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IT’S NOT EVEN five in the morning, but the light’s already good and Owen Whittle’s up and about, like he is every day of the week, coming up the same hill, looking around like he always does. There’s some cloud cover for a change and more wind than yesterday, otherwise much the same as usual. But things are going to be different today and it’s not the sky he ought to be watching. Today I’m going to try and kill him.

Fucking hell. Listen to me. Not exactly the most confident statement of intent you ever heard. Still, it’s hardly surprising, considering it’s my first time at anything like this. I haven’t even flung a punch since I left school.

Even just looking at him scares me rigid. The moment his black donkey jacket appeared down the bottom of the hill my pulse started up and now it’s going fuck-fuck-fuck even though I’ve done all the right breathing. I keep telling myself not to be so piss, I can pull out any time I want, but it doesn’t help much.

He’s left his car down by the road as usual and come up the back of the hill, where there’s a dirt track through the stubblefields, walking quite quick, binocular case bouncing on his hip. See him hitch the strap higher up his shoulder.

Top of the hill there’s a small conifer plantation cordoned off with barbed wire. He stops by one of the fence posts and gets his binoculars out, not from out the case but inside his jacket where they’re hanging round his neck. Down in the valley there’s a mature deciduous wood, the beech trunks looking like elephants’ legs.

Two people suddenly appear out of nowhere in front of this wood, moving across the face of it, and they’re a real surprise, it never occurred to me somebody else might be up and about this early. Owen Whittle checks them with his binoculars and I have a look through mine. Just an old couple out for their early morning walk, one pair of bins between them, probably up for the dawn chorus. Well they’ll hear it alright, though I doubt they’ll see very much the way they’re blundering into the wood, crunching through the undergrowth. Yellow anoraks too: any self respecting bird’s going to spot them halfway across the county. Owen Whittle sticks his bins away. Pair of amateurs. No interference there.

When I look at him again, he’s got his back to me, climbing over the barbed wire before walking off into the plantation. It’s not forestry commission, so the trees aren’t laid out in straight rows close together. Sometimes there’s as much as thirty yards of cleared ground between them, most of it taken over by the ferns they’ve allowed to grow to provide cover for the pheasants they release for shooting. Some of the pheasants breed in here, so you’ve got the risk of disturbing a sitting hen, with all the noise it entails–but Owen Whittle knows he can steer clear of the ferns, there’s narrow rides through the plantation, which he knows like his own backyard. Halfway across, he disappears from view behind one of the big fallen trees covered with ivy, the last thing I want. The longer he’s out of sight, the more nervous I’ll be.

If he follows the same path I did, he’ll get to a small wooden gate with half an acre of clearing on the other side. From the gate, he’ll look across and see the same things I saw. Straight ahead, a mass of dark green conifers with flat tops, one or two leaning over to break up the curtain effect, some with what look like mini christmas trees sprouting out their sides. In the clearing itself, two uprooted trees with sawn-off trunks, looking like giant clumps of mud with root beards. The path looks like it’s made of burnt wood shavings.

He’ll take most of this in with a glance, but the one thing he won’t see, I’ve been telling myself, is me. Too much foliage, surely. And meanwhile I’ll be able to keep him in sight once he reappears. If he reappears. What’s he doing, having his morning shit in the woods? Get on with it, you evil old cunt.

He hasn’t reached the gate yet and I’m listening out for him, but it’s so quiet you can hear the ticking of an electric fence and the weird sound of a sheep clearing its throat, like a tractor miles away. It’s cold up here this early, but I thought of that in advance, putting on two extra layers and wearing gloves so’s my hands won’t shake. I’m still shivering more than I’d like.

I knew there’d be gaps like this, when I’d feel unsafe anytime I wasn’t sure exactly where he was. Knowing that, it ought to be easier to sit it out, but I can’t help the creeping suspicion he’s found his way in behind me somehow. I almost turn round and look.

