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‘Thou’lt find thy manhood all too fast – Soon come, soon gone, and age at last, A sorry breaking-up!’

Thomas Hood

Ode: Clapham Academy


PART I


Chapter 1

SHE REACHED up, one hand holding the taper and the other pulling the brass chain, its swivel stiff from verdigris. She could hear the hiss of the gas and then the mantle flared, turning from brown to orange to a soft white light that illuminated almost the whole of the large old-fashioned kitchen.

The small effort was too much for her and she sat down slowly on to the bentwood chair at the side of the bare kitchen table. She was twenty and very pretty and he had often said that she looked prettiest in gaslight.

The special box of Kunzle’s chocolates for her birthday lay still unopened on the kitchen table as she sat with her chin in her hands, her elbows on the table. The torn buff envelope and the official telegram lay where she had thrown them beside the cup and saucer and the cold tea. She looked across to the old-fashioned wooden cradle that her father had made for them and the sleeping baby, then she looked back at the telegram, her eyes unseeing, her mind in turmoil. It was September 9th, 1918, and the papers all said that the war was nearly over. The Allies had taken Bruges and Zeebrugge. She had wondered how he would settle back into civilian life. She had never been able to visualise him as a civilian.

She remembered the first time she had seen him. A second lieutenant in the Gordon Highlanders. In his best uniform, his kilt and sporran swinging as he walked into the shop just as it was closing. He’d wanted twenty Gold Flake and a box of Swan Vestas and he’d grinned when she made a mistake counting out his change and she’d had to start again. He’d asked her to have a coffee with him at the ABC and she’d refused. She had wondered at the time if he realised that she’d never drunk a coffee in her life. Working people drank tea. Coffee was for the toffs. But he’d come back the next day and the next, always just on closing time. And in the end she’d gone with him. Not to the ABC but to a small working-man’s caff just off Dale End itself.

Her parents had taken to him immediately, impressed by his easy talk and the uniform. But when a few weeks later he’d asked her to marry him, they’d said no. They had said that he was too old for her. Nearly twelve years older than she was. There had been the old adage dragged out about Autumn marrying Spring. They were still impressed by him but now they were defensively in awe of him. Cautious and ready to find faults in him that they had not seen before. He had been cool and amused but she had felt humiliated and angry. They had married secretly two months later when he was on a week’s leave. And they’d rented a house in Corstorphine when he had been posted to Edinburgh.

He was obviously fond of her but she found life with him strange. He treated her with an odd sort of tolerance. Somewhere between a daughter and a maid. As if she were something other than a wife. He wasn’t condescending, but he was openly amused at her naivety and lack of experience of the world. She eventually realised that he had no money beyond his army pay and she frequently had sleepless nights wondering how they would pay the bills. He spent money rashly and generously, without seeming to count the cost. He had many friends and they were frequently at other people’s houses for what they called ‘dinner’, and it was obvious that he enjoyed other people’s company. She was aware that his friends’ wives thought he had been foolish and impetuous to marry a girl who was so unsophisticated. But the men were obviously impressed by her good looks and were always amiable and flirtatious although she despised them for flirting with another man’s wife.

They had had to move house twice because they couldn’t pay the rent and she was glad that her parents didn’t know what she had come to. Her parents were humble enough but they had never owed a penny in their lives. And twice now they had come down to doing what her father had always disparagingly called ‘a moonlight flit’, their few possessions piled on to a barrow in the middle of the night. Sleeping on the floor of some friend’s house until they could find a new place to rent in another part of the city.

The day she discovered that she was pregnant he had been promoted to full lieutenant, and the next week they had moved to the large Victorian semi-detached house with the garden and laurels and a privet hedge at the front. He had been given leave a few weeks after the baby was born and there had been a party. She had enjoyed being the centre of attention for once and had vaguely understood for the first time why he enjoyed the parties and dinners. She had thought then that maybe when he came back from the war she would get more used to him.

But now he wasn’t coming back from the war, and her mind was a turmoil of doubt and fears. She had shed no tears at the telegram from the War Office signed by the Under Secretary of State for War. Not even tears of self-pity. It had been a mistake. They had had nothing in common except that they were both attractive to each other and it had all seemed so romantic. Her father had been right. She hadn’t loved him. Not properly. And he hadn’t loved her properly either. There had been a kind of hero-worship at first but for most of their time together he had been no more than a pleasant stranger with strange ways whom she was tied to until death did them part. And now his death had released her from all that.

She made the ten o’clock bottle for the baby and after feeding him she settled back at the kitchen table. For hours she went over what she should do. And she knew in the end that it was pointless; in reality she had no choice. She had to throw herself on the mercy of her parents. Go back defeated to the grinding boredom of that old life. Its monotony, and, what was worse, the minute-by-minute control of everything she did, which was the price you had to pay for total dependence on other people.

She wouldn’t have to plead. They weren’t that sort of people. Widowed daughters had to be given shelter. But of course they ceased to be wives and became daughters again. Obedient daughters. And as she sat that night in the empty house she knew that she had learned a lesson. Men were irresponsible and feckless creatures, to be avoided in future at all costs. Profligate with money and fine words, and stupid enough to get themselves killed when the war was about to end; leaving a twenty-year-old girl with their child but no money, no home and no resources. Her thoughts about him were a mixture of despair and anger.

Before he came along she had had no responsibilities. She worked in her father’s shop; she had a small room of her own at the back of the house where they had lived for years. She didn’t have a wage but she had pocket-money and her clothes. And suddenly he had made it all seem boring and restricted. He never said it in so many words, just smiled at her ineptness and made her realise that there was another world outside that could be hers. What had seemed merely uneventful had come to seem drudgery. What had seemed like a freedom from the pressures of other girls’ lives had been made to seem like a life of petty restrictions. A life of monotonous pettiness. She had defied her parents and robbed them of all those small pleasures that come from a wedding and a daughter’s marriage. She had written to them when the baby was born, and the wooden cradle had arrived two weeks later, but those were her only contacts. As she knew her mother would have said, if she had bemoaned her lot: she had made her bed and she must lie on it.

