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About the Book

‘Saved . . . your life. Tell ’em . . . if they come. If they find me.’

Glenn Jackson’s world has fallen apart. He has a new home, a new school and all the problems that go with being the new face in the close-knit Lake District village of Torbeck. His mother has stayed behind in Burnley and Glenn’s dad isn’t answering his questions. But from the moment Glenn meets untidy, bewitching Laura, he falls under her spell.

And then there is Harlequin, the boy giant, who lives rough in an abandoned shack and disguises himself with an old felt hat and clown’s make-up. After Harlequin saves him from falling into the disused slate quarry, Glenn starts to win his trust and comes close to unearthing the tragedy that Harlequin is running away from. But from their growing friendship takes a dramatic and heart-breaking turn . . .


The Great Harlequin Grim
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To the loyal family few,

and for John Murray


‘Fireworks are an art form that use the

night sky as the canvas’

Larry Crump

‘He who hath smelt the smoke is ne’er again free’

the motto of American Fireworks News


PART ONE

Blackrigg Valley,

the Scottish Borders;

November 5th,

five years ago


ONE

THE BOY GIANT lumbered over sparkling meadows. His great boots kicked through green grass, with long wet strides. Then he skidded on a frosty patch of mud. His tall frame tumbled and crunched down on one side. He lay quite stunned until his lungs could suck air again.

‘Urghh! Bugger! Hate you, mud!’ he cried. He pulled down the sleeves of his huge red jumper. They covered his cold hands, which were bigger than a grown man’s.

Now the boy giant’s jeans felt dewy damp. He was only thirteen, but already stood well over six feet. There wasn’t much fat on his lanky bones. His fair hair straggled over a bright red face.

On the main road, beyond the fields, he saw a bus disappear. The white faces of schoolkids were pressed at each window. He knew they saw him fall, and felt their laughter echo inside him. He staggered up like a newly born calf and ran to a foggy stream.

Bright early sunshine slowly burned away the mist. The sheep fields lay green and golden. Trees on the low slopes were yellow, pink and black.

The boy crouched by the water. He splashed his bony hands in icy ripples. Pulling them out, he watched clear drops drip slowly down his fingers. Then his long elastic limbs began to contort. His legs reached upwards and stretched back, until his feet were locked behind his neck. He was all tucked up, head between both knees. The toes of his wellies rubbed an itch along his spine. His arms folded round the backs of his thighs, making a human egg shape. He sat and rocked gently forwards.

Breakfast would be ready by now. He had been up for two hours, helping around the small farm. There were cows to milk, then pigs to feed. He had a name for every animal. Just little things that made each one stand out: Long Tail Calf, Bully Big Balls, Great Fat Arse, Lazy Last One; Pinkest Pig, Snotty Snout, Long Pisser, Mr Mudbath.

Someone called him. His ears pricked up like an owl’s.

‘Haitch! Haitch!’

The boy giant’s name began with an H. The stern bark of his dad’s voice yapped out.

‘Haitch! Breakfast!’

It was a sharp order, like a dog being called inside at night. Haitch unfolded out of his body knots, then flopped back home in his green wellies.

The old farmhouse stood in a valley called Blackrigg, ten miles north of the Scottish border. The house itself was made from dark wood. Right beside it were two low barns, to shelter the animals, also built of black timber. Haitch’s bedroom looked right over them. At night he could hear the calming shuffle of hooves on hay.

Badger, the black and white sheepdog, waited by the door. He leaped up to paw the boy’s chest, but could only reach his belt. Haitch grabbed Badger’s legs, kneeling to have his red runny nose licked.

The house was the kind a child might draw, with four windows and a smoky chimney. It had just a kitchen and a dining room downstairs. Up the creaky wooden stairs were two bedrooms and a little bathroom. Haitch went indoors and held up his hands.

‘Look, Mum!’ he shouted, too loudly. ‘All clean. Done in cold river. Bloody froz!’ He jumped on the spot and clapped heavily.

‘Aye, but hush now,’ sighed his mother. She sat down beside her thin husband, who was already seated. Haitch’s parents, Walter and Jean, were both gangly beanpoles in their youth. But years of backbreaking  farm work had made them stoop. Their shoulders and spines ached, so at night they needed tablets to help them sleep.

