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Harry West’s the name, fitter by trade. I’m working for Dawson Whittaker & Sons, one of the biggest engineering firms around Cressley, and lodging with Mrs Baynes, one of the firm’s recommended landladies, up on Mafeking Terrace, not far from the Works. It’s an interesting job – I like doing things with my hands – and not a bad screw either, what with bonus and a bit of overtime now and again, and taken all round I’m pretty satisfied. The only thing I could grumble about is some of my mates; but they’re not a bad lot really. It must be because I’m a big fair bloke and the sort that likes to think a bit before he opens his mouth that gives them the idea I’m good for a laugh now and then. Some of them seem to think it’s proper hilarious that I’m happy with my own company and don’t need to go boozing and skirt-chasing every night in the week to enjoy life. And on Monday mornings, sometimes, when they’re feeling a bit flat after a weekend on the beer, they’ll try to pull my leg about Ma Baynes and that daughter of hers, Thelma. But they get no change out of me. I just let them talk. Keep yourself to yourself and stay happy – that’s my motto. I’m not interested in women anyway; I’ve got better ways of spending my time, not to mention my money.


I’ve got something better than any girl: nearly human she is. Only she wears chromium plate and black enamel instead of lipstick and nylons. And she’s dependable. Look after her properly and she’ll never let you down, which I reckon is more than you can say for most women. Every Saturday afternoon I tune her and polish her for the week. There’s no better way of spending a Saturday afternoon: just me and the bike, and no complications. All I ask is to be left alone to enjoy it.


Well, it’s summer, and a blazing hot Saturday afternoon, and I’m down on my knees in Ma Baynes’s backyard with the motor bike on its stand by the wall, when a shadow falls across me and I look up and see Thelma standing there.


‘Hello, Arry,’ she says, and stands there looking at me with them dull, sort of khaki-coloured eyes of hers that never seem to have any expression in them, so you can’t tell what she’s thinking, or even if she’s not thinking at all, which I reckon is usually the case.


‘Oh, hello.’ And I turn back to the job and give one of the spindle nuts on the front wheel a twist with the spanner.


‘Are you busy?’ she says then.


I’m trying my best to look that way, hoping she’ll take the hint and leave me alone. ‘You’re allus busy with a motor bike if you look after it properly,’ I say. But even me giving it to her short and off-hand like that doesn’t make her shove off. Instead she flops down behind me, coming right up close so’s she can get her knees on my bit of mat and pressing up against me till I can feel her big bust like a big soft cushion against my shoulder.


‘What’re you doing now, then?’ she says.


‘Well,’ I say, getting ready to answer a lot of daft questions, ‘I’m just checkin’ ’at me front wheel’s on properly. I don’t want that to come loose when I’m on the move, y’know.’


‘You must be clever to know all about motor bikes,’ she says, and I wonder for a second if she’s sucking up to me. But I reckon she’s too simple for that.


‘Oh, I don’t know. You get the hang of ’em when you’ve had one a bit.’


She gives a bit of a wriggle against my shoulder, sort of massaging me with her bust. She doesn’t know what she’s doing. She’s like a big soft lad the way she chucks herself about. It’d be enough to give ideas to some blokes I could mention. But not me. It does nothing to me, except make me feel uncomfortable. I’m breaking a new pair of shoes in and I’ve cramp like needles in my left foot. But I can’t move an inch with Thelma there behind me, else we’ll both fall over.


She gives another wriggle and then gets up, nearly knocking me into the bike headfirst. And when I’ve got my balance again I stretch my leg out and move my toes about inside the shoe.


‘We was wonderin’,’ Thelma says, ‘if you’d like to lend us your portable radio set. Me mam wants to go on a picnic, but me dad wants to listen to the Test Match.’


Now here’s a thing. I’ve got to go canny here. ‘Well, er, I dunno…’ I get up, steady, wiping my neck with my handkerchief, giving myself time to think of an excuse for saying no. I’m always careful with my belongings.


‘Oh, we’d look after it,’ Thelma says. ‘On’y me dad’s that stubborn about cricket, an’ me mam won’t go without him.’


I know Old Man Baynes and his sport. It’s the one thing Ma Baynes can’t override him on.


Thelma can see I’m not happy about the radio and she says, ‘Why don’t you come with us, then you can look after it yourself? We’re goin’ to Craddle Woods. It’ll be lovely up there today.’


I know it will, and I’ve already thought of having a ride out that way when I’ve finished cleaning the bike. But this doesn’t suit me at all. I haven’t been with the Bayneses long and I’ve been careful not to get too thick with them. Getting mixed up with people always leads to trouble sooner or later. I always reckon the world would be a sight better place if more folk kept themselves to themselves and minded their own business.


But I see that Thelma has a look on her face like a kid that wants to go to the zoo.


‘Well, I’d summat else in mind really,’ I say, still trying my best to fob her off. ‘I was goin’ to clean me bike.’


‘Clean it!’ she says. ‘But it’s clean. Look how it shines!’


‘It on’y looks clean,’ I say. ‘There’s dozens o’ mucky places ’at you can’t see.’


‘Well, it can wait, can’t it? You don’t want to waste this lovely weather, do you?’


I haven’t thought of wasting it, not with that nice little ride all planned. But I’m concerned. That’s how it is with people. They pin you down till you can’t get out any way. I can see Ma Baynes taking offence if I don’t lend them the radio now, and that’s the last thing I want. No trouble. I’m all for a quiet life. So I give in.


‘Okay, then, I’ll come. When’re you settin’ off?’


Thelma’s face lights up like a Christmas tree at this. ‘About three, I sh’d think,’ she says. ‘I’ll tell ’em to be…’ And then she gets her eyes fixed on something behind me and forgets what she’s saying.


‘Look, there’s Lottie Sharpe.’


I turn round and look over into the next yard, where a girl’s walking by: a slim little bit, all dressed up in nylons and high heels and even a fancy little hat.


‘I wish I looked like that,’ Thelma says, sort of quiet and wistful like, and I can tell she’s talking to herself, not to me. I take a good look at her, standing nearly as big as me, with that sort of suet-pudding face of hers, and I see what she means, but I say nothing.


‘Lottie’s gettin’ married next month.’


There it is: they’re all alike. Getting married and spending some poor feller’s brass is all they think about. I say nothing.


Thelma watches right till Lottie turns the corner into the entry, then she gives a big sigh, right down inside herself.


‘I’ll tell ’em to be gettin’ ready, then.’


She goes back across the yard. Her overall’s tight and stretched across her fat behind and I can see the red backs of her knees.


I reckon I’ve had it for today and I begin to pick my gear up.


We go along the street to the bus stop. Ma Baynes is walking in front, wearing white holiday shoes and carrying the sandwiches in a tartan shopping bag. Old Man Baynes, in a new cap and cricket shirt, strolls along beside her sucking at his pipe and saying nothing.


I’m walking behind with Thelma, carrying the portable radio. Thelma’s changed into a thin cotton frock that’s as short and tight as the overall she had on earlier. I wonder if she has any clothes she doesn’t look as though she’s grown out of. Now and then I take a look down at my new shoes. They’re a light tan, with long toes. I’ve had my eye on them for weeks, along with a pair with inch-thick crepe soles, and I’ve had a lot of trouble making up my mind between them. But these are definitely dressier: a smashing pair of shoes. They’ll be fine when a bit of the newness has worn off. Just now they’ve developed a bit of a squeak and once Thelma looks down and giggles. I give her a look and move away from her and try to look as if I’m not with them at all, and hoping like mad we won’t run into any of the bods from the Works.


We sit downstairs on the bus. Just out of manners I have a bit of a difference with Old Man Baynes about who’s going to get the fares. But I soon give in when I see one or two of the other passengers looking round. It’s the Bayneses’ treat anyway and I don’t want to attract attention and have everybody taking me for Thelma’s young man. She’s sitting next to me, by the window. She’s chattering ill the time to her mother in front and bouncing backwards and forwards like a kid on a trip. Her skirt’s getting well up past her knees and I can feel her leg hot when it rubs mine, so I move over to the edge of the seat and look at the barber’s rash on the back of Old Man Baynes’s neck.


In about twenty minutes we’re well out in the country and we get off the bus and cross the road and take a path through a field of corn that’s ready for getting in, it’s so heavy and ripe, and as still as if we were seeing it on a photo. It’s a real scorcher of a day. We go round the edge of the farmyard and down into the woods. The trees come over and shut the sun out and the path’s narrow and steep. We walk in single file with Ma Baynes in front and every now and then one of us trips over the roots that stick out of the ground all hard and shiny like the veins on the backs of old people’s hands. After a bit of this we come out into a clearing. Down the hill we can see the beck with the sun shining on it and on the far side there’s a golf course with one or two nobs having a game. Past that there’s fields stretching miles off and electricity pylons marching along like something out of a science-fiction picture.


‘This’ll do,’ Ma Baynes says and drops her bag and flops down on the grass like half a ton of sand. Old Man Baynes shoots me a look and I pass the radio over. He takes it out of the case and switches on, stretching out on the grass with his ear stuck right up to the speaker as though he thinks the set’s too little to make much noise.


Ma Baynes levers her shoes off and pushes the hair off her forehead. Then she clasps her hands in her lap and gives a satisfied look all round.


‘We sh’d come here more often,’ she says, ’stead o’ stickin’ in that mucky old town.’ She gives Thelma and me a funny look. ‘Me an’ your father used to come courtin’ here,’ she says. ‘Didn’t we, George?’


Old Man Baynes just says ‘Mmmm?’ and Ma Baynes twists her head and pins him with a real sharp look.


‘I hope you’re not goin’ to have your head stuck inside that thing all afternoon,’ she says. ‘If that’s all you can find to do you might as well ha’ stopped at home.’


‘That’s what I wanted to do,’ he says, and gives the radio a tap with his fingers. ‘I can’t get no reception.’ He picks the set up and gives it a shake.


‘Here,’ I say, ‘let me.’


Ma Baynes gives a sigh. ‘Here we are, next to nature, an’ all they can find to do is fiddle wi’ a wireless set!’


After a bit she sends Thelma up to the farm for a jug of tea. By this time me and Old Man Baynes between us have taken so many parts out of the radio it’d take a chopper to strip it down any more. All the guts of it are spread out in one of my hankies on the grass and I’m looking at them in a bit of a daze, wondering if we haven’t gone a bit too far.


Old Man Baynes has lost all interest. He’s sitting by himself, looking out over the valley, chewing grass stalks and muttering to himself something like, ‘I wonder how they’re gettin’ on.’ He’s worried sick about that cricket match.


Soon Thelma comes back with the tea and Ma Baynes sets the mugs out. ‘Come on, you men, and get your teas.’


We get going on the fishplate sandwiches. Nobody has much to say now. It’s all right going out into the country, but what do you do when you get there? It begins to get me down after a bit and I get to thinking about the bike and all I could be doing with her if I wasn’t wasting my time sitting here.


When we’ve finished Thelma picks up the jug.


‘I’ll take that back, if you like,’ I say. I think a walk might help to pass the time.


Ma Baynes looks up at us. ‘Why don’t you both go?’


I’d rather go on my own, but I give a shrug. ‘If you like.’


We set off up the path under the trees. It’s a bit cooler here but I’m still sweating a lot and my shirt’s stuck to me. Thelma’s the same. Her frock was tight to start with and now it looks as it it’s been pasted on her. We get the full force of the sun as we leave the shade on the edge of the farmyard, and it’s dazzling the way it bounces back off the whitewashed walls. Everything’s dead quiet and there’s no sign of life except for a few hens pecking around and a great red rooster strutting about among them as though he owns the place. I put my hand down on the flagstones as Thelma comes back from the house.


‘Could fry your breakfast on here,’ I say, just to help the conversation on a bit.


‘It is hot, in’t it?’ she says, and flaps her arms about like an angry old hen. ‘I wish we was at the seaside; I’d love to be in the sea just now.’


We go back into the wood and follow the path till we come to another one, narrower and steeper, leading off down through the bracken to the beck.


‘Let’s go down here,’ Thelma says, and starts off before I can say yea or nay. She runs on in front and I follow, and when I come out on the grassy bank where the stream bends she’s sitting down taking her sandals off.


‘I’m goinna paddle,’ she says. ‘Comin?’


Paddling’s nothing in my line so I shake my head and stretch out on the bank while she goes in. I chew a grass stalk and watch her bounce about in the water like a young hippo, holding her skirt up and giving me a good view of her legs above the knee.


Before long she’s overdoing the jumping about a bit and I tell her to be careful of the stones on the bottom: but she just laughs and jumps right up out of the water. Well, it’s her funeral, I’m just thinking, when her face changes and she starts to sway about and throw her arms out to keep her balance. I don’t take this in for a second, and then I see she’s not acting any more, and I jump up. The next thing I know my right leg’s in water up to the knee and my arm’s round her holding her up. I shift my hand to get a better hold and feel my fingers sink into her soft bust.


When I have her safe on the bank I take a look at my sopping trouser leg and shoe. But I’m not bothering about them somehow. It’s my hand. Something’s wrong with it. It’s still got the feel of Thelma’s bust in the fingers.


