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On Motorbikes

Some of us may have had motorbikes because they were an expression of phallic power; others because their inherent dangers came close to fulfilling a death wish, taking  risks being a sneaky kind of suicide. Or our bikes and leather jackets could have been seen as symbols of' rebellion. A few of us were certainly contrary sods, for the rest the opposite was true. We had motorbikes because everyone else our age had motorbikes, and we went fast because we wanted to go faster than anybody else, and we wore leather jackets to keep warm.

Mind you, having been made outsiders because of our leather jackets and motorbikes, like a man wrongly convicted and bearing the stigma of his conviction, we saw through the decent people who disapproved of us, wanted none of their hypocrisy and quiet lives, and so we acquired a noisy rebelliousness along with the leather jackets and jeans.

There were about twenty of us. We hung out at the cafe by the roundabout on the way out of town. the town being the dead end of nowhere. There were a couple of factories, an engineering works, but the only real industry was building. The town hasn't changed much, just spread. 

Except for two or three knowledgeable mechanics and a couple of farmhands we all worked on the buildings. Tim was an apprentice electrician, Perce and Neil were apprentice brickies, Harold was a labourer, and I was an apprentice chippy. My name is Keith. I don't like it. But then I suppose everyone would prefer another name more in keeping with the idea they have of themselves. I would rather have been called Sebastian or Claud or Ignatius, which should give you some idea of my character.

Besides our leather jackets we all of us wore jeans and winklepickerss, and greased our hair. Most of us had a quiff. Perce was the first to give up Brylcreem: he had to plaster it on to keep his curly head flat. And Neil was the last. As usual. He was the smallest of us; and he had the biggest bike – a  Bonnie. He also had the loudest voice. Anyone coming into our cafe, sitting in a dark corner and watching us, might have thought that he was the leader.

The coffee bar was dark because the doors and windows had been painted black. A little bit of white daylight came in where someone had scratched their initials in the paint. The only other light came from the espresso machine, the glowing juke box, and the yellow spots on the pictures of Marlon Brando from the Young Lions. That was the name of the cafe – The Young Lions. It may have been a deliberate attempt on Fat Fred's part to be the first of a new Lyons corner house empire. Knowing Fred though it was probably because somebody had told him to call it that; and then he claimed the credit for it if it was appreciated, disowned it if it was mocked. His only aim in running the place seemed to be to give the schoolgirls from up the road free coffee, and to pat their slim white hands. I don't see how he made any money at it. We could make one coke last all evening.

Anyway it would have seemed like Neil was the leader because what he used to do was go around all the tables asking everyone where they were going next. Once he'd found out he'd start from the back of the cafe to the door yelling,

"Come on! We're off to...” And we would all troop out after him to our bikes, grunt at the starters, rev the engines, then roar off one after the other around the roundabout, and straight out of town.

A couple of times with whispers and winks we'd let him believe that we were all about to go and then stayed where we were. He'd cross the pavement to his bike, straddle it, we would wait, and then he'd slam the cafe door open,“Well come on!" He was more like a terrier yapping at cows than our leader, us cows having already decided in which direction we were going, all that Neil did was keep us together, chivvy us along. 

If anyone was our leader I suppose it was Tim. If not our leader then he was certainly our guiding light.

Having been bodybuilding since he was fourteen or fifteen Tim's front was as well moulded as a centurion's breastplate; and from behind, in his tight leather jacket and thigh bulging jeans, he looked like a thick-legged gorilla with a DA. ('Duck's Arse' – check out the feathers – for those who don't know the period's hairstyles.) His face though – long straight nose, eyebrows like gable ends, and a wisecracking mouth – was at odds with the rounded contours of his body. And his humour was boisterously practical – whipping people's chairs from under them, crawling under tables and sniffing up girls' skirts, sitting on the opposite side of a table to a girl and dropping his trousers and underpants without her knowing. He adored his Speedtwin, and at the Saturday dances he often got into fights because of his lowly height. On one memorable occasion he chucked the bouncers out.

But this book is supposed to be about love not war; and Tim didn't believe in either. He had no time for fairy stories. Even as a child he hadn't been content with happy-even-afters, had wanted to know what had happened next. When no-one would tell him he had invented other endings – the witch coming back to life and turning the pansy Prince Charming into a fat black slimy slug; Clark Kent getting stuck in a phone box and having to call the fire brigade; the hero of the western falling into a pit of rattlesnakes just after he rode into the sunset; and he had wanted to know what time of day Snow White did Number Twos, and where were Batman's flies?

