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INTRODUCTION

MANY YEARS AGO, MY mother had a job cleaning the Wallace Monument. For anyone who doesn’t know, the Wallace Monument is a Victorian Gothic tower in Scotland that stands on the crag of an extinct volcano and looks out over the Forth Valley with a majestic view of Stirling Castle and the Ochil Hills. There are two hundred and forty-six stone steps that spiral from the base of the tower to its peak. The journey upwards is incredibly steep and dizzying. Due to a lack of proficient plumbing, my mother would have to fill a bucket of water, wash each step until the water ran out, spiral back down the staircase, refill the bucket of water, then repeat this journey until each one of those steps was clean. At the end of this shift, standing at the top, with an empty bucket in hand and the whole of the Wallace Monument to herself, my mother would remove a pre-rolled joint from her pocket, light it, then stare down at the valley like the queen that she is. If I were to look for Agnes Owens in the landscape of Scottish literature, perhaps I might find her there. Standing beside my mother. Making her laugh. A hint of rebellion in the air.

When I first discovered the work of Agnes Owens, I was young, working as a roofer, and hungry to become a writer. Hungry to become a writer may be too grand a sentence to describe my ambition. My goal was to get something published. Anything published: a poem, a story, a relative’s obituary in the local paper would have satisfied me. I was looking for guidance in the work of other writers, and reading what I believed to be the best, but my focus was misplaced. I was certainly naïve in my searching. When you’re tying a three-piece ladder to the top of a van and the noise of a builder’s yard is sweeping about you, Wordsworth’s daffodils and the pleasantries of rural England are the inspirational equivalent of dry toast.

Eventually I found a thread. The tip of that thread began with the poetry of Tom Leonard and eventually led me to the work of Agnes Owens. Why was this thread so important? It was important because it taught me to look close. I didn’t have to transport myself from the building site. I had to root myself in it. Revel in it. The cadences in the speech that surrounded me on a daily basis wasn’t something that must be ironed out of my writing – it was music – all I had to do was listen.

Agnes Owens had an angle of vision and a voice that resonated with me. The voice I’m describing isn’t simply a case of subject matter. The stories within this complete collection are slices of life that are cut with a razor. Perhaps it’s the poet inside me but I have an appreciation for short stories that are succinct. Get me into the action and get me out again. And surprise me while you’re doing it.

* * *

A CHANGE OF FACE


I was five pounds short of the two hundred I needed by Thursday, and I only had two days to make it up.

‘Why do you need two hundred pounds?’ asked Ingrid, my room-mate.

‘Let’s say I promised myself that amount.’

‘That explains everything,’ she said. ‘I once promised myself a holiday in Majorca, but things don’t always work out.’

‘In your case things never work out.’

‘I think you’re crazy,’ said Ingrid. ‘What good is money to you anyway?’ Her fatuity was maddening, but I kept calm.

‘Lend me a fiver. You won’t regret it.’

Her tinny laugh pierced my ear. ‘What, me – with scarcely a bean!’

‘Get out,’ I said, ‘before I cripple you.’

She folded down her tartan skirt and walked out the door with a hoity-toity air, ludicrous, I thought . . .



The need of the main character is established within the very first sentence of the story, and a ticking clock has been set to it. Two-hundred pounds by Thursday and only two days to make it up. The dialogue that follows is laced with so much tension that: bang! I’ve been dropped straight into the action.

I won’t spoil the twist but there is a Gothic turn to this story. And that turn is something that often peeks from behind Owens’ stories. I don’t mean that ghosts and medieval castles make an appearance. A gentle creeping sense of horror and mystery can drop the temperature in one of her narratives to a chill.

There is a famous story by Charlotte Perkins Gilman called ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’. The story was first published in 1892, and it highlights the attitudes towards the mental health of women in the nineteenth century. The narrative describes the psychological breakdown of a character who is confined to a nursery with peeling yellow wallpaper to ‘cure’ her depression after the birth of her baby. The descent into the dread of that yellow is sensationally Gothic in its description.

Agnes Owens takes a scalpel to that same subject in her story, ‘The Silver Cup’. There is a contrast in how these two stories begin:

THE YELLOW WALLPAPER

(Charlotte Perkins Gilman)


It is very seldom that mere ordinary people like John and myself secure ancestral halls for the summer.

A colonial mansion, a hereditary estate, I would say a haunted house, and reach the height of romantic felicity – but that would be asking too much of fate!

Still I would proudly declare that there is something queer about it.

Else, why should it be let so cheaply? And why have stood so long untenanted?

John laughs at me, of course, but one expects that in marriage.

