Henry
He hears the slow clip-clop of a horse’s hooves, accompanied by the rumble of metal bound wheels on tarmac. Someone is leading a cart down the lane and will appear around the bend at any second. He guesses it will be Lionel Harris from Llanrhydoch. He looks around for somewhere to hide but there is only the ditch and it doesn’t provide enough cover. He will have to brazen it out. After all, Lionel Harris can’t know what he has done.

“Whoa girl,” Lionel slaps the chestnut mare’s neck and she ceases her gentle ambling. Henry watches as she bends her head to tear at the grass on the verge. “Morning young Henry. How be you goin’ on? Heard your Dadda shooting rabbits this morning. You’ll be ‘avin’ a tasty bit of rabbit stew tonight I do warrant.”

“Morning Li.” Henry squats down holding Bess by the loose skin and long fur behind her head. He keeps looking at the mare's jaw, watching the curl of her upper lip.

Lionel bends down to stroke the bitch’s head. “You alright boy?” he asks. “You cut yourself? You’ve got blood all down the front of your shirt.”

Henry doesn’t know what to say. He dare not tell Lionel about the shooting. Can’t think of any alternative explanation for the blood on his shirt. He keeps his head bowed, fussing with Bess, noting the dirt under the nails on Lionel’s thick fingers.

“You been cryin’ boy?” Lionel speaks more gently now. “You sure you b'aint hurt?”

Henry flinches as Lionel places a hand on his shoulder. “Leave me alone. I be OK.” It is difficult, but he succeeds in stifling a sob. “Me an’ Bess, we’m awright, baint we girl?” He hugs the bitch closer to his chest, trying much too late to hide the bloody shirt front. He hopes he can stop Lionel seeing the full extent of the stain.

Lionel stands up. “Well, I dunno. I do think as you ought to be headed back home. Get your Ma to clean you up, give you a nice cup of tea and a bacon sandwich. Why don’t you come along a we as far as the gate?”

The last thing Henry wants to do is to go back to the scene of the shooting. He has already seen the Morris racing away from the farm. He wants to be as far away as possible before Cecil returns with PC Powell. But he can’t think of a good enough reason not to take Lionel’s advice.

“Hup!” Lionel says as he tugs the reins and the chestnut mare resumes her slow anble along the road, the cart wheels rumbling behind, man, boy and dog walking slowly alongside.

Henry’s shoulders shake as he succeeds in suppressing another sob. He wipes his nose on the back of his hand. He is acutely aware of Lionel’s stare although he can not see the man’s face. He keeps his head down. He is desperate to hide the guilt and shame that he feels at the enormity of what he has done. Neither speaks until they reach the gate to the driveway leading to the farmhouse.

“Off you go now. And tell your Ma I’ll be over with the swill after breakfast tomorrow.”

Henry sniffs, mutters “OK.”

“Where be your manners, boy?”

Henry is too distraught to recognise the jokiness in the tone of Lionel’s admonishment. He is not able to raise even the hint of a smile as he mumbles: “Thank you.”

He dawdles along the drive looking over his shoulder to see Lionel and the cart descend the slope towards Mrs Pitman’s cottage until it disappears behind the hedge. When he is certain that Lionel can no longer see him he turns and retraces his path up the hill.

He has not yet thought very clearly about his predicament. Now he wonders if staying on the lane is a good idea. Lionel is not the only person he might meet on the road. There is Sid the postman for definite. Later there might be Graham Jones’ dad with the bread or the delivery van from the village shop. And, as well as Sid who delivers the post in the morning, there will be the van collecting from boxes in the afternoon. He is terrified at the thought of another encounter like the one he has just had.

His mouth begins to water as he remembers Lionel’s mention of a bacon sandwich. There’ll be no bacon sandwich for him today. Probably not ever. He’ll have to fend for himself. He remembers hearing stories about a man who spent most of the war hiding out in the Black Mountains to avoid being called up to the army. Can he do the same? How will he survive?

He could kill a rabbit. He has seen it done many times. At harvest time children of all ages would be recruited to help. The main task would be collecting the sheaves shed by the binder and arranging them in stooks. But as the binder travelled round the field in laps of decreasing size, as the rectangle of unharvested corn became smaller, the rabbits trapped within it would start to make a desperate bid for freedom. Then the children, like fieldsmen in some macabre cricket match, would run and pounce upon the escapees. A quick sharp blow to the back of the head would break the animal’s neck. There’d be plenty of rabbit pies and stews in farmhouses and cottages over the following few days.

Henry hated that bit and always gave any rabbit he caught to someone else to kill. But, yes, he does know how to kill a rabbit and, he supposes, if his life depends on it, he could do it. And he could skin it, using the knife his uncle Ivor gave him for his twelfth birthday. He can feel its weight against his thigh. He thrusts his hand into the pocket of his shorts and caresses it. It has a beautifully carved ivory handle, two blades and a spike for cleaning horses’ hooves. 

He starts thinking about other sources of food. Like most country boys of his age, he has learned how to tickle a trout – and there are likely to be trout in each of the streams that flow down from the nearby mountains. But how will he be able to cook either rabbit or fish? He has no matches.

Thinking about streams and water reminds him that he is thirsty. He sees Bess’s tongue hanging out showing that she is thirsty too. Going up hill is not, he realises, such a good idea. He needs to be going down hill. The stream that flows by the farmhouse passes under the road in the dip by Mrs Pitman’s cottage. He should be able to get a drink there. Maybe he will be able to clean himself up a bit too. But that would prolong the amount of time he spends on the road. He doesn’t know where Lionel was headed but he will surely be back before long. Nor will he be able to avoid Mrs Pitman either. Bess loves to play with her dog which will surely start barking if they get too close.

A gap in the hedge on his left gives him a possible solution. He could squeeze through the gap, make his way along the field boundary, through another steeply sloping field and come out in the orchard below Mrs Pitman’s cottage. The stream broadens there and he could wash his face as he and Bess slake their thirst undisturbed by anyone.
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