instructions, have a look.”
Harriet read the instructions and then read them again. She turned the tube over.
“There’s some writing on the inside.”
They both peered.
“Once opened keep in sunlight as much as possible, do not annoy.”
She shook her head.
“How can you annoy a hair gel?”
There was a whump and a shudder from the screen showing the film they had just walked out of.
“Guess that’s the explosive ending,” remarked Henry as he put the broken tube back in his pocket.
“You gonna tell dad your giving up the violin?”
“Next time.”
They waited for their father to appear, when he did he looked more dishevelled than normal, but with him what was normal anyway?
Their mother studiously avoided asking them about their time with their father or how their father was. She put a freshly cooked bacon roll in front of each of them and sat down.
“I met Bill’s mum today in the Post Office, did you know Bill was in hospital?”
Henry tried to look innocent.
“In hospital?”
She took a bite of her bacon roll and nodded.
“Apparently he was bitten by a dog.”
“Ooh,” said Harriet. “Poor dog.”
She got fixed with a first class stare.
“That’s not very funny. Bill is in a lot of pain, he reckons the dog bit him five times and all in the same area.”
Henry tried not to laugh. Harriet wiped some bacon fat off of her chin.
“What’s happened to the dog?”
“Bill’s mum wants it put down, but apparently it was safely locked in the backyard of one of the shops and the owner is accusing Bill of trying to let it out to break in. Currently the police are dealing with it. Sam was there as well, but neither of them are making much sense. Bill’s mum reckons it’s the trauma.”
They all considered this and munched in silence. Henry decided to do a little probing.
“You ever met Alice’s mum?”
His mother finished her mouthful.
“No, only the grandma. They came here to retire and suddenly were looking after Alice.”
“I don’t remember her at junior school,” remarked Harriet.
They waited once again for their mother to chew her mouthful. She didn’t like people speaking with their mouth full and always tried to set an example.
“She was at Golden Leaves, the private school, but she got bullied a lot and the school recommended she leave.”
She considered her words.
“Not that the school were considering their place in the league table you understand, only Alice’s welfare.”
She paused.
“Now I guess you two have got practising to do before you watch any TV.”
Henry sauntered slowly towards home watching the usual Sunday morning activity. He had plenty of time, it had been an early communion service and even with the after-service drinks he would have finished a good hour before Harriet and her church service. However, he didn’t want to get home first as one of them would have to lay the table for diner. This was one of his mother’s peculiarities; every other day of the week they ate at the kitchen table where there was plenty of room and everything was close at hand, but on Sundays she insisted on using a ‘proper’ table. This meant rearranging the furniture in the lounge, opening up a side of the gate-leg table and all gathering round it. However you looked at it there was less room, a lot of toing and froing and it was less comfortable, but she insisted. Henry drew level with the Indian take-away and decided to call on Gladys. He ambled down the alleyway, round the side of her house and knocked on the kitchen door as he let himself in. She was making herself a cup of tea.
“Oh, hello dear,” she said. “Come to join me for a cuppa?”
He nodded.
“Thought I’d have a cuppa, my grand-daughter is coming to take me out to dinner and she always likes a cuppa.”
She got out some Custard Creams; Henry hated Custard Creams as they were neither creamy nor tasting of custard. He took the tray off of her and carried it through. She didn’t appear so he went back to the kitchen. She was peering into the sink.
“Drain’s blocked,” she said factually. “I keep forgetting I shouldn’t put tea leaves down it.”
Henry followed her gaze, the water level in the sink was falling, but very slowly. He let her begin her slow walk into the lounge as the last of the water drained away. He began to wonder and pulled out his hair gel. He squeezed a blob onto his finger and tried to put it in the drain, but it wouldn’t leave his finger. He tried flicking it off, to no avail. He sighed, perhaps it had not been such a good idea. He took the cap off the tube and tried to coax the gel back inside, it wouldn’t do that either. He put his hand near the edge of the sink while he was thinking and the gel immediately leapt off his hand to run down the side of the sink and across the base towards the plughole, gaining speed all the time. It entered the plughole, racing around the inside as though it were a ‘wall-of-death’, going round faster and faster. Henry watched in fascination and realised that the as the blob sped along it was getting smaller. Eventually it was so small he couldn’t follow it. Fifteen seconds later the sink gave a contented burp. Henry started to run the cold tap and after a few large glugs the water began to flow freely away. He turned the water off and made for the lounge. Behind him the sink gave another contented burp.
Gladys had poured out his tea before he arrived. He sat down.
“Sink’s clear, it was only a small blockage.”
The tube in his pocket gave a slight twitch at this understatement and he ignored it.
“Was it dear,” she said, her mind clearly on something else.
Henry resisted the Custard Creams. She suddenly gave a mischievous grin and picked an octagonal sided box off of her little table. She extracted a concertina.
“I’m a bit out of practise,” she moaned.
She started to play and it took Henry a good minute to realise she was playing It’s a long way to Tipperary; it wasn’t that she was bad, it was that she was slightly slow. She rested the little instrument on her knees. Henry studied it.
“Does it play different notes on blow and suck?”
She chuckled.
“No, this is a Triumph, I used to play it in the Salvation Army band before I took to the stage. I did try one of the American ones, but I couldn’t get on with it.”
She wiggled her fingers.
“Tune on one side and accompaniment on the other.”
She played another tune, Henry had absolutely no idea what it was, but she was clearly enjoying playing and he derived pleasure from that. As she finished there was a gentle clapping from behind. Henry turned round. It took him a moment, but there was no doubt, it was Miss Buttershaw, but a totally different Miss Buttershaw. Her dress was an ultra-short blue affair that left her shoulders and arms totally bare, her shoes were red with staggeringly high heels and she had on enough make-up to keep the Boots in employment for years, plus two large hoop earrings. On the other hand he instantly recognised the man with her; it wasn’t difficult as his face had been on the front and back pages of nearly every newspaper since the Rugby World Cup series. On TV he looked big, up close he looked absolutely huge, like a walking oak tree. Miss Buttershaw smiled at Henry.
“Thought it might be you when grandma said you played a piece of Spanish Guitar music.”
“And he’s cleaned my drains,” cackled Gladys. She winked at Henry and handed the concertina to Miss Buttershaw.
“Now you’ll hear a real expert.”
To Henry’s utter surprised Miss Buttershaw put her hands through the wrist straps, played a few tentative notes and then launched into Captain Pugwash with vigour. After a minute or two she blended it into I do like to be beside the seaside and finished up with There’s no business like show business. She grinned at the live oak tree and handed the concertina back.
“Have you had that serviced?”
Gladys grinned.
“No point in passing it onto you if it don’t work.”
Miss Buttershaw smiled tolerantly.
“I told you, I’ve got my own.”
“Electronic muck,” said Gladys. “Not like the real thing.”
Henry stood up.
“Thanks for the tea Gladys.”
She wagged a finger at him.
“Next time bring your guitar.”
Henry made his way to the kitchen to feel a tap on his shoulder. He turned round. Miss Buttershaw gave him another smile. Henry became suspicious.
“Thanks for popping in on gran,” she started. “Her days must get a bit dull.” She paused.
“Can I ask you to keep it a secret?”
This was the second secret in two days.
“That I pop in to see Gladys?”
She giggled and frowned at the same time. Henry realised she was embarrassed, again two embarrassed women in two days.
“No; I don’t want it spread around that I am going around with David Grange. It’s bad enough him being recognised all the time, I wouldn’t want the school to know.”
Henry nodded and curiosity burned within him.
“How do you know him?”
She tittered.
“We went to the same University, he studied to be a teacher as well, but the rugby has sort of taken over for the moment.”
Henry wondered if there was any mileage in this.
“Any chance of a signed England shirt for the charity auction?”
She laughed.
“Been there, done that and got it ready to sell.”
She gave him a quizzical look.
“How about I pass it to you via gran and you hand it in? That would keep me in the clear and give you a bit of fun.”
Henry nodded and grinned.
“Wicked concertina playing miss, where did you learn?”
“I had a bad accident when I was at school, gran taught me the concertina to help me regain the use of my hands”
She wagged a finger.
“And that is another secret I don’t want spread around.”
Henry waved and walked back into the sunlight. He checked his watch, Harriet should be home by now so he was safe from the dreaded table laying ritual.
But he wasn’t safe, when he got in Harriet was obviously in her bedroom and his mother was banging around in the kitchen. Henry sensed a row on the go and decided to keep a low profile by laying the table before he was asked. His mother put her head round the door.
“Full table Henry, we’ve got guests.” “Lay out for five and put out wine glasses as well.”
With no more explanations she withdrew to the kitchen. Henry started to push the furniture around, laying a full table was a major exercise. He paused, when was the last time he’d laid a full table?
Once he’d set everything out he scrambled upstairs and looked in on Harriet. He pointed downstairs and raised his eyebrows.
“Dad’s grandparents,” she said. “And after last time I don’t want to eat downstairs.”
She meant their paternal grandparents, last time they had come they had strongly hinted that Harriet ought to live with her father. Well they didn’t actually hint, they said it plainly and in about six different ways from saying that it would help their mother to mentioning that if she didn’t they might not give her any of the promised financial help if ever she went to University.
“They were horrid,” said Harriet. “Horrid to me and horrid to mum.”
Henry sat down on her bed.
“Mum would never let you go.”
Harriet sniffed and Henry felt uneasy. This was what he just didn’t like, events that were out of his control. Even his brilliant hair-gel was just keeping quiet in his pocket. He glanced at Harriet’s bedside clock. It was ten minutes to doom.
Henry’s paternal grandfather, Frederick, was one of those men who always wore a suit no matter what the temperature. Currently this was a light-grey suit with a snow-white shirt and a mouldy pink tie. He was what Henry’s mother called fastidious. He had a little neatly trimmed grey moustache, an immaculately combed short back and sides haircut and a fussy manner. His wife, Maude, was just plain bossy. A good head shorter than her husband she strutted about in a manner that instantly told you she thought she was in charge. She always wore a dress with a pleated skirt, today’s was green, and a matching cardigan. She absolutely always carried an immense black leather handbag that had the capacity of the Tardis, but no order. She would spent many a time rummaging for the simplest of items while everyone else waited for her. He was a solicitor and she had once been his secretary, but that had been long ago and far away. Henry watched as Frederick (never Fred, always Frederick) tried to sprinkle a little salt on his roast potatoes. Henry doubted, since their mother seriously forbade extra salt, that the salt cellar had seen the light of day since their last visit. Eventually he gave up. He looked round the table as if he was about to address a jury.
“Since we are all gathered I’d rather like to make an apology. Last time we came I feel we probably overstepped the mark of well-mannered civility. I would not want our little lapse to mar our relationship.”
Henry watched his mum. All the warning signs were there, she’d refused help in the kitchen, had allowed Henry and Harriet half a glass of wine (when the grandparents were teetotal) and she was wearing a dress. Not just any dress, but a long dress with no pleats. She half nodded.
“I hear what you say, I only hope the matter is closed.”
Maude went to open her mouth and received jog from Frederick’s elbow. Harriet gave a sinful smile.
“Have you met Sarah, dad’s American girl friend?” She took a deep breath and said softly, “She plays the agogos.”
This was a pure travesty of two rules. One: never mention dad in the presence of mum and two: never mention dad’s various girlfriends to his parents. Maude huffed.
“We have not seen your father for some time and he has not mentioned a Sarah in his emails.”
Harriet went to speak and Henry decided to interrupt. Harriet may enjoy winding them up now, but she would run the risk of mum’s wrath later.
“I’m giving up the violin.” He announced. “I can’t concentrate of three instruments at once and in any case there isn’t a good violin teacher around here.”
Maude shot a vindictive look at his mother.
“Is this your doing?”
Henry could answer as fortunately his mother had just placed a small roast parsnip in her mouth.
“It was my decision. Mum said I could major on the violin if I wanted to, I don’t want to.”
He got the full ‘I wasn’t talking to you’ stare from Maude. He sensed, rather than felt, his hair gel move a little. Frederick gave a slight cough to try and regain control. He gave Harriet a ‘trust me I’m a solicitor’ smile.
“We would also like to say that Harriet and Henry are always welcome to stay with us during the holidays.”
Henry decided he’d rather have his toenails plucked out with a pair of red-hot pliers.
“Thank you for the offer,” his mother said coolly. “But we like the family time we can have together during the holidays.”
“And aren’t we allowed some ‘family time?’” snapped Maude.
Henry felt his hair-gel was on the move. He had the impression it was all making its way across his head towards the back of his neck. He began to worry, cheesing of Sarah was one thing, annoying his grandparents and his mother was something else. Harriet locked eyes with Maude.
“If I came would I be allowed to bring my saxophone?”
Maude bristled.
“You know very well we live next door to an old people’s home and try not to disturb them with extraneous noises. You could practise your piano between the hours of ten and four.”
Henry felt a cold movement like an ice cube in motion. It went down his neck, across his back and then along his arm. A globule of hair gel rolled off of the back of his hand and onto the table; it hid between the salt-cellar and the pepper mill. Henry wondered if he could trap it under one of the unused wine glasses without causing a fuss. Frederick decided to go for a neutral subject.
“I see they are pumping more sand onto your beach, they did that to ours last year; one stormy night and the sea dumped it all on the prom.”
Henry decided to play his game.
“According to the paper their putting 10,000 tons of shingle back as a sea defence.”
The gel made a dash for Maude’s plate and disappeared out of sight under its rim. Henry’s mum seemed to wake up.
“Still got our Blue flag status though, did I hear you’ve lost yours? Dog poo wasn’t it?”
Frederick pursed his lips.
“I told the town council that dog owners were irresponsible people, but would they listen?”
Henry’s mum smiled her crocodile smile. She would entice you in and then close the trap.
“Oh,” she said in feigned surprise. “Our beach is open to dog owners and we never have any trouble, must be a South coast thing.”
From the corner of his eye Henry saw the bead of gel roll off the edge of the table. Maude looked at Harriet.
“Talking of dogs, have you thought about our offer of a puppy for your birthday?”
Harriet gave her sly smile.
“Thank you, but I do not feel it would be fair on the dog. I am at school all day and mum works so it would be cooped up here all day and that isn’t right. After all you wouldn’t want me to be an irresponsible dog owner would you?”
Their mother almost chocked on her wine; Maude’s face took on the mantle of a thundercloud waiting to burst. Frederick frowned.
“Can you smell burning?”
“Damn,” said their mother. “The rhubarb pie.”
She shot out of the room. Maude tried to smile.
“Wouldn’t you fancy touring Canada with your father Harriet? I believe the orchestra has tutors attached. You could see the world, be with your father and broaden your horizons all in one go.”
Harriet looked horrified.
“What would I be supposed to do when father had one of his girlfriends back, hide in the wardrobe?”
“Well really!” Maude exclaimed. “No wonder the Bible says children should be seen and not heard.”
“It doesn’t,” said Henry. “It’s a myth, like Bogart saying ‘play it again Sam’ in Casablanca. It’s listed in the book you gave me for Christmas, 1001 things that were never said.”
The door opened and their mother bustled back in.
“Pie’s all right, needs another ten minutes.”
To Henry’s amazement a wispy white smoke began to rise up from beside Maude. He looked round the edge of the table. He was going to enjoy this.
“Gran,” he said casually. “I think you handbag is on fire.”
Henry sprayed water of the burning embers. Once they had got the handbag into the garden it had burst into flame like a napalm fuelled Roman Candle, by the time Henry had appeared with the hose it had all been too late. Now there was just a collection of little twisted bits of metal and a few blobs of molten plastic. Maude was shell-shocked.
“There was nothing flammable in there,” she said tremulously.
Frederick smiled, Henry got the impression he had actually enjoyed seeing the bag go up in flames.
“Seems to have burnt well, must have been something. Wasn’t your perfume was it?”
He was treated to a sour look. Harriet appeared from inside the house.
“Mum says the pie is ready and she doesn’t want it to go cold.”
Frederick and Maude trooped inside. Harriet patted Henry on the shoulder.
“I don’t know how you did it, but that was great. When you said her handbag was on fire I thought mum was going to wet herself.”
She looked around.
