When I was six years old I was a sensitive boy, a pretty child rather
than a handsome one, slim and tall for my age with golden blonde hair.
I was the sort of boy who was easily moved to tears and fairly
unskilled in all methods of unarmed combat. This was in contrast to my
eight year old sister Sarah who despite her blonde pigtails and
deceptive air of gap toothed innocence was already a force to be
reckoned with. I was quite happy to let her fight all my schoolyard
battles for me and she for her part was more than happy to fight them.
It's not that I was a coward, if you can be a coward at six years of
age, it was just easier I felt to leave fighting to those who enjoyed
fighting

One sunny summer's day my father, sister and I, went to the park with
my Aunt Caroline and small cousin Jessica. Jessica wanted to feed the
ducks in the pond but my elder sister, Sarah and I wanted to go on the
swings. It was a big park with the pond in one distant corner and the
playground in another. So we split up my father took Jessica to feed
the ducks and we went with Aunt Caroline to play on the swings. Aunt
Caroline I should mention was by no means my favourite Aunt. She was
my father's youngest sister and she wasn't at all kind and amusing
like all my mothers sisters. She was in her early thirties and very
pretty but rather prickly. Little things would annoy her and I am sure
she was never particularly fond of either my sister or I. She often
said that we were spoilt and allowed to show off too much. In adult
eyes in the early 1960's children showing off or having too much to
say for themselves was very much frowned upon.

We got to the swings and Sarah instead of being allowed to play on
them was called back and given a telling off. I cannot remember what
it was about but Aunt Caroline was an expert at finding faults in
Sarah with whom she clashed at every opportunity. She thought that
girls should be girls and boys should be boys and that we two were
attempting to subvert nature by swapping roles. Happily with a joyful
expression I ran off to the swings. There were only two swings and one
swing was already occupied. A rather ugly looking boy about my own age
was swinging like a small wizened monkey on one of the swings. He
wasn't sitting down but with a great display of daring standing on the
seat. I could hear him calling to his equally ugly looking father, who
was sitting nearby smoking a cigarette,

"Look at me Dad. I can swing standing up" he said. As he saw me
skipping towards the vacant swing he frowned. As I reached for the
swing he said.

"That's my swing. Go away. Go on hop it". I looked towards the boy's
father for a little moral support. He carried on smoking his cigarette
and seemed to find his sons unfriendly attitude rather amusing. There
was a nasty little smirk on his large ape like face. The boy got off
the swing and came menacingly towards me and sort of shoulder charged
me. I dodged round and nimbly hopped on the swing. The boy's fist shot
out catching me a glancing blow on the ear. I did the only thing I
could possibly do in the circumstances. I howled and fled as fast as
my skinny little legs would carry me for some assistance.

When I arrived still crying lustily at where my Aunt was seated I was
met with a very different reception than I expected. My Aunt looked
angrier than I had ever seen her before.

"James you little cry baby," she said, "You go right back there and
punch that boy. Fancy running away like that! The only way to stand up
to bullies is hit them back as hard as you jolly well can"

Nothing on earth would make me go back alone. I looked with pleading
eyes at Sarah. With a shrug of her slim shoulders she smiled sweetly
like Minnie the Minx and said,

"I'll go with him Aunt Caroline". Aunt Caroline wasn't for a moment
fooled by Sarah's butter wouldn't melt in my mouth expression. In her
philosophy boys must be boys who grow into real masculine men whilst
little girls become ladies who might politely applaud from a safe
distance. My grandfather had fought in the trenches of the First World
War, three of her four brothers, including my father had fought in the
Second World War. Uncle Ted had lost a leg and gained a chest full of
medals and here was I turning yellow in full public view. Fortunately
Aunt Caroline had an excellent remedy for cowardice in the face of the
enemy. In her book deserters were always shot at dawn.

"Either you go and punch that boy now James or I shall take down your
trousers and smack your bare bottom right here and now"

It wasn't really much of a choice. When I stood next to Aunt Caroline
I was more scared of her but when I approached the boy he seemed far
scarier than Aunt Caroline. I dawdled, and then hesitated, then
dawdled some more in no mans land. I hoped if I waited long enough
either the boy would go home or Sarah would prise herself loose of
Aunt Caroline's steely grip and offer some extra muscle. Then I gave
it up and went back to Aunt Caroline. I wasn't convinced she would
actually spank me perhaps I would just get the white feather
treatment. I knew what juvenile misdemeanours would earn me a spanking
and as far as I knew cowardice in the face of the enemy wasn't on the
list. I was wrong of course, it might not be on my mothers list but
it was definitely on Aunt Caroline's list. Before I knew it my
underpants and grey shorts were dangling around my knees and I had a
close up view of a small clump of daisies. I was under the impression
that I had already been spanked as hard as it is humanly possible to
spank a boy but the foolishness of that view became soon apparent to
me. It was possibly the most painful two minutes of my life up to then.
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I don't know whether Aunt Caroline stopped for humane reasons or
because she was experiencing temporary deafness due to my howling. The
main thing as far as my stinging behind was concerned was the fact she
had actually stopped.

Tearfully I clutched my bright pink bottom and did an angry little
dance whilst my shorts flapped around my ankles. Through a thin film
of tears I could see father and son laughing uproariously over by the
swings as if they had never seen anything so funny in all their lives.
Then I heard Aunt Caroline's say in a loud commanding voice.

"Sarah come back here this moment! Sarah come back here this instant!"
It was too late and I knew then if I didn't know before why I loved my
sister so much. She might be bossy, she might want more than her fair
share of ice cream at teatime but she will never as long as she has
breath in her body ever let you down.
From nearly a hundred yards away I swear I could hear the sound of
that magnificent punch when it landed. A thin trickle of red dripped
from the boy's nose and his howls would have drowned out even mine
although I wasn't howling now I was laughing. I could have told him
there is a reason why you shouldn't fight with girls. For a moment I
thought things would get nasty as both the boy's father and Aunt
Caroline squared up like two turkey cocks and exchanged some harsh
words but then my father arrived with Jessica and the boy's father
suddenly agreed with my own philosophy of discretion being the better
part of valour and melted away with his still bleeding son.

My father never ever said to me afterwards I wish you were different.
He never said "You are not my son." He loved both my sister and I just
because we are exactly the people we are. As for being brave I believe
most of us can be brave as well as cowards although of course there
are those who are always brave but then again what wouldn't we all do
to protect those we love the most.