John is practical in the extreme. He has no patience with faith, an intense horror of superstition, and he scoffs openly at any talk of things not to be felt and seen and put down in figures.

John is a physician, and perhaps – (I would not say it to a living soul, of course, but this is dead paper and a great relief to my mind) – perhaps that is one reason I do not get well faster.



THE SILVER CUP

(Agnes Owens)


If you glanced in at Sammy’s room when the door was open it seemed to be on fire. This was the effect of the flame orange paint which he had stolen from a garage. The room was really as damp and fetid as an old shed and contained a sagging bed, a set of drawers riddled with small holes caused by darts (not woodworm) and a carpet trampled free of its original pattern. Sammy liked his room. It was his territory and a haven to his friends who shared it with him most evenings from five to ten o’clock. The message on the outer panel of the door, ‘KNOCK BEFORE ENTERING’, was directed at his parents. Sammy’s Ma did her best to comply with it.



The characters in both stories are being suffocated by men and a house. I read ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, and loved it. It’s a fantastic short story and a landmark in fiction. But I wandered into someone else’s world to experience it: a colonial mansion; a hereditary estate. Which meant it hit from a certain distance.

When I read ‘The Silver Cup’, I found myself in familiar territory. The carpet with the pattern tramped out of it, the chest of drawers that had been used as a dart board (yes, I’m thinking of you, Ricky), and the kitchenette as a prison cluttered with dishes. The symbolism, for me, embedded the art in the grit of real life. The story of Sammy’s Ma came at me like a warning. And was more chilling for it.

There is a quote from the jazz musician Charles Mingus, ‘Making the simple complicated is commonplace. Making the complicated simple – awesomely simple – that’s creativity.’ Owens’ prose is lean, mean and unflinching. The dedication it takes to translate jumbled thoughts into clear, crisp, beautiful prose is a feat that amazes me. The clarity of writing that courses through these collected stories is pitch perfect. Agnes might tell him to sit down, but Charles Mingus would be off his seat.

WHEN SHANKLAND COMES


Outside the wind blew cold but invigorating in her face. Old autumn leaves stirred at the side of the pavement and in the distance she the saw peaks of the mountains covered in snow. She walked up the neat path of her council house noting the snowdrops under her window and reflecting that the village would be a nice enough place to stay in if it wasn’t for some of the folk.

When she came into the living room Dennett was sitting in the armchair facing the television with the gas fire turned up full.



This passage from, ‘When Shankland Comes’, could universally describe any country, town or village that has a winter, but the passage also has something quintessentially Scottish about it. The neat path leading up to the council house, the peaks in the distance covered in snow, the gas fire.

The bulk of these stories will draw you to Scotland, and Agnes is generous when she invites us into that world. Her use of dialogue is key. The balance struck between allowing the reader to ‘hear’ Scotland without complicating how her characters talk is another example of her skill as a storyteller. Let’s go a little further on the excerpt from ‘When Shankland Comes’:


‘So, you’ve managed to get up then,’ she said, turning the fire low. He stretched his legs and kept his sharp profile fixed ahead. She noticed with distaste that his hair was uncombed. It lay on his shoulders, light brown and straggly. ‘You might have washed yersel’ at least,’ she muttered, as she went through to the kitchenette to put on the kettle. A minute later she was startled to see him towering above her, looking anxious.

‘Did ye get my fags?’ he asked.

‘They’re in my bag,’ she said, exasperated. ‘Do ye no’ think it’s terrible I should have to buy you fags and you’ll no’ even make an attempt to earn money to buy them yersel’?’

‘I wisnae feelin’ well this mornin’,’ he said, ripping the Cellophane from the packet. ‘I’ll go tae work the morra.’

‘Well, ye’d better,’ she said, a bit mollified by this statement. But mind,’ she added, ‘don’t go near the store on your way to the farm. If auld Braithwaite thinks you’re workin’ she could report ye. She’s that type.

‘Aye,’ he said, then, ‘Are ye makin’ chips?’

‘No,’ she shouted, thinking that Dennett never seemed to give a damn about anything that really mattered.”



The sound given to the dialogue sits lightly enough to be read easily, and is well paired with her clean, crystal-clear writing style. But there is enough Scots at play to give the language flavour. There is a consensus that Agnes Owens is underappreciated, and often overlooked within the modern, urban Scottish canon. There’s certainly room for her art to be more valued in Scotland, but I’d go further than that. I believe her writing has the ability to travel. She could sit herself down at the bar beside Raymond Carver, and her deadpan, wicked sense of humour would have Denis Johnson calling for another round.

