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Prologue
September 16th 2010
The Field- Hensford High School
The school field.
Children group together- talking and laughing- face to familiar
face.
At the first whistle they stop. Some boys dare to move.
At the second whistle they walk, some run, towards the
distant doors.
Two boys break from the crowd and, like magnets, are drawn
together.
Opposites attract.
Their shoulders touch, their heads turn, and a look darts
between their eyes.
‘Anytime!’ it screams, ‘Anytime!’: a challenge, as old as time
itself.
And then, they are down.
Wild fists, flailing blindly.
Grunting.
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Cursing.
Until stronger hands pull them apart.
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Chapter One
Saturday July 31st 2010
Alex Clarke’s house- Upper Hensford
‘Alex! Get a move on; we’re going to be late!’
Marjorie Clarke checked her wrist-watch for the third time
and tidied her hair in the mirror by the door. It was always like
this with Alex-on schooldays, or Saturdays, like today, and it
really wasn’t fair. It wasn’t her cricket match; she had better
things to do than stand in a field all day watching boys trying
to hit a ball with a stupid piece of wood.
‘Alex! If you’re not down in two minutes I’m going back to
bed.’ She sat heavily on the wicker chair and fiddled with the
cuff of her jacket, checking the time again before standing and
walking to the bottom of the stairs. ‘Alex!’
The sound of heavy footsteps, quickly descending, announced
the arrival of her son: cricket-whites and bag. Without
stopping, he crossed the lobby floor and threw open the front
door before making his way, laces flapping, to the car.
‘And a good morning to you too, Alexander,’ she said to
herself before following her son to where he was waiting,
elbow on the roof of the car.
‘What?’
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‘What what? It’s twenty to. You’re late. We’re late. Get in.’
‘Open the door then.’
‘Done!’
The car threw up gravel as it left the drive and made its way
onto the lane leading from the house to the cricket club where
play was due to begin in twenty minutes’ time. Not much was
said as the car negotiated the narrow road- the mother
focusing on avoiding the potholes and uncut hedges, the son
looking out at the familiar view. It was a warm July morning
and Alex pressed the button, allowing a little air into the car.
‘Not too much Alex, it’s my hair- put it up a bit- use the air
con.’ Marjorie struggled to keep her focus, split as it was
between hair, watch and hedges. Alex reversed the movement
of the window a touch, closing it a fraction before resuming
his silent observation of the world as it flashed past. What he
saw was countryside, but not as his grandfather knew it. The
farms were farms in name only and these days you were more
likely to fall into a hot-tub than a cattle trough. These
sprawling residences, complete with long-redundant
chimneys, red-brick and tall, were now the comfortable
retreats of the comfortably well-off. Executives and city
bankers now lounged in the very rooms formerly occupied by
farmers and their families- muck and sweat usurped by the
stench of wealth and the unpleasant waft of stale ‘Dior pour
Homme’. And between the buildings he caught the odd
4
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glimpse of the village far below-the glint of the canal, the tiled
roofs of the old industrial area, and the grey walls of the
housing estates clinging to the valley bottom.
‘Not speaking today?’
Alex shrugged. ‘What d’you want me to say?’
‘Ooh, I don’t know. Good morning? Something about the
weather? Something about the game, maybe? Just
something.’
‘Good morning. It’s nice today. I hope we win.’
‘Well, that’s a start I suppose. Can’t you just make an effort to
communicate, Alex? I know it’s hard when you’re nearly
thirteen but it doesn’t cost anything.’ The mother pulled down
the visor as the road momentarily disappeared from view.
‘Okay. Whatever, mum. Just got a bit of a headache.’
‘So, what about the game? The game. Are you excited to be
playing? Quite an honour to play for The Uppers you know.’
‘Look. We always win. The Lowers haven’t won the cup since,
well, before I was born, and I don’t even know which year it
was. They’re hopeless- haven’t got a clue. They play football,
and they beat us every year. Hasn’t anyone worked that out
yet?’
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‘True, but you have to remember you’re representing our part
of the village-it’s a historical thing. At least that’s what your
father says, and he’s been here all his life.’
