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1.

Devil’s Dyke, near Brighton, East Sussex: May 1962

Small and alone, Baxter Bird waits by the side of the narrow country road that meanders across the crest of the green rolling Downs.

He shields his eyes against the glare of the noon sun and peers unhappily into the distance, following the route of the road as far as his eyes can see – to where it dips suddenly away and out of sight behind the billowing May-blossomed hedgerow.

Still nothing. No one.

Where is he?

Baxter sighs heavily, bows his head, and swings a disconsolate foot at the tufted edge of the grass verge.

It’s not the first time he’s done so since he’s been waiting. He looks down, studies his shoes: both toecaps are scuffed and greened from the hour he has spent worrying away at the thin ragged edge of the roadside.

Briefly, he wonders whether he’ll be in trouble – but decides he probably won’t be. Not really. Because they’re not his best shoes.

You don’t wear best shoes for camping: he knows that now.

In fact, he now knows a lot about camping. Like how you choose the spot for your tent, up high so that you can see forever. How you light a fire to cook sausages; how the tent is held up with poles and strings; what an owl sounds like.

In the dark.

In the middle of the night.

How to sharpen the end of a stick with a pen-knife – although he wasn’t allowed to do the sharpening, because he’s only seven and isn’t big enough to have a penknife. Not yet.

And he wasn’t allowed to light the fire either – not by himself. But he did gather some of the wood for it and Mr Robinson said he could poke at it with his stick as long as he was careful.

And when he and James and Roger did stand and poke at it – carefully – they watched orange sparks separate from the fire, break free and fly up and away. And then, even though they were still watching really hard, the sparks just disappeared.

Mr Robinson said it was like magic. And it was.

Baxter turns to face the field across the road where Mr Robinson and James have collapsed the tent and are busy putting the poles into a special bag. Catching Baxter’s eye, Mr Robinson stops, straightens, frowns, looks at his watch.

‘OK over there, Baxter?’ he calls.

Baxter nods a self-conscious reply and turns quickly back to the lane.

Where is he, his father?

He was meant to come at eleven to take him home. Baxter had heard him promise. Sort of.

‘You won’t forget, will you?’ Baxter’s mother had said, anxiously, quietly.

She couldn’t come to collect him herself because she had to take Megan to the dentist for fillings.

‘Of course I won’t bloody forget,’ his father had snapped, slamming the door behind him.

But he had forgotten.

++

Not that Baxter wants to go home.

The truth is he doesn’t want it to end: he wants to stay forever – being an explorer, playing by the stream, sleeping in the tent, making fires, cooking sausages, talking about the devil.

It’s been the best time. Ever.

But he knows he can’t stay because Roger has already gone – his daddy arrived on time to collect him – and because Mr Robinson and James have to leave very soon now and it’s a long drive to Pontefract.

Baxter doesn’t know where Pontefract is. But he knows it’s important for James to be there because he’s going to stay with an auntie for a few days. Because he doesn’t have a mummy any more.

Baxter kicks again at the grass verge. He feels sick in his stomach from the waiting for his father to come.

++

Not that he wants to see his father, of course.

Baxter knows he won’t be able to tell him anything about the camping because he never listens. And if Baxter did try to say – about the hare they’d seen running, jumping across the field – he’d only get angry and shout and do hitting. Like he always does.

And there’s so much that Baxter wants to tell.

Not just about the hare but about the kestrel hanging in the air like it was on a string, like it was a puppet. And about picking long blades of grass and blowing to make a tune. About having sticks; finding centipedes wriggling under stones; the owl in the night.

About closing your eyes and counting. One. Two. Three.

Baxter goes to kick at the verge again. Stops.

In the distance is the sudden low rumble of an engine. Shielding his eyes once more, he looks up and along the toad. He can’t see it yet – but he knows that a bus must be coming. He’s been standing by the roadside long enough to recognises the sound; the grumble and shake of it.

At last.

From beside him on the verge, he bends to pick up the small rucksack that he’s borrowed from Megan, his sister. He puts the straps on his shoulders. He needs to be ready because his father will be on this bus – he must be on this bus – and he’ll be in hurry.

He’s always in a hurry.

Baxter looks across the road to the field and exchanges a small, sad final wave with James and Mr Robinson.