Then when he was sixteen, just after he had bought the venerated Speedtwin, he was sent with an older electrician to rewire a chemists. Normally he wouldn't have been unduly bothered by the older electrician's foul mouth and prejudiced unfunny jokes – "There was this big black feller see..." And working on one of the large sites the fact that Tim hadn't laughed would have gone unnoticed. But come the end of the week the old man told the foreman who brought around their wages that Tim was a miserable young sod, and Tim was ready to smash his false teeth back his gutter throat. 

In fact Tim wasn't his placid self at all. 

Also working in the chemists was a young girl in a white coat. The white coat more than her easy blushes, and them set against the old man's obscene tongue, Tim having to nudge him to show that the girl could hear, had probably led Tim to believe in her purity. And all that long week Tim had been on the lookout for her, his ear tuned to a fine pitch of sensibility, hoping that she didn't associate him with the old man's bilious exclamations. When the old man had dared to speculate an the pleasures of her blossom pink thighs Tim had cursorily told him to shut it. From there he had gone on to resent all the imagined decrepit old lechers shuffling in to buy their Durex from her.

By the end of that week Tim had grudgingly admitted the existence of Love – so neatly did his symptoms match those he had read of – hot flushes at the sound of her voice, palpitations in her presence, his glowing confusion at the warm smile she conferred upon him. And angry at being proved wrong he gruffly asked her for a date.

His one concession to Love was to leave the Speedtwin at home that evening. Wrapped in a thick blue coat she was waiting for him in a furniture shop doorway. Other girls and boys were waiting in other glass doorways, anxiously eyeing their own darkened profiles. After all the virtues Tim had credited her with he was dismayed to find that she was wearing a ridiculously high pair of heels and had somehow managed to tease about three extra inches into her beehive. But she readily took his hand and, the top of his head level with her earrings, grimly telling himself that Love conquered all, he led her to a coffee bar in the main drag.

He was wise not to bring her up to the Lions. His attentiveness – holding a chair for her, fetching her coffee, his uncharacteristic courteousness – his mother and father had once taught him manners – would not have gone unnoticed. And we would probably have revenged ourselves on him for all the humiliations he had so generously bestowed upon us. Sitting in The Lions' dimness for instance we would be trying to convince some stubborn grammar school virgin that below our Brylcreem there was a spark of intellect, that within the leather jacket beat a human heart, that our arrogance was over-compensation for our shyness... When we'd notice that Tim had gained her other ear.

"I hope you don't mind, but he keeps it such a close secret. Could you... Would you mind telling me... He's told me all about you. He's very fond of you, you know. And please don't think I'm prying, but which of his testicles is the lowest? Perce says it's the right, but I'm near positive it's the left." 

He was wise not to bring her into the Lions. A pack of thirsty beagles would have crawled lapping up over her knees.

Tim sat opposite her in the well-lit coffee bar, its photograph of a bluer than blue Swiss lake on the wall, and tried to appear sensitive and intelligent. She talked of her sinister boss, a sly-eyed pharmacist. Tim asked how many people he'd poisoned that week. She stared at him puzzled, and went on telling Tim what her boss had told her. Tim listened.

Now Tim was no virgin. Like the rest of us he'd been with Big Brenda in the back yard. Fat Fred kept an old chaise lounge there. It leaked a ticklish horsehair and would be sodden for days after any rain. Damp knees were a sure sign of having dipped into Big Brenda. Indeed a composite monument to those days would have been of Big Brenda's thick legs astride the post-roundabout straight, flesh bulging over the top of her stockings, and around one ankle a pair of white frilly knickers, spotted stiffly in the gusset.

But I mustn't mock her: she helped us all to take that colossal step from masturbation to putting the penis into a vagina and wriggling it experimentally about; sex being like a hurdle race with the first hurdle being twenty feet high, and with the rest diminishing rapidly in size so that we could take them in our stride. For that first hurdle we would have had to take a long run and all our power and ingenuity to leap it. To fail at our many first attempts and have to trudge back to take another run at it. Some scale sex like a mountain, step by persistent step. Then when at last we're over it, we pick ourselves up and smile down at all the other hurdles – nothing to it. Big Brenda gave us a lift over that first hurdle.

So none of us were that rude to Big Brenda. Not only because we knew on which side our bread was buttered, but also because she was the one who could compare all our performances. And if she was a scrubber, what did that make us?