A BAD INFLUENCE


After that, life was so lonely and boring I wanted to cry but I didn’t dare in case my mother noticed and sent me to the dentist. She had this theory that toothache was the only thing that made me cry and I’d never given her much cause to think otherwise. I became so desperate for company I took up with a guy in my class called Morton McEwan, another lonely type. Not that I’d always been a loner. It was just a stage I was going through. Anyway, Morton had good reason for being lonely. He wore thick spectacles which gave him an owlish appearance. He also had a bad case of acne. I didn’t like being seen with him though I didn’t mind going round to his house. He always had plenty of fags and dirty magazines.



* * *

MAYFLIES


It was summer when Alec and I took the kids up to the Rifle Range, coming close to it but still well back from the targets. No one had fired a rifle there for ages, certainly not us. We headed past it for the burn where Alec had made a dam the kids could splash about in. He and I drank the South African wine I brought in my shopping bag.

‘Isn’t it lovely here,’ I murmured through an alcoholic stupor, staring up at the clear blue sky where large birds circled above us as if waiting for the kill.

‘Not bad,’ he said, ‘not bad at all.’

‘Right,’ I said, aggrieved at the way he was always so laid back about everything and reluctant to praise anything I admired. I often thought I’d married the wrong man, but there had never been a right one, and I couldn’t count Jackson, even if I wanted to. I tried not to think about Jackson because it made me feel too wide awake.



The characters within these stories are not always likeable. This gives scope to exercise an uncompromising and stealthy wit that keeps the narratives bouncing forward. The characters, as I’ve mentioned, can be unlikeable, and they are often unreliable. Their morals fall into the grey area between good and bad that (with the exception of the glorious few) we all live in. Agnes Owens doesn’t necessarily ask you to root for her characters. But she does invite you to look at the world through them, and there is a fierce, surreal intelligence directing our focus.

It’s well documented that Agnes, ‘didn’t do well at school’. My reply to that is: who cares. Writing is a skill that is honed outwith the education system. This levels the playing field. It doesn’t matter whether you’re in a palace or at the pit face, you have to graft to write something that will give people pleasure. She earned her money through factory work and cleaning jobs. Great. Give me more of that grit and vibrancy in modern fiction.

My wish would be that these new editions put a shift in for her and travel, not just through Scotland, but further afield, and the delight within these stories touches as many lives as possible. If you’re lucky enough to finish the book and get to the top of that tower, enjoy the view.

WILLIAM LETFORD
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LEAN TALES




Arabella

ARABELLA PUSHED THE PRAM up the steep path to her cottage. It was hard going since the four dogs inside were a considerable weight. She admonished one of them which was about to jump out. The dog thought better of it and sat down again. The others were sleeping, covered with her best coat, which was a mass of dog hairs; the children, as she preferred to call them, always came first with her. Most of her Social Security and the little extra she earned was spent on them. She was quite satisfied with her diet of black sweet tea and cold sliced porridge kept handy while her children dined on mince, liver and chops.

The recent call on her parents had been depressing. Loyal though she was, she had to admit they were poor company nowadays. Her bedridden father had pulled the sheet over his face when she had entered. Her mother had sat bent and tight-lipped over the fire, occasionally throwing on a lump of coal, while she tried to interest them in the latest gossip; but they never uttered a word except for the terse question ‘When are you leaving?’ – and the bunch of dandelions she had gathered was straightaway flung into the fire. Arabella had tried to make the best of things, giving her father a kiss on his lips before she left, but he was so cold he could have been dead. She had patted her mother on the head, but the response was a spittle which slid down her coat like a fastmoving snail.

Back inside her cottage she hung her hat on a peg and looked around with a certain amount of distaste. She had to admit the place was a mess compared to her mother’s bare boards, but then her mother had no children to deal with. Attempting to tidy it up she swept a pile of bones and bits of porridge lying on the floor into a pail. Then she flung the contents on to a jungle of weeds outside her door. Good manure, she thought, and didn’t she have the loveliest dandelions for miles.

‘Children,’ she called. ‘Come and get your supper.’

The dogs jumped out of the pram, stretching and yawning nervously. One dragged itself around. It was the youngest and never felt well. Arabella’s training methods were rigorous. This had been a difficult one at first, but the disobedience was soon curbed – though now it was always weak and had no appetite. The other three ate smartly with stealthy looks at Arabella. Her moods were unpredictable and often violent. However, she was tired out now from her chores and decided to rest. She lay down on top of a pile of coats on the bed, arranging her long black dress carefully – the dogs had a habit of sniffing up her clothes if given half a chance. Three dogs jumped up beside her and began to lick her face and whine. The one with no appetite abandoned its mince and crawled under the bed.

