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      London. Big black old place, falling down, hardly any colour apart from a woman’s red hat going into the chemist with her string bag, and if you looked carefully, bottle-green leather shoes on that girl, but mostly grey and beige and black and mud-coloured people with dirty hair and unwashed shirt collars, because everything is short, soap is short, joy is short, sex is short, and no one on the street is laughing so jokes must be short too. Four years after the war and still everything is up shit creek.

      Top deck of the number 19 bus with sun coming in and out and the passengers’ coats steaming with earlier rain. Smell of damp gabardine and nicotine. Lenny in his new suit and his Italian shoes looking sharp and young and on his mettle and a woman’s voice jabbering at him from the seat across the aisle as they lumbered down Blackstock Road.

      ‘Doesn’t London look dingy? I remember beautiful shops; they sold everything you wanted and the meat was lovely, great rosy rashers of bacon and the rind like white marble. But you won’t remember any of that. You’re too young.’

      Blah blah blah, working her way through hams and briskets and racks of lamb. All anyone talked about these days was food, the national obsession. There was even less of it than there had been on VE Day – how did that work, he thought. You’d need to read the newspaper to understand it, and who had time for reading?

      The woman got off at the Angel and he didn’t have to hear any more about meat, thank God. In a month he was supposed to be going into the army because as soon as one war ends, another starts. A future of Nissen huts and itchy uniforms. A world of Blanco, webbing, Brasso and pointlessness. Marching, saluting, scratching your arse and here, the bus turning from New Oxford Street into Charing Cross Road, were birds.

      All the birds of Soho, Italians with little gold crosses round their necks and olive skin and nipples like raisins. They showed you what a cup of coffee was supposed to taste like. They gave you a meal of macaroni and sausage that was to die for. Heaven was an Italian bird in her half-slip standing by the window of a flat in Dean Street with the light on her hair and turning round to give you a big smile before she said her Hail Marys.

      Give that up for a parade ground and beds full of farting men?

      Cambridge Circus. Raining again, this quality of English rain to continue on and off all day so you never got a chance to dry out, your clothes steaming, your socks damp, rainwater down your neck, holding out your palm to feel for the drops and the momentary deception of dryness before the sky, having taken a breather, went at it once more. He got off and walked down to Trafalgar Square. Clouds of starving pigeons circled Nelson’s Column. In the East End it was rumoured that a flock of them could carry off a small child if you took your eye off it for a minute. He was a few minutes early and stopped to watch a group of wet men in light jackets and open-neck shirts begin to file into the empty space. Some wore campaign medals across their chests. Most had flat caps. A woman built like a wartime pillbox was by their side barking directions as they crowded around the stone lions. One contingent marched in a disciplined column with placards tied across their chests, a sodden sandwich-board army.

      Lenny wanted to know what was going to happen next, who they were and why they were gathering. A microphone was set up and a man, a leader of some kind, began to speak into it.

      ‘I’m really just about fed up of it. I was so fed up of it —’ But the words were broken and then swallowed in a sharp gust of rain blowing in Lenny’s face.

      The speaker was fed up of it and why the fuck not? It was reasonable. There was so much to be fed up about. The crowd applauded wildly. They didn’t seem to mind being wet, they were hardy, tough types. Even the few women with turbans on their heads looked like they could go a round or two with Freddie Mills.

      He stood for longer than he had intended watching the speaker who had had enough and it seemed to him that he spoke the universal thoughts of everyone he knew. Fed up. Fed up with bad meat and girls with bad breath and long queues at the pictures if anything good was on. He turned away from the crowd, to his date with the army, looked up at the church clock and noted, pleased, that he was late. What were they going to do about it? He was here, wasn’t he?

      He was eighteen. He had slept with three birds already, including the Italian. He had his own London drape with two pairs of trousers. In the neighbourhood he was part of a gang of boisterous Jewish lads who thought they were on top of the world. They were apprentice bakers, cabinet makers, pressers and cutters; they all had jobs and girls on their arm. They were emerging Teddy boys.

      ‘And if there weren’t so many Yids swarming in, demanding to jump to the head of the queue, getting houses and…’

      The crowd was packing in now around the speaker, they were applauding and some pointing their forefingers at him, as if they were acknowledging the correctness of his point. The Yids, the Yids, the bloody Yids who come over here and are loud and flashy and were shirkers during the war… never lifted a finger to help their own kind… didn’t do their bit when everyone was doing their bit… running the black market stealing the food from the mouths of innocent kiddies… And Lenny thought, Fucked if I’m going to let him get away with that, felt in his pocket for a missile, found the packet of sandwiches his mother had packed for him together with a slice of honey cake wrapped in paper, and in an overhand shot lobbed it at the orator.

