
[image: Cover Missing]



KINGDOM COME


Melvyn Bragg


[image: Image Missing]


www.sceptrebooks.com




Also by Melvyn Bragg





For Want of a Nail


The Second Inheritance


The Cumbrian Trilogy:


The Hired Man


A Place in England


Kingdom Come


The Nerve


Without a City Wall


The Silken Net


Autumn Manoeuvres


Love and Glory


Josh Lawton


The Maid of Buttermere


A Christmas Child


A Time to Dance


A Time to Dance: the screenplay


Crystal Rooms


Credo


The Soldier’s Return


A Son of War





Non fiction:


Speak for England


Land of the Lakes


Laurence Olivier


Cumbria in Verse (Edited)


Rich: The Life of Richard Burton


On Giants’ Shoulders




Copyright © 1980 by Melvyn Bragg


The right of Melvyn Bragg to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 978 1 84894 256 1
Book ISBN 978 0 34077 091 7


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
A division of Hodder Headline
338 Euston Road
London NWl 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




To Alice




Part One




One


Going Back


1


Lately, Betty had begun to wake up much earlier than she needed to. It was not traffic which disturbed her – for although the bungalow was in the middle of the town it was situated in a quiet side street, one of the old streets. Nor was it any animal which brought her alive. It was just past midwinter, the early mornings were black, dogs were kennelled, cats indoors, the farms, which had once probed deep into the centre of the market town, were now denuded of barns and beasts, overrun by the new estates. She just woke early, that was all, there was no reason she would admit to: dreams to a woman of her age and background were of no account and she kept her restless night visions private. It would not do to talk about them, or even to confess they existed.


Her husband, Joseph Tallentire, slept heavily and, he asserted, very badly. He did not stir when she got up, and the sudden creak of the door – so loud and suspicious that she paused like a child – did not disturb him either. She went through to the kitchen with a clear conscience.


It was very pleasant, she thought, this early morning time alone in the neat pine kitchen. Her son had helped to pay for it. It was as near as she would ever get to those American kitchens she loved so much in the nice films they used to make once upon a time. It was something, anyway, at the end of a lifetime. She put on the water for the tisane which eased her asthma and drew open the curtains, even though it was dark.


There were three men who would come to see her that day. One, her son, she loved but increasingly worried about, as he seemed to lose himself in preoccupations foreign to her. Another, her adopted son, she saw every day, he lived in the town, he was a great comfort. Sometimes she thought that she liked him more than her natural son. The third, whom she had also helped to bring up, she feared, he had the power to terrify her. All of an age, brought up in the same town. All bearing the same surname. Like her own. Given to her by the man she had married thirty-seven years ago. Now upstairs asleep – almost a stranger.


She had taken the snout off the kettle so that it would not whistle. When the steam came out of it, she found pleasure in just looking at it. A light frost on the window panes. Scalding steam within. For a few minutes she felt herself suspended between the two, the ice and the heat. There was a pleasure in it which she could not articulate – just being there, alone in that minute space on the planet, darkness, frost, glass, steam and the electric light. Once she had feared being alone – now she found herself savouring the condition in which memories and impulses rose into her mind like the scent of the tisane breathed in to soothe her weary lungs.


In this solitary time she found that she was thinking and organising her thoughts as there had never been the leisure to do before. At a time when she ought by custom to have been thinking more of death, she surged at life. She read more, now that all the boys were well away from her home. She listened to the radio, liked the plays and enjoyed the drama and the documentaries on television. At the end of her life she had found the time and opportunity to begin to educate herself. In a quiet, indeed a secretive way, she grasped this. But she kept it tight to herself, as if she were ashamed of it, and in one way she was. She would have hated any of her life-long friends to have thought she was ‘putting on airs’ or ‘getting above herself’. She had cleaved to the norm, the average, the anonymous, the decent, the tolerant, amused and only apparently passive role assumed by many of those of her class, age and sex. Bingo, shopping, an occasional trip, film, outing, ‘dance’, ‘do’ – that was the camouflage. But inside her was this secret store, this hive where she fashioned patterns out of the books she read and carefully laid up stocks of knowledge and perceptions which she longed to have released. It was as if there was a place, late formed in her mind, which needed just the touch of a sympathetic nature to open it and bring it to life, like a lost garden in a fairy story. Douglas, her son, could have done it if he had wanted to; if he had noticed; if he had tried. But she would never bother him with such silly ideas. She would go further and overact the safe old mother she thought he wanted: safe and plain and without complications. That was what he needed. She knew what all of them needed, she thought, and she was prepared to be wax to their impressions of her. Without regrets. It was too late, at her age, for regrets.
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Cumbria was 39,000 feet below. So definite and clear, it seemed, full of strength, ancient and enduring. Up in the jet, Douglas was incubated like a sickly infant – a body in a capsule, babied with piped pleasures, instant food and drink – totally at the mercy of a machine he did not understand.


He leaned forward for a better view and the stranger beside him gave a gentle, sensuous groan as the light disturbance rippled across her mind. Douglas let her settle herself and then concentrated on the sight beneath him. He had spent half his lifetime down there and half out of it. The two halves nowadays appeared to cancel each other out. He was uncertain, fragile, in a state of violent self-distrust and high as a kite. After a slight pause to register his awareness of the sentimental nature of the gesture, he raised his glass to the scene below and drank to it. No one was watching.


All his family had been born there, even his son. His grandfather’s life, save for the interlude of the First World War, had been totally circumscribed by those hills and plains, by the crops and beasts which fed off them and the coal and iron under the tough crust of earth. It was not the earth, though, but the waters which caught his glance. The sea, a final tongue of the Atlantic, licking a firth between Scotland and England, and the lakes, scattered so poetically about the bare fells, glistering brightly on this clear morning of the year. From his god’s-eye view, it was all like a charming model in a natural history museum, this place which had borne and supported so many lives and contained so many deaths of his name and kind. He himself, he thought, would probably die in a motorway car accident, an aeroplane crash or of a heart attack in a side street of a foreign city. With luck.


He had begun to think about his death. Most mornings now, when he woke up, he found himself counting the years, weighing up the odds, trying to sift the worthless from the desired, and, as yet coolly, contemplating the sure fact of that return to the dark.


Douglas thought that he spotted the town of Thurston, his home town, to which his parents had returned for their retirement. ‘The last lap’ was what Joseph, his father, sportingly called it, ‘the last lap’. They would be waiting to see him that evening and later he would take his grandfather a bottle of whisky, as he had done the last few years, just after midnight, to celebrate another New Year’s Day. His wife and son might be there too, although there was no guarantee, no agreement had been arrived at. Had he finally hurt her too much? He strained to pick out the fell village in which he had recently bought a small cottage, but snow had fallen on the tops, making the landscape unfamiliar.


As the Jumbo dipped towards London, Cumbria was pulled away from under him and she murmured, ‘That’s right, that’s right,’ in her sleep. She put an arm around his neck. He let it rest. Her brown hair smelled rich and sweet from some herb he could not identify. He loved it pressing so lightly about his face and took care to move gently as he drank yet more of the stiff spirit from the plastic glass. Home again, home again, jiggety-jig!


