The Bully
We moved to Hull when I was fifteen. Papa told me that Hull sat in the mouth of a river. I looked it up on a map. With my finger I traced a straight line between Calais and the snarling mouth in the right rib of the U.K.’s side. I thought that maybe when I was there, from my bedroom window, I might be able to still see home, France.

The tips of the Humber Bridge were visible through dark trees with far-reaching limbs at night. I could not see the river. I could not see France.


On the first day of my new school, where the uniforms were black, I stood in the middle of the school yard beside a pond as a crowd of loud voices heaved around me. A shoulder bumped me and I fell backwards. Laughter erupted. I turned to the face of the older boy whose back I’d stumbled into. He looked down on me with a sneer amidst freckles and ginger, rigidly-spiked hair.


‘He’s new!’ said a voice from behind me in the crowd.


The older boy prodded me in the chest with a sharp finger. ‘You doin’?’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said, a little too frantically, spilling the quills of my accent for all to hear. My English was strong; strong enough, I supposed, that I could conceal myself as English if I spoke little enough. I was not ashamed. I was only scared of being outcast, ostracised, seul from the moment I spoke differently to them. 


The bully laughed. He paused and turned back to the other skulking figures. They cackled like hyenas.  

‘Are you French?’ he said, springing the name with an exaggerated impression. ‘Hee-haw hee-haw hee-haw.’ He twisted his fingers, twirling them beside his cheekbones to suggest a curled moustache, like Frenchmen from the cartoons. He ceased laughing, squinting at me to size me up. My shoes were leather, his were trainers. My trousers were fitted with an ironed crease down the thigh and front of my narrow shins; his trousers were baggy, slouching off his heels. He wore a puffy anorak; his eyes lingered over my fitted trench coat with the belt and wide lapels. Then he met my face; I wondered if my face and blonde hair was different. ‘What year you in?’


‘Year ten,’ I said.


‘You look older.’

‘I know.’


He laughed. ‘Cocky, i’n’t he?’


His friends laughed.


‘I’m Leigh,’ he said.


‘Jean.’

*

They pronounced my name John. I became so accustomed to it that when Mama and Papa said my name correctly I didn’t always respond. 
At school, I had joined the football team. I had also become popular, spending my time with Leigh at break and lunch. He’d told me that I was a magnet for lasses and kept me close by.

Leigh saved me a seat beside him at the table with his four friends: Dan, ‘Airy, Clarky, and Wilson. Others from my own year group followed them around, offering us all cigarettes when outside the gates. I got to eat earlier than my classmates, going into the cafeteria with the older pupils. 
They greeted me and I sat, happy to remain quiet as always, to simply not be alone like some of the other outcasts at tables by themselves.

One in particular I often noticed across the room was Christopher Roberts, he was in the Special Needs class and ate with a school-assigned carer. Christopher Roberts, as he was named by all, as though pronouncing the full name of a chemical in science, appeared normal enough to me; he had brown, scruffy hair, not dissimilar to any popular boy. He was in the year below. When hyperactive, he struggled to control himself. I’d once seen him strike another person on the school field and then run, like a rabbit, in the utmost fear.

Christopher Roberts stood to clear his tray. His eyes were sombre, not darting as when in a frenzy. Leigh and the others grabbed chips from their plates and launched them through the air, hitting Christopher Roberts in the face. Some chips and a bread bun hit Christopher Roberts’ carer. Neither reacted. His carer gestured for him to clear his tray, and then to head for the exit as lunchtime supervisors came to give us detention.
One day at home Mama told me she was worried that I was changing.


‘Don’t grow up,’ she’d said, stroking my face. Papa often said I looked like her, though with his blonde hair instead of her long dark curls. 


I told Mama not to worry, Je suis le même garçon que vous toujours avez su, that I was the same boy she’d always known.