And there were other girls, mostly dumpy, one thin, and all as dopey as Brenda, who also thought it a privilege to lay back on that chaise lounge. But so far gone was Tim that he didn't even contemplate this girl's thighs spread apart and invitingly twitching – from the horsehair, not ardent desire.

Tim thought that he was at fault in not being able to grasp the subtle nuances of what she was telling him about her boss. Sitting opposite her he mirrored her expressions, nodded, frowned, smiled small. Over the second cup of coffee she started talking about a friend who Tim had never heard of. When a couple of his quick cracks fell as flat as cowpads Tim decided that she had to be putting his love to some kind of test. He would astound her with his patience.

On the way to the next coffee bar she continued to talk over his head about her friend who'd done ever so many things. She paused only once in her monologue to praise a statuette of an Arab with wizened face in a gift shop. Tim nodded frantic agreement, and hurried her off the street and into the Town Coffee House.

Tim was still nonplussed when she continued to talk of her friend and then of her boss again over two more cups of frothy coffee. He listened for the slightest hint of humour: she had to be acting, no-one could be that dull. But her monologue went on, and on. He tried her with a few more cracks; and when she failed to laugh he became desperate, tried harder. At his every interruption she paused, stared blankly at him, and then went on talking – about her boss, then her mother. Unable to make her even smile Tim sank low in his own esteem. We would have been rolling round the floor, but who were we compared to her?

Still the lips prattled as he led her back to the main drag and along it to a little park. She went on talking, even as she sat in the shelter, even as Tim lifted his muscular arm around her high thin shoulders, even as he drew her slowly towards him. Mid-sentence he kissed her.

He was surprised at the fierceness of her kiss, almost pushing him backwards. But then she had the leverage. And as their lips and teeth crunched together Tim told himself that at last she was being her true self. He had passed the test. Then he became aware of a sullen ache in his abdomen. It was his stretching bladder.

Now a peculiarity of the coffee bars in those days was that they didn't have lavatories. We pissed in the yard at the Lions, and Fred let the girls use his toilet on the landing up to his flat. That way he'd got them halfway home. But the other cafes were so proper, hang-outs of grammar school boys, leftovers of the pre-war tea rooms, that they didn't admit to such lowly functions.

The kissing like her conversation ground monotonously on. Tim knew that he must pee himself. He began to worry in case she should grope him and he pissed in her hand. Reaching danger point, the pain like a thin piece of gonorrhoea ice in his urethra, he gently pushed her away, whispered, “Excuse me," gained his feet, ran and vaulted over some railings around a shrubbery. Crashing through the brittle leafed shrubs he unzipped his fly, fumbled for his tender penis. No sooner was it free of his zip than a powerful hot stream poured from him. Aiming it at a noiseless spot, careful not to splash his winklepickers, he felt the tension sliding from him like air hissing out of a tyre.

Shaking off the last drops he tucked his warm flaccid penis back into his fly and sighing contentedly gazed up into the sky. Whereupon [always wanted to say that] his mouth fell open. Floating above him in the still night air, brightly incandescent in the lone street light, was a steamy halo of urine vapours. He glanced back to the top of the shelter. She must have seen. Shame closed his eyes: he had failed. But no sooner had he thought that than he imagined her telling someone about it. In his mind he heard her voice and no-one listening to it. He sighed, with another kind of relief. She was an idiot. What would Love have made of her? And he had almost fallen for it.

Slapping his forehead at the closeness of his escape, he swore quietly at his own gullibility, at his evening's niceties. Love: he couldn't be a party to something which didn't admit to the everyday workings of bladders and bowels, to something that denied their grotesque humour, that had to be so blinkered as to be nearly blind. Never had he spent such a painfully boring evening, not since he'd had to stay a summer's evening in his room for teaching the old lady next door's parrot to call her "Haddock drawers."

Admitting that his grin returned, and he danced back through the shrubs, swung himself over the railings and sat beside the girl, who on sight of him had started talking again. Taking her in his arms he closed her lips with a kiss and slid a hand up her skirt. She frenziedly freed herself,

“WhatsortofagirldlyouthinkIam?" 

Tim bounced chuckling to his feet, "A fucking bore." And yelling his amusement he leapt off into the night.
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On Innocence

Not all the girls at the Lions were like Big Brenda. Laura and Cass were two of another kind. Being the same size they borrowed each other's clothes and, in the Lions' dimness, the only discernible difference between them was that Cass had a blonde back-combed beehive and Laura a black back-combed beehive.