This sort of loony paranoia probably comes from hanging round in a wood in the dark, even for the couple of hours I’ve been here. Dark and wet. It didn’t rain last night, but I swear these places make their own moisture, and there’s mud everywhere. And I wish I hadn’t worn these fucking boots. They’re thick leather and I’ve slapped plenty of wax all over them, but the sides of the tongues are thinner, to make them more flexible, so they let the rain and mud in like they’re pleased to see them.

So now I’ve got freezing cold wet feet, which does surprisingly serious things to your confidence in the small hours. There was an owl too, spooky as a soundtrack. And things sound bigger when they’re rustling through the undergrowth. You start imagining somebody else is already in there, as if they’d be lying in wait at that time of night on the off chance somebody might come in. Get a fucking grip. By the time Owen Whittle showed up, I was almost glad to see him.

Then when I clock him next, he puts the wind up me again, specially as he hasn’t appeared by the gate as you’d expect. He’s in the corner of the clearing instead. Without a fucking sound. When I walked through here I set the woodpigeons off, exploding out the trees–but he’s got the knack of moving quiet as well as quick, and he seems to have just materialized without so much as a blackbird clucking. And he’s turned up in just about the only spot I didn’t check to make sure I’d be hidden.

It can’t make any difference. There’s no way he can see me, of course not. He can’t know if I’m flat on my front in the ferns or up in the trees. But this is hard to believe when I can see him so easy through a tiny gap in the leaves. I’m supposed to be the predator here, his struwwelpeter scissorman, the monster in the medieval wood. Instead I’m like a flight animal suddenly, pump and sprinkler system on overload. I can’t even blink because he’ll see it in his headlights. Madness. What is he, some kind of fucking wood sprite? Come on.

His eyes never keep still when he’s walking, living up to his reputation. I knew he’d be frighteningly thorough. If it moves, he sees it, names it, sexes and ages it in a glance. Hears it all too, though right now there’s just the usual small fry–blackbird, wren, great tit–and he’s after something much bigger than that.

Owen Whittle’s one of the leading egg collectors in the country. Taking the eggs of any wild bird has been illegal here since the sixties, but that didn’t stop him building up a collection of fifteen hundred from two hundred british species. Eventually he got caught and fined a couple of grand and they confiscated the collection, but in six years he rebuilt it almost completely. He got caught again, given another fine and three months suspended. That was a year ago and I reckon his third collection stands at about a hundred and twenty, with all the common birds accounted for. He probably knows every yellowhammer’s nest in the area.

The eggs he’s after today are real rarities. He’s stopped next to the tallest group of pines, growing quite close together near the middle of the plantation. It was too dark last night for me to guess where the nest might be, but even in broad daylight I wouldn’t have had much chance even though it’s enormous. I’m not that good, for a start–and all raptors are secretive nesters.

I’ve been wondering how Owen Whittle discovered it. The usual way probably, a quick flight view. These birds are unbelievably shy for their size, so you don’t see them very often, and then it’s normally just a glimpse before they disappear over the tops of the trees. The first one I ever saw, though, was better than that, and it was all my own work, in that nobody told me where to look and I was by myself when I found it.

I was walking through another conifer wood like this one but much bigger, a real forest, squares of pine packed tight with cleared patches between them. Above one of these patches, I see a crow on its own in the air, tumbling about like a raven, and I put my bins on it because you’re taught to. It wasn’t behaving like a crow normally does, so you’re supposed to have a look because it might be mobbing a raptor, the original air rage. So you always have a look, and you never see a thing.

Even this time, nothing flying except the crow, which soon flaps off. I’m about to walk on when something catches my eye, what looks like a small sheepskin rug high up on the face of the next rank of conifers. I’ve no idea what it can be, maybe just a gap in the trees, so I put the bins up again–and I know soon as I see it. Jesus christ goshawk, giving me the eye. The size, the buff-coloured front of a young male, above all the ferocious expression you get from that gleaming white eyebrow.