And now what had she got? The humiliation of returning to that old life. A baby who would be a millstone round her neck. And in the worn leather purse in her handbag there was seventeen shillings. All the money she had in the world. A few clothes. A vase. A silver-backed hair-brush and a picture in a silver frame. It was true what they said about men. All those music-hall jokes and songs about not trusting them were really true. She clenched her small fists in resolve. She hated men and she would never let herself be at their mercy again.

The baby in the cradle was crying fretfully and she half-turned her head to look at it. That was one male who wouldn’t get away with it. And although she didn’t realise it, or perhaps intend it, that angry resentment was destined to affect the whole of that baby’s life – until the day he died. Then, with her head cradled in her arms on the table, she cried. For herself, for the man who was dead, for the child, and for the whole ramshackle life that had come to an end.


Chapter 2

THE TWO women looked at each other, the calm one and the angry one.

Miss Marsh had been a primary school teacher for twenty years and she thought that she knew most of the vagaries of working-class mothers. But this one was different. There was none of the usual rough partisanship for her child, no feeling of warmth or protection. She seemed indifferent to the feelings of the small boy, as if she were his keeper rather than his mother. Miss Marsh wondered for a moment if perhaps the boy was not the woman’s child. She looked down at the stained desk and then back at the thin woman standing a few feet away.

‘I don’t think there’s anything to worry about, Mrs Collins. Six-year-olds do have their fantasies.’

‘I don’t know anything about fantasies, Miss Marsh, but I’ve never heard of a boy going round pretending he’s a horse.’

‘We all pretend to be something or other. And he’s very good at drawing horses.’

‘But all this tossing his head up and down.’

Miss Marsh smiled patiently. ‘I expect he sees horses do that when they’ve got their nosebags on. It shakes up the oats, you know.’

‘He’d take notice of you if you told him to stop doing it. He never listens to me.’

‘I’ll see what I can do.’ And she walked with the woman to the classroom door.

She walked slowly back to where the object of their discussion was seated at his desk and sat down on the desk in front of his.

She smiled. ‘Why do you like horses so much, David?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

‘No reason at all?’ she said softly.

‘No. I just like them.’

She stood up, walked back to her desk and, opening the lid, picked out a postcard and looked at it. She closed the lid, walking back to the boy, handing him the postcard.

‘That’s for you. I wish it were a picture of a horse but I’ll get you one of a horse another day.’

It was a sepia photograph of a large tree and along the bottom it said, ‘The Boscobel Oak which gave shelter to King Charles’.

‘Now you’d better run along, David.’

The small boy looked at the card then tucked it carefully into his pocket. As he was walking slowly to the door he stopped, and looked back. ‘Thanks for the card, Miss Marsh.’

‘That’s all right, Davie.’

He liked it when people called him Davie instead of David.

He was spreading the strawberry jam generously on the large slice of bread and butter and his mother was talking from the scullery.

‘If your father was alive you wouldn’t behave like this.’

She came to the doorway wiping her hands on her pinafore, her face flushed with suppressed anger. He knew that she was always angry when she mentioned his father. He had sometimes asked her about him: what he was like and what had happened to him, but he had gradually learned that it only brought on her anger. His father was dead. Killed in the war. That was all she had to say.

‘He’s up there in heaven watching you. What do you think he would say?’

‘I don’t know, mother.’

‘You can’t go on like this.’

‘Like what?’

‘You know what I mean all right, so don’t be cheeky.’

‘They’re too long, they hang down below my knees.’

‘They keep you warm, my lad.’

‘They’re men’s trousers. They’re too big.’

‘They were your grandfather’s and they’ve been cut down to size specially for you. Mrs Carter did it herself.’

‘I hate them. They hang down over my knees. Other boys laugh at me.’

‘You should be glad you’ve got them, my lad.’

‘Mr Pettigrew said that …’

‘I don’t want to hear what Mr Pettigrew said, he’s a schoolmaster and earns good money.’

David drank his milk and went quietly up to his room. Sprawled on his bed he read an old copy of Rainbow.

At nine o’clock she brought him a glass of warm milk and a biscuit. As he sipped the milk she stood looking at him.

‘You’ll be going to your aunt’s for the first two weeks of your holiday.’

‘I don’t like it there.’

‘Why not?’

‘They’re horrible.’

‘Don’t say such things. They’re good people. You should be grateful that they’ll have you.’

When eventually he lay in bed, in the darkness, he wondered what his father had been like, and if he really was watching him. His father had died when he was four months old. He had no memory of him at all. But at eight all things can seem possible.

He carried the cardboard attaché case packed with its two shirts, two vests, two pairs of pants and a spare pair of socks, in one hand, and his raincoat in the other, his flat cap folded and stuffed into his jacket pocket.

It was about a mile from Windsor station, down seemingly endless roads of dreary houses. They were a cut above the houses in his street in Birmingham, with bay windows up and down and a small front garden. And they weren’t terraced houses, they were built in pairs with a passage between them.

Aunt and Uncle Rodgers’ house was modestly different from its neighbours: its plain brick had been covered with a thin layer of stucco painted cream. Uncle Leonard worked for a Friendly Society and was considered well-off by his neighbours. He earned £5 a week and was allowed an extra five shillings for the use of his own Raleigh bicycle. When collecting the weekly subscriptions he wore a bowler hat and leather leggings rather than the usual trouser clips. He was a sidesman at the local Baptist church and sang in the choir.

Aunt Ada showed David up to his room. They would be having tea when Uncle Len came home. And not before. Meantime he could go to the park and see the ducks on the pond.

Tea was a grim, silent meal and he was glad when they sent him to bed at nine o’clock. His room reeked of mothballs and lino polish. The only decoration was an aspidistra in a big china bowl and a large etching on the wall of a chair gazed at by a disconsolate-looking Irish wolfhound, entitled The Master’s Empty Chair.

The next day he was given a list of addresses and was sent to collect those members’ money. Some abused him, some refused to pay anyone but the proper agent, his uncle, but he came back with just over £15 from six hours’ work. As a special reward the wireless had been switched on for him to listen to Children’s Hour.