He still found some wonder in this flying. He had drunk champagne after the massive plane – carrying more people than lived in that Cumbrian village where he had his cottage – had hoisted itself up from Los Angeles. Over the North Pole, at 600 m.p.h., he had eaten Boeuf Stroganoff and taken two half-bottles of claret. Into a 160 m.p.h. headwind, above Greenland, he had watched a movie about a shark while listening, on headphones, to Beethoven’s Fifth and then the Best of the Beatles. Now, with the temperature outside at less than zero centigrade, he was keeping warm on his fourth large scotch, mulling things over, and trying to remember the name of this woman who was half embracing him.


To his grandfather, John Tallentire, at this moment brewing his tea in the cold council Old Age Pensioner’s flat in which he insisted on living, though alone, Douglas’s whole trip would have appeared as an hallucination or a marvel. To his son, John Tallentire, at this moment banging the buttons of an empty television in a centrally heated metropolitan Victorian living room, it would all be as commonplace as travelling on a bus. Douglas was between the two; between the earthbound life of his grandfather, whose work linked him directly to the shepherds in the Old Testament, and the space-age of his son, who would see God alone knew what.


Douglas was half-cut – in that cradled, voluptuous state (which always had to be paid for) in which life seems either slow motion slapstick or a penetrably profound drama. He found the button and successfully employed it. Then he readjusted his neighbour about his left arm and shoulder and neck. His nose dipped deeply into her hair and he lingered. Why could he not identify this herb? He had helped his grandmother make herb puddings. He had followed her down the lane beside the old Jacobean cottage, so cosy and redolent in his mind (recently bulldozed to the ground – ‘unfit for habitation’), and helped her pick the herbs. She had patiently told him all the names in those sweet, unharassed days. He had prided himself on learning them. So why could he not identify this strong, delicious smell? His knowledge of nature was now so slight. So much forgotten, ill learnt, jettisoned by his memory – a trail of lost information forever trickling out of his brain, an invisible thread which would lead him back only to ignorance. Danger! Soulful Celtic twilight approaching! The new drink came just in time. Johnnie Walker, a brisk confident Briton on the label!


‘C’mon,’ he encouraged himself, the blood and alcohol in equal and still companionable competition (one of his observations on travelling: capacity increases in direct proportion to length of flight). ‘C’mon. Pull yourself together and go to pieces like a man.’


‘I left my heart in San Francisco,’ the song said, on a sudden loop in his head. What had he left there? He had spent only three days in the place this time: little sleep, tense work, drink, the exhilarated exhaustion of that irresponsible hedonism which is aware of retribution. What had been left in LA? As he hummed he tapped his right foot and it nudged the airport toyshop present which was crammed under the seat in front of him. A clockwork whale for John’s bath: it squirted water half a metre in the air. He had resisted a large rubber shark – though John would have preferred it, he guessed – but it would not have fitted under the seat. She moved again, snuggled even closer and murmured ‘Yes . . . well . . . yes . . . hmmm.’ To whom was she talking?


He had promised himself he would make some resolutions on this trip. After all, the last day of the year was the time for it. That long abortive litter of diaries begun, drink stopped, exercises taken up, reading lists copied out . . . At the very least he could sum up the decisions waiting to be taken. Decadence was breaking promises to yourself. A message came from the steward – ‘Please refrain from Smoking.’ He finished the scotch.


She woke up and stretched herself most amply. She was a fine figure of a woman, as they used to say, very satisfactorily, and she knew it. By the time she was through with the long, loosening yawn, the arched back and the plunging heave of bosom, Douglas was powerfully aware of it. As she intended. Straight flirtation, Douglas thought, was the purest sex, undeniably.


‘I slept?’ she asked, throwing him a long, perfectly dentured smile, with just a tremor of helplessness about it. Douglas felt as if his feet were being skilfully tickled by a feather.


‘You did,’ he confirmed.


‘Are we here?’


‘We are here.’


‘Is it raining?’


‘No. Clear but cold.’


‘I thought it always rained in England.’


‘Mostly in summer.’


‘You made a comfortable pillow.’


‘Thank you. I did my best.’


‘Do you always drink so much?’


‘Not always.’


‘I need the john.’


‘I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until we land.’


‘What if I can’t?’


‘I hate to think.’


‘Do you really?’ She smiled and turned full towards him and the chat they had enjoyed before she had settled down to sleep rose up from the immediate past nostalgically, somehow hinting at intimacies long past, brushed by this feeling of latent flirtation. They knew enough about each other to become a phone number in the book of future possibilities. In the moment she smiled and her lazy-merry eyes flicked over his face, both knew and were aware, and Douglas decided that his New Year resolutions might as well begin here. He would not, in any way, follow this up.


‘Why don’t we exchange telephone numbers?’ she suggested. Her face was a perfect oval: healthy, open, American and unreadable; he had no idea what she might do or not do. She smiled again, this time with less teeth, more purpose.


‘I was hoping you’d say that.’ He lobbed a return grin.


‘I’ll be in London a month. Maybe more. Saint John’s Wood. You know it?’


‘Quite well.’


‘Nice, huh?’


‘Nice, very.’ He hesitated. ‘Can I ask you something – it’s rather personal?’


She looked perturbed. A pace, an order and a progression had been established – the phone call in a few days’ time, a good dinner – he could see she feared that he was going to be clumsy and spoil it. Her reaction stripped away the flirtatiousness – and added a few years to her age – and he saw a tough cookie inside the American pie. But the question had to be asked.


‘Go ahead.’ This time her smile was on Automatic. He paused, drew it out.


‘What shampoo do you use?’ he asked. She grinned.


‘It’s pine. Pure pine.’ She ducked her hair into his face. ‘Take a breath.’


‘Of course! Damn! PINE!’


‘Pardon me?’


‘I should have known.’ The pine woods next to the shore where all his childhood treats had taken him – and the tentative walks with girls, nesting on the prickling ground, hurried kisses, fumbles, heads pressed in smell of pine. And he had forgotten even that! Thinking too much of Grandmother’s herbs: too much piety over Cumbria.


‘Can I ask you something?’


‘Of course.’


‘Are you married?’


‘Yes.’ He felt happy admitting that.


‘Children?’


‘One.’ There had been another, a girl; now dead.


‘I like to know the score,’ she said, and her businesslike assumptions put him off her for ever. But politeness rolled on.


‘We could share a taxi. I live near St John’s Wood.’


‘I’m being met. I hope.’ She showed him her perfect teeth, but it was not a smile this time.


‘I’ll keep out of the way.’


‘I’ll expect your call.’ She tucked a small piece of paper in the top pocket of his jacket, kissed him lightly on the cheek, and then utterly devoted herself to preparations for the landing. These included wrapping herself up in highly unbecoming skiclothes, which made her look like an Eskimo. He would not have recognized her.


Later, as the taxi screwed itself irritably into a long morning traffic jam on Hammersmith flyover, Douglas recalled that for three days now he had slept little, eaten little, drunk a lot and been in a state of almost constant enervation. Twelve thousand miles had come and gone: half way around the world since Monday, and now he was stuck in London W.6, beside a sign advertising Lucozade. He could have sunk the monstrous advertiser’s bottle. His system might not have noticed. It was odd how these vast leaps across the globe could see you refilled with energy as quickly as you were drained of it. The taxi moved somnambulistically in the slow traffic and Douglas, suspended between sleeping and waking, experienced a rush of tranquillity.


He was calmly aware of being embarked on a course which would change and possibly ruin his life, and yet his instincts urged him not to resist that course. The outward pattern was much as it had been over the last few years; reasonable employment as a television freelance producer and reviewer; some writing. Yet he was isolating himself inexorably – from his friends, and from his ambitions in preparation for an action for which he despised himself – leaving his family.