Alex yawned and ran his hands through his hair before
reluctantly tying the laces of his cricket boots. They were
almost there and he knew that Dr. Chistie, coach Christie,
would not appreciate him turning up looking sloppy. The car
made the final turn into the carpark of the clubhouse stopping
below the sign that told the world that this was Hensford
Cricket Club, established 1889, and that new members were
always welcome. The sign itself, in faded green and cream,
hung crookedly from rusty hinges and Marjorie, after
reconsidering, reversed slowly to a safer parking spot.
‘Have you quite finished mum?’ Alex asked, before opening
the door and stepping out onto the rutted tarmac.
‘Yo! Alex!’ A gangly boy with the first blush of a beard came
out to greet Alex, high-fived him and Marjorie watched as
both disappeared to the far side of the old pavilion. Seeing her
son walk off, she said ‘good luck’ to the air and angled the
mirror towards herself, then patted her hair and puckered her
lips before smoothing down her skirt and getting out of the
car. She looked around to see if there was anyone she knew.
Nobody she recognised. Normally, it would be Derek doing the
cricket duty but he was away- somewhere in Eastern Europe
she thought- so this weekend, she had the honour. She
decided she would have to be courageous and come from
6
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behind the car, but she felt uncomfortable in places with
which she was unfamiliar and this, she felt, was just one of
those locations. Also, there seemed to be a number of adults
from the other side of the valley already congregating, with
their grey tracksuit bottoms and baseball caps. She moved
cautiously holding her bag close to her body.
‘Marge! Coo-ee, over here!’
Thank God, she thought, and turned to see her friend Dee
walking -no, marching: Dee always marched- towards her.
‘How larvly to see you!’ Dee drawled then gave her an air kiss,
mwah, mwah, one on each cheek.
‘Dee, lovely to see you too-it must be, oh what, two days
now?’
‘Oh stop it, Marge. Let’s go and get a drink. I think it’s going to
be a long morning.’
‘Dee, it’s a quarter past nine and normally, if my memory
serves me well, the Lowers are all out –is that the right
expression?- in about fifteen minutes.’
‘Fair point, so let’s get in there quick Marge. Just a small drink
for goodness sake!’ said Dee, and took Marjorie by the elbow,
half frog-marching her towards the bar.
Marjorie noticed more parents arriving from the valley bottom
and made an effort not to stare. They arrived in their ones and
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twos, kids stuffed in the backs of ageing estate cars, not a
single one, she noted, dressed in the correct attire.
‘Cmon Marge. Stop your staring. What’s your poison?’
‘G&T, with plenty of G please, dear,’ she replied, before taking
one last peep over her shoulder and disappearing into the
gloom of the bar.
*
Alex held his left hand to his eyes, shielding them from the sun
that streamed down the wicket.
‘Middle and leg, please Sir,’ he shouted to the portly man
dressed as if he was ready for a day in a school science lab
which was (but not at the weekend) precisely where he would
normally be.
‘That’s it- you’re there Alex,’ came the reply and the boy made
his mark on the hard ground of the crease. He looked around
at the field to see groups of tracksuited youngsters clearly not
paying full attention to the events about to commence at the
centre.
‘Over or around the wicket?’ the umpire asked of the young
lad standing ready to bowl. The boy looked confused.
‘Which side of the wicket are you going to bowl on-this side,
or that side?’ he explained further.
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‘Oh, that side,’ he said, pointing to his left.
‘Opening over. Right-hand bowler. Coming over the wicket.
Play!’
The bowler looked unsure and waited.
‘Right Lee, you can start,’ said the umpire and fiddled with the
pebbles he kept in his pocket. ‘Off you go!’
Lee ran to the crease, stopped, then lobbed the ball toward
the end where Alex waited. The batsman stepped away from
the crease and on its second bounce, with an easy hook, sent
the ball high over the boundary and into the long grass. The
umpire turned to face the scorers and raised both arms above
his head to signal a six. A group of mums and dads cheered, a
moan went up from another section of the crowd, Alex raised
his bat, and Lee looked at his feet.