They came to the Lions to practice their jiving – two mincing buttocks gyrating mesmeric-ally around and around in the small space between the tables. Being virgins neither knew the effect they were creating, tables levitating; and in their innocence both of them pitilessly teased Fat Fred. Yet inviolate they hung around with us: our attitude being not so much chivalrous as one of resignation and watchful hopefulness: we thought we knew that inside every virgin was a frustrated whore.

Now Laura of the black beehive was a virgin for very conventional reasons. She had her eye set on marriage and had even chosen the boy she would marry.

He was a trainee manager in a clothes shop, dressed smartly and had prospects. Not wanting to endanger her future, frightened of becoming pregnant, she felt that it would be altogether prudent to be a chaste bride. And as her boyfriend didn't physically excite her it wasn't hard for her to resist his uncertain advances. Her refusal had the added beneficial effect of channelling his libido into his career. However in her flirtations with us, a-tremble with lust, she'd wrestle fiercely out of our sweat and bike grease embraces and race home.

Cass was a different matter altogether. Being Tim's sister, using some of his expressions, laughing at his lewd antics, sharing his disconcerting directness, her virginity was much harder to credit.

Now virginity is a state of mind rather than a state of body,the hymen having often been accidentally ruptured. On guard against what it believes it knows, in not knowing virginity owns some remarkable ignorances.

Virginity is one strange innocence. Yet innocence is not ignorance, because knowledge does not necessarily corrupt. There were some girls who innocently enjoyed fornication, and there were virgins who'd toss you off, gobble you, in fact go to any extreme rather than commit the act itself. Though I must admit that I welcomed those experiences I always found them slightly distasteful and in some indefinable way not satisfying – I supposed at the time because she was doing it to me rather than me to her.

Anyway Cass's virginity was due to her one attempt to lose it. Fourteen years old she had gone to a visiting fair with a friend of Big Brenda's. The two of them had been picked up by two of the boys in charge of the dodgems – such a pick up being a feather of distinction in her schoolgirl cap. The boys – butterfly tattoos and silver crucifixes on thin chains around their oily necks – had taken them between two canvas flapping side-stalls and out into the still black night of the nearby park.

A world away from the gaudy colours and the blaring music of the different roundabouts, a siren wail, a bell ringing, flashing lights, all that went with them into the dark park was the smell of candy floss, fried onions and hot diesel. Both of the dodgem boys kept up a manfully mysterious silence. With disparaging grunts, significant sniffs and slow nods they responded to the girls' silly chatter. They knew that if they spoke they'd give the game away, expose their own lack of experience, their own nervousness, their own innocence, and so mess up their chances. And the less that was known about them the more they took on the glamour and romance of the fairground.

Big Brenda's friend and her boy disappeared into the dark. Cass and her boy leant against a tree. For once it hadn't rained for the fair: Cass had already pictured herself laying wrapped in him on the ground. And no sooner had they started necking than his change-stained hand had crept up under her jumper. Cass's skin tingled. She nibbled his lips to encourage him. The hand slid over her stomach, searched around her slightly budding schoolgirl chest and arrived at her shoulder. He gawked stupidly at her, "Where are they?" Breaking free of the oaf she ran back to the fair, her tears glinting in the bright lights and the tip of her nose turning red.

We had complexes in those days. Cass developed a tit complex.

Her tits didn't grow, and as the tits were the first stage in any seduction – lips, tits and pubis – not wanting to repeat that humiliation, her virginity stayed with her. Yet she enjoyed men's company, the security of their embrace, the wordless communion of lips, the gasping excitement that it sent fizzing through her.

So not knowing what she was doing Cass became an expert kisser, driving her men to an unparalleled pitch of frustration. If she hadn't been Tim's sister she would probably have been bawled out for being a prick teaser. One boy, driven to desperation, tore himself from her arms and dashed behind a park tree to masturbate. Even when he intimated what he had done still she didn't realise.

In the Lions she became known as England's answer to the French kiss. Consequently most of her boyfriends were strangers – beatniks and mathematicians come to town to divine the infinity of our non-existence. And with her blue eyes, her blonde hair, and a pair of pert peach-like buttocks which should have been forbidden to the tender eyes of priapic mankind, she had no trouble acquiring boyfriends. Her trouble was getting rid of them.