I look at her sprawling on the grass with her knees up. ‘You’ve grazed your foot.’ She’s a bit short of wind and doesn’t say anything, so I kneel down in front of her and dry her foot on my spare hankie and then tie the hankie round it in a makeshift bandage. ‘That’ll stop your shoe rubbing it till you get home.’


When I lift my eyes I find I’m looking straight along her leg to her pink pants and what with this and that funny feeling in my hand I look away quick and feel myself coming up brick red.


She puts her leg down and leans forward to feel at the bandage. I stand up out of the way.


‘I don’t know what I’d ’ve done if you hadn’t been here, Arry,’ she says.


‘You’d ha’ got wet,’ I say, and give a short laugh. And all the time I’m looking down at her big bust lolling about inside her frock. She’s got nothing much else on besides the frock and it looks as though if she leans over a bit further the whole flipping lot might come flopping out, and I can’t keep my eyes off it, wondering what I’ll do if it does. I don’t know what’s come over me.


Then all at once a funny thing happens. As sharp as if it was yesterday I remember the time we went with the school to the Art Gallery. It’s the only time I’ve ever been but I remember clear as daylight all them naked women, big strapping women, lolling about on red plush, as brazen as you please. And it comes to me that Thelma would have been just right in them days: they must all have been like Thelma then. I shut my eyes and imagine her and then I begin to get excited. It’s like a great bubble filling all inside me and then it goes down and leaves me all loose and wobbly where my guts should be. God! But I’ve never felt like this before. I put my hand out and I can’t keep it steady.


‘It’s ever so nice havin’ some’dy big an’ strong to look after you,’ Thelma’s saying.


‘I like looking after you,’ I say. My throat’s all clogged up and I swallow hard to clear it. ‘I... I’d like to look after you all along.’


Thelma stares and goes as red as fire. ‘Would you, Arry? All along?’


I give her a nod because I can’t talk any more, and sit down beside her. The way I’m feeling now I’d tell her anything.


‘I allus knew you was a nice lad, Arry,’ she says, and hides her face as I slide my arm round her waist and try to pull her over.


‘Give us a kiss, then,’ I say.


She doesn’t move for a couple of seconds, then she turns her face round and turns it straight back again just as I’m making for her and I end up kissing her on the ear. We sit like that for a minute or two and then I try to touch her bust again. She gives a wriggle at this.


‘We’d best be gettin’ back, Arry,’ she says. ‘They’ll be wonderin’ where we’ve got to.’


She pulls her sandals on and we stand up. I grab her and plonk her one straight on the mouth. Her eyes flutter like bees’ wings after that.


‘You’ll have to let me lean on you, Arry,’ she says, all soft and melting like.


We get back to the main path and make for the clearing. Thelma limps along the path and I charge along through the bracken with my arm round her waist. As we get near the place where we left Ma and Old Man Baynes I begin to notice she’s leaning on me fit for a broken leg, let alone a scratched foot. And I can feel my trouser leg all sopping wet and my foot squelching away in my shoe. The next minute I see Ma and Old Man Baynes sitting there waiting for us and all the feeling I had by the beck’s gone and I just feel like turning round and running for it.


Thelma tells her everything and a bit more besides, nearly falling over herself to get it all out.


‘An’ guess what, Mam!’ she says at the end. ‘Me an’ Arry’s engaged!’


Even Old Man Baynes lifts his eyebrows at this and I feel myself go all cold at the glitter that comes into Ma Baynes’s eyes.


When we get home Thelma offers to press my trousers. I reckon it’s the least she can do, so I go upstairs and change and bring them down to her. She spreads them out on the kitchen table and sets about them with her mother’s electric iron.


‘That’s right, love,’ Ma Baynes says. ‘Get your hand in.’


She’s settled down with a box of chocolates and a woman’s paper, and there’s a variety show on the wireless. Old Man Baynes chucks his sports final down and takes his glasses off. ‘Would you believe it?’ he says. ‘Rain stopped play. An’ we haven’t had a drop all day!’


I make some excuse and go up to my room where I can be on my own and think a bit and try to sort it all out. I sit down on the bed and look at my shoes standing under a chair. I’ve already polished them with a rag and one’s bright and shiny, but the other one’s soggy and dull. I can’t see that one ever polishing up again. I really can’t. Anyway, they’ll never do for best again. New on at that. I think now that I could have reckoned the radio was bust when Thelma first asked me. I don’t think fast enough by half, that’s my trouble. It’s bust now, though, right enough. A fiver that’ll cost me, if a penny. The shoes and the radio. And on top of all that I’ve gone and got myself engaged! Fifteen quid for a ring, and Ma Baynes for a mother-in-law. How I ever came to do it I’ll never know. But I’ll have to get out of it somehow, even if it means finding fresh digs; which is a pity because I’ve just nicely got settled here. I’ll have to think about it. But not now. I can’t concentrate now. I’ll think about it later when I haven’t got so much else on my mind. Just now I can’t get over the shoes. I’ve had plenty of enjoyment out of the radio, but I’ve only worn the shoes today. A new pair of shoes like that; ruined first time on. A smashing pair of shoes, and they’re done. It doesn’t bear thinking about.


I sit there on the bed and I hear laughing coming up from the wireless in the kitchen. It sounds as though they’re laughing at me. I begin to think what a nice life these hermit bods must have with nobody to bother them; and then I seem to go off into a sort of doze, because when I come to again it’s dark and I can’t see the shoes any more.


 









Freestone at the Fair


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


It was only afterwards that it occurred to Freestone to wonder why the gipsy should have picked on him rather than Emily or Charlie, and the thought that he might have looked the most gullible of the three never entered his mind. For when, after pondering the matter for a moment or two, he seemed to recall the woman’s saying he had an interesting face, he was instantly satisfied with that eminently reasonable explanation. For there were deeper aspects of the matter concerning him by this time: aspects which might have had grave effects on the mind and reason of a lesser man.


She had stood in the opening of the tent and fixed on him a dark and lustrous eye. Her sultry stare did not perturb him and his natural inclination, when she offered to read his hand, was to walk on, ignoring the rapid mumbled persuasions. But to his surprise he found himself being pressed into acceptance by his companions.


His surprise contained more than a little irritation, for this was the third time that day they had formed an alliance against him (but for them he would never have thought of visiting the fair in the first place, and only a few minutes ago they had failed to entice him to join them while they sampled the undignified thrills and delights of the Whip).


Mrs Freestone, her yellow-brown eyes and plump face shining with the unaccustomed excitement, urged him.


‘Go on, Percy,’ she said. ‘See what she tells you.’


Since Emily was aware of his views on fortune-telling, as she was on most other subjects, Freestone considered this to be nothing less than wanton betrayal and his mind began instinctively to frame a future reprimand.


Charlie, fifteen stone of jovial, arrogant manhood, was, of course, all for it.


‘Ye-es, go on and have a bash, Perce,’ he said, giving Freestone a playful thump on the upper arm.


Freestone frowned at the unwelcome familiarity of the blow and the detestable abbreviation of his Christian name. He had for some time past regretted the generous impulse which had prompted him to offer Charlie accommodation while he looked for suitable rooms. He regarded it now as a lapse, a temporary mental aberration; whereas it had seemed such a naturally kindly thing to do at the time the Manager had introduced them and intimated that Charlie was the son of an old friend of his and was learning the business in preparation for higher things. Now the few days originally specified had stretched into several weeks and Freestone was finding Charlie’s all-good-pals-together attitude to life simply too much at such close range. And the fact that he himself was manager of Soft Furnishings while Charlie, his supposed influence apparently not at all what it had at first seemed to be, was still a mere assistant in Hardware, loaded an already painful situation with an additional sting.


‘Well really,’ Freestone said now, with the intention of killing the matter with a few scornful words. ‘There’s absolutely no foundation to this fortune-telling business, you know. It’s simply a catchpenny from first to last.’


But he seemed temporarily to have lost Emily, and Charlie was impervious to scorn in any shape or form.


‘Oh, come off it, Perce!’ he said with dreadful joviality. ‘Let yourself go, man! Show a bit of holiday spirit! You’ll get a laugh out of it if nothing else.’


And on to the camel’s back of Freestone’s resistance Charlie then blithely tossed the last straw.


‘You’re not scared of what she might tell you, are you?


Thus challenged, Freestone had no choice.


‘Very well, then,’ he said, with the lofty resignation of one who spends a large part of his life humouring the whims of the sub-intelligent. ‘But it’s nothing but foolishness to encourage these charlatans.’


With an instinctive gesture he lifted his hand to adjust the rim of his bowler hit, only to encounter instead the unfamiliar peak of the tweed cap which he had always hitherto considered a sufficient concession to the ‘holiday spirit’. It was a psychological setback from which he recovered admirably, and with one hand resting lightly in the breast of his dirk blue blazer – rather in the manner of a certain deceased foreign dignitary of similar stature, but immeasurably greater significance – he marched with a firm and dignified tread into the dark interior of the tent.


There was a lot of what looked like black-out material draped about to add to the atmosphere of mystery, but a modern adjustable reading-lamp with a weak down shaded bulb occupied the place of the traditional crystal ball on the table in the middle of the tent. A voice from the shadows bade Freestone sit down and he obeyed, perching gingerly on the edge of a collapsible chair which sloped alarmingly in its stance on the uneven turf. A rather grubby hand appeared under the light. Freestone primed it with a two-shilling piece and replaced it with his own pink and well scrubbed palm.


The woman began by tracing Freestone’s character, revealing all those sterling qualities, the possession of which he had never had occasion to doubt.


‘I am looking into the future now,’ the gipsy said at length. ‘It is very hard. You are not responsive. You doubt my powers.’


Sighing at the waste of money, Freestone passed over another florin.


‘You are a family man,’ the woman said.


‘Oh, but I’m not,’ Freestone said.


‘You will be, very soon. I see a child. A boy, I think. And a time of rejoicing. You have waited a long time.’


‘And what after that?’ Freestone said, smirking disbelievingly. ‘Why not make it twins?’


‘You are not sympathetic,’ the woman said. ‘You do not believe. It is not safe to scoff at those who have the power to pierce the dark mystery of the future.’


‘Make me believe,’ Freestone challenged her. ‘Tell me more.


‘I see,’ the woman said. ‘I see –’ and with a gasp she thrust Freestone’s hand from her.


He was immediately interested. ‘What?’ he said. ‘What do you see?’


‘It is nothing. I cannot tell.’


Recklessly, Freestone took a ten-shilling note from his wallet and laid it on the table. He extended his hand over it.


‘Tell me what you see.’


The brown forefinger crawled over his palm and despite himself Freestone felt his spine chill as the woman said:


‘Death. I see death.’


She set up a queer soft moaning under her breath and Freestone’s flesh crawled.


‘Is it the child’s death you see?’


‘No, not the child. The child is well, three months old. It is the father I can see –’


Freestone snatched his hand away. ‘Are you trying to frighten me?’ he said harshly. The woman grabbed the ten-shilling note from the table.


‘You are unsympathetic.’


‘You trek about the countryside,’ Freestone said.


‘Never do an honest day’s work from one year to the next; preying on gullible people... Well let me tell you you’ve picked on the wrong man this time. I’ve half a mind to report you to the police.’


‘I have said nothing,’ the woman said. ‘Please go.’


Freestone went out, bristling. He admitted to himself that she had given him quite a turn; but he was all right again when he had been out in the light and the fresh air for a few minutes: and he took pleasure in exacting a small revenge on Emily and Charlie by refusing to disclose anything but the few generalities from the beginning of the session.


Charlie felt for his loose silver. ‘Here, let me have a go.’ He disappeared into the tent and the Freestones stood and waited in silence. Ten minutes passed before he came out again.


‘Well?’ said Emily eagerly.


‘Oh, the usual things,’ Charlie said, dismissing it with a shrug. ‘I’m to watch out for a tall dark man on a sea voyage.’ He laughed. ‘Come on, let’s go knock coconuts down.’


‘Pure poppycock,’ Freestone said, enjoying the disappointment on Emily’s face. He was thinking that there was at least one serious flaw in the gipsy’s prophecy. Emily was a barren wife, which was the sole reason for their present childless state. It had rankled with him for years, and thinking of the gipsy’s words renewed the irritation. He looked about him as they strolled along at the parents and children thronging the fairground and reflected bitterly on the unkind Providence which had given him such a colourless and useless mate. He stared irritably at the lock of mouse-brown hair which had come untidily astray from Emily’s bun, and when she spoke to him he snapped her into a miserable silence.


In his constant pre-occupation with the smooth functioning of Soft Furnishings the incident became dismissed from Freestone’s mind and he thought no more of it until some seven or eight months later.


He had just passed through a trying period culminating in the departure for fresh pastures of Charlie Lofthouse, when it had been made clear even to his thick-skinned self that his stay could not be indefinitely prolonged. No sooner, it seemed, had the Freestones resumed their placid and dignified pre-Charlie mode of living than Emily blushingly informed her husband that she was with child. Freestone was amazed and delighted, and it was not until the initial excitement had faded slightly that he remembered the incident at the fair. Resolutely he pushed it back into oblivion and managed to keep it there until after the birth of the child.