Arabella awoke with a start. Her freshened mind realised there was some matter hanging over it, to which she must give some thought. It was the letter she had received two days previously, which she could not read. Her parents had never seen the necessity for schooling and so far Arabella had managed quite well without it. Her reputation as a healer was undisputed and undiminished by the lack of education. In fact, she had a regular clientele of respectable gentlemen who called upon her from time to time to have their bodies relaxed by a special potion of cow dung, mashed snails or frogs, or whatever dead creature was handy. Strangely enough, she never had female callers. (Though once Nellie Watkins, desperate to get rid of the warts on her neck, had called on her to ask for a cure. Whatever transpired was hearsay, but the immediate outcome of it was that Nellie had poured the potion over Arabella, threatening to have her jailed. But she never did. Arabella’s power was too strong.)

The councillor’s son, who had been the caller on the evening after she received the letter, explained that it was from the Sanitary Inspector and more or less stated that if she didn’t get rid of her animals and clean her place up she would be put out of her home. Then he changed the subject since he knew it would be out of the question for Arabella to clean anything, that was one thing beyond her powers, saying, ‘Now we have had our fun get me some water – that is if you use such a commodity. I know soap is not possible.’ And while Arabella fetched the water lying handy in an empty soup tin on the sink, he took a swallow from a small bottle in his jacket pocket to pull himself together. Arabella did not like the tone of the letter. Plaintively she asked, ‘What will I do, Murgatroyd?’

‘That’s your worry,’ he replied, as he put on his trousers. ‘Anyway the smell in this place makes me sick. I don’t know what’s worse – you or the smell.’

‘Now, now, Murgatroyd,’ said Arabella reprovingly, pulling a black petticoat over her flabby shoulders, ‘you know you always feel better after your treatment. Don’t forget the children’s money box on your way out.’

Murgatroyd’s final advice, before he left, was, ‘Try your treatment on the Sanitary Inspector when he calls. It might work wonders.’

After giving this matter a lot of thought and getting nowhere, she decided to call on her parents again. They were rather short on advice nowadays, but she still had faith in their wisdom.

Her mother was still huddled over the fire and she noticed with vague surprise that her father did not draw the sheet over his face. Optimistically, she considered that he could be in a good mood.

‘Mummy, I’m sorry I had no time to bring flowers, but be a dear and tell me the best way to get rid of Sanitary Inspectors.’

Her mother did not move a muscle, or say a word.

‘Tell me what to do,’ wheedled Arabella. ‘Is it chopped worms with sheep’s dropping or rat’s liver with bog myrtles?’

Her mother merely threw a lump of coal onto the fire. Then she softened. ‘See your father,’ she replied.

Arabella leapt over to the bed and almost upset the stained pail lying beside it. She took hold of her father’s hand, which was dangling down loosely. She clasped it to her sagging breast and was chilled by its icy touch, so she hurriedly flung the hand back on the bed saying, ‘Daddy darling, what advice can you give your little girl on how to get rid of Sanitary Inspectors?’

He regarded her with a hard immovable stare then his hand slid down to dangle again. She looked at him thoughtfully and pulled the sheet over his face. ‘Mummy, I think Daddy is dead.’

Her mother took out a pipe from her pocket and lit it from the fire with a long taper. After puffing for a few seconds, she said, ‘Very likely.’

Arabella realised that the discussion was over. ‘Tomorrow I will bring a wreath for Daddy,’ she promised as she quickly headed for the door. ‘I have some lovely dandelions in my garden.’

Back home again, Arabella studied her face in a cracked piece of mirror and decided to give it a wash. She moved a damp smelly cloth over it, which only made the seams of dirt show up more clearly. Then she attempted to run a comb through her tangled mass of hair, but the comb snapped. Thoroughly annoyed, she picked out a fat louse from a loose strand of hair and crushed it with her fingernails. Then she sat down on the bed and brooded. So engrossed was she in her worry she forgot to feed her children, who by this time were whining and squatting in corners to relieve themselves. She couldn’t concentrate on making their food, so she took three of them outside and tied them to posts. The fourth one, under the bed, remained very still. Eventually she decided the best thing to do was to have some of her magical potion ready, though such was her state of mind that she doubted its efficiency in the case of Sanitary Inspectors. Besides, there was no guarantee he suffered from afflictions. Sighing, she went outside. Next to her door stood a large barrel where she kept the potion. She scooped a portion of the thick evil-smelling substance into a delve jar, stirred it up a bit to get the magic going, then returned indoors and laid it in readiness on the table. She was drinking a cup of black sweet tea when the knock came on the door. Smoothing down her greasy dress and taking a deep breath to calm herself, she opened it.