When she turned aside their greedy hands and still went on ardently kissing them, they could only admit puzzled defeat or rise to the challenge. And the more she resisted their advances the harder they  tried. When they realised that her defences were truly impregnable, unable to assail her purity, they put her on a pedestal and told her that they loved her, even asked her to marry them.

Now Cass was a sensible girl. She knew what they wanted out of marriage and that sex alone was not enough. Once they'd plucked her cherry they'd be casting about for other challenges. And she was suspicious of their spiritual transports, was disgusted by their dog-like devotion, didn't want to be a Goddess, her every utterance law, "Yes Cass." "No Cass." She wanted a friendship similar to that she had with her brothers, critical and affectionate. And because of her arrogant brothers she had no time for men who begged, dreamt of a strong man who would forcefully overcome her resistance, but – a virgin's paradox – not rape her.

Of course there were the usual reasons for her virginity. She had heard her brothers disparagingly talking about the girls they'd had and she didn't want anyone talking about her like that. Then Laura had told her that she'd heard stories about Cass 'doing it,' and so that fiction cancelled that reason. But her mother had told her that men would respect her if she refused. That had more than been proved true, and yet their adoration had made her uncomfortable. If only some man had started at her knee instead of her nipples then this whole tale might have been completely different.

Come winters she had to rely on the local boys. At the Saturday dances she always sought Perce to jive with. With his long arms and long legs and her spinning skirt they cleared the floor. And being with us she took on our colour, our implicit morality. Again those who didn't know were attracted to her. When they weren't I sometimes gave her a lift home on the back of my Beezer Gold Star. I knew better than to try anything.

One night she was picked up by a shopkeeper's son from out of town. He had his father's car, drove her home, parked a little way down the road from her house. His arm went across the back of her seat and she slid into his embrace. She was practised at sliding into embraces. Their noses interlocking they wriggled their jaws, twisted their heads. Both had used it in the past, both in their own way knew that it 'worked.'

The car windows soon became misted with their rapture and his right hand crept stealthily under her armpit towards her left tit. Taking her hand from his back she gripped his wrist, pushed it back behind her and continued kissing him. Accepting this token rebuttal he concentrated on kissing her, and when he judged a decent interval had lapsed he brought his hand under her armpit again. Again she pushed it back behind her.

They parted for air. With his lips he traced her jugular, and she ran her fingers around the inside of his collar. 'Like dry cobwebs,' as the novels had told her, also that this was what excited men to distraction. She didn't however really know in what way it 'excited' him.

Ignorance is as powerful as knowledge. It is responsible for all wars, is the essence of all comedy and tragedy. “She doesn't know!" pantomime aside from Dame Bucket. 'He didn't know.' that she had wanted him, that he had won, and so he had died unknowing and unnecessarily, a tragic futile death.

Cass's ignorance was the gaps in her learning. She believed that birds mated mid-air. And ignorance is always amazing to those who know, who find it hard to believe that some grown women don't not only know how babies are made, but how they are born – believing they enter the world through their navel. In those days babies had been stillborn in terrified secrecy, not by simpletons, but simply by women who hadn't known that what they had done had been the act of procreation.

Cass knew that copulation led to pregnancy. But she didn't know the mechanics of it. She believed she knew what the News of The World – her father bought it for the sports page – meant by 'heavy petting,' wasn't too sure of the limits of 'intimate', and either grinned or tutted, depending on the participants, at 'sexual intercourse.' She had read books where breathing heavily the hero and heroine had stumbled towards the bed. But they hadn't told her what had happened on the bed.

Without really understanding them she had told and cackled at dirty jokes – being funny because they were about genital organs. At school she had been told the facts of life of rabbits, but not the precise and pleasurable details of human procreation. The one pornographic photo she had seen she hadn't been able to make head nor tail of. And school friends had had expensive abortions, illegitimate offspring adopted.

In many ways her naivety was due to her prejudices. Pure in mind she simply didn't believe those boastful girls who claimed to have had four fingers inside them, to have done 'it' three times in one night. It was too sordid, too without any other feeling. And she hadn't liked them as girls – they were vulgar in other ways – so she dismissed all that they said as some foul fantasy. All in all she knew more of the dangers of doing 'it' than the joys of doing 'it.' And she saw kissing – they did it in sloppy films – as far removed from 'it,' not as an integral part of the act.

So once again she returned the shopkeeper son's hand to her back and still went on kissing him. This urgent comedy was repeated several times, and each time the intensity of her kisses led him to believe that this was the time she would let him. Finally he decided that he had either met the prick teaser of all time or a toothless vampire. Drawing away from her he throatily asked, "Do you know what you're doing to me?" 