‘Don’t worry lad. Just keep trying. It’s early days yet,’ said the
umpire then indicated that the batsman was ready for the
second delivery. He found another pebble, round and smooth,
and fiddled with it between his thumb and forefinger.
Lee replicated his first ball and was forced to duck as the ball
narrowly missed his head before skimming its way towards
the far boundary. Alex made to run and then motioned to his
fellow batsman that he could stay, the ball having evaded the
lunging leg of an outfielder to go for four more runs.
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Another ironic cheer came from the Uppers answered
immediately by the parents and siblings of the fielding team
exhorting them to ‘catch the bloody thing’ and ‘remember
who you are playing.’ At this, Lee looked even more
disconsolate and turned to where the comments were
loudest, holding his arms out wide as if to say it wasn’t his
fault, which was, unfortunately for him, only partly true.
The third ball went for a wide and the noise of the spectators
began to crowd in on the bowler’s head. Determined to
redeem himself he lengthened his run-up for the forth
delivery and rocketed the ball as hard as he could towards the
other end of the wicket. Now it was the batsman’s turn to
duck, the ball flying close to his head, eventually to be stopped
by a surprised-looking fielder before it too reached the
boundary.
‘Sir! That was a throw! Nearly took my head off!’ Alex was
clearly shocked and waved his bat in anger. The crowd booed,
and some cheered, more at the spectacle than through any
interest or understanding of what had just occurred.
The umpire turned to Lee and took him aside, shielding him
from the view of the majority of spectators clustered around
the clubhouse.
‘Got to keep your arm straight, Lee. Like this. Not like this.
That’s a throw, not a bowl and it’s not allowed. Understand?’
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‘Yes ref,’ Lee nodded and picked up the ball which had, by a
small miracle, rolled up to his feet, then he returned to where
his run-up had started a minute earlier. He felt embarrassed,
but at the same time, somehow elated. He’d made his mark,
and had wiped the grin off Alex Parker’s face which for him
was a lot more satisfying than taking any wicket.
‘Your boy’s doing well Marge, just scored another boundary.’
‘Is he Dee?’ said Marjorie, turning to face the action. ‘Come on
Alexander! Show them what for!’ she shouted a little too
enthusiastically for a number of the opposing parents who
looked across, irritated, but resisting the temptation to shout
something they might regret.
‘C’mon you Lowers! It’s early days!’ yelled one of the dads to
which a small group nearby added their own cheers and
encouragement.
‘See what you did Marge!’ said Dee, privately relishing the
needle but at the same time wanting to keep her own head
below the parapet. ‘Best not have another gin,’ she
whispered, causing them to dissolve into the fit of giggles for
which the two of them were renowned.
‘Hate this game, Dee,’ Marjorie admitted, revealing nothing
new to her best friend. ‘But Alex seems to like it and we’ve
drummed it into him what a privilege it is to represent the
Uppers. What about you?’
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‘As you well know, I feel the same, darling. I can’t stand the
standing…’ They both giggled into their drinks again before
Dee resumed, ‘No, no, Marge, seriously I can’t stand all the
waiting. Most of the time they’re not doing anything, or not
much at least, and then they’re all out until they’re in and wait
until it’s their turn to be in when they all go out. Or
something. There’s a joke about that isn’t there?’
‘Wouldn’t know Dee, dear.’ Another giggle. ‘But I do know
what you mean. Better than standing on the rugger field
though. Oh my God! the hours I used to spend watching Derek
run up and down the bloody rugger pitch, him huffing and
puffing like an old man and me pretending I had the first idea
what was going on! And then he’d get injured and expect me
to take pity on him, make him cups of tea and things at home.
At least it’s nice and sunny today and we’re unlikely to end up
in A&E.’
‘Unless you keep on upsetting the locals,’ Dee mumbled into
her chest, sending them again into a fit of giggles and
attracting the attention of a group of supporters from the
other side of the village.
‘What they f’n laughin’ at? Poxy game. Wait till the winter
comes and we gets to play football. Then we’ll see whose
laughin’!’ A young mother glared across whilst her friend,
Tash, placed her hand on her arm preventing her from flicking
the v-sign which she was about to send to Marjorie and Dee,
still talking and laughing, unawares.