They never expected to have children. Haitch came along when his mum was forty-six. They knew soon enough he’d always be a burden. But there was no special school close by to take him. The nearest one was in Carlisle, down over the border in Cumbria.

So they kept him at home and watched him shoot up. By thirteen he could carry big bales of hay, but couldn’t count them. He could climb fruit trees in seconds, but couldn’t spell ‘apple’.

Walter cupped a coffee mug with hands like old shovels. Curly white hair rolled under his brown cap. Jean put three boiled eggs in front of Haitch. The boy giant sat perched on a rickety stool, cutting toast into soldiers. His lean face was always rosy from being outside all day.

‘Bonfire tonight!’ Haitch shouted. He scooped a whole egg and ate it in one munch. ‘Don’t forget bonfire, Dad. Dad? Dad?’

‘No, I won’t forget.’ Walter’s voice was gently Scottish, though he came from south Cumbria. ‘Just be careful when—’

‘Got fireworks!’ Haitch burst in. He giggled loudly and looked around the room. On the sideboard were  three big boxes. They were covered in red and blue stars and stripes. Boxes full of mystery and magic. A white packet of sparklers lay on top.

‘Don’t swear and shout so, Haitch,’ said Jean. ‘Do try and remember.’

Walter crunched some toast, heaped with marmalade. His only child ate noisily beside him.

‘Fireworks, bonfire,’ said Haitch quietly. ‘First time ever.’ His voice rose to a shout. ‘Man full of straw! Burn his bloody head off!’ He jiggled about on his hard round seat.

Jean closed her eyes and sipped warm tea. Walter chewed his toast, gazing into space, grazing like a cow. Haitch dropped a knife. Leaning down for it, he crashed off the stool. Plates on the sideboard shook as he met the floor. A cardboard box jumped off the edge, spilling three Roman candles. One rolled gently into a shadow under the dresser.

Jean stroked her forehead lightly. ‘What a shock for the animals tonight, Walter,’ she said, ‘when you start letting those stupid things off. Rockets and God knows what.’

Walter nodded. ‘Aye. Wish I’d never bought them,’ he said. ‘But he shouted so loudly in the shop. Everyone was looking.’

Haitch took his wobbly seat again. He threw a toast  soldier down for Badger. He whispered to himself and the nibbling dog, ‘Sshh! Gonna burn bad man.’ He bashed at an eggshell. ‘Got fireworks, Badge.’ His voice became harsh and excited. ‘Wait ’n’ see. Got big . . . hot . . . fire! Burn all night.’

Badger whined softly and licked the boy’s green boots.

Jean began clearing away the breakfast plates. ‘Never again,’ she mumbled. ‘Why did we ever bother . . . ?’

Walter crunched quietly and stared at his wife. But whether she’d meant the bonfire party, or their only child, he couldn’t tell.


TWO

AT HALF PAST four the school bus came past again. Three lads got off half a mile from the farmhouse. All wore purple blazers and black trousers.

‘He ain’t really our age,’ said the stoutest of the three. ‘He can’t be.’

‘He is,’ said a blond boy. ‘He’s only thirteen.’

‘Bloody freakshow, man.’

‘Wait until he speaks. It’s well gaga.’

‘How tall is he?’

‘Ten foot, I’ve heard. That right, Donnie?’

A lad with striking red hair clamped a hand over his mates’ mouths. ‘Hush your wild words, boys,’ he said. ‘When Donnie Turnbull tells you this mutant oddity is a mere six foot four, what do you say?’

‘I’d say he’s twice the size of Tommy. Short-arse.’

‘Up yours. Ouch! What’s that for, Donnie?’

‘For crudeness beyond your tender years. Now let’s march.’

Blond Davy, tubby Tommy and redhead Donnie took a muddy path. A high brambly hedge ran beside it. Their decent school shoes were soon mucked up. Daylight was dimming into smoky early evening. The air blew cold and crisp from their mouths.

The path swung left over more fields, through a farm gate to a boggy track.

‘Lift your sweet eyes yonder,’ Donnie said. ‘The main attraction lurks.’

All three peered across to a grassy bank that faced them. It ran on and on, rising and dipping like a great breaking wave. A tall boyish figure stood on the slope. Treetops behind threw deep shadows around him. He seemed to be watching the visitors. Then he picked up what looked like half a forest. He dragged it down the bank to chuck on a large dark heap. Broken crates, leafy branches, sawn-up logs, old cardboard.