The small man confronting her had a white wizened face under a large bowler hat.

‘Please enter,’ requested Arabella regally. With head held high she turned into the room. The Sanitary Inspector tottered on the doorstep. He had not been feeling well all day. Twenty years of examining fetid drains and infested dwellings had weakened his system. He had another five years to go before he retired, but he doubted he would last that long.

‘Please sit down,’ said Arabella, motioning to an orange box and wondering how she could broach the subject of cures before he could speak about his business. She could see at a glance that this was a sick man, though not necessarily one who would take his clothes off. The Sanitary Inspector opened his mouth to say something but found that he was choking and everything was swimming before him. He had witnessed many an odious spectacle in his time but this fat sagging filthy woman with wild tangled hair and great staring eyes was worse than the nightmares he often had of dismembered bodies in choked drains. Equally terrible was the smell, and he was a connoisseur in smells. He managed to seat his lean trembling shanks on the orange box and found himself at eye level with a delve jar in the centre of a wooden table. Again he tried to speak, but his mouth appeared to be full of poisonous gas.

‘My good man,’ said Arabella, genuinely concerned when she saw his head swaying, ‘I can see you are not well and it so happens I am a woman of great powers.’

She knew she had no time for niceties. Quickly she undressed and stood before him as guileless as a June bride. The small man reeled. This grotesque pallid flesh drooping sickly wherever possible was worse than anything he had ever witnessed.

‘Now just take your clothes off, and you’ll soon feel better,’ said Arabella in her most winsome tone. ‘I have a magical potion here that cures all ailments and eases troubled minds.’ So saying, she turned and gave him a close-up view of her monumental buttocks. She dipped her fingers in the jar and tantalisingly held out a large dollop in front of his nose. It was too much for him. His heart gave a dreadful lurch. He hiccuped loudly, then his head sagged on to his chest.

Arabella was very much taken aback. Nothing like this had ever happened before, though it had been obvious to her when she first saw him that he was an inferior type. She rubbed the ointment on her fingers off on the jar, then dressed. The manner in which he lay, limp and dangling, reminded her of her father. This man must be dead, but, even dead he was a nuisance. She would have to get rid of him quickly if she didn’t want it to get around that her powers were waning. Then she remembered the place where she had buried some of her former children and considered that he would fit into the pram – he was small enough. Yet it was all so much bother and very unpleasant and unpleasantness always wore her out.

She went outside to take a look at the pram. The dogs were whining and pulling on the fence. Feeling ashamed of her neglect, she returned to fetch their supper, when the barrel caught her eye. Inspiration came to her in a flash. The barrel was large – it was handy – and there would be an extra fillip added to the ointment. She felt humbled by the greatness of her power.

Cheerfully she approached the figure slumped like a rag doll against the table. It was easy to drag him outside, he was so fragile. Though he wasn’t quite dead because she heard him whisper, ‘Sweet Jesus, help me.’ This only irritated her. She could have helped him if he had let her. She dragged his unresisting body towards the barrel and with no difficulty toppled him inside to join the healing ointment. With a sigh of satisfaction she replaced the lid. As usual everything had worked out well for her.




Bus Queue

THE BOY WAS OUT of breath. He had been running hard. He reached the bus stop with a sinking heart. There was only a solitary woman waiting – the bus must have gone.

‘Is the bus away missus?’ he gasped out.

The woman regarded him coldly. ‘I really couldn’t say,’ then drew the collar of her well-cut coat up round her face to protect herself against the cold wind blowing through the broken panes of the bus shelter. The boy rested against the wire fence of the adjacent garden taking in long gulps of air to ease the harshness in his lungs. Anxiously he glanced around when two middle-aged females approached and stood within the shelter.

‘My it’s awfy cauld the night,’ said one. The well-dressed woman nodded slightly, then turned her head away.

‘Ah hope that bus comes soon,’ said the other woman to her companion, who replied, ‘The time you have to wait would sicken ye if you’ve jist missed one.’

‘I wonder something is not done about it,’ said the welldressed woman sharply, turning back to them.

‘Folks hiv been complainin’ for years,’ was the cheerful reply, ‘but naebody cares. Sometimes they don’t come this way at all, but go straight through by the main road. It’s always the same for folk like us. If it was wan o’ these highclass districts like Milngavie or Bearsden they wid soon smarten their ideas.’

At this point a shivering middle-aged man joined them. He stamped about impatiently with hands in pockets. ‘Bus no’ due yet Maggie?’ he asked one of the women.

‘Probably overdue.’

Her friend chipped in, ‘These buses would ruin your life. We very near missed the snowball in the bingo last week through the bloody bus no’ comin’.’ The man nodded with sympathy.

