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ONE


East End of London 1936


HE WAS AFRAID.


‘Shake hands, boys.’


Afraid. Jimmy Priest was afraid.


‘Box!’


He eyed his opponent, a short, dark-haired boy crouching behind a high guard. For the first time in so many fights, it didn’t seem to make sense. What were they doing here, facing up to each other like a pair of fighting cocks? There was a veil between them, a shifting membrane like the surface of dark waters and Jimmy was sinking, engulfed by his fear.


‘Come on, Jimmy; get into him!’


A boy’s voice reached him shrilly from ringside. Jimmy took in his surroundings at a glance. The white emulsion paint on the walls of the club was flaking and there was damp mould in one corner. A picture of the new King hung askew to the right of the door – ‘His Majesty, King Edward VIII.’ The voices of the watching boys echoed dully as Jimmy’s opponent abandoned his defensive stance and threw a couple of left-handers.


‘That’s it, Benjamin! Good punches. Keep them like that, crisp and accurate.’


Jimmy slid away from Benjamin’s gloves and breathed deeply. It wasn’t the dark, stocky boy he feared. He’d fought tougher kids, but there were worse things than the fists of this Benjamin, much worse.


His mind fastened on a day he would never forget, the day ten months before when things fell apart, the day he had learned to fear the world. He had walked into the sitting room clutching his presents, a paintbox and an orange, his cheeks stung by the frosty air and the thrill of the Christmas party.


‘What’s wrong?’ he had asked, seeing the tears in his mother’s eyes, the neighbours clustered grim-faced around her.


Then, like a distant roll of thunder, he heard shouts and was dimly aware of the boys around the ringside, drawing him back to the present dispersing his memories. Jimmy saw Mr Devlin shaking his head as Benjamin began to open up. Encouraged by Jimmy’s lack of fight, he had started slinging punches from all angles. Jimmy the fighter marvelled at his cheek, Jimmy the child flinched at the hurt flooding through him, overpowering him.


‘Why’s my mother crying?’ he had asked, beginning to cross the living room. He’d wanted her to hold him, to stop crying, but hands had led him away.


‘Come with me, Jim,’ Mrs Evans had whispered. ‘Leave your mum alone.’


He had resisted. Why should he leave her? What had happened?


‘I won’t!’ His voice was thin and anxious. ‘What’s wrong with my mum?’


Then, in the tiny scullery his own tears had come. ‘What’s happened?’


‘It’s your dad,’ Mrs Evans had told him. ‘He won’t be coming home any more.’


Jimmy remembered the fear rising in him, the clatter of the paintbox as he let if fall on the tiled floor, the gleam of the lid as it burst open.


Then the pain came – not the memory of it, but a real human fist. It crashed through his senses. Benjamin had caught him with a hook to the jaw.


‘You’ve got him, Benny!’ shouted a tall, powerfully-built boy. He was beating his fists excitedly on the bench where he sat with the other members of his club.


Jimmy’s senses swam as Benny closed, jabbing hard into his stomach and chest. He clasped the pain to him, clinging to it.


‘For goodness’ sake, Jimmy,’ shrieked the boys from his club, ‘fight back.’


Jimmy didn’t care what they called. They weren’t his friends, just boys who turned up at the club. There had been a time when the club had mattered, but that was when his dad had brought him. Then he had understood what it was all about: pride in your own district, pride in yourself, growing to manhood through sport and companionship. But now? What was it for now?


‘Fight back, Jimmy!’


This second time the words jerked him alive. Fight back. That was it. It was the only thing to do, not for the club or for anyone, just to strike back at the hurt and the fear. For a moment he saw the broken paintbox and the orange rolling forlornly into a corner of the scullery. ‘Your dad’s dead.’ Then there was only the face, the smooth, olive face of a boy called Benny, and the need to fight back.


Jimmy came forward punching away to head and body, his long arms pumping in a series of frenzied attacks. He saw the look of surprise in Benny’s eyes and he felt a deep satisfaction. He was pummelling the shorter boy’s ribs and barely encountering any resistance. Jimmy was in a tunnel. It echoed with Mrs Evans’ voice as she told him his father was dead, and at the end of the tunnel was Benny’s surprised, pained face. Jimmy was doing the only thing he was really good at. He was at war.


‘Break.’


Jimmy half-turned at the voice. He was out of the tunnel, coming back.


‘Break! Come on boys, the bell’s gone.’


Mr Devlin’s voice guided him to his corner. ‘Look at me, Jim. Look up at me.’ The coach’s dry, calloused hands were on his cheeks.