For three weeks he collected subscriptions or wandered alone in the park. He was strictly forbidden to talk to other children. It was the Monday of the last week when the trouble came.

He had been given a shilling by his mother for his two weeks’ stay and he had bought himself a boy’s paper. The Rover.

As always he had gone into the kitchen after tea and started cleaning his uncle’s brown boots, scraping the mud from the solid welts before he brushed on the polish. He jumped as the door from the hall passage was suddenly flung open.

His uncle stood there, his face pale with anger, the magazine in his hand.

‘Where did you get this?’

‘From the paper shop.’

‘You paid for it?’

‘Yes.’

‘How much?’

‘Tuppence.’

‘Where did you get the money?’

‘From my pocket-money.’

‘What pocket-money?’

‘My mother gave me a shilling.’

‘Where’s the money you collected today?’

‘Where you told me to put it. In the front room on top of the piano.’

‘My God, if you’ve taken any of that money I’ll beat you within an inch of your life,’ Uncle Len shouted, as he turned to hurry down the hall to the front room.

He came back a few minutes later looking no less angry for having found his takings in order.

‘Show me the change from your shilling.’

The boy assembled the money from his trouser pockets. A sixpence and four pennies. When the man looked back at the boy’s face and saw the hatred in his eyes it was too much. He lashed out with his open hand and sent the boy reeling so that he lost his balance and fell backwards against the kitchen sink. He was put on the train for Paddington early the next morning with a note for his mother. She read it but made no comment. She never mentioned the incident again.

Tom Makins collected the Latin papers and took them to Mr Lakey’s desk. Mr Lakey picked them up.

‘Right.’ He looked over his glasses at the class. ‘Get out your Gallic Wars and start reading at … let me see … yes – Caesar jam adolescens … read on from there. Quietly.’

Ten minutes later old Lakey looked up from his desk.

‘Collins.’

‘Sir.’

‘Come here.’

Lakey pushed his glasses up on to his forehead and looked at the boy. He pointed at a paper on his desk.

‘You don’t try, do you, Collins?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘What do you mean? Yes, you don’t try, or yes, you do try?’

‘I do try, sir.’

‘What are the principal parts of dare?’

‘Do, dare … er … duxus sum.’

‘Decline hic.’

‘Hic, haec, hoc, horam, harum, horam … I don’t know any more, sir.’

‘Isn’t there anyone at home who can help you a bit?’

‘No, sir.’

Lakey sighed. ‘You’d better do a punishment. Write out the radio programmes from today’s paper.’

‘We don’t have a paper, sir.’

‘All right. A column from the Radio Times.’

‘We don’t have that, sir.’

Lakey sighed. ‘How do you know what’s on the radio?’

The boy stood silent, looking at the floor. Then he said, ‘We don’t have a radio.’

Lakey’s tobacco-stained finger stroked the side of his face, and he placed the paper slowly back on the pile.

‘All right, Collins. Try a bit harder in future.’

At the end of the lesson David Collins stuffed his text books in his satchel, and walked to the cloakroom. As he struggled into his raincoat he saw the handwritten list of the rugby teams for that Saturday afternoon. He was one of the six forwards in the third team playing away against Moseley High School.

As he stood at the tram-stop he wondered what excuse he could make. He had no idea how to get to Moseley and he had no money for extra tram fares even if he did know how to get there.

His lack of knowledge, his almost total ignorance of everything, and the lack of anyone who could help him, neither disturbed nor worried him. That was how it was, and outside his home he lived like a cautious wild animal. Alert to avoid trouble, scared when hunted, relieved when he escaped his just deserts. He knew that he could expect no help from his home. There was enough to eat. And there were boys in his form who didn’t have enough to eat. But they were surrounded by people who knew how to get to Moseley. Who understood what went on in the outside world. Who knew the rules of Rugby Football and could explain what a ‘knock-on’ really was.

His mother stood watching as he ate his meal. Liver and bacon was one of his favourites.

‘Mr Lakey asked if there was anyone who could help me with my Latin.’

‘He’s the one who’s supposed to help you with that, isn’t he?’

‘He’s the Latin master.’

‘Well if he can’t teach you who can?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You want to ask him, then. And while you’re about it ask him what good Latin’s ever going to do you. You just ask him that.’

He looked up at her flushed angry face. ‘I’m playing football at Moseley on Saturday. D’you know how I get there?’

She leaned forward to gather up his plate. ‘Why have you left the gravy?’

‘I was full up.’

She was cutting a slice of pie, and he knew she wasn’t going to answer his question. He’d have to put a stone in his shoe again, and say that he’d got a sore foot. They never questioned his stories. It was as if they knew, and no longer applied the normal rules to his behaviour. Bottom of the form in every subject and that seemingly impenetrable home background that was indifferent to the world outside.

Joseph Palmer MA (Cantab.) had been headmaster of the grammar school for twenty-five years. He was inured to the fact that in any school year not more than a dozen boys out of the school’s 200 would gain any real benefit from the time they spent there. That had been his own assessment from the end of his second year of headmastership, and he had never had cause to change his mind. It was one of the facts of life in an industrial city like Birmingham where the school served a working-class area. There was an intake of thirty boys each year, and after a couple of terms he would know which two mattered. He was a social realist and not given to introspection. There were no complaints from the governors. He was producing the clerks and artisans their factories needed. Not that either he or they had ever considered it in that light, but if they had they would have seen no reason to change it. They were neither poets nor reformers.

So far as the parents were concerned they had no criteria to judge the headmaster by. They were merely thankful that their sons were grammar-school boys. It would stand them in good stead for the rest of their lives. They would be able to wear Old Edwardian ties, and that could make a difference when you were being interviewed for a job. As the headmaster boasted in his Founder’s Day speech, there were four of his last year’s boys with jobs in the Central Library, already earning as much as seventeen shillings a week and with a pension at the end of it.

Palmer always wore his full regalia when interviewing parents: his run-of-the-mill chalky black gown was enough to impress the boys, but when there were harsh things to say, a little protective colouring did no harm. The electric-blue silk lining that indicated his MA undoubtedly gave him an air of superiority.

