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Preface to the 2014 Edition





Audrey Lillian Barker was born at St Paul’s Cray, Kent in 1918, and published nine novels and eleven collections of short stories between 1947 and her death in 2002. Barker’s fiction was highly regarded in her own lifetime, most memorably by Rebecca West who wrote of Barker’s third novel: ‘You should ask your vet to put you down if you do not admire The Middling.’* Barker won the inaugural Somerset Maugham Award in 1947 with her first collection, Innocents; and her novel John Brown’s Body (1969) was shortlisted for the Booker Prize.


Today, Barker is a marginal figure, often remembered as a ‘writers’ writer’. The label suggests that her writing is in some way difficult, inaccessible to the general reader. This could not be further from the truth. Barker’s stories and novels deal with familiar situations and questions, and are set in unremarkable locations: suburban streets, cul-de-sacs, terraces, parks, hotels, chemists. Barker wrote about the places and people she knew and, I think, for the people she knew, literary or otherwise. She avoided overly ‘high-brow’ publications and, from the outset of her writing career (which began proper in the 1930s at the department of juvenile fiction at the Amalgamated Press), she wrote for ordinary readers.


Many of her short stories started their lives in popular women’s magazines of the 1940s and 1950s; more surprisingly, in the 1970s and 1980s over twenty of her ghost stories were published in bestselling horror anthologies. This involvement in mainstream publishing made her a flexible writer, able to adapt her precise, highly readable prose to the demands of various fictional genres.


On the other hand, Barker’s best stories tend to thwart both generic conventions and our expectations. Many of them appear on the surface to be about minor concerns but underneath there is a strangeness, a darkness, a sense that she is, after all, concerned with bigger questions. The singularity of Barker’s prose style has a lot to do with this. The precision with which she uses vocabulary has been recognised, but it is worth noting how often in Barker’s writing the meaning is not clear, or the syntax of a sentence trips up the reader. For a writer so interested in the exact meanings of words (she was an avid reader of dictionaries) it is surprising how frequently in her work the meaning of a word or phrase remains elusive. This sense of ambiguity relates to the position of Barker herself. She wrote both literary fiction and genre fiction, short stories and novels; she was at once connected with the London literary scene and distanced from it; and she began writing at mid-century, a ‘critically awkward’ era after modernism but before postmodernism.†


The ambiguity of Barker’s position sheds light on her preoccupation with the child, a figure at once intensely familiar and strangely enigmatic. Barker’s fiction explores how others have imagined childhood as well as the issues at stake in her own writing of the child. For Barker the modern child is firmly built on Romantic foundations. She is interested in Romantic conceptions of innocence and experience, particularly the dialectical interaction between these two states expressed in the work of William Blake. But her focus on the child is as much a response to the intense interest in childhood in her own lifetime. In mid-twentieth-century Britain children occupied an uncertain position: they were viewed with suspicion and uncertainty; and figured variously in discussions about human aggression and morality, as threats to society, as yardsticks showing the corruptive influence of the war, and as symbols of a future about which many were so unsure. Barker’s fiction resists some of the key narratives being told about children in post-war society and culture, and challenges the tendency in literature and child-study to understand the child in terms of abstraction and opposition. But while she is critical of others’ attempts to pin down the child, Barker’s own preoccupation with this figure is clear. Her oeuvre is a catalogue of variations on the theme of childhood in which she writes and rewrites the child again and again, experimenting with different fictional forms.


The supernatural was another of Barker’s interests. In a lecture on ghost stories to the Royal Society of Literature (RSL) in 1990, she calls herself ‘a lifelong devotee’ of the genre.‡ Like the child, the ghost story frames Barker’s writing life. In 1942 she read Sacheverell Sitwell’s book on poltergeists which inspired her ghost story, ‘Fetched’. A story from her first collection, ‘Submerged’ was included in the first Pan Book of Horror Stories published in 1959; and her final novel, The Haunt, is in part a ghost story. If Barker could ever be claimed as a popular writer, it would be with reference to her ghost stories. One could also argue that it was by way of the ghost story that Barker achieved a move from the margins to the mainstream of the literary scene in the following decade: in addition to her RSL lecture, she had four stories commissioned by BBC Radio Four in 1992 and the same year published Element of Doubt, a collection of her ghost stories. For Barker, stories of the supernatural had not lost their power in modern times because of the necessity of ambiguity. ‘They endure’, she writes with typical Barkeresque frankness, ‘because we don’t know all the answers and we’re better off not knowing’.§


 


A. L. Barker was not fond of novels. In 1983 she wrote: ‘I have not written any novels. Those of my books which have been published under the guise of novels have been short stories stretched, disguised, tarted up and otherwise corrupted to fill the publisher’s bill.’¶ Barker’s description of slipping camouflaged short stories under the nose of her publisher reveals, on the one hand, her ambivalence towards the novel form and, on the other, an awareness of the need to adapt her writing to resemble it. Her solution was the ‘articulated novel’, the name she gave to a book containing several linked short stories or novellas featuring the same characters, themes and events.


The Joy-Ride and After (1963) is Barker’s first articulated novel. It combines the portrayal of extraordinary or epiphanic moments in people’s lives, a technique commonly found in short fiction, with a novelistic exploration of cause and effect. In the first novella, garage assistant Joe Munn’s decision to go for a drive in a car belonging to his employer’s sinister friend Brind has terrible consequences. The repercussions of Joe’s actions are felt in the second section, in which Alice Oram leaves the family home one evening after discovering that her husband Frank is having an affair. The final part of Barker’s novel, set five years later, returns to an earlier character, Esther Munn, now married to Arthur Bulow, a canteen manager.


The novel is concerned with the accounts people give of and to each other. It deals with problematic relationships underpinned by habit, convention, loneliness or obsession; conversations in which characters misunderstand one another accidentally or deliberately, or in which neither party says what they really mean; relationships in which information is told, or held back, to secure or undermine power. The physical and social isolation of the minor characters in the novel like Mrs Martineau and Garnett shows how societal relationships have broken down. Discrepancies between the accounts of events given by different characters, and incidents in which opportunities for experience and communication are missed, are replicated on a formal level by the articulated structure of the novel. The Joy-Ride and After conceives articulation to be as much about holding apart as linking together, as much about separation and disunity as it is about connection, and as much about misunderstanding and inability to articulate as it is about communication.


 


Kate Jones


 


Kate Jones is shortly to complete her doctoral thesis on A. L. Barker at the University of East Anglia, Norwich. The project, which examines representations of the figure of the child in Barker’s fiction, will provide the first full-length introduction to her work and life. In 2011 Kate was awarded a dissertation fellowship from the Harry Ransom Center (HRC) at the University of Texas in Austin; the award enabled an invaluable research visit to the HRC’s A. L. Barker archive.







* Rebecca West, ‘The Novelist’s Voice’. Typescript housed at the McFarlin Library, University of Tulsa.


† Marina MacKay and Lyndsey Stonebridge, ‘Introduction’, British Fiction After Modernism: The Novel at Mid-Century (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 1.


‡ A. L. Barker, ‘Ghosties and Ghoulies: A Loving Look at Some Tales of the Supernatural’, lecture for the Royal Society of Literature, 18 October 1990, p. 1. Box 2, Folder 3, A. L. Barker Archive, Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas, Austin.


§ Ibid., p. 3.


¶ A. L. Barker, draft response to Jean Chaudhuri’s letter dated 22 June 1983. Box 9, Folder 3, A. L. Barker Archive, Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas, Austin.
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I


THE JOY-RIDE





RUMBOLD had taken to sitting in the office all day. It was in a corner of the pump bay, a two-by-four place with glass-topped walls like the wheelhouse of a ship. The wind had a straight run up Recovery Road and every scrap of paper, every billhead wagged in the draught. Rumbold felt the cold. Sometimes it was the only thing he felt. It got into his armpits and under the soles of his feet, it was in his pockets, down among the tobacco dust and small change.


He could remember being hot, splendidly hot. In Burma. His memory sorted out from all that gargantuan stew of green a few wild banana trees and frangipani and honeyed sweat welling from every pore. That was happiness, that’s how it came, a grain at a time. Ten years after, he picked it out, pure and still luminous, and rolled it between his fingers. One grain out of a whole war, but it was the purity that surprised him. For a split second he fooled himself back under the tigrish sky, the blade of the sun cut him down, his bones melted and the dust drank them up.


On the concrete apron the boy, Joe, rambled about serving petrol. Now and then when there was nothing else to do he used his fist to split the ice in the water-cans. The wind whipped across the marshalling yards and Joe’s body stood out as if it had been shucked. His overalls peeled back over his bones, big bungling bones that sprouted anyhow, like scrub timber. He stood sorting over lumps of ice in his palm.


