Manticores and Mondays

By Jennifer Williams
It was a Sunday afternoon when Stan turned up on my doorstep with the news that Ron had caught a live manticore and was keeping it down in the hideout. 


Sundays aren’t like a proper day off, not when you’re a kid. You can still do what you like of course, aside from the enforced bath, and if you’re really unlucky, like Glads, there’s church in the morning in your best and most uncomfortable clothes, but always there lurking at the back of your mind is the thought that it’s back to school tomorrow. Monday hangs there like a smelly coat at the back of your wardrobe, making everything else smell funky.


So Ron’s manticore sounded like an interesting enough diversion, better than my planned afternoon of seeing what things I could burn with my new magnifying glass (it was too overcast, anyway), and I was out the door like a shot, running up out of the cul-de-sac with Stan (running what for, I don’t know. Kids run just because, don’t they?). We were shortly joined by Glads, back from Church and spotting us from her front garden. She ran up to me and gave me a friendly punch on the arm, and I shoved her back. The three of us ran on, down Wyers Hill and across the road, over the fence and in to the fields.


I wasn’t too worried by this manticore business, I should point out. Ron had recently gotten a book from the library called The Big Bumper Books of Beasts, and like most things with Ron, this had become his current fevered obsession. Last week it was smugglers and pirates, the week before that the idea that golf balls contained some sort of toxic flesh eating poison inside them, which lead to an interesting weekend of both theft (Stan’s dad’s golf balls) and property damage (throwing a golf ball really really hard at a wall might not shatter it, but if it bounces in an unexpected direction you are likely to end up with a broken something). At school each break time had been taken up with Ron’s enthusiastic descriptions of unicorns, titans, ogres, griffins, dragons, and manticores. We’d had them all, really. If anything I was surprised it had taken him this long to find one in his back garden.


The fields at the bottom of Wyers Hill were always tall with grasses and weeds, and as we passed through them there was the brief obligatory search for flea darts and ensuing flea dart fight. Stan ended up with one lodged perfectly in the tangle of hair behind his ear, crowning him King of Fleas for the rest of the day, and we carried on at a more sedate pace, over the fence, through the bushes, under the trees. A small stream ran through the fields and here, behind a particularly thick knot of bushes and below a tree that was perfect for climbing or hanging swings from, was where we had our hideout. Ron was already there, sitting on one of the plastic chairs we’d scavenged from the dump.


“Afternoon, chaps,” he said, grinning and pushing his glasses up his nose. “Have you come to see my monster?”


Glads snorted and kicked some stones into the little stream. I noticed that she still had her church shoes on. Her mum would go spare. 


“This better be good, Ronny-rons.” Glads pulled her dirty blond hair up in to a ponytail and fixed it with an elastic band. Ron frowned slightly. He hated being called Ronny-rons. He turned from her in disdain and addressed me.


“Prepare to be amazed, Bill. I found it in the alley behind the garage, where that big pile of rubbish is. It was just rooting about in there, like it was looking for food.”


I sat down on a chair.


“And this is a real live manticore wotsit, is it? This thing you were talking about at school just happens to live in the rubbish behind your Dad’s garage?”


“Yeah!” piped up Stan, who was still hoping from one foot to the other. Stan was a boy made entirely of nervous energy, held together by scabs. Honestly, I’ve never seen another pair of knees like it- at any given time Stan could show you a semi-healed graze that would make you wince. 


“It’s a real live manticore wiv a lion’s body and a man’s head and a scorpion’s tail!” Stan hopped over to Ron, kicking up mud and grass as he went. “Show ‘em, go on!”


I exchanged a sardonic look with Glads, who rolled her eyes dramatically.



“This thing must be huge!” I laughed. “Where is it Ron?”


“Well, it’s only a baby, of course.” 

A frown line appeared above Ron’s eyes, like an exclamation mark over his thick black glasses. I knew this meant that if we didn’t play along soon he would get fed up and go home in a sulk. And then I’d be faced with home, teatime and bed. No thanks. 



“Come on then, let’s see it.” I stood up and clapped Ron on the back. “Maybe we could sell it to the zoo. That’s a whole new species, I should think. We’d make a mint. We could all buy new bikes!”


The sun broke out on Ron’s face again and he leapt up out of his chair. 


“I got it kept safe over here, if you’re not too scared that is. I’m not sure you’ll wanna see it Glads, you might wet your knickers.”

Once we had separated Glads’ fists from Ron’s hair, the three of us followed him round the back of the large oak tree where we made our camp. By the roots was a natural hollow, normally full of dead leaves and woodlice. On that day it was partially filled with dirt and stones, a fairly obvious attempt to hide something. Ron knelt there and began to clear away the rubble while the rest of us stood back, in various levels of scepticism. Glads yawned dramatically and elbowed me. I elbowed her back. 


“Here we are,” said Ron. He pulled out a large biscuit tin, one with a red and green pattern. He brushed the dirt from the top of it, and as he did so the thing visibly lurched, as if something heavy inside had moved. We all jumped back.


“What was that?” I said, a little shriller than intended, and next to me Glads giggled. I reddened slightly.


Ron looked over his shoulder at me and tutted. 


“The manticore. Like I said.”


We gathered round as he pulled the biscuit tin out on to the grass. For a moment we were all silent, perhaps wondering where this would lead, when an odd sound came from the tin; a slithering hiss, a rattled sigh. The hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stood up. There was definitely something in the tin, and it was alive.


“Whoa!” exclaimed Stan, delighted, and he kicked the tin with his foot. I grabbed his shoulder, appalled that he would do that, but it was too late. Another loud hiss and rattle came from the tin, and I started to properly worry. What if he had a real live snake in there? I’d heard that you could still find adders, if you knew where to look.  As the oldest of the four of us, I sometimes thought I should be the sensible one. Not often, true, but if there was trouble I was usually the one to cop it first. And from everyone’s parents.