I no longer worried myself about neglect or loneliness at school. I ate lunch and stood with Leigh and his friends at break, sometimes smoking at the gates. I had friends in the football team and classes, where I mostly sat talking. I was one of them. Girls liked my accent, as though it were from another part of Hull. The girls also liked my clothes, calling me stylish.
The sun was enticing from the Maths room window. I walked with an eager step when the bell rang. I wore my shirt sleeves rolled up, with my coat draped over my shoulder. At the gates I looked for Leigh and the others. They weren’t outside yet. I had no intention of seeing them over the Easter; I was going to stay at Grandmère’s in France. I pulled a cigarette from my satchel and leant against the railings. I held the smoke between my teeth, afraid to inhale. I spied a flock of seagulls and imagined the ferry-ride over to Calais. I decided that when I got home I would trace the journey with my finger on the map...

Something struck the side of my head. My right eye flashed red and I clutched my hand against my cheekbone. My cigarette flew from my lips. When I looked, there was blood on the tips of my fingers.


‘Christopher, what are you doing? You don’t hit!’ said a shrill voice.


I blinked my eye open. My cheek was bleeding. ‘What happened?’ I said to Christopher Roberts’ carer.


‘Goodness, you’re bleeding,’ she said, approaching me with a tissue.


I gently ushered her hand away, my heart was racing with shock.


‘I hit you with my bag,’ said Christopher Roberts. ‘Because you shouldn’t smoke!’ His eyes were wild, dilated. He bobbed on his tip-toes, spindling his fingers.

‘Christopher!’ said his carer. ‘You’ve made him bleed. You must not hit people.’


More people had begun flocking around the gates. A palm clapped my shoulder. I turned, still applying pressure to the cut with the heel of my palm.


‘Frenchy,’ said Leigh. ‘Did you just get battered by Christopher Roberts?’ 


The others laughed. 

‘No,’ I said. ‘It was an accident.’


‘Nah, Wilson said you got hit by his bag. You’re bleeding!’


‘I...’


Some girls that were in earshot began to giggle. My eyes began to blur with tears. Leigh stopped laughing.


‘Deck him then,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘Deck him. Hit him. You can’t let him get away with that.’


I looked to Christopher Roberts who shouted excited profanities, dancing as his carer attended to him. He strayed away from her. His glare wasn’t quite focused. He didn’t seem aware of what he had done. 

Suddenly I jerked forwards. ‘Airy had shoved Wilson into me. I dropped my satchel and crashed into Christopher Roberts with my shoulder. He fell. When he stood, blood trickled from his nose. 
‘Get him!’ someone yelled. The others began to chant the words until the cacophony of bullies was all I could hear. 

I didn’t know what to do. I did not want to cause violence to anyone, but as I faced the bullies, the desperate threat of being outcast, I thought of nothing more than the laughing faces surrounding me, as though nothing existed beyond them. I forgot France. 
The crowd pressed in. I began to hyperventilate until. Through utter horror I balled my fist and struck Christopher Roberts on the nose.

Christopher Roberts began to cry. His carer moved him away, out of sight. Some in the crowd called after him, calling him names, mostly laughing; the others in the crowd clapped me on the back whilst I was still panting, cheering me on. I smiled as best I could and told everyone I had to go. As I moved away from them, the masses, I began to cry. Above the numbing silence of the wind I sobbed, once, too loud. Deafening. 

J'ai reconu le bonheur au bruit qu'il t'a fait quand il est parti, I recognised happiness by the noise that it made when it left.
I told Mama that I’d cut my cheek playing football. Papa knew from my eyes that, whatever it was, I was not proud. ‘You must learn from such things,’ he said. ‘You’ll feel better, like your old self when we get to Grandmère’s, when we get to France.’
On the ferry, I leaned over the rail to watch the flurry of white foam grinding from the propellers into the blue water. The docks, and then the island with everything and everyone on it shrunk into the grey horizon, and the entire view behind me as we sailed to France was shrouded in fog.