Rumbold kicked open the door. “Joe!”


He, Rumbold, had burnt those scabs down the jamb, snubbing his cigarettes out, thinking of something. Of what? That scar high under the lintel, what had he thought of when he reached up to make that? Maybe it marked one of his decisions, he was liable to them when he finished a cigarette, the feeling would endure for a moment of having come to a corner and got round it.


“Joe!”


The boy opened his fist and let fall the lump of yellow ice that dribbled in his palm. The fragments skidded wide and he cracked them under his boot as he crossed the yard.


“Stop fooling with that ice, will you? I’m sensitive, I’ve got nerves.” Joe waited, his was not so much a stare as a kind of trenchant blankness. “Oh, you’re all right, you wouldn’t know a nerve from a pipeline.” Rumbold turned up his coat collar. “I’m going across to Evie’s. You’d better shift the Vauxhall, there’s no room for the tanker to set up.”


First flakes of snow came blundering in on the wind as he crossed the street.


*


It was warm in the café. Evie’s, they called it, though Evie didn’t own a stick of the place. She stood behind the counter and the café crouched round her, the chairs and tables like a lot of stiff-legged old creatures waiting to jump through a hoop. She filled the room with her climate, a soft bloomy air, alive and stirring—part of her breath. Then the bare walls and the webby floor had a saloon-bar plush.


Rumbold used to shut the door and stand waiting for the cold gust that had come in with him to be stifled. When he moved he went gingerly, opening his knees, straightening his back, letting the warmth into every crease.


That was a mistake, and Evie let him see it by the way she picked him up and put him down in a glance. As if there was nothing to know about him, nothing to want. She was right, he had no surprises left. He went to the counter and put his hands on the urn, holding them there until it was bliss to rub and chase the burn down into his finger tips. What was left was too subtle for Evie. She was uncomplicated. He’d watched her when the truckers came in, the big men with faces wine-dark from the wind. They’d slam the door, shaking the cold off their coats like dogs in from a swim. Evie would be there behind the urn, smiling a smile that began in her body.


“That’s the way to get chilblains.”


“On these?” Rumbold held out square calloused fingers, kneading one fist into the other until the dry skin squawked.


There was one other customer, an old cabby sitting over against the wall. He sucked once or twice at his brimming mug of tea before he took off his cap, felt inside and brought out a flat newspaper package. He opened it on the table, took out a decker of bread and ham, re-wrapped the parcel—mitring off the corners—put it back in his cap and settled the cap on his ears.


“Gets a bit draughty after supper, eh, Charley?” called Rumbold.


The bright blue veins in the old man’s cheeks knotted and twinkled. “I keep a crust up for breakfast.”


Evie laughed. She opened her throat and the laughter came quaking up out of her breasts, swelling the thick cords in her neck, quivering along the soft floury flesh of her arms and down into her thighs. Both men watched her, old Charley’s gums grinning and crumbling his sandwich, Rumbold smiling tightly, waiting for her to finish. Evie put her hands up to her hair, still laughing, pinned a loop of it in place. She had beautiful hair, bold as brass, and she wore it roped round her head in a yellow plait as solid as her own wrist.


“Jessamy, I’m warm. Laughing always makes me warm.”


Rumbold leaned across the counter. “Have you thought about tomorrow?”


“Not till it comes.”


“I’ll take the Buick and we’ll go up West. You like riding in the Buick—”


“Gone pink as a lobster, I have.” Smilingly, Evie pinched up a fold of flesh on her forearm, gently rolled it between finger and thumb.


“Anywhere you like—the Strand Palace or Mario’s.” Rumbold could hear the pleading in his voice. “Anything you say.”


He didn’t like the way she looked at him, knowing him, knowing everything about him, half smiling at what she knew.


“If you’ve got another date—” But she’d no right to another date, he’d asked days ago. ‘Just once, Evie, just for old times’ sake—’ Begging, it had come to. “We’ll make it Friday, or Saturday—any night.”


The urn suddenly tried to blow its top. It gathered itself for the effort, sweating steam and scolding like a cat. Rumbold stepped back, snatching his hands from the counter.


“You’re nervy.” Evie pressed the valve, a jet of steam shot out with a snarl. In the sharp hush that followed old Charley sucked up his tea. “It’s snowing, funny how quiet it goes when it starts to snow.” She looked where the big flakes sailed down the window and the small grains whipped to and fro in a solid gas. Out of a soupy sky the snow came down a bad yellow, folding into the black grease of the road. “It’s pretty, there’s nothing so pretty as snow.”


*


The snow was bothering Joe Munn. He was flat on his back beside an old box-car and the flakes lit on his eyes and mouth like soggy moths. They tasted of sulphur where the wind had brought them across the marshalling yards. He couldn’t see what he was doing or what he ought to be doing. At the moment he was considering a problem.


The jack had jammed on the axle and the problem was to free it without bringing half a ton of near scrap iron down in a hurry. Joe eased himself under the chassis until his face was free of snow. He lay looking up at the dirty underguts of the car. The axles, shafts, rods and bolts under the curded grease and the webs of mud—they had properness and purpose. All machines had that. So had maps, country looked best on a map.


The jack was tight as a rock when he grasped it, had probably overrun its thread. If Rumbold was right and the axle was cracked, they had a major job. Rumbold hadn’t bargained for a major job.


“Buy cheap and sell dear, that’s business.”


Joe wasn’t going into business. Business meant books, and books gave him goose-pimples. He tapped the axle with a spanner. It sounded dead, there was no ring to it. He wished he knew enough to know if there had to be a ring. He hit it again, harder. This time there was a strong true chime from the jack. It gave, gracefully, and the chassis flopped, ancient joints yawning, into a half-cock on its off-side rear wheel, missing his head by a split inch. He squirmed out feet first into the ribbons of snow.


The car looked comic from behind, like an old dog trying to get its leg up. You’d never think it was a fly particular thing, all those rods and cylinders, valves and pistons, picking the gas out of a tank of petrol, firing a whiff at a time and belting along all that cold iron with each explosion. That was mystery. But one day he was going to know it, down to the last washer, the last pin, he was going to know an engine. Rumbold knew and sometimes he would tell, sometimes not. He liked to pretend it was too deep, or too easy, or something you had to be born with.


A few turns of the jack handle and the car was down on an even keel and the snow was dribbling in the ribs of its wooden coachwork. Joe pushed it away into the shop. He switched on the pump lights and the flicker sign over the drive-in. Traffic greased by, people trotted past rounded like beetles, and the hard blue blink of the flicker-sign pricked out the last of the daylight.


Across the street in the café Rumbold sat at a table with Evie standing beside him. Once when Joe went to the café with a message he had seen the way Rumbold looked at Evie, and once as she passed in the street he saw it again. He knew what it was supposed to mean, and because he hadn’t been able to come by it any other way he tried the look before a mirror, hoping the rest would follow. There was a flaw in the mirror. It gave him a lip like a camel’s—nothing else. He didn’t seem to be liable. That was unusual. At his age others were not only liable, they were fully capable, or claimed to be—the same ones a year or so back who were shooting a line about how far they could send a spitball.


Being liable didn’t make Rumbold look like a man either, it made him look like a sheep. There was something—a complete give-away—that Joe couldn’t fancy for himself.


He had his feelings and they were real. Like the way he fired up when he got into a car. When the engine woke and the wheels turned and the streets were paid out on a string, he sat like a hero with power beating up through the soles of his feet. He was no longer flesh and blood, he was all steel and iron and sparking core. Could anything come up to that? Did Evie do as much for Rumbold, or tangling with girls for his liable friends? Joe knew the answer, but he sought it just the same.


He considered the factory girls who went down to the Park at night, and he considered Evie. In detail, because he wanted to be fair—one neck, two arms, a pair of sharp little breasts jacked up tight, hips that fretted as they jibbed along in their crazy shoes. Down by the Park railings there were certain things to be done, but when he thought of doing them he thought of chilled rabbits stretched on fishmongers’ slabs and it was their blue flesh that touched his own.


Evie was no rabbit, she was a separate case. He couldn’t even take an inventory because she was all of a piece, all Evie. He would sooner have laid his finger on a hot iron as on any of that thick white knowing skin. Of course Rumbold didn’t care about the knowing. He was a man of forty and the owner of a business and he could walk in any day and order a cup of tea and all her knowing wouldn’t be worth the sixpenny bit he threw on the counter. But there had to be something else, something triggered off by the sight of her across the street, a slow gripe that went on aching until it had to be soaked out in the bar of the Airlie. Joe had seen it happen, and about the second or third time he stopped being sorry for Rumbold. He used to go into the back of the workshop and spit on a heap of iron, always on the same place, where there was a fiercer, yellower stain among the crumbles of brown rust.