‘You’re crying.’


‘Mr Devlin. My dad …’


‘I know Jimmy; he died.’


Ten months before. They had told him on his return from the party at the church hall. It was Boxing Day afternoon.


‘Try to think about something else,’ said Mr Devlin. ‘Once you started boxing you were backing him off.’


The bell. Round two.


Mr Devlin gave Jimmy’s cheeks a gentle pinch. ‘Just keep your mind on the bout. Use your strength and concentrate.’


Jimmy took the centre of the ring and smacked his gloves into Benny’s raised forearms. He knew nothing about this boy except that his name and the club to which he belonged made him Jewish.


‘The Jews,’ the lads had told him, ‘they don’t fight. We’ll walk it.’


Benny was crouching, bobbing his head left and right behind his raised arms.


‘Go on Jim!’ yelled the others.


Jimmy was gulping down mouthfuls of air, snatching at each breath as if it were his last. Opposite him, Benny was now crouching so low it was barely possible to land a fair punch. Jimmy’s next one, a savage uppercut, straightened him. Jimmy saw the same look of surprise cross Benny’s features and pressed home his advantage, his long arms swinging. It was his only way out of the fear: fight, fight, fight.


‘Jimmy’s killing him!’


Then Mr Devlin’s whispered admonishment, ‘he isn’t scoring. He’s got to direct his punches. Jimmy!’ he shouted. ‘Jab! You’re tiring yourself out.’


But Jimmy was in the tunnel and in front of him was Benny’s raised face. He was punching away to head and body but he was only hitting Benny’s arms. As he sucked in another lungful of air he felt the effort scalding in his chest. His arms were tired, so tired.


‘Keep your guard up!’


The warning came too late. As Jimmy’s shoulders sagged, Benny shot out a hook. There was a warm, sticky taste in Jimmy’s mouth. Blood. The bell rang and he followed Mr Devlin’s voice to the corner.


‘You’re wearing yourself out swinging at him like that,’ said Mr Devlin. ‘You’ve got to think. Don’t just fight, box.’


Jimmy took a drink and spat into the towel.


‘What is it, Jimmy?’


Jimmy grinned. ‘It’s my tooth. He’s knocked it out.’


‘I’ll hang on to it for you,’ said Mr Devlin. ‘Now try to keep your head. Last round.’


Jimmy nodded. At the bell he strode across the ring, meeting Benny with a couple of right-handers to the face. For a split second Benny’s eyes again registered surprise before he retreated behind his guard.


‘Come on Benny; you’re winning!’


Winning? Jimmy scowled. How could Benny be winning? Jimmy Priest wasn’t the sort of boy to lose to a little runt like this.


But suddenly a punch to his stomach had Jimmy clinging to his opponent. He was panting and he was tired. He could hardly raise his arms. On the ref’s instructions, Jimmy pushed Benny away but not before the smaller boy caught him with a left-hander as they broke.


‘Jimmy!’ cried the boys behind him. ‘Hit him back!’


But Jimmy was lost. The punches he’d taken in the first round had worn him down. The whitewashed walls were spinning as he searched for Benny’s face.


‘Keep your guard up,’ Mr Devlin warned again.


Jimmy felt Benny’s punches land, but they were at long last losing their sting. They were both tiring. While Benny pumped ineffective jabs at him, Jimmy could only throw out looping punches in the hope of landing one decent shot. It was no use.


‘That’s it, boys,’ announced the ref, shouting over the bell. ‘Well fought. The winner: Benny Silver.’


Jimmy scowled. Defeat. The taste of it choked him. For ten months he had taken on anything life could throw at him. He had survived, but now he was losing. He couldn’t go on. In his humiliation, he could see the man who had burst into his life only weeks before. Jimmy knew every detail of his face: the square jaw, the unblinking green eyes, the reddish-brown brylcreemed hair and the pencil moustache. He detested that face, the face of a man who was stealing his life and burying his father a second time.


‘I see your mother’s got herself a new young man,’ Mrs Evans had said on the tenement stairs that morning. ‘It will do her good. It’s no life for a woman on her own, not round here.’


What did she know? His mother didn’t need a new young man.


‘Are you all right, boy?’ asked Mr Devlin anxiously from the corner.


Jimmy nodded. He gave Benny a sideways glance. The boy was groggily accepting victory.


‘Are you all right?’ Mr Devlin repeated.


‘I lost,’ said Jimmy. ‘And I feel like I’ll never win again.’





TWO


‘DID YOU SEE BENNY FIGHT?’


‘A tiger we’ve got.’