Suddenly all the times you spent checking every sparrowhawk you saw, it was immediately all bollocks, they look nothing like this boss of the woods. Owen Whittle would’ve understood me punching the air when I saw it.

Maybe that’s how he caught sight of this one. Or he was just looking up like the good birder he is, and he saw it coming out the sky like a small cargo plane, with its sheer bulk and the obvious power in those shortish broad wings. And to think it, she, was right here on his local patch, thousand-to-one-shot. Eggs he just had to have.

He’d have made up some excuse for hisself like he always does, how he might as well take them because they wouldn’t survive long in any case. Raptors are protected by law, but when a pair set up nest right above a rearing ground for pheasants and when a day’s shooting can be worth ninety quid a head to the landowner, a thousand pound fine begins to look an acceptable risk. I wouldn’t have given much for this female’s chances of rearing a brood even if Owen Whittle hadn’t discovered her.

So what’s wrong with him taking them? They’re the biggest and rarest hawk in northern Europe, that’s what’s wrong. They were wiped out by egg collectors and gamekeepers thirty years back, and every egg they take or crush increases the chance of it happening again. Better for a single Owen Whittle to become extinct.

He’s standing looking up at the tops of these tallest trees, head right back so his mouth’s wide open. Is this the place then? He’s come prepared, I know that. The binocular case isn’t for binoculars, no proper birder carries one. It’s stuffed with cottonwool in a polystyrene case, to put birds’ eggs in.

Hard to believe he’s really going to climb this tree. Corsican pines have these practically smooth trunks. But some of the stumps look strong enough to form a ladder of sorts, and anyway Owen Whittle climbs like a pine marten. He’s twice my age but he scaled a sheer cliff in Pembrokeshire last year to get to a peregrine’s nest. For a second or two, he’s stock still under one of the trees, having a quick look round. Then he starts climbing.

Even now you’re going wait wait wait. Maybe he won’t do it today. Say he’s only going up to check the nest? That was the deal, remember. Only if he’s really going to take the eggs. Otherwise you give him the benefit and leave it. Anyway, listen out. The landowner might be around for once. The gamekeeper. Wait.

Yeh right. As if you’ve got time for this whites-of-his-eyes bollocks. Next time he moves round the other side of the trunk, you’ll bottle it and pack everything away. Do it now so’s you can get back for beans on toast like a good little psycho.

Patience for fucksake. He’s nearly under the canopy itself. Wait till he plants his feet for the final push. Alright now you can shift the binoculars in your rucksack and take the handgun out, and all you have to do now is point and wait, which is just as well because your hands are wobbling as much as you expected, though you still think when the moment comes it’ll be easier than they say.

So let’s hear it. How does a first-timer like me get hold of a gun, complete with silencer and full magazine of bullets?

Well for a start nobody asks questions like that any more, not in London, not when forty quid buys you an airgun and another forty gets it adapted for bullets. But this isn’t even one of those. It’s an ancient old luger my dad’s uncle brought back from the war. Belonged to a german general, according to him. Lugers were obsolete even then, so they only let the top brass carry them. The magazine’s broke on this one and there’s no takedown tool for reloading, so you have to push the bullets up one by one like suppositories.

Why the old boy came back with bullets, I’ve never known. What was he going to do with them, shoot rabbits? Settle disputes with neighbours? Scary. I thought it was just an old family legend they could frighten us kids with, but when my dad died I found the sinister thing in the attic. I had to clean all the dust off or it wouldn’t fire, but that’s alright I’m good at cleaning. I fired it in Larkeyvalley Wood to make sure they were live rounds, digging the bullet out of a beech tree. Dangerous things, guns. The spent cartridge hit me on the ear when it jumped out.

There weren’t enough of them to practice with, so I’m closer to Owen Whittle than I’d like to be. I can see the grey in his beard. He grew it to break up the pale oval of his face so’s the birds wouldn’t see him so well from a distance. Wish I had his dedication.