The snow had stopped. It lay in threads on the roofs and in grey curds along the street. Joe was watching the black doctor who had switched on the light in his surgery. It had been a shop, the windows were three-quarters painted dead green, but the doctor was so tall that the top of his head showed where the paint ended and the clear glass began.


He kept very still. He might be listening to his stethoscope; he might be using a knife, a long blade like a butcher’s. Joe pictured it falling through flesh white and tidy as a block of lard.


Perhaps the doctor didn’t believe in the knife, perhaps he believed in ju-ju—when the castor-oil and peppermint failed he tried cock’s feathers and snake’s teeth. They said so, anyway. Billy Diprose said the doctor had slipped a monkey’s paw into the plaster of his broken leg.


He kept so still, Joe might have thought it was a black cap hanging there. But he remembered a summer morning early when the sun was down at the doorsteps. The surgery door stood wide, Joe was on his paper-round. He threw the newspaper on the mat and as he threw it the doctor was there in the surgery, just standing, his hands hanging, the thumbs turned out like triggers. Joe called, “’Morning, mister,” but he didn’t move. He waited, head down, as an old horse waits in the shafts. He wasn’t old, either, he had cheeks as blue as a plum and his body moved as if every bone was greased.


The tanker didn’t come. Children scooped the grey stuff from the pavements and tried snowballing. Old Charley came out in time to catch them lobbing it at his cab. He went after them, beating the skirts of his coat like a bulky bird. Joe fetched a broom and began sweeping out the pump bay.


He didn’t hear the car. That was part of it, his looking up, not for any reason—just to stretch his neck—looking up from his broom and seeing it there under the flicker sign. Afterwards, when he wanted to put a time to it he knew that was the beginning. What he should have done, he should have turned his back, he should never have let that first sight of it sink in and make a place for itself. Everything else could have happened just the same and it would only have been living, like you were bound to do, and at the end he would have been able to walk away.


He could as soon have turned his back on a vision. That’s what it was, a kind of vision sprung on the brown bricks of Shop Street. He stood with the broom under his elbow and a slow sweet ache reaching down into him. There had been cars before, Jaguars and Cadillacs, Bentleys and Impalas, picking their way into the pump bay on whitewalled tyres, spoon-fronted and fish-tailed, with engines that ran on molasses, or slim and predatory, slitting the street like ripped silk. They had never touched him on the quick. He couldn’t have said why this was something in his life, although everything as good as happened the moment he set eyes on the car.


It was overdone in a queer foreign way. Brand new it must have been blatant, almost ludicrous; wear and tear had toned it down. The hunting build, the long funnel of a bonnet, the tiny cab crouching into the chassis, the branching guts of the exhaust—every line was angled for power. The lamps were a foot long, the radiator grid was sheared like a bullet. A bar of fancy chrome flowed from nose to tail, there were flanges and discs and bracings of chrome—Joe had never seen anything so rich and rash in his life before.


It stopped by the pumps, shivering delicately as the engine died. A man got out, unwinding himself a leg at a time from the driving seat. Joe hardly noticed, he was watching the car, taking it in, filling himself with it, every detail, even the way the beads of mud jigged and broke down the flaring wings.


The man got in Joe’s way, standing there in front of it. Joe edged by him and unhooked the petrol hose. Now he was right beside the car, he was touching it, first with his fingers, then with his open palm. He made no attempt to unscrew the filler cap. It was a craze, he had to get his hands on the car.


He felt the cold bite of metal, the power bunched under it thrust out and up into his bones. It was always like that, as if there wasn’t anything to choose between his flesh and the steel guts of an engine, as if he was doing its breathing and thinking, and it was sparking and belting for him. But there had never been anything like this in Shop Street. He was seeing it for the first and—for all he knew—last time.


Rumbold had fixed a buzzer so that they could hear if they were in the workshop and anyone went into the office. When Joe looked up the man who had come in the car was standing with his back to the street and his shoulder was pinning back the office door. The noise of the buzzer fetched Joe out of his trance. He started to run over to the office and was pulled up short by the pump hose which he still held.


The buzzer went on shrilling, loud enough to make people stop and stare across.


“Look, mister, look—” Joe had to push in to switch it off. It was quiet then, except for the sound of cranking from across the street. Joe knew by the clatter it was old Charley winding his cab. The man in the doorway shifted his weight so that he could lean the other shoulder against the jamb. He was taking a good look at the office and he looked over and around Joe as if he was a steamed patch on the glass. “Anything I can get you?”


He was weighing up what he saw and there was no way of knowing how he found it. He had a long immobile face, big-boned, the skin tight and shining as if it had been soaped. He wore rimless pince-nez, and on his strong hook of a nose they were a kind of gadget.


“Can I get you something, mister?”


Now the pince-nez were turned on Joe. The lenses were so sharp and sparkling he couldn’t see through them, he even wondered if there were any eyes or if it was just glass that was winkling him out. He moved uneasily and the light from the office bulb suddenly fell short and the stranger dropped into a different focus. He had eyes all right and he was like anyone else, only better dressed.


Joe noticed how he was dressed because after the glasses there were only the clothes, a country spark’s clothes—camel top-coat, snap-brimmed felt and suede shoes—and it was Tom, Dick or Harry wearing them.


The stranger took out a new packet of cigarettes and ran his thumbnail under the cellophane. “Where’s Rumbold?”


“He’ll be back directly.” The flame of his lighter threw a skin of gold across the pince-nez. “He’s out on business.”


Joe wondered why he said that. If it was to cover up, there was nothing to cover. Those glasses had seen everything and perhaps read the bills on the hooks and the books in the safe.


“What’s your name?”


“Munn.”


“Is this your first job?”


“Second. If it’s urgent I could fetch him.”


He moved past Joe, so closely that their shoulders touched, and sat down by the desk, stretching his long legs in front of him. “I’m in no hurry.”


“You can’t sit there. This is the office, it’s private.”


The stranger blew two neat plumes of cigarette smoke. “How many work here?”


“Just me and Mr. Rumbold. This is his office.” Joe cast about and found the right phrase. “I’m sorry, but I’ll have to ask you to step outside.”


“You talk and I’ll listen.”


Joe reviewed the situation without rancour. Short of throwing the man out there was nothing he could do—and it had to be short of because of the camel coat and the suede shoes and the fancy glasses and the way he sat, quietly and very natural, as if he had the place on his hands.


“Do you sell gas or can’t you give it away?”


“We slack off now and then. I’ll sell twenty gallons an hour and the next hour I’ll sell two. That adds up to an average of sixty a day.”


The stranger smiled, opening his mouth and showing long white teeth. Joe stood patiently. He had noticed before how people had a private humour and kept close hold on it.


“How old are you, Munn?”


“Sixteen.”


The stranger reached out and took Joe’s arm above the elbow. His fingers pried round the muscle, rolling it, then moved down and dug into the bare flesh of the forearm. “A bit flabby—”


Joe drew away sharply. He put his arm behind his back and rubbed it on his overalls.


The pince-nez twinkled. “You should exercise, harden up. You don’t want to be like a girl, do you?”


The short hairs prickled on Joe’s neck. He went out to the yard, picked up his broom and got on with his sweeping.


A few minutes later Rumbold came back. He saw the car and through the open door of the office the man who sat waiting. He stood on the drive-in, staring. The cold wind brought up liver-coloured blotches along his jaw.


He didn’t notice Joe, who was trying to explain about the stranger. He walked very deliberately towards the office, stepped inside and shut the door behind him with a thrust of his heel.


Joe watched them through the glass. Rumbold was unusually still, knee to knee with the stranger in that narrow space. Then as if a string had been pulled he began shrugging, wagging his elbows, carving out the air with his hands. He always did that when he talked. The other man sprawled comfortably, a pod of ash grew on his cigarette.


Joe finished sweeping and went to where the car stooped under the pumps. He went close, smelling the warm breath of petrol and oil and leather. He ran his hand along the door and crushed the driblets of rain under his fingers. There was a green light in the dash. It showed him a polished panel set with gauges. The wheel, the switches and levers and pedals brought a water of longing under his tongue. He leaned his forehead against the window.


Rumbold caught him like that. “Joe, what in hell are you doing?” He opened the door of the office and saw the greasy seat of Joe’s pants where he crouched with hands on knees staring in at the car. “Get away from there!”


He came running across the bay, Joe thought for a minute he was going to kick the car, but instead he began to hustle about, flapping his hands as if Joe were a chicken. “Pack up, pack off home. I don’t want you around.”


“I’ve got to wait for the tanker.”


“Damn the tanker!”


He was frightened, something had frightened him and he had come to work it off.