“Mum says don’t talk about our holiday in Northumbria.”
Henry sighed. That made three secrets.
The lightening woke Henry up at just after midnight. He automatically counted seconds to the thunder and divided by three to see how far it was away in kilometres. He got up to fifteen before he heard a dull rumble. The lightening flashed again and Henry sat up, there was something odd here, but he was too sleepy to instantly pin it down. At the next flash Henry knew the answer. When the lightening flashed his tube of hair gel on the windowsill (where it would catch the morning sun) lit up with a pulse of blue light that echoed between the cap and the base before erupting in a full blue tinted flash. So each time the lightening flashed, a couple of seconds later the hair-gel repeated the flash. When there were two close flashes of lightening it went mad, as if it couldn’t contain the energy, it lit up and exploded with light several times. Henry watched it for a few minutes and then sleep called him back to the bed.
The following morning, following his usual routine, Henry reached for his hair-gel. He knew something was wrong the moment he picked up the tube; it was solid. With some effort he eventually managed to get the cap off, what gel he could see looked like concrete. He panicked and ran to his bedside cabinets, the other tubes were all soft and pliable as normal; he relaxed. He picked up the solid tube and shook it, banged it against the edge of the windowsill and tried to bend it with his hands; it was like a piece of first class rock. He decided to leave it in the sun, after all it might melt.
“So,” he said to himself. “Never leave it out in a thunderstorm.”
He heard Harriet calling up from downstairs and opened a new tube, this one smelt like Norwegian Forests in springtime. He checked the clock, he had plenty of time.
Justin fell into step beside him as he passed the shops. Henry glanced at him.
“Good weekend?”
“Oh yer,” he replied enthusiastically. “Parents were both on shift and Wendy came round. We pigged out on movies and then watched the Dr Who omnibus. You?”
“It had its moments.”
They slowed in unison when they saw Tyrone’s figure ahead of them.
“Wendy says Bill is in hospital.”
Henry nodded.
“Been bitten by a dog.”
Justin shuddered.
“Mum was bitten by a dog once, it almost took her little finger clean off, you could see it just hanging by a bit of skin.”
Henry was impressed.
“Did they sew it back on?”
Justin shook his head.
“Nah, she lost it, and a pint of blood.”
They turned into the school entrance just as the registration bell went. That, thought Henry, is perfect timing.
Henry slipped into his normal table and turned to smile at Selina; Alice smiled back.
“You’ve swapped?”
“Thought we’d have a different view.” Alice replied. “How did your music exam go? Did you manage your r-peg-ee-o?”
She’d remembered their conversation at the barbeque, Henry was impressed.
“Arpeggio. Yes thanks.”
She glanced at the empty seats in the back row.
“Bill is in hospital, been bitten by a dog.”
The news had obviously travelled at the speed of light. Alice looked wistful.
“Must be nice to have a dog.”
“Why don’t you get one, there’s plenty of adverts in the pet shop window.”
She half turned away.
“Gran won’t have one, says it would drop hairs all over her antique furniture.”
Conversation ceased as Miss Buttershaw entered the classroom struggling to carry a huge ghetto blaster. She put it on the table and there was an almost instant curious silence.
“Since this is the last General Studies lesson this year I thought we’d do something different.” She said with a wistful smile. “We are looking at imagination, so I will play a piece of music and I want you listen to it and then discuss in pairs what images come to mind.”
She pressed to ‘play’ button and Henry expected some piece of wishy-washy wafting music, instead he got a full blast of Put Another Brick in the Wall by Pink Floyd. His mind ran riot.
Monday lunchtime Henry had a routine. He ate his lunch and then went to what was laughingly called the school music laboratory. The school did not major on music and the so called laboratory was kitted out with a frugal drum kit, two manky acoustic guitars that were well past their sell by date, a collection of wind instruments that were throw-outs from other schools and some obligatory tambourines. However, there were also three nearly new electric guitars provided by some musical society. These were kept locked in a cupboard and Henry’s job, every Monday, was to tune them and check them over. Every year 8 pupil was supposed to do a little bit of community work for the school and this was his. Selina worked in the library, Justin worked in the IT department, Wendy helped mix paints in Art, Rosalyn did something in chemistry and he worked in the music lab. Since there were other less pleasant tasks - Bill Tyrone and Sam were supposed to pick up litter, and Owen had to polish the front doors - Henry was content with his lot. He unlocked the cupboard, pulled out the bass guitar, plugged it in an amplifier and started to tune it while inspecting the strings. There was an electronic tuning aid, but he tuned using a tuning fork and his ear.
He was just finishing the Gibson when a hand gripped his shoulder and Tyrone whispered menacingly in his ear.
“Feel safe do we now Bill is in hospital? I’ve got news for you, Bill’s put out a contract and your guitar playing days are numbered.”
Henry’s stomach did a double flip. Tyrone leant closer.
“And I’ve got a score to settle. You make a fool out of me at your own peril.”
He suddenly grabbed Henry’s hair.
“So you’d better watch out, nowhere will be safe and we’ve got the entire summer holidays with nothing else to do but make you pay.”
He gave Henry’s hair a violent tug and walked out of the room. It took a good ten minutes for Henry’s heart rate to subside back to anything near normal. He knew he would have to do something, but had no idea what. He smoothed his hair down and began to wonder. It always felt like he was the only person they were bullying, but that couldn’t be true. Perhaps there might be safety in numbers? On the other hand they, if there was a they, couldn’t go round together for the entire summer and when alone could be easily picked off. Mr Stump always said that to every problem there must be a solution, he began to wonder if that was always true.
Henry’s went home via Gladys’ where he picked up the signed rugby sweatshirt. He didn’t linger as Gladys had a chiropodist attending to her feet, it was not a pretty sight. He let himself in through the front door and instantly spotted the exclamation mark on the kitchen table. It wasn’t a real exclamation mark, but a red statue his mother had bought at a market stall. For all the world it looked like an exclamation mark with a slightly flat bottom. His mother had bought it for one purpose and one purpose only, to draw attention to notes she wanted someone to read. Henry dropped his bag and ambled into the kitchen, he pulled the note out from under the statue. His eyes were scanning it as Harriet came in the back door. He patted the statue.
“So?”
“So mum’s down at a late night recording session. She says emergency supplies are in the fridge and we are to be careful with the microwave.”
“And?”
“And that’s all.”
They opened the ‘fridge and Harriet smiled.
“Chinese.”
Henry cleaned the last grain of rice off of his plate and finished off the last of his prawn crackers.
“That was great.”
Harriet scooped all the paper containers into a waste bag.
“Washing up’s even better.”
Henry stretched out his legs.
“Your choir practice is in ten minutes, you’d better hurry.”
She gazed at him.
“It’s a Monday, since when have I had a choir practice on a Monday?”
Henry sought to gain some mental equilibrium.
“You always have a choir practice on a Monday!”
She laughed.
“Well that’s nought out of ten for observation. It changed to a Tuesday weeks ago, which is good ‘cause it means I can watch Charlotte’s Diner live.”
Henry’s plans were in tatters. His mother was most specific on this point; if Harriet stayed in and she was out, Henry was not, under any circumstances, to leave Harriet alone in the house.
“What time’s Charlotte’s Diner?”
“Eight-Thirty, ITV 7.”
Henry glanced at the clock, he had to make a quick decision, ignore his mum or…
“Fancy a walk?”
She gave him a sideways suspicious look.
“A walk to where and for what?”
He licked his lips, tasting the final remnants of the black bean sauce.
“Don’t tell mum, but I’ve been popping in on an old lady.”
Harriet raised an eyebrow.
“I found her lying on the floor and helped her up. She used to be in music hall and plays the concertina. I promised her I’d go and play her some guitar this evening.”
Harriet went into inquisitor mode.
“How did you find her on the floor?”
“I was in her garden and walked passed her back door and she was just lying there.”
“And what were you doing in her garden?”
Henry was sure Harriet had exactly the same interrogation genes as their mum.
“That doesn’t matter, do you fancy coming?”
“What’s it worth?”
Henry rolled his eyes.
“Me not filling your saxophone with expanded polystyrene?”
She wagged a finger.
“How about telling me just where you got an England Rugby shirt signed by the whole team?”
Henry sighed.
“It’s a secret OK. You tell anyone, and that especially means Anjula, and I will bake your knickers in prune juice.”
Harriet just gave a sweet smile; it may have fooled mum, but it wouldn’t fool Henry.
Tyrone was coming out of the late night chemist as they passed the shops. He was clutching a paper bag and his hands were covered in red blotches. He glowered at Henry.
“This is your doing, it’s that muck you have on your hair.”
Harriet stared at his hands.
“Do they itch?”
He scowled. Henry felt the glimmers of a plan drop into his head.
“Read about cases like this,” he said nonchalantly. “It’s not my hair-gel it’s Pugno Psychosis.”
“What?” Exclaimed Tyrone.
“Pugno Psychosis. It’s a condition that bullies get. The guilt they suffer is displayed through physical symptoms.”
“You taking the piss?”
Henry managed to wink at Harriet.
“It’s all to do with the brain rebelling at the physical actions. Look at what happened in the toilet. Your foot wasn’t really stuck to the floor on my hair gel; your brain just thought it was stuck to the floor to prevent you committing more harm.”
Tyrone took half a pace forward and remembered that he was on CCTV. Harriet picked up Henry’s idea. She nodded furiously.
“Think about what’s logical. I mean does anybody else’s hair gel act like super-superglue? So why should Henry’s.”
Tyrone frowned. Henry tried a final twist to his story.
“And your hands, your brain is just trying to reject what they have been doing.”
Tyrone sneered.
“Get lost, you don’t scare me with your stupid stories.”
Henry shrugged.
“Suit yourself; you just wouldn’t want it to get worse.”
“Get worse?” He echoed.
Henry tried to look serious.
“Severe irritation of the testicles to totally immobilise you so that your brain can be absolutely sure you can’t be in a position to do what it doesn’t want you to do.”
Tyrone shook his head and started to walk away.
“Starts with a little itch,” said Harriet. “After that…” She shook her head in remorse.
They made it to the alleyway before they burst into laughter. Halfway down the alley Harriet turned to Henry.
“Did you have anything to do with Bill and the dog?”
Henry shuffled sideways. Harriet held up her hands.
“Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.”
“You don’t?”
She grinned.
“Plausible deniability. Mr Stump spent nearly a whole lesson explaining what it meant. You really know something, but need to be able to convince people you couldn’t have known, because if they know you knew, you know it could put you in a difficult position.”
Henry spent the rest of their short walk trying to work just what she meant.
Gladys was sitting in her lounge when they came in through the back door. She smiled.
“Oh, you’ve brought a friend.”
“My sister.”
Her eyes flicked from one to the other.
“Count your blessings dear,” she said. “You don’t look like him.”
Harriet burst into a fit of the giggles and Henry picked up the plastic plate from her last microwave meal and headed for the kitchen. As he made the tea he heard Gladys grind her way through It’s a Long way to Tipperary. By the time Henry went in with the tea Harriet was trying out the instrument.
“Easiest if you learn to play the melody first and then add the accompaniment.” Gladys commented.
Harriet played a few notes and handed the instrument back.
“How long you had it?”
Gladys frowned and then beamed a smile.
“Fifty years.”
Harriet’s eyebrows rose.
“That’s fifty years old?”
Gladys cackled.
“In a manner of speaking. I’ve had it serviced every five years and bits and bobs have been replaced, probably isn’t an original reed in the whole contraption.”
“You can have them serviced?”
“It was my living dear. If you live off the back of an instrument you treat it with care and look after it. My David had his Piano Accordion serviced every two years, but then he did play it roughly at times.”
Henry got out his guitar.
“Practised this for the end of term concert,” he said shyly.
He began to play the theme to the latest James Bond Movie. After that he played a couple of old folk tunes. He went to put his guitar away.
“Know anything you can sing to?” Gladys asked.
“He knows We shall overcome,” said Harriet
Henry wished she would drop through the floor. He retuned his guitar and decided not to let her get away with it.
“I’ll play,” he said. “You sing. You know the words.”
Harriet shot him a look that would vaporise maggots.
“Why don’t you both sing?” Chipped in Gladys.
Henry gritted his teeth. He liked singing in choirs; he did not like singing solo. He began to play and they both began to sing, by the tenth bar Gladys had joined in. When they finished Gladys took on a wistful look.
“I saw her once, Madison Square Gardens.”
“Who?” Asked Harriet.
“Joan Baez.”
Gladys smiled at the memory.
“Dylan wasn’t there. I heard him somewhere else. Now, where was it?”
She sat for a moment and then raised her hands.
“Gone, but that’s age for you.”
Henry put his guitar in his case.
“So you were in America?”
“Oh we toured all over. America, Canada, Gibraltar, even went to Wales once.”
They chatted for a few minutes and left. They made it home two minutes before Charlotte’s Diner started. Mum didn’t come in till just gone midnight.
Henry found Mr Stump in the old gym presiding at a table and surrounded by an amazing number of ancient looking objects, he counted four exercise bicycles alone. Mr Stump eyed him suspiciously.
“And what piece of old tat do you expect me to sell at the charity auction?”
Henry produced his rugby shift and handed it over. Mr Stumps’ eyebrows rose. He turned the plastic bag over and looked at the back.
“Is this genuine?”
“Absolutely,” replied Henry indignantly. “And it’s signed by all the England rugby squad plus the coach.”
Mr Stump licked his lips.
“And how would you come by such an item?”
Henry tried to appear casual.
“I know someone who knows a squad member.”
Mr Stump nodded.
“Well done, this should boost our funds nicely. I might even bid for it myself.”
His eyes locked onto Henry’s and he became formal.
“It has been decided that a guitar is a suitable instrument for you to pursue for your CSE.”
He grinned.
“Especially as the Apollonian Music society give us such a generous grant in electrical instruments and are also willing to augment our collection of guitars with a Fender.”
He lowered his voice.
“With such a collection an enthusiast may even be permitted to start up a band.”
The entrance door squeaked and Henry turned to see Sam struggling in with an old rowing machine, Henry left them to it.
Justin bit in to Henry’s Marmite and cheese sandwich while Henry enjoyed his chicken and pickle wrap. Justin licked his lips.
“Found out about Mr Stump, my mother knew. Apparently he volunteered to become a form master.”
Henry wrestled with the concept.
“Volunteered?”
“Apparently he told the governors that he didn’t want to be a head of faculty if it meant writing reports that they disregarded. So he won’t be Head of Maths anymore, Mrs Janbu will; and he will become a form master instead. Mum said he was very forthright.”
Henry nodded. Justin pinched a couple of his parsnip crisps.
“You heard about Miss Buttershaw?” He said enthusiastically. “Apparently she’s going out with Brian Trichardt, the fly-half from the England Rugby team.”
Henry paused in his eating.
“Where did you hear that?”
“From Wendy, she says she saw them at the Athenaeum Restaurant.”
“Does she know anything about rugby?”
“Doubt it,” said Justin. “She’s a tennis person.”
He looked around as if holding a secret he didn’t want overheard.
“She belongs to the Felburgh Tennis Club and she plays at least once a week.”
He popped the last of the sandwich into his mouth.
“Once the holidays start she’s going to teach me to play.”
Henry just about managed not to choke on his nut-bar.
Alice smiled at Henry, this was becoming most disconcerting.
“I’m looking forward to tomorrow night,” she said.
“Should be good.” Henry replied neutrally.
She fished a book out of her lilac backpack.
“Got this from the library, thought it might help with the choir.”
She waved a copy of Music Notation for Dummies.
“If I get stuck will you help me?”
Henry almost groaned at the thought of trying to teach Alice the difference between a sharp and a flat.
“Of course.”
Tyrone came down the aisle between them, Henry managed a smile.
“You OK? Not itching yet?”
His eyes flicked to Tyrone’s crotch. Tyrone just barged past. Ten seconds later Henry saw him scratching between his legs; maybe, just maybe he’d done enough to worry him. Only time would tell.