      Chopped fish on rye assaulted the speaker’s cheek. The smell of the herring barrel was all over his face and collar. Minced onion fell down his neck. Cake crumbs got inside his nostrils. There was a meal all over him. His supporters rushed to help. Others thought he’d been shot by a silent gun. Find the bastard, cried the crowd, give him a good hiding, the cowardly little —

      Next to him a muscular individual in a pea jacket, as if he’d stepped off the deck of a merchant vessel, was raising his arm. The arm had a fist at the end of it and something bulging beneath the fingers. ‘The fucking little Jew-boy swine the kike-nosed prick let him have it.’
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      And oh it is piercing cold when you have had your hands in a bucket of water all day and the shop is kept icy on account of the flowers because the sensitive little petals don’t like to get too hot, poor darlings. Then they will wilt and Mrs Brascombe the sour bitch will pull a face and say, ‘Not quite fresh today, do you have any others?’ So you must freeze and shiver and get the sniffles and have snot stream from your nose because there are not enough hankies in the world.

      ‘Mimi! Can you please take care of that runny nose of yours, it’s so off-putting to the customers. Do you not have a clean handkerchief?’

      ‘Sorry, Miss Haynes. It’s all wet through.’

      ‘Well, then you must try to make do with some newspaper.’

      ‘I used that yesterday, I got all black marks round my nose.’

      And she does not even know whether she wants to be called Mimi, which is a chic Parisian name suitable for a girl working in a florist’s shop in a nice part of London and the moniker Miss Haynes gave her when she first started because, ‘While there’s nothing wrong with Miriam, it’s a little too Hebrew for our clientele. Not that they are prejudiced, but they expect a level of service and certain standards from us.’

      The van broke down this morning. The parts to fix it are not easily available so the deliveries must be done on foot or, if strictly necessary, by bus. A huge bouquet of bronze chrysanthemums and mixed fern must be delivered to a bone china shop on the Strand where she has to arrange it in the window to the satisfaction of the picky manageress, another old bitch-and-a-half who was the type who has sort of seen what she wanted but has no idea how to describe it, so is completely useless and impossible to satisfy, because even if you did it identical, even if you took her back to what she had in mind and showed her, she’d say, ‘Oh, well, I suppose I was thinking of something different.’

      Miriam loves flowers, adores them, is arty and good at grouping colours and all the arranging you have to do, choosing the right size vase and keeping everything in the right proportions. She knows what lasts and what dies as soon as you turn your back for five minutes. It’s her trade and she’s nagging her uncle to get her her own shop once she’s learned the business but the bouquet this morning weighs a ton, scentless and knocking into her face. She stops for breath in Trafalgar Square where some people are marching around with sandwich boards on their chests and someone is ranting about how he’s had enough, which was stating the bleeding obvious because everyone has. Misery piled on misery, just without bombs and bomb shelters.

      The wet wind chases the speaker’s words. Apart from having had enough, that was all there was to it. The protest is incoherent to her and without a point. She begins to walk away towards the Strand when her eye is caught by an arm rising into the air and lobbing something.

      Now I see who he is, she thinks, blow me down it’s him, old Jeffrey Hamm of all people, large as life and twice as ugly. Hit by a sandwich and a slice of cake, which you had to admit was the funniest thing ever, but whoever’s done it is never going to get away with it, poor sod.

      What she has are reflexes, they’re like a tripwire. As if a camera takes a photograph she sees, burnished on her eyeballs, that fist raised towards her brother of all people, a fist walking ponderously towards him and him backing away, trying to break into a run.

      Even burdened by flowers she makes a quick advance, reaches his assailant and swinging her bouquet, rams it hard round his head.

      Blinded by petals, by pounds of chrysanthemums and knife-sharp ferns, the assailant is knocked off balance, walks back a step or two and stumbling on the kerb, falls into the gutter.

      ‘Ha ha,’ says Miriam and kicks him in the nuts with her brown-leather brogues, her shop shoes, her standing-all-day shoes, not the dainty things she wears at night when she goes out dancing.

      The crowd starts laughing. ‘Look, she’s only a girl. Done it too with a bunch of flowers!’