He’s quite close to the top by now, gripping with his legs, testing the next stump with a big tug before reaching down with the other hand to move the binocular case sideways, fixing one boot on the trunk with his toes bent at right angles.

Better touch the trigger now. You’d think the gloves would get in the way, but actually they make your finger feel nice and strong. On the other hand, your heartbeat’s making your teeth knock together so loud you’re sure he can hear it, the blood pumping into your eyes. Deep fucking breath.

He’s in full view now, right under the canopy. Remind yourself how he’ll be killing three unborn chicks by taking these eggs, maybe just a few days short of hatching, so he’ll have to inject them with embryo solvent and dissolve them alive. This is going on all over the country, and you think of the goshawk disappearing again, this time maybe for good, and honey buzzards and all the rest–

This is me trying to summon up a red mist, you understand. So’s I can tell myself I didn’t really shoot him in cold blood. Because in cold blood I’d just laugh at what I’m thinking of doing. Me with no background in anything like this. The ordinariest little life imaginable. About to put a bullet in somebody, as seen on TV. Don’t be so silly.

But you took the biggest step just by coming here, so it’s pretty much inevitable by now. Even if the hen hawk flies off the nest now, or a green woodpecker yells across the clearing, it’s too late.

He’s stretching up for the top branches. I’m aiming as best I can for somewhere near the top of his spine. I’ve got nothing to rest the gun on, so my hand’s shaking so much it’s making the barrel waggle all over the place–and maybe it’s that, or my elbow knocking a twig, or nothing at all, that makes him turn round and look in my direction.

No, shit, what’s this. I’ve been really careful and surely he can’t have spotted me through all this foliage, he can’t. But it’s like he’s staring straight at me, and I’m actually holding my breath in case he sees it, like smoke signals to an indian scout. Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck.

Then it dawns on me he’s not looking at anything at all. He’s listening, with his head on one side (yeh, like a bird), a last check for the farmer or those two out for their walk. Like a prat, I listen too. Fuck-all except thrushes. Then he snaps out his tableau and reaches up again, almost hanging from a branch.

This is where the consequences crowd in. The life you’ll be giving up when you do this. And the fear’s making you blind and giving you neckache. Anybody would understand if you pulled out at the last minute.

But there again. I planned for this. This life, I said. It’s something I’ve had enough of for years. Why not just leave it? And why not take Owen Whittle with you when you go? You’d be doing some good, I said.

Anyway, look at him. He’s got his back to me, which helps. No flesh and blood, just his black jacket filling the frame. So that’s alright, so that’s alright.

Squeeze it, they say. It’s a cliché by now. Don’t pull it. The way I do it, it’s not one thing or the other, but the result’s alright. There’s the famous sound like a spit, not too loud even on an empty morning like this. Then I’m unscrewing the silencer and putting it all back in the bag. The cartridge didn’t hit me this time.

Owen Whittle knows what size a female goshawk can grow to, and maybe in the back of his mind he was half expecting this massive slam between the shoulders. Or maybe he’s felt the thump of an eagle’s claws when he climbed up its rock, and he knows it’s nothing like this. Whatever, when I look he’s gone, but I heard him and I know the fall was heavy and incontinent. Sure enough, he’s lying twenty feet away from the trunk, his donkey jacket lumped up in the bluebells and his legs bent back under him at this terrible angle and everything so bloodless.

Then I come out and leave as quick as I can, giving him a wide berth. The safety catch is fucked on this gun, so I take the clip out as I walk out the wood. I zip the rucksack shut and put my arms through the straps on the way down the hill and over the road. I can’t see the old couple or anybody else so I assume nobody sees me all the way down the disused railway cutting, over a stile, and back to the hire car.

Notice how steady your hands are when you drive, which means nothing one way or the other I suppose, and your pulse is back to normal more or less. In fact I’d be pretty unscathed if I hadn’t tried to put my bins on a dark shape flying over the wood and spiked myself on the barbed wire fence. England’s green and pleasant land. Dig the fucker up.
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THE DAY MY mum died, I started twitching.