‘Trot along,’ Donnie said. ‘Let’s offer our services.’

‘I’m cold,’ moaned Tommy, rubbing his plump blazer sleeves.

‘So let hard work set your heart a-blazing. So march!’

Donnie led the way, the other two shoving chilly hands in holey pockets. They squelched over soggy turf, their socks growing damp.

Haitch saw them coming and hid behind the cold bonfire. He peeped through smashed twigs and boxes.  The higgledy heap was tall and wide. But his huge red jumper was like a rising flame. The growing dusk wasn’t enough to cover him.

The gang of three stopped a few metres away.

‘All right there, big man?’ Donnie called out. ‘We’ve come with helping hands for the great bonfire activity.’

Just then the faint snarl of a tractor engine cut in. The three boys looked away to the right and saw the farm vehicle wobble off. Its grubby red body and huge black wheels made for a distant field.

At this, Haitch ran out from hiding. He jumped on the spot, flapping his arms madly.

‘That’s Dad!’ he shouted. ‘Dad, Dad, Dad!’ He made a joyful squealing, clapping his hands up high. The tractor growled back from a distance. Haitch yelled again, still jumping, now slapping his cherry cheeks.

‘Jesus,’ muttered Tommy.

Donnie stroked his chin. ‘It’s a terrible shame,’ he mused.

‘I’ve seen enough,’ Davy said.

Donnie smirked. ‘Och, you’ve seen nothing.’

Haitch came to a rest. He wiped a snotty nose on his big red sleeve, looking down over the three boys.

‘Over there,’ said Haitch, pointing at the rolling bank behind. ‘Them trees is cut up. I did. Did like this.’ He made a chopping action with both hands.  ‘Ch! Ch! Ch!’ he said as each stroke sliced the air.

‘Aye. Awesome strength, big man,’ Donnie said. ‘So let’s go carry it here. Lads?’

‘Right,’ came two tired grunts.

Haitch stared into all three faces. He tugged his bright blowy hair. Then he lifted a large elbow, showing a rip in his king-size jumper.

‘Got hole,’ he said, sniffing deeply. ‘Bloody bugger.’

Davy snorted loudly.

‘Pig,’ said Haitch. ‘Got pigs here. Long Pisser, Snotty Snout.’

‘Watch it,’ breathed Davy.

‘Easy, man,’ Donnie whispered. ‘Play along.’ He walked towards the dark green bank. The slope was gentle but it fell away steeply beyond. A yellow roof of treetops glowed on the other side from a thicket of oaks. ‘This way, good sir?’ Donnie said.

Haitch suddenly galloped after him. His knees kicked high in the air like a wild stallion. His great green wellies wobbled. ‘Follow me!’ he yelled. ‘Giddy up!’ He slapped his legs, tearing past Donnie.

‘No way,’ said Tommy. ‘He’s got an axe over there.’

‘Aye,’ Davy said. ‘And Donnie’s got steel fists. Make tracks.’

They huffed upwards, then slithered and stumbled all the way down.

Near the foot of the humpy bank, before the small forest, was a stack of logs and branches. Haitch gathered a pile of wood and strode back up the sharp hillock.

‘Easy!’ he shouted back. ‘I’m Superman. Look!’

‘Aye,’ Donnie murmured, ‘you soon best had be.’ He barked a command, rubbing his palms together. ‘Right, boys, gather winter fuel though the frost is cruel.’

Each lad grabbed cold timber, scraping it on his purple blazer. By the time they’d reached the bonfire, gasping, Haitch had made a third trip.

Davy and Tom chucked their bits at the great stack. ‘Fun’s over,’ Tom panted. ‘He’s just dumb. Big deal.’

Donnie held up two fags. He lit his own, then gave the others one to share.

‘Not so hasty,’ he said, blowing out. ‘Look busy.’ He started poking around the base, shifting bits of cardboard. Haitch came charging back down, arms full of dead forest.

‘Hey, hey!’ he squealed. ‘Get off that. Get logs. Now.’

Donnie stood back up. ‘Sorry, kind sir,’ he said. ‘I was just seeing if you had a Mr Guy Fawkes here to burn. Thought he’s mebbe trying to escape.’

