Boy

For my twelfth birthday my father promised me a box of paints.

If he behaves himself, my mother said.

I didn't say anything. Instead I did one of my famous big sniff-in sniffs. It was a case of urgent necessity.

Wipe your nose, my mother said.

I began counting the days to my birthday, and at the rate they went I didn't see how I'd reach my birthday this side of being an old man.

With a week to go I reckoned it was time to remind my father about the paints just in case he'd forgotten. But it turned out I didn't remind him because that afternoon after school I broke the window of the shed in our backyard. It wasn't the first time either, though always an accident of course.

But the last time was almost too long ago to remember. That's how it seemed to me anyhow, though I did sort of somehow remember clearly enough that I'd been promised a thrashing the next time it happened. So I got quite a surprise when all my father did was to promise me a thrashing if it happened again.

It had me properly worried. Things being what they were I didn't feel like reminding my father about the box of paints, but I thought if he could forget one promise he could just as easily forget another.

Anyhow years and years went by and one morning I woke up and found I was twelve years old. It was all too marvellous for words. At breakfast mother gave me six new handkerchiefs and said that no decent twelve year old boy ever went anywhere without a clean handkerchief in his pocket. And father told me that he'd bring the box of paints when he came home from work that evening.

Well, that afternoon after school I was out in the backyard with my shanghai, and when I took a shot at a thrush that came and sat on our gooseberry bush you can guess what happened. My hand slipped of course.

Mother heard the noise and came to the kitchen door.

You know what your father said, she said, and went inside again.

When my father came home I was in my room lying on my bed. I heard him put his bike away in the shed and then I could hear him and mother talking in the kitchen. And then mother called out for me to come to my dinner.

I went, and my father was sitting in his place taking a look at the paper before he carved the meat. I sat down and we had dinner and I never said a word and father and mother never talked much either. And I could see the box of paints wrapped in brown paper lying on the top of the sewing machine.

When he'd finished his dinner my father took out his pipe and pointed.

Your paints are over there, he said.

First you can help me with the dishes, my mother said.

But I dropped the tea-towel when I saw my father light a candle and go out to put another piece of glass in the window.

I'll hold the candle father, I said. And here's the putty-knife father, I said.

I helped him a lot I can tell you. I helped him until he growled at me for helping him and told me to go and help my mother instead.

Later on that evening I painted a thrush in mid-air with a most painful look on its face and half its feathers flying. I told my father and mother it was because I'd landed it with my shanghai.

Neither of them seemed to think much of my painting.

It's half an hour past your bedtime, my mother said.

I felt like telling her it was only twenty-five minutes, but I somehow thought with my father there I'd better not.

But it was only the next day that my father heard me answering my mother back, and oh gee if he didn't lay it on.
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