When he was most alone and most respected himself, he thought that he wanted above all things to be a good man. But his character was against it.


Often he would tell himself that this was no more than a pose or a vain attempt to dignify the pointless scramble of his life. He suspected himself so critically that anything which tasted of piety appeared false. But the desire remained, however derided or dismissed. He accused himself of evasions and ill-thought-out reasoning. But the urge remained, and whether this was a hangover from an adolescence intoxicated by Christianity, an insurance, an affection, a superstition, a counterfeit of strength, a lie to himself, a way to ennoble his life without doing much – no matter – it persisted. And however many darts he pitched into it, it kept bobbing to the surface of his mind. Why did it matter?


Sometimes it seemed to Douglas that his life was not so much punctuated as punctured by questions which were either unanswerable, or meaningless, or both. The question was, what was the question? It was important to know.


The taxi was hauling itself towards Chiswick and soon the driver would be able to leave the commuters, boring themselves into the city, and dodge through the cross routes which would take him to North London through all those Victorian side streets built for a colonial empire and now filling up with Commonwealth citizens come to roost.


He looked out of the window as the cab bounced him through St John’s Wood. He would have liked one of those villas once. Now he knew he would likely never be able to afford one and the longing to own one had left him. Which one, he wondered, would take in the pine-crowned American beauty? He touched the slip of paper inside his breast pocket and stuffed it deeper down. Forget it.


Back into a big road now, with flats and shop-frontages and traffic patterns like that of hundreds of other large cities the world over, and up the Hill. There would be no time for sleep. He went back into gear, the metropolitan man took over.


Letters to answer, calls to make, check back at the BBC. ‘The filming went well – yes – well enough – needs careful cutting yes,’ pay one or two of the bills – those printed in red – that was the rule – how could he be broke on what he earned? How did you accumulate the capital to take the time to do what you wanted to make the money to live by what you wanted to do? Answer that! There would be, what – three days – about thirty letters to answer: lectures (no), talks (no), requests for charity (yes and no), and bills. One or two particular phone calls to make, a review to write: good clean work. John’s whale was safe. Cigarettes for her – a poor gift, though welcome. Then the launderette. Set off for Cumbria immediately after lunch. Go to Bank. £9.50 taxi fare. For a ride from the airport! The pavement was littered as usual: the dustmen must have been.


He paid up, using his money as if he owned it, turned and there she was, at the top of the steps, in her old maroon dressing gown, watching him critically.


‘Home?’ he asked. She smiled a little wearily and nodded.


‘Yes. This is it,’ she replied and came to help him with his cases.
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‘You think you’re so bloody marvellous.’


Lester did not reply. He was getting dressed rapidly and he was concentrating on the job.


‘You think you’re so bloody marvellous.’


Emma’s voice was full of despair and self-pity. She sat up in the bed, the expensive hair-do (she was blonde again) collapsed about her tired, mussed face, pecking at the ivory-imitation plastic holder which held the first of the fifty cigarettes a day she depended on for dear life and feared were killing her.


She’s like a great fat doll, Lester thought, stepping smartly into his new trousers. A monster doll. One of those you see at the big fairs. Walks, talks, blinks, squeaks. He smiled to himself. That was it! And – she was like one of those blubbery big sex-shop dolls, ‘the sailor’s friend’, they were selling up and down Tottenham Court Road. Yes! She was a half-breed between one of those Kewpie Dolls that blinked (her eyes were blue as well) and one of those rubber gals the poor sods carted off to bed with them! The thought cheered him up. He laughed.


‘What’s so funny?’


It drove Emma mad the way he refused to answer. She felt her head choking with anger as, physically, her throat choked when she vomited. The comparison was easy to make because she was often sick these days. Little food, lager, vodka and lime, cigarettes, no exercise: and the baby. Slowly being formed, silently, secretly there, stalking her relentlessly. She thought of the baby now: she saw it curled and peaceful somewhere deep in her large stomach, safe, slim, white, sucking its thumb. Although she knew that Lester hated it, she began to cry and the mascara came down her cheeks like the markings of a clown.


‘You don’t even like me,’ she cried.


He speeded up. But all his clothes were new. He had to be careful.


‘You don’t even like me.’ Emma thrashed around the bed, truly in despair.


Lester looked at himself in the mirror. Not bad at all. Late thirties, but you would take him for late twenties by the body. (The lined face was the giveaway, despite the youthful cut of the hair – still thick, thank God.) Good quality clothing. No more than three or four extra pounds on him since he’d stopped racing – when? – half a lifetime ago. He could still run, though, he kept fit. He examined himself carefully. He inspected himself as if he were about to go on-stage – professionally, without self-consciousness.


‘How do I look?’ he asked her.


‘Pig.’


‘C’mon. I want an answer. I’m serious. Do I look all right?’


‘Give us a hug. Just a hug.’


‘I’ve just got dressed up.’


The look of distaste on his face almost made her howl – but, by making a great effort, she repressed it. He really did hang on her approval and she had never been able to resist him, or refuse him anything, though he had come and gone like the wind and treated her like dirt.


‘You’re beautiful,’ she said passionately; but to Lester it sounded like mockery. He was impatient with her.


‘I’m not – what you said! Have some sense! C’mon!’ Lester’s need was serious.


‘The clothes fit very well. Brown suits you. Give us a hug. Please, Lester.’


‘What else?’


‘Your hair needs a shampoo – but it’s just the right length.’


‘I’ll wash it on the train. Shirt?’


‘Lovely!’


‘Goulding House. Twenty-eight quid!’


‘It suits you. Just a little squeeze then?’


He turned back to the mirror and pushed his hair this way and that. She was right about the shampoo. He went to the bathroom to see what he could find. What a pigsty it was!


As soon as he left the room, Emma did what she could to restore herself. She licked her fingers and wiped her face, using the sheet to dry it off. She rolled over and hung over the bed to look for her brush which, she was sure, was on the floor. The action lifted her shortie-sexy pure nylon pink and black lace nightie and revealed the full and tender moons of her large, firm, innocent bottom, trussed about with a suspender belt. She had slipped that on when she woke up to help him along a bit in the morning but he had not even reached out for a quick feel. Lester came in with his egg shampoo as the huge bum juddered with the strain of reaching out for the brush. It was one helluva bum. He went across to it, took a cheek in each hand and gripped very fiercely, digging in his short, newly manicured nails. This was extraordinarily satisfying: he had not a clue why. From beneath the edge of the bed, a happy face screwed round and beamed at him from under the hair-stack which now looked like a drunken Restoration wig, but was, in fact, like everything else about Emma, all her own.


‘Jig-jig?’ she said in that baby voice which turned him right off. ‘Lesty jig-jig wif Emmy?’


He dropped her: the red finger marks were as clear as paint.


‘I’m late for the train.’


‘Just a liddle-iddle jig-jig for auld lang syne wif Emmy? Emmy-wemmy.’


The middle-class nursery endearments – so gentle, so nicely silly, so sweetly harmless – thudded into Lester like insults, That was a sodding vicar’s daughter for you! They were all the same.


‘I’m off.’


He had already packed his case. It was rather battered but covered with airport tickets and labels. All authentic. That would also impress them in Thurston. After they had digested the story of his travels, Majorca would seem like Morecambe. He still had something to play with.