Haitch gave a wide red smile. With huge finger jabs he pointed at the shadowy farmhouse. ‘At home,’ he  said. ‘Mum did make it. Big straw head.’

Donnie wiped his hands on Tom’s blazer. He glanced up at a white shaft rammed into the bonfire like a flagpole. ‘Is that so?’ he said in a slow Scots drawl. ‘You see, we lads have this old Highland game. You take it in turns and pretend to be the Guy. Your hands are tied and everything, just like poor Mr Fawkes.’

‘Donnie . . .’ mumbled Tom, but was waved to silence.

Haitch rubbed his big blue eyes, leaving dark streaks below. ‘Yep, yep,’ he said. ‘Gonna burn bad man.’ He squinted at the dark distance, where a tractor still rumbled. ‘Tea time soon. Got piggy bacon. Dad killed Runny Bum last week.’

‘Poetic,’ said Donnie, blowing smoke rings. ‘Quite poetic. Shall we show him the rules, lads?’

Tom and Davy stared back in cold protest. ‘Aye,’ said Tom finally. ‘Remind us how we play, great master.’

Donnie’s red hair glowed in the gloom. He scrambled up the planks and boxes, snapping fistfuls of twigs. Davy followed glumly, splinters burying into his hands. Donnie sat against the white pole fixed at the centre. The wooden clutter on all sides held it firm. He put both hands behind his back, winking at Davy.

‘Tie my hands, o jailer!’ he cried. ‘And may God have mercy on my sizzling arse.’

Davy made a show of tying the old rope. ‘Can we naff off now?’ he muttered.

‘No,’ said Donnie quietly. ‘Not until we’ve all had a turn.’

‘You’ll scare the big wuss witless.’

Donnie gave an ugly grin. ‘Weep not for life’s victims, Davy boy. For the dull and the dumb. Just make sure they . . . get what’s coming.’


THREE

‘GUIDO FAWKES!’ DONNIE shouted. ‘The only person ever to enter parliament with top intentions. Born in York, 1570. Executed this day in 1606, after the Gunpowder Plot against King James the First and his crippy club foot.’

Below him, Davy threw an unlit match on the stack.

‘Whoosh,’ said Tom weakly. ‘Look at the terrible flames.’ He kicked a stray branch and yawned mistily.

But Haitch wasn’t bored. He began jumping and shrieking wildly. He ran right around the bonfire, blowing big breaths at it. ‘Die, you bad man! Bad man die!’ he cried, clapping huge hands. He held up his palms as if the cold wood were alight. ‘He burns and burns! He screams!’ He put a finger in each ear and ran on the spot. Faster and faster he went, his long legs in a blue blur. He shook his head until his cheeks rattled. A long cry whined from his open mouth.

‘And now I croak!’ Donnie yelled. ‘See my sweet soul  fly to hell.’ His head sank onto his chest as he sat dead still.

Haitch stopped, looked up and chewed his hands.

‘OK, big fella,’ Tommy said, grinning. ‘The deed is done. You need mourn no more.’

Haitch took out his long fingers and pointed at the heavy clouds. Tommy gazed up after him, rubbing his tubby tummy.

‘Oh aye,’ he laughed, ‘he’s dead. Brown bread. Gone to that great shepherd’s pie in the sky.’

Donnie slithered back to earth. ‘See me up there, big man?’ he said. ‘Feel the history shiver through ye?’ He gave Haitch a friendly punch, though there was force within it.

Haitch returned the thump from a great height. ‘Me up there,’ he shouted, towering above Donnie, whose eyes narrowed after the blow. Then the boy giant spoke softly, as if to a small animal: ‘Me up there.’

‘I’m not sure now. Have we time?’ Donnie asked. He touched a throbbing shoulder. He made a big show of checking his watch.

Davy huffed. ‘Get a shifty on then, it’s well dark.’

But Haitch could see clearly enough. He climbed the rickety bonfire like a squirrel scaling a tree. He parked himself on top, beside the pole, and sang out. ‘Ready! Mr Fawkes is ready!’

‘OK,’ Davy shouted. ‘Whoosh, there goes a match. Right, we’re off now, Long Legs.’