There was no doubt, thought Henry, there were definitely blisters forming in the plastic tube of the ruined hair gel. It was still as solid as a rock, but if you pressed these blisters you could push whatever was causing them around. He tried to combine two blisters, but once he took his thumbs away they separated back into individual lumps. He thought about cutting a blister open, but decided to leave it alone. He replaced the gel on the window sill. He considered logging on to the school chat network and decided he’d have a drink first. He trotted downstairs and stopped at Harriet’s door; she was sitting on her bed and looking glum. He knocked on the door.
“You OK sis?”
She turned a pair of mournful eyes on him.
“Next week is the last choir meeting before the summer break.”
Henry sat on the bed next to her, he had personally been through this trauma last year.
“And you can’t go back because you’ll be too old.”
She nodded, close to tears.
“You could always join my choir, Jim has been after you for at least six months.”
She shook her head.
“I would be your sister, I want something where I am me.”
This was beyond Henry, a good choir was a good choir.
“There’s the Solaris Choir at the youth club.”
Harriet rolled her eyes.
“Would you join that?”
She bit her bottom lip.
“Miss Moore said if I want I could join their music group.”
Henry blinked, when he’d had to leave the choir no-one had offered him the chance of joining a music group.
“Playing your saxophone?”
“No,” she said patting a long box next to her. “Playing this.”
Henry opened the box and his eyes bulged in amazement.
“Oh wow, a Yamaha.”
He took the bright silver instrument from its case and inspected it. It looked brand new.
“Has this been played?”
Harriet shrugged.
“Miss Moore said it had been given to the church, but no-one in the music group plays a flute except her and she’s already got a Burkart.”
Henry felt the balance of the flute in his hand, it was as perfect as he’d expected.
“Can I borrow your laptop for a mo?”
She nodded and he tapped away at the keys before sitting back. He swung round.
“That’s a four grand flute, Miss Moore must think you’re worth it.”
Harriet sat up.
“Stop joking, it’s only a church flute. She just took it out of the old music cupboard, it hasn’t even got a lock.”
Henry tapped the screen and she peered at it. She tried another couple of links to different Flute stores.
“Oh my, mum will go ape. She went wild about insuring my sax and that only cost dad £400.”
Henry grinned to himself.
“Why not text Miss Moore, I bet it’s covered on the church insurance.”
She pulled out her mobile phone from her backpack and rattled off a text before picking the flute up. Henry knew what was going through her mind.
“You’re good at the flute sis. You needn’t stop playing the sax, but a four grand flute! Who wouldn’t want the chance of playing that?”
She licked her lips.
“If someone gave you a Stradivarius violin, would you drop the guitar?”
Before he could answer she blew a pure G. There were no overtones, no harmonics and no whistles, just a clear perfect note. It acted like a clarion call, their mother clattered up the stairs and looked in.
“Was that you?”
Harriet waved the flute.
“Church lent it to me, Miss Moore wants me to join their music group.”
Their mother took the flute and inspected it while Harriet read an incoming text to her phone.
“This is a Yamaha.”
“We’ve been round this loop mum,” Henry muttered.
She peered at him.
“Well I haven’t. This is an expensive instrument.”
Harriet waved her phone.
“Miss Moore says it’s covered by the church insurance as long as it is in my care or stored in my house, but it wouldn’t be covered if it was left in a car.”
She thumbed away a reply-text and tossed the phone onto her bed. Their mother handed her back the flute.
“Don’t forget to clean it before you go to sleep.” She pointed to the box. “It comes with all the cleaning accessories and I know you know how to do it.”
She sat on the bed.
“Make a decision in the morning, don’t be enticed by a good instrument you don’t really want to play, but don’t turn the offer down for the wrong reasons.”
She looked at Henry.
“And I want you downstairs, now!”
Henry recognised the tone of voice; he was for the high jump, but for what?”
He followed her downstairs and she stood in the kitchen with her hands on her hips, always a bad sign.
“Tell me about Mrs Chirp.”
Henry racked his brains and came up with a blank. He shook his head.
“Who’s Mrs Chirp?”
“Mrs Gladys Chirp.” Prompted his mother.
“Oh her.”
“Yes, ‘Oh her.’ What on earth do you think you are doing visiting her?”
There was something wrong here. It was the way his mother pronounced the word ‘her,’ almost as if she was a leper. Henry knew he was in for a bad time, especially as she still had her hands on her hips. He shrugged.
“She fell over in her kitchen and I helped her up. I’ve sort of popped in; she plays the concertina.”
“I don’t care if she plays the bagpipes,” retorted his mother at full volume.
“What was I supposed to do?” He answered back. “Leave her to die on the floor?”
His mother glared at him.
“Do you know anything about her?”
This was obviously a loaded question, the trouble was Henry had no idea where the landmine he would doubtless step on was situated.
“She used to be in music Hall, her husband was called David and she’s Miss Buttershaw’s grandmother.”
Her eyes narrowed.
“You making that up?”
“No, honest. I met Miss Buttershaw there with her boyfriend, he gave a signed England rugby shirt to our charity auction.”
The tube of gel in his pocket twitched, he needed to tell the whole truth.
“He’s David Grange the team captain, but she wants it kept secret.”
She took her hand off her hips and Henry seized the opportunity to turn the tables.
“What’s wrong mum? She’s just a little old lady who’s a bit lonely.”
He would rather have asked ‘how do you know,’ but mothers had their ways and means of knowing everything. She sighed and sat down.
“She’s a bit persona non grata.”
“Eh?”
“Not welcome.”
Henry pricked up his ears.
“Why?”
“Did she ever say what she actually did in what she calls ‘music hall?’”
“Played the concertina and sang.”
She rolled her eyes.
“Bit of an understatement. She was what we call these days, ‘notorious.’”
She tapped the table.
“Anyway it’s all water under the bridge. I’d rather you didn’t go there.”
Henry prickled at the instruction and the tube of hair gel ion his pocket went limp; could hair gel be disappointed?
“Jesus ate with publicans and sinners.”
“And look where it got him.” His mother retorted.
They had a stand-off for about two minutes.
“OK. You’re just trying to do the right thing. I admire that. Just be careful and please don’t take Harriet with you.”
It must have been the look on his face.
“Oh Henry!” His mother exclaimed. “What am I going to do with you?”
The tube was all blown up by the morning, like a mini balloon. You could still feel the hard core of gel in the middle, but there was something all around it in the tube. Henry decided it must be some sort of gas. He left it on the windowsill and ambled downstairs. Harriet was already in the kitchen. She pointed to the exclamation mark, which was back on the table.
“Mum’s out. Early morning doctor’s appointment.”
Henry almost jumped.
“She’s seeing a doctor?”
Harriet giggled; Henry thought she could be infuriating at times.
“Nurse; her tetanus injection is due and she wanted it done before we went on holiday.”
Henry relaxed and poured some cornflakes into his breakfast bowl and added a few Oatabix.
“Your end of term party tonight,” cooed Harriet. “Alice is waiting.”
“And it’s your end of term disco tomorrow night. Boys queuing up to take you there?”
She crossed her arms.
“You know very well it’s a disco and you do not have to go with anybody.”
They ate in silence for a while.
“You decided?” He asked, knowing the answer. Or rather thinking he knew the answer as he’d been woken up to the sound of pure notes working their way through his floorboards; it was better than tortured cats, but still prevented sleep.
“I’m going for the flute. Guess it will please dad.”
Henry nodded and swallowed his Oatabix.
“Nothing like playing in a group to improve your music skills.”
He watched her face.
“Giving up the sax lessons?”
“Not yet, not until I can play dad something and wipe the smile off his face.”
He made a mistake of using the old toilet block near the redundant gymnasium. This was usually a safe place, but not today. He’d only been in there a few seconds when Sam wandered in followed by Tyrone. Before Tyrone closed the door he stuck the ‘toilet out of action’ sign on the outside. Henry wondered if he could leap off of the sink and wriggle out through the broken high-level window. Sam held out his hand.
“You’re not leaving here with you hair-gel; hand it over.”
“Hair gel?” Henry tried to sound innocent.
Sam took a pace forward and the tube of gel in Henry’s pocket wriggled. Did it actually want to be handed over?
“Hair gel,” said Sam in a more menacing voice. “And don’t go squirting any on the floor.”
Henry fished out the gel and tossed it to Sam, who in turn tossed it to Tyrone. Tyrone took the cap off, held the gel over the sink and started to squeeze the tube. It came out like one long worm. Tyrone turned the hot tap on and started to wash it down the sink. He squeezed until no more gel flowed, then he rolled up the tube and forced out the last remnants. He peered at the final blob in the end and flicked it towards the sink. It shot out of the tube, bounced off of the sink and went straight up his nostril.
“Shit!” He exclaimed, dropping the tube. He put his head over the sink and scooped cold water into his nose and blew it out into the sink. He wiped his nose on a paper towel and sniffed. Henry watched the sink. While Tyrone was washing out his nose some gel was reappearing from the plug hole and crept back into the tube. By the time Tyrone was drying his nose the tube was expanding like a bullfrog’s throat. Without warning it blasted itself out of the sink directly at Sam. It missed and flew passed his nose leaving a thin vapour trail. Sam sniffed and his face screwed up.
“Smells like pig muck and rats poo.”
The tube rolled along the floor and back to Henry’s feet. Sam gave a malevolent grin and took a pace forward.
“Payback time,” he chortled.
The toilet door opened to frame Mr James the school caretaker.
“Wat you boys doing ‘ere? Didn’t you ‘ear the bell?”
Sam leant forward and whispered.
“Don’t worry, your time will come.”
Henry breathed a sigh of relief, recovered the tube and its top and checked the sink. The rest of the gel was nowhere to be seen.
He slipped into his favourite table and returned Alice’s smile.
“Where’s Selina?”
“In the library, she’s got special permission to miss a lesson.”
Tyrone bustled past and sat next to Sam at the back. He wiped his nose and gave Henry a death stare. Henry scratched his head and raised his eyebrows while glancing at Tyrone’s crutch. If looks could really kill he’d have died on the spot.
“Right,” said a voice from the door as Mr Stump strode in.
“It might be the last week of term, but that doesn’t mean we can’t look at a few geometric shapes.”
He dumped a bag on the front table and extracted a spiky object.
“Any offers?”
“Tetrahedron.” Offered Rosalyn.
“Give the girl a coconut,” said Mr Stump.
He pulled another shape out of his bag.
“Octahedron.” Called Henry.
“Good guess.” Said Mr Stump. “And a right guess.”
He pulled out his next object.
“Decahedron,” chorused Wendy and Ursula.
He extracted another shape. The class peered at it.
“Dodecahedron?” Queried Justin.
“No!” Exclaimed Mr Stump triumphantly. “Any other guesses?”
Henry tried to count how many faces the object had, but Mr Stump kept moving it around.
“Icosahedron.” Said Tyrone
Henry looked at him in amazement just as a surprised look came over his face and he sneezed. Not just a little polite sneeze, but a great air-expelling window pane rattling full blooded sneeze. Sam laughed and then bellowed out an identical sneeze. Mr Stump half turned towards the white board.
“Does anyone…”
His words were drowned out by a second Tyrone sneeze, which was almost immediately followed by a blast from Sam. Mr Stump’s eyes took on a piercing menace.
“Have you two quite finished?”
Tyrone replied by sneezing. Sam tried to hold in his sneeze, but it came out his mouth like a great burp.
“Well I think you two ought to go down to the medical centre,” said Mr Stump gruffly. “I don’t know where you have been sticking your noses, but they were obviously unwelcome.”
They gathered up their books and headed for the door. Henry managed to write ‘Pugno-Psychosis’ on his pad so that Tyrone could read it when he passed. Mr Stump watched them leave.
“As I was about to say, before I was rudely interrupted, you can have many types of hedron. For example we all know what a rhombohedron is don’t we?”
No one admitted to not having the faintest idea what a rhombohedron was.
“Would anyone care to venture what we call a hedron with an infinite number of plane surfaces?”
Henry tried to think, but the distant sound of violent sneezes rather disturbed his cogitations.
Alice peered into Henry’s lunchbox.
“Is that a cheese and salad?”
Henry nodded glumly.
“Mum’s on a health food splurge. What you got?”
She showed him the doorstep sandwich lying at the bottom of her pink star covered lunchbox.
“Grandma calls it a pork and pickle bloomer.”
Henry licked his lips.
“Swap if you like.”
They duly swapped sandwiches. Alice pointed.
“Are they parsnip and beetroot hand-baked crisps?”
Henry nodded as his mouth was full of succulent pork. She picked up a bag of Salt and Vinegar crisps.
“Swap?”
Henry didn’t need asking a second time. Justin came and sat down, followed by Wendy. They peered into each other’s lunchboxes and swapped identical looking wraps.
“Nurse sorted out Tyrone and Sam,” she said between mouthfuls.
“She did?” Henry said, quite amazed.
“Yeah. They’re allergic to each other. Keep them ten feet apart and there’s no problem, otherwise it’s kaboom!”
As if on order Tyrone entered the dining room, spotted Sam at the far end and made for a corner shooting Henry a malevolent look in the process. His nose looked all red and inflamed and his eyes were slightly bloodshot. Justin started on a sort of chocolate bar that had no chocolate; Henry had had one last week and reckoned they had no flavour either.
“Any idea what band Mr Stump has organised for this evening?”
“Nope,” replied Henry. He’s keeping it a secret.
“Probably Archimedes and the Equations,” chuckled Wendy.
“Or Pythagoras and the Triangles.” Added Justin.
“Just a group called Prime Numbers,” chipped in Henry.
Alice smiled.
“They could just be called The Rhumba-hedrons.”
There was a five second pause while they all worked out where Alice was coming from and then howls of laughter consumed the table.
It was floating in the centre of the room when Henry entered. The tube had blown up into a ball with the cap at the bottom and it was just floating. Henry approached it and it moved in front of him to bounce against the window. Was it trying to tell him something?
“You want to go out?” He asked and opened the side window.
It paused in it’s bouncing against the closed window, floated sideways and then out of the open window. It hovered about six feet away and then, without warning and without apparently changing, it shot skywards as if propelled by rocket fuel. Within a few seconds it was lost from Henry’s sight.
“Wow, “he said to himself. “Whatever will it do next?”
He turned at the tap on the door. Harriet held her fingers to her lips and came close.
“Mum’s a bit upset. She bumped into dad in the supermarket and they had a row over his maintenance.”
“Were you there?”
She nodded and pursed her lips.
“It was cringingly dreadful. In the middle of canned food they started shouting at each other. He called her an ungrateful cow and she accused him of stealing the pennies out of his children’s cookie jars.”
Harriet looked miserable.
“Everyone was watching. In the end he threw his wallet at mum and told her to stop rabbiting on about being just a couple of days overdue. She took out some notes and threw it back telling him to be more civilized next time and send a cheque at the right time and not to spend too much on his fancy women. She was really angry.”
She lowered her voice.
“Dad was buying stuff for one of his meals; you know, red roses, chocolates and a couple of bottles of red wine.”
A voice floated up from downstairs.
“No tea,” said Harriet. You’ve got a party and she’s taking me out.”
“What you doing?”
“No idea, she just said were having a girl’s night out.”
Henry considered his options and then opened his mini-fridge, he had a stash of three Mars bars. He took two out, gave Harriet one and they sat on his bed munching quietly wondering why parents had to be so embarrassing.
Henry checked himself in the mirror. The plain white short-sleeve shirt with the two chest pockets and the discrete ‘Barnstormer’ logo was just right. His white ‘Trendsetter’ jeans were exactly as he wanted them, now he had convinced his mother not to iron creases in them, and his white ‘Ultmark’ trainers were still so white you could mistake them for sunlight reflected off snow. He checked his hair. His new tube of hair gel worked fine and his hair was ordered just how he had always wanted it to be. He was ready. He checked the clock, he had two minutes to go, so it was another piece of accurate timing on his part. He casually sauntered downstairs. His mother looked up from her book. Her eyes flicked up and down him.
“I guess you’re presentable.”
Without waiting for a reply she yelled “Harriet!” And they made their way towards the van.
Henry eyed it with disgust.
“Ever thought about changing the van mum?”
She grinned at some secret joke.
“When it is too old to pass its MOT, but not before, though I’m tempted to buy Mr William’s van, he’s thinking of selling it.”
Henry shuddered.