‘Take me.’ She swung upright, again reminding him of an object with clockwork inside.


‘I’m all dressed up.’


‘I mean to Cumbria. To see the New Year in with you. You and me. I can’t stay here. Can I?’


The last two words were rapped out. She gazed tragically around the bed-sitter. It was a small first floor room in a terrace of mid-nineteenth-century jerry-built houses in Kentish Town. Emma had draped it with the debris of her progress and, latterly, her decline. Revolutionary posters from what she called ‘my student bit’ (which had been rudely aborted). Psychedelic posters from what she called ‘my flower-power bit’. Cheap Eastern mats, junk and joss-sticks from ‘my transcendental bit’ . . . and all the records, paperbacks, cast-off furniture and small, personally precious objects of a lifetime’s utterly careless accumulation. Most things in the room looked as if they had merely drifted in for warmth, as Emma herself had. She had come down a slothful, selfless and, as most of her friends thought, stupid spiral which had gradually drawn her from a good university with good pals and good prospects to this, as they saw it, trashy, out-dated ‘bohemian’ existence on National Assistance. Lester used her as a hideaway and boarding house. She was also, he would tell her honestly from time to time, ‘one staggering screw’. Whenever he said that, the little girl inside her wriggled mightily and the large eiderdown of underprotective flesh shuddered.


He would be gone in a moment.


She took her life in her hands.


‘Lester.’ The word was marred in its delivery as she had automatically and compulsively begun to light another cigarette. The smoke was huffed out of her rather thin mouth like steam out of an old railway engine – a little instant cloud. ‘Lester.’ She found the exact jolly tone. ‘What would you say if I said I was pregnant?’


‘You’re not, are you?’


‘If I said I was?’


‘Are you or are you bloody not?’


‘What if –’


‘I haven’t time for this crap.’


Emma was as brave as she could possibly be.


‘But what if . . . ?’ she whispered.


Lester did not hesitate.


‘I’d say for one – whose is it? For two – get rid of it. And for three – it won’t be the first time you’ve done that.’


She was very still. She said nothing.


‘There’s a fiver on the sink,’ Lester said. ‘I’ll see you.’


He was gone.


She paused for a moment and threw back the grubby sheets decisively. In her shortie nightie and the black suspender belt, she walked over to the sink, picked up the fiver and tore it into four pieces. She went across to the phone and rang Geoffrey’s number. He was a solicitor. She had known him since they were children and he wanted to marry her. Despite it all, he had stayed loyal and, equally important, he did not laugh at her and use her for amusing anecdotes. He was not in.


‘If you stay here, old girl,’ she said in her real voice, a surprisingly firm, English Home Counties, old-fashioned, rulingclass voice, ‘you’ll go potty. Can’t do the wee ’un an injury, can we? Right!’ She marched across to the fridge, took out the open bottle of Pouilly Fuisse and had a very good swig. ‘Better.’ She had another for luck. And then, because why not, she finished the bottle. ‘Must remember to cut down on it for baby’s sake,’ she said. ‘OK, girl, Pack bags. Back to Daddy and Mummy.’ The ugly, gaunt, unheated vicarage in Suffolk which her mother hated so much that, winter and summer, she spent every possible hour in the three acre garden. ‘Be a sensible Emma now. Deep breaths. You’re keeping this one. God! Help me this one last time. Please.’


She burst into tears and then looked for the sellotape to stick together the five pound note which would take her home.


As Lester paid with the Barclaycard he noticed that it would run out at the end of January. He had done quite well off it. Two complete new outfits – choosing his shops shrewdly, as he had done in the old days, never going for the most expensive garment, not buying on Fridays or Saturdays, which made them nervous. Fewer shops were taking credit cards without other identification these days. This annoying mistrust had caused one problem but he had walked out of it: literally. For cash, he had had a stroke of luck at the dogs when he most needed it. He was set up for about a month. That would have to do.


‘Sign,’ the ticket man said. He put the card on a little turntable and spun it round.


Lester Tallentire signed the name James Harrison, with a flourish. He had never given a thought to who this man might be. He’d bought the card from a friend.


‘Twenty-six quid for a Second Class return!’ said Lester.


‘Robbery,’ the clerk agreed. ‘Soon all the trains’ll be for the Shah of Persia and his missus – nobody else.’


‘Happy New Year,’ said Lester.


‘Watch the Scottish lads,’ the clerk said, gloomily. ‘They generally wreck the trains on the way up to Glasgow this time of year. It’s a Scottish thing, isn’t it, New Year, with the haggis? They’re all on it already. Drunk.’


Lester felt a lurch of fear. He smiled, stepped away and walked slowly, considering whether or not to go back and change to a First Class ticket. This would put him out of reach of the drunken Scotsmen, who would inevitably go on the rampage up and down the train, which only made one stop on its three hundred mile journey to Lester’s destination. He was in a bad enough way already and needed peace to work things out. As he went over to the First Class ticket window, though, he veered away. It would cost more than thirty pounds, which he thought was the upper limit on a Barclaycard. Besides, it might draw attention. he would get a seat a long way from the buffet and bar. He would set himself up with some beer and sandwiches here in the main hall, which they were trying to look and run like an airport lounge. Lester disliked the style: too modern for trains, he thought. He was worrying too much, wasn’t he?


No. There was little point in denying it. Lester attracted trouble as he attracted sex. For about ten years now his life had swooped from one to the other, as he had hung around the pop world and a few smalltime criminals with increasing desperation, trying to get his hands on some of the bullion. Even now, though he had been part of it, though he had managed five groups, one of which had almost got into the Top Thirty, though he was thought of, back in Thurston, as a Mr Big-Shot who knew all the Superstars – even now to give himself a profound and cathartic thrill all he had to do was close his eyes and think of the money to be made in the pop business. Five hundred thousand pound advances: two million dollar recording contracts: old pals from tacky clubs on Merseyside pulling in seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars per man per year for zero. Oh God! He sweated over his lust for it. Flat, sodding broke, with a bunch of Glasgow hooligans on the way to the cold North for the New Year! And reduced to stealing again!


No miracle intervened. It was just as Lester had feared. The Scots, determined to get to their homeland skin-full of Scotch, were soon carousing and then merely yelling: the real aggravation started at the worst possible time, as the train was going up Shap Fell, which would take it into Cumbria. The next station to be made for, where there would be any possibility of getting some police on to the train, was Lester’s station, Carlisle. There were about forty-five minutes when the driver’s only option was to drive on.


Lester knew he had been picked out. They had passed down his compartment as they moved up and down the train – Hoplites, Cowboys, Warriors in their own eyes: vandals to the mothers who clutched at their children and herded together their possessions: castrators to the men, most of whom, like Lester, had the sense to burrow intently into their papers or paperbacks and attempt to blot it all out. But they had picked him out. No wonder. He was, after all, one of them. And, however much he tried, when that ‘hard man’ stare came at him – he did not flinch but returned it. The leader – in filthy, baggy jeans, clown’s boots and a pink, thin shirt, slit to the waist – had turned to the five others with him and said, ‘He’s our boy! He’s our pal. Hello, Jimmie. Remember us? He’s our friend. Eh, Jimmie?’ The gang honked with laughter and stampeded back to the bar for more fuel.


