Chapter Three
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. We thought it a little unpatriotic, tried to find fault with the machine, and couldn't. Though the press button starter was judged by all of us to be a little on the prissy side.
Davey didn't actually come from our end of town. Had just turned up one day, the immaculate poser. Key ring over his little finger, thumbs tucked in his belt, cheeks sucked in, eyes narrowed, jeans shrunk to his thin legs, fag hanging from the corner of his lips he lounged against the juke box. From there on, on entering any coffee bar or dance hall, you could see him immediately looking for something to lean against, the vantage point from where he could be seen.

He worshipped Tim and Harold – they were so much what he would have liked to have been – even though with a shrewd glance and unkind comparison they might destroy the whole edifice he sought that day to create. "What's it tonight Davey? Peurto Ricans West Side Story?" The cheeks would fill, the eyes would open, and he'd grin gormlessly.

On the way to Buff there used to be a right hand bend that had the camber going the wrong way. The bend was closed in with high redstone walls. That night to have Harold on the back of his bike, shouting questions about its performance, Davey was close to being in heaven. Showing off he raced ahead of everyone else and came into the bend way too fast. Harold watched for him to use his brake. He didn't. He was in a speed trance with no thought of stopping or even of slowing down. To have stepped on the brake would have been like Francis of Assissi treading on a toad. His mind on his destination he barely decelerated.

The heavy bike swayed into the bend. Harold realised that they weren't going to make it. He leant further over, his body parallel to the ground, his shoulder a few inches off the skimming road. Davey had resigned himself to fate: only the shock of touching something would have brought him out of his trance. Harold pulled the bike even further over.

They were almost around the bend when the bike hit the redstone wall. Harold flew off the pillion, skidding on his back along the road, shredding his leather jacket (Afterwards he said that he'd felt as if a large godly hand had lifted him from the pillion and had thrown him up the road, as if to say Not Yet). Fifty yards further on he came to a halt, jumped up and waved down the traffic coming the opposite way. Then he turned and saw the scattered bits and pieces of the bike, so many pieces of broken glass, and what was left of Davey sticking to the wall. Shocked, dazed, shouting incoherently, he walked around and around in circles until the ambulance arrived.
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