Alice was waiting at the bottom of her drive and Henry had to take a second look. She was wearing a blue silk dress that exactly matched her eyes and had a diagonal hem that started just below her left knee and ended just above her right knee. It had one of those high frilly collars and three-quarter length sleeves. It was the first piece of clothing he’d ever seen her wear that didn’t make her look like a frump. She climbed in the van and Harriet peered at her. She was wearing some discreet make-up and her botches and spots seemed to have subsided leaving her with an almost peach like skin. Once the car started she leaned towards Alice and patted her own cheek.
“Did you go for that electrolysis treatment?”
She shook her head and her eyes sparkled.
“No, they just started to go away like my doctor said they would, but he said it might take a year or so. Although I have been using a different soap.”
Harriet waited while her mother did an eight point turn.
“Selina going to wear that green dress I saw her buying.”
Alice rolled her eyes.
“As long as her mother doesn’t see it first.”
They giggled and Henry wondered if they were talking about him. He hated it when people talked about him.
“You’re early. It is never diplomatic to be early, just as it is rude to be late.”
He stood to one side.
“However, you may use the staff toilets and congregate in the quadrangle, but the hall will not be open for another ten minutes.”
The girls all trooped off to the ladies staff toilet. Henry decided to have a look in the men’s staff toilet to see what secret luxury they enjoyed. It was just as boring and down at heel as the pupil’s toilets. He turned to leave as Bill entered, hobbling slightly. He stood inside and rested his back against the door.
“So it’s you. You owe me.”
Henry eyed him up and down and decided that alone he didn’t look so big.
“I don’t owe you anything. You opened the gate and let the mutt out in the first place.”
“Yeah? It was you who scared it to death and the owner blamed me. He had to take it to the vets for some tranquilizers and sent my parents the bill.”
Henry couldn’t help smiling. Bill’s face contorted into a snarl.
“You can laugh now and if you don’t want to cry later you can deliver these around for me.”
He held out a little plastic bag containing some white tablets. Henry’s blood ran cold.
“No.”
Bill took a painful step forward.
“You don’t say ‘no’ to me.”
The door swung open at high velocity and thumped Bill in the back, he grunted and tottered forward, dropping the tablets. In one move Henry grabbed the bag off the floor and tossed it across the toilet into an open cubicle. There was a satisfying plop as it entered the WC pan. Justin put his head round the door.
“Grief, this is as grotty as ours.”
Bill stood undecided, should he go for Henry or try to save the tables? He tottered towards the cubicle; there was an investment at stake here. As he bent to look down the pan his head brushed past the ‘magic eye’ sensor in the wall and the WC flushed. He suffered watching his precious tablets disappear forever. He spun round, but Henry was gone; gone but certainly not forgotten.
Mr Stump opened the doors and they all trooped in and almost stopped just inside the door. All the curtains were closed and on a metal gantry were numerous disco lights ready for action. Down one side was a buffet of royal proportions and in a corner was a drinks counter piled high with bottles of various fizzy and non-fizzy drinks, But what caught all the attention was the stage. It was loaded with band equipment and in the centre was a large bass drum with the words ‘The Groove’ in vomit yellow letters on a green drum-skin. Henry blinked.
“It can’t be the real group, their on tour in Europe. They were on tele last night because of the crowds who had been sold forged tickets on the Internet.”
“Yeah,” grunted Owen. “They said they would go back and do a gig for free.”
“Must be a tribute band then,” said Rosalyn.
Alice stared at the stage.
“But the guitars are all green. Nobody else has green guitars except The Groove.”
“And a green Roland deck,” added Justin.
Miss Buttershaw held up a large lollipop with the words ‘The bar is open’ on it and they surged forward to get a drink.
Henry found Alice still staring at the stage and gave her a bottle of fizzy apple.
“This what you wanted?”
She nodded. Henry twisted the cap for her and then opened his own bottle of still pineapple. Mr Stump climbed onto the stage and tapped the microphone, there was a satisfying ’thump’ from the speakers. Henry wondered why teachers ever wore jeans as they made them look so ridiculous.
“I am privileged to have two children,” he started. “One has a degree in Applied Economics and the other a degree in Astrophysics. However, they have forsaken the mathematical arts for art of a different nature. On Monday they were in Milan; on Saturday they will be in Reykjavík, but tonight they are in Felburgh High. May I present The Groove!”
He jumped off the stage and the six members of the groove trooped on in their green suits and dresses. The lead singer stepped forward.
“Parent’s,” she said, “Can be so embarrassing.” She grinned. “But at least I never had to suffer him as a teacher.”
“Aw he ain’t so bad!” Someone shouted.
“You,” she purred. “Didn’t have to live with him.”
She stood back from the mike.
“One!” She shouted. “One, two! One, two, three! Let’s have a sound cheque.”
They launched off into the song that had initially made them famous. It supposedly told the tale of how the first person who had ever booked them had paid them with a cheque that bounced. Rumour had it the cheque was now framed and on the wall of their record company. The volume was appalling, the rhythms fit to shake their brains loose and the light show bright enough to be seen on Jupiter. Henry loved every minute of every song
Henry put another bread crumbed chicken goujon onto his plate. Alice selected a vegetable samosa to go with her onion bhaji. They both decided that their plates could stand no more and wandered back to the table in the corner where Justin and Wendy were sharing one huge plate of food. Henry realised that his ears were still ringing.
“Unbelievable.” Said Justin.
“Yeah,” said Henry. “They were good.”
“Not the group,” said Justin. “Selina’s skirt.”
Four pairs of eyes stared across the room. Selina was in a lime green dress that was so short it only just covered her bottom when she stood up straight. Henry had thought the lead singer of The Groove had a short dress; this beat it by a mile. Henry blinked.
“It wasn’t that short when she arrived.”
Wendy and Alice looked at each other and laughed. Wendy picked a honey coated sausage off of her plate.
“It’s called a Loopy. The dress has little sections, or loops, that can be detached. The full Loopy can be ankle length, calf length, just below the knee, just above the knee, short and very short. My mum won’t let me have one.”
“I thought your mum was into ‘free expression?’” Remarked Justin.
“She is, but she says the dress is overpriced and she could do the same with a pair of scissors. And frankly I don’t want to have a dress that short, it sends out the wrong message.”
Alice stopped eating.
“Wrong message?”
“Look round the room,” said Wendy. “I bet every boy has noticed that dress and every boy is just waiting for her to bend over. Would you want to attract every boy in the room for the wrong reason? Ugh!”
Alice glanced round the room.
“No, just one.”
She smiled at Henry and the tube of gel in his pocket gave a warm glow. He began to wonder if it indeed had his best interests at heart.
Henry looked at the starry night sky and took a deep breath. The disco was great, but with a summer evening, the closed curtains and the disco lights the hall was becoming unbearably hot. He turned to go in.
“Let Go Eric, let go!”
Henry spun round as he recognised Selina’s voice.
“I said get off me!”
Henry walked round the corner into an unlit part of the school grounds. He could just make out Selina pinned against the wall by a dark figure.
“Just one kiss.” Cooed the boy with a slur.
Henry clapped his hands.
“You OK Selina?”
The boy stepped out of the shadows. He was not the boy Selina had come with, but another year 10 with greased back hair and a leather jacket, Henry vaguely recognised him.
“Hop it punk,” he slurred.
Some year 10s were fairly small and some large, this was one of the larger ones. He became conscious of another figure siding up to him and turned to see the silhouette of Tyrone. Panic began to rise. To his surprise Tyrone stepped beside him.
“Run Selina,” he said casually.
Selina needed no second bidding, she scampered round the corner and fled towards the school, entrance. Eric took a pace forward, looked from Tyrone to Henry.
“You two wanna fight?”
“Not particularly,” said Tyrone.
The hair gel in Henry’s pocket moved against his leg as if banging it to move over. Henry took a pace to the left. Eric took a step towards him, swore and fell forward as his foot caught in a steel hoop designed for locking bicycles. Tyrone put a hand on Henry’s arm and guided him back to the entrance.
“Live to fight another day,” he said philosophically.
Henry stammered his thanks. Tyrone grimaced.
“You ain’t off the hook,” he said. “But we can’t have others pushing us around.”
He walked towards the entrance and turned round.
“And if I was you I wouldn’t come out here alone, Bill’s on the rampage, reckons you cost him £100.”
Henry followed him in. Alice was waiting in the foyer.
“There you are,” she said excitedly. “Just in time for the last dance.”
The dreaded van was waiting and, even worse, Harriet was sitting in the front seat. Alice and Henry climbed in the back; there was a little row of shopping bags behind the front seats.
“Good party,” queried Harriet.
“We had The Groove play a special gig.” Chirped Alice. “They were just great.”
“Not The Groove?”
“One and the same,” said Henry. “The lead singer and the bass guitarist are Mr Stump’s kids.”
He could see Harriet was green with envy.
“You had a good time?”
Her face lit up.
“We went to the Castle Mall, had a Chinese meal and went shopping.”
On balance, Henry decided, The Groove was probably the better option.
Henry’s mum peered at Alice’s house; there was not a light to be seen.
“Your grandparents in bed already?”
“No, they're on holiday.” Alice replied nonchalantly. “They should have left an hour after you picked me up. They’re flying to their cottage in the Algarve early tomorrow morning.”
“And they left you alone?” Said an incredulous Harriet.
“Said now I was a teenager I could be by myself in the house.”
Henry peered at the dark foreboding house.
“How long they gone?”
Alice shrugged.
“Probably a month, depends on the weather. I’ve been there; it can be very wet sometimes.”
Henry’s mum frowned.
“You’re not going out to them when term ends?”
Alice shook her head.
“They said they wanted to enjoy the retirement space they’ve never had.”
She opened the door and stepped out.
“Thank you for the lift Mrs Lines.”
She walked up to the front door, fumbled in her tiny handbag for a key and let herself in. They waited until the hall light went on and the front door closed.
They made it halfway home before the van screeched to a halt.
“I can’t do this,” said their mother as she made a nine point turn.
They arrived back at Alice’s front door eight minutes later and to Henry’s surprise his mother shot out of the van and rang the doorbell before calling through the letterbox, not an easy feat as it was one of those near the ground letterboxes postmen hate. The door opened and she went inside. Harriet looked at the closed door.
“Wonder what that’s all about?”
Henry tried to peer in the shopping bags, but the light was too dim.
“Dread to think, it’s all those social worker books mum reads.”
Harriet stretched her arms upwards.
“Don’t you think mum would make a good social worker?”
“Probably, but I’m not sure I want a mother who is a social worker,” he said dryly.
He probed another bag.
“What you bought?”
“Clothes, underwear, smellies, new duvet cover and bits and bobs,” she replied casually.
“Did mum remember my socks?”
“You mean those white and black zebra striped trainer socks?”
“Yes.”
“Can’t remember.”
Henry ground his teeth, doubtless she could remember, but she liked her little games.
They sat for twenty minutes before their mum came out with Alice in tow. They closed the door and the burglar alarm box high up under the eaves flashed twice. The van door slid open and she tossed a light pink hold-all into the vehicle.
“Alice is staying with us tonight,” she announced.
Henry’s mouth dropped open. Occasionally Harriet had Anjula to stay over, but it was quite an upheaval as there was not really room for two to sleep in her bedroom, or any bedroom for that matter. Harriet seemed nonplussed, Alice took it as a matter of course as if she was left alone and then slept somewhere else ever day of her life. Henry looked at the dark house and the dark grounds around it and shivered. How could you know what was out there and how could you be sure it wasn’t after you?
To Henry’s utter amazement they parked the van on the hardstanding at the end of their garden rather than out front. This was normally avoided as the entrance was difficult; you had to negotiate a kinked narrow alleyway and then back the van onto the hardstanding whilst avoiding scraping the front of the van against a neighbour’s concrete line post and the rear wings against the unforgiving low brick wall. His mother achieved the operation in one move. She turned to Harriet.
“Can you and Alice go in through the back door and put the kettle on, we’ll be in in a mo.”
They dutifully trooped off and she turned to Henry.
“Your room is your room,” she said. “And I have no right to offer it to anyone else, even for one night. But would you consider letting Alice sleep in your room for tonight and you sleep in the van?”
A million thoughts exploded in Henry’s brain. First was the surprising notion that his mother was actually asking him rather than just imposing a decision. Secondly, why couldn’t Alice sleep on the pull out mattress in Harriet’s room? Thirdly, dare he let Alice loose in his room? Fourthly…
Henry knew, rather than felt, his hair gel was turning warm.
“What happens tomorrow night?”
“Tomorrow in another day,” she said philosophically.
Henry was torn. It was his bedroom and it was his private space, on the other hand his mother was asking not demanding.
“OK,” he said hesitantly. His mother nodded and gathered up three of the shopping bags.
“You roll the bed down in here and bring the other bags in with you.” She paused.
“Be careful of the battery won’t you, don’t leave the lights on too long.”
She left and strode towards the house. Henry tried to remember just how you made the back bench seat into a bed.
Alice clutched a moth-eaten teddy-bear to her chest and watched Henry gather a few things into a small backpack.
“This is nice of you,” she said.
Henry wondered if he should take his MP3 player and dropped it in his bag.
“That’s OK.” His eyes flitted round the room.
“Remember the bathroom is on the floor below and the stairs are steep.”
He moved to his bed.
“The bedside light has a vibro-acoustic switch. If you tap on the cabinet like this.” He tapped the top with a pair of finger to demonstrate. “The light comes on or goes off.”
Alice tapped the cabinet a few times.
“If you want,” he said, warming to the task of describing his room’s gadgets. “You can make the bedside clock project the time on the wall like this.”
He pressed a button on the top and feint red figures appeared on the wall.
“It’s better with the lights off.”
“I’ve got one of them last Christmas,” she said. “It means I can see the time when I take my lenses out.”
Henry’s eyebrows rose.
“You’ve got contact lenses?”
She nodded.
“Long sighted.”
He moved to his little ‘fridge.
“You can keep drinks in here.” He hesitated as selfishness raised its ugly head, he squashed it down. “There’s a Mars bar in there if you get peckish.”
She smiled.
“I like your room,” she murmured. “It’s nicer than mine, you’ve got posters.”
Henry frowned, this didn’t make sense; she lived in a mansion.
“Bet yours is bigger?”
She shook her head and he tried again.
“You must have posters.”
She shook her head.
“Gran says they ruin the wallpaper by leaving marks.”
Henry made for the door, he half turned.
“Sleep well, if you hear a rattle and a hum it’s the water pump.”
He made his way downstairs and out to the van. He’d only ever slept in the van once before when he’d been decorating his bedroom, then he’d been scared to death by footprints walking across the roof. He’d found out later it was a pair of amorous pigeon’s, but at the time it had been heart-stopping.
Henry woke early because of a call of nature. He held on as long as he could, but in the end it was a pointless battle. He checked his watch; 6:15am. The van was brighter than his bedroom as the curtains were thinner. He carefully swung off the bed, grabbed his dressing gown (a seldom used garment) and traipsed into the house. His mother was already in the kitchen and he gave her a casual wave as he increased speed to get to the bathroom before his bowels exploded. She was still there on his return.
“You going back to bed, or do you want a drink?”
He fancied going back to bed, but knew it was too bright in the van and the bed too unusual for him to return to slumber.
“Drink please.”
He sat at the kitchen table; she made a milky coffee and pushed it under his nose.
“Sleep alright?”
“Bed’s a bit squidgy.”
She nodded.
“It’s a bit old.”
Henry sniffed his coffee.
“Alice’s grandparent really gone away?”
She nodded as she offered him a biscuit.
“They’ve left her a couple of pages of instructions, a full freezer, a list of jobs and locked up most of the house.”
Henry sat upright.
“Locked the house up?”
“All the bedrooms apart from hers, the lounge, dining room and conservatory. They left her with the breakfast room and the kitchen. Alice said she was told it was damage limitation.”
“She says her bedroom is smaller than mine.”
“Not smaller, but cramped. She has got her own shower cubicle in it though.”
“Her grandparents must be really mean.”
His mother looked at him.