      Miriam takes her brother’s arm, they run across the square to Charing Cross Road and stand panting on the corner, out of sight of the sandwich board men. ‘Oh, blimey, that’s torn it. I’m going to get sacked for those flowers. Fifteen bob they cost. It was worth it, though, wasn’t it? Did you see that chopped herring on Hamm’s face?’

      ‘Was that Hamm? Never! Not Hamm himself.’

      ‘Didn’t you recognise him?’

      ‘Nah, I just heard him going on about the Yids.’

      ‘I clocked him straight away, nasty old piece of work, honestly, I thought he was finished. But that’s him all over, Hamm by name, ham by nature.’

      Lenny is still getting his breath back. ‘Darling, I gotta get a move on, I’m late for my appointment.’

      ‘It’s not far, is it?’

      ‘Nah, just round the corner. I’ll see you later back home and tell you how I got on.’

      ‘It’s not going to be a problem, though, is it? They won’t take you, will they? I’m not letting them lay a hand on you.’

      ‘Yeah, you and whose army against their army? But not to worry, Manny’s got it all sewn up.’

      ‘We’re never going to be separated, are we?’

      ‘Not on your life, Beauty.’

      And she is beautiful, to him, with her big bosom, slim hips, good legs, and a mound of blue-black hair enhanced by a rinse she puts on it, all in curls and kept away from her face by pins when she is working on the flowers. Boys are mad for her, he keeps an eye on that and vets them according to how he interprets their intentions. By next winter, he expects to have bought her a fur of some kind and not a stinking old coney either. Like an archer focusing on the bull’s-eye, a mink is what he eventually aims at.

      Flesh of his flesh, his twin sister.
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      After he’d handed in his chit and had it stamped and been given another chit and had that stamped and had his name checked against a list then another list and given one more chit he was standing in front of a doctor in a white coat who said, ‘Why are you late? Were you held up by the agitators? Anyway, you’re here now. Give us a cough, lad, it’s just a test for hernia. We need to see if you’re fit for heavy lifting.’

      Lenny cleared his throat. He felt his testicles tighten and rise. They always did that when he coughed. He didn’t know if this was a good thing or a bad thing.

      ‘You passed,’ said the doc, ‘but I don’t like the sound of your chest. Do you get bronchitis a lot? Have you had pneumonia?’

      ‘Yes, a couple of years ago but I’m right as rain now.’

      The doctor wrote something and then directed him along the hall. ‘They’ll see you down there.’ And Lenny waited for an hour, nattering with the other boys who made dirty cracks about the nurses, told jokes everyone had heard already, and there rose up the universal lament, I’ve just about had enough. I’ve really had enough.

      They were waiting to be X-rayed. No one he knew had ever had an X-ray. The general principle, as he understood it, was that the machine could actually see inside your body and take pictures that came out in black and white, but the wrong way round, like a photographic negative. He had been assured that the procedure wasn’t going to hurt, but he wasn’t entirely convinced. He imagined a series of knives penetrating him at different points. They told you any old rubbish to make you do things. But the nurse was smiling, she called out his name.

      ‘L. Lynskey!’

      Up he got. The nurse had the blondest hair he’d ever seen. She looked like an albino apart from traces of pink lipstick round her mouth. She had a spiel all ready and she was used to his type, there was no getting round her, she had a patter.

      ‘Now you look like the strong silent sort, which of course I tell all the boys, so I won’t expect any babyishness from you, though I’ve seen massive young fellows run screaming when they see the apparatus. It’s just a big old metal box with a film inside. Think of it as a camera, because that’s what it is, really.’ And she opened the door to reveal something that looked like a gun emplacement in Normandy.

      ‘All you have to do is stand still,’ she said. ‘I’ll do the rest, and if you’re very good and do like I tell you, the whole thing will be over in two ticks.’

      He stood where he was told. The machine clanked. Waves of science passed through his body, then it was over.

      ‘Off you go,’ said the nurse. ‘Down the corridor. Chop chop.’

      He was in another room where an older nurse with an up-and-down-and-all-around-the-houses Irish accent offered him a large round flat metal dish set with red jelly. ‘Just spit,’ she said. ‘This is the easy part.’

      He coughed. He tried to raise some phlegm. Nothing came but a few flecks of spittle.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said, straining now.

      ‘Is that all you’ve got? No more?’

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘That’s all right then. You’ll be hearing from us. Off you go.’