“I don’t like him—” Joe touched the bridge of his nose—“him with the fly-breakers.”


Rumbold gave Joe a clever look. “Mr. Brind’s an old friend of mine.” They considered the statement, stripped it down together. “A very old friend,” added Rumbold.


Joe fetched his jacket from the workshop. He had grown too big for it, and as he walked down Recovery Road he stopped and eased the sleeves out of his armpits and took a look back at the car.


*


Aberglaslyn Terrace was a row of sway-backed houses across the blind end of Lampeter Road. At the other end the buses ran up and down Clydach Street past the Bronwydd Arms where they had ten-foot mirrors round the bar and china beer-pulls. In this district every road had a Welsh name—Conway, Harlech, Llandilo, Moelwyn, Talybont—The Welshies it was called.


Chrome and neon had moved in. There were chain-stores and coffee-bars and supermarkets and a Palais. There was also a lot of small property, one-man businesses catering for local taste, hamburgers and ice-cream or jellied eels and faggots. You could sit on a high stool and drink espresso coffee out of glass cups, or you could take a jug to the Bronwydd Arms. You could buy a radiogram where they didn’t know you from Adam, and next door they would ask after your father and turn out half the stock to find your pair of brown bootlaces.


Big ideas didn’t breed in The Welshies. Life was a known quantity, six days a week, Saturday night, and Sunday to sleep over. On Sunday mornings everyone was home, boxed away under the slate roofs with feet to the four corners. Their sleep was a communal thing, righteous, a little bellicose, closing its ranks behind the lonely milkman, four-square down the empty street where the drawn curtains stood in rows and the letter-boxes aimed their Sunday papers at the sky. Round about ten, it began to break up. People leaked out, the men without their collars, the young ones ready-greased to cut a dash. Women brimmed on to the doorsteps and a steady tide of children broke into the gutters.


Even in The Welshies there were social strata. The people of Conway Road were a cut above Llandilo. Theirs were the Victorian villas, two rows of sulphur brick with a yard of sooty garden and built-in boot scrapers. Llandilo Road was raised originally to house the men who worked in the marshalling yards. It rang with an iron clatter and was seasoned by the smoke from the engines. People didn’t live in Llandilo road, they swarmed. The black hives opened directly on to the pavement and a lot of life spilled out, reaching high-water mark on the lamp posts where they threw their old tyres.


Aberglaslyn Terrace was a notch lower. It was the bottom. They were rough in Llandilo Road, on the Terrace they were shady. Someone had given the place a bad name and every petty crime that was located there kept the tarnish green. A colony of Jamaicans, simple inoffensive people, brought their touch of the tarbrush. By being there, by being brown, they gave their white neighbours’ brawls and beatings a sinister dockside savour.


There was something flimsy about the Terrace. The houses were too tall and narrow ever to have toed in firmly. They were built for show and the years had peeled away the show, cracked it like cat-ice. You could trace the scabs of cornices and parapets, the stubs of porticoes and a few of the sham balconies with a clutter of pigeon-roosts on top. The old tabby houses clung together, gawking out over a sea of slate. From the attic windows, five storeys up, you could see the river and the derricks and khaki-coloured smoke bagging from the power-house chimney. You could hear the tugs whooping and sometimes gulls screamed and clung over Aberglaslyn Terrace as if it were a ship and they on a following wind.


Joe liked the view from the attic. He had grown up with it; when he was away on ground level, the feel of it was still there. His bed was under the window so that he could sit up any time and see what was going on. There was always something, and Joe didn’t look at the sunsets and the dawns, he had no eye for the sulky splendours of the river. It was the busyness he liked, the purpose. Everything had a purpose, even the crazy cowl that chased round and round on McFillery’s chimney. Nor did he dream of foreign seas when the freighters edged up on the tide. He liked to see them, they were the salt of the river, but where they came from and where they went—Trondheim or Rio—was all the same. The Surrey shore was far enough for him.


Sunday morning was not so profound along the Terrace as in the rest of The Welshies, sleep being less of an institution than a let-up with constant forays—footfalls, voices, barking dogs, babies wailing and the savage amours of cats. When these were hushed, the old houses kept up a faint whickering, a stirring and easing that went on through the night. As soon as it was light the Terrace put out drablets of smoke and raking cockcrows. At a time when the rest of The Welshies were stretching and yawning in their beds, up on the Terrace they had rubbed off the edges of the day.


The Munns slept later than most. They were not restless, nor were they crammed into one room like some of their neighbours. Joe and his brother shared an attic. The ceiling sloped down on Joe’s side, if he wanted to stand upright he had to move across to the door. Even there he was liable to scrape his knuckles as he threw on his braces. But he had the view.


He propped himself on his elbow as soon as he woke and pushed wide the window. Sometimes the river was sharp as a knife; this February morning it was fetching up for fog. Yellow lozenges of light pricked through the flannel greyness with an occasional green and red beyond the greased slates. Nothing fancy, nothing pretty, but it put Joe back on course. It was a weather gauge too. He could see how the day would shape as it was being born down there in the slot of the river.


When he got out of bed he was surprised by a sudden spate of energy. It was as if another body struggled to break loose from his own, wanting to run and leap and fight. He stood his ground, not answering any of the signals. He dressed with stubborn slowness and when he was ready went to his brother’s rumpled bed, picked up the pillow, tossed it and punched it as it fell. It hit the wall and dropped at his feet. Joe let it lie there with lumps of brown flock leaking from the seams. If it had had a little white neck he would have wrung it.


He liked the noise of his boots on the stair boards. In the same way he liked hearing himself walk on grit or seeing his shadow scissoring along in front. It was an extra dimension which he always forgot he had.


Each floor at Aberglaslyn Terrace opened on to a black well of a landing with stairs pitching steeply down. The banister rails were of iron or they would have broken long ago under the stresses which had mapped out the walls like some dead and fly-blown world. The first-floor landing was wider than the rest. Here the small professional men for whom the Terrace was built had had their drawing-rooms and parlours. Two families lived on the first floor of number twelve, the Lampitts and the Stogumbers. They kept their ashcans in the Moorish half-arch and the Lampitt boys were dab-hands with catapults and had shot all the plaster falbalas off the ceiling.


A woman was washing the landing floor. Joe stood a moment looking incuriously as she leaned forward on her hands and the bell of her skirts revealed huge bottle calves knotted with grape-coloured veins. Something unwonted moved in his stomach, a qualm of dismay and hatred. Even as she sat back on her haunches to look up at him he leaped past crying, “’Morning, Mrs Stogumber!” He had reached the bottom of the stairs when she called. “Joe! It’s Sunday, Joe.” She spoke in a guttural voice which he had often mimicked for his own amusement. It did not amuse him now, it lit in him a white hot flame of rage. “Mr Stogumber never gets up on Sunday, like a rich man he is, smoking and eating and reading in bed. Like Mr Onassis. But I am not like Mrs Onassis. I am like Leah, I am the handmaiden,” said Mrs Stogumber. “Will you bring the News of the World, Joe? Wait and I will get the money—”


He swung round shouting, “Keep your bloody money!” And then it all folded up, quietly, without another breath, for there at the top of the stairs was only old Mrs Stogumber, mute with shock, one red hand like a crab pressed to her chest. “Pay me when I come back,” he muttered and ran into the street.


He went to the shop at the corner, bought five cigarettes and lit one. He also bought a quarter of tea and half a pound of sugar in a cone of blue paper. As he was going out he remembered Mrs Stogumber’s News of the World.


When he let himself into the hall she was gone from the landing, only her bucket was left. He folded the newspaper and slipped it under the handle.


Basement dwellers on the Terrace had to have a crustacean liking for damp and dark. If they didn’t have it, they acquired it. As Joe stood on the flight of stone steps that led from the hall the webby blackness came up, thick and lively and shrill with the sound of water singing in a pipe. A crack of light showed him the line of a door and when he gave a low whistle the light snuffed out and there was a soft fumbling as of someone pressing against the other side.


He had to rap with his fingernails before the bolts were drawn. When he went into the room there was no one in sight. It was large and lofty, crammed from floor to ceiling with furniture. Tables, chairs, couches, chiffoniers, wash-handstands, rolled up carpets, picture frames, corded boxes, a cottage piano and a mahogany wardrobe like a cliff—all stacked together, with narrow lanes giving access to the corners of the room. The damp bloomed on everything, cobwebs twitched in the draught or swayed like the rags of a banner. Along each lane the dust was broken as if something had rolled up and down, something soft and aimless.


“Bolt the door,” said a voice. “They’re always trying to get in.”


As soon as he had thrust the bolt home the waiting game was on. He tossed the packets of sugar and tea on an old cabin trunk that carried withered labels—Delhi, Calcutta, Srinagar. She might be anywhere, away to the window or in the corner back of the piano.