“Not mean Henry, just unprepared. Put yourself in their shoes; your daughter had left home to make her own way in the world when, through circumstances not of your choosing, you have to permanently look after your grand-daughter. You’ve got your life mapped out and she was not part of it. It must have been difficult.”
Henry sipped his coffee.
“James in 8L lives with his grandparents, they are not like that. He’s got a huge bedroom and a Simpson Bicycle.”
“Imagine,” said his mother, “If you had to live with Frederick and Maude.”
Henry turned white, some things were best not thought about; ever.
To his relief Alice opted to walk to school with Harriet and meet Selina and Anjula on the way. He ambled along remembering the pleasures of the previous evening, turned into school on autopilot and walked through the lobby. He stopped dead and retraced a couple of steps to stare at the ‘sin’ board. This was where names were put up of pupils who had to see a senior member of staff before they could proceed into school. His name was at the top of the list followed by Tyrone. He blinked and rubbed his eyes; how could his name be up there? He internally groaned, not only was his name on the board he had to see Mr Khey the Deputy Head, not a man to be annoyed. He turned and stood at reception, he’d never done it before, but he knew the drill. A motherly woman looked up from some closely typed piece of paper.
“Yes?”
Henry pointed.
“My names on the board to see Mr Khey.”
She smiled.
“Been a naughty boy have we?”
“Not that I know of.”
She wagged a finger.
“If I was you young man I wouldn’t answer Mr Khey back like that, it will only exacerbate your problems.”
“Pardon?”
“Make them worse.”
She turned and made a phone call. She pointed down the corridor.
“He’s in the Head’s office. Have a nice day!”
Henry stared at Mr Khey, a man of rather large proportions around the midriff, flabby bloodhound like cheeks and red-rimmed brown eyes set each side of an enormous large flat nose.
“Pardon?”
Mr Khey leaned forward slightly, his voice became slightly louder and his BBC annunciation more clear.
“We’ve had a complaint that you kicked Mr Lambert in the head.”
“I haven’t kicked anybody in the head – sir.”
Mr Khey’s eyes half closed.
“Let me refresh your memory as you seem to be suffering from temporary and convenient amnesia. Last night, just before the last dance, you left the building, found Mr Lambert lying on the ground and kicked him in the head. He needed three stitches to the side of his nose.”
Henry shook his head.
“No sir! There was this boy trying to make Selina give him a kiss, but he backed off and I never touched him.”
Mr Khey smiled.
“Aah, the memories returning, albeit in an edited form. Was Selina there the whole time to verify your story?”
Henry thought back.
“No, once he let her go she ran off.”
“So is there anyone who can verify your story?”
Henry gulped.
“Tyrone, he was there too.”
Mr Khey drummed his fingers on the table.
“You realise this is a suspension at the very least? We do not tolerate violence or bullying, of any shape or form, in this school – ever!”
“I didn’t touch him sir.” Henry said through gritted teeth.
Mr Khey took a huge sniff as if smelling an odorous lie.
“Well let’s see what Tyrone says shall we?”
He walked across the office and opened the door to usher Tyrone in. Tyrone gave a malevolent grin and Henry knew he was doomed.
“Mr Tyrone,” said Mr Khey firmly. “Can you confirm that you with Henry all he time during last night’s little incident?”
Tyrone shook his head and managed to look sorrowful.
“No sir. We did catch Eric trying to give Selina a kiss, but once he’d backed off and Selina was safe I left Henry and Eric alone. I think they argued.”
“You liar!” Shouted Henry. “Selina left and then we both went back round the front together.”
He turned to Mr Khey.
“He tripped and fell over; neither I or Tyrone touched him.”
Mr Khey raised an eyebrow.
“It’s neither I nor Tyrone touched him, at least get your conjunctions right if you are going to argue.”
He stroked his flabby chin.
“So you are prepared to give Tyrone an alibi whereas he will not give you one; interesting.”
He shot Henry a piercing look.
“And you say you both came round the front together?”
“Yes sir.”
He pointed to the door.
“You can both go and wait outside and no talking.”
They exited the office and stood each side of the door.
“Payback time.” Said Tyrone under his breath.
Henry felt for his hair gel, was there anything that could save him this time?
It was a full half-hour before they were called back in. In that time Henry had composed twenty ways of telling his mother he’d been suspended and none of them were even remotely passable. Mr Khey smiled and Henry’s knees quivered.
“So,” he said. “I have a problem. One boy’s parents tell me he was kicked in the head. Another boy tells me you were definitely there alone and you emphatically says that you didn’t do it. Who am I to believe?”
His eyes strayed from one to the other.
“Fortunately I have an independent witness.”
Tyrone jumped in.
“Selina had gone inside by the time I left him alone with Eric.”
Mr Khey smirked.
“Not a person lad, the school CCTV. We may not have a working camera round the side, but there is one outside the school entrance.”
He pressed a key on his laptop.
“Behold.”
It was in black and white and definitely not high definition, but you could clearly see Henry standing outside looking up and then spinning round. As he trotted off towards to right hand edge of the screen Tyrone emerged from the school, looked furtively around and followed Henry. There was a two minute pause with nothing to see except the school cat nonchalantly padding by and then Selina rushed in looking flustered. Mr Khey paused the playback and tapped the screen.
“I am sure that is well below the school minimum skirt length and I have sent Miss Buttershaw to discus the matter with the young lady.”
He paused, grinned and pressed the play button. There was again nothing and then both Tyrone and Henry came into view. Tyrone said something to Henry and walked inside, Henry followed. A minute or so later Eric came into view clutching his nose. The playback ceased and Mr Khey looked at Henry.
“So Henry this verifies your story and I have noted that there is no blood on your beautifully white trainers in this sad little video.”
He pointed to the door.
“Go back to your class and make this a lesson in the fact that it’s always best to tell the truth and to be careful just who you mix with.”
Henry fled. Once outside he leant against the doorpost quite weak at the knees.
“Now Mr Tyrone,” he heard Mr Khey bark. “Can you tell me what’s going on here, or do you wish to bear the full consequences of wasting my valuable time?”
Henry decided to leave, he would liked to have heard more, but Mr Khey had a habit of suddenly opening doors and he’d had enough of Mr Khey for one day.
Henry sluiced his face under a cold tap and looked in the mirror. He frowned and put his fingers each side of a little yellow spot just under his nose, he squeezed until he felt it plop. Satisfied he wiped away the pus. ‘If only all the troubles of life were so easy,’ he thought, ‘squeeze until eliminated.’ He ambled along to his class and tried to enter unobserved, fat chance. Mr Stump glowered at him.
“I know why you’re late. Sit down, shut up and get out your geography book. We are looking at schematic representational diagrams.”
Without waiting he continued his lesson.
“So our Mr H C Beck produced what we all recognise as the London Underground map. A truly magnificent piece of unintended graphical design. Now, what’s wrong with it in geographical terms?”
Henry slid into his seat and gave Alice a weak smile; Selina was missing.
Henry bit into Selina’s sandwich.
“Mmm, what’s the relish?”
“Onion and Basil, my mum’s spreading it on everything at the moment.”
Alice examined her sandwich.
“What’s this?”
Henry peered at it.
“Cheese spread, mustard mayonnaise and lettuce.”
“Ooo,” she said as if it was the most delectable combination in the world. She took a small bite and closed her eyes as if heaven was in her mouth.
“What did Miss Buttershaw want?” She mumbled as she chewed.
Selina rolled her eyes.
“Read me the riot act about last night’s dress, as if I haven’t heard enough about it.”
Alice licked her lips as if they were spread with honey from the gods and took another small bite.
Henry took a large chomp out of his.
“Don’t tell me your mother found out.”
Selina nodded glumly.
“Mrs Peterson told her; ratbag. I thought I was home and dry, but as soon as I got in she gave me hell.”
Alice patted the back of her hand.
“Poor Selina.”
Selina gave a half smile.
“Thanks Henry for coming when I was in trouble, that Eric turned out to be a real bozo.”
Henry glowed in the warmth of her thanks.
“Tyrone was there too.”
“He’s been sent home,” said Justin savouring Selina’s honey and banana wrap.
“Saw him on the way out, it wasn’t a pretty sight.”
Alice took another nibble as if the smaller bites she took the longer paradise would last.
“So has your mum grounded you?”
Selina nodded and sighed.
“Last week of term too. And she shredded the dress with her pinking shears and she checked every other dress I’ve got. She threw them all over the floor; she was in a right mood.”
“What did your father say?” Asked Justin.
“He just laughed, that made mum worse.”
“Parent’s,” said Justin. “As unpredictable as a dormant volcano.”
Wendy came and sat down.
“What’s that about parents?”
“Unpredictable,” repeated Justin. “One moment their all soft and cuddly, the next it’s light the blue touch-paper and stand well clear.”
Wendy opened her lunchbox and extracted a cold hot dog.
“Yours haven’t exploded have they?”
Justin nodded.
“Dad found out I’d retuned the satellite receiver to pick up that French music channel, he went ape.”
“What’d your mum say?”
Justin grinned.
“She doesn’t know. I retuned it away from ‘Nancy Pepper’s Naughty Nights and dad was a bit embarrassed when I pointed this out.”
Wendy blinked.
“We still on for the DVD evening?”
Justin grinned.
“Of course, it’s only the satellite receiver that dad’s activated the parental lock on, in any case you can get round it by hitting it with any Bluetooth enabled mobile phone by using the Sledgehammer Algorithm.”
Alice’s eye widened.
“You’d hit it with your mobile?”
Henry checked the coast was clear and took the back road to Gladys’ house. He let himself in the kitchen and a sixth sense told him something was wrong. There was the smell of cooking, but the microwave was not whirring and he could see inside it was a gently cooling meal for one.
“Gladys,” he shouted, “It’s Henry.”
There was a bleat from down the corridor and he followed the sound. She was in the loo scrunched up between the WC pan and the wall. It seemed an impossibly small place for anyone to fit into.
“Oh, hello dear,” she grunted. “I was getting off the loo and ended up here.”
Henry noted the tremor in her voice, the loo roll holder lying on the floor and the missing plaster on the wall where it should have been. He knew he couldn’t get her out of her predicament this time. He knelt down.
“I’ll get you a blanket and call an ambulance.”
She nodded, clearly in pain. He raced into the lounge and stopped by her chair, her emergency pendant was hanging over the back. He pressed the red button.
“Hello,” said a disembodied voice from her loudspeaker telephone. “Is that Mrs Chirp?”
“No,” said Henry. “She’s fallen beside the loo and is trapped against the wall.”
There was a silence and Henry was just about to repeat himself when the voice reappeared.
“I have called out the ambulance and the fire brigade. Can you stay with her?”
“Yes.”
There was another pause.
“And you are?”
“Henry Lines, I visit her from time to time.”
“Well Henry can you make sure she is warm, but don’t give her anything to eat or drink except a small sip of water.”
Henry grabbed a folded blanket off the back of her settee and raced back to the loo. He placed it over her.
“Thank you dear.”
“Do you want me to phone your daughter?”
She sighed.
“If you must, her numbers programmed in my phone.”
Henry raced back to the lounge, studied the phone and pressed button one.
“Hello?” Said a familiar voice.
Henry sighed with relief and words tumbled out.
“Miss Buttershaw, it’s Henry. Your grandma is trapped in her loo, I’ve called an ambulance.”
“Pardon?”
Henry repeated himself, put the phone down and raced back to Gladys. She managed a smile.
“Do me a favour dear,” she implored. “Flush the loo will you; don’t want them all seeing all my nasties.”
The fire brigade arrived first and a large fireman in full kit and clobber studied her position.
“Well Gladys,” he said brightly. “You’ve gone and done it this time.”
He stood up and turned to a colleague.
“Probably have to smash the loo. If we had some lubricant we might be able to ease her out, be quicker and I don’t like her someone of her age lying in that position.”
Henry swallowed and offered his hair gel.
“This can be oily if it wants to.”
The fireman gave him a peculiar look, took the gel and put a bit between two fingers. He nodded and turned to Gladys.
“Can you spread this down your left hip?”
She took a dollop and started spreading.
“Ooh,” she murmured. “It tingles, and it smells like an apple orchard in springtime, my very favourite smell.”
Once she had finished two firemen lent over her.
“Don’t wriggle,” he commanded.
Within a few seconds she was out and lying on the floor. Henry backed off as the paramedics arrived. Miss Buttershaw arrived, breathless, a minute later.
Gladys ended up being taken to hospital for a check-over, much against her will. Before the fireman left he handed Henry back his hair gel, it was almost empty. He patted Henry on the shoulder.
“Well done lad, you didn’t panic and that was important for her.”
Henry grinned.
“You’ve met her before?”
He nodded seriously.
“Got her foot stick down a drain three months ago and last year she set fire to her daughter’s garden shed while lighting a barbeque.”
They all trooped out. Henry locked the back door, as instructed by Miss Buttershaw, and put the key through the letterbox before he started for home. He considered the alley, thought better of it, and took the long way home. Better safe, he thought, than sorry.
Harriet was waiting inside the door. She glanced into the kitchen.
“Your late.”
Henry tried to appear nonchalant.
“Had to call out the Fire Brigade and Ambulance for Gladys.”
Harriet rolled her eyes.
“Mums declared special conditions again, she’s waiting to take us to the pizza parlour.”
Henry’s stomach did a triple somersault. Special conditions and fried chicken in the van was one thing, special conditions and a pizza parlour meant one thing and one thing only; trouble, big big trouble.
Henry bit into his giant pizza slice that had a sausage, red pepper and sweetcorn topping. His mother had not said one word about why they were here. He glanced at Harriet, but she was busy putting dobs of Marmite over her pizza. He shot a look at his mother; she seemed content and not flustered, this was unusual. Normally under ‘special conditions’ she was flustered as she usually had to tell them something she’d rather not, or have to explain something nasty like dad never coming back to live at home. He paused his thought train; had that been so terrible?
“Don’t forget your chips Henry,” his mother advised and he shuddered. Special condition and Pizza was one thing, pizza and chips was quite another.
He was almost down to his last slice when she wiped her lips on a napkin.
“I’ve been busy today,” she said carelessly. “But, of course, I’ve not been saving little old ladies.”
She shot Henry a warm smile.
“I have, however been talking to lots of people.”
Harriet licked the excess Marmite off of the little plastic spoon.
“Lots of people?”
“Alice’s grandparents, social services, Mrs Scanlon, Mr Thompson, our solicitors, I even sent an email to Alice’s mother via the British Embassy in Thailand and got a reply back within three hours.”
Henry tried to assemble the various people in his head to try and make sense of whatever his mother had been up to, but failed when he reached Mrs Scanlon their next door neighbour.
“Why?” Was all he could manage.
His mother chewed on a piece of pizza and they all had to wait until she had swallowed it; she could be infuriating at times.
“I don’t think it right,” she eventually answered. “That Alice has been left alone for at least a month. Now one can either pass by on the other side or do something about it.”
Henry was already lost.
“Pardon?”
“Good Samaritan,” said Harriet gleefully, loving to get one step ahead of Henry. “He got beaten up and a lot of people passed by and didn’t help, but the person he least expected gave him first aid and took him to a hotel.”
“Quite,” nodded his mother. “In our society we all too often turn a blind eye and don’t want to know.”
Harriet frowned. Henry smiled.
“Nelson at the battle of Trafalgar, he…”
His mother laid a hand on his arm.
“Let’s get back to Alice. I think it wrong what her grandparents did, so I thought we could do something about it.”
“We?”
“We. So I started with her grandparents. They stayed overnight at a hotel and I caught them before they flew out this morning and got their permission to have Alice for the summer holidays, they were more than happy as it gives them nearly seven weeks of freedom.”
She smiled.
“But I made sure they paid for the privilege by setting up a private fostering arrangement, hence the need to contact social services, her mother and our solicitors.”
Henry waved his hand.
“You got them to pay! But they’re mean; they won’t even let Alice have posters on the wall of her bedroom.”
His mother patted his hand.
“They’re not mean, they’re out of touch. In fact I think they like being out of touch as they resent the fact Alice was forced onto them by circumstances.”
She lowered her voice
“I don’t think you understand just how much effort they put into their daughter, or how difficult it was when they realised she had a drug problem. Do you know they paid three times to have her sent to a private rehab clinic in Switzerland?”