      So that was it and all he had to do was wait for the letter.

      Trafalgar Square was empty. Whatever the assembly was which wouldn’t put up with it, they had dissipated back into the city. Which was funny ha-ha because it had stopped raining and the bastards had got the worst of the weather.

      Uncle Manny was waiting for him by the big lions. All the beef in the family had gone into him, he got the muscle, the sinews, the balls and the brains; his younger brother, Lenny’s father, had been made up of leftovers. Manny wore a Homburg hat and a coat with a velvet collar. No matter how small the ration, he looked as well-fed as a sleek house cat. He was said to have the best-looking moustache in all of Manor House and he took great care of it, looking in the mirror and giving it a little trim with the nail scissors. He used a special oil. Every girl likes a man with a nice moustache, he said, and Lenny didn’t tell him they had gone out of fashion.

      ‘How did you get on?’

      He loved his nephew, the boy was special to him. His own son Max died of diphtheria aged six and was buried in Golders Green cemetery. For years his heart was ash then Lenny came up, so promising. A lovely boy, pure gold. No one was going to take another kid away from him. Sons, we are nothing without sons! Lenny’s poor dad had done nothing for him except die before he could do too much damage, toiling over his religious books night and day in his junk shop in Stepney, and his mother was neither use nor ornament.

      ‘Same as everyone else. Drop your pants and cough, X-ray, spit. Clockwork. No special treatment.’

      ‘That’s what I heard. It’s when the papers get passed up that you’ll get the wrong stamp. Sixty nicker, I paid! But my boy is worth it. I’m investing in you.’

      ‘Thanks, Manny. I won’t let you down.’

      They strolled down into Soho in search of coffee. Manny had a high opinion of the Italians who were starting to come out with slimline, narrow-lapelled suits and he liked their grub, the spaghetti bolognese, the minestrone soup, the Chianti wine when you could get hold of it. He knew Lenny had a girl here but didn’t mention it. The boy could have his fun. The streets were full of foreigners, Eyeteye boys back from the internment camps full of resentment and elegant curses, Maltesers with black eyes and strings of girls on the game, refugees from Europe in clothes with faint traces and outlines on a lapel or a pocket of once having been expensive, the occasional figure of a coloured gentleman looking chilled to the bone and in need of directions to an incomplete address scribbled down on a piece of paper, the ink smudged in the rain.

      Manny laid out his plans. He had been up north of Finsbury Park to a road where the V1 bombs had left an awful mess near the railway line into King’s Cross. The place looked like mouths that had been in a fight and lost the argument and a few teeth. He described a plan to build a small modern block of flats for young families, with gardens at the back. He showed Lenny a rough drawing of what he had in mind.

      Lenny looked at it.

      ‘You know you could squeeze a couple more flats in.’

      ‘How?’

      Lenny quickly drew a rectangle at the rear of the building. ‘See? One on top of the other, they extend out into the garden and they’re facing the back not the street, quieter.’

      ‘Smaller, though?’

      ‘Yes, they’d be a bit smaller, but still give you enough space to have a kid in there. They’ll come up with folding prams one of these days.’

      ‘You’re a marvel, son. You’re going to make me thousands. You’re worth every penny.’

      Lenny was thinking of his bird Gina. If he could get away from his uncle there would be time to tell her that he was not going away to the army and was going to live and prosper here in London. He’d have everything in the palm of his hand, including a rum baba if he was lucky and her momma had been baking, and what came out of the oven had more sugar in it than most people used to see in a week.

       

      Food, food, food. He was always starving. And he’d thrown his lunch at that fascist so he was even hungrier than usual. That morning Mrs Meltz next door had been out in the backyard strangling hens. Every Friday she selected a few victims and wrung their necks with her bare hands. Sinews stood out like metal wires in her scrawny arms. The children in the street were terrified of her, the angel of poultry death, but their mothers were all smiles and, ‘Oh, Mrs Meltz, oh Dolly dearest, have you a nice hen for me today?’

      When he got home Lenny’s mother had roasted her bird and served it with boiled carrots and boiled kasha, a grey grainy mush that Miriam wouldn’t touch. Unmentionable chicken parts were turned into golden soup. The livers were pulped and served on best bread. The hen was an opportunity in ingenuity – how many aspects of another species could you turn into food? In these women’s implacable hands the humble chicken lost the battle with the human race.