“Did you bring the whisky?”


“Can I get whisky at ten o’clock on a Sunday morning?” The room was very cold, an old dusty cold, well entrenched. “You’ll have to drink tea.”


“Oh, it’s not to drink, not the whisky. Horrible stuff!” The voice moved up behind the wardrobe. “It’s for the saucers, sixteen of them round my bed. They can’t get by the fumes. Ah, you should see them on their backs with their legs in the air—all dead drunk!”


“I know a better way than that.”


She came out sideways, with a little dipping, loaded motion. She was dropsical with clothes, layers pushed on anyhow, some stuffed up under the rest so that she bulged and drooped in unlikely places. A pink pelisse hung down to the floor, wound about her thighs was a man’s jacket with sleeves pinned across her stomach. Over all she wore a turtle-necked jersey and a striped scarf. Her feet were hidden by her skirts, her fingers bunched into mittens. The only bit of her which showed was a yellow-boned nose jutting from the depths of a knitted balaclava.


She veered slightly towards Joe and scuttled away into the lee of the wardrobe as if she were being bobbed up on an ebbtide.


“All you’ve got to do is catch them in a shoebox and show them to the landlord.” He found a label, written over with brown old ink—‘Mr and Mrs V. Martineau, Southampton via Bombay’—and chipped it with his thumbnail. “It’d be cheaper than whisky.”


She called over her shoulder, “Whisky enlarges the liver.’


“They haven’t got any liver.”


“They’ve got jaws, they’ve got stomachs!” She came dipping back in a frenzy. “They’ll eat me alive!”


“Not them. They’re harmless. If you was to show them to Frobisher he’d have to give you something to get rid of them. He might cut your rent. He wouldn’t fancy the Sanitary digging their little knives into these walls.”


She had come close, like a small moulting bird fearing to miss a crumb. “I don’t think I should do that. It would mean making a fuss. Scenes.” Her eyes shone under the balaclava, bubble-round with alarm. “That can’t be what I ought to do.”


‘I’m telling you.” Joe tried shrugging the cold off his shoulders.


She rolled into the entrance of one of her lanes and lodged against a chest of drawers. “They’d put me into the street!”


“If they did, you could get a better room.” The wooden alleys smelling of whisky and wintergreen were not bulwarks, not to Joe. But she had run to shelter and his enormous yawn opened up a corresponding hollow in his stomach. He thought of breakfast.


Suddenly she came out again. She was bright, bridling. “Victor, my husband, has gone to find us a house. I’m only waiting here until he comes back. The day we moved in Victor said, ‘Don’t unpack. I can’t have you live in a place like this. I’ll find somewhere else.’ Everything’s ready—Victor doesn’t like to be kept waiting. He’s in such a hurry—”


“Not him.”


“He was such a big man!” Her remembering, her longing, was for the bigness of the man who had sheltered her under his elbow.


“He’s not coming back. He never meant to. I keep telling you.”


Mrs Martineau’s head began to tremble and turn like clockwork. The blow shattered her for all she had taken it before. She crouched, trying to wedge herself between the wardrobe and the chest of drawers. “He writes. Ten pages a week—”


“Not him. Never a word.”


She crept away with her face to the overhang of her furniture, clinging as if she were on a narrow ledge that jutted into space. “He’s gone to find a house—”


“He’s gone,” said Joe, “to Timbuktu or Calico.” He split another label with his thumb. She wouldn’t come out, not for a long while now. “It’s better to look at things as they are.” He couldn’t see there was any other way. He couldn’t see why she had to pretend she was packed ready to leave, or why she fooled herself that a man who had walked out sixteen years ago was coming back any minute. He looked at Mrs Martineau’s things as they were and he saw the stacked furniture, the cold cavernous room, and the dust. Nowhere to hang out the flags, no corners to run to, either. But then she was cracked, so cracked she was fit to fall apart. He felt neither pity nor the patience he would have spent on any scrap of buckled iron. He would have liked to flush her out with a shout or a sudden noise, running a stick along the lanes of furniture as he used to batter the railings on his way to school. Not that he expected her to be shocked into sanity, it was the humour of it that tempted him. One day it would look funny enough and he would do it.


*


They had started an argument the night before. Not such an argument, only Alex Munn trying to get his mind made up for him. He was in his shirt-sleeves, chin ready lathered. He kept putting his finger on the side of his nose but he was too agitated to start using the razor.


“Do you think I’d have a moment’s peace if she came to a bad end?”


Jessie Munn yawned, opening her mouth like a trumpet.


“I used to think Stella wasn’t human. I thought she was made of bible-paper and granite—she thrashed me for whistling on a Sunday.” An old fear brought a whine to his voice. “She lay in wait to catch me as if she hadn’t a sin to call her own.”


“She had, though. She found out she was human.”


“She’s dead, my sister’s dead.” Alec stood still, razor upheld with a touch of piety. “Any mud you sling now will stick to the girl—your own niece.”


“She’s no relation of mine. She’s a by-blow.”


“Last night this was settled,” said Joe. “She wasn’t coming.”


Jessie reached across the cluttered table to the stove and forked slices of fried bread out of a pan. She pushed the plate over to Joe. “Your pa’s got conscience.”


“I call it heart,” said Alec, licking the blown soap off his lip.


Joe filled his cheek with bread. “Is there anything to show—her being a by-blow?”


Jessie laughed, her folded arms shaking on her bosom.


“First,” said Alex, “where would we put this girl?”


Joe stopped eating. Even crisp fat on his tongue could not quell a pang of alarm. The girl, all foreign and queer, was there, in the way. She was like a squint, he couldn’t look at any of the familiar room without her.


It was a smallish room and the four of them had to live in it. Evidence of their living was everywhere, on shelves, hooks, in corners, in mid-air where the line of shirts hung. Space had to be earned, there was none to spare for anything which did not feed, clothe, warm or clean the Munns. The exception was a one-eyed cat in a box under the sink.


They ate their meals in sight of the broom and the pail of kitchen slops, and on Friday nights the walls sweated warmly while they each took a turn in the hip-bath before the fire. It had been good enough for Joe, he had never asked for a change.


He said with righteousness and a slow kindling of anger, “I don’t want her here.”


“If it’s the street or us we could give her a shakedown somewhere.” Alec drew the razor tenderly over his jaw. “And if it’s a case of charity it would come better from us, even at half-cock, than from some holy-stoned institution. Furthermore, I’m her only surviving relative.”


Jessie rolled back in her chair, clasping her arms behind her head. “She may be provided for.”


“If the lady’s pension died with her, there’d be nothing left for an orphan she’d never legally adopted.”


Joe eyed his mother. She had a soft streak, a kind of squeamishness that reacted to any tragedy provided it was laid on thick enough.


“I admit liability. But it’s not for me to say whether she comes.”


“I remember the first time I met your sister. Nice—I thought I looked nice—I had blue beads and earrings to match, and lace gloves—I always sweat in gloves. And she looked at me as if she’d been sipping vinegar. ‘A woman’s adornment is her virtue, Miss Clewer,’ she said.” Jessie’s laughter rolled round the room, her huge bosom speckled and darkened with it.


Christy Munn, letting himself in, hauling up to reach the knob of the door, swung round bristling and panicky. It tickled Joe to see him with his hackles up and his ugly bullet head down like a little ox ready to charge.


Jessie rubbed her damp cheek along her arm, Alec held the razor poised, his upper lip flexed ready for the next stroke. There was a moment’s silence while they all looked at Christy.


He raised himself on creaking boots and shut the door, turning the knob with arduous care. Then he went, not looking at any of them, to the box under the sink and knelt beside it. From his jacket he took a rusty black ball, his cupped hands prizing it, and lowered it into the box. The cat began to wash her kitten. She broke into a crackling purr, her one eye winking and glowing at Christy, who leaned his head against the wall with a gesture of no less contentment.


The sight seemed to prick Jessie. Something, some faint irritation struggled up from lazy depths. “I must drown that kitten.”


“If you do, Chris will bite your finger off.”


Smiling, Jessie spread one thick red hand on her knee. Under the joint of the forefinger was a ring of purple marks. A week ago she had found three newborn kittens in the cat’s box and she had laughed. She had had a good laugh because the cat was thought to be a torn. Christy, suffocating with excitement, was on his knees, cradling one of the creatures in his hands. With broad amusement Jessie filled a bucket and drowned two of the kittens. Christy screamed, sharp demented screams, and when, not ungently, she tried to prise the survivor from his grasp, he bit her. Jessie looked at her finger, holding it up as if someone had put a ring on it. The pain surprised her because she felt a stab of it, layers down, near her heart. She sucked her finger noisily. “You’re a nice one—” but she couldn’t meet the stony glare of the child. “All right, keep it—for the present.” And she dropped the dead kittens in the ashcan.