Davy felt a hand on his arm. ‘Less hasty,’ Donnie said. ‘Hold on, big man,’ he cried. ‘I’ll bring this pagan pageant to life.’ He began moving up the dark mound, his damp feet slipping. The mass of wood shifted and slid below him.

Haitch gave a huge grin. ‘Can see Dad!’ he yelled, his warm spit flying.

‘Aye, big man. And hear Daddy’s tractor close by? So close that no harm could ever befall ye?’

‘Dad, Dad, it’s me!’ squealed Haitch. He started waving, but Donnie reached for his hands. He pulled them against the white pole and looped the rope into strong knots. He lurched back to the frosty earth, arms out wide.

‘Can you hear us in the dark night, big man?’ he called up.

‘Down there! Down there!’

‘That’s it, Daddy-Longlegs. We’re right in front.’ Donnie reached into Tom’s pocket and snatched a book.

‘Hey, leave off. That’s my maths homework.’

‘And a right pig ye’ve made of it.’ The book’s middle pages were ripped out.

‘Donnie! Bloody pack that.’

‘Get away with ye. And your fractions are shite, man. An eighth of ninety-four is . . . twenty-three over two.’

Haitch pulled at the post like a chained-up dog. ‘Cold!’ he called. ‘Dark now. Can’t play now. Tea time.’ He moaned quietly. ‘Got bacon, got beans . . . want Badger.’

A match flamed into life. Donnie touched it onto Tom’s torn sheets. He shouted to the large lurching shadow above. ‘Sit still there, big man. We’ll get a barbecue going.’

He dangled burning pages over the bonfire. The whites of his eyes gleamed like a cat’s.

And that’s when Haitch began to wail. He blew a jet of cold frightened breath. He yanked his tied hands, bashing his head back on the pole.

‘Leave it, man,’ Davy said, stamping his feet. ‘Let’s away for the bus.’

Donnie’s left hand made a finger gesture. His right hand held the torched paper, joining its tip to a wedge of cardboard on the heap. The brown board smoked.

Haitch screamed for his dad. His big body rocked as if in the grip of a nightmare. The tractor clattered, quarter of a mile away.

Donnie wafted the cardboard. It spat sparks like fireworks. Donnie took two slow steps up the wooden mass, chanting slowly, ‘Remember . . . remember . . . the fifth of November.’

He laid the blazing board on a branch. Dark twigs began to roast. Donnie jumped back, wiped his hands in Tom’s hair and strode off. A long desperate cry followed from above.

Davy shoved Tommy aside in panic. He grabbed a frosty log. Stepping up, he bashed the burning cardboard. He stood sideways and stamped it. His holey sock scalded. Davy screamed. The board slid into the bonfire’s dark heart. There it found a box of old newspapers. One dry corner of a Daily Record grew warm. The heat steamed in. The front page began to curl and catch.

A flame flashed below the boy giant’s feet. His wellies lashed out but the rope held him fast. His rubbery legs rose up, coiling round his neck. But he couldn’t prise the pole out. His limbs went down again, thrashing over hot wood. He gave a long whimper like a beaten dog. Then came a gasping breath. Then a raw animal howl. It shivered through the bleak air like a blade.


PART TWO

South Cumbria,

the English Lake District;

five years later


FOUR

TWO OF US rode in the front of a large white van. There was room for a third but no matter. The third one, my mum, wasn’t coming with us. No one had said why, and yet something felt very wrong.

So it was just me and my wordless dad. He was driving, though he hardly looked awake. I saw him yawn and rub his unshaven face. His quiff of dark brown hair was all slicked up high. His thin sideburns were styled with care. But his eyes were red and for once he hadn’t cracked a bad joke all day.

The gearstick rattled in the gap between us. I glimpsed myself in the mirror. My large wide green eyes glowed back. I always thought they made me look demonic. But Mum called them gooseberry eyes, as they were so round and bold.

Hers were a bit like that, only blue, and I got my fair hair from her. Mine was all spiky blond and cut  short. I wore a stud in each ear, and was normal height for thirteen and a half.

Glenn Jackson, that’s me. Glenn – my dad took the name from a song by legendary Manchester band The Smiths. The double ’n’ often fools people, but that’s how it is on the lyric sheet, so that’s how it is on my birth certificate. Just one of those daft quirky tricks parents play.