He was a boy, and the Freestones lavished on it all the obsessive affection of the middle-aged for their first-born. Congratulations were showered on them from all sides, not least from the staff of Soft Furnishings, who hoped with the coming of this new interest into his life for a mellowing of Freestone’s personality and a relaxation of his iron rule.


It became obvious by the time the child was two months old that so far as physical resemblances were concerned Freestone ran a poor second to Emily. And there were those who, not knowing him well, were tactless enough to point this out. But Freestone dismissed physical likenesses as being of little importance and did not hesitate to assure the people concerned of his faith in the child’s revealing, all in good time, its inheritance of his own intellect and general strength of character.


And then one day Freestone woke from his intoxicated state and remembered the child’s age. Now, despite all his scepticism, he could not entirely erase the gipsy’s words from his mind, and on the night the boy was three months old he slept badly, imagining strange pains in his chest and disturbed by unusual dreams. But he was at the store as usual the next morning and at five minutes to nine, after tidying himself up in the cloakroom, he took his usual stance in the middle of his domain in preparation for the first of the day’s customers.


It was at half-past ten that the Manager summoned Freestone to his office, thinking that as he had known him best he should be the first to hear of the sad and sudden end of Charlie Lofthouse.


As the full significance of what his superior was saying smote Freestone he blanched visibly and put his hand on the desk as though for support.


‘Did you know he had heart disease?’ the Manager asked.


Freestone shook his head. ‘He was such an athletic-looking chap,’ he said weakly.


The Manager tut-tutted and pursed his lips. ‘You never can tell,’ he said profoundly. He looked up into Freestone’s pasty face. ‘It must have come as a bit of a shock to you,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you’d better go and sit down for a while.’


Freestone took the Manager at his word and for the next twenty minutes Soft Furnishings rubbed along without his guiding hand, while he sat locked in one of the cubicles in the cloakroom, alone with his thoughts. Nor did he show any of his usual sparkle and grip for the rest of the morning. His staff were quick to notice this and, though he was far from popular, sympathise once the news had got about.


At lunch, Freestone sat opposite Cartwright, who managed Men’s Tailoring. Inevitably the conversation turned to the sudden end of Charlie, with added observations on the odd tricks of life in general.


Now Cartwright was a hard-headed, worldly type, Freestone thought.


‘What do you know about fortune-telling?’ he asked over coffee.


‘You mean the crystal ball, playing cards, and all that?’


‘Yes, reading the future in general. In a person’s hand, for instance. I was reading something last night which set me wondering. Do you think a fortune-teller could read what would happen to one person in the hand of another?’


Cartwright stirred his coffee and thought about Freestone’s question. ‘If the prophecy were to have an effect on the life of the person whose hand was being read, I suppose it’s feasible.’ He tasted his coffee, added enough sugar to cover a sixpence, and tasted it again. ‘Always allowing you believe in the business in the first place, that is,’ he said. ‘And ninety per cent of it’s pure charlatanism, of course.’


‘My own opinion exactly,’ Freestone said. There was nothing like talking to somebody sensible for getting things into perspective.


‘Though there are more things in heaven and earth...’ Cartwright said. ‘For instance, I have a cousin who once received a communication from a dead friend.’


‘Spiritualism?’ Freestone said disbelievingly.


‘That’s one name for it. Very interesting, you know, when you come to look into it…’


Freestone stood up. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve just remembered something I must attend to.’


Well, well. Cartwright of all people. Who would have thought it? It shook him. And he remained shaken until towards the end of the afternoon when, at last, he seemed to come to a decision. At six o’clock, when he stepped from the store on his way home, he had the air of a man who has spent a long period looking deep inside himself and has emerged satisfied with what he has seen.


Emily’s behaviour reassured him further. For when he told her of poor Charlie Lofthouse lying stiff and cold in his lonely room, his laughter silenced for ever in this world, she displayed what seemed to him to be no more than an appropriate interest and concern. People were born and people died. Life went on...


Especially did life go on, for as they sat by the fire after supper a cry from upstairs brought Emily to her feet with an exclamation of annoyance. ‘Your son has been behaving badly all day,’ she said. ‘I’ve been able to get hardly anything done.’


They went up together and Freestone peered into the cot. The crying ceased.


‘Ah!’ said Freestone, ‘he knows his father is here now and that he must be good. Yes he does, doesn’t he? Yes he does. Tchk tchk, tchk…’


He bent over the cot and chucked dotingly to the child.


Later, sitting once more by the fire, Freestone paused in the act of reaching for the evening paper.


‘You look to have something on your mind.’


‘I was just thinking of poor Charlie Lofthouse,’ Emily said.


‘Oh?’


‘Yes. You know, he wasn’t really a bad sort of fellow.’


‘No, no, not a bad sort,’ Freestone said generously. ‘Not our type, of course.’


‘You remember that day we all went to the fair together,’ Emily said, ‘and you and he had your palms read?’


‘Oh, yes, yes, I do recall it.’ Freestone looked keenly at Emily.


‘He mentioned afterwards that she’d told him he would have a long life, and children.’ Mrs Freestone’s eyes met her husband’s. ‘And the poor man didn’t have either, did he?’


For perhaps five seconds their glances were locked. Then Freestone lifted his paper and shook it open.


‘Haven’t I always said that fortune-telling is poppy-cock?’ he said.


 









The End of an Old Song


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


He was already awake on Christmas morning when she went in to draw back the curtains. He watched her from the prison of his bed and his first words were: ‘D’you think t’band’ll call this mornin’?’


‘I should think so,’ she said in an off-hand tone as she admitted the grey half-light into the room and then came bustling over to tidy the bedclothes about his wasted form. ‘They said they would, didn’t they?’


‘Aye,’ her husband said. ‘Aye, they said so.’


She stood by the bed, looking down at him with fretful concern in her eyes. ‘Haven’t you slept?’


He stirred sluggishly under the sheets. ‘Oh, on an’ off,’ he said listlessly. His eyes wandered. ‘I wonder what time they’ll come,’ he said in a moment.


Anticipation of the band’s visit had been the only thing in his life during the last few days, outside herself and his bed and the four too familiar walls. But she no longer resented his pre-occupation: he was helpless now and this was all that was left to him of his lifelong passion. She was in command.


He had been in his uniform when she first met him, while strolling through the park on a summer Sunday afternoon. She was nineteen then and thought how handsome and military-like he looked in his scarlet tunic and shiny-peaked cap with its gold lyre and braid. But his playing had become a constant source of friction between them during the forty years of their marriage before the accident. What had first attracted her to him became anathema to her and she never grew used to taking second place to his music.


‘But it i’n’t a case o’ taking second place,’ he had said to her shortly after their marriage. ‘You know I played wi’t band afore you wed me.’


‘I thought when you were married your wife ’ud be more important to you than your banding,’ was her reply.


‘But you don’t want to look at it like that,’ he said. ‘Don’t make it sound as though I don’t think owt about you!’ He told her that she should go with him and mix with the other bandsmen’s wives; but she had notions of gentility and liked to choose her company.


‘I can’t stand that crowd wi’ their drinkin’ an’ carryin’ on,’ she said.


He tried to persuade her that she would find grand women among them if only she would take the trouble to be sociable and get to know them. But she saw it as a test of strength and refused to give in. He went his own way and in the days and evenings without him she knew her defeat.


And then two years ago, twelve months before he was due to retire, a careless step on a muddy scaffolding had given him to her. She had devoted herself to his care, agonising for him with a feeling she had thought long dried up and finding a bitter satisfaction in the knowledge that he would be dependent on her for the rest of his days, and that the hated music could never take him away again.


Once more when she gave him his breakfast, and yet again when she went up to wash and tidy him for the day, the focus of his thoughts was revealed.


‘Have you heard owt on ’em yet? Can you hear ’em anywhere about?’ And at her negative reply: ‘I wonder if they’ve decided to leave it till Boxin’ Day.’


The excitement showed in two dull spots of colour in his pale cheeks. It was the only sign of spirit in him and it disturbed her.


‘Nah don’t you go gettin’ all worked up about it,’ she admonished him. ‘They’ll come all in good time. Why, they’ll hardly have gotten out of their beds by now!’


He lay back weakly among the pillows while she sponged his face and hands and chest. He had been a big man once and quietly proud of his physique; but now the flesh was gone and the skin taut across the cage of his ribs. She wondered vaguely, as she had wondered so many times before, how long it could go on. The doctors could not tell her. He might last for years, they said; or he might go at any time. She must be ready for that. The only thing they were sure of was that he would never leave his bed again.


But she had a strange feeling about him lately. She felt that something was going to happen and she had prepared herself for the worst, which, she told herself, could only be a mercy for him. He had not been himself these past few days. He had no interest in anything but the band’s expected visit and he made no effort to do even the small things he had always insisted on doing for himself, but rested passively, listlessly between the sheets while she hovered about him with brisk and dedicated efficiency.


‘Don’t you feel well?’ she asked him as she put aside the bowl of grey, soapy water and drew the blankets up round him.


‘I’m all right, I reckon.’


‘You don’t feel any pain anywhere, do you?’ she said. ‘No more than usual, I mean. You wouldn’t like me to ask the doctor to call?’


He moved his cropped grey head against the pillows. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m just tired, that’s all. I feel tired out.’


He closed his eyes and she sighed and left him, going downstairs shaking her head.


It was almost half-past eleven before she heard from her kitchen the distant strains of the band as it played its first piece in the street. She wondered if her husband could hear it too and she went to the foot of the stairs and called out to him to listen. Some twenty minutes later there was the sound of voices and shuffle of feet in the entry, and when she peered out through the lace curtains she saw the score or so of musicians forming a circle in the yard.


They struck off with Christians, Awake! and followed with Hark! The Herald Angels Sing and Come, All Ye Faithful. They stopped then and during the ensuing mumble of conversation there came a knock on the door. When she opened the door the conductor, in mufti, was on the step. He leaned forward across the threshold, his breath like steam.


‘Is he listenin’?’ he said in a low, hoarse tone, as though he and the woman shared some secret kept from the man upstairs. His eyes swivelled skywards as he spoke.


‘Aye, he’s listenin’,’ she said, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘He’s been on edge all mornin’, wonderin’ if you’d forgotten him.’


The conductor’s eyes opened wide with ingenuous surprise. ‘Nay, Missis, he ought to know we’d never let him down.’


‘I told him as much.’


The man leaned closer and she recoiled slightly from the smell of whisky that always awaited the band on Christmas morning at the mill-owner’s house up the street. His voice sank to a hoarse conspiratorial whisper. ‘Will you ask him if there’s owt special he’d like us to play for him?’ He nudged her arm. ‘Go on, Missis. Nip up an’ ask him. We’ll give him a Command Performance.’


She went through the kitchen and up into the bedroom. He watched her come in with eyes that were brighter than before.


‘I thowt they’d come,’ he said. ‘I thowt they wouldn’t forget me.’


‘Didn’t I tell you so?’ she said. ‘Gettin’ yourself all worked up like that…’


‘How many on ’em?’ he said.


She told him, about twenty, and he nodded. She could see it pleased him.


‘A good turn-out.’


‘They want to know if there’s owt special you’d like ’em to play for you.’


He thought for a moment, then said slowly, ‘I think I’d like ’em to play Abide with Me. That’s all, I think.’


‘All right.’ She turned to go. ‘I’ll tell ’em.’


Then as she moved through the doorway he called softly to her, ‘Ey!’ and she stopped and turned back into the room. His expression was quietly eager and at the same time curiously bashful as he said, ‘D’you think...’ He stopped. ‘D’you think you could get me cornet?’


She was taken off balance and surprise put an edge on her voice. ‘Whatever for?’ she said. ‘You can’t play it.’


‘I know,’ he said. He looked away from her. ‘I’d just like to have it.’


There was an expression in his pale eyes which she could not fathom, but it made her cross the room and rummage in the bottom of the built-in wardrobe till she found the instrument case. She took the cornet out of the case and put it on the bed beside him.


‘Is t’mouthpiece theer an’ all?’


She took the mouthpiece from its pocket and fitted it into the cornet, then watched him, suspicious and puzzled, and somehow disturbed.


‘All reight,’ he said then. ‘That’s all.’


When she had gone downstairs again he brought one arm from under the sheets and took hold of the cornet, his fingers feeling for the valves. He lay waiting and in a little while the band started the hymn in the yard below his window. He listened as the treble instruments followed the long-drawn-out and solemn melody, the soprano cornet adding its soaring sweetness to the melodic line, while below the bass instruments filled out the texture of sound with deep, rich, organ-like chords and the bass drum marked off the rhythm with its slow and ponderous beat. He thought of many things as he listened: of his days as a boy with the band; of the first world war and playing through French towns on the way to the front line. He thought of bright peacetime afternoons of concerts and on the march; and contests all over the country – Huddersfield, Leicester, Scarborough, and the finest of them all at the Crystal Palace and Belle Vue. It was as though his whole life, irrevocably bound up with music, passed through his mind as the music swelled and filled the yard and his room with a sound so noble and so moving that his eyes brimmed over and the tears rolled softly, silently down his cheeks.