‘Gaun to the bingo yersel’ Wullie?’

‘Naw. Ah’m away to meet ma son. He’s comin’ hame on leave and is due in at the Central Station. Ah hope this bus comes on time or Ah might miss him.’

‘Oh aye – young Spud’s in the army ower in Belfast. It must be terrible there.’

‘Better that than bein’ on the dole.’

‘Still Ah widny like bein’ in Belfast wi’ all that bombin’ and murder.’

‘Oor Spud’s got guts,’ said the man proudly.

The boy leaning on the fence began to sway back and forth as if he was in some private agony.

The well-dressed woman said loudly, ‘I shouldn’t wonder if that fence collapses.’

The other three looked over at the boy. The man said, ‘Here son, you’ll loosen that fence if you don’t stop yer swingin’.’

The boy looked back in surprise at being addressed. He gradually stopped swaying, but after a short time he began to kick the fence with the backs of his heels as if he was obliged to keep moving in some way.

‘You wid think the young wans nooadays all had St Vitus dance,’ remarked the man.

The well-dressed woman muttered, ‘Hooligans.’

It was now becoming dark and two or three more people emerged from the shadows to join the queue. The general question was asked if the bus was away, and answered with various pessimistic speculations.

‘Hi son,’ someone called, ‘you’d better join the queue.’ The boy shook his head in the negative, and a moody silence enveloped the gathering. Finally it was broken by a raucous female voice saying, ‘Did you hear aboot Bella’s man? Wan night he nivver came hame. When he got in at eight in the morning she asked him where hud he been. Waitin’ for a bus, said he.’

Everyone laughed except the well-dressed woman and the boy, who had not been listening.

‘Look, there’s a bus comin’ up,’ spoke a hopeful voice. ‘Maybe there will be wan doon soon.’

‘Don’t believe it,’ said another, ‘Ah’ve seen five buses go up at times and nothin’ come doon. In this place they vanish into thin air.’

‘Bring back the Pakkies,’ someone shouted.

‘They’re all away hame. They couldny staun the pace.’

‘Don’t believe it. They’re all licensed grocers noo.’

‘You didny get ony cheap fares aff the Pakkies, but at least their buses were regular.’

Conversation faded away as despondency set in. The boy’s neck was painful from looking up the street. Suddenly he stiffened and drew himself off the fence when two youths came into view. They walked straight towards him and stood close, one at each side.

‘You’re no’ feart,’ said one with long hair held in place with a bandeau.

‘How?’ the boy answered hoarsely.

‘The Rock mob know whit to expect if they come oot here.’

‘Ah wis jist visitin’ ma bird.’

‘Wan of oor team is in hospital because of the Rock. Twenty-four stitches he’s got in his face – hit wi’ a bottle.’

‘Ah had nothin’ to dae wi’ that.’

‘You were there, weren’t ye?’

‘Ah didny know big Jake wis gaun tae put a bottle on him.’

‘Neither did oor mate.’

All this was said in whispers.

‘Hey yous,’ said an irate woman, ‘Ah hope you don’t think you’re gaun tae jump the queue when the bus comes.’

‘That’s all right,’ said the one with the bandeau. ‘We’re jist talkin’ tae oor mate. We’ll get to the end when the bus comes.’

The crowd regarded them with disapproval. On the other side of the fence where the youths were leaning, a dog which was running about the garden began to bark frantically at the bus queue.

‘Shut yer noise,’ someone shouted, which incensed the dog further. One of the youths aimed a stone at its back. The bark changed to a pained howl and the dog retreated to a doorstep to whimper pitifully for some minutes.

‘Nae need for that,’ said the man, as murmurs of sympathy were taken up for the dog.

‘This generation has nae consideration for anyone nooadays,’ a voice declared boldly.

‘Aye, they wid belt you as soon as look at you.’

Everyone stared hard at the youths as if daring them to start belting, but the youths looked back with blank expressions.

‘They want to join the army like ma son,’ the man said in a loud voice. ‘He disny have it easy. Discipline is what he gets and it’s done him the world of good.’

‘Ower in Ireland, that’s where Wullie’s son is,’ declared one of the women who had joined the queue early.

‘Poor lad,’ said the woman with the raucous voice, ‘havin’ to deal wi’ the murderin’ swine in that place. They should send some o’ these young thugs here tae Ireland. They’d soon change their tune.’

‘They wid be too feart to go,’ the man replied. ‘They’ve nae guts for that sort of thing.’