He sat now at his desk, his hands smoothing the mahogany moulding. The boy sat at the far end and the mother directly in front of him, her bulky handbag on her lap. He glanced again at the report and then moved it aside. He leaned forward, his hands clasped in front of him on the desk.

‘We do sometimes make exceptions, Mrs Collins, but in this case I can see no grounds for that. There are long waiting lists for scholarships at the school. And public money is at stake. That was why I asked you to come and see me. To speak quite frankly … and I know you would wish me to do that … I think we should all be wasting valuable time.’ He looked down for a moment to his blotter and then looked up again. ‘Your son, Mrs Collins, is on the dust-heap of the school, and unless some miracle happens … ah … he will be on the dust-heap of life.’

‘Does that mean you want me to take him away?’

He sighed. ‘There’s only another four weeks of term left. In the meantime you could use the time to look around for some kind of employment.’

He stood up slowly to mark the end of the interview. It was November 1931.


Chapter 3

SAM THATCHER was a big man. Just under six feet, he weighed over fifteen stone and his belly was a tribute to the staple food of the local iron-foundry moulders – Ansell’s Beer. He nodded to the man holding the other handle of the ladle and they tilted it forward so that David Collins could move the slag rake across the molten iron. And when the slag and scum had splashed into the black sand the two men turned the handle so that the orange-coloured metal poured into the mould. They poured steadily as the dank-smelling steam rose from the black sand in the moulding box, and when the liquid metal flowed up to the top of the riser they moved on to the next moulding box.

David Collins had started in Number 1 Foundry just before Christmas, and as a moulder’s labourer he earned ten shillings a week. The deputy foreman of the day shift lived at number 33 Alma Street, three doors away, and despite the depression and the massive unemployment the job had been arranged after an interview with the works manager.

David Collins was fourteen, and for the first time in his life he was vaguely happy. The rough, working men were ready to teach the boy how to do his job; amused by his politeness, they pulled his leg, but the jokes were friendly and fatherly. He suffered the normal practical jokes of being sent to the stores for glass hammers and sky-hooks but he took it all in good part. He belonged.

Like the others he brought sandwiches for his lunch. A sugar sandwich, or a sandwich of mashed banana, wrapped in a damp cloth. He sat with Sam Thatcher and five or six other moulders and their labourers on a pile of used cores. He sat silently as they talked of racing form, the local football teams, and women.

Home and his mother were no longer his dominating influence. He handed over his wage packet unopened each Friday evening and received a shilling for himself. Three nights a week he had to attend evening classes in town, walking the four miles each way to save the ha’penny fare on the tram. The evening classes covered mechanical drawing, mathematics and the theory of electricity. Just as it had been at school, he absorbed nothing of any of these subjects. But nobody minded, because nobody noticed or cared.

The following Easter he was sent for an interview with the chief draughtsman, a lean Scot with a leathery face and a pair of shrewd grey eyes. He was asked a few routine questions and the grey eyes watched him intently as he gave his stumbling answers. It took about ten minutes. There was no indication of what the interview was about.

On the Friday afternoon before the foundry closed for its annual August-week holiday he was called to the foundry foreman’s office. It was a small wooden hut at the far end of the ladle gantry. There were rows of old box-files on two shelves, handwritten parts-orders on scraps of paper held in bulldog clips, and a picture of Shirley Temple torn from a magazine, tacked to the wall over the makeshift writing shelf.

Hector Monroe had been a foundryman all his life and his brick-red face came from cupolas being tapped rather than from beer. He was holding a buff pay packet in his hand and David Collins could see his own name and works number half hidden by a thumb. For the first time in months he felt a surge of fear. Workers lined up at the pay office for their wages on Friday nights as their shift ended, and in the 1930s as you were handed the brown envelope you automatically checked by reflex if it would bend. If it bent you were safe. If it was too stiff to bend it was because your employment cards were inside and you’d got the sack.

‘Well, young David. How have you been getting on?’

‘All right, I think, Mr Monroe.’

‘Well it looks like Sam Thatcher’s had enough of you.’

He saw the boy’s face go pale and he laughed. ‘Don’t worry, lad, I’m only pulling your leg. I’ve got some good news for you. They want you up in the drawing office when you come back from the holiday week.’

‘I’d rather stay with Sam Thatcher, sir.’

‘Oh. Why’s that?’

‘I like it in the foundry. I like Mr Thatcher.’

Monroe was silent for a moment then he reached for a packet of Woodbines. When he had lit one he shook out the match slowly and put it in a tin lid. Turning back to the boy he said, ‘You went to the grammar, lad. You’ve had an education. You’ve got to make use of it. It’s part of growing up and getting on.’

‘I don’t want to get on. I want to stay here.’

‘That’s no way to talk, lad. We’ve all got to try and get on. It’s what life’s all about.’

‘What do I have to do in the drawing office?’

‘You’ll be working the blue-print machine. They’ll show you how to do it. Anyway here’s your pay. You’ll get the same money in the new job.’

By the time David was seventeen he was a tracer earning twelve shillings a week. The drawing office and the clerical staff worked on Saturday mornings when the two foundries, the pattern shop and the machine-shop were empty. And once in a while he would walk down to the empty foundry as it echoed with the noise of the maintenance team. He still missed Sam Thatcher and the rest of them.

The evening classes were his alibi at home and he now had two shillings a week of his own, so at least one night of the week he spent a shilling at the Hippodrome variety shows, watching the big bands that came over from America to top the bill. And then there were all the home-grown products: Roy Fox, Harry Roy, Jack Hylton, Lew Stone, Bert Ambrose and the others. Sitting high up in the dark gallery that reeked of carbolic and Lysol, this was the bright spot of his week.

Some need for company led him to go sometimes on Sunday evenings to the local church, and the vicar suggested that he should join the tennis club. His Daks trousers, a white shirt, tennis shoes and a Dunlop Maxply had cost him four pounds from his Post Office savings account. There were seven pounds four shillings left.