And I don’t mean I was out birding when I heard the news. The other way round. I got the phone call but I went anyway.

Sod’s law. The first time you’re offered a lift to see a rare bird, somebody goes and dies. What can you do–turn it down and they might not ask you again. Anyway she was dead, what difference could it make to her. The only reason you rush back at a time like that is so’s you don’t look a complete heartless cunt, and there was no surviving relatives to do that for.

You tell yourself it’s what she would’ve wanted, but that’s always a lie. When you die, you want people there don’t you, round your bedside sobbing their hearts out, not carrying on like nothing happened.

Instead I went on the twitch regardless. I saw the bird-dark-eyed junco overwintering near Fleet–and got other lifts after that. They’d have done it even if I turned them down the first time (your mother dying is an acceptable excuse) but you’re not necessarily sure at the time. That’s my story anyway.

Anyway I say it was all my mum’s fault in the first place. She bought me my first pair of bins, which means she must’ve run out of ideas for birthday presents. I don’t know what parents think you’re going to use binoculars for when you’re thirteen. I tried looking in people’s bedrooms across the street at night, but I couldn’t see very much so I put them away and forgot about them. She never said anything, not then or six years later when I started birding and bought a proper pair instead of using the ones she got me.

She died five years ago (long enough for the junco to have a name change) and in that time I’ve done thousands of miles up and down the country chasing birds, spending the money and putting in the hours in all weathers. I’ve seen two other juncos, crawled on my stomach in the mud for something as common as a stock dove, and waited ten hours in the rain for a terek sandpiper I knew was already gone. I drove five hours to Penzance once, slept three hours sitting upright in a car, spent a fortune on a plane ticket to Scilly and back, all in twenty-four hours–for what turned out to be a common starling somebody misidentified. You turn work down, lose your latest lover, start hallucinating because you forget to eat for three days, and don’t wash for so long your body regulates itself and other people stop noticing. Apart from that, mrs lincoln.

You can see how this might add up to the identikit of a nutter. Obsessive nature, values birds more than humans, shoots egg collector. Except I think I’m quite normal really. My own boss, my own place, an A level, alright with dogs and kids. I play five-a-side once a week, get my leg over on a regular basis and get pissed with my mates. I do have mates, and not just from birding, and I’m not the quiet one in the group, or the oddball, the one when it comes out you shot somebody people say oh yeh now you come to think of it. Of all the people I know, I’m probably the last one you’d expect. If I can do it, anybody can.

I think it’s important you keep to your normal routine after. Otherwise it’s like Owen Whittle won in a way, which defeats the object. So here I am, the night before my twenty-fifth birthday, cleaning my bins with lighter fluid. Unscrewing the lens on my telescope, checking I’ve packed the waterproofs. And all for a quiet day at the local patch. I got on the phone, but nothing rare’s come up on the birdlines, Stevie Red Bus Oxford is working, and Bish Novak’s got a gig out of town. So it’s an hour round the reservoir then a lunchtime drink on my own. Sad, I agree.

I never need an alarm. I just fix a time in my head and set the body clock. It’s half-ten now and there’s already a police helicopter overhead and somebody’s kicking a can outside the window, terrorizing the empty street. Sad tosser mark two.
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I’M ASLEEP ABOUT an hour and a half.

I suppose I’ll be shitting myself every time the phone goes from now on, and it’s the worst sound in the world when it wakes you up. Then I’m being hammerdrilled by the voice at the other end. ‘Gently does it Bus, for fucksake. I’m still asleep.’

‘No you’re fucking not. Listen, I’m at Kew Bridge. I’ll be there in ten minutes. The ivory gull’s back. Ten minutes. Don’t forget you owe me the petrol from last time.’