      Mrs Lynskey was not a fastidious plucker. She did her best but sometimes a few small feathers stuck to the skin. Once, on the evidence of these wisps, Lenny had recognised his favourite bird, Snowy, who marched up and down the yard, its head bobbing, flapping its useless white wings and looking as though it thought it was special.

      When he was a kid he’d have cried his eyes out at seeing Snowy on his plate at dinner, but eighteen months of evacuation in Wales hardened his heart. You had to eat and he was ravenous. If he didn’t scoff it right away, if he pushed the drumstick around his plate a bit, his sister would have it off him, not even put it down to cut it up with a knife and fork but straight into her mouth. She wasn’t soft on animals. She never noticed hens. Or cats or dogs. She didn’t even look up when a horse came clopping down the street pulling the totter’s cart. They went to the zoo once and saw a zebra but after a glance she took out her powder compact and did her face. Lenny thought the zebra was something else. A pony with a statement.

      ‘Where is Malaya, exactly,’ his mother said, ‘that place they want to send you?’

      ‘Africa, I suppose. Or India. It’ll be one of the two.’ He had never got round to asking because he knew he wasn’t going. His mother had not been informed. There were too many yachnes on the street, gossips who would never turn you in but would leak out too much information until it reached the authorities under its own steam.

      ‘And what are we doing there, again?’

      ‘It’s the empire, Mum, something to do with that.’

      ‘I don’t know what we need one of those for.’

      ‘Goods, they send us stuff.’

      ‘Well, where are they, then? I don’t see none in the shops.’
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      The ambulance carrying the two patients left behind the city. The girl said she’d never been south of the river, let alone to Kent, and didn’t feel she’d missed the experience.

      ‘There’s nothing here,’ she said. ‘I mean, look at it, just houses and little shops. What would you come for?’

      ‘You’ve restricted your outlook,’ said Joe Hart, the ambulance driver, who was used to a wide range of personalities and life stories. ‘I bet there’s lots of things of interest in south London.’

      ‘Doubt it.’

      Then they passed the last house in the last suburb and there was nothing but green fields and the boy and girl looked round, as if they had been abducted.

      ‘This place we’re going,’ she said nervously, ‘nothing but sheep, I suppose. We hate sheep, don’t we, Lenny? It was all sheep in Wales.’

      ‘Evacuated?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      The year and a half of their imprisonment in the countryside gulag had fomented in them a hatred of Nature. The farmer had expected them to help out with various chores in the yard and offered to take them on rambles across the fields to put some roses in their sallow cheeks but however fresh the air, they stayed indoors with their comics, reading and talking to each other in a garbled version of their parents’ native language, a child’s illiterate Yiddish designed not to be understood by the adult occupants of the house. Later they agreed that the family had not actually been unkind, let alone cruel, had tried their best, but their homesickness was so intense – for familiar food and their mother’s favourite wireless programmes – that nothing could console them. They had refused to learn the names of trees or flowers or pick up any useful country lore. They felt themselves to be amongst barbarians.

      ‘Still,’ Hart said, ‘they’ll make you better where we’re going. Then you’ll be well and fighting fit. As long as you can put up with a few sheep.’

      ‘Do you think so?’ said Lenny. ‘Does that usually happen? Do you bring people back as well as taking them?’

      ‘Of course not, they don’t need an ambulance when they’re leaving, do they? They travel by train or bus or motor car.’

      Hart did not know if anyone ever really left. There were patients he’d taken and re-taken three or four times, on each occasion weaker and more hopeless. These poor kids, lucky for the boy to have been too young to fight, then this gets him.

      In the back they nattered away to each other. It sounded at times like a secret code between them. He had no idea how they would fit in once he had dropped them off at the sanatorium’s door. They were rougher than anyone else he had driven there, giving off a cheap sexy glamour, as if they had thrown a bottle of strong women’s perfume over themselves after they washed. And the girl did smell of some scent with one of those names like Paris Nights or Secret of the Orient.

      ‘This place I’m taking you,’ he said as they crossed the river at Rochester, ‘you’ll have seen nothing like it before. Just wait.’

      ‘We haven’t seen nothing anyway,’ said Miriam.

      ‘Apart from Wales.’

      ‘Exactly. Nothing.’

      He explained about the sanatorium, the Gwendolyn Downie Memorial Hospital for the Care of Chronic Cases of Tuberculosis, to give it its full meat and potatoes, known by everyone as the Gwendo. Named after the daughter of the local squire and his wife (