“Ron, what have you really got in there?”


Ron shook his head, clearly exasperated by the unbelievers. With one quick movement he pushed his fingernails under the lid and prised it off. 


The tin was filled to the top with dead leaves and twigs, and other bits of rubbish. I could even see the edge of a chocolate bar wrapper in there. We all peered at the mixture intently, but there was no hint of anything beastly.


“Where is it, Ronny-rons?” said Glads.


“It’s hiding under the leaves. Probably scared with so many people bogging down at it. I’ll get a stick and we’ll poke it a bit.”


Stan, who was always impatient (explaining many of the scabs, I think) kicked the tin again with his dirty trainer. This time the hiss was much louder, and the leaves rustled. As I watched, something moved underneath them, and I was reminded of fishing with my Dad, when a large fish briefly surfaces and you spot it more because of the wake it leaves in the water than anything else. We all took a step back, including Ron. 


“What do manticores eat, anyway?” asked Glads. “Are they carnivores, or vegetanarians?” 


Ron pushed his glasses up his nose and sniffed.


“It doesn’t say in The Big Bumper Book of Beasts, but as its body is that of a lion, I guess they eat meat. I should think.”


“Maybe we could tempt it out with some food?” said Glads. I liked the sound of this idea because it meant that none of us had to put our hands into the tin to get it out. We all began emptying our pockets.


Glads had a little white paper bag with two penny sweets left in it, (meat content, minimal), I had my last square of chewing gum and a yoyo, and Ron had a somewhat squashed egg and cress sandwich leftover from his lunch and wrapped in foil. Stan had the real prize though; a half eaten pork pie, covered in grease-proof paper and slightly warm from his shorts pocket. We all agreed this would be the best bait.


With some difficulty we tied the remains of the porkpie to the end of the yoyo, deciding that it would be best to dangle it over the tin. Stan demanded the job of manticore baiter, as it was his porkpie and if it didn’t work he still wanted to eat it. We gathered round as he lowered the meat over the tin. For a time, nothing happened. The sun went behind a cloud, and our little hideout darkened. The wind picked up slightly, and I thought about how all the grownups seemed a million miles away, as if we were alone in the world. I shivered.


Then something moved in the leaves. We all saw it, and gasped. A dark and scaly surface, like the underbelly of a snake, rolled briefly through the leafy surface, and disappeared. Again there was a rattle. It slowed and slowed until it was a series of clicks, and then nothing. 


I grabbed Ron by the wrist, perhaps a little harder than I intended.


“Mate, if you’ve got a proper snake in there you’d better tell us now.”


Ron wriggled free of my grasp, that exclamation mark appearing above his brow again.


“It’s not a bloody snake, alright?! I know what a snake is. Look!”


I followed Ron’s outstretched finger just in time to what looked like a face disappearing back into the leaves, or at least a mouth, a wide pink mouth with several rows of teeth. Glads grabbed my hand, fiercely tight, and I pulled her behind me.


“Stan, Stan I think we should leave it alone…”


But Stan leaned forward agog, the porkpie now resting on top of the leaves.


“Did you see the teeth on that?” he cried, leaning down now so that his face was a mere foot away from the tin. The yoyo string hung slack, forgotten now. Ron took Stan by the arm himself.


“Stan, I think Bill’s right, maybe we shouldn’t get too close to it.”


“No look, I think I can see it, its hiding underneath, all coiled up on itself…” Stan leaned down further, bending his scabbed knees so that his face hung above the tin, eyes screwed up in fierce concentration. “Christ, I tell you what, it don’t half smell bloody awful…”


At that second, it struck. Too fast for us to see clearly what it was, certainly too fast for Stan to move out of the way; a tightly coiled something, that seemed in that brief second to be made entirely of mouth and teeth and claws, shot up and tore a great lump of flesh from Stan’s right cheek. 


The creature (I saw enough in those panicked moments to be sure it was not a snake- it had limbs and a tail) fell back into the tin followed by a spattering of blood and the screams of all four of us. Then in an act of bravery and grace that I think made me fall a little bit in love with her, Glads kicked the tin with extraordinary force, sending it flying up into the air and across the stream, where it landed with a dull twang amongst the mud and stones. 

What followed next is a jumble in my memory, as confused and out of sequence as one of the many fever dreams I had that same summer when I caught a particularly nasty bout of the flu. I know that Stan was screaming and clutching his face, and that Glads took off her cardigan and tried to staunch the blood with it. I remember Ron grabbing me and shouting at me that it wasn’t his fault, and not to tell no one it was. He’d grabbed my arms so hard I had a line of purple bruises up there the next day, like a failed tattoo. 

What I remember most clearly though was staring at the biscuit tin on the other side of the stream, staring so hard my eyes watered and my head ached. I had to see it, had to see this creature that had wounded my friend and still had his blood on its teeth. So I would know that it was true.

And I did see it. For the barest moment I saw it shuffle out of the tin and spare one aggrieved glance in our direction. A confusion of body parts - a humped hairy back, a coiled snake-like tail, and a mouth, wide and pink and obscene, dotted with tiny teeth that were sharp and curved like fishing hooks. Bile rose in my throat, and then the thing was gone, quick as a rat.


No one believed our story of course, not even when Stan had to be taken to hospital and then to a special department that dealt with venomous bites. When it became clear that the doctors couldn’t figure out what the poison was or what had bitten him, we were all questioned again, all threatened with beatings and going to bed with no dinner and having to stay indoors for the rest of the summer. It did no good. We only had the one story to tell, after all, and it was the wrong one. And for Stan, it was the last story we ever shared. 

The End