Fucking hell. I put some clothes on and clean my teeth on autopilot, pupils too big to switch any lights on. Maybe I’m delirious and it’s all a dream, that’d be nice. No, sorry, ivory gull alright. One of the great bogey birds, a real fucking nemesis, and even further away than last time. Today of all days.

When I open the front door, Stevie Red Bus barges past me like a scrum half. ‘Not using your bog are you? I need to have a puke.’

Nothing surprises me about the Bus any more, even when an arm appears round the bathroom door five minutes later. ‘Another towel, quick. I’ve got it in my hair.’

‘Fucking hell Steve, I don’t need this. What sort of state are you in? You’ll kill us both.’

‘Don’t worry, you’re driving till we pick Bish up. Anyway I’m not in a state, I’ve only had three drinks. Went out with some people from the publishers.’

That’s not enough to make her puke, she can drink like a fish, and she says yeh she knows, but she’s just put two fingers down her throat.

‘Hang on, this is too much for me. You made yourself sick on purpose? You’ve lost it Bus, I swear to god.’

‘Fuck off and listen. I’m going to be sick sometime, right? So I might as well get it over and done with, then I won’t feel so bad on the trip. It’s called preparation.’

‘It’s called certifiable. I thought the ivory gull had pissed off.’

‘No,’ she says, ‘just moved further down the coast. They didn’t phone the news in all day. If they had, we’d have seen it by now.’

‘Groan. It’s a fucking jinx Steve, it’s not meant to be.’

‘Oh ye of little faith as usual.’ She finishes drying her hair, which looks like dried blood in the light from the bathroom, and asks me where I was the other day. She had the day off, we could’ve gone out someplace. I tell her Barn Elms. Then doing a job in Hammersmith Grove.

‘Get a move on,’ she says. ‘We’re picking Bish up at Leicester Forest.’

‘I don’t know why we’re bringing him. He’ll be two hours late as usual.’

‘I keep forgetting what a miserable toss you are sometimes. Fill a bottle of water, I don’t want to get dehydrated.’

Soon as we hit the North Circular, I get flashed. Keep to the fucking speed limit, she tells me, but it’s easier said than done when it’s only forty and the roads are clear for once. There’s so many cars nowadays, birders are travelling this time of night more and more. And we’ve all got away with being flashed on the North Circ, there’s never any film in the boxes.

I put my foot down once we’re on the M1 at Hendon. With nobody about, you can average ninety all the way and reach north Scotland in seven hours. Ideally we’d want to be there before dawn, to catch the gull before it leaves the roost, but there’s no chance of that now they’ve put the message out so late. Too busy enjoying the bird theirselves no doubt. Fuckers, but you can’t blame them, it really is a stunning animal, fully deserves a name like ivory.

But it’s always been a cunt of a bird for us. Out of the other four ivories since I started birding, three only stayed a day, and though the last one was there nearly a week we couldn’t get time off till the end, so by the time we got to Inverness harbour it was gone. Worse still, I thought I saw it soon as we got there, getting my bins on an all-white pigeon-like bird on the shoreline, little black eye and everything. Ivory gulls look like white doves at a distance.

And that’s what it was. A white dove, total fucking heartbreak. Then, because that particular ivory gull had a habit of disappearing mid-afternoon but coming back next morning, we spent the night in the car, in our summer gear while the scots were starting their winter. Then we stood around freezing to death till lunchtime before driving all the way home, the usual retreat from Moscow.

This time it’s turned up even further away, at Fraserburgh on the corner of the same coast, with me hundreds of miles away and doing a ton while I’m still groggy, the sound of the Bus sucking mints booming through my head. The god of birds is in one of those moods, even adding some drizzle as part of the entertainment.

By the time we get to Leicester services it’s turned into full-blown rain, thundering on the car roof and hitting the tarmac so hard the rebounds look like colourless snowdrops.

At the services there’s people running all over the forecourt. We’re working our way towards the petrol pumps, all windscreen wipers and headlights and people dodging the car, when somebody runs straight at us, brick shithouse with a hooded parka over his head. Before I can get to the handle, he’s pulled the door open on my side. ‘Get out the fucking car.’