At this point the youth in the middle of the trio on the fence was reflecting on the possibility of asking the people in the queue for help. He considered that he was safe for the moment but when the bus came he would be forced to enter and from then on he would be trapped with his escorts. But he didn’t know how to ask for help. He suspected they wouldn’t listen to him, judging by their comments. Even if the bizzies were to pass by at this moment, what could he say. Unless he got the boot or the knife they would only laugh.

Then someone shouted, ‘Here’s the bus,’ and the queue cheered. The blood drained from the youth’s face.

‘Mind yous two,’ said a warning voice as the bus moved up to the stop, ‘the end of the queue.’

‘That lad in the middle can get to the front. He was wan o’ the first here,’ a kindly voice spoke. The well-dressed woman was the first to climb aboard, saying, ‘Thank goodness.’

‘That’s OK,’ said the youth with the bandeau, ‘we’re all gettin’ on together,’ as both he and his mate moved in front of the other youth to prevent any attempt on his part to break into the queue.

‘Help me mister!’ he shouted, now desperate. ‘These guys will not let me on.’ But even as he said this he knew it sounded feeble.

The man glanced over but only momentarily. He had waited too long for the bus to be interested. ‘Away and fight like ma son,’ was his response. In a hopeless attempt the youth began punching and kicking at his guards when everyone was on. The faces of those who were seated peered out at the commotion. The driver started up the engine in an effort to get away quickly. One of the youths shouted to his mate as he tried to ward off the blows. ‘Quick, get on. We’re no’ hingin’ aboot here all night.’ He had already received a painful kick which took the breath from him. The one with the bandeau had a split second to make up his mind, but he was reluctant to let his victim go without some kind of vengeance for his mate in hospital. Whilst dodging wild punches from the enemy he managed to get his hand into his pocket. It fastened on a knife. In a flash he had it out and open. He stuck it straight into the stomach of the youth. His companion who had not noticed this action pulled him on to the platform of the bus just as it was moving away.

‘Get aff,’ shouted the driver, angry but unable to do anything about it. The other youth, bleeding, staggered against the fence, immersed in a sea of pain. The last words he heard when the bus moved away were, ‘Ah wis jist waitin’ on wan number—’ Then he heard no more. Someone peering out of the back window said, ‘There’s a boy hingin’ ower the fence. Looks as if he’s hurt bad.’

‘Och they canny fight for nuts nooadays. They should be in Belfast wi’ ma son.’

‘True enough.’ The boy was dismissed from their thoughts. They were glad to be out of the cold and on their way.




Getting Sent For

MRS SHARP KNOCKED TIMIDLY on the door marked ‘Headmistress’.

‘Come in,’ a cool voice commanded.

She shuffled in, slightly hunched, clutching a black plastic shopping bag and stood waiting for the headmistress to raise her eyes from the notebook she was engrossed in.

‘Do sit down,’ said the headmistress when Mrs Sharp coughed apologetically.

Mrs Sharp collapsed into a chair and placed her bag between her feet. The headmistress relinquished the notebook with a sigh and began.

‘I’m sorry to bring you here, but recently George has become quite uncontrollable in class. Something will have to be done.’

Mrs Sharp shifted about in the chair and assumed a placating smile.

‘Oh dear – I thought he was doing fine. I didn’t know—’

‘It’s been six months since I spoke to you,’ interrupted the headmistress, ‘and I’m sorry to say he has not improved one bit. In fact he’s getting steadily worse.’

Mrs Sharp met the impact of the gold-framed spectacles nervously as she said, ‘It’s not as if he gets away with anything at home. His Da and me are always on at him; but he pays no attention.’

The headmistress’s mouth tightened. ‘He will just have to pay attention.’

‘What’s he done this time?’ Mrs Sharp asked with a surly edge to her voice.

‘He runs in and out of class when the teacher’s back is turned and distracts the other children.’

Mrs Sharp eased out her breath. ‘Is that all?’

The headmistress was incredulous. ‘Is that all? With twenty-five pupils in a class, one disruptive element can ruin everything. It’s difficult enough to push things into their heads as it is—’ She broke off.

‘Seems to me they’re easily distracted,’ said Mrs Sharp.

‘Well children are, you know.’ The headmistress allowed a frosty smile to crease her lips.

‘Maybe he’s not the only one who runs about,’ observed Mrs Sharp mildly.

‘Mrs Sharp, I assure you George is the main troublemaker, otherwise I would not have sent for you.’

The light from the headmistress’s spectacles was as blinding as a torch.

Mrs Sharp shrank back. ‘I’m not meaning to be cheeky, but George isn’t a bad boy. I can hardly credit he’s the worst in the class.’