Six to one was hopeless. Even one to one now . . . you got soft. He was in no shape. He looked good, but he was soft. Exercises kept you fit but not tough. There’d been all that trouble with the Law in November. Then the boys around Fulham. Big Emma had been very useful over the last two months. None of his kind knew her – neither the mob from the time he’d first hit London – a hard man on the run from a Liverpool gang – nor the scene he’d crashed into – the rock lot – Emma wasn’t somebody you could take around. Besides, he thought, you had more chance to find a winner if you were on your own. A lot of the rock lads were bi- or right out gay and there was no point not obliging, Lester believed.


Lester was known to the rock sophisticates as a scrubber, a tart, bad luck and an ageing joke. To the criminals, he was a fringe labourer. He was unaware of this.


He had run to Emma because he had been scared. He had been scared often enough in his life, but this time it went on for days and then for weeks. He had been out of luck before, and on the run before, but never so frightened. That was why he had treated her so badly. She understood that, even though he did not.


The long train went steadily up the mountainside, steadily hauled over the rock, away from cities, towns, even villages. These hills were quite bare. And inside, half a dozen youths, fighting drunk on about a quarter of what Douglas had absorbed on the aeroplane, looking around for an excuse to start smashing up people and things and themselves.


Lester, tuned in tensely, had awaited the change of tone since the first visitation. He heard it when they were two compartments away and moved fast.


He took his case with him but left newspaper, beer can and uneaten sandwiches there. That might gain him some minutes. The thick sods might even wait for him to come back for his sandwiches. Which they would have eaten.


He got into the toilet at the very front of the train just as it reached the top of Shap and cruised for a few moments before it plunged down to the plain, averaging about 90 m.p.h. It was due at Carlisle in thirty minutes.


Lester tore off the lavatory seat for a weapon and jammed his suitcase between the locked door and the basin. He opened the small window and looked out at the snow-draped hillsides. Once upon a time he had run up and down those hills – raced to the top of them and back again. His career as a professional runner had failed, like everything else – but there had been one year – with his Uncle Joseph’s backing . . . He tried to keep himself calm by this thinking of the past. He had taken off his new jacket and folded it carefully on the top of his suitcase. He jogged on the spot and did some isometric exercises to warm himself up. The wind from the snowy hills was bitter. The train rocked from side to side like an old piece of fairground equipment. They went through Penrith and the train leaned over to the right. Only fifteen minutes to go.


Somebody knocked on the door.


He did not answer. Caught, stupidly, unawares. If he had answered, he realised, a moment too late, he could have gained another minute or two. He put his shoulder to the door, dug his feet against the opposite wall, set himself, then relaxed, and waited.


‘We know you’re in there, Jimmie, you wee bastard!’


There was only one voice. A boot made the thin door shake.


‘We’ll get you, Jimmie!’ The Glasgow city slang, the gang cutting whine of menace, spun out the words sadistically. ‘We’re goan tae hurt you, Jimmie. Eh? Eh?’


Lester had seen the guard. A cheerful old man, coming up for his pension by the look of him. A handsome grey moustache, clean uniform, deferential manner, a loud ‘Thanking You’ for everyone; and panic in his eyes at the sound of this mob. He would be locked in his own cubby-hole, praying, as Lester did, for the train to hurtle down yet faster to the city.


‘He’s in here! The wee bastard’s in here! Pissin’ hissel’, eh, Jimmie?’


The Scots drummed along the bare compartment floor and then came the blows and kicks and the almost insanely repetitive oaths which accompanied the kicking and hammering and built up the rhythm.


Lester did not say a word. He braced himself but he did not yet begin to spend every effort he had. They were uncoordinated and, though the door was splintering and bulging, no serious breach had been made. Yet.


He was even starting to think he might get away with it when the regular thud jarred the door. They had got together and were ramming it rhythmically. He anticipated it and strained against it with all his force. His insides were dissolving, he felt the stink coming out of him, he was starting to shake from the stress: he must not lose his nerve.


‘Together – c’mon lads! Don’t say the Glasgow lads were beat!’



Thud! The locked door shuddered.


‘Aa’ together. Aaaa . . . eee!!’



Thud! The obscenities, disintegrated into a howl for blood.


‘We’re on our way, lads! Stand back – and now!’



Thud! The hinges buckled. The suitcase slid down to the floor.


‘We are the champions! Celtic! Cel-tic! Cel-tic!’



Thud! Thud! ‘Cel-tic!’ Thud! Thud! ‘Cel-tic!’ We are the chaaa-mpions!!’


The door was smashed but he held against it as the brakes came on and the train slowed down for the station. Fists came in to punch his head. A hand grabbed his hair and pulled until the tears raced down his face but he kept his shoulder down, his feet against the wall. ‘Mother,’ he heard himself gasping, ‘Christ!’


‘Bastard! Bastard!!’


They were screaming now, scrambling among themselves to get at him, scuffling and slithering in the small space, hysterical with violence at being denied their victim, who was as rigid as a corpse in his small keep.


The train drew into the platform in a leisurely fashion. A bottle, its edges jagged, suddenly appeared a few inches from Lester’s face. He jerked back his head and the door fell. They stood there. Teenagers, faces bloated with hatred, screaming to destroy this stranger before them.


Lester picked up the lavatory seat and scythed it at their faces, catching the leader square on the bridge of the nose, which broke. So exhausted he had little sense of what he was doing, Lester managed to lever up the door with his right foot so that they had an obstacle to get over before coming to him and he stood in the corner, between the lavatory and the small window, swinging the seat with all the strength he had. He wailed and gasped as he fought. He was kicked in the groin. His shirt was ripped off him. He was smashed in the head. He felt blows on his chest and bootcaps bruising his legs.


The police came. He was standing on the platform. They told him to wait to give his story. He went in one side of the Gentlemen’s – cleaned himself up desperately – put on his coat – came out of the other entrance and quickly left the station. He wanted no trouble.
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Harry was badly winded. He felt embarrassed, bent over like a collapsed marionette, while the trainer pumped him up and down. He did not like drawing attention to himself.


It was a big crowd for a Thurston rugby match – getting on for three hundred and fifty. New Year’s Eve was the date of the traditional fixture with the nearest town, Aspatria. There was always needle in these Derbys. Harry had been late-tackled. Around him, the other twenty-nine players waited without fuss. It would take a miracle to change the result now. Thurston was winning twenty-seven-eight and there were only ten minutes to go. The only tension now came from the fear in the Aspatria side that Thurston’s backs would gallop over for more tries and run up a cricket score; and the fear in the Thurston side that they might not do so. The men – lightly clad – moved around to keep warm, this freezing midwinter afternoon.


The evening was closing in. Grey deepening to charcoal, drawn tightly across the sky. The rugby pitch was outside the town, built, characteristically, away from the centre, in that short burst of Sixties affluence and self-confidence, when there seemed limitless room for both expansion and exclusivity. The land was owned by the Rugby Club and most people came there by car. It was not handy for those who had to walk from the old town centre or the new council estates. The new Club had changed the social life of the town. Squash courts had encouraged a host of fanatics for this previously minority sport. There were tours of France with the rugby team and, at the Saturday dances, visits from nationally known jazz bands and up-and-coming rock groups. Wives and girl-friends came to those dances in expensive dresses, the latest styles. The Clubhouse was purpose-built, open plan, rather like a ski-lodge in the Alps, people said. There was talk of building tennis courts and the plans were being drawn up by one of the architects who played for the team. Scruffiness was discouraged and a full-time barman had been hired. An ex-President had unearthed a Seventieth Anniversary and a short ‘History of the Club’ was on the cards. Someone had suggested butts for archery.