She leant back.
“In any case they are willing to pay the going rate for fostering and have given me the money in advance for the next six weeks.”
Harriet stared at her.
“Am I going to have to share?” The tone of her voice said it all.
Her mother smiled tolerantly and examined the remains of her pizza slice as if it were covered in salmonella.
“No, definitely not, although Henry or I will have to sleep in the van for a couple of nights.”
She offered Henry a chip, he became suspicious.
“So where is she going to sleep?”
"In Mrs Scanlon's attic room," she said nonchelantly. "She doesn't use it and is prepared to rent it out to us. Mr Thompson reckons it’s only a single brick wall between our top landing and her attic and he can put a door through in no time. Well actually all day tomorrow and maybe a bit after.”
Their mother licked her lips.
“Because the room is in a different house and it’s a private fostering arrangement her door will have a Yale lock on it, this is no reflection on either of you. It was one of the three pre-conditions of social services.”
Curiosity burned in Henry.
“What were the others?”
“That she should have her own room and that should be treated as a member of the family, not a guest.”
Harriet scooped the last of the Marmite out of its little plastic pot and licked her finger, a move she knew she could only get away with under ‘special conditions.’
“It seems like an awful lot of work for just one holiday.”
“Ah,” exclaimed their mother as Henry’s stomach did another flip.
“That’s why we are here. Firstly because I need you two to make Alice feel at home and, if you want to, I’d like you to help Alice decorate her room.”
She paused.
“And secondly because in six weeks time we will all have a decision to make.”
Henry and Harriet said nothing, now was not the time to ask questions. They waited for her to continue; that took another slowly chewed mouthful of pizza.
“If it all goes well during the summer her grandparents would like it to become a permanent arrangement until Alice is eighteen.”
She leant forward and her eyes became soft.
“I want to make it clear you that you are my children and you come first; if either of you says ‘no’ it will be ‘no.’ You will not have to give me a reason and there will be no comeback.”
Harriet wondered about licking out the Marmite container and decided that would be pushing her luck too far.
“What does Alice say?”
Their mother glanced at her watch.
“At present she’s having tea with the social services youth team leader. He will make it clear to her that she too has a choice and can say no.”
She grinned.
“And also informing her that as she is being fostered for the school holidays they will pay for her to have singing lessons.”
Henry pushed his plate away.
“So you’ve got it all sown up without even talking to us in the first place.”
“Would you have said no?”
Henry considered the question and shook his head. His mother stood up.
“Right, who’s for pudding?”
Henry lay in the van thinking. There were three more days of term to go. Tomorrow would be the last as a year 8. Monday and Tuesday they had what the school called orientation days to get used to their new form room, some new classmates and a new timetable. The added bonus, particularly for Owen, was that they no longer had to do jobs for the school. Henry wondered about volunteering to look after the guitars. He turned over. Then it was the holidays. Mum was in one of her active moods; she’d ‘talked to lots of people’ and had also booked Alice into their Northumbrian holiday. He’d seen his mum in moods like this before, especially when they had moved house. In one week she’d decorated all the downstairs rooms and had a portion of her double bedroom walled off to make a walk-in wardrobe and a shower room. He tried, and failed, to think of Alice as a foster-sister rather than a friend. He’d started to drift off to sleep wondering about Alice’s mother when there was a tremendous banging on the roof of the van. His heart rate went stratospheric and sleep disappeared over the horizon. He peered out of the windows; nothing. He gently opened the van door and peered up. A pair of blue eyes peered back. Henry sighed with relief.
“Blossom,” he said quietly. “You scared the life out of me.”
The cat scratched his ear and his back leg thumped on the van roof. Henry reached up and picked up the Siamese cat; despite its breed it was friendly to Henry and Harriet because they had known it since it was a kitten, though it had attacked the postmen every day since its arrival. Henry examined its ear and extracted a small sliver of wood.
“Silly cat,” he said, stroking the beast until it purred. Henry ran his fingers over the cat’s coat, pulled apart a few tangles and put it on the ground. It immediately turned round and jumped into the van to sit on a front seat. It sniffed the tube of hair gel that was lying there, purred contentedly and settled down with the tube between its front paws.
“OK, said Henry. “But don’t let mum find you.”
He lay down and composed his thoughts until he reached his absent dad. Did he miss him? Would he want him back? What if…
Henry found his mum on the first floor landing measuring the wall. She tapped a little mark she had made.
“Recon we could put a door here and open up the shower room to the landing.”
Henry shook his head, it was early and thinking was not on the agenda.
“Why would you want to do that? I thought you had it built for yourself.”
I did,” she replied slowly, obviously still thinking. “But just imagine fighting with Harriet and Alice to get in the bathroom.”
Henry needed no second bidding, he shot into the bathroom and firmly locked the door.
Henry checked his hair in the door mirror and picked up his tube of gel. It felt odd and he looked at it. There were two neat puncture marks on each side of the tube. He carefully placed his fingers over the extra holes and squirted out a little gel to get his hair back under control. After that he went into the kitchen, found a reel of red insulating tape and put a red band round the tube to permanently seal up the holes. He jumped when he heard a squeal from upstairs, rather like an asthmatic referee’s whistle. This was followed by a series of different squeals. Henry crept upstairs and peered into Harriet’s bedroom. Alice was holding the soprano saxophone.
“Try to get your lips round the mouthpiece, instructed Harriet. “Don’t bite it and blow gently.”
A clearer note emerged and Henry beat a retreat. Getting Alice to produce one note was something, getting her to play a series of notes in the right order would be something else.
Henry walked through the school foyer and had a sense of déjà vu; his name was once again on the whiteboard. He ambled over to reception, the motherly woman looked up.
“You again?”
Henry shrugged and she picked up a phone. She talked for a minute or so and put it down.
“You’re for it this time young man, the head wants to see you personally.” She pointed across at a small series of armchairs. “Sit and wait.”
Henry sat and racked his brain. Had Eric’s parents complained again? Was it Bill’s parents this time? What if…
“The head will see you now.” The woman barked.
Henry knocked on the door to the headmaster’s room and waited. Eventually she opened the door and actually smiled at him, Henry almost fainted.
“Come in Henry.”
He followed her inside. She motioned for him to sit.
“A little bird has told me,” she said in her peculiar Mancunian accent. “That yesterday you did a very old lady a very good deed.”
Henry shrugged.
“I only called out the ambulance.”
She nodded and Henry wondered how long it took to look like that. She always looked the same, like a 1950s brunette film star about to receive an Oscar. She smiled and Henry wondered if she’d had her teeth straightened.
“True, but you were calling on her without being forced to, and being what we used to call neighbourly. I just thought I’d say that, on this occasion, you have been a credit to the school.”
Henry almost fell off the chair. He managed to stammer some sort of thanks. The Head smiled again and Henry thought of great white sharks.
“It has also come to my notice that you are a somewhat accomplished musician, like your father.”
“Mother,” said Henry firmly.
He was treated to another display of teeth and she produced a coloured poster.
“Next year the education authority want to have a push on ethnic music and are offering free courses in different areas.” She tapped the poster. “I spotted this one on Cuban influenced Flamenco music and thought of you. Would you like to represent our school on this?”
Henry surveyed the poster as she continued her sales patter.
“Apparently the course lasts ten days, is based at the Royal College of music and the Education Authority is willing to pay full expenses,” she purred. “They are also laying on a range of evening activities like seeing a coupe of London shows and attending the promenade concerts for a couple of evenings.”
Henry liked his lips and nodded. She smiled.
“Good, thought you might.” She paused. “And in return I am appointing you the year rep on next years school council.”
Henry shuddered. He did not want to be the year rep under any inducement; in fact he’d rather have had a double root canal filling without an anaesthetic. Being the rep got you noticed and, if you were not careful, labelled as a school pet. He racked his brains for a way out.
“I’m not sure about that ma’am,” he said carefully. “Sometimes if you are going to do something well it involves sacrifice. If I am going to go on this course and represent the school I will have to study a bit of the music in advance while I’m just starting my options. To be the year rep as well would be possible, but I may not be able to give it my best.”
She stared at him for a full ten seconds and then burst into laughter. It sounded like tubular bells and an asthmatic donkey going over a waterfall.
“OK Henry, I’ll wear that.”
She picked up a notepad.
“Anyone you would suggest?”
Henry slid round the door of his form room and Mr Khey smiled at him, it was unnerving. He turned to go to his favourite place to find it occupied by a maliciously grinning Bill. Henry sauntered past and sat at the back. As he got his books out he felt something cold running down his leg. He pulled out his hair-gel and refastened the red insulating tape.
“Today,” Mr Khey intoned. “We are having a brief look at the 19th century poet Edward Lear.”
He glanced round the class; Henry glanced at the floor. A little silver bead was making its way forward to disappear under Bill’s backpack.
“If you would turn to page 167 of your poetry textbook,” Mr Khey continued. “You will find an example of his work.”
Bill extracted his poetry book and tried to open it, Henry saw his fingers turn white with the pressure he was applying. Mr Khey cleared his throat.
“There was an Old Person of Dover, Who rushed through a field of blue Clover; But some very large bees, Stung his nose and his knees, So he very soon went back to Dover.”
He looked up from his book.
“I am sure you all recognise the form of the Limerick, just one device of what we call Edward Lear’s nonsense poems. That has been repeated and copied all over the world. For instance: There once was a man from Darjeeling, Who boarded a bus bound for Ealing, A sign on the door
said ‘Don't spit on the floor’, So he carefully spat on the ceiling.”
Henry, and most of the class grinned. Mr Khey spotted Bill wrestling with his book. He strode over.
“Having trouble?”
Bill looked up.
“It’s all stuck together sir.”
Mr Khey took off of Bill and the pages fell open. He tossed it back.
“Very funny, I don’t think.”
As he tossed the book back there was a sparkle as a silver droplet fell into Mr Khey’s jacket pocket.
“As you are feeling humorous Mr Harton you can come to the front and write on the board.”
He put his hand in his pocket and tossed Bill a whiteboard marker. Mr Khey turned to the class.
“Limericks are easy to compose and usually humorous in nature. So if I compose the first line you can take it from there.”
He turned to Bill.
“Write: There was an old woman from Hull.”
He turned, looked at the class and raised his eyebrows.
“Who had a very large skull.” Rosalyn intoned.
“But her eyes were quite small,” added Selina.
“And no good at all,” chipped in Owen.
“So she tripped over the isle of Mull,” Finished off Tyrone.
“Good, said Mr Khey. “You’re getting the idea.”
He turned to Bill.
“Did you get that?”
As the class watched as Bill wrote; the letters stayed in place for a few seconds before sliding down the whiteboard. Even Mr Khey laughed.
Henry avoided going near the table where Bill was sitting and sat down to extract his lunchbox. Selina stared at him.
“Is it true your mum is adopting Alice?”
Henry surveyed his mother’s sandwiches; she was back on a healthy food splurge and they were made of granary bread.
“Not adopting, she’s staying with us for the summer holidays.”
“Good,” said Selina. I wanted my mum to let her come to us, but she said we didn’t have the room.”
Henry glanced into Selina’s box, it looked equally glum.
“You and Anjula share?”
She nodded.
“It’s a huge room with a screen down the middle, but it is only one room.”
Rosalyn sat down and unwrapped a silver foil parcel.
“Blast,” she muttered. “Look at that! Who on earth would want to eat peanut butter and cheese at the same time and on white bread?”
Selina peered at her sandwiches and licked her lips.
“You’ve got an older sister, do you share a room?”
“No fear, she bites her toenails.”
Justin sat down, opened his lunchbox and groaned.
“Does my mum want to turn me into a pig? She’s given me bacon and tomato sandwiches again.”
There was a moment’s hesitation and the ritual swapping began.
Henry almost made it back to the form room before Sam caught up with him in the corridor.
“You’re gonna pay.” He murmured as he barged past.
Miss Buttershaw appeared from nowhere and gave Henry a huge smile.
“Hello Henry. You might like to know my grandmother is back home. Just a few bruises and a damaged ego.”
She waltzed off down the corridor and Henry sought refuge in the classroom. He grabbed his usual seat and looked across an empty seat to Selina, she was just staring at the whiteboard.
“You OK?”
She swallowed.
“The head’s appointed me as year rep.”
Henry wondered if he’d misjudged his intentions.
“Didn’t you always say you’d love to be on the council because you could make a difference?”
She turned her magnificent brown eyes on him.
“I did and I do, I just never expected to be asked.”
Henry smiled to himself, he’d got it right.
I’ve been offered a free course of Flamenco music, must be a catch somewhere.”
Selina’s eyes widened.
“Grief, don’t tell my mum. She’s got a cupboard full of the stuff. It’s all wailing and stamping, it’s even worse than my father’s bhangra.”
Henry laughed.
“Where’s Alice?”
“She’s got an appointment with Mr Stump, something to do with realising her opportunities.”
Bill came through the door and glared at Henry, he swaggered forward.
“I was sitting there, squirt.”
Henry stared at him.
“I didn’t notice.”
Selina giggled and Bill scowled. He raised his voice a little.
“I said I was sitting there.”
“New class orientation begins on Monday,” said a stern voice behind him. “So I suggest you take up your usual residence against the back wall and we’ll begin.”
He glanced back at the teacher, sneered at Henry and moved on. Selina leant towards him.
“This can’t go on.”
No, thought Henry, it can’t, but I have no idea what to do about it.
‘There was a young man named Tyrone,’ though Henry. ‘Who couldn’t move his foot on his own.’ ‘It was stuck to the floor, ‘cause of the boot that he wore.’ He tried to think of a closing limerick line and wandered into the alleyway to go and see Gladys. It was a mistake, a bad mistake. He rounded the corner into the kink and found himself staring at Bill. He didn’t even bother to turn round as he could feel Sam close up behind. Without warning Bill grabbed his arm and swung him hard onto the fence. Henry’s backpack cushioned the blow, but the entire wooden fence rattled and swayed. Bill grinned maliciously and spun Henry round to bash him into the opposite fence, which also groaned at the blow.
“You’ve been a naughty boy,” snarled Bill. “And you’ve gotta pay.”
Henry noticed a familiar head pop up over the fence he was now looking at and then disappear. His heart sank, he was on his own.
“What you got against me?” He asked, trying to buy time.
“You got ginger hair for a start and you’ve been a smart arse at my expense.”
The head appeared again, but this time David Grange must have been standing on something as his shoulders also appeared. He reached out, put one hand each side of Bill’s head and just lifted him off the ground as if he were picking up a feather. Bill’s look of utter surprise was only bettered by Sam’s look of total amazement. Bill wriggled, but being suspended in mid air he had nothing to use as leverage.
“You annoying my mate Henry?” Said David almost conversationally.
Miss Buttershaw’s forehead and eyes appeared beside him.
“Put him down,” she instructed.
David obliged and dropped him in a heap on the floor. Bill spun round to see his assailant; his jaw dropped and his eyes bulged. David rested his arms on the top of the fence. From this angle he looked absolutely huge.
“If I find you two,” he continued in his conversational tone. “Anywhere near Henry in the future I might get angry, and you wouldn’t want to meet me angry.”
“You David Grange?” Spluttered Sam. “And you know Henry?”
“I was the last time I looked in the mirror, and yes I do. He is a very good friend to my future grandmother-in-law.”
Miss Buttershaw climbed up beside him.
“Since I know who you are,” she said. “You better change your ways.”
She might as well have said ‘I know where you live and if there is any trouble I’ll send the boys round.’
David looked at Henry.
“You popping round for a cuppa? I’ll put the kettle on.”
Henry needed no second bidding and scampered out of the kink. As he passed the gate with the ‘beware of the dog sign’ he noticed two things. One the gate was swinging loose, no doubt as a result of his blow against the fence, and two there was a small cold trickle of hair gel down his left leg. He just couldn’t resist giving the gate a gentle push.
Once out of the alley his heart rate subsided and he managed to slow down and amble down Gladys’ side path and into the garden to the accompaniment of a blast of barking, snarling and yelling from the alley. Miss Buttershaw gave Henry a smile.
“You OK?”