‘He knocked the kishkes out of that big Yok.’


The final salute came from Yaro. And who else would it be? All the other boys in the club were as English as the Union Jack. That’s how they saw themselves, a bunch of ordinary London boys growing up in their East End.


Unfortunately, not everyone saw it like that. There were people who turned resentful eyes on them. Yaro stood out. He’d heard the taunts of ‘Jew boy’ and he wanted to ram them down the throats which uttered them. He was a Jew first, second and last, and the only one who would readily tell you from which shtetl his family hailed. He was proud of his east European origins – fiercely proud – and that set him apart from the others. To them their ancestry was a fact, history, no more. To Yaro it was life itself.


‘Your first fight and you walked it,’ said an admirer in the small crowd.


‘I wouldn’t say I walked it,’ said Benny as Yaro unlaced his gloves.


‘And what would you say?’ demanded Mr Jacobs.


‘I don’t know,’ Benny answered, stealing a glance at his dejected opponent. ‘I feel sorry for him.’


‘He was a good opponent,’ said Mr Jacobs. ‘One of their best.’


‘What was his name?’ asked Benny. ‘Jimmy something.’


‘James Priest,’ said Mr Jacobs. ‘He has been boxing some time. I saw him when he boxed Oxford and St George’s. He’s a strong boy.’


‘Not strong enough,’ observed Yaro.


‘Oy! Will you listen to yourself, Samuel?’ groaned Mr Jacobs.


There were giggles. Nobody called Sam Yaroslavsky by his real name. He was Yaro to everyone. Even his parents had begun to take up the nickname.


‘This boy,’ said Mr Jacobs, stabbing a finger at Jimmy Priest, ‘he reminds me of you, Samuel; big and strong and angry. You know why he’s fighting? The world’s hurt him, that’s why. I can read it in his face, in the way he boxes. But if it’s only anger he has, he will never make a boxer. One half of a boxer is made in here.’ He tapped his forehead. ‘You must use your strength and control your anger.’


Yaro lowered his eyes like an ox being yoked. He resented Mr Jacobs’ words, mainly because they were true.


‘Now,’ said Mr Jacobs. ‘Get your gloves on. You’re the last to box.’


Benny watched as Mr Jacobs laced Yaro’s gloves. Yaro sat silently, brooding over the rebuke. At fourteen he was two years older than Benny but he could easily pass for sixteen. He had powerful shoulders and fists like a man’s. Benny smiled as he remembered what his zaydeh always said: ‘With hands like that a presser he should be.’


Somehow Benny couldn’t see Yaro working in the garment trade. The walls of a tailor’s workshop just wouldn’t contain him.


‘Now,’ said Mr Jacobs. ‘Use your strength and leave your temper on the bench.’


Another scowl from Yaro.


‘Do you think he’ll win, Mr Jacobs?’ asked Benny.


‘Win? He’ll kill the boy.’


‘So why did he give Yaro such a hard time?’ Benny whispered.


‘Why do you think?’ another boy replied. ‘He does it to give us an edge. Yaro’s the only one who takes it seriously.’


‘Yaro takes everything seriously,’ said Benny.


Above them Yaro had his opponent trapped in a corner.


‘He’ll have a job to last the round out,’ said Mr Jacobs, nodding in the direction of Yaro’s fair-haired victim as he sagged against the ropes. He was right. A few moments later the bout was stopped to save the boy from further punishment.


When Benny and Yaro emerged from the gloomy premises into the bright early autumn sunshine, Jimmy was waiting for them.


‘Here,’ said Jimmy, holding out a sweet wrapper. ‘I’ve got something for you.’


‘What is it?’ asked Benny suspiciously. Unlike Yaro he didn’t think that if you scratched a goy you found a Jew-baiter, but he was cautious. He had read the conflicting emotions on Jimmy’s face as he proffered the wrapper.


‘Take a look.’


Benny inspected the package, then smiled. ‘It was my first fight, you know.’


Jimmy coloured. ‘Your first?’


‘My mum was against it. Me too, if the truth be known, but my dad thought it was a good idea. He says you want to live in this country, you take part in everything they do. And if you take part, you make sure you’re the best.’


‘And he was right,’ Yaro interrupted. ‘Give the goyim a taste of their own medicine.’


Benny ignored Yaro’s interruption. ‘I live in Whitechapel. Behind the hospital. And you?’


‘Off Globe Road. Do you know Empire Mansions?’


Benny shook his head.


‘I’d better go,’ said Jimmy. He’d taken a shine to Benny, but it was still hard to talk to his conqueror.
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