Half a dozen brief handclaps acknowledged Harry’s return to the game and the players spread out for the penalty. Beyond the pitch were open fields; rich farmland stretching to the sea on the north and the same distance, about eight miles, to the mountains on the south. The young men in shorts, bright shirts, hooped socks, fit and with intent faces, looked as if they had been sketched on to the landscape. It was the light layer of snow, perhaps, which made everything a little fanciful. The penalty was missed: too short.


‘Come on Thurston!’


‘Come on Aspatria now, lads, there’s still time. There’s still time, lads, now.’ The voice was clear: like a farmer calling to his dogs in the neighbouring fields. There was a lot of shouting, but it came from individuals. On the whole, most people liked to savour these games privately or with their friends. Only very rarely did the crowd call out as a unit and then it was soon over.


Harry pressed his fingers into his waist, bent forwards and took some deep breaths without, he hoped, anyone noticing. He had almost scored his second try.


The kick-off again. Thurston’s neatly drilled pack took the ball, held it, brought in the Aspatria forwards and then let it out. A long pass to the stand-off. Harry was a few yards outside him, running steadily, gathering speed. The stand-off dummied, almost got through but was caught by the wing forward. A ruck collapsed as the ball refused to come out cleanly. Harry trotted back into position on his diagonal line. He was the inside centre three quarter.


He loved this game. He loved his team-mates. He could think of no better way to spend an afternoon than this. None! Other people could take anything they wanted. Just give him this. ‘Come on Thurston!’ he said, under his breath. The players moved across the field in patterns and formations which delighted or frustrated the initiates.


The ball came at him rather high. He was forced to check his stride but he caught it, turned out of the tackle and made straight for the line. One of his faults as a players was that he was a little over-eager to pass the ball. He did not like to appear to hog it or to appear selfish in any way. But this early passing was often unproductive. No one doubted his courage, so they put the fault down to poor tactics and agreed that it was the chief reason for his not being picked for the county side. He had always played well for Thurston though: or, as the committee phrased it, grown into new authority as organisers of the most successful side in the district, he was, ‘a splendid servant to the Club.’


Harry was not travelling fast, reaching out with the ball between both hands – he would have to dive, the defence was coming in quickly. He began to fling himself forward. A big wing forward lifted him with his shoulder, hoisted him into the air and Harry was grounded. Sixteen pairs of studded rugby boots scrambled above him as the two packs of forwards foraged for the ball. To anyone unused to the game, it must have appeared that the life of the fallen man – whose rugby strip included no protective padding whatsoever – was in real danger. But Harry wriggled out, sound but for a few scratches and bruises, preserved by the conventions which somehow drew a line between ferocity and brutality.


‘You should have got that one,’ the stand-off said dourly as Harry ran back into his position.


Harry nodded. He would have got to the line a couple of years ago. He had lost half a yard. Thirty-three was ageing for this game. Still, he would play for as long as they wanted him to, in whatever team, in whatever position. The Thurston side was still pressing. The ball came out again, the pass low, awkward, fumbled: he dropped it.


‘Wake up, Thurston!’


Harry cringed a little and chivvied himself harshly. He was getting slack. The Aspatria side won the ball from the set scrum and tried a break around the blind side. Harry crashed their winger into touch with a hard tackle and then helped him to his feet. He felt better. Defence had always been the soundest part of his game.


The whistle blew. Three cheers from each side. Handshakes. Clapping the visitors into the Clubhouse. On the note of polite and formal amateurism these thirty players finished the game which had absorbed so much of their skill and energy – teachers, accountants, shopkeepers, one or two farmers, civil servants, a couple of mechanics, local government employees, young engineers and junior management from the big factory, a firm stratum of that rising generation which was well entrenched in well protected and well supported jobs, responsible, affluent enough for all immediate purposes, as secure, apparently, as could be imagined. They were a group to whom the words ‘privileged’ and ‘middle-class’ would be anathema. All of them were convinced that, in their world, class distinction had dissolved. Yet, perhaps unwittingly, they were building up once again the old structures of exclusivity which they would swear were over and done with for ever; and of no interest at all.


Singing in the steaming showers. All the talk of Rugby, Rugby, Rugby. Harry drank a quick pint of shandy in the bar, which was bulging with supporters and players, who were conscientiously putting down a foundation for the drinking which would go on way past midnight and well into the New Year’s Day. In Thurston they prided themselves on the way they brought in the New Year – ‘Scottish style,’ they said – the Border was only twenty miles away – and bagpipes were at a premium. Harry bought his round and then slipped out. It was dark.


He was going to see John, his grandfather, who was not his ‘real’ grandfather, just as Betty was not his ‘real’ mother – but they had adopted him so completely that it was only recently, on the plateau of his adult life, that he had faced it as a possible problem. His conclusion had been to love and respect them even more for what they had done. He felt no pain or anger at the implications of his adoption. After all, he had had a real home, real love and ‘to all intents and purposes’ (this was the phrase he used to himself) ‘a real family’. He was glad that he could do something in return, these days, truly pleased at the opportunity to show his gratitude.


Though he had a car – he needed one for his job on the ‘Cumberland News’ – Harry enjoyed walking. He liked to look around the place. It was as if he were checking up on it, or rather, giving it his care and attention. He had lived in the town all his life, he was perfectly contented there and had only once wanted to leave it. That was when he had considered emigrating to Canada with three of his friends who had moved to Toronto. He had joined them, spent six months happily finding his feet, come home for a holiday and somehow never gone back. Now he was settled in Thurston, as he told himself, ‘for good’.


He walked along Low Moor Road, glancing at each of the new bungalows and houses which formed one of the latest little suburban tentacles of the town; noted the still unmended crack in the large end wall of the secondary modern school, which had lately become part of the Comprehensive; looked in the two farmyards which had, even in his lifetime, been separated from the town by fields and seen their fields suddenly sprouting bungalows; went through the Kissing Gate up towards Highmoor, where the old mansion had been turned into luxury flats and the Deer Park was now a private housing estate and the council had made adequate provision for old people. He liked visiting old John and knew his visits were welcome, which was pleasing.


The compound of old people’s flats was built, three storeys high, around a small green (once a walled rose garden). The Warden’s House had a dining room and a television room to be used by the pensioners if needed. Old John preferred to eat on his own (except on Fridays – a compulsory communal supper was imposed then) and watch television alone. He was a little deaf, hated to show it, and would rather miss a programme in the Common Room than ask his neighbours to be quiet. Joseph had bought him a nice little portable for his own flat.


Harry went in without knocking.


John was mending a shoe. There was a fire in the grate, the television was on with the sound well up, the apparatus of high tea made a trail from the larder-cupboard to the armchair – an open biscuit tin, the bread tin, the pan in which the beans had been cooked, a plate, a bag of fancy cakes – everything looked in disarray – an old man’s careless domesticity – and yet the overwhelming impression was of calm, a rather bleak tranquillity, as the old man huddled over his shoe, hammer very carefully tapping in little bright nails which he took one by one from between his teeth.


He nodded to Harry – indicated that he should help himself to refreshment – and continued with his job. Harry poured himself some tea and sat down on the hard-backed chair beside the table.


‘You can knock that damn thing off!’ The television vanished to a pinpoint and that too went out.