The young people at the tennis club were like him. More sure of themselves, but from much the same backgrounds. And when the light went on summer evenings they sat in the small shed alongside the tennis court and talked. A few bold ones smoked, and there was a kiss or two in the dark but nothing more. They talked of their parents and their jobs, and films they had seen or the dances at the Palais and the Masonic Hall. The others went to one another’s houses without ceremony and were as welcome as the young people of the family. But there was no question of them going to David Collins’ house. He had asked once if he could bring a boy home and his mother had ignored the question, which was her usual way of refusing.

There was a girl he rather liked but she was monopolised by Charlie Bailey who was already twenty-one and considered rather sophisticated. He wore a silk cravat after he had played tennis, carefully tucked into the V of his shirt. His mother and father ran a second-hand clothes shop near the tram terminus, and that made Charlie something of a catch. In fact a wallet had once been found by Georgie Miles on the gravel path that led to the hut. And in the course of checking to see who it belonged to, the contents had put Charlie Bailey into an even higher league. There had been three pound notes, four weeks’ average wages; and those notes had been more talked about than even the creased postcard of a naked girl. In the inner pocket there had been a letter addressed to Charlie that had a London postmark: it was on pale mauve deckle-edged paper with brown ink and a strong smell of lavender. The letter had not been read but the conglomerate memories had lingered on, embroidered and envied in their imaginations.

The girl who David Collins rather liked was Joan Latham. She lived on the council estate off Slade Road. She was plump and pretty and he sometimes thought of her when he lay in bed at night. Eventually there was a Friday night when he knelt beside his bed on the cold linoleum when, after saying the Lord’s prayer, slowly and carefully he put in three requests to God on his own account. The first request was that the rumour that Charlie Bailey was going to London for the weekend should prove to be true. The second was that there would be no rain on Saturday, and the third was that Joan Latham would be at the tennis club. He was going to ask her if he could walk her home.

By ten o’clock on the Saturday morning his prayers had been answered. Charlie Bailey was in bed with a sprained ankle, and Joan Latham was already at the club when he arrived. But only a strong wind kept the rain from falling.

The only other ones there were the girl and Mary Hawkins, Georgie Miles and Arthur West. They were playing a doubles and when they finished the set he played a singles with Joan Latham. When eventually the rain did come down they hurried to the small wooden shed. The others had gone, leaving them a note to remind them to lock the gate and put the key under the stone.

They sat together on the narrow seat and he watched her combing her hair. She had given him half her small bar of chocolate. As she tugged with the comb at the snags in her wet hair she said, ‘Why don’t you ever invite any of us to your house, Davie?’

‘My mother isn’t keen on visitors.’

‘Why not?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s just her way.’

‘It can’t be much fun for you.’

‘I don’t mind.’

As she reached up both her arms to arrange her hair he saw the shape of her breasts in her cotton blouse. For a fleeting moment he wondered what it would feel like to touch a girl’s breasts.

‘Why are you shaking your head?’

‘Was I?’

‘We shan’t be able to play again even when it stops raining. The court will be wet and we’d ruin our racket strings.’

‘It’s stopped raining. It might dry out.’

‘What d’you think of Charlie Bailey?’

‘He’s all right.’

‘He wants me to marry him.’

He felt cold with a churning inside his stomach as he heard his own voice saying, ‘That’s nice.’

She stood up, brushing down her skirt, then she looked at him, smiling. ‘You goin’ to walk me home?’

He held his breath as they passed the end of his road, afraid that his mother or a neighbour might see him walking with a girl, and his heart was still beating fast when they got to her house. There was a narrow back alley and he walked with her between the battered wooden fences.

She held open the scullery door for him to follow her inside. It was neat and tidy like most houses in the district. He followed her through the kitchen to the small front parlour. There was an upright piano with brass candlesticks and the piece of music on the stand was ‘Lover come back to me’. Along the side wall was a two-seater settee and the girl sat down and slipped off her shoes.

‘Have you got a girl, Davie?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

He shrugged. ‘I can’t afford one, and the girls I know are fixed up.’

‘They’re not really. I’m not fixed up.’

‘You’re Charlie’s girl.’

The bright blue eyes looked at his face.

‘D’you want to kiss me?’

‘Your parents might come in.’

She laughed. ‘They’re away for the day at Auntie Nellie’s.’

She put up her mouth and he kissed her gently, and her tongue slid into his mouth to touch his. And then he felt her take his hand and put it over one of her breasts. It was warm and soft in his hand like when he held Bert Bagley’s racing pigeons for ringing. Then he pulled away and looked at her face.

‘It’s not fair on Charlie,’ he said.

‘Jesus. You’re chicken, Davie Collins.’

‘I’m not.’

‘D’you want to see me with me blouse off?’

‘Yes,’ he said, guilt smothered by lust, curiosity and bravado.

Slowly she unbuttoned her blouse and then reached round to unhook her bra. Then she was sitting there half-naked. Her breasts looked even bigger naked, their pink tips crinkled and hard. Half an hour later he was washing his flushed face in cold water in the enamel basin in the Lathams’ scullery.

The girl stood watching as he dried his face and combed his hair. She was smiling when he turned round.

‘What are you laughing at, Joanie?’

‘I’m not laughing. I’m smiling. You’re a nice boy, Davie, and I’ll let you into a secret if you ask me nicely.’

‘What secret’s that?’

‘D’you like Mary Hawkins?’

‘I don’t really know her.’

‘There was a crowd of us talking about boys the other night. Who we fancy and all that. Who we’d like to marry. And Mary Hawkins said you’re the only one worth marrying.’

‘Why does she say that?’

‘She says you’re straight.’ She laughed. ‘Anyway, we all think you’re good looking.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes, little boy, you.’

David Collins walked from Joan Latham’s house to Brookvale Park and sat alone on one of the wooden benches that looked over the bowling green. There was probably another hour of light before the bell rang and the park was locked for the night. The old men had stopped playing, standing in groups talking, or walking slowly around the green checking its surface for signs of clover and daisies.