The bus crests the hill, sounds its horn, comes speeding towards him.

And then, with a rushing blast of wind that buffets Baxter, makes him unsteady on his feet, makes his head spin, it carries on.

It hurtles past.

It doesn’t stop.

+++


2.

The snug of The Young Pretender, Brighton

‘Time for another, sweetheart?’ Betty says.

Truman Bird checks his watch, leans across the bar, smiles a lop-sided smile.

‘I’ve got the time, princess, if you’ve the inclination,’ he says.

Betty, behind the bar, raises a heard-it-too-many-times-before eyebrow, angles a glass and pulls at the pump handle.

Waiting for his pint, Truman perches on a bar stool, taps a cigarette from its packet, lights it, draws deeply and sends a spiral of smoke towards the ceiling.

Well, one more drink won’t hurt, will it?

He’d only come in for a quick one before heading up to Devil’s Dyke to collect the boy – but Betty’s a real looker, likes a laugh and it would have been a shame to rush away.

There’d been a good crowd of regulars in too. He’d dusted off the piano in the corner and they’d had a bit of a sing-song, him at the keyboard, belting it out it.

♫ Roll out the barrel – we’ll have a barrel of fun…

That’s how one drink had become two. Become more.

But it won’t do the boy any harm to wait, will it? The sun’s shining; a bit of fresh air will do him good.

And anyway, Truman thinks – accepting the glass from Betty, taking another pull at his cigarette – at least he doesn’t have to mess around with buses to fetch the boy. He’s talked Bernie at The Trumpeters into lending him his car for the day. So he’s got more time, hasn’t he?

He’ll have to take it easy, though – he’s told Bernie he’s got insurance.

Not strictly true, of course: but he’ll be none the wiser. What the eye doesn’t see and all that…

+++


3.

Devil’s Dyke

As the bus disappears into the distance, Baxter shrugs off the rucksack and lets it drop to his feet.

It’s difficult not to cry.

It’s only because Mr Robinson and James are watching him from the field that he manages to keep the tears from running.

He twists away from them, so they can’t see his face – and in doing so, he finds himself facing what he’s tried hard not to look at too much in all the time he’s been waiting for his father.

To the left of the road, the ground falls quickly, steeply away. Into the dark mouth of a cavernous grassed gorge.

Baxter stares down into it now, remembering again what Mr Robinson had told them on the first night, around the campfire.

‘Why’s there a big hole like that?’ Baxter had asked, pointing in the darkness towards the gorge.

For a moment, Mr Robinson hadn’t answered: the only sound had been the spit, crackle and hiss of the fire. And then, mysteriously, quietly, he said: ‘Are you sure that you boys want to know? It’s a very scary story…’

The way he said it, Baxter wasn’t at all sure he did want to know. But he couldn’t say. Not in front of Roger and James.

All three of them nodded; the firelight flickering ghostly shadows on their faces.

And, as sparks rose from the glowing embers of the fire, Mr Robinson told them, his voice whispering and low, that the gorge was the work of … he paused, hesitated, looked around as though afraid to be overheard, leaned forwards, breathed the words … the devil.

The boys gasped.

The devil had come there one night, he said – bellowing like a beast, breathing fire – with a plan to drown all the good people in their churches for miles around. He was going to dig a trench all the way across the Downs to the sea to let the water in.

He set about it. Digging furiously, digging ever deeper. Laughing as he worked.

Mr Robinson did the devil’s laugh: ‘Ha ha-hah.’

Baxter’s heart had jumped.

But then, Mr Robinson said, an old lady in a cottage nearby, who couldn’t sleep because of all the digging noise, got out of bed and lit a candle.

And the devil, thinking it must be nearly morning and afraid of the light, ran away. Leaving his trench unfinished.

It was quite a scary story. Because of the laughter beside the campfire: ‘Ha ha-hah.’

But then they all tried to do the devil’s laugh – James, Roger, Baxter – and it wasn’t quite so scary after all.

That night in the tent, before going to sleep, Baxter had thought about the story. He didn’t understand it all – and he hadn’t liked to ask Mr Robinson. He didn’t want to show himself up in front of Roger and James.

He decided that when he got home, he’d



OEBPS/images/9780349409986.jpg






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
Qo
[e]o)

St