He nodded.
“Thanks Mr Grange.”
“They been on your back long?”
“Long enough.”
Miss Buttershaw patted him on the shoulder.
“Actually Henry I was meaning to talk to you. David and I are getting married at the end of August, nothing grand, just a quiet wedding at St Michaels. The choir is down to sing for us, but David and I were wondering if you would play a guitar solo while we are signing the register?”
She paused.
“We would like it and we know Grandma would like it.”
Panic rose within Henry
“Will the TV be there?”
David laughed.
“Not if we can help it, it’s a secret wedding. The rugby press office has leaked that I am getting married, but hinted it will not be this year.”
Henry nodded.
“I’ll do my best.”
He ambled into the house. Him being asked to play at the wedding of the England Rugby Football Captain, he was quite overwhelmed.
Gladys was sitting in her armchair looking slightly fragile.
“Oh hello dear,” she said as usual. “At least I’m not in an embarrassing position today.”
Even her voice sounded weak. Henry managed a grin and sat down.
“How are you?”
She rolled her eyes.
“Fine, just a large bruise on my hip.”
She leant forward.
“I’m moving. My grand-daughter is getting married and her man has a large house in the country so I’m going to live with them.”
She rubbed her hands together.
“Don’t know what those firemen used, but it’s made my hands all smooth, just like the old days.”
She prattled on about her days as a chorus girl in the Hackney Empire and Henry listened intently. He knew all about living history projects and now he had one of his own. Eventually he got up to go. She gave him a wink and a smile.
“Thanks for yesterday; nice to know someone still cares.”
Mr Thompson was standing on the upper landing when Henry arrived home. He’d constructed an enclosed area using large sheets of plastic and was now staring at the outline of a door made by a series of large drilled holes. He was sweating profusely.
“Hello Henry m’lad,” he said in his broad Lancashire accent. “Fancy a swing?”
He handed Henry a sledgehammer and nodded at the wall. Henry felt the weight of the hammer.
“You serious?”
“Someone’s got to knock out those bricks and you’re younger than I.”
Henry picked up the hammer and swung it against the wall.
“No, no lad,” said Mr Thompson. “Put some energy into it.”
Henry swung the hammer right back and pulled it forward as fast as he could. He hit the wall just inside the drilled holes. A satisfying large number of bricks tumbled away.
“That’s getting the idea lad. No go on, give it a real go.”
Henry decided that there is nothing quite so satisfying as being allowed to demolish part of one’s own house.
Henry watched Alice clear away the last of the sticky mousse from her bowl. It probably wasn’t meant to be a sticky mousse, but his mother’s cooking often turned out that way.
“You saw Mr Stump today.” Queried Henry, recalling his own tête-à-tête with Mr Stump.
She nodded, considered licking the spoon and decided it would be impolite.
“He wants me to drop a year, says I need to catch up on lost education.”
“Lost education?”
Her eyes locked onto his.
“Mum travelled around a lot and I couldn’t always get to school, in any case they were usually in another language.”
“So what you going to do?”
“Consider her options,” butted in his mother and effectively closing down the conversation.
Harriet decided to ignore the warning signs.
“That would put you in my year, maybe even in my class.”
Her mother leaned forward.
“If ever there was a reason for not dropping a years that might be it, but nothing is certain.”
Harriet opened her mouth, but her mother was an expert at diversionary tactics and was not to be trifled with.
“What’s this about the school giving you a Flamenco course?”
Henry almost jumped out of his seat.
“How do you know?”
She drummed her fingers on the table.
“Because your Head teacher had the sense to talk to me this morning before talking to you, otherwise would I ever know anything?”
Henry decided on a bit of diversion of his own.
“Miss Buttershaw is getting married,” he announced. “She’s asked me to play at her wedding.”
Harriet raised her eyebrows.
“Is she marrying that half-fly chap?”
Henry caught Alice standing in what was to be her room. Currently there was just a jagged hole where the door was going to be and dreadful brown floral flock wallpaper on the walls.
“Bit dismal at the moment.” He remarked casually.
She turned her eyes on him.
“It’s wonderful. It’s a room especially made for me. I’ve never had a room especially made for me.”
Henry wondered if he would ever get used to that high-class accent. Perhaps he could get Selina to teach her Essex.
“What colour you going to paint it?”
She looked around.
“Rose pink. Your mum says I can do stencils on the wall to.”
There was both awe and enthusiasm in her voice. She turned back to Henry.
“You know that hair gel you gave me? It’s run out. I’m sure I haven’t used it all on my hair, but I left the top off and it escaped.”
She hopped from foot to foot.
“I know I shouldn’t have, but I looked in your cabinet. You’ve got loads, do you think…”
Henry sighed, still it had been a good day.
“Of course, but remember; wash it off with cold water and make sure you leave the cap on.”
He hesitated.
“And don’t leave it out in a thunderstorm.”
“Come on,” intoned Mr Stump. “Who will give me £10 for this excellent rowing machine?”
Henry suppressed a yawn. It had rained heavily in the night and the noise in the van had been appalling.
“£8?” Tried Mr Stump.
“Oh I’ll give you £8 just to shut you up,” Responded Justin’s father.
“£9 then,” said Mr Stump, eagerly looking around.
There was total silence and not a twitch from anyone, not since Rosalyn’s mother had inadvertently waved her hands and won an exercise bicycle for £17.
“£8 then; going; going gone!”
He smashed his gavel down.
“Now,” he said gleefully, “We have lot 47, a large sweater knitted from the hairs of an Old English Sheepdog. What am I bid? Shall we start at £15?”
To Henry’s surprise a hand shot up. His mother leaned over.
“That’s Jessica’s father’s, Jessica should never have given it away in the first place and his mother knitted it specially for him.”
She shot up her hand.
“£20” she shouted.
Henry shuddered as she bid the jumper up to £35 before leaving Jessica’s father to buy back his own jumper for £40.
Harriet nudged Alice.
“Now,” she whispered.
“Lot 48, a Cranmore wooden recorder in very good condition. Shall we start at £10?”
There was silence and Alice bit her lip.
“£9?”
Alice shuffled.
“£8?”
Alice hopped from foot to foot.
“£7?”
Alice looked as if she would burst.
“£6?”
Harriet nudged her and Alice explosively shot up her hand as high as she possibly could.
Mr Stump smiled.
“Any advance on £6?”
He surveyed the crowd.
“No? Then it’s £6; going; going; gone!”
Mr Stump licked his lips.
“And now lot 49, an England Rugby Shirt signed by the whole of the winning England Team and their coach. I have taken the liberty of having this item verified and it is absolutely genuine. Shall we start at £50?”
Several hands shot up.
“£75?”
Fewer hands shot up.
“£100?”
Three hands shot up.
Henry listened intently as the bidding rose and rose with two men fighting it out. Eventually one gave up leaving a tall seedy looking individual with the item.
“So that’s £320 pounds. Any higher offer?” Asked Mr Stump.
To Henry’s utter surprise and total embarrassment his mother raised her hand.
“£350,” she shouted.
There was a gasp from the audience, which was just as well as it hid Henry’s exclamation of horror.
“£360,” said the man.
“£370,” she responded as Henry felt like crawling under a stone.
“£380,” he shot back.
“£390,” said his mum confidently.
There was a ten second pause during which Henry thought he would die.
“£400,” said the man.
To Henry’s relief his mother remained silent.
“£400; going, going, gone!” Intoned Mr Stump.
Henry’s mother smiled.
“Serves him right. He’s a dealer and I heard him on the phone saying he’d bid up to £400 but hoped to get it for less to make a bigger profit. He recons he can get at least £500 for it on ebay.”
Henry almost fainted.
People started to drift away as Mr Stump valiantly tried to sell a few remaining small items.
“Lot 63,” he cried. “Three tubes of ΛĿІΕΠ ΗΛІЯ СЯΕΛШ.”
Henry spun round.
“Shall we start at £2?”
Henry shot his hand up.
“£3,” said Tyrone.
Henry put his hand in his pocket, he only had £4.50 left since he had bought a folding portable music stand earlier on.
“£4,” he cried.
“£5,” countered Tyrone.
Henry looked around, but his family had moved off to inspect Alice’s purchase.
“Going,” cried Mr Stump. “Going; Gone!”
The gavel fell and Henry’s heart sank.
“Now for the final contribution,” croaked Mr Stump. “Lot 64 a pair of used Homer Simpson socks. Any offers over 25p?”
Henry walked round the back of the community hall. The place was decrepit and desperately in need of a make-over, hence the charity auction. It was so ancient it still had outside toilets. Henry glanced up at the precariously balanced and sagging guttering and dashed into the loo. He relieved himself, tried, and failed, to wash his hands and emerged into the bright sunlight. Tyrone grinned at him and waved the three tubes of hair gel that were bound together with sticky tape.
“O dear, little Henry couldn’t get his hair gel.” He crowed.
He tossed the tubes in the air and caught them. The tube in Henry’s pocket twitched.
“Make sure you read the instructions.” Henry countered.
Tyrone sneered.
“Read the instructions! It’s hair gel you pratt, not an ipod.”
He tossed the tubes again, this time spinning them as he threw them up. The tube in Henry’s pocket winced.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said Henry warningly,
Tyrone rolled his eyes.
“Oh you wouldn’t do it would you?”
He tossed the spinning tubes higher. The tube in Henry’s pocket writhed in agony.
Henry walked to the end of the building and looked back.
“It’s hair gel,” shouted Tyrone flinging the tubes into the air and spinning them violently. They rose to the height of the guttering and exploded. This time it wasn’t a little plop, or a thump, it was an ear splitting cacophony of an explosion, more like an artillery shell going off than mere hair gel bursting from it’s tube. The guttering knew when it had had enough and one end swung loose sweeping down to just miss Tyrone, but still managing to dump a fair amount of dark foul looking liquid directly on top of him. As Henry stood staring in utter amazement a large woman bustled past, knocking him sideways.
“Tyrone,” she shouted. “What have I told you about letting off fireworks in the daytime?”
Henry managed to get out of sight, but thought he would get hiccups from his laughing.
Henry felt the tube of hair gel; it was definitely trembling and sweating, as if it had had a near miss. He took pity on it and placed it in the van to lie in the sunshine and recover. He then went back into the hall to pick up his portable music stand and find his family. He glanced in one of the small rooms and slowed down. His mother was in there intently talking to Mr Williams. He watched them for a minute. He’d seen his mum and his dad talking many times, but no matter how close they were physically there was always the impression of distance between them. With Mr Williams it was the exact opposite; they were standing about three feet apart and yet looked totally together.
“Did you hear that bang?” Exclaimed Harriet, interrupting his thoughts. “I thought the roof was going to come it.”
She giggled.
“Mr Gates dived under a table.”
Henry looked around.
“What’s Alice’s recorder like?”
“It’s great. It’s a Cranmore and I don’t think it’s ever been used. There’s not a mark on it and mum couldn’t find any cracks.”
“What about your book?”
She waved a fat tome.
“Susannah and Blanchette’s guide to health and harmony; all you ever need to know about keeping fit and slim.”
She lowered her voice.
“Curious thing is I think its got Anjula’s writing in it. She never said she had a copy when we talked about it the other day.”
Mr Stump ran to the stage, thumped the microphone and looked worried.
“Will the owner of the VW camper out front please come outside, I am afraid it’s on fire.”
On fire it certainly was. Flames were spewing out of the holes where the windows had been and a great thick pillar of black acrid smoke was ascending heavenwards. His mum and the fire brigade arrived simultaneously. The firemen pushed the crowd back to the sound of exploding tyres and as they started to spray water into the burning beast the petrol tank exploded spraying huge flames and more smoke in every direction.
“I think that is a write off,” said Mr Williams, stating the absolutely obvious.
“I don’t understand it,” Henry’s mother said. “It’s never even given a hint of overheating.”
He shook his head.
“Old cars have old electrics and old wires have poor insulation.”
Henry kept quiet. When he had arrived there had been one spot of flame that was intensely brighter than the rest; it had been just where he had left the hair gel on the dashboard. Mr Williams cowered slightly as something inside made a gentle boom and the firemen began to win the battle, not that there was much left to bother about saving.
“What will you do,” he said. “Get something more modern?”
“Oh yes, “she replied casually, glancing at Henry and giving Mr Williams a wink. “I saw in this camper magazine that they still make VW Campers in Brazil. You can even get them to spray on flowers for you.”
Henry shuddered.
Henry sat on the old bench in the garden feeling guilty. He should have known that his hair gel had not been well, especially after Tyrone’s display. However, how could he possibly tell his mother that his hair gel had started the fire? The Fire Brigade had agreed with Mr Williams’ diagnosis – old wiring. He sat not knowing what to do; should he tell her and appear ridiculous or just keep quite? A shadow fell on him as his mother sat down next to him.
“Penny for them?”
He shrugged.
“My hair gel was in the van, you don’t think… ?”
She patted his arm.
“Don’t be silly, my sun-lotion was in there too, but smellies don’t set light to vans. If they did it would have set fire to your pocket long ago.”
He licked his lips.
“Will you lose much money?”
She laughed.
“Not much Henry, it wasn’t worth much, but it was comprehensively insured.”
She closed her eyes and let the sunlight warm her face; Henry had the odd notion that she appeared younger. Perhaps she was just less stressed. She opened her eyes.
“But there is some good news. The insurance covers the hire of a similar vehicle for a month while we find a replacement, so we’ll have transport for the holiday up North. And I promise it will not have a single flower sprayed upon it”
She stood up.
“We’ll have to rethink our sleeping arrangement for the night.”
Henry decided on penance for his hair gel’s arson of their van.
“It’s OK. I’ll sleep on the floor of the new room in my sleeping bag.”
She smiled, sniffed and fled towards the kitchen; Henry feared another culinary disaster was approaching at high speed.
Alice glanced back down the stairs.
“Would you mind telling me what we have just eaten?”
“Nut Roast, onion pickle and a side salad.”
He hesitated.
“Sometimes my mum overdoes the cooking, just a bit.”
She smiled.
“But it was delicious, all those flavours.”
Her face fell.
“Gran never cooked like that, she just threw anything into a pot and called it a casserole. Said she was into easy cooking.”
She grabbed her toilet bag and wandered off. Henry fired up his computer, checked his email (did anyone ever get anything other than spam?) and sat back. On a whim he called up a search engine and entered ‘Gladys Chirp.’ He got six hits. He read the first site and smiled. He read the second and chuckled. He read the third and cackled out loud. He tried to read the fourth, but he gave up as he howled with laughter and with tears running down his cheeks. He laughed until he fell off of the chair to roll around on the floor gripping his sides.
He managed to stop laughing and wipe away some tears to see Alice and Harriet staring down at him. He pointed to the screen. Alice and Harriet started to read.
“That’s impossible,” said Alice.
“Not if you can play the concertina one handed.” Chuckled Harriet.
Alice started to giggle. Harriet started to gurgle. In the end they exploded with laughter. It took some time for them all to recover.
Henry put his guitar down and flexed his fingers. It was enjoyable practising in the garden, but the hot sunshine meant that, even though he was in the shade, he had to keep retuning his guitar. He studied the music in front of him and tried to imagine what the notes should sound like. He was so focussed his mother had to speak twice.
“Pardon?” He managed.
His mother crossed her arms, a definite warning sign.
“I said you have a visitor. She’s in the lounge.”
Her tone would have frozen any unsuspecting volcano. He carefully placed his guitar in its stand and looked at the sky, it was pure blue. He wandered into the lounge and stopped dead.
“Hello Miss Buttershaw.”
She was back in her non-school attire and didn’t look anything like a schoolteacher. She smiled.
“Hello Henry. We’ve been sorting out my grandmother’s things. We can’t possibly get her entire house into her granny annex.”
She indicated towards a faded grey accordion case.
“She doesn’t play it and wanted it to go to a good home. She asked me to give it to you.”
Henry noticed his mother hovering in the background and now new why he’d been getting the warning signs.
“I can’t possible take it. It must be worth a fortune.”
Miss Buttershaw laughed, it sounded like angels playing in the sunshine.