He was still wearing his grey flannels, and his tennis racket in its press was on the bench beside him. He wondered if Mary Hawkins really had said that he was the only one worth marrying. Not that until that moment there was any thought in his mind of ever being married. But it meant that a girl had noticed him and liked him. It had never entered his mind that someone could actually like him. He took it for granted that the boys and girls at the tennis club merely tolerated him. He was grateful for their tolerance. It was obvious that he didn’t have the freedom that they had. There were strict rules laid down for him, and he obeyed them without thinking about them. Even on Saturday nights he had to be home by 9.30 and that meant that he could never join the others when they went in a group to the cinema at Erdington or Stockland Green. The others were openly amused but not unkind about the restrictions he lived under, and they no longer embarrassed him by asking him to join their expeditions to other tennis clubs or on their trips into the city.

At seventeen he still lived the life of a child with petty rules that brooked no argument. He was no longer caned in those mad flashes of anger that sometimes came over his mother at some infraction of the rules, but the rules were still there. His two shillings spending money could still be withheld. He could be forbidden to leave the house, and on occasions a note was sent to whoever was his immediate boss at the foundry, lodging some complaint about his behaviour and asking that he should be ‘spoken to’. The requests were generally ignored but they always made him a laughing-stock for a day or two. None of the rules were particularly onerous, they merely left him, without realising it, totally without dignity and self-respect. He was not allowed to get up in the morning without being told to, and if he forgot he was sent back upstairs to undress and get back in his bed until he was told to get up. There were two or three boys who were mildly friendly towards him, but if they called at the house for him they were turned away coldly. So far as he could remember, Joan Latham was the first person who had ever kissed him. His mother was not given to kissing, or any other sign of affection.


Chapter 4

HE PULLED down the heavy lever on the switch-box and the bright arc-lights on the print machine died. In the main drawing office the draughtsmen were putting away their instruments and covering their boards and T-squares for the night. Two or three of them nodded to him as they headed past him for the door. Miss Carver, the lady tracer, was talking to Mr Bertram as she adjusted the lamp holder over her desk. It looked as if she might be doing overtime.

The teapot, the milk jug, the sugar bowl and the two pieces of toast were already laid out on Mr Harvey’s tray. Mr Harvey, the works manager, was staying on in his office until 7.30 and that entitled him to the tea and toast at the company’s expense. David thought it must feel marvellous to be so important that they gave you tea and toast just to tempt you to stay another hour and a half. That one solitary light in the empty office block, and the works closed down and silent. He wondered what Mr Harvey, with his bow-tie, did in that solitary office.

When he went into the works manager’s office, Mr Harvey pursed his lips as he looked at the boy’s face and pointed to the place on his desk where he wanted the tray.

As he walked back into the drawing office Miss Carver was bent over her desk. David Collins was madly in love with Miss Carver. She was always neatly dressed and she was very pretty, and from time to time she let him clean her tracing pen and compasses. And because their works numbers both started with a 9 they stood together in the wages queue on Friday nights and that gave him an excuse for walking with her up the hill to Aston Road where she caught the tram to Handsworth. It was fifteen minutes out of his way but well worth the extra journey.

He plucked up his courage and went down to the canteen and asked for an extra cup of tea for Mr Harvey. He took it back up the wooden stairs to the drawing office and put it beside Miss Carver’s drawing board.

She looked up. ‘Hello, Dave, you still here?’ Then she noticed the tea. ‘Oh, you are a love. You really are. What do I owe you?’

He shrugged and smiled. ‘I told them it was for Mr Harvey.’

She laughed. ‘You wicked boy. Whatever shall we do with you?’

‘Miss Carver?’

‘Yes?’

‘Could I take you to the pictures some time?’

She looked at him, still smiling. ‘How old are you, Davie?’

‘Seventeen and two months.’

‘You know I’ve got a steady boyfriend?’

‘I didn’t know. But it doesn’t matter. He needn’t know.’

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘When will you decide? How long?’

She looked at his anxious face and said softly, ‘Well, Johnny’s playing snooker next Wednesday and there’s Jack Buchanan on at the Cross in Goodnight Vienna – we could see that together. But it would be only the once. You understand?’

His face lit up. ‘Oh yes. That would be marvellous. We could go straight from the office.’

‘OK. We’ll arrange it on Tuesday.’

‘Thanks, Miss Carver, thanks a lot.’

He had bought her a small bottle of California Poppy perfume from Boots. Ninepence. And the seats had been a shilling each. The best in the house. And she had obviously enjoyed the film.

It was raining when they came out of the cinema and they walked to the tram stop in Victoria Road, standing in the shop doorway to shelter from the rain.

She was wearing a green hat with a red feather swirled round it and a coat with a curly collar that swept up each side of her face, and she looked more beautiful than any filmstar.

As he leaned forward, looking out from the doorway, she said, ‘The trams are always late when it rains, aren’t they? And then there’s usually two or three bunched up together.’

‘Miss Carver.’

She turned to look at him. ‘Yes, Davie?’

‘Will you marry me, Miss Carver, when I’m nineteen?’

For a moment she said nothing then she touched his face with her gloved hand. ‘I’m twenty-two, Davie. Far too old for you. And I’m engaged to Johnny. He’d be terribly unhappy if I changed my mind. We’ll be getting married at Christmas. But I like you a lot. I really do.’ She saw the disappointment on his face. ‘There’s lots of girls in the offices who think you’re the nicest boy on the staff.’

He nodded, biting his lip, wondering if it would be terribly wrong to ask her which girls thought he was nice. He was deeply disappointed but a little relieved. He had actually taken her to the pictures and for ten minutes at the end he had held her hand in the darkness. He could think about her always. She could be his secret love.

They had walked from Salford Bridge to Erdington. It was just over two miles and they reckoned it was a waste of a ha’penny to take a tram. The poster outside the Palais announced: ‘Gala Night with prizes. Ninepence’, and as the two stood listening to the faint sound of the band inside Georgie Miles said, ‘They’ve got another bloody think comin’. Ninepence. Let’s go to the Masonic.’