The sudden silence made them smile at each other, then John nodded and went back to the delicate tapping of the short slim nails into the sole of the shoe. Harry waited and unobtrusively massaged the bruise on his thigh.


When he had first left school and gone to work on the farm, Harry had been recommended by his ‘grandfather’, who worked on there long after Harry left for journalism. Eventually the old man had been laid off – well after his eightieth birthday. John had taken to the idea of retirement very badly. However, as always in his hard and unyielding life, he had settled for what was inevitable. There were hedges to be trimmed around the lawns of nearby private houses. He established a routine – his own means, his own shopping, a drink on certain lunchtimes and certain evenings and a visit to Joseph and Betty for Sunday dinner.


Above all, though, at the end of this enormous life, which had taken him down the pits and under the sea to hack coal in conditions known to Roman slaves and on to the land to plough with horses and work like one, into the First World War, to be used as indifferently as any footsoldier in history, and back to his hero’s home to face the death of his first wife, the breaking up of his family, the death of his favourite son, more hardship, more labour, unemployment, eventually drifting up to a ledge of affluence on the mid-century tide, John found pleasure in what had previously seemed nothing but a chore: walking. He walked along the River Wiza and noted the banks where the trout might hide; he walked around the few remaining lanes in the middle of a gutted and modernised Thurston; he walked to the park to watch the children on the swings. Once, near his ninetieth birthday, he had walked to the village in which he had been born. It was three miles off. He had gone without telling anyone. But someone from town had seen him, offered him a lift in their car, been gruffly refused, and reported the curious incident. Curious, because John was beginning to be widely known as ‘old’ (ninety in a man was quite rare) and also because, as the motorist said, ‘You could tell he was tired out, flaked, jiggered, you could tell – but the old bugger wasn’t going to have a lift – “No thanks!” he said, like he was telling me off – just “No thanks!”’ John had gone to look at the cottage in which he had been born. It had been painted and improved and embellished, after the taste of a couple of dentists who commuted from the village to their practice in Carlisle. ‘They made a smart job of it,’ he said, approvingly. He had passed it by once and then returned alongside it, not wanting to stop and stare in case he was seen and caused alarm.


His barrel-bellied father, who always wore a hat – bullying – his mother – distant now, an anxious lock of hair on her brow, blue, bluebell eyes, slim face, quick shy smile, red knuckles – his numerous brothers and sisters – they had played beside that stream . . . there used to be an orchard where the new double garage stood . . . all the shops were gone and the forge where he had first worked . . . and Emily, his wife . . . he could not find the place where she had lived . . . there were too many memories, he thought, too much crowded in. What was he to do with it all?


That had been in the spring.


Harry idolised the old man and idealised him. When John was silent, as now, Harry would respect it, know that silence was preferred for a while, be happy just looking at John, small, very lean, still a head of hair on him, though thinner, and still the unexpected blue eyes that struck out of the browned face. John kept his head low, being more than usually careful over the job. Shoes were expensive, Harry thought, approving the thrift; they had to be looked after.


‘Did they find out who that lad was?’ John asked the question without looking up.


‘Yes. He was local. He’d been to school with Douglas.’


‘Do they know why?’


‘Nobody knows.’


A young man had just been found dead in some woods a few miles from Thurston. All the indications were that he had lived there for some weeks, until he succumbed to hypothermia. One or two people now thought they had seen him about the woods. Nobody had reported him. His body had been found by a couple looking for a place to lie.


‘Those two must have had a queer shock,’ John said, and he turned his face up to Harry and smiled grimly, the remaining two nails in his mouth giving him a rather bizarre appearance. ‘Tea’s cold, I’m sorry.’


‘I didn’t come for tea. It’s all right, anyway.’ He took a large mouthful.


Awkwardly in his pocket there was the ounce of twist Harry brought up every Saturday. It was always a problem, getting it out of his pocket and on to the mantelpiece where he always left it. Whichever way he manoeuvred seemed flashy, somehow, as if he were throwing charity in the old man’s face.


‘You won then.’


‘How do you know?’


‘You haven’t said anything.’


‘It was a bit scrappy.’


‘Aspatria used to hammer Thurston. Used to be miners, Aspatria, all of them. Up from the shift at dinner-time – into their togs and on with a game. I never played a game, young fella, never once. We worked Saturdays. There. That should hold.’ He held the shoe before him and examined the neat job.


Harry was uneasy. There was an inflection in John’s voice which perturbed him, but he was unable to diagnose the source of his apprehension. He waited.


‘They should see you through a few more hundred miles. Eh?’


There was no answer. Harry was uncomfortable now. For some reason, the proportions of the small room had changed. The single light in the middle of the ceiling appeared to illuminate a much more limited area. The undrawn curtains, flower-patterned, green, appeared short, doll’s house curtains. The few pieces of furniture were so cramped Harry could have stretched out his leg and touched John, who sat very still, vulnerable. The young man could not bear that vulnerability.


Harry glanced about him as if some visible threat were in the room. His throat was dry. He could not understand why the old man’s mood was so fiercely silent and sorrowful. Once again he took refuge in cheerfulness.


‘Joseph was telling me you used to make all their clogs when they were little. He said you used to shape the wood to a bit of paper you made them stand on – and then buy the wood and leather to cut for yourself. He said he’s never worn anything more comfortable in his life! He can still feel them on his feet, he says, when he puts his mind to it.’


John did not react to any of this. As the silence began once more to grow and thicken, Harry felt panic come over him. He feared things that were unclear. He could not endure them.


‘What’s wrong?’


There was a slight shake of the head.


‘C’mon, Grandad! You can tell me.’


Without glancing up, or moving at all, John spoke, pausing between almost every sentence.


‘I was coming along that bit of field just behind here. Just now. Just walking. I hadn’t done much. I hadn’t gone far at all. And my legs gave way.’ Here he hesitated for a full minute, wondering at his own words. ‘They buckled. They just packed up. It’s happened before but I took no notice. Except, this time – I had to crawl back here like a baby.’ He repeated the sentence, amazed. ‘I had to crawl – like a baby. If anybody’d come up I was going to say I was looking for a button. I got myself here along by the fences and using the walls.’ He looked up, quite suddenly, and the blue eyes stared through the swell of tears. ‘I can’t walk, Harry.’ He paused. ‘It’s all finished. It’s all over.’ He wiped his eyes with his shirtsleeves. ‘You won’t tell anybody,’ he said harshly, and Harry nodded.


Finally, they looked at each other directly, and Harry was pierced by the old man’s terror.
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It was not at all as Betty had hoped. She had wanted them to meet up as a happy family. She wanted there to be easy pleasure and harmony. She wanted cheerful bustle and companionableness – the spirit of Christmas and a New Year. Instead she got a fraught assembly which crashed and jarred through the bungalow, uncaringly, she thought, uncaringly. They made it seem small when it could have seemed warm. Even Harry was not reliable, not his usual self.


Lester had arrived first, looking ‘dreadful’, she said to herself, and vowed to say it to no one else and to contradict flatly anyone else who said it. His mother, good old good-time Helen (Joseph’s youngest sister), had not left the key under the stone and Lester was in no state to go around the early evening pubs looking for her. He wanted something to eat and he wanted a wash. Betty gave him a clean towel and asked him where he had got the cuts and bruises. Silently, she absorbed the lie about falling down the stairs at the station and went to make him, on request, egg and chips.