“Only worth a fortune if you happen to be a collector of old and ancient piano accordions. It is in excellent playing condition because she’s continued to have it inspected every two years; otherwise it’s just a bit battered.”
She suddenly swung round.
“It really is OK Mrs Lines. Henry has never discussed the accordion with Gladys or said that he’d like one; she knows he plays the guitar. She just wanted to give it to someone who would appreciate it for what it is rather than sell it to an anonymous antique shop.”
His mother’s face softened.
“Well that’s very nice of her, I’m sure Henry will convey his thanks in the appropriate manner.”
She meant thank her with a bunch of flowers. Henry went over and picked the box up, his face said it all. Miss Buttershaw laughed again.
“As I said, it’s old. Lightweight materials were a thing of the future.”
Henry decided to rest on the first landing. He thought if he had a mind to he could take up weightlifting for the Olympics. He’d just taken a double grasp of the handle when Alice came clattering down the stairs. Her eyes were like saucers.
“Henry,” she exclaimed breathlessly. “Your hair gel, it’s gone all funny.”
Henry bounded up the stairs and looked into the bedside cabinet. All the tubes left looked limp. He extracted one and took the cap off.
“Ugh,” he uttered. “That’s disgusting.”
Alice nodded.
“It’s gone all runny and yellow.”
Henry held it over his waste bin and a thin stream of yellow liquid dribbled into the bin below. The smell was truly appalling, it reminded Henry of the time the council had opened up the main sewer in the high road, only magnified a hundred times. Alice didn’t seem to notice.
“What’s a solstice?”
Henry’s brain, probable influenced heavily by the rotten smell failed to keep up.
“Solstice?”
She waved a purple tube-cap,
“It says in here ‘best before the summer solstice,’
Henry racked his brain.
“That’s in June, it’s when the weirdo’s gather at Stonehenge.”
He found an old carrier bag and dropped all the tubes of gel into it.
“You fire up the computer and I’ll bring up the accordion.”
“Henry?”
“Yes?”
“Why don’t you take the accordion out of the box to make it lighter?”
Henry checked his watch, he had ten minutes. He’d safely delivered a bunch of flowers to an amazed and thankful Gladys and was now hurrying to the chemists. He made it through the door of the chemists with five minutes to spare. He immediately started to rummage in the bargain bin for the familiar small plastic bright orange tube of hair gel. He’d got to the bottom of the bin when the old podgy half-bald blonde female assistant coughed and deliberately looked at the clock. She stared at him.
“You’re the young lad that bought that ΛĿІΕΠ ΗΛІЯ СЯΕΛШ muck.”
“It was good stuff,” said Henry trying to make a valiant defence of his now favourite hair gel.
She made an ‘I’ve just sucked a rotten lemon look’ and rummaged under the counter. She placed a small pot on the counter. It had the familiar orange packaging, with the small green strip and the purple top.
“Had that rep in yesterday, he left us this. Take it if you want it, otherwise the manager wants it tossed in the bin.”
He picked it up in almost reverence. Around the pot it proclaimed ΛĿІΕΠ ЃΘΘТ СЯΕΛШ. The assistant glanced at the clock again.
“Well, do you want it?”
She needn’t have asked.
Once outside he stopped to read the label more fully and wiped a raindrop off of the side of the pot. Ten seconds later he stared horror-struck at the louring black clouds. If there was an world record for the half-mile dash Henry was up there with the great, unfortunately for him he’d only done a quarter of a mile when the heavens opened. Once home he dashed, sodden, though the house and out into the garden; his guitar was not there.
“You owe me one,” said Harriet gleefully. “Oh do you owe me one. Just imagine if mum had found your nice expensive guitar out in the rain…”
He would have made a smart retort, but didn’t have the breath.
Once dry he returned to studying his pot of ΛĿІΕΠ ЃΘΘТ СЯΕΛШ. The instructions were short and simple. Break seal and allow to breath for six hours or a quarter of a day, whichever is the longest, before unscrewing lid (left hand thread.) Full information under lid, or at bottom of container. Grown by the Alien Cosmetic Corporation, contains no moving parts. He popped the seal and placed the pot on the windowsill. It left the gentle fragrance of cherry-blossom and lemongrass floating in the air. Ten seconds later Alice came up the stairs. She bit her lip and hopped from foot to foot.
“Henry?”
“Yes?”
She flashed a smile at him and words tumbled out like bullets from a machine gun.
“I know you said you’d sleep on the floor next door but I wondered if you’d let me, it will be my room and I’d really like to get the feel of it.”
Henry’s brain took time to catch up.
“Yes, if mum agrees.”
Alice grinned and more words spewed out.
“Already asked her and she said only if you agreed as you’d been kind enough to volunteer to sleep in there as she didn’t have the van any more.”
“Whoa,” Henry exclaimed. “Slow down.”
Alice clapped her hands.
“But it’s all so exciting. My own room!”
She skipped of leaving Henry feeling shell-shocked.
She reappeared five seconds later.
“Is that more hair-gel?”
“No, it’s foot cream and I can’t open it for another five hours and fifty-five minutes. It has to breath first.”
She sniffed.
“It smells of lavender and lilac.”
She turned and left, Henry collapsed on his bed.
He hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but he obviously had, to be woken by the sound of Harriet on the flute warming up with Baa Baa Black Sheep. She hit every note and had the timing just right. He lay there and considered his lot. He was back in his bedroom, on the verge of a new academic year and… Harriet hit a really bad note on her attempt at Somewhere over the Rainbow and Henry winced. He sat up and picked the accordion out of its box. It was actually much lighter than he had expected, most of the weight being in the box, which had no doubt been constructed with Music Hall roadies in mind. He felt the keys and gave it a trial squeeze. His eyes fell on the pot on the windowsill and life felt good. He now had an accordion, his mother didn’t have that dreadful van, his sister had a magic flute, Alice had her room and he… Well he had a pot of ΛĿІΕΠ ЃΘΘТ СЯΕΛШ and that could mean anything.
Felburgh (2010)
Felburgh is the story of a vicar (Peter) and his life in a new parish; one that he has not chosen and that has not chosen him. The parish is set in seemingly idyllic Suffolk seaside town of Felburgh somewhere between Felixstowe and Aldeburgh. The parish, like most parishes, is only normal on the surface and has underlying tensions and vast social differences. The church itself has a third of a million pounds in the bank, some of the congregation are downright antagonistic and quite a few have interesting pasts. The church has previously seen a rapid succession of vicars, who have been driven out, escaped or just disappeared, this has left a legacy of distrust and discontent. Finally, like the Parish, the vicarage itself also has an interesting history, one which soon impinges on Peter’s life and not necessarily for the better. All in all it’s a mixture most vicars would run from, but Peter has no choice but to stay as he has nowhere else to go, so can he make a success of it or will history repeat itself once again?
Barnabus Makes Someone Smile (2010)
Barnabus notices a smal child who does not seen to smile, ever. However, with a little lesson from a peculiar cat Barnabus learns how to make him smile.
Vignette (2010)
Brian is a vicar on the edge, the edge of suicide that is. He has a number of rural parishes and they all contain farmers who are on the edge, or over the edge, of bankruptcy. It is all out of his control and try as he might he cannot deal with all the pain and angst and it has finaly got to him. But he is not allowed to find relief in the comfort of a cold bullet via circumstances that are again out of control. However, as his life spirals downwards there is one chink of light, perhaps, just perhaps it will provide him with a way out.
Barnabus Prepares for Bonfire Night (2010)
Fireworks can be pretty and bonfires can be warming, but to hedgehogs they can be deadly. Barnabus works out a plan to keep the hedgehogs safe, but it is not that simple.
Barnabus and the Lost Spider (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, believes that everything in his church is in exactly the right place. Then he opens the boiler room door and finds...
Barnabus and Loadza Mice (2010)
Barnabus is bored, in fact Barnabus is very bored. So he decides to invite a few friends over for a video party, unfortunately ...
Barnabus Trusts a Cat (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, doesn't like cats very much and certainly wouldn't normally trust one with his life, but one Christmas...
Barnabus and the Inheritance (2010)
A Barnabus Church Mouse Story.
Barnabus gets a surprise letter telling him he's got an inheritance. What can it be? His mind runs wild, is it money? A Mansion? Perhaps it's a ...
Barnabus and the New Year (2010)
It's New Year's Eve and Barnabus as all alone in his church basement home. Have all his friends gone out and left him? he feels really miserable, and then...
Barnabus and the Winter Supply (2010)
Barnabus has been a diligent Church Mouse, he has stored enough food to feed all the mice in his church for the whole of the winter, but then it starts to rain up North and other mice are in trouble, what should he do?
Barnabus Meets Ratatooee (2010)
It's Christmas Eve and all is well in Barbabus' church, that is until there is a scratch on the door and the appearance of a very hungry Romanian rat. Should they say there is no room, or let him and his companions in?
Wilfred's Heavely Journey (2010)
Wilfred, the churchyard rat, is feeling off-colour and downhearted, so he decides to go on holiday. He chooses a cruse, but it turns out to be not quite what he expected.
Spike and Mother's Day (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has a problem, a real problem. It's two days before Mother's day and he hasn't got her a present, and even worse has no idea what to get. Can his friends help him or not?
Spike Learns to say Sorry (2010)
Spike the hedgehog absolutely loves cycling, but his father has given him two basic rules to obey and one day Spike forgets them, it leads him into all sorts of trouble.
Spike Plays Hedgehog Rugby (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has been made captain of the local hedgehog rugby team, but will his first desision at his first match be a big mistake?
Barnabus needs an Albatross (2010)
The church needs money to repair the church tower and Barnabus and his friends hatch a plan that they hope will give the church the money it needs. Trouble is it all depends on finding a rare and special bird.
Boris the Dancing Beaver (2010)
Boris is a beaver like no other. Forget swimming, forget chopping down trees; Boris loves to dance. But, just what future is there for a dacing beaver? His brothers think he's a nisance, but Boris is sure dancing, somehow, is his future.
Barnabus and Hank the Armadillo (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, is looking after his church as normal and has an American guest, Hank the armadillo. However, they do not get on very well until the church boiler begins to throw a fit.
Barnabus and Risk Management (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, has to entertain his friend's Aunt. She is a bit of a snob and loves to find fault with the state of Barnabus' church. She discovers a box of soft toys in the wrong place and has a good moan, but Barnabus has an unusual answer; one involving sky-diving!
Sarah has a problem (2010)
Sarah the skunk has a couple of problems; one being her temper. She just can't keep it and when she gets angry those around her get squirted with her special smell liquid. It's not a recipe for keeping friends, so she hasn't any. Then one day...
Arboreal Love (2010)
Can trees feel for human beings as human beings feel for trees? Not everybody thinks so, but one old lady holds a secret: a secret of a love and passion for a tree that knew no bounds. But could this love be infectious?
The Last Assignment (2010)
They are highly trained operatives. They have been specially prepared for any mission. They are kept under tight reign. But there is this special assignment, could it be their last?
Cold (2010)
Jim Tarrent is an ex-army sergeant turned private investigator following his untimely departure from the army. On solving his first case he gains a partner and together they look like they will make a go of his business. However, Jim has a traumatic past that he cannot seem to leave behind and his partner is probably no better off. Then two cases hit them that could change their lives, and their detective agency, for ever.
The Rectory (2010)
Stephen Holmes is the type of person for whom every silver cloud has a black lining. Up to now he has led a fairly uneventful life. Uneventful that is if you forget that everything he touches has a knack of turning to dust or biting back. So much so that after nearly a decade as a bank clerk he has not progresses more than one tiny step up the promotion ladder; so much so that he’s really given up on living and thinks of himself as just existing; so much so that you’d hardy call him a good catch or for that matter any sort of catch. However, a surprise letter offers him the chance to change all that and to begin a new life, nay a new wealthy life. But he knows that every time someone fills up his glass with beer it has a habit of leaking out through unnoticed cracks, so can it all be true, and are there really new horizons ahead?
Lumen in Let Your Little Light Shine (2010)
Lumen is a glow worm with attitude. Currently he's fed up with being a glow worm and lurned his lights off. But there is a problem, if his light doesn't shine, just where does his energy go?
Book Woman (2010)
Mary is the Manager of a private lending library in the sleepy Suffolk coastal town of Eastburgh. She originally wanted to be a journalist, but following a dreadful accident that she was forced to realign her career aspirations. Mary has a reputation of being rather short with people and fending off chances of friendship, not that she has much chance of friendships as she works full time and cares for her elderly mother.
However, Mary’s nicely ordered world of books and home is slowly turned round thanks to an unexpected discovery, a young girl and Mary’s changing inner needs.
The Soulmate Agency (2010)
The Soulmate Agency is a dating agency with a difference. Instead of pairing people up they invite groups of people away for a week and run them through a series of exercises to help them get to know one another. However, that is not to say the owner doesn't have a hidden plan of possible matings. But one assorted group, as soon as it arrives, starts to defy the odds...
Trembine Halt (2010)
Trembine Halt is a tiny Cambridgeshire village. Like most small villages the dozen inhabitants have their various foibles, but they have learnt to live together and support one another when necessary, even coping with the odd transitory interloper. However, lurking underneath are emotional hang-ups, hidden relationships, suicides and selfishness. All would remain as it was, except on one snowy day a freight train gets stuck in the village and the addition of the extra person starts off a train of events that will have long term repercussions.
Nocturnus (2010)
John Smith and Jane Doe (yes that’s their real names) are ordinary people living separate lives. He as a peripatetic lecturer and she as a night-time cleaning manager. In the normal course of events their paths would probably never cross. However, some events are far from normal and the two get thrown together to dispose of a corpse.
The question is can they get away with it? Especially as it's not just the police after them.
But the story is more than just a simple tale of misdeed and misdemeanor. Jane leads her nocturnal life for very good reasons (well good to her) and John prefers to travel rather than stay at home for equally valid reasons (well valid to him.) So as their lives are forcibly intertwined are their reasons still valid or are they redundant?
The Face (2010)
Brian is the type of guy who likes to have everything cut and dried and his life on a well-ordered track. He’s been in the same teaching job since leaving university and spends every summer holiday house-sitting for his cousin George. However, this summer, after seeing a woman's face in a supermarket, his life starts to change in ways he would never have contemplated. However, there is more to come and his well ordered life starts to spiral way out of control, the problem is that he rather begins to like it that way.
Botanago (2010)
Botanago refers to a mathematical formula, which is invented within a robotics company by an eccentric and irascible middle aged research engineer called Albert, who is not all he seems.
All would be well if they left him alone to think his mathematical thoughts, but in Jeddle Robotics lie people with ambition and downright managerial ruthlessness that Albert detests.
So while he strives to perfect his cherished formula, he must also deal with the rest of his life, and that is nowhere near as easy.
Ruth (2010)
Ruth is a runner with a unique sexual chemistry that combines in almost near perfection with the story-teller; but she says little and wants nothing else. However, as far as he is concerned this is enough, then the unexpected happens and life gets turned on it's head...
Bitter (2010)
Jim Tarrent and Jenn Tarrent are settling down to a new routine in their detective agency following their marriage.
They have the usual mix of cases, but also pick up a case for military intelligence involving two dead service personnel discovered in unusual circumstances while Jim (who still dreams of his army past) plugs away at solving a child hit and run mystery no matter what it costs.
However, both cases lead them into murky territory where simple objectives have morphed into potential scandals that no-one on high wants revealed.
Jims unusual evidence gathering skills and Jenn’s organisation lead them further on than anyone else, but perhaps the outcome is not worth the trouble involved.
(Bitter is a sequal to 'Cold')
Sydney takes a stand (2011)
Sydney the frog only has a small muddy puddle as a home and now the council want to take it away - there comes a time when every frog has to make a stand. Unfortunately this time the stand is against a giant digger; can he survive?
Barnabus can Fly! (2011)
Barnabus the church mouse has got himself into a pickle again! He's been teaching the mouslets all about bats, but now he can't find one and his class are beginning to disbelieve him - can there be a solution?
Barnabus and the 'Swerve' (2011)
Barnabus has a lot on his mind; the church want to sell off their ancient pipe organ and he needs to find a way to beat the Red Rodents at Mouse Volley ball. The answer could lie in something very different...