As we drove north from Lancashire, the landscape changed. We left the towns behind and saw mountains creeping up. We were moving from Burnley to a Lake District village called Torbeck. The main roads grew smaller, less busy, and Dad kept stopping. He got out a map and peered at it with a sigh.

‘All right, Dad?’ I asked softly.

He stroked his temples as if to ease a hangover pain. He shoved the map back under the front window. ‘All right, mate,’ he mumbled. ‘Be patient. I’m a bit lost.’

I looked through the wide windscreen. The bright sky was blue and summery. Sunlight dazzled off the grey-green hills.

‘What’s that orangey stuff?’ I asked. ‘It’s growing everywhere.’

Dad steered the van from a lay-by. ‘Bracken,’ he said. ‘It’s a tall fern. Grows green in summer. Turns reddy-brown in the autumn.’

It was the most he’d said all journey. As we pulled away, something slid in the back. I looked round at our worldly goods: Dad’s precious rock record collection; his battered acoustic guitar covered in peeling protest stickers – CND, STOP THE WAR, COAL NOT DOLE; my paints and brushes in a plastic box; crates of clothes, books, frying pans. Mum’s things were mostly back in Burnley. So was she.

I looked at Dad as he yawned again, his brown eyes glazed and sad. He must know why, at the last minute, Mum had left us to move on our own. But he still hadn’t said. I kept checking the rearview mirror, expecting to see Mum catch us up in our old blue car. There wasn’t much other traffic on the road. I finally got fed up with being treated like a stranger.

‘No sign of Mum,’ I said, craning my neck to the van’s back window. ‘When did you say she’s leaving Burnley?’

‘I didn’t,’ Dad said, jerking the clunky gearstick. ‘She’ll come when she’s ready. And not before.’ He put his foot down and the speedometer soared.

Dad finally muttered something about his best friend Geoff, who’d be following on behind. Geoff had been out with Dad and their mates the previous night, on a leaving do. Dad wasn’t a big drinker. He didn’t need to be, as he couldn’t take his beer. I drank him under the table on my thirteenth birthday.

He’d looked all upset and bleary as we left Burnley. It was eight months since the town had been hit by a wave of race riots. There’d been clashes between gangs of Asian and white youths, and mad panic on the streets. Armed police had waded into the rioters, who in turn got heavy with baseball bats. A war veteran aged seventy-six was attacked, for no real reason. A taxi driver got beaten with hammers, and his battered face made the next day’s papers. TV helicopters throbbed high above the smoking streets. The town was labelled a national disgrace. A fascist hellhole. Both sides of the race divide blamed each other.

I wasn’t allowed out for two days, not even to school. After that, my parents wanted to move away. I didn’t mind going. We’d only been in Burnley for five years after I’d started life in Oldham. I’d got no special friends and was up for new adventures.

Mum had also dropped hints about having a second kid. So it looked like being a clean start all round. Somewhere quieter for me, and for whatever little brother or sister might happen along. After thirteen and a half years as an only child I’d better get used to sharing.

‘Why now?’ I’d asked Mum, as me and her did the weekly shop in Booths.

‘Why not?’ she’d said, nudging the trolley against me. ‘About time you had a playmate of sorts. Too much  time locked away on your own, sweetheart. A martyr to your art, that’s what you’ve become. A martyr to your beautiful art.’

I was five when I began drawing, and soon found I had some sort of gift for it. Nothing dead special, but enough to make people look twice. Since then I’ve always painted and sketched.

That night before we moved to Torbeck, I was watching a TV art show on BBC2. Some beardy presenter was painting in the style of the great masters. He was doing Vincent Van Gogh’s famous painting Sunflowers. It looks pretty easy to begin with, just orange and yellow flowers in a wonky vase. But then you try to get the same stunning light and colour; the same simple warmth and beauty. It’s impossible.

I’d been watching closely, taking notes. The gas fire spluttered. Stuff sat around in cardboard boxes. Mum knelt in front of me, her hands on mine. I briefly looked away from the TV and caught a watery gleam in Mum’s eyes, like she’d been out in the cold.

‘Glenn, love,’ she whispered. ‘There’s an important letter for your dad. In the kitchen.’

‘OK,’ I said, turning back to the beardy man. He was mixing some colours. I leaned forwards to see better. Mum tugged her wavy blonde hair then stroked  my spiky golden crop. I moved from her gentle touch. ‘Mum! Leave it! Did he use yellow there?’