Downstairs in the kitchen the woman hummed the hymn to herself as she peeled potatoes for the Christmas dinner. She thought as she worked of her husband and how many times he had ‘played out’ with the band at Christmas; and guiltily she savoured the bitter sweetness of her triumph.


When the music ceased she wiped her hands and took her purse before the knock came again.


‘D’you think he’d like one’r two on us to pop up an’ have a word with him?’ the conductor asked.


Some of the old resentment stirred in her. She looked down at the man’s dirty shoes and thought of them on her stair carpet and she said:


‘No, I think not. He’s not been too well these last few days. Best leave it a day or two.’


The man nodded. ‘Just as you like, Missis. Well, I hope he liked it. It allus war his favourite.’ He stood musing for a moment as the last of the bandsmen made his slow way out of the yard and down the entry. ‘I got to thinkin’ when we were playin’ on how many happy times we’ve had together, us an owd John…’ He sighed and shook his head. ‘Ah, well, it comes to us all, I reckon. We’d best be gerrin’ about us rounds. Wish him a happy Christmas thru all on us. An’ the same to you, Missis.’


She felt in her purse as he moved away from the door. ‘Here…’


He turned and recoiled, shocked. ‘Nay, Missis, we don’t want owt thru you! We didn’t come here for that. This is a special call.’


She saw that she had offended him but she persisted, pressing the shilling into the mittened hand. ‘We can pay for all we get yet,’ she said. ‘We’re not in need o’ charity.’


He avoided her eyes, the sympathetic friendliness gone from his face, leaving only a painful grimace of embarrassment.


‘Just as you like, Missis,’ he said.


She carried on with her work when they had gone and more than an hour passed by before she went upstairs again. There was something about the silence in the room which stopped her in the doorway. She knew at once that this was deeper than the silence of sleep and though she had thought herself prepared for it, the shock was like a blow to the heart.


She stepped into the room, her eyes falling on him as he lay there, his head deep in the pillows, the cold cornet under his hand. The moisture of his tears was gone from his cheeks and it was a new expression which stopped her short again. It was a smile, a smile of such happiness and deep contentment that it seemed to her that at that very moment he must be hearing down the rolling vaults of the Great Beyond the soaring of the cornets, the thunder of the basses, and the throbbing of the drum.


And she knew that to the very end she was defeated.
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The watch belonged to my grandfather and it hung on a hook by the head of his bed where he had lain for many long weeks. The face was marked off in Roman numerals, the most elegant figures I had ever seen. The case was of gold, heavy and beautifully chased; and the chain was of gold too, and wonderfully rich and smooth in the hand. The mechanism, when you held the watch to your ear, gave such a deep, steady ticking that you could not imagine it ever going wrong. It was altogether a most magnificent watch and when I sat with my grandfather in the late afternoon, after school, I could not keep my eyes away from it, dreaming that someday I too might own such a watch.


It was almost a ritual for me to sit with my grandfather for a little while after tea. My mother said he was old and drawing near his time, and it seemed to me that he must be an incredible age. He liked me to read to him from the evening paper while he lay there, his long hands, soft and white now from disuse and fined down to skin and bone by illness and age, fluttering restlessly about over the sheets, like a blind man reading braille. He had never been much of a reader himself and it was too much of an effort for him now – possibly because he had had so little education, no one believed in it more, and he was always eager for news of my progress it school. The day I brought home the news of my success in the County Minor Scholarship examination he sent out for half an ounce of twist and found the strength to sit up in bed for a smoke.


‘Grammar School next, then, Will?’ he said, pleased as Punch.


‘Then college,’ I said, seeing the path straight before me. ‘Then I shall be a doctor.’


‘Aye, that he will, I’ve no doubt,’ my grandfather said. ‘But he’ll need plenty a’ patience afore that day. Patience an’ hard work, Will lad.’


Though, as I have said, he had little book-learning, I thought sometimes as I sat with my grandfather that he must be one of the wisest men in Yorkshire; and these two qualities – patience and the ability to work hard – were the cornerstones of his philosophy of life.


‘Yes, Grandad,’ I told him. ‘I can wait.’


‘Aye, Will, that’s t’way to do it. That’s t’way to get on, lad.’


The smoke was irritating his throat and he laid aside the pipe with a sigh that seemed to me to contain regret for all the bygone pleasures of a lifetime and he fidgeted with the sheets. ‘It must be gettin’ on, Will…’


I took down the watch and gave it to him. He gazed at it for some moments, winding it up a few turns. When he passed it back to me I held it, feeling the weight of it.


‘I reckon he’ll be after a watch like that hisself, one day, eh, Will?’


I smiled shyly, for I had not meant to covet the watch so openly. ‘Someday, Grandad,’ I said. I could never really imagine the day such a watch could be mine.


‘That watch wa’ gin’ me for fifty year o’ service wi’ my firm,’ my grandfather said. “A token of appreciation”, they said... It’s theer, in t’back, for you to see…’


I opened the back and looked at the inscription there: ‘For loyal service…’


Fifty years... My grandfather had been a blacksmith. It was hard now to believe that these pale, almost transparent hands had held the giant tongs or directed the hammer in its mighty downward swing. Fifty years... Five times my own age. And the watch, prize of hard work and loyalty, hung, proudly cherished, at the head of the bed in which he was resting out his days. I think my grandfather spoke to me as he did partly because of the great difference in our ages and partly because of my father. My mother never spoke of my father and it was my grandfather who cut away some of the mystery with which my mother’s silence had shrouded him. My father, Grandfather told me, had been a promising young man cursed with a weakness. Impatience was his weakness: he was impatient to make money, to be a success, to impress his friends; and he lacked the perseverance to approach success steadily. One after the other he abandoned his projects, and he and my mother were often unsure of their next meal. Then at last, while I was still learning to walk, my father, reviling the lack of opportunity in the mother country, set off for the other side of the world and was never heard of again. All this my grandfather told me, not with bitterness or anger, for I gathered he had liked my father, but with sorrow that a good man should have gone astray for want of what, to my grandfather, was a simple virtue, and brought such a hard life to my mother, Grandfather’s daughter.


So my grandfather drifted to the end; and remembering those restless fingers I believe he came as near to losing his patience then as at any time in his long life.


One evening at the height of summer, as I prepared to leave him for the night, he put out his hand and touched mine. ‘Thank y’, lad,’ he said in a voice grown very tired and weak. ‘An’ he’ll not forget what I’ve told him?’


I was suddenly very moved; a lump came into my throat. ‘No, Grandad,’ I told him, ‘I’ll not forget.’


He gently patted my bind, then looked away and closed his eyes. The next morning my mother told me that he had died in his sleep.


They laid him out in the damp mustiness of his own front room, among the tasselled chairback covers and the lustres under their thin glass domes; and they let me see him for a moment. I did not stay long with him. He looked little different from the scores of times I had seen him during his illness, except that his fretting hands were still, beneath the sheet, and his hair and moustache had the inhuman antiseptic cleanliness of death. Afterwards, in the quiet of my own room, I cried a little, remembering that I should see him no more, and that I had talked with him and read to him for the last time.


After the funeral the family descended upon us in force for the reading of the will. There was not much to quarrel about: my grandfather had never made much money, and what little he left had been saved slowly, thriftily over the years. It was divided fairly evenly along with the value of the house, the only condition being that the house was not to be sold, but that my mother was to be allowed to live in it and take part of her livelihood from Grandfather’s smallholding (which she had in fact managed during his illness) for as long as she liked, or until she married again, which was not likely, since no one knew whether my father was alive or dead.


It was when they reached the personal effects that we got a surprise, for my grandfather had left his watch to me!


‘Why your Will?’ my Uncle Henry asked in surly tones. ‘I’ve two lads o’ me own and both older than Will.’


‘An’ neither of ’em ever seemed to know their grandfather was poorly,’ my mother retorted, sharp as a knife.


‘Young an’ old don’t mix,’ Uncle Henry muttered, and my mother, thoroughly ruffled, snapped back, ‘Well Will an’ his grandfather mixed very nicely, and your father was right glad of his company when there wasn’t so much of anybody else’s.’


This shot got home on Uncle Henry, who had been a poor sick-visitor. It never took my family long to work up a row and listening from the kitchen through the partly open door, I waited for some real north-country family sparring. But my Uncle John, Grandfather’s eldest son, and a fair man, chipped in and put a stop to it. ‘Now that’s enough,’ he rumbled in his deep voice. ‘We’ll have no wranglin’ wi’ the old man hardly in his coffin.’ There was a short pause and I could imagine him looking round at everyone. ‘I’d a fancy for that watch meself, but me father knew what he was about an’ if he chose to leave it young Will, then I’m not goin’ to argue about it.’ And that was the end of it; the watch was mine.


The house seemed very strange without my grandfather and during the half-hour after tea, when it had been my custom to sit with him, I felt for a long time greatly at a loss. The watch had a lot to do with this feeling. I still admired it in the late afternoon but now it hung by the mantelshelf in the kitchen where I had persuaded my mother to let it be. My grandfather and his watch had always been inseparable in my mind, and to see the watch without at the same time seeing him was to feel keenly the awful finality of his going. The new position of the watch was in the nature of a compromise between my mother and me. While it was officially mine, it was being held in trust by my mother until she considered me old enough and careful enough to look after it. She was all for putting it away till that time, but I protested so strongly that she finally agreed to keep it in the kitchen where I could see it all the time, taking care, however, to have it away in a drawer when any of the family were expected, because, she said, there was no point in ‘rubbing it in’.


The holidays came to an end and it was time for me to start my first term at the Grammar School in Cressley. A host of new excitements came to fill my days. I was cast into the melting pot of the first form and I had to work for my position in that new fraternity along with twenty-odd other boys from all parts of the town. Friendships were made in those first weeks which would last into adult life. One formed first opinions about one’s fellows, and one had one’s own label stuck on according to the first impression made. For first impressions seemed vital, and it looked as though the boy who was lucky or clever enough to assert himself favourably at the start would have an advantage for the rest of his schooldays.


There are many ways in which a boy – or a man – may try to establish himself with his fellows. One or two of my classmates grovelled at everyone’s feet, while others took the opposite line and tried systematically to beat the form into submission, starting with the smallest boy and working up till they met their match. Others charmed everyone by their skill at sports, and others by simply being themselves and seeming hardly to make any effort at all. I have never made friends easily and I was soon branded as aloof. For a time I did little more than get on speaking terms with my fellows.


One of our number was the youngest son of a well-to-do local tradesman and he had a brother who was a prefect in the sixth. His way of asserting himself was to parade his possessions before our envious eyes; and while these tactics did not win him popularity they gained him a certain following and made him one of the most discussed members of the form. Crawley’s bicycle was brand new and had a three-speed gear, and oil-bath gearcase, a speedometer, and other desirable refinements. Crawley’s fountain pen matched his propelling pencil and had a gold nib. His football boots were of the best hide and his gym slippers were reinforced with rubber across the toes. Everything, in fact, that Crawley had was better than ours. Until he brought the watch.


He flashed it on his wrist with arrogant pride, making a great show of looking at the time. His eldest brother had brought it from abroad. He’d even smuggled it through the customs especially for him. Oh, yes, said Crawley, it had a sweep secondhand and luminous figures, and wasn’t it absolutely the finest watch we had ever seen? But I was thinking of my grandfather’s watch: my watch now. There had never been a watch to compare with that. With heart-thumping excitement I found myself cutting in on Crawley’s self-satisfied eulogy.


‘I’ve seen a better watch than that.’


‘Gerraway!’


‘Yes I have,’ I insisted. ‘It was my grandfather’s. He left it to me when he died.’


‘Well show us it,’ Crawley said.


‘I haven’t got it here.’


‘You haven’t got it at all,’ Crawley said. ‘You can’t show us it to prove it.’


I could have knocked the sneer from his hateful face in rage that he could doubt the worth of the watch for which my grandfather had worked fifty years.


‘I’ll bring it this afternoon,’ I said; ‘then you’ll see!’


The hand of friendship was extended tentatively in my direction several times that morning. I should not be alone in my pleasure at seeing Crawley taken down a peg. As the clock moved with maddening slowness to half-past twelve I thought with grim glee of how in one move I would settle Crawley’s boasting and assert myself with my fellows. On the bus going home, however, I began to wonder how on earth I was going to persuade my mother to let me take the watch out of doors. But I had forgotten that day was Monday, washing day, when my mother put my grandfather’s watch in a drawer, away from the steam. I had only to wait for her to step outside for a moment and I could slip the watch into my pocket. She would not miss it before I came home for tea. And if she did, it would be too late.


I was too eager and excited to wait for the return bus and after dinner I got my bike out of the shed. My mother watched me from the kitchen doorway and I could imagine her keen eyes piercing the cloth of my blazer to where the watch rested guiltily in my pocket.


‘Are you going on your bike, then, Will?’


I said, ‘Yes, Mother,’ and, feeling uncomfortable under that direct gaze, began to wheel the bike across the yard.


‘I thought you said it needed mending or something before you rode it again...?’


‘It’s only a little thing,’ I told her. ‘It’ll be all right.’