He’s shouting through the rain, face like an unfinished mugging, and the only thing I’m worried about is the water that’s dripping off his clothes onto my legs. You don’t want damp thighs all the way up north.

‘What are you doing, you big cunt. Break that door and you’ll fucking pay for it.’

‘Get out or I’ll pull you out.’

‘Fuck off my arm.’

‘Get in the back,’ he says. ‘Hurry up, there’s a car behind us.’

‘You’re tearing my jacket, you polish prick. Get in the back yourself.’

‘You always drive like a cunt at night,’ he says. ‘Risk my fucking life. Out you get.’

He won’t let go. We’re doing a tug of war with my sleeve and I’m shouting at him if I get out the car I’ll get fucking drenched and he’s telling me not to be a tart all my life and takes his parka off in the rain and puts it over me as he drags me out and stuffs me in the back. He’s seventeen stone of pigheadedness, so there’s a limit to how much of a fight you can put up, specially when you’re starting to giggle under your breath. ‘You twat Bish.’

‘Fucking stubborn yourself. Have a sleep back there, you’re doing all the driving on the way back.’

‘And paying all the petrol apparently. Fuck me, this has mega dip written all over it.’

Then Stevie Red Bus says stop the car she needs to retch and Bish wants to know what the matter with her is. I tell him she made herself sick on purpose. Very sensible, he says, being on the same wavelength as her. I take his parka off and curl up on the back seat under it with its ten years of grunge. I’d wash it for him except it’d fall apart.

‘There’s fucking gratitude for you,’ he says. ‘After we arranged an ivory gull as a birthday present.’

‘You arsehole. You forgot didn’t you.’

‘No,’ says Stevie, ‘we had a surprise drink planned. Pretzels and everything.’

‘You forgot, the pair of you. With friends like these.’

‘Nod off you po-faced cunt,’ says Bish. He squeals the car onto the slip-road, the speed and noise levels go up a notch, and the twitch is properly under way. His ponytail’s glossy like an eel. He undoes it with one hand and rubs his hair a bit drier. In the rearview his face is shiny with sweat from the night’s gig and the car suddenly smells of puff.

The two of them start talking soon as he gets in. I fall asleep to discussions on wind farms and green party courses in direct action. He probably only put me in the back so’s they could yak the night away as usual.

Fine by me. The side windows are completely covered in raindrops and soon there’s just the sound of the windscreen wipers, leaving me to doze, the best part of these trips, travelling better than arriving, the constant sound like a plane or a hovercraft in the dark, a good noisy womb, when you don’t have to face things yet: the shit weather, every chance the bird might be gone, this whole mad succubus of a pastime.

Time to time, with half an eye open, you see road signs lit up, and just about every place name is somewhere you’ve been, but always to see birds, some weird and wonderful locations among them, rubbish tips in Loughborough and Bolsover, a sainsbury’s car park with two pied wheatears perching on the shopping trolleys. Try explaining to the local plod why there’s three hundred of you with telescopes watching a school playground in Dewsbury. You only know your own country because of the birds you’ve seen in it.

Halfway through Lancashire there’s a sign saying The North. Look at that, says Bish. Where do this lot think they live? We don’t have signs back home saying The South, do we. Fucking natives. Every road sign’s a rugby league score.

A few more hours go by, I fall asleep twice, and I’ve just seen the sign for Perth when Bish lets out a groan and stops the car. The petrol’s on empty, all we fucking need.

‘Shit,’ says Stevie. ‘Anyone know if there’s a petrol station open?’

I tell her I don’t think so. Nothing before Inverness at this time of night.

‘Right,’ says Bish, and he turns the car round and starts driving back to Perth.