The Masonic had none of the glamour of the Palais and it didn’t have the selection of girls that the dance-hall produced. But it was never over sixpence and the girls were locals. If you were caught having to walk them home they didn’t expect a tram ride and it wasn’t too far to walk. Paying for a girl on a tram showed serious intentions and meeting her outside the hall and paying for her to go in was a virtual proposal of marriage.

As the two youths paid for their tickets they could hear the band playing ‘Carolina Moon’ and for a few moments they stood at the open inner door watching the dancers. They both had well-worn dancing shoes stuffed, toes down, one in each coat pocket; and with the expertise of experience their eyes sorted out the pretty ones and the good dancers. They were seldom the same. A pretty girl who could dance really well would be either at the Palais or the West End Ballroom in town. You got real bands in town like Jack Payne, a local lad who had made good and sometimes played in top London hotels. His father was a dentist somewhere in town.

Shod for dancing, the two stood watching the dancers. It was another slow foxtrot, one of Bing Crosby’s called ‘Please’ and the band singer was giving it the full benefit of his deep voice in the Crosby style.

‘Bugger thinks he looks like Bing with his hair brushed back.’

‘Looks more like Nat Gonella,’ Collins muttered, and Georgie Miles laughed. ‘I’m going to try the tart with the green dress,’ and he walked to where the girl sat with her friends on the wooden chairs around the walls. Calling a girl a tart was in no way an insult nor did it imply promiscuity. Any girl was a tart, and if you took a girl for a walk you were ‘going tarting’. And the formalities of the dance-floor were strictly adhered to. You said ‘May I have the pleasure?’ or you got a frosty refusal. And you escorted your partner back to the bosom of her girlfriends when the three dances of a set were over.

David Collins was dancing with a tall girl who said she had seen him playing football in the Park for Moor End Rovers. Her father had been the referee. And then there was a tap on his shoulder. It was a Ladies’ Excuse-me and it was Mary Hawkins who had tapped his shoulder. She wasn’t one of the good dancers but she danced well enough in her rather stiff way, and she was certainly one of the best-looking girls in the hall that night. Pretty enough for him to buy her an orangeade.

When they lowered the lights and the band played ‘Who’s taking you home tonight?’ he danced the last waltz with her. Dancing the last waltz with any girl had a kind of significance. Nobody would have been able to define it precisely, but it was certainly a commitment of some sort. The least that it meant was that you were stuck with walking the girl home. But as Mary Hawkins lived only four doors from his house that was no great sacrifice. There would be boys stuck with walking to the top of Tyburn Road or the depths of Aston or Nechells. And there would be a week of frozen silence at home for staying out beyond the prescribed time.

Because Mary Hawkins had long black hair and green eyes she was often assumed to be Irish, but the families of both her parents had lived in the Midlands for generations. She was well liked locally and she had a quiet air of confidence that made her seem older than she actually was. Outwardly unemotional she had always seemed to hold strong views when they had chatted together, but she never expressed an opinion on anything until she was forced to by the conversation. She seemed capable of listening to all sorts of views on all sorts of subjects without finding it necessary to express any view of her own unless she had to. Some boys saw her self-contained assurance as hostility but most of her friends and the adults in her circle held judgment in abeyance and merely classified her as ‘a deep one’.

Several boys from the tennis club had taken her to the cinema but it was obvious that there was going to be no fun and games. Not even hand-holding or a goodnight kiss on the doorstep. This was not seen as either virtuous or puritanical. Even the two girls at the club who had ‘reputations’ didn’t go much beyond passionate kisses and a hand inside a sweater. Mary Hawkins’ attitude to boys was typical and normal in their circle. Girls sometimes mistook her reticence for aloofness but her two or three close girlfriends found her easy to get on with and always ready to help.

At her house they stood talking at the garden gate. About their friends and the tennis club, and the possible closure of the foundry at Witton where her father was a moulder. David gave her a goodnight peck on her cheek and was turning to leave when she said, ‘Would you like to come to tea tomorrow?’

He blushed in the dark and said, ‘What about your mother? Will she mind?’

‘Of course not. She likes you too. About four o’clock then.’

As he lay in bed he thought about what she had said. She wasn’t the kind of girl who said such things lightly. And however you repeated it, the word ‘too’ was a kind of declaration. A glove thrown down, to be picked up if he wanted to.


Chapter 5

THE DOCTOR’S dingy waiting room was crowded. All the seats occupied and half a dozen people standing. Two women spoke to each other in whispers but all the rest were silent apart from some racking coughs and an old man muttering quietly to himself.

Dr Lawson was in his early forties and he prescribed the standard pills and medicine bottles as he listened to the wandering descriptions of symptoms and pain. In his spare time he flew a small aircraft at Castle Bromwich aerodrome as a relief from his daily routine and he tried to forget the grim reality of his patients below as he circled the district where he worked.

Erdington was a typical Birmingham working-class suburb ranging from near slums to middle-class Victorian villas. It was the only practice available that he could afford when he took it over and he was quite wrong for it. He dispensed his medical skills as best he could against the prejudices of patients who wanted a bottle or a pill rather than change their diets, their habits or their lives. ‘The same as last time, doctor’ was what they wanted. Some coloured placebo that gave them comfort and miracle relief. And on his rounds it mattered too much what he said or did. He was much respected and for the wrong reasons. Not for his medicine but for the working-class symbols that his patients interpreted as signs of his approval. A chronically sick woman was consoled if he let her make him a cup of tea. To get him a kettle of hot water to wash his hands at the kitchen sink was an event that could be retold for weeks. They even cleaned their houses specially because he was calling. He cared for them and worried about them but he had long ago given up trying to change them. Even his brusque impatient manner at the end of a long day was seen as proof that he was a modern ‘no nonsense’ doctor rather than that he was just a tired man.

David Collins waited until he was the last patient in the waiting room. When the doctor opened his surgery door and beckoned him inside he sighed as he sat in the wooden chair, facing the doctor across his desk. The doctor’s head was bent, his pen poised over his notepad.

‘Name?’

‘David Collins.’

‘Age?’

‘Seventeen.’

The doctor pushed his pad to one side and looked at the boy.