I waved good-bye and pedalled out into the street while she watched me, a little doubtfully, I thought. Once out of sight of the house I put all my strength on the pedals and rode like the wind. My grandfather’s house was in one of the older parts of the town and my way led through a maze of steep cobbled streets between long rows of houses. I kept up my speed, excitement coursing through me as I thought of the watch and revelled in my hatred of Crawley. Then from an entry between two terraces of houses a mongrel puppy darted into the street. I pulled at my back brake. The cable snapped with a click – that was what I had intended to fix. I jammed on the front brake with the puppy cowering foolishly in my path. The bike jarred to a standstill, the back end swinging as though catapulted over the pivot of the stationary front wheel, and I went over the handlebars.


A man picked me up out of the gutter. ‘All right, lad?’


I nodded uncertainly. I seemed unhurt. I rubbed my knees and the side on which I had fallen. I felt the outline of the watch. Sick apprehension overcame me, but I waited till I was round the next corner before dismounting again and putting a trembling hand into my pocket. Then I looked down at what was left of my grandfather’s proudest possession. There was a deep bulge in the back of the case. The glass was shattered and the Roman numerals looked crazily at one another across the pierced and distorted face. I put the watch back in my pocket and rode slowly on, my mind numb with misery.


I thought of showing them what was left; but that was no use. I had promised them a prince among watches and no amount of beautiful wreckage would do.


‘Where’s the watch, Will?’ they asked. ‘Have you brought the watch?’


‘My mother wouldn’t let me bring it,’ I lied, moving to my desk, my hand in my pocket clutching the shattered watch.


‘His mother wouldn’t let him,’ Crawley jeered. ‘What a tale!’


(Later, Crawley, I thought. The day will come).


The others took up his cries. I was branded as a romancer, a fanciful liar. I couldn’t blame them after letting them down.


The bell rang for first class and I sat quietly at my desk, waiting for the master to arrive. I opened my books and stared blindly at them as a strange feeling stole over me. It was not the mocking of my classmates – they would tire of that eventually. Nor was it the thought of my mother’s anger, terrible though that would be. No, all I could think of – all that possessed my mind – was the old man, my grandfather, lying in his bed after a long life of toil, his hands fretting with the sheets, and his tired, breathy voice saying, ‘Patience, Will, patience.’


And I nearly wept, for it was the saddest moment of my young life.
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‘Well,’ he said after a silence, ‘what d’you think to it?’


She answered him from the tall sash window where for several minutes she had been standing gazing out across the town in a dreamy, pre-occupied sort of way. ‘Lovely view of the gasworks,’ she said, stirring now and rubbing slowly at her bare upper arm with her left hand.


He had been keenly aware of her absorption of mind ever since meeting her that evening and it had created uneasiness in him. Now he said, with the suggestion of an edge to his voice, ‘It doesn’t matter what’s outside; it’s what’s inside ’at counts,’ and some deeper significance in his words made her glance sharply at him and seemed to bring her back from wherever her thoughts had carried her to the room and him.


‘D’you think it might be damp?’ she said, rubbing gently now at both arms together. ‘It’s none too warm in here.’


‘The sun’s gone,’ the man said. ‘And the house has been empty for weeks. You’d soon notice a difference when we’d had fires going a bit.’


She was quick to notice his choice of words, as though he himself had already accepted the house and now awaited only her acquiescence for the matter to be settled.


‘You’re a bit set on it, aren’t you?’ she said, watching him.


‘I don’t think it’s bad,’ he said, pursing his lips in the way she knew so well. ‘I’ve seen plenty worse. Course, I’ve seen plenty better an’ all, but it’s no use crying after the moon.’


‘It seems all right,’ she said, looking round the bedroom. And now, strangely enough, it looked less all right than it had when they first came in. Then, lit by the evening sun, this room in particular had seemed charmingly airy and bright; but now the sun had gone she could see only the shabbiness of the faded blue wallpaper and feel how bleakly empty it was. She paced away from the window, a dark girl with a sallow complexion and pale bloodless lips, wearing a home-made yellow frock which hung loosely on her bony body. And suddenly then all the feeling the man had previously sensed in her seemed to burst and flood out as her features lost their control, and she threw up her hands.


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she cried. ‘I don’t know if it’s worth it or not.’


‘You mean the house?’ he said, hoping she did, but knowing more.


‘All of it,’ she said with passion. ‘Everything.’ And she turned her face from him.


As he watched her his own face seemed to sag into lines of hopelessness and his nostrils quivered in


a heavy sigh. ‘I didn’t think you’d come,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think you’d do it in the end.’


‘I haven’t said I won’t, have I?’ she snapped over her shoulder.


‘Well, what’s wrong, then?’ he said. ‘What is it?’


‘It’s her,’ the girl said. ‘I saw her this afternoon. She followed me all round town. Everywhere I went, she followed. I thought about stopping and giving her a piece of my mind, but I knew she wouldn’t mind a scene.’


‘You did right not to speak to her. She enjoys feeling badly done to. She always did. God!’ he said with feeling. ‘Why can’t she leave us alone? She gets her money regular, doesn’t she? What more does she want?’


‘You,’ the girl said, turning to look at him.


‘She never wanted me when she had me,’ he said. ‘A home, kids, the sort o’ things everybody gets married for – she never wanted any o’ them things.’


‘You don’t know much about women, do you?’ the girl said.


‘Not a thing. Not one damn thing.’


‘She’s your wife,’ the girl said. ‘And that’s more than I’ll ever be.’


She was near to tears now and he crossed the bare floorboards between them to take her in his arms and draw her to him.


‘I’d marry you tomorrow. You know that.’


‘I know, I know. But she’ll never set you free.’


‘Who knows?’ he said past her shoulder. ‘One day, p’r’aps.’


‘And till then?’


‘That’s up to you. You’re the one with everything to lose. You’ve your people to face, an’ your friends. Folk’ll talk three times as much about you as me. They won’t blame me: they’ll blame you. They’ll say you’re a fool for risking everything for a bloke like me. They’ll say I can’t be much good anyway: I couldn’t keep steady with a woman when I was wed to her, so what chance have you to hold me without even your marriage lines. They’ll tell you I could leave you flat any time and you’d have no claim on me. She’s got all the claims. You’ll have nothing.’


‘Oh, stop it,’ she said. ‘Stop it.’


He turned away from her and felt for his cigarettes. The packet was empty and he crushed it and hurled it into the fireplace.


‘Who the hell am I to ask you to do this? he said. ‘You could be lookin’ round for some lad your own age. Somebody ’at could marry you, all decent an’ above board.’


She looked at him, thinking how different love was from the way she had always imagined it would be, and she came again to the verge of tears before his thin balding figure in the ill-fitting sports coat and creased flannel trousers, and the baffled way he took life’s blows on the face.


She ran and clung to him. ‘I want you to ask me,’ she said; ‘because I want you. I want to give you peace and love and a home, and, someday, kids. Everything a man should have from a woman. Everything you’ve never had in your life.’


‘You’re a grand kid,’ he said, stroking her hair. ‘So sweet and good and grand. I keep telling myself, if only I’d met you earlier, and then I remember that you were only a nipper then. You’re not much more now really.’


‘I’ll be all the woman you’ll ever want,’ she said fiercely, clinging to him. ‘You’ll see.’


They came apart with a start as the woman’s voice hailed them from the foot of the stairs. ‘Hello, are you there?’


The man crossed the room to the door and called down, ‘Yes, we’re just coming.’


He looked back at the girl and she joined him at the head of the uncarpeted stairs. They went down, the girl twisting the signet ring on the third finger of her left hand, to where the woman was standing in the living-room.


‘Well,’ she said, watching them keenly, her hands folded under her clean pinafore, ‘have you seen everything?’


‘I think so,’ the man said.


‘It seems very nice,’ the girl said.


‘It’s not a palace,’ the woman said bluntly; ‘but of course, you’re not looking for a palace, eh?’


‘No,’ they said, and smiled.


‘Six hundred, you said, didn’t you?’ the man asked.


‘Six hundred cash,’ the woman said. ‘Six-fifty otherwise.’


‘Oh, we’d pay cash, but we’d have to see about a mortgage first.’


‘No need to do that,’ the woman said briskly. ‘That’s what I mean by otherwise. My solicitor can draw up an agreement. You pay me a hundred and fifty down and the rest at thirty shillings a week. ‘That’s fair enough, isn’t it?’


‘I think that’s very decent,’ the man said. ‘We were a bit worried about the building society. They’re getting very choosy about their loans nowadays.’


‘Aye, and putting their interest rates up every other week,’ the woman said. ‘Well, we’ve no need to bring them into it at all. I’m selling all my houses the same way. It gives me a bit of capital and a regular income. That’s my offer, and you won’t get better anywhere else.’


‘I’m sure we won’t,’ the girl said, and she and the man exchanged glances.


The man said, ‘We’ll have to talk it over.’


‘Yes, have a talk about it. But don’t wait too long if you want it. Would this be your first home?’


‘Yes, the first.’


‘With your in-laws now, is that it?’


‘Yes, that’s right,’ the man said, and the girl found herself wondering what change there would be in the woman’s brisk friendliness were she to tell her that he had left his wife and they wanted somewhere to live in sin. She thought it would come out eventually anyway. You wouldn’t hide much from this woman for long.


‘Well you think it over,’ the woman said, moving across to the door.


‘Yes, we’ll let you know either way,’ the man said.


Walking away from the house, up the long street, the girl with her arm through his, the man seemed suddenly full of hope and high spirits. ‘Just right,’ he said. ‘Not too big, and no messing about with building societies. That’s a stroke of luck. I think I know where to scrape up the deposit, and we’ll manage nicely after that.’ He squeezed her arm. ‘Just imagine,’ he said, ‘living there together all nice and snug. All our troubles ’ll be over then.’


How easy, she thought, for her to dim the optimism in his voice and extinguish the bright hope on his face. She shuddered as she felt the shadow of a third person walking between them. But echoing his eager tones, she said, ‘Yes, all our troubles ’ll be over then,’ while in her heart she wondered if after all they might be only just beginning.
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In the dusk of the winter afternoon Mrs Scurridge stirred from her nap by the fire as she heard the light movements of her husband in the bedroom overhead, and she was already on her feet in the firelight and filling the soot-grimed copper kettle at the sink when he came into the big farmhouse kitchen, his thin dark hair tangled on his narrow skull, his sharp-featured face unshaven, and blurred with Saturday-afternoon sleep. He crossed the room to the fireplace without a word or a glance for her and ran his hand along the mantelshelf in search of a cigarette-end. He wore a striped flannel shirt, without collar, the sleeves rolled up above his elbows, and over it an unbuttoned navy blue waistcoat. Besides braces he wore a heavy leather belt buckled loosely about his thin waist. He was a shortish, bandy-legged man and he had to stretch up on his toes to bring his eyes level with the mantelshelf. After a moment’s fumbling he found the partly smoked Woodbine, and pushed a twist of paper into the fire to get a light. The first mouthful of smoke started him coughing and he was helpless for some moments, bending over and supporting himself by the palm of his hand on the tall, old-fashioned fireplace while the phlegm cracked and gurgled in his throat. When the attack had passed he spat into the fire, straightened up, wiping the spittle from his thin lips with the back of his hand, and spoke:


‘Tea ready?’


His wife pushed him aside and put the kettle on the fire, pressing it firmly down on the glowing coals.


‘It can be,’ she said, as soon ‘as you know what you want.’


She picked up the twist of paper that Scurridge had dropped in the hearth and lit the single gas mantle suspended directly over the table. The gas popped and flared, then settled down to a dim, miserable glow which revealed the heartbreaking shabbiness of the room: the square table with bulbous legs hacked and scarred by years of careless feet; the sagging chairs with their bulging springs and worn and dirty upholstery; the thin, cracked linoleum on the broad expanse of damp, stone-flagged floor; and the great brown patch of damp on the wall – as though someone had spilt a potful of coffee against the grimy wallpaper – in one corner of the room. The very atmosphere was permeated with the musty odour of damp decay, an odour which no amount of fire could drive from the house.


Scurridge reached for the morning newspaper and turned to the sports page. ‘I fancy a bit o’ bacon an’ egg,’ he said, and sat down beside the fire and placed his pointed elbows in the centres of the two threadbare patches on the arms of his chair.


His wife threw a surly glance at the upraised newspaper. ‘There is no eggs,’ she said, and Scurridge’s pale, watery, blue eyes fixed on her for the first time as he lowered the paper.


‘What y’mean “there is no eggs”?’


‘I mean what I say; I didn’t get any,’ she added with sullen defiance. ‘I couldn’t afford ’em this week. They’re five-an’-six a dozen. Something’s got to go – I can’t buy all I should as it is.’


Scurridge smacked his lips peevishly. ‘God! Oh! God. Are we at it again? It’s one bloody thing after the other. I don’t know what you do with your brass.’


‘I spend it on keeping you,’ she said. ‘God knows I get precious little out of it. Always a good table, you must have. Never anything short. Anybody ’ud think you’d never heard of the cost of living. I’ve told you time an’ again ’at it isn’t enough, but it makes no difference.’