Thinking that he meant to his 'passion' she looked deeply into his eyes, the affirmative in the length of her stare. Seeing that she misunderstood he took her hand and placed it on the erect gland that had burst from his flies.

"Ugh!" she scrambled away from him over to the door, staring in horror at his erect penis sticking up hard and straight under the curving steering wheel, "'What is it?"

"Ah come on..." he said abashed.

"Ugh!" grabbing up her handbag she fumbled with the car door and clattered up the road.

It didn't however turn out to be such a traumatic experience, didn't make her recoil in horror from all men, didn't turn her into a lesbian. It had simply been a shock. Having often seen her two brothers naked she was not unfamiliar with the male body; and she had known that the penis grew when a man was aroused. What she hadn't known was that it had grown so assertive, so erect, nor how hot. It explained certain jokes she hadn't understood, added a new dimension to life's odd ways. 

After a few days she recovered. Although she did become a little more cautious in her lip-dealings with men. 
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Chapter Three
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On Criticism

In those days I seemed to spend more time at Tim and Cass's house than at my own. Leaning in a corner of the steamy kitchen I'd wait for Tim or Harold, his younger brother, or for Dick, their Dad. He was the chippy who was taking me through my apprenticeship. Slick grey hair, blue eyes, he'd sit at the large table rolling a fag, mug of tea before him and stare into the Daily Mirror. At mention of a name or a place he'd start talking about the war. The connection was often remote, an association known only to himself.

At work he was the same. Hammering down floorboards he'd suddenly start talking about waiting to be taken off the beach at Dunkirk, or of a German prisoner-of-war he'd known. It seemed as if he hadn't yet come to terms with the war, was still surprised by all that had happened to him. "I was there. This happened to me – to me – Dick Last," he seemed to be saying. "These thick chisel-scarred fingers have killed men." And turning his hands over he'd examine them as he talked, telling himself again of an incident almost forgotten, hearing a tale coming from his own lips about a stranger who happened to be himself, looking with wonder into his memory, unable to believe all that it stored. "I was there."

His nerves crippled towards the end of the war he had been put in charge of a prisoner-of-war camp. Even then he had no animosity for the Germans: they'd been men too, caught up in the same war. Had it been worth it? That question was always in his backward looking blue eyes. And after the war he'd had shell-shock, had slept crouched in a corner, and midwinter had walked up the road with no clothes on, Mrs Last running after him with a pair of her mother's pink bloomers she'd snatched off the line.

He told me about the fields full of dead cows, the drugs that the Gestapo took so that almost immediately after they'd been shot they turned green. And of the stench of human flesh rotting in their gun's tank tracks, unable to leave the armoured inside to scrape the flesh out of the tracks for fear of snipers, and so suffocating under it for days. There were thousands like Dick, witness to such things.

Yet Dick didn't live in the past, was new every day to the world. Every hour of the day like a newspaper to him. Glancing through it he'd ponder awhile on a headline, mull over the latest phenomena before him, seeing it for the first time. And then skipping over the pages of the day he'd stop to study a swallow nesting, a man digging a hole, a dog sniffing. And one or the other would remind him of something that had once happened to someone who had once been him. He'd smile to remember, and then eagerly tell himself about it. He made a pacifist of me.

I didn't tell anyone of my pacifism, wasn't too sure of it myself if my fear of war was not cowardice. But it seemed insane to me that someone who didn't know me should fire a bullet at me, drop a bomb on me. It was their not knowing me that frightened me. The same with a hangman without hate slipping a noose over my head, aligning the knot with my ear, and then pulling the trap door lever. I could easily kill someone – too easily – have often felt my knuckles knocking on some burke's face; but whoever it was I'd hit had had my respect – the respect due to a rival – and I'd disliked them because I had known them.

Anyway Dick would sit at the table, his tea going cold, the forgotten threads of tobacco laying in the crease of his fag paper, and tell himself a story while the rest of the family chattered, joked, laughed, their tart remarks ping-ponging around the kitchen. Fat and incompetent Mrs Last always seemed to be frying or making sandwiches, straightening Tim and Harold's Saturday night collars, dusting their shoulders as they ducked out the door, and at the same time telling Cass that she thought her new dress looked a picture, and why don't you take your sister with you? "What d'you think Keith?" and not waiting for an answer she'd nudge Harold and nod towards Dick, who would still be talking to the empty chair opposite him.