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‘Not worth it Bex; like you said, wait till we take them on in
football. Just enjoy the sunshine while you can. Fancy
another?’
Bex shrugged her shoulders. ‘Yeah, why not?’
‘Cos you’ll get pissed, that’s why not!’ said the man next to
her, holding up and tapping the can of special brew he was
about to crack open. ‘But as you’re only young once, go for it,’
he laughed. He turned his attention to the pitch where Alex
had just been caught out, a wild swing ending his innings with
the ball falling into the hands of a tall youngster now being
feted by the rest of the excited fielders. ‘Come on you
Lowers!’ he screamed hoisting his can aloft in celebration of
this small, unexpected victory.’
‘So, as I was saying. The one with the multi-coloured hair,
she’s Becky Hill-Bex to her friends. In and out of trouble with
the law and a complete nightmare when her sprogs, twins,
were at The Valley. Ended up being banned for a month by the
head so she behaves better now with child number three- a
girl I believe. Geoff is always reading me things about her from
the Law Reports in The Observer - no TV licence, doing fifty
down the high street, shouting at neighbours, that sort of
thing. She was given an ASBO once too…’
‘Oh, we used to have one of those once, but the wheels fell
off,’ Marjorie interrupted, causing Dee to get tonic water up
her nose.
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‘Oh, stop it, you!’ she said. ‘Be serious for once. She’s a nasty
piece of work so don’t get involved. Let’s just saunter casually
to the far side of the field-by the big white thing-the screen I
think they call it.’
The two women picked up their drinks, linked arms and made
their way over to the other side of the field, all the time
resisting the temptation to look back. Passing a number of
others from the same side of the village, they stopped to chat
before eventually settling on a low mound a few yards from
the boundary.
Their departure had not gone unnoticed by Bex, Tash and the
others, but was soon forgotten as the action on the field took
a brief unexpected turn in favour of the Lowers. A number of
rash decisions by the lower–order batsmen had resulted in the
Uppers being all-out for seventy-three runs, considerably
fewer than in previous years. This change in fortunes was
greeted by whoops and cheers from the Lowers’ supporters,
and grudging, muted handclaps from those backing Alex,
James and friends.
Following a five-minute pause in which the boys were treated
to some juice and biscuits, the first pair of Lowers batsmen
waddled their way to the wicket. Mr Taylor, the umpire,
checked that the opening batsman was ready and dropped his
arm, signalling the start of the over. The boy with the beard,
as Marjorie thought of him, toyed with the ball, tossing it from
hand to hand before starting his short, slow approach to the
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crease. The ball left the back of his hand forming a high
parabolic loop before pitching close to where the batsman
stood, rooted to the spot. In a fraction of a second his time at
the stumps was over, the bails falling lazily to the ground,
accompanied by an uncomprehending look on his face.
‘Owzat!’ Several voices appealed as one, and fielders close-by
ran to congratulate the bowler when the inevitable finger was
raised.
‘Bad luck Tyler, out to a great delivery,’ said Mr Taylor, as the
boy finally came to understand what had transpired and
started the long walk back to the pavilion.
Next out was Lee, and as they crossed he grabbed at the bat
of the returning batsman, determined not to go out the same
way. He had watched some of the Uppers and how they did
things, and listened also to the teacher who had volunteered
to be their team coach for the day. ‘Don’t snatch at the ball
Lee. Take things a bit more slowly-especially with Thomas
when he bowls. You can’t hit everything over the trees, so just
take your time! Good luck,’ he’d said, before Lee had taken a
deep breath and made his way onto the field.
‘Middle and leg, sir,’ he said, parroting Alex Parker’s
instructions an hour earlier. He surveyed the field, as he’d
seen Alex do, then nodded his readiness to the umpire. The
umpire told him that the bowler was a right-hander and that
he was bowling over the wicket. Thomas started his second,
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slow run-up of the day, sending the ball in the same looping
curve, arcing high against the intense blue of the sky. Lee
struggled to focus then swiped out as hard as he could, willing
the ball over the distant trees. A small, sharp click told him
that the ball had by-passed his bat and had nicked the outside
of the off stump, causing the bail to duly leave the comfort of
its moorings, which in turn prompted the second appeal of the
innings. Same appeal. Same finger. The second duck of the
morning.