‘Didn’t I give you another half-crown on’y the other week?’ Scurridge demanded, sitting forward in his chair. ‘Didn’t I? It’s about time you knew how to spend your brass; you’ve been housekeepin’ long enough.’


She knew the hopelessness of further argument and took refuge, as always, behind the bulwark of her apathy. She lit the gas-ring and put on the frying pan. ‘You can have some fried bread with your bacon,’ she said. ‘Will that do?’


‘I reckon it’ll have to do, won’t it?’ Scurridge said.


She turned on the upraised newspaper a look in which there was nothing of hatred or malice or rebellion, but only a dull, flat apathy, an almost unfeeling acceptance of the facts of her life, against which she only now and again raised her voice in a token protest; because, after all, she was still capable, however remotely, of comparing them with what might have been.


She laid a place for Scurridge on a newspaper at one corner of the table and while he ate there she sat huddled to the fire, nibbling at a slice of bread and jam, her left hand holding the fold of her overall close over her flaccid breasts. The skin of her face was sallow and pouchy; her hair, dark and without lustre, was drawn back in a lank sweep and knotted untidly on the nape of her neck. Her legs, once her best feature, were swollen in places with ugly blue veins. Only in her eyes, almost black, was the prettiness of her youth ever revealed, and this only momentarily when they flashed in an anger now rare. For most of the time they were like dirk windows onto a soul lost in an unmindful trance. Little more than forty-five years old, she had become already worn and aged before her time in the unending struggle of her life with Scurridge in this bleak and cheerless house which stood alone on a hillside above Cressley, an eternity from lights and noise and the warmth of human laughter.


Scurridge pushed away his plate and ran his tongue across his greasy lips. He drank the last of his tea and set the pint mug down on the table. ‘Been better wi’ an egg,’ he said. His forefinger groped into his waistcoat pocket, searching absently for another cigarette-end. ‘You want to economise,’ he said. He smacked his lips, seeming to savour the word along with the fat from the bread. ‘Economise,’ he said again.


‘What on?’ his wife asked wearily, without hope of a reasonable answer. She had been whittling down her own needs for years, pruning where he would feel it least, and now there were only the bare necessities left for her to give up. It was a long time since any little luxuries had cushioned the hard edges of her existence.


‘How the hell should I know?’ Scurridge said. ‘It’s not my job to know, is it? I’ve done my whack when I’ve worked an’ earned the brass.’


‘Aye, an’ spent it.’


‘Aye, an’ haven’t I a right to a bit o’ pleasure when I’ve slaved me guts out all week, eh? An’ how do other folk manage, eh? There’s many a woman ’ud be glad o’ what I give you.’ He got up to search on the mantelshelf once more.


‘Nine out o’ ten women ’ud throw it back in your face.’


‘Oh, aye,’ Scurridge said, ‘I know you think you’re badly done to. You allus have. But I know how t’men talk in t’pit an’ happen you’re better off than you think.’


She said nothing, but her mind was disturbingly alive. Oh! God, he hadn’t always been like this: not at first: only since that demon had got into him, that demon of lust, lust for easy money and a life of idleness. She had never known the exact amount of his wages but she had once caught a glimpse of a postal order he had bought to send off with his football pools and the amount on it had horrified her, representing as it did the senseless throwing away of a comfortable, decent life.


As Scurridge straightened up from lighting his cigarette he peered at her, his eyes focusing with unaccustomed attention on one particular feature of her. ‘What you don wi’ your hand?’ he said. He spoke roughly, without warmth, as though fearing some trap of sentiment she had laid for him.


‘I caught meself on the clothes-line hook in the back wall,’ Mrs Scurridge said. ‘It’s rusty an’ sharp as a needle.’ She looked vaguely down at the rough bandage and said without emotion, ‘I shouldn’t be surprised if it turns to blood poisoning.’


He turned away, muttering. ‘Aw, you allus make the worst of anythin’.’


‘Well, it’s not the first time I’ve done it,’ she told him. ‘If you’d put me another post up I shouldn’t have to use it.’


‘Aye, if I put you another post up,’ Scurridge sneered. ‘If I did this, that an’ the other thing. Is there owt else you want while we’re at it?’


Goaded, she flung out her arm and pointed to the great stain of damp in the corner. ‘There’s that! And half the windows won’t shut properly. It’s time you did summat about the place before it tumbles round your ears!’


‘Jesus Christ and God Almighty,’ Scurridge said. ‘Can’t I have any peace? Haven’t I done enough when I’ve sweated down yon’ hole wi’out startin’ again when I get home?’ He picked up his paper. ‘Besides, it all costs brass.’


‘Aye, it all costs brass. The hens cost brass so you killed ’em all off one by one and now you can’t have any eggs. The garden cost brass so you let it turn into a wilderness. The sheds cost brass so now they’re all mouldering away out there. We could have had a nice little smallholding to keep us when you came out of the pit; but no, it all costs brass, so now we’ve got nothing.’


He rustled the paper and spoke from behind it. ‘We’d never ha’ made it pay.’ This place ’ud run away wi’ every penny if I let it.’


The mad injustice of it tore at her long-nurtured patience and it was, for a moment of temper, more than she could bear. ‘Better than it all going on beer an’ pools an’ dog-racing,’ she flared. ‘Making bookies an’ publicans their bellies fat.’


‘You think I’m a blasted fool, don’t you? You think I’m just throwin’ good money after bad?’ His hands crushed the edges of the newspaper and the demon glared male-volently at her from his weak blue eyes. ‘You don’t see ’at I’m out for a further fetch. There’ll be killin’ one o’ these days. It’s got to come. The whole bloody kitty ’ull drop into me lap an’ then I’ll be laughin’.’


She turned her face from the stare of the demon and muttered, ‘Gambling’s a sin.’ She did not really believe this and she felt with the inadequacy of the retort surprise that she should have uttered those words. They were not her own but her father’s and she wondered that she should clutch at the tatters of his teaching after all this time.


‘Don’t mouth that old hypocrite’s words at me,’ Scurridge said without heat.


‘Don’t tell you anything, eh?’ she said. ‘You know it all, I reckon? That’s why your own daughter left home – because you ’at knew it all drove her away. Well mind you don’t do the same with me!’


This brought him leaping from his chair to stand over her, his face working with fury. ‘Don’t talk about her in this house,’ he shouted. ‘Damned ungrateful bitch! I don’t want to hear owt about her, d’you hear?’ He reeled away as the cough erupted into his throat and he crouched by the fire until the attack had passed, drawing great wheezing gulps of air. ‘An’ if you want to go,’ he said, ‘you can get off any time you’re ready.’


She knew he did not mean this. She knew also that she would never go. She had never seriously considered it. Eva, on her furtive visits to the house while her father was out, had often asked her how she stood it; but she knew she would never leave him. Over the years she had found herself thinking back more and more to her father and she was coming now to accept life as the inevitable consequence, as predicted by him, of the lapse into the sin which had bound her to Scurridge and brought Eva into the world. Eva who, as the wheel turned full circle, had departed without blessing from her father’s house, though for a different reason. No, she would never leave him. But neither could she foresee any future with him as she was. She had come to believe in the truth of her father’s prediction that nothing good would come of their life together and she was sometimes haunted by an elusive though disturbing sense of impending tragedy. The day was long past when she could hope for a return to sanity of Scurridge. He was too far gone now: the demon was too securely a part of him. But she too had passed the point of no return. For good or for bad, this was her life, and she could not run away from life itself.


They sat on before the fire, two intimate strangers, with nothing more to say to each other; and about six o’clock Scurridge got up from his chair and washed and shaved sketchily in the sink in the corner. She looked up dully as he prepared to take his leave.


‘Dogs?’ she said.


‘It’s Saturday, in’t it?’ Scurridge answered, pulling on his overcoat.


All the loneliness of the evening seemed to descend upon her at once then and she said with the suggestion of a whine in her voice, ‘Why don’t you take me with you some Saturday?’


‘You?’ he said. ‘Take you? D’you think you’re fit to take anywhere? Look at yersen! An’ when I think of you as you used to be!’


She looked away. The abuse had little sting now. She could think of him too, as he used to be; but she did not do that too often now, for such memories had the power of evoking a misery which was stronger than the inertia that, over the years, had become her only defence.


‘What time will you be back?’


‘Expect me when you see me,’ he said at the door. ‘Is’ll want a bite o’ supper, I expect.’


Expect him at whatever time his tipsy legs brought him home, she thought. If he lost he would drink to console himself. If he won he would drink to celebrate. Either way there was nothing in it for her but yet more ill temper, yet further abuse.


She got up a few minutes after he had gone and went to the back door to look out. It was snowing again and the clean, gentle fall softened the stark and ugly outlines of the decaying outhouses on the patch of land behind the house and gently obliterated Scurridge’s footprints where they led away from the door, down the slope to the wood, through which ran a path to the main road, a mile distant. She shivered as the cold air touched her, and returned indoors, beginning, despite herself, to remember. Once the sheds had been sound and strong and housed poultry. The garden had flourished too, supplying them with sufficient vegetables for their own needs and some left to sell. Now it was overgrown with rampant grass and dock. And the house itself – they had bought it for a song because it was old and really too big for one woman to manage; but it too had been strong and sound and it had looked well under regular coats of paint and with the walls pointed and the windows properly hung. In the early days, seeing it all begin to slip from her grasp, she had tried to keep it going herself. But it was a thankless, hopeless struggle without support from Scurridge: a struggle which had beaten her in the end, driving her first into frustration and then finally apathy. Now everything was mouldering and dilapidated and its gradual decay was like a symbol of her own decline from the hopeful young wife and mother into the tired old woman she was now.


Listlessly she washed up and put away the teapots. Then she took the coal-bucket from the hearth and went down into the dripping, dungeon-like darkness of the huge cellar. There she filled the bucket and lugged it back up the steps. Mending the fire, piling it high with the wet gleaming lumps of coal, she drew some comfort from the fact that this at least, with Scurridge’s miner’s allocation, was one thing of which they were never short. This job done, she switched on the battery-fed wireless set and stretched out her feet in their torn canvas shoes to the blaze.


They were broadcasting a programme of old-time dance music: the Lancers, the Barn Dance, the Veleta. You are my honey-honey-suckle, I am the bee… Both she and Scurridge had loved old-time dancing a long time, a long long time ago: and, scorning the modern fox-trots, how often they had danced so in the first years of marriage while some kind friend looked to the baby, Eva! Oh, those wonderful early days: that brief era of glorious freedom, with the narrow restrictions of her father’s house behind her and the mad decline of Scurridge in the unknown future! Oh! Those times... There seemed to be a conspiracy afoot tonight, set on making her remember, and she sat there while the radio played, letting the old tunes wash the long-submerged memories onto the shores of her mind; and later on she took a candle and went up into the cold, barn-like bedroom and climbing on a chair, rummaged in a cupboard over the built-in wardrobe and eventually unearthed a photograph album. Rubbing the mildewed cover on her overall, she took the album down to her chair by the fire. It was years since she had looked into the album and slowly now she turned the pages and went back across the years to her youth.


 


She was asleep when the knock came at the back door to startle her into sudden wakefulness, and consciousness that the gaslight had failed and the room was lit only by the flicker of the big fire in the grate. She thought for a bemused moment that she had imagined the sound, and then it was repeated more insistently this time, and she got up and after picking up and placing on the table the photograph album which had slid from her knee while she dozed, went into the passage.


She stood a few feet from the door and called out, ‘Who is it? Who’s there?’ It was a lonely house and, though she was not normally nervous, being awakened so abruptly had disturbed her a little.


‘It’s me,’ a woman’s voice answered; ‘Eva.’


‘Oh!’ Mrs Scurridge stepped forward and unbolted the door and swung it open. ‘Come in, love, come in. I wasn’t expecting you tonight. You must be near frozen through.’


‘Just a minute,’ her daughter said. ‘I’ll just give Eric a shout.’ She walked to the corner of the house and called out. A man’s voice answered her and then there was the coughing splutter of a motor-cycle engine, from the road at the front of the house.


‘I thought you mustn’t be in when I couldn’t see a light,’ Eva said when she came back. She kicked the snow off her boots against the step before coming into the passage. ‘What’re you doing sitting in the dark? Don’t tell me you haven’t a penny for the gas now.’


‘It went out while I was having a little nap.’ They went along the stone-flagged passage and into the fire-lit kitchen. ‘I’ll just find me purse and see if I’ve any coppers.’


‘No, here.’ Eva took out her own purse. ‘I’ve a shilling here: that’ll last longer.’


‘Well, I’ve got some coppers…’ her mother began. But Eva had already crossed the room and her heels were clacking on the steps to the cellar. Mrs Scurridge put a twist of paper into the fire and when she heard the shilling fall in the meter, lit the gas-mantle.


‘Isn’t Eric comin’ in then?’ she asked as Eva returned.


‘He’s got a football club meeting in Cressley,’ Eva said, ‘He’s callin’ back for me. He might pop in for a minute then.’


Her mother watched her as she took off her headscarf and gingerly fingered her newly permed mouse-brown hair.


