
The Day the Stranger Came

	In the summer the children played in the shade of the apple orchard, down at the bottom of the garden, beyond the cedar trees. The apples were small green nuggets and the boy bashed at them with a stick till they fell. The three girls were digging a hole to bury a box but it was hard work in the heat and they were tired and the apple tree roots were awkward to work around. The box contained everything a future civilisation would need to know. They'd got the idea from a television programme.
	The eldest girl stood up suddenly. She told the boy to get the pickaxe from the garage, and he went, glad to escape the mindlessness of knocking at apples. He ran across the lawn, and seeing his mother in the kitchen window, ducked into the shade of the high garden wall. The pickaxe was propped up at the far end of the garage. Shafts of light penetrated the gloom and he waved his arms through whirling specks of dust. The handle was rough in his hands as he heaved the pickaxe up and onto his shoulder. Outside the garage he dragged it along beside the wall till he reached his sisters. They were older than him, wiser and stronger, and he obeyed them unthinkingly. 
	With the pickaxe dropping over and over into the hole they'd dug, it grew big enough for the box, which was wrapped in plastic bags and taped up. The boy watched admiringly. When the box was in and the soil replaced, the serious girls knelt around and sang a hymn they knew.  Their voices were sharp and made little tingly sounds and their three bent heads seemed to the boy like warm brown bells. In this moment the boy felt quite safe.
	While they sang, he began to climb the biggest of the apple trees. He'd just got his leg cocked over the first branch and was levering himself up to the next when he heard a rustling off to the right, further down away from the trees, where the garden backed onto the end of the neighbour's garden. He pushed leaves out of his face and saw a strange boy standing on the wall between the gardens. He was armed with a stick, and as the boy watched, the stranger jumped down from the wall, landing with a dull thud in the long grass. The boy felt, rather than saw his sisters raise their heads and slowly stand up and begin to back away around the apple trees so they were hidden from the strange boy, who was swishing his stick through the grass and  walking slowly towards the patch of bare earth where the box was buried. 
	He stood for a moment staring down at the smoothed earth, then he squatted on his haunches and began to scrabble at the earth with his fingers. The girls, enraged, rushed screeching at him, throwing themselves onto him so he twisted and fell onto his back. The eldest girl sat hard down across his chest, grabbed his stick and pushed it across his throat. He cried out, his mouth wide open. She yanked at the grass which grew up against the trunks of the trees and shoved it into his mouth hitting him hard as she did. She leaned down close to his face and spat in his eyes. He seemed  paralysed to the boy who watched in astonishment as his three sisters dragged him over to the smallest tree, and yanking his arms around the trunk, tied them together with some blue baler twine left behind from an earlier game. He was kicking out with his legs so the youngest girl whacked him hard across the shins with the stick, and he slumped down staring up at them with his eyes wide in his grimy face, spit trailing down across his cheeks.  The girls began to pick up the small hard apples the boy had earlier been bashing out of the tree. They threw them one by one at the stranger's face, whooping and crowing, and the boy watching in the tree saw a thin line of blood appear below his nostrils, running down into the grass which stuck out from his mouth.
	Just then, the children heard their mother calling them from the kitchen window. 
	'Teatime,' she called, 'you must come in now.' Her voice was thin and light like an arrow. The eldest girl looked at the boy tied to the tree and said, 
	'You have to stay here forever. You're our prisoner now.' Her voice was hard and cold.
	She turned and ran in the direction of the house, the two younger girls following her. The boy still hidden up the apple tree saw them disappearing down the path, past the big pile of grass cuttings and the hen house, saw the hens stop and twist up their necks in surprise and begin squawking as the girls ran past. He cried out in panic at his abandonment, dropping out of the tree onto all fours, glancing in his terror at the captive stranger with the bloodied nose, who sat staring at him with shock, his legs splayed out. 
	The boy leapt up and ran, crying out small yelping sounds, catching up with his sisters as they came to the stone steps which led up to the back of the house. They were laughing now and pushing at each other to be first inside.  Their mother was listening to the radio, and the tea was laid out, egg salad with slices of pickled beetroot which had bled onto lettuce leaves, and slices of brown bread and butter. 	
	'Wash your hands,' their mother said, ‘You don't eat with dirty hands.'
	After tea, the girls went outside again and began to throw tennis balls against the back wall of the house. The boy sat on the steps and watched for a while. Then he stared down the garden. He could see nothing, only the green unmoving masses of trees and shrubs, and nearer, their mother's roses looping up and down on the high garden walls.  He could hear evening bees collecting nectar to make honey. 
	His sisters, bored, pushed past him and went indoors, and he heard them pleading with their mother to watch television. He heard the sound of it being switched on and the sound of television voices swelling out from the house like an echo. 
	Suddenly he ran down the steps onto the lawn, down past the hens who looked at him curiously with their long necks, past the grass cutting pile beside the cedar trees, along the path which led to the apple orchard. He stopped abruptly, his heart thudding. There was no-one there. The blue baler twine was looped around the base of the tree. It was very silent around him and he stood stock still staring at the place where the stranger had been tied. 
	The evening was still warm. All of a sudden two black rooks crashed out of the cedar tree and flew straight above his head towards the house, making the ghastly cawing sound he hated. 
	Then, from somewhere in front of him he heard a sharp cracking noise. He turned blindly, gasping in horror and ran, and then he was back indoors safely and his mother was still humming to the radio, and his sisters were laughing in the next room at the television. He heard his father's car on the drive and his key in the door. Quickly, he joined his sisters, jumping between them as they sat curled up on the sofa. His father came into the room and sat on the arm of the sofa and rubbed the heads of his children affectionately. After a moment he yawned and stretched his arms out. 
	'What did you lot do all day?' he asked.
	'We played in the garden, dad!' his oldest sister said.
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