It was all too fast for me, an only child, used to the sedate end of day dinner conversations of my parents, who tried not to voice their disappointment in me, in my lack of ambition. My own dad was assistant works manager in an engineering firm, my mum a secretary in an accountants. That I was content to be a mere chippy, that my friends were often uncouth, they saw as a poor reflection of their parenthood, complained about me to their friends. While Mrs Last and Dick wouldn't hear anything said against their children – Mrs Last always sympathetic to their friends' problems, Dick defending Tim and Harold's 'wild ways.'

Once, over a slight altercation with the forces of law and order, Dick had gone to court on Harold's behalf and had told the magistrates that the police had had no business interfering in a fair fight. The magistrate had cited the injuries that fifteen year old Harold's adversary had sustained, and the innumerable bruises of the arresting officers. Dick had promptly retorted that that was their own fault for sticking their nose in what had been none of their business. And despite the magistrate's objections Dick had gone on to tell him what had happened in his day – then the police had acted as referees and had stopped the fight before any lasting damage had been done. Their word had been law. But nowadays...

When the irrepressible Dick had called our present police force a load of nancy boys creeping around in toytown cars, the magistrate had fined the head-shaking Harold twenty pounds and had bound him over to keep the peace. On a similar occasion when I had stood in the dock my parents had sat behind me, blushing and twitching, and to the magistrate's summing up of my disgraceful behaviour had added their tut-tut's worth – as if I'd been some delinquent they'd read about in the local paper.

Still, I don't want to tell you about me, I want to tell you about Harold. Wavy brown hair like a cascade of solidified gravy, he had Dick's bright blue eyes, and being Tim's younger brother he naturally emulated Tim. But being two inches taller than Tim, and respect being synonymous with to look up to, his emulation diverged at any point where he became a half an inch taller.

Like Tim he went weight training, but stopped when he had acquired the muscle definition and before he had built up Tim's mass. Like Tim he bought a Tiger Cub to start with, but after his test bought an Ariel instead of a Speedtwin. Like Tim he went on the buildings, but didn't bother with an apprenticeship, went straight for the high wages of piecework labouring. And in Harold Tim's cynicism was tempered by Cass's sentimentality.

Harold's arrival at the Lions was at a time when we were changing our attitude towards girls. Not only was Big Brenda displaying a marked discrimination, we were also seeking something a little more exclusive and, to say the least, we were encountering difficulties, were finding it impossible to be polite to a girl and to enjoy ourselves. One or the other had to suffer. But girls were, to put it mildly, attracted to Harold; so much so that he rapidly became adept in his handling of them. And no sooner did he have his first motorbike than he had a steady girlfriend in opposite ends of the town, with more in towns and villages beyond.

His weeks were spent going from one to the other, and if one should find out about the others he would simply smile at her and shrug. Then, after her tears, he would make it seem exciting, tell her that she was as free as he was, could do as she pleased when he wasn't there. I listened attentively and tried to cash in on his absences with one girl, but she'd have nothing to do with me. So good at it was Harold that she seemed satisfied with just the idea of freedom and on the odd occasion his glamorous company. Though to prevent any unbecoming scenes, and to avoid having to explain himself, he kept the L plates on his Ariel long after he had passed his test. That way he didn't have to take them out of their own neighbourhoods.

Though he was three years younger than us there was only a school year gap between Tim and I and him and Perce. Neil was in that middle year and, as might be expected, was the only one who referred to Harold as Tim's kid brother. We accepted Harold as more than an equal, and competed with him. Without much success. We didn't seem to have his dynamic charm. If our girls found out that we were two-timing them they very promptly ditched us. Lacking his finesse, instead of using the girls we seemed to get used by them. An exclusive girlfriend meant that you had to give her your whole attention, spend time with her, hint at matrimony, talk her knickers off.

"I think I'm in love," I once told Tim.

"She lets you screw her."

"Not just that...”

"She tells you you're the best."

Any love that could defy that cynicism had to be real. A charade it immediately collapsed. I was grateful to Tim for saving me and yet at the same time resentful: I had enjoyed playing the part. 

Harold like Tim also quickly saw through any role, wouldn't hesitate to sneer at a faked despair. Although his sympathy could be engaged by a genuine anguish, while Tim would turn from it with a grunt – sceptical of anything made so easily public – and Cass would sniff back a tear or two.