‘A busy young man, your Eric.’


‘Oh, here, there an’ everywhere.’ Eva took off her heavy tweed coat. Under it she had on a dark-green wool dress. Round the high neck of the dress she was wearing a necklace of an imitation gold finish with a matching bracelet round her wrist. She brought an air of comfortable prosperity and well-being with her into the shabby room.


‘They made him a foreman at the Works last week,’ she said, with a faint note of complacent pride in her voice.


‘Ah, promotion, eh?’


Eva lifted her skirt from the hips to avoid ‘seating’ it and sat down in her father’s chair. She levered off her fur-lined winter boots and put her nylon-stockinged feet on the kerb. ‘He’ll be manager one day,’ she said. ‘Everybody says how clever he is.’


‘Well, it’s nice to hear of a young man getting on,’ her mother said; ‘especially when he’s something to you.’


Eva ran her palms up and down her calves then pushed back the hem of her skirt to expose her knees to the fire. She was a thin young woman, easily chilled, and she could not remember ever being able to keep warm in this house in winter. She stretched out her hands and leaned towards the blaze.


‘Brrrh! What weather... It’s freezing like anything outside.’


‘I hope your Eric’ll be safe on his bike.’


‘Oh, he’ll be all right. He’s a careful driver: and it’s better with the side car on, weather like this... Have you been cutting yourself?’ she asked, noticing her mother’s hand for the first time.


Mrs Scurridge told her what had happened and Eva said, ‘You want to look after it. Don’t let it turn septic.’


Mrs Scurridge dismissed the injury with a shrug. ‘It’s only a scratch. I’ve put some salve on it. It’ll heal up in a day or two…’


‘I like your frock,’ said Mrs Scurridge after a moment. ‘Is it new?’


‘Well, nearly. I’ve only worn it two or three times. I got it in Leeds when we were looking at furniture. It was in Creston’s window – y’know, in Briggate – an’ it took me eye straight away. Eric saw me looking at it an’ he bought it me. I knew we couldn’t afford it, what with all the expense of movin’ an’ everything, but he talked me into it.’ She gave a short laugh of feminine pleasure, at this thought of her husband’s indulgence.


‘You’ve got moved and everything, then?’


‘Yes, we’re in, thank the Lord. It’ll take a bit of making comfortable, what with it being so new in’ all that, but it’s like heaven after livin’ in digs.’


‘I dare say it will be. But you got on all right with the folk you lodged with, didn’t you? You never had any trouble or anything?’


‘Oh, no, nothing like that. Not that there hasn’t been times when I could have said a thing or two, mind. But Mrs Walshaw’s much too reserved an’ ladylike to ever have words with anybody. She had a way of looking down her nose at you ’at I never liked. She’d taken quite a fancy to Eric, y’know, what with her an’ Mr Walshaw not havin’ any child of their own, an’ I believe she thought he’d never find a lass good enough for him. No, you can’t quarrel with Mrs Walshaw. Quite the lady, she is. You’d never think to meet her she’d made all her money keepin’ a fish and chip shop an’ taking lodgers in.’


‘Aye, it takes all sorts... You’ll have been kept busy for a bit, then?’


‘Oh, You’ve no idea. What with cleanin’ an’ paintin’ and buying furniture an’ making curtains, we’ve had a real month of it. But it’s such a lovely house, Mother. I walk round sometimes when Eric’s at work and tell myself it’s really ours. An’ I still can’t believe it. I’m always thinkin’ I’ll wake up one morning and find we’re back in Mrs Walshaw’s back bedroom.’


There was a short silence while Eva gently rubbed her legs in the heat of the fire. Then Mrs Scurridge said diffidently, ‘You’re not... You don’t think you’re over-reaching yourselves at all, do you? You know what I mean: taking on a bit more than you can manage.’


‘Oh, no,’ Eva said; ‘we’re all right. We’ve been saving up ever since we were married. Both of us working. An’ Eric was always careful as a single lad, y’know. He never threw his money around like a lot of ’em do. No, we’ll be all right. We shall have to pull our horns in a bit from now on; but we’ll manage nicely, thank you.’


‘Well then,’ said her mother, satisfied. ‘You know your own know best. An’ I’m right glad ’at you’re settled in a home of your own at last.’


‘An’ you can come an’ see us any time you like now,’ Eva said. ‘It’s not far – just half an hour on the bus from Cressley.’


‘Yes, I’ll have to see about it now. I’ll be poppin’ over one o’these fine days. Just let’s get a bit o’ better weather here.’


Eva toasted her knees. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘an’ how are you keeping?’


Mrs Scurridge gave a faint shrug. ‘Oh, so so. A touch of lumbago now an’ again; but I can’t grumble. I’ll be happier when we have a bit better weather. You feel so cut off here when there’s snow on the ground. Half a mile from the nearest house and hardly any traffic on the road at night.’


‘You should get out more,’ Eva said, ’stead o’ sittin’ in night after night.’


‘Aye, I suppose I should. You get out of the habit, though. And besides, this weather–’


‘No need to ask about me father,’ Eva said. ‘Seems this weather doesn’t keep him in. Where’s he gone tonight? Down town?’


Her mother nodded, looking into the fire. ‘Dogs, I suppose.’


‘Leaving you here on your own, is usual.’


‘There’s no pleasure out on a night like this.’


Eva nodded. ‘I know all about it.’ She drew in her breath. ‘I don’t know how you stand it. I don’t, honestly.’ Her gaze flickered round the room and the dinginess of what she saw seemed so to oppress her that she barely restrained a shudder. ‘Thank God I got out when I had the chance.’


‘It was different with you,’ her mother said. ‘You’d have gone anyway, sometime.’


‘Not if he’d had his way. It just suited his book having two women about the house to wait on him. An’ with my money coming in he could hang on to more of his own.’ She stopped, then burst out in angry impatience, ‘I don’t see it. I just don’t see it. A husband should be somebody like Eric, who considers his wife an’ looks after her. An’ when he stops being like that your duty stops as well. You don’t owe me father a thing. You could walk out of here tonight an’ nobody could blame you. An’ you know there’s a place waiting for you any time you want it now. You’ve somewhere to go now.’


Mrs Scurridge threw a shrewd glance at her daughter’s profile, flushed pink now from the heat of the fire and her outburst of indignation. ‘Is that what Eric thinks too?’ she said. ‘What does he think about it?’


‘Well... he thinks like I do. He doesn’t know why you stick it.’


‘But that doesn’t mean he’d be happy to be saddled with his mother-in-law as soon as he’s settled in his first home. Especially a mother-in-law like me.’


‘Why especially like you?’


‘Well, I don’t suppose he thinks I’m the smartest woman he’s ever seen.’


‘But you could be smart,’ Eva cried. ‘You could if you got away from here. What’s the use of bothering here, though, livin’ week in an’ week out miles from anywhere with a husband who spends all his money on gamblin’ an’ drinkin’? How can anybody take a pride in conditions like that?’


‘Well, my place is with your father, Eva, and that’s all there is to it.’


‘But you don’t–’


‘That’ll do,’ her mother said quietly.


Eva said, ‘Oh!’ and stood up with an impatient gesture.


The radio was still playing. ‘Do we have to have this thing on?’


‘You can switch if off if you like. I was listening to some old-time dance music, but it’s over now.’


Eva went round the back of the chair and turned the knob. In the silence that followed she remained standing there, one hand resting on top of the wireless cabinet, her back to her mother.


‘Mother,’ she said suddenly, and turned round, ‘am I illegitimate?’


Her mother started. ‘No, you’re not.’


‘But you an’ me dad had to get married because of me, hadn’t you?’


‘No, no. It wasn’t quite like that. We did get married when we knew you were coming; but we should have done anyway. We weren’t forced into it.’ She met her daughter’s eyes. ‘How did you find out?’


‘Oh, it’s something I’ve hid in the back of me mind for a long while now,’ Eva said, still standing behind the chair. ‘It was just a matter of checkin’ a couple of dates to make sure.’


‘Have you said anything to Eric?’


‘No.’


‘Are you going to?’


‘I don’t see why I should.’


‘Neither do I,’ Mrs Scurridge said. ‘But you don’t think he’d mind, do you?’


‘I don’t know,’ Eva said frankly. ‘He... Well, he’s a bit straitlaced about some things, is Eric. I don’t see any point in spoiling anything…’


‘But nobody can call you illegitimate, Eva,’ Mrs Scurridge said. ‘We were married months before y…’ She turned her gaze to the fire. ‘I’m sorry, love. I never saw any reason to tell you.’


‘Oh, don’t you be sorry.’ Eva’s mouth set. ‘It’s him, not you.


‘You shouldn’t hate your father so much, Eva.’


‘How can I help it when everything he touches turns rotten? He’s spoilt your life an’ he’d have done the same with mine if I hadn’t stood up to him. He couldn’t even get married in a right way. He had to get hold of you by getting you into trouble.’


‘It wasn’t like that at all,’ her mother said intensely. ‘He was different in those days. You’d never credit the difference.’


‘So you tell me. But I can’t remember him like that. The only father I know is a tight-fisted, mean-hearted old rotter who can’t live decent for gamblin’ everything away.


‘Oh, Eva, Eva.’


‘I’m sorry,’ she said; ‘but it just makes me boil.’


‘Look,’ her mother said. ‘Just look in that album on the table and you’ll see your father as he was.’


Eva moved to the table and opened the cover of the album. ‘I don’t remember seeing this before.’


‘I might have shown it to you when you were little. I haven’t had it out meself for years. It was that old-time dance music on the wireless that made me remember it. It started me thinkin’ back…’


Eva pulled out a chair and sat down at the table. ‘He wasn’t bad-looking as a young man…’


‘A little wiry dandy of a man, he was,’ Mrs Scurridge said. ‘Honest, hardworking, full of fun. I was twenty-two when I met him and I’d hardly spoken to a man except to pass the time of day. I’d never been out to work because your grandfather wanted me at home to look after the house. It was stifling in your grandfather’s house because there wasn’t any joy or life. It was all God. God, God, God, from morning till night. Not a God of joy and love, but your grandfather’s God. A God of commandments. Thou shalt not. Your grandfather was a man with God in his mouth and ice in his heart. I once heard somebody say that about him and I never forgot it. He had a saying for every occasion. “Gamblers never win” was one I keep remembering now. “They might seem to do”, he used to say, “but be sure their sin will find them in the end”. A stiff, unbending man, he was. I never in my life saw him soften at anything.


‘The only time your father came to call on me your grandfather turned him off the step because he wasn’t suitable. He came from a poor family and his father had been in prison for assaulting his employer. If there was anything your grandfather couldn’t abide it was a work-man who answered back. He had half a dozen of his own and he ruled them with a rod of iron. Jobs weren’t so easily come by in those days, so they didn’t dare to complain. I took to meeting your father in secret whenever I could slip out of the house. It was the happiest time of my whole life. He brought sunshine and laughter into my life and I’d have gone to the ends of the earth with him...


‘We were married in a registry office when we knew you were on the way. Your grandfather had done with me by that time. We were never married at all in his eyes – just living in sin because of the sin that brought you into the world. We didn’t mind, though. We were very happy for a while…’


‘But what changed him?’ Eva asked. ‘What made him like he is now?’


‘All kinds of things help to change a man. Bad luck, weakness of character. When your grandfather had the stroke that finished him your father was out of work. We were struggling to make ends meet. All your grandfather’s money went to the chapel and various other worthy causes. We didn’t get a penny. He went to his grave without forgiving me, and your father never forgave him. He grew bitter. They were bitter years for a lot of people. He saw nothing in front of him but a life of slaving in the pits and nothing at the end of that but broken health or p’raps a quick end underground. So he began to crave for easy money. He wanted to get rich quick without working for it. It was like a demon that got into him, ruling his life. Nothing else mattered. Everything else could go to the wall. Now it’s too late. He’ll never change again now. But I made my vows, Eva. I said for better or for worse and you can’t believe in principles when it’s easy and forget ’em when it’s hard. I chose my life and I can’t run away from it now…’


Suddenly overcome, Eva fell down beside her mother’s chair, grasping her roughened hand and pressing it to her face in the rush of emotion that swept over her.


‘Oh, Mother, Mother; come away with me. Come away tonight. Leave it all an’ have done with it. I’ll make it right with Eric. He’s a good man; he’ll understand.’


Mrs Scurridge gently withdrew her hand and touched her daughter’s head. ‘No, love. I thank you for what you’ve said; but my place is with your father as long as he needs me.’


 


Carried along in the crowds that swarmed from the greyhound stadium, but alone, was Scurridge, richer tonight by six pounds. But it give him little joy. He knew that next week or the week after he would lose it again and probably more as well. His ultimate aim was not centred here; these small prizes were of only momentary satisfaction to him and it was only the constant urgings of the demon, the irresistible pull of something for nothing, which brought him here week after week. He turned right at the opening of the lane and walked along the pavement with his slouch-shouldered gait, chin sunk into the collar of his overcoat, hands deep in pockets, a dead cigarette butt between his lips. His pale eyes were brimming with tears, his thin features pinched and drawn in the biting wind which scoured the streets, turning the slush on the pavements and in the gutters to ice. He still dressed as he had in the lean thirties, in shabby overcoat and dirty tweed cap, with a silk muffler knotted round his neck to hide lack of collar and tie. The new prosperity had left no mark on Scurridge.