Alex had finished shaving. He mopped his chin, he was spry like a man stepping from under a load. “This girl’s school age still, it’ll be a year before she earns anything towards her keep.”


“Fancy,” said Jessie, “a little schoolgirl.”


But this time it was Joe who felt himself adrift in the gale of her laughter. “We don’t want her here!”


“She’s got a claim and I admit it—as a matter of principle.” Alec spread a firm hand on the air. “That’s all.”


“It’s enough!”


“What are you afraid of? The girl?” Alec’s long jaw gapped slyly. “She’s not lethal.”


Joe did not look at him. He bunched his fists on the table and leaned across them, straining to fix and quell the glimmer under Jessie’s wettish lids. It was like trying to smoke out a puddle.


*


Rumbold was working with a great show of absorption. The show was for his own benefit because he had begun to think in circles and the only thing now was to step outside himself. He hung over the Buick and wouldn’t trust Joe within yards to hand up a spanner or sweep away the dead wiring. He took infinite pains cleaning, setting and testing down to the last pin, a perfect demonstration of a man devoted to his job. But he had to work at the devotion. He kept finding that his hands were on their own and his thoughts were going through the hoops again.


At noon he sent Joe to Evie’s for sandwiches and kept up appearances by eating them at the bench while he stripped the commutator.


“Think I’ll ever be able to do that?” Joe spread his own square heavy fingers. “Some of them parts aren’t no bigger than a split pea.”


“What didn’t you like about him?”


“Who?”


“Brind. Major Monty Brind.”


“I don’t know any majors.”


“He’s a breed.” A far-flung breed, indigenous to a system rather than a soil. “The Monty Brinds are born with sand in their boots, they always land right way up.”


Rumbold was smiling hard, catching at a sudden good turn in his spirits. After all, there was nothing to worry about. Brind wouldn’t jeopardise his own chances, he was a dedicated man and it was his habit to succeed.


“Wherever there’s a string you’ll find Brind pulling it. He was an officer in my unit.” That was one picture—the high-boned soldier in a uniform from Tautz. “When they rationed even the N.A.A.F.I. beer, Brind had a bottle of Scotch. He could get a pass when everyone else was nailed down. But he was taken prisoner with the rest of us.” That hadn’t been impressive. There were too many Japs, all bow-jawed and slit-eyed, like a job line in human nature. “I saw the jungle turn yellow, I saw an army blotted up and none of that registered till I saw Monty Brind waiting in line for a cup of sour rice.”


That was another picture, which he must have jettisoned long ago for he was quite unable to remember how Brind had looked at that one moment of defeat. There had not been another. Filthy and tattered and gaunt with fever, a toiling scarecrow Brind had been, like the rest of them, but never again a broken dead-beat. There was something immutable in him, an inhumanity which was proof against his own suffering and everyone else’s.


“I thought there were no more strings to pull. I was wrong. And that’s what kept me going—the sight of Monty Brind coming out topside again.”


The old order had been blown sky-high and everyone had to believe in something. Rumbold believed in a fiddle, as a fair guarantee that the pieces were going to come down in the same pattern as before. “They put us to work building an air-strip. Eighteen hours a day on a ration of bad rice and rubber nuts. We traded our watches and razors, cigarette lighters, rings, everything we had, for bad meat and blown tins and rotten fruit—anything we could eat. When the rest of us were stripped bare, Brind still managed to come across with something he could barter, something they wanted. People said it was information, but whatever it was, he climbed back to the top of the pile with it.”


He saw Joe rubbing out a yawn. I pay you for this too, he thought, I pay you for listening when I talk to myself.


There were a thousand men in that camp at first. They died off, good men died, and men who were good enough—all of them better than Brind. Any man with a grain of pity was better than Brind, and weaker.


Joe scuffed idly at the floor with his heel and Rumbold said on a gust of rage, “You can’t blame him for wanting to stay alive.”


“I’m not blaming anyone for anything.”


“Don’t let those glasses fool you. He isn’t myopic.”


Joe peeled himself from the bench. “You mean him with the car?”


“Some jassy Italian thing. Perhaps he built it himself.”


“He built it?”


“He could have. And here’s something you might as well learn—you can like a man for what he isn’t. Brind isn’t Shop Street or Recovery Road. Or this—” Rumbold ducked a thumb at the congealing rubble of the workshop. “You don’t have to be soulmates to do business.”


“What sort of business?”


“I’m thinking of making him my partner.”


Joe threw down the file he was playing with and Rumbold winced. He hadn’t liked the sound of it either. For one thing he’d already decided; for another, it wasn’t he who would be making Brind his partner, it would be Brind who, by putting up the money, would keep the business off the rocks. And if the statement was true as a statement, it was all the more alarming as a fact.


“I’ve made enough losses for one life—a place like this on the neck of nowhere needs new blood to keep it going. With the money he puts up we’ll be able to make improvements. You think we don’t need improvements?”


Joe shrugged. With the point of the file he was digging out the cracks in the workbench.


Rumbold’s hands started dancing from the wrists. “It’s my business, isn’t it? Brind’s my risk. You and me have been pretty free in the past, but you’re the greaser, remember. You’d better watch your tongue when he’s about.”


That wide, fond smile of Joe’s always bothered Rumbold. Either he had to read a lot into it or nothing at all. If he had been in any doubt he would have fired Joe long ago.


They both heard the Dodge coming, a big rancorous old engine as full of ill-will as a rogue elephant. It was Pyefield’s boast that he did his running repairs with string and a penknife. “But only once-tied string,” he would say, laying the stem of his pipe along his nose.


He drove into the yard to the sound of battling iron. When he climbed down from the cab the folds of his clothes opened like bellows and let out puffs of cement dust.


“Rose of Antrim, two-thirty, Moor Park, and Plummet’s running at Wembley tonight. It isn’t easy to keep abreast of current events, Joe.” He went round, kicking experimentally at the tyres of his truck. “You wouldn’t think there were so many four-footed flyers, so many drinkers of the wind with their names in the stud-book. I’m in a hurry, let me see Bart.”


“He’s there.” Joe pointed to the workshop.


“Busy, eh? Nothing like the motor trade for making money. Why, when I think, if I’d had kind thoughtful parents to apprentice me to a garage I’d have my own premises by now.” Pyefield made as if the yard was acres wide and the workshed a three-storey block. “Pumps full of gold juice and customers’ cars to ride. There’s Barty, the square man to his friends.”


“You don’t have to be a friend to get a square price from me.”


Pyefield gave his high chittering laugh. “If you were to put so much as one new washer on my Dodge you know what I’d do?”


“You’d better do it then, that truck needs new bearings.”  


“I’m a practical man. I’d drive it into my backyard and let the chickens roost. Because I know and you know and the boy ought to be told that a new part in an old unit is the beginning of the end.” Pyefield tapped the dottle from his pipe and sorted out the unburned shreds in his palm. “When a car’s new, all the components are new, they start work together, take the wear and tear together, they get old and slack together—in two years, five, maybe ten. Then the car looks shabby, it rattles, it won’t go so fast. But all the parts are the same vintage and none of them asks more than the others can give. Then you fit a new sprocket or a tiddly new nut and what happens?”


Joe was listening, Rumbold was staring across the street at Evie’s. Pyefield nudged him with the stem of his pipe. “What happens? Why, the new cog works nineteen to the dozen and all the rest work a dozen to nineteen. Like man and woman. They marry, they mate and the finish wears off them both. Never did any good to run after a bit of new paint.”


“You don’t mean anything, do you?”


“Only for you to give my bearings a rub with the file.”


Rumbold turned his back. “Jobbing’s your line of country.”


“Oh, I know the tricks. But I’ve a cracked chimney to go to and here’s the pair of you, a good man and his boy, with the spanners and wrenches laid out like a surgeon’s trolly.”


“What makes you think my time’s worth less than yours?”


“You’re introspective, Barty, that’s your big fault. And check that steering, it’s pretty free. I wouldn’t want it to be so free when I’ve got a load of slag.”


“First time you ever objected to anything being free.”


“The best things in life are what God gives us,” said Pyefield. “Sun, dreams, and a roll in the hay.”


Rumbold rubbed out his cigarette on the side of the truck. “Step into the workshop a minute.”


Pyefield looked wary. “Some other time. I’ve a cracked chimney in The Welshies.”


“There may be a job for you here. Joe, get that truck clear of the pumps.”


Rumbold turned into the workshop and Pyefield followed as far as the doorway. “My, my, look at that floor, you could keep ducks on it.”