The time they showed Rebel Without A Cause in the local Regal was a bad day for the dead James Dean cult. All went reasonably well until it came to the last scene – James Dean writhing inarticulately beside the body of the unloved punk – when from the gallery came incredulous hoots, wet raspberries and derisory guffaws. And the finger-clicking grammar school boys down below didn't dare object: we were their genuine article. We went fast, dared each other to go faster, invaded alien dance halls, and if any of the locals took offence we pummelled them. 

At those dances we were rivals for their girls, and the girls had no territorial loyalties. Although in their coffee bars we'd peaceably talk bikes with them, all of us ignoring the taunting boasts of our Neil or theirs, neither one liking to see their crowd moving out of their control. And on Sundays all town rivalry was firmly buried when we all met at the disused wartime airdrome. There we slung ourselves low over our tanks and reached for the initiating ton, speedo trembling over the hundred mark, the flat land winging behind us, our manhood assured.

The most dangerous moment was just after the needle had hit the ton. You could almost see the tension go out of the rider. They had done it. And still doing the ton their grip relaxed, their mind wandered to their glory, and they would hit one of the lines of grass across the track. Because they'd lost concentration they'd over-compensate for the slight wobble, try to come back to the immediate, to regain control, but it was too late. After two deaths the police stopped it, put up fences. More bikes had been written off though than people.

Harold and Perce often went off alone together. They'd been in the same class since primary school. But it hadn't been until they were both twelve that Harold had discovered that Perce had no father. All those years Perce had kept that distinction to himself. Harold had studied him anew, and had wondered what other tremendous secrets lay behind Perce's wooden totem face. To gain his confidence Harold had confided in him; and so they had become friends. And the more Harold had learnt of Perce the more he had been surprised at how ordinary Perce was when he shouldn't have been.

With nothing else to do the two of them would mount their Ariels and whine up the hills onto the moors, Perce's legs sticking out like angle brackets on either side of his machine. I went with them a couple of times. Once on the moor they'd find a track leading off the road and we would bounce along that until it ended; and then dropping to bottom gear we would go over the rough moor itself, slewing and slithering through the heather and bracken. Once we'd reached a point where we could see the sea, often a theoretical view of the far distant sea, we'd dismount and laying in the heather smoke a cigarette.

In that high place, the machines ticking as they cooled, the whiff of scorched exhaust fumes mingling with the dusty cigarette smoke, we would look up to a circling buzzard and the altitude, our loneliness, gave us a sense of singular superiority, the kind of place where you want to fling wide your arms and yell, "Here I am!”

All around us was space – the moor, the hypothetical sea and the sky holding us in the immensity of time. And lying there it was easy to believe that we were a part of infinity's dimensions, to believe that we were as ageless as they. We too would see man come and go. We too would watch him build houses, and we too would watch those houses age and crumble, watch the grass sprout in the gutters, the wind topple the roof beams, the snow and rain erode the walls, the ivy and moss creep over the fallen stones, a sapling sprout in the lee of the chimney stack and, in its growing, push it out of the way. We would be there, in some form of matter or another, when the moor was again an unbroken undulating immortality.

And then the enormity of our own small future would come to us: all those minutes and hours to fill. What were we here for, what reason, why? 

If all life could be that moment of contentment before question, before thought, when we knew that we too were mortal, we too would age and crumble. And we knew that the freedom of the moment, that the life we were leading could not last, that we would grow out of it, that the day would come when it would not be enough; and the thought that it should pass pressed down on us.

Suddenly life was too short for all that we had to do, for all that could be done. With one accord we returned to our bikes, regained the road and accelerated into a gale, blowing the cobwebs of eternity from our minds.

Harold was often the one to incite us to some excursion. He didn't want to sit around in the Lions listening to the same old records on the juke box, hearing Neil talk about last week's adventures as if they were the good old days. He wanted to be alive, to create an incident to fill and to mark the passage of time, to shake off the lassitude, to rip off the shroud of inertia settling on him, to spark his lethargy, to have something to mull over in the morning lest it became just a continuation of last evening's ennui.

Stretching and yawning he said one night, "How about a trip to Buff?" 

We all looked casually at one another, somebody said, "'Why not?" Someone else said that they had to get some petrol; and we all so laconically rose to our feet and sauntered outside while Neil rallied those who hadn't heard.

Harold's Ariel was in for repairs and so he went on the back of Davey's Honda. Davey was the first in us to get a Honda
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