He was making for the Railway Tavern, one of his customary Saturday-night haunts, and as he neared the pub he heard himself hailed with joviality and beery good-cheer by two men approaching from the opposite direction.


‘Fred! Ey, Fred!’


He stopped, recognising the men. He nodded curtly as they drew near. ‘How do, Charlie. Do, Willy.’


They were better dressed than Scurridge though they were, like him, colliers – coal-face workers: the men who earned the big money, the elite of the pit. The one called Charlie, the taller of the two, came to a halt with his arm thrown across the shoulders of his companion.


‘Here’s old Fred, Willy,’ he said. ‘Ye know old Fred, don’t you, Willy?’


Willy said Aye; he knew Fred.


‘I should bloody well an’ think you do,’ Charlie said. ‘Everybody knows Fred. The life an’ soul of the party, Fred is. Here every Sat’day night; an’ every other night in t’week he’s at some other pub. Except when he’s at t’Dogs. When he in’t in a pub he’s at t’Dogs, an’ when he in’t at t’Dogs he’s in a pub. An’ when he in’t at either, Willy – where d’you think he is then, eh?’


Willy said he didn’t know.


‘He’s down t’bloody pit wi’ t’rest on us!’ Charlie said.


Wheezy laughter doubled Charlie up, the weight of his arm bearing Willy down with him. Willy extricated himself and carefully straightened his hat. Scurridge, at this moment, made as if to enter the pub, but Charlie, recovering abruptly, reached out and took his arm.


‘Know what’s wrong wi’ Fred, Willy?’ he said, throwing his free arm back across Willy’s shoulders. ‘Well, I’ll tell you. He’s got a secret sorrer, Fred has. That’s what he’s got – a secret sorrer. An’ d’you know what his secret sorrer is, Willy?’


Willy said no.


‘No, ye don’t,’ Charlie said triumphantly. ‘An’ no bugger else does neither. He keeps it to himself, like he keeps everythin’ else.’


Feeling he was being got at, and not liking it, Scurridge tried to free his arm: but Charlie held on with all the persistence of the uninhibitedly drunk.


‘Oh, come on now, don’t be like that, Fred. I’m on’y havin’ a bit o’ fun. I allus thought you’d a sense o’ yumour. I like a feller with i sense o’ yumour.’


‘Come on inside,’ Scurridge said. ‘Come on an’ have a pint.’


‘Now yer talkin’, Fred lad,’ Charlie said. ‘Now yer bloody well an’ talkin’!’


They followed Scurridge up the stone steps and into the passage, where he would have gone into the taproom but for the pressure of Charlie’s hand on his back. ‘In ’ere’s best,’ Charlie said. ‘Let’s go where there’s a bit o’ bloody life.’ He pushed open the door of the concert room. Beyond the fug of tobacco smoke, there could be seen a comedian on the low stage, a plump man in a tight brown suit and red tie. He was telling the audience of the time he had taken his girlfriend to London and some laughter broke from the people seated there as he reached the risqué punchline of the story. ‘Over there,’ Charlie said, pushing Scurridge and Willy towards an empty table. As they sat down the waiter turned from serving a party nearby and Charlie looked expectantly at Scurridge.


‘What yer drinkin?’ Scurridge said.


‘Bitter,’ Charlie said.


‘Bitter,’ Willy said.


Scurridge nodded. ‘Bitter.’


‘Pints?’ the waiter said.


‘Pints,’ Charlie said.


The waiter went away and Charlie said, ‘Had any luck tonight, Fred?’


‘I can’t grumble,’ Scurridge said.


Charlie gave Willy a nudge. ‘Hear that, Willy? He might ha’ won fifty quid tonight, but he’s not sayin’ owt. He tells you what he wants you to know, Fred does, an’ no more.


‘He does right,’ Willy said.


‘O’ course he does, Willy. I’m not blamin’ him. Us colliers, we all talk too much, tell everybody us business. Everybody knows how much we earn. They can all weigh us up. But they can’t weigh Fred up. He keeps his mouth shut. He’s the sort o’ feller ’at puts a little cross on his football pools coupon – y’know, no publicity if you win. Wha, he might be a bloody millionaire already, for all we know, Willy.’


‘Talk some sense,’ Scurridge said. ‘Think I’d be sweatin’ me guts out every day like I am if I’d enough brass to chuck it?’


‘I don’t know, Fred. Some fellers I’ve heard tell of keep on workin’ as a hobby-like.’


‘A fine bloody hobby.’


The waiter put the drinks on the table and Scurridge paid him. Charlie lifted his glass and drank deeply, saying first, ‘Your continued good ’ealth, Fred me lad.’


Scurridge and Willy drank in silence.


‘Well,’ said Charlie, putting the half-empty glass back on the table and wiping his lips with the back of his hand, ‘Is’ll be able to tell me mates summat now.’


‘Tell ’em what?’ Scurridge asked.


’At I’ve had a pint wi’ Fred Scurridge. They’ll never bloody believe me.’


This continued reference to his supposed meanness angered Scurridge and he flushed. ‘You’ve got yer bloody ale, haven’t yer?’ he said. ‘Well, you’d better sup it an’ enjoy it, ’cos you won’t get any more off me.’


‘I know that, Fred,’ said Charlie, in great good humour, ’an’ I am enjoying it. I can’t remember when I enjoyed a pint as much.’


Scurridge turned his head and looked sulkily round the room. The entertainer had come to the end of his patter and now, accompanied by an elderly man on the upright piano, was singing a ballad in a hard, unmusical pseudo-Irish tenor voice. Scurridge scowled in distaste. The noise irritated him. He hated music in pubs, preferring a quiet atmosphere of darts and male conversation as a background to his drinking. He lifted his glass, looking over its rim at Charlie who was slumped against Willy now, relating some anecdote of the morning’s work. Scurridge emptied the glass and Charlie looked up as he scraped back his chair.


‘Not goin’, are yer, Fred? Aren’t you havin’ one wi’ me?’


‘I’m off next door where it’s quiet,’ Scurridge said.


‘Well, just as yer like, Fred. So long, lad. Be seein’ yer!’


Relieved at being free of them so easily, Scurridge went out and across the passage into the taproom. The landlord himself was in attendance there and seeing Scurridge walk through the room to the far end of the bar, he drew a pint of bitter without being asked for it and placed the glass in front of Scurridge. ‘Cold out?’ Scurridge nodded. ‘Perishin’’. ‘He pulled himself up onto a stool, ignoring the men standing near him and the noise coming faintly from the concert room. Close behind him, where he sat, four men he knew, colliers like himself, were gathered round a table, talking as the dominoes clicked, talking as all colliers talk, of work...


‘So when he comes down on t’face, I says, “I reckon there’ll be a bit extra in this week-end for all this watter we’re workin’ in?” An’ he says, “Watter! Yer don’t know what it is to work in watter!” “An’ what do yer think this is seepin’ ovver me clog tops, then,” I says: “bloody pale ale?”’


Scurridge shut his ears to their talk. He never willingly thought of the pit once he was out of it; and he hated every moment he spent down there in the dark, toiling like an animal. That was what you were, in animal, grubbing your livelihood out of the earth’s bowels. He could feel the years beginning to tell on him now. He was getting to an age when most men turned their back on contract working and took an easier job. But he could not bear to let the money go. While there was good money to be earned, he would earn it. Until the day when he could say good-bye to it all...


He drank greedily, in deep swallows, and the level in his glass lowered rapidly. When he set it down empty the landlord came along and silently refilled it, again without needing to be asked. Then with the full glass beside him Scurridge prepared to check his football pool forecasts. He put on his spectacles and taking out a copy of the sports final, laid it on the bar, folded at the results of the day’s matches. Beside the newspaper he put the copy coupon on which his forecasts were recorded, and with a stub of pencil in his fingers he began to check his entries. If was a long and involved procedure, for Scurridge’s forecasts were laid out according to a system evolved by him over the years. They spread right across the coupon, occupying many lines, and could only be checked by constant reference to the master plan, which was recorded on two scraps of paper which he carried in a dirty envelope in an inner pocket. Consequently the glass at his elbow had been quietly refilled again before he came near to the end of his check and a gradual intensification of his concentration began to betray in him the presence of growing excitement. And then the movements of the pencil ceased altogether and Scurridge became very still. The noises of the taproom seemed to recede, leaving him alone and very quiet, so that he became conscious of his own heartbeats.


 


Mother and daughter heard at the same time the low growl of the motor-cycle as it approached the house.


‘That’ll be Eric now,’ said Eva, glancing at her wristwatch. ‘He said about ten.’ She reached for her boots and slipped her feet into them.


‘Won’t you have a cup o’ tea before you go?’


‘No, thanks, love.’ Eva stood up. ‘We really haven’t time tonight. We promised to call an’ see some friends.’ She reached for her handbag and felt inside it. ‘Before I forget... here, take this.’ She held out her hand, palm down. ‘It’ll come in handy.’


Her mother had automatically put out her own hand before she realized that it was a ten-shilling note she was being offered. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Thanks all the same; but it isn’t your place to give me money.’


‘I can give you a present, can’t I?’ Eva said. ‘Take it an’ treat yourself to something nice. You don’t get many treats.’


‘How should I explain it to your father?’ Mrs Scurridge said. ‘He thinks I squander his money as it is. And I couldn’t tell him you’d given it to me.’


Eva put the note back in her bag. ‘All right. If that’s the way you feel about it…’


‘I don’t want you to be offended about it,’ her mother said. ‘But you know how it is.’


‘Yes,’ Eva said, ‘I know how it is.’


The sound of the motor-cycle had died now at the back of the house and there was a knock on the door. Eva went out into the passage and returned with Eric, her husband. He said, ‘Evenin’ to Mrs Scurridge and stood just inside the doorway, looking sheepishly round the room, then at his wife who had put on her coat and was now adjusting her headscarf over her ears. He was a big fair young man, wearing a heavy leather riding-coat and thigh-length boots. A crash helmet and goggles dangled from one end.


‘It’ll be cold riding your bike tonight, I expect?’ Mrs Scurridge said. She felt awkward with her son-in-law, for she had had no chance of getting to know him.


His eyes rested on her for a second before flitting back to Eva. ‘It’s not so bad if you’re well wrapped up,’ he said. ‘Ready, love?’ he said to Eva.


‘All about.’ She picked up her handbag and kissed her mother on the cheek. ‘I’ll pop over again as soon as I can. An’ you’ll have to make an effort to get over to see us.’


‘I’ll be surprising you one of these days.’


‘Well, you know you’re welcome any time,’ Eva said. ‘Isn’t she, Eric?’


‘Yes, that’s right,’ Eric said. ‘Any time.’


She wondered vaguely what would be their reaction were she to walk in on them unexpectedly one evening; when they had company, for instance. Then she pushed the thought from her mind and followed them out to the back door where she and Eva kissed again. Eva walked across the crisp, hardening snow and got into the side-car. Mrs Scurridge called good night and watched them coast round the side of the house. She waited till she heard the sudden open-throttled roar of the engine before closing the door and going back into the house.


She sat down and looked into the fire and in a moment a flood of misery and self-pity had swept away the uncertain barrier of her indifference and was over-flowing in silent tears on to her sallow cheeks. For the first time in years she allowed herself the luxury of weeping. She wept for many things: for the loneliness of the present and the loneliness of the past; for that all too brief time of happiness, and for a future which held nothing. She wept for what might have been and she wept for what was; and there was no consolation in her tears. She sat there as the evening died and slowly her sorrow turned to a sullen resentment as she thought of Scurridge, away in the town, among the lights and people; Scurridge, struggling through the Saturday-evening crowds to stake her happiness on the futile speed of a dog in its chase after a dummy hare. Leaning forward some time later to stir the fire she was suddenly transfixed by a shocking stab of pain. The poker clattered into the hearth as the pain pierced her like a glowing spear. Then with an effort that made her gasp, and brought sweat to her brow, she broke its thrust and fell back into the chair. Lumbago: a complaint with a funny name, that lent itself to being joked about. But not in the least funny to her. It could strike at any moment, as it had just now, rendering her almost helpless. Sometimes it would pierce her in the night and she would lie there, sweating with the agony of it, until she could rouse Scurridge from his sottish sleep to turn her on to her other side. She looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. It might be in hour or more before Scurridge returned. She longed for the warmth of her bed and with her longing came a fierce desire to thwart Scurridge in some way.


It was then that she first thought of locking him out for the night.


It was a pathetic gesture, she knew; but it was all she could think of: the only way to show resentment and defiance. She foresaw no benefit from it and her imagination, dulled by the pain which hovered across the threshold of every moment, could not stretch even as far as Scurridge’s rage in the morning. The immediate horizon of her thoughts contained only the warm bed and the oblivion of sleep. It could neither encompass nor tolerate Scurridge’s drunken return and the possibility of a demand for the satisfying of flesh that was a mockery of their first youthful passion.
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