The headmistress conceded. ‘No, I wouldn’t say he’s the worst. There are some pupils I’ve washed my hands of. As yet there’s still hope for George. That’s why I sent for you. If he puts his mind to it he can work quite well, but let’s face it, if he’s going to continue the way he’s doing, he’ll end up in a harsher place than this school.’

Mrs Sharp beamed as if she was hearing fulsome praise. ‘You mean he’s clever?’

‘I wouldn’t say he’s clever,’ said the headmistress cautiously, ‘but he’s got potential. But really,’ she snapped, ‘it’s more his behaviour than his potential that worries us.’

Mrs Sharp tugged her wispy hair dreamily. ‘I always knew George had it in him. He was such a bright baby. Do you know he opened his eyes and stared straight at me when he was a day old. Sharp by name, and sharp by nature – that’s what his Da always said.’

‘That may be,’ said the headmistress, taking off her spectacles and rubbing her eyes, ‘but sharp is not what I’m looking for.’

Then, aware of Mrs Sharp’s intent inspection of her naked face, she quickly replaced them, adding, ‘Another thing. He never does his homework.’

‘I never knew he got any,’ said Mrs Sharp, surprised. ‘Mind you we’ve often asked him, “Don’t you get any homework?” and straightaway he answers, “We don’t get any”—’

The headmistress broke in. ‘He’s an incorrigible liar.’

‘Liar?’ Mrs Sharp clutched the collar of her bottle-green coat.

‘Last week he was late for school. He said it was because you made him stay and tidy his room.’

Mrs Sharp’s eyes flickered. ‘What day was that?’

‘Last Tuesday.’ The headmistress leaned over her desk. ‘Did you?’

‘I don’t know what made him say that,’ said Mrs Sharp in wonderment.

‘Because he’s an incorrigible liar.’

Mrs Sharp strove to be reasonable. ‘Most kids tell lies now and again to get out of a spot of bother.’

‘George tells more lies than most – mind you,’ the headmistress’s lips twisted with humour, ‘we were all amused at the idea of George tidying, considering he’s the untidiest boy in the class.’

Mrs Sharp reared up. ‘Oh, is he? Well let me tell you he’s tidy when he leaves the house. I make him wash his face and comb his hair every day. How the devil should I know what he gets up to when he leaves?’

‘Keep calm, Mrs Sharp. I’m sure you do your best under the circumstances.’

‘What circumstances?’

‘Don’t you work?’ the headmistress asked pleasantly.

Mrs Sharp sagged. She had a presentiment of doom. Her husband had never liked her working. ‘A woman’s place is in the home,’ he always said when any crisis arose – despite the fact that her income was a necessity.

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘Of course,’ said the headmistress, her spectacles directed towards the top of Mrs Sharp’s head, ‘I understand that many mothers work nowadays, but unfortunately they are producing a generation of latch-key children running wild. Far be it for me to judge the parents’ circumstances, but I think a child’s welfare comes first.’ She smiled toothily. ‘Perhaps I’m old-fashioned, but—’

‘I suppose you’re going to tell me a woman’s place is in the home?’ asked Mrs Sharp, through tight lips.

‘If she has children, I would say so.’

Mrs Sharp threw caution to the wind. ‘If I didn’t work George wouldn’t have any uniform to go to school with—’

She broke off at the entrance of an agitated tangle-haired young woman.

‘I’m sorry Miss McHare,’ said the young woman, ‘I didn’t know you were with someone—’

‘That’s all right,’ said the headmistress. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s George Sharp again.’

‘Dear, dear!’ The headmistress braced herself while Mrs Sharp slumped.

‘He was fighting, in the playground. Ken Wilson has a whopper of an eye. Sharp is outside. I was going to send him in, but if you’re engaged—’

The headmistress addressed Mrs Sharp. ‘You see what I mean. It just had to be George again.’

She turned to the young teacher. ‘This is George’s mother.’

‘Good morning,’ said the young teacher, without enthusiasm.

‘How do you know George started it?’ asked Mrs Sharp, thrusting her pale face upwards. The headmistress stiffened. She stood up and towered above Mrs Sharp like a female Gulliver. Mrs Sharp pointed her chin at a right angle in an effort to focus properly.

The headmistress ordered, ‘Bring the boy in.’

George Sharp shuffled in, tall and gangling, in contrast to his hunched mother, who gave him a weak smile when he looked at her blankly.

‘Now,’ said the headmistress, ‘I hear you’ve been fighting.’

George nodded.

‘You know fighting is forbidden within these grounds.’

‘Ken Wilson was fighting as well,’ he replied hoarsely, squinting through strands of dank hair.

‘Ken Wilson is a delicate boy who does not fight.’

‘He kicked me,’ George mumbled, his eyes swivelling down to
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