Joseph, of course, was pumpkin-packed with curiosity, but he too had the manners not to ask directly. Remarks like, ‘They should see to those bloody stairs’ and, ‘You used to be quick on your feet’ and, ‘Maybe he needs a breathaliser before being put in charge of egg and chips – just joking! Just joking!’ – these and one or two other searching, intimate invitations to confidences were ignored by Lester, who locked himself in the small but well appointed bathroom, relaxed for the first time in hours, opened his coat, removed his ripped silk shirt, stripped off his battered trousers, shivered violently, felt the cold sweat on his forehead and was noisily sick. The sound travelled through the thin walls and silenced Joseph.


There was a desperate merriness about Joseph now. Either that or he was crushed in unfathomable melancholy. His life, it often seemed to him, had come, in all senses of the word, to nothing. He used activity to beat down thought.


As Lester came out of the bathroom – to a fully laid table – the meal all set out – Douglas, Mary and John came in. The lounge was instantly overcrowded. They grouped in the middle, the backs of their knees pressing against the arms of the three piece suite. Betty pushed the few pieces of furniture here and there to make more space. Joseph immediately engaged Douglas in the intense interrogation least likely to be tolerable after a three hundred mile drive – what was he exactly doing? What was Hollywood like? Who did he meet? How was the film going? Betty herself swung between irritation at Joseph’s relentless tactlessness and amused sympathy for his understandable curiosity. She too wanted to know those things and Douglas would tell her in his own good time: in time, he would lay his adventures at her feet. But now – tired and fussed after the car journey – he fretted and strained, half wanting to satisfy his father, half aching to be let off the leash of this paternal-proprietorial interest. Between her husband and her son there could still be a tension as competitive and bare as between two boys. Lester watched them with exaggerated interest, as if he were at a ping-pong game: he had always taken Douglas for a fool and, despite Douglas’s success, Lester had not changed his mind. Indeed, he had added another dimension to the son of the man who had helped him more than his own father: Douglas was a phony. All that highbrow talking! Phony, Lester thought, junk! Yes: that was about it. He went on with his meal, virtually ignoring the new arrivals.


Betty noticed that, too.


Douglas and Mary had come to leave John for the night, so that they could go out to the New Year’s Rounds. Betty insisted on this, even though Mary thought it unfair on her, but – ‘enjoy yourselves while you can,’ Betty said, urging others to the self-indulgence she had always denied herself. ‘Besides, I like having him to stay, don’t I, John?’ She smiled at the boy and hugged him, but he did not make much of a response. With his hands in his pockets he was staring moodily at the large print of Constable’s ‘Hay Wain’ which dominated one wall, and yawning. He had slept in the car and Douglas and Mary had been able to argue indisturbed. ‘Have some tea,’ Betty suggested, although she felt, surely and sadly, that her son and his wife wanted to be away as fast as they possibly could be. ‘Lovely,’ Mary said, summoning real enthusiasm to sink the scum of selfishness and ingratitude which floated above her mood. She wanted to stay with Betty for a while. ‘Lovely; let me get it.’ ‘We’ll get it together,’ Betty countered, ‘leave the men with a bit more space.’


Harry came in.


By this time, Douglas and Joseph had edged, thankfully, into talk of local news. Joseph was sometimes a little impatient of Douglas’s interest in this; Lester thought it was just another example of Douglas’s phoniness: the ‘I’ve kept my feet on the ground bit’, as Emma would have said. (He smiled as he thought of that big bare bum – and the smile hurt his face. Thank God Betty and Joseph liked him for what he was and no questions asked.) But Harry, who loved Douglas as a brother should love a brother, even though, or perhaps because, they were not related in blood, saw that this concern was genuine and was happy to join in and feed it. He respected Douglas a lot. He could imagine how hard it was in London.


Yet, when Douglas was there, Harry felt that he had to alter his behaviour. Although this bungalow was more familiar to him than it was to Douglas, although it was he and not Douglas who had helped Betty and Joseph move in, and although he came regularly and did the heavy work of turning over the garden, re-siting the fence, planting the fruit trees (the garden was disproportionately large) – yet, despite all these daily bonds of help, loyalty and affection, Harry felt it right and natural that Douglas assumed precedence in all things whenever he crashed in from London for a few hectic or strained hours. Douglas recognised that and deliberately held back from over-much family attention when Harry was there.


‘There was this business of Alan Jackson’s death in Allhallows Woods,’ Harry offered, and gave the same brief details he had given his grandfather, ending with the lonely self-destruction in the woods. ‘You knew him, didn’t you?’


‘Yes.’ Douglas felt suddenly desolate, full of pity for Alan Jackson. ‘I suppose I knew him as well as anybody, once.’


Alan had been a peculiar man. In one illumination, it seemed as if he saw the whole of the life of this man he knew so little and yet, in truth, did know ‘as well as anybody, once’. There and then he felt a powerful, instant sense of loss. He wanted to go over it privately. The man was gone from the earth: a man his own age – school – a man he had shadowed in some way in his childhood.


‘It seems he was rather the solitary type,’ Harry suggested.


Douglas nodded. He wanted to concentrate in silence on this death. It was almost as if he needed to be left alone, to grieve over it. And yet the man had been a stranger to him in the years since school. And even then there had been no shared sport or dances or girls, they had not even been in the same form. But Douglas felt that he knew the man to his soul; he could sense the sad parabola of the life which had taken him back to those particular woods; he could understand, he thought, why this lonely individual had died in the way he had. He wanted time to think about it. It marked him out in some way he could not fathom. It was as if the man’s death met a need in him.


‘Thanks!’ Lester shouted his appreciation, pushing aside his empty plate. ‘Just exactly what I needed.’ He burped but kept it inside his mouth. ‘Any apple cake?’ He tilted back his chair and took out a cigarette.


‘There’s always apple cake in this house,’ Joseph said, sentimentally. ‘I love apple cake. So does Douglas.’


It must be possible, Douglas was thinking, to envisage a soul, or a life after death, when he himself – though in this overcrowded room – could now be so heavily, almost wholly, engaged elsewhere. His thoughts, his imagination, his sympathies were with Alan Jackson – he saw the clumsy young man stumbling about in those damp, thin woods, blindly trying to fend off the in-crushing world – and yet he was also here, in the flesh, in the touchingly spick and span lounge, brightly lit, newly dusted and polished, here he was, one of four men of the same name. What was this sudden cessation of existence?


‘If you would take your apple cake on your knees across in that easy chair, Lester, we could organise everybody else around the table.’ Betty was making the best of it.


With Mary’s help the table was set out once more, this time for four – Douglas, Mary, John and Harry. Betty had wanted to have a proper High Tea for all of them and she had cooked and prepared all day for this. But it was clear to her that Mary and Douglas were impatient to be gone. They had arrived so much later than they had said they would. Then Lester and Harry being here as well made it impossible. So she postponed the High Tea, with the crackers and the sweets, the best crockery and the napkins. There would be another time, perhaps.


Even so, there was enough on the table to feed the four of them three times over. Tongue, veal pie, ham, a salad, fresh bread, teacakes, scones, rum butter, cheese, jams, apple cakes, gooseberry tarts, trifle, cream, ‘to keep you going until you can get something,’ Betty said, stubbing the rising cries of appreciation, putting the meal in its place as she poured the tea and hovered, watching them eat.
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