Joe heard a bolt being drawn and the yawn of hinges. Rumbold had opened the door on to the patch of waste ground behind the workshop. They kept the breakdown van there, in the summer it was driven over fleshy weeds which soaped the tyres dark green.


“It’s poor stuff,” Pyefield was saying. “You could harden it off with a few coats of sodium silicate.”


Joe climbed into the truck. When he started up, the vibration knocked every tooth in his head. It was like being on a cake-walk. He sat listening to the terrible old engine with his hand on the gear lever, letting the judder run up his arm. Familiar pleasure weighed warm in his stomach. He gripped the wheel, engaged, and let in the clutch. The Dodge shrugged, stalled, and pitched Joe over the wheel.


He was glad Pyefield hadn’t seen, and next time he eased in the clutch as if it were spun glass. The truck ground forward and Joe began turning the wheel to heel it round the pump bay. The Dodge kept straight on, from where he sat in the cab he found himself looking down into Rumbold’s office.


Sweating, he braked hard and hauled on the wheel. The truck answered, but grudgingly. Its old fenders struck sparks off the wall of the bay as it turned and lumbered towards the road. Joe had its measure now, he pulled up before the wheels touched the gutter and let it stand panting and shuddering while he hung out of the cab to judge his course.


When he revved, the exhaust jetted out a bitter black smoke which folded down over the lighted globes of the pumps. Head and shoulders out of the cab, one hand locked on the wheel, Joe nursed the truck steadily back until it was over the inspection pit. When he shut off the engine the silence was like wool on his eardrums.


“Nice work, Joe.”


It gave him a superstitious shock to see Brind standing there as if he had knitted up out of the air. He was solid enough, he had a patina, a presence which Joe did not recognise as the gloss of good living, but it was foreign to Shop Street and his pleasure emptied away.


Brind rapped on the side of the Dodge. “What’s this? The Corporation muck wagon?”


Joe was looking to where Brind’s car stood at the kerb. It drew the top off his mind like the skin off boiled milk. “It’s Pyefield’s.”


“Pyefield?”


“The builder. He’s back there now.” Joe looked down into the sparkling glasses. “He brought his truck for repair.”


Someone went into Evie’s, the clatter of cups came briefly through the open door.


“Would you like a cup of tea, Joe?”


“I can’t leave the pumps.”


Brind reached up, and gently, smilingly patted the window frame of the Dodge. “Send Rumbold across when he’s free then. Or better still, put him on the pumps and come yourself.”


What’s better still? thought Joe, watching him cross the road. He felt himself sitting up there in the cabin of the Dodge with Pyefield’s bodges all round him, cracks plugged with rags, splits twissed up with wire, ten-inch nails pushed into empty screw sockets.


As he climbed out of the truck he wouldn’t have noticed if Shop Street had folded into smoke. The car was there and he went to it, eating it up with his eyes, thinking that now it would often be here, out of Brind’s partnership would come this good thing.


Someone whistled fiercely at sight of the car and Joe, with his hand on the bonnet, prickled up as if it had been a girl on his arm. Now he could see where the chromium had speckled ready to rust, the rashes of old and new dirts and a long fresh scratch that had cut down to the metal. He touched it gently with a slow piling anger.


It wasn’t aimed at Brind, or anyone. It seemed to have been with him a long time and the car had only sparked it off. Nor was it because of any one thing, but a lot that ought never to have mattered a damn, Perhaps it wasn’t even anger, he could recognise wants and fears and dreams in it, crazy, mighty kids’ dreams. Whatever it was, it was anchored here, it was all tied up in the car. And then suddenly he felt the car was there for a reason that had nothing to do with Brind’s being there, but a great deal to do with himself—as if it were another part of Brind, could carry on and do things after Brind’s fashion.


Repelled, he dropped his hand, his fumbling rage sank to a little coiled-up dread. That too he recognised, through having wakened up with it once or twice in his life, knowing before he could remember, that there was something bad about the day.


“Joe!”


Rumbold came out of the workshop. He had seen Brind’s car and as Joe went back across the bay he turned his head this way and that as if he were trying to swat a fly.


“Where is he? Where’s Brind?”


Behind him Pyefield was saying, “Or I could level it and put a dressing of cinders, like the turnround at the Bricklayers’ Arms. The kids use it for a skid-track and everyone’s happy except Sid Bellamy. ‘Where’s the harm, Sid?’ I said. ‘Innocent fun and high spirits, an’t they no use to you without they’re bought over the bar?’”


“He’s over at Evie’s,” said Joe.


“Evie’s! What did you send him there for?”


“He went.”


“A word of advice, Barty—”


Rumbold flung round on Pyefield, put his hand in the flat of the old man’s back and started walking him away. “I’ll do what I can to the truck, look in at noon tomorrow.”


Pyefield stood still to shred off the loose tobacco from his pipe. He tamped it down, wiping the rim with his thumb while Rumbold’s hand hovered at his back.


“A word of advice, Barty. Never stint on the groundwork. It’s too close to Mother Nature. She’ll soak it and split it and shove it up like a bloody piecrust. You want a good solid slab with a gut down the middle.”


“I’ll think about it.” Rumbold’s hand moved up to his collar, made as if to take him by the scruff. Pyefield began a slow routine hunt through his pockets for matches.


“That’s a fly-looking thing—”


“Tomorrow,” said Rumbold, “at noon,” and walked away leaving Pyefield pointing the stem of his pipe at Brind’s car.


He almost ran across to Evie’s. It was bound to start, he was thinking, something was bound to, but need it have been right away, before he had time to turn his back? Not that he could claim that it would make any difference to him.


They were standing at the end of the counter. Evie was hidden by the urn, but Brind had taken off his hat. That thin timber-coloured hair of his, that small hammer-shaped skull—didn’t any of them see it was a bird’s head? Not a dove’s, either. It was one of those things he’d seen tearing strips off a dead dog, thought Rumbold.


“He’s been telling my fortune,” said Evie, and he saw that Brind was holding her hand.


*


When Joe went home to Aberglaslyn Terrace the girl was there. Her name was Esther Munn and she was fifteen years old.


“This is your cousin. She’s come to live with us.”


He looked, and looked away.


“Where are your manners?” said Alec. “Go and shake hands.”


“They’re oily.”


“Your tongue isn’t.”


“Leave them be,” said Jessie. “They’ll get acquainted.”


It was several days before he looked at the girl again. She embarrassed him bitterly. He tried to avoid catching sight of her, he thought if he didn’t look she might turn out not to be there.


She was very quiet. He only heard her say, ‘Yes, please’, and ‘No, thank you’. She slept in an attic at the other end of the house from his own. One night when he came home she had already gone to bed. He flung himself into a chair, it was a relief to look about freely.


Alex said, “You want a shave.” He watched Joe feel the young prickles on his jaw. “Esther thinks you’re tough.”


“I don’t care what she thinks.”


“She’s a bit frozen. When she thaws out—” Alec’s eyes glimmered. “Take her to the pictures, why don’t you?”


“What did you bring her here for?”


“You know as well as I do. The woman that adopted her died and she’d nowhere to go.”


“You could have found someone to take her in. We don’t want her.”


Jessie reached out a big bare foot in its heeled-over shoe and nudged his knee. “What are you afraid of?”


“Not her, for sure!”


“She’s all fin and feather, she can’t hurt you.”


Next morning when the girl came downstairs he was shaving. Alec and Jessie were still in bed, he was alone in the kitchen. He stopped with the lather thick on his chin and stared at her. He had to screw himself so hard to do it that he scarcely saw what she looked like.


She didn’t give him much opportunity. One scattering glance at him and she ducked her head and turned away. All he could see were the polished knuckles at the back of her neck. Nothing there, certainly, to upset him. And he wasn’t upset, it was everything else that was slightly out of true.


He held the razor over his jaw. “There’s tea in the pot if you want it.”


She made a sound like the scrape of paper, though whether with her lips or the clasping together of her hands, he couldn’t tell. “They won’t be up yet, being Sunday.”


She waited until he had finished shaving and his back was turned. Then he looked round to find her pouring tea, holding the big brown pot as if her hands were ready to break.


She was like those others who passed the garage on their way to school. They were neither women nor children, they were caught between one stage and the next, with a foot in each and a nature like a raw pudding.


He looked her over while he dried his chin. From being afraid to catch a glimpse he now felt capable of turning her around for inspection.


She wasn’t much to look at. He understood what Jessie meant by fin and feather. The girl was meagre, her bones slight and the flesh on them sparing. She had a modicum of colour in her face and a minimum of hay brown in her hair and as much economy everywhere as if she had been made up last like a pastry doll from scraps.


She sat sipping her tea, keeping her head well down.