‘So. What’s the trouble?’

‘My mother said I had to see you.’

‘Your mother?’ He frowned. ‘Oh yes.’ He smiled. ‘I remember now.’

He reached to open the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out a magazine, tossing it on to his desk. In large red letters it said Snappy Stories and the rest of the cover was taken up by the picture of a very beautiful blonde with long legs and a fantastic pair of breasts. She was wearing a swimming costume moulded to her perfect young body like a skin. The doctor looked at it for a moment, smiling, and then looked back at the boy.

‘What did she say when she found it?’

The boy shrugged. ‘She said I was depraved. I’d got a filthy mind.’

‘And have you?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘What makes you think that?’

He shrugged. ‘I bought the magazine. And I looked at it.’

‘D’you like looking at pictures of pretty girls with big tits?’

The boy sighed and nodded. ‘Yes, but I won’t do it again.’

The doctor leaned back in his chair, tapping his pen against the edge of his desk.

‘I gather your mother made you do some sort of penance. What was it?’

‘I had to write out five hundred times that I’d got a filthy mind.’

Dr Lawson looked towards the grimy window and the faint outline of the ivy growing over it outside, then he turned back to the boy.

‘Why do you think she sent you to me?’

‘She says I’ll end up in a lunatic asylum.’

‘Have you got a girlfriend?’

‘No.’

‘A close mate. A boy?’

The boy shook his head. ‘No.’

Dr Lawson sighed loudly and leaned forward with his arms on his desk.

‘Well. Let me tell you first of all that you won’t end up in an asylum because you like looking at pictures of pretty girls with big tits, or we’d all be in asylums long ago. The only harm such pictures and books can do is that they can build up expectations of what girls are like that are never going to be fulfilled in real life. The kind of girls you and I are likely to end up with may, or may not, be pretty but they won’t be as pretty as the ones in the pictures because they’re artists’ creations not real girls. And the girls you and I end up with may or may not have big tits. If they do and they’re as big as the ones on the girl on the cover they’ll sag. The laws of dynamics will see to that. And our girls will probably have spots on their bums and snore in bed. So don’t worry about asylums on that score. But – and this is just between you and me – I think it’s time you got out in the world. How much do you earn?’

‘Twenty-five shillings a week gross.’

‘That’s not bad for a seventeen-year-old. You could keep yourself on that, couldn’t you?’

‘I don’t know. I could try.’

‘You know what I’m saying, don’t you?’

‘That I should be more independent.’

‘Not just that, boy. You need to get away from that atmosphere. It’s too female. And it’s not on your side, believe me.’

‘You mean she doesn’t like me?’

‘Who knows? I don’t know enough about her to say one way or the other. But I can say she ain’t on your side and you’d best get away and make a normal life of your own.’

Dr Lawson stood up and walked to the door, opening it and checking that there were no more patients. He nodded to the boy. ‘Slip the latch on the outside door for me, there’s a good lad.’

‘Yes, sir. Goodnight, doctor … and thanks.’

‘Take care of yourself.’

Despite the mass unemployment, he’d got the first job he wrote after. It was at a foundry in Bedford. They had paid his fare to the interview and offered him the job at thirty shillings a week, to start in ten days’ time.

He spent the rest of the day in Bedford looking for a room and finally ended up at a new boarding-house run by a father and his middle-aged daughter who were Plymouth Brethren from Manchester.

It was nearly ten o’clock when he arrived home and he was sent straight to bed. He said nothing about where he had been or the new job. As he lay in bed that night he felt neither elation at moving out nor regret at leaving. It was just something that he was doing.

He gave his notice in at the drawing office the next day. Nobody expressed any particular regret and nobody asked him why he was leaving or what he was going to do. He had decided not to tell his mother until the weekend, but as always, even that small flash of independence was short-lived.

As he put his pay packet on the table on the Friday evening she opened it carefully, handed him the half-crown and said calmly, ‘I hear you’re leaving your job.’

‘Yes. I’ve got another job. In Bedford. I’ll be going there to live next weekend.’

She smiled. A derisory smile. But he saw the anger in her eyes. ‘Ashamed of your own home, is it?’

‘It’s got nothing to do with that,’ he said indignantly. ‘Why should I be ashamed? It’s just that it’s more money and new experience for me.’

‘More messing about with girls more like. But none of them’ll want you, my lad. You mark my words.’

His mother never mentioned his leaving again during the following week and on the Saturday morning as he packed his suitcase the house was empty. She had left his breakfast in the oven and she was not back at midday when he had to leave to catch the train.

He had to change trains at Rugby but the train journey on to Bedford was pleasant. Apart from the trips to his aunt and uncle he had never been outside Birmingham and the sight of the fields and rivers made it seem almost like a holiday trip rather than a major change in his life.

The foundry at Bedford was very different from the one in Birmingham. It was a couple of miles outside the pleasant town in an almost rural setting at the foot of a range of low hills. And the foundry itself was more modern, the people in the offices a little less friendly and more sophisticated.

The food at the boarding-house was plain but sufficient and the man and his daughter were amiable but kept themselves to themselves. He was the only permanent resident but there was a constant flow of theatricals, all-in wrestlers and commercial travellers who always seemed to be laughing and enjoying themselves, and elegant middle-aged actresses paid him compliments about his teeth, or his complexion, or some supposed physical attribute.

His response to Lawson’s advice to strike out on his own had been largely instinctive. But he knew in his mind that his mother’s shrewd comment about girls had not been far wide of the mark. He had little armour against the world but such as he had she could pierce unerringly. There was also the freedom to come and go as he wished and the relief from the compulsory night-school classes. In fact he went to bed at much the same time as he had been made to at home. He gave little but abstract thought to girls, and discovered in the local library that there were books to read that had nothing to do with mechanical drawing or mathematics. And soon reading became almost an obsession. His urge for information and knowledge was not part of some plan but his reading was mainly biographies and natural sciences and he began to read until the early hours of the morning. All electricity in his lodgings was switched off at 11 pm but he bought a torch and read in bed or with a candle in the rickety armchair in his room.
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