Mum’s voice was low and husky. ‘Sorry, sweetheart, I didn’t hear.’ She tried clearing her throat but still sounded hoarse. ‘Listen, I’ll see you soon, darling. Dead soon. Your dad’s back any minute. OK? Glenn?’

I nodded, hardly hearing a word. Beardy was going on about Van Gogh cutting off an earlobe. He gave it to a prostitute. Two years later he borrowed a gun to end his life. His final self-portrait shows a tortured soul in terror. I stared at its grim gaze on the screen. I could feel Mum’s round blue eyes watching me.

‘Glenn?’ she whispered. ‘You’re everything to me. Never forget.’

The pain in her quiet voice made me give a nervous glance. She relaxed her chubby cheeks into a smile and I smiled back.

‘My funny artist,’ she sighed. ‘Your talent doesn’t come from me. Wish it did. What have I given you?’

I put a finger on my lips to shush her. Beardy was plugging next week’s programme, on Picasso. Mum squeezed my knees firmly, then rested her forehead there. She knelt a moment longer, as Beardy waved goodbye, before padding quietly into the hall. I heard her pick up something. The front door opened.

‘Mum?’ I called after her. ‘Bring us a Mars bar.’ The  door closed with a soft click. I shrugged, sat back and made a rough sketch of some sunflowers.

I’d gone upstairs by the time Dad came back. I heard a plate smash on the kitchen floor and guessed he was legless. Stretching out on the duvet, I thought about life after tonight, up in back-of-beyond Cumbria. I pictured myself by a lake, all posey at an easel, paintbrush in hand. And there’d be a barefoot farmer’s daughter, lying nearby in summer bracken. Some chubby chick, with corn-coloured hair, and a right dirty mouth on her.

Dad slammed the front door, making my heart jump. I couldn’t tell if he’d gone back out or not. I sat up and drew a quick self-portrait before bed. I often did them, like freaky Vincent Van Gogh once had. After we moved to Torbeck, those pictures changed. They became wilder, darker and scruffier. So did I. Then for a while I stopped my art altogether. It was only after the terrible chaos that I took it up again.


PART THREE

Blackrigg Farm,

Blackrigg Valley;

Bonfire Night,

five years earlier


PART FOUR

Torbeck,

south Cumbria;

five years later


PART FIVE

The following year


Praise for The Great Harlequin Grim:

‘There’s so much in this novel – most exceptionally a wonderfully moving look at first love . . . What a writer!’

Wendy Cooling, Literary Consultant

‘An absorbing story, told with great pathos’

The Bookseller

‘Shines the spotlight on that darker side of Cumbria . . . his very modern take on Lake District life may surprise people who think they know Cumbria well . . . Gareth achieves a real tour de force in his depiction of Harlequin, a genuinely original creation . . . it’s gripping stuff whatever your age’

Cumbria Life

‘A compelling debut novel’

All Write, Cumbria

‘Thompson’s debut novel for children . . . is both disturbing and tender. This book is part love story, part a moving study of the pack instinct at its very worst. In the doomed and brilliantly-drawn character of the vulnerable Harlequin, Thompson explores the consequences of cruelty and ignorance. The novel crackles with menace amidst the vividly-drawn background of a Cumbrian autumn as it hurtles to a satisfying close’

The School Librarian

‘Gareth Thompson’s fiction writing is arguably like no other Cumbrian before him. His work does not contemplate the smoochy beauty of the Lakes, he reflects on its darker and more dangerous qualities . . . with lots of love and laughs wedged in’

Lakeland Echo

‘It’s a brilliant read’

North-west Evening Mail

‘Thompson’s first book is a blinder, mixing tough life hassles, first love and terrible tragedy into a funny and moving tale that will stay with you for ages’

Flipside Magazine

‘Anyone sensitive to literature and the Lake District will respond positively to this challenging book. It has much to say about human relationships, the differences between urban and rural and the tensions between those who live in an historical landscape and those who come to visit or live in it’

Coniston Parish Council Website

OPS/images/cover.jpg
The Great Harlequin

Grim

Gareth Thompson

Random House Children’s Books





OPS/images/title.jpg





OPS/images/logo.jpg
DEFiNniTions