“What’s your name?” Of course he knew, but he was going to turn her around for his inspection.


“Esther Munn.”


It really was her own lips making that dry rustle.


“Munn? The same as mine? That’s funny, women usually change their name to their husband’s. Your mother would be a Munn without she was married.” He could not see her face, only the dusty parting in her hair. “You going to live here?” He’d been told that too, but why shouldn’t he have it at first hand?


She nodded.


“That woman you were with—what’s her name? Didn’t she have any friends you could have gone to?”


A shake of the head. Her neck poked lower across the table.


“What I mean is, it’s pretty cramped here. You can see that can’t you?”


Yes, she could see that. Surely she could see, too, that she was butting in, that he hadn’t wanted her? He said, with some idea of softening the blow, though not withdrawing it, “I don’t suppose you want to live on top of people, do you?”


Her shoulders moved—they were narrow and sloping like the neck of a bottle—she was crying.


He felt the blood run up under his skin. “I didn’t mean anything—if you’ve nowhere else to go—” He rubbed his hands up and down his thighs. “It’s all right, of course—for sure—”


What made it worse was the way she sat there, not wiping her eyes, those two knucklebones poking up at the back of her neck. “You don’t have to do that!” He hit the table almost under her nose.


She lifted her head. Her eyes were dry, her face calm. “Shall I make you some breakfast?”


Joe stared. He still had his fist on the table.


“I can cook—”


“Having me on a string, were you?”


“—if there is anything to cook.” She got up and went to the cupboard.


He hoped she hadn’t known that he’d thought she was crying: she certainly hadn’t been. Looking at her now he could see she was too cut and dried ever to squeeze out a tear. He watched her drop the fat bacon into the pan. She moved about tidily with a faint rustle as if she wore paper under her skirt. Now and again as she passed he caught a whiff, at once sweet and stale, that he disliked. She cut bread and fried it with the bacon. When the fat began to hiss in the pan she stood away, gingerly reaching out with a fork.


“It don’t bite, that kind of bacon,” said Joe.


She did not smile. “I don’t like the smell to get in my hair.”


When it was ready she set the plate in front of him. He cut the middle out of the bread and filled his cheek with it. “Where’s yours?”


“I don’t eat breakfast.”


Joe grunted. “You don’t look as if you eat anything.”


The bacon was fat and strong and the bread was fried as he liked it, soft in the middle and crisp at the edges.


“Did you do the cooking for her?” She looked at him swiftly, then down at her fingers. “Where you lived before?”


“Sometimes.”


“Old party, I suppose?”


“Not very.”


“You don’t cook so bad. About as good as Ma. So what did she die of?”


“Who?”


“Your old party. What was her name?”


“Camilla.”


“Funny sort of name—”


“She wasn’t a party.”


“Why not?”


She unhooked her fingers, they touched each other tenderly. “Nobody liked her.”


“She was good to you though. She kept you, didn’t she?”


“Yes.”


“I don’t know what more you’d want.” Joe took the bacon rind out of his mouth and put it back again between his front teeth. “What did she die of?”


“Poison.”


Joe stared. “You mean somebody poisoned her?”


“She did it herself—with fungus.”


“What’s that?”


Esther glanced up sharply. She had very pale blue eyes and it was like looking into two pieces of empty glass.


“Stuff that grows in the woods. She was always trying bits of it.”


“What for?”


Esther lowered her eyes. “She said it gave her feelings.”


“Loopy,” said Joe. He stood up, notching his belt. At the door he looked back and she was messing about with her hands again. “Thanks for the breakfast.”


*


He was worried when Mrs Martineau didn’t open the door. He knew she wasn’t out, she never went out. People were always saying she’d have a stroke with no one able to get in.


He knocked again and put his ear to the door. After a bit he heard a sawing noise, slow and laboured, and the bolt was drawn.


She was waiting on the other side of the door. It startled him, he was so used to not seeing anyone at first. She looked queer, too, as if someone had been drawing on her face. There were lines scored in deep from her nose to her chin and her eyelids were the colour of a new bruise. The sawing noise was her breath. She had to open her mouth to get it, one minute there was a black hole with her lips dragging back, the next they were buttoned up so tight the point of a needle couldn’t have got between them.


“What’s up?”


She turned away. He couldn’t be sure if she meant to shake her head at him or if she just couldn’t keep it still. “Thought you were asleep when you didn’t open the door.”


She got to the bookcase and held on. The spasm was soon over. It petered out at her fingertips; from clinging like limpets they emptied like the frozen claws of a bird.


“I was listening to the sea.”


Joe would have laughed once, but he had learned to wait for the grain of meaning.


“The tide’s coming very heavy, it’s the proper time of year.” She brought out a cowrie shell from the bookcase. “Listen—”


“No thanks.” Joe sat on the cabin trunk and searched his pockets for a cigarette.


She put the shell to her own ear. “I can hear the waves and the little stones rolling back.”


“And the man shouting ‘Any more for the Skylark?’”


Her mouth opened in a black gape of laughter. “You’re listening to the sea at Brighton!”


“Tuned to the wrong wavelength,” said Joe, breaking up a dry stub.


“I’m listening to Spellane where I was born. It’s cool there.” She was holding the shell to her cheek. “Do you taste the salt in the wind?” and touching her lips with her tongue as if they were parched. “Listen, you can hear the crying now, a long crying.”


“It’s a shunting whistle from the Junction.”


“It’s the sea going in under the Point. At low tide you can get down to the cave. You can drown there,” she said brightly, as if she were promising candy. “My brother did, my brother Ted.”


“Honest? Your brother?”


She rocked herself gently. In the balaclava bonnet and the swaddling clothes she looked like a dingy baby. “It wouldn’t be anything without the salt. Salt cleans. All those dirty rivers in India, cows and people with sores and dead dogs—”


“I can’t swim either,” said Joe. “I keep meaning to learn and then we start fooling about. Everybody ought to be able to swim.”


“Victor had a servant who kept a snake in his turban—”


“I told you, I don’t believe that.”


She faced him with sudden spirit, her small head poking out of the carapace of clothes. “I don’t tell lies. I keep my soul and cheat the devil.”


A fit of coughing caught her on the last word. It was like a dry retching, regular, almost mechanical, and quite pitiless. There didn’t seem any reason why it had started or why it should ever stop. Joe watched her face go scarlet, then crimson and then grapey dark and shining as if the skin would burst. Her hands kept snatching at the air, she didn’t seem to get a chance to breathe.


He fetched her a drink of water which she couldn’t take. After that there was nothing to do. He didn’t like leaving her, nor did he want to stay and watch. He found a piece of fuse wire and cleaned his nails.


Presently the spasm began to pass. She groped her way to the cabin trunk and sat down beside Joe. But as the coughing ceased, her breathing started to saw and her cheeks glazed with sweat.


“If you’re so sick,” said Joe, “you should get the doctor.”


She couldn’t speak, but he saw her eyes roll in alarm. “Well, why not? It wouldn’t cost you anything.” Scowling, he dug into the black grease under his thumb nail. “And if you don’t like the medicine you can put it down for the beetles.”


He’d been talking for years, telling her what to do, and he still hadn’t got used to her not doing it. His ideas weren’t special, anyone else in her situation would have had them without being told. But anyone else wouldn’t have been in her situation.


“A doctor?” she said, so sharply that he looked up in surprise. “That would be the thin end of the wedge.”


“What?”


“They’d take me away.”


“Why should they? What would they want you for?”


“To shut me up.” She closed her eyes, held herself with both arms, trying to get a grip on the cocoon of clothes. “To make me a prisoner.”


Sometimes Joe couldn’t stand it, sometimes he shouted—he felt fit to kill her. Now he was wondering if there was anything in what she said. She was mad all right, hiding behind this ribby furniture, running about with saucers of whisky to catch the cockroaches. Right-thinking people would say she ought to be put away.


Yet she did no one harm. Sometimes she did herself a bit of good, she was even happy, and played an old gramophone behind the wardrobe—always the same record, ‘Bluebell, my own Bluebell’.


What was right thinking and how was it right? If they smoked her out of her burrow and locked her in some clean tidy place she’d die of fright and the right-thinkers could take the rap for that.


*


“A crazy old bird,” said Alec, “who lives in the basement under a mountain of furniture and never goes out and never lets anyone in—except Joe.”


Jessie yawned. “Why Joe? I never did understand that.”


It was a standby topic, Joe was used to its never getting any farther.


“If she’d picked you you’d have gossiped, and if she’d picked me I’d have talked to you, and any other kid would have confided in his parents.”


“All day, shut up there.” Jessie lay back in her chair, her big breasts rolling. “What’s she do, Joe?”


“Anything she could do?” said Alec.
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