*
For the Lowers, the day hardly improved. Successive batsmen
padded up and walked to the centre only to return having
barely broken sweat. With the last man ready to do his bit the
scoreboard showed only 13 runs, and the hands of the old
clock had moved on barely twenty minutes since the last of
the biscuits. Two minutes later it was all over, a simple
delivery taking out middle stump, much to the amusement of
the Uppers contingent.
A loud quacking sound, emanating from the same area, was
what set it all off. First, the boy at whom it was directed, burst
into tears and flung the bat across the pitch, narrowly missing
a startled fielder. Then a bearded man, presumably the
batsman’s father, exploded from a group of Lowers
supporters, shouting a string of obscenities, directed towards
the Uppers in general and the originator of the sound in
particular. The fielding team grouped at the centre then made
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their way cautiously together towards their waiting parents,
while Mr Taylor and a small number of club officials called for
calm and ushered the two sides towards what they hoped
were the correct parts of the carpark. Bex and her friends, by
now far too gone to know or care about the scoreboard,
joined in enthusiastically, goading the Uppers about what
would happen in the autumn football match and making
worrying comments about needing to keep an eye in the f’n
mirror as they drove home. Eventually, and much to the relief
of Mr Taylor and his colleagues, the last of the vans and ageing
estates had left the carpark, the sound of the horns and
expletives fading gradually as they dropped into the valley
below.
‘Well!’ said Marge when silence had finally descended on the
ground again. ‘Would you have credited it, Dee?’
The boys, by this time, had found their parents and were
sitting, shocked, in small huddles near the clubhouse. The odd
one smiled weakly, putting on a brave face, but most simply
stared ahead, stunned by the antics of the previous ten
minutes. Some looked close to tears.
Dr. Christie was speaking to them, congratulating them on
another win, assuring them that none of what had happened
was their fault and that they were not to be afraid. A number
of parents added a hear-hear before leading their boys back to
their waiting four-by-fours.
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‘Well, Marge, time to be heading back I suppose. Lovely to see
you again- just a bit shocked really now,’ said Dee, the
bonhomie of earlier having dissipated like the fizz of her tonic
water.
Marge puckered her lips and bent to kiss her friend on the
cheek, adding a squeeze of the shoulders for reassurance.
‘Same. Chin up and don’t let the wotsits get you down. Come
on Alex, Star of the Show, time for us to be heading home too.
Cold meat and salad for lunch.’
In a little while the place was quiet again. Albert, the
groundsman, had retrieved the bat from silly point and put it
back in the locker room, checking everything was secure in the
clubhouse. The plastic bags full of empty beer-cans could wait
till Tuesday when the bin-men came- he’d be glad to be rid of
them and all their associations. One last look, then he
mounted his old bike, locked the gate behind him, and rode
away slowly; home to an early lunch.
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Chapter Two
Saturday September 18 th 2010
Lee Parker’s house –Lower Hensford
‘You deal with him. He’s your son too you know!’ Lesley Parker
stuffed her purse into her handbag and took a last mouthful of
tea from her mug.
‘Give him a break, Les, he’s not thirteen yet and he takes all
this stuff to heart. I’ve told him to deal with it, or ignore them,
but he won’t let it lie- he’s a chip off the old block.’
‘Yeah, Wayne, like I said- he’s your son too, so you can sort
him out. I’ve got to get to work and I’m already in the boss’s
bad books. Take him fishing or something. Have a talk with
him. Like you do- you know, man to man’
Lesley Parker grabbed her mobile and made for the door. She
turned, said ‘See ya later,’ then hurried out.
Wayne Parker stretched his arms above his head, blew out his
cheeks then headed for the bottom of the stairs.
‘Lee? You up there?’ he shouted - no answer. ‘Lee! Are you
there?’ Still no answer. He sighed, then pulled his way to the
top, stopping outside the door that said Lee’s Room. Enter at
your peril! He knocked at the door and pushed it open, not
waiting for a reply.
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