We’re seething of course, mostly because there’s nobody to blame except ourselves. We all got distracted at Leicester services, we all forgot to fill up. We drive back slow as a hearse, find the nearest garage in Perth, and hope this isn’t going to cost us the bird. We’ve lost an hour, so there’s no chance of being there by first light. Getting back on the A9, there’s a strip of light on the horizon, like the slit when an ivory gull opens its eye.

Twitchers don’t think of petrol as one of the world’s great evils, our lives run by multinationals. You only think about it when you’re running low. We don’t really care about conservation in general, not if it gets in the way of birding. What we want is to be serviced, same as everybody else. Motorway with no other cars on it, somewhere to have a piss and a bite to eat, regular updates on the pager. Everything laid on.

And the people who say it’s too easy, not really birding at all, they’re just jealous, the low listers. When a twitch goes like clockwork, you don’t think how artificial it all is, you take it with both hands, because there’s enough days when it goes horribly fucking wrong. The bird god giveth but gets more kicks from taking away.

For the moment, this is that part of a twitch when you pretend to be philosophical. You’ve done this exact same journey before, for the same species, miles and miles and hours in the car, now you’re doing it again only more so. If you miss the bird a second time, at least you’ll have a story to tell. Gives you a certain cachet. To dip on one ivory gull is unfortunate, to dip on two is showing off a bit.

It’s too early for anything to come up on the pager, might as well try and get a bit more kip, specially as they’ve both shut up in the front. I hate the way Bish bites his fingernails while he’s doing ninety-five.

Next time I wake up we’ve stopped, but I know we’re not there yet. He’s shaking me but there’s none of the right urgency. Piss stop, he says.

‘I don’t need one.’

‘No, the Bus.’

‘Christ, she’s not still puking.’

‘No,’ he says, ‘definitely a slash. Come on, let’s have a look.’

‘At what? Oh you sick cunt.’

‘Come on, don’t tell me you’ve never thought about it. You wouldn’t mind catching it off her.’

‘Stevie? She’s one of the boys. Your words not mine.’

‘Yeh but tell the truth,’ he says. ‘You must want to see what it looks like. See if it’s got freckles same as her face.’

‘Not with a night’s piss coming out of it.’

He ruffles my hair, making a really disgusting noise with his tongue, then gets out the car.

I roll over and try and will myself back to sleep. Except my knees are aching by now, might as well stretch the legs.

The rain’s stopped, though it’s still prickling the air, and it’s turned colder, you can see your breath. We’re parked on the grass verge next to a ditch running the length of the road. No sign of Stevie, so she’s probably behind the hawthorn hedge at the bottom of the ditch. Miles of rough pasture everywhere, hills in the background, the kind of countryside that somehow only looks right in this kind of weather, with the clouds so low and full they make everything dark. Bish is standing on the edge of the ditch with his back to me, having his first joint of the day.

You sometimes forget what a man-mountain he is, even without his parka. He always was. I knew him when we were kids, living in the same street, going to the same infants. We lost touch after that and I didn’t see him again for ten years, then I heard there was a band on at one of the pubs and the frontman was somebody I used to know. So I went along, and there was the Bishop, twice the size by now but playing blues harp like an angel. It amazed me how a sound like that could come out of such a huge great slob, which is a shit way of thinking, but we all do it.

We met after the gig, but it wasn’t exactly like a house on fire–we were never close at school–till it came out we both did a bit of birding, which I called a coincidence and he said was fucking kismet. It turned out our local patches were within a couple of miles of each other, but mine was better than his so he transferred. Since then we’ve been knocking about together, on and off, seeing our four hundredth tick in tandem, finishing each other’s sentences with the same swearwords.

In that time he’s had almost as many jobs as he’s seen birds. When I met up with him again he was a screever, doing those chalk drawings on the pavements, then a drainer, which I didn’t even know existed, making a tenner a day picking coins out of drains and cracks in the pavement. Sundays were the best, with all the saturday nighters dropping their loose change or their wedding rings which he pawned. He used a two-pound coin he found to pay a road toll on the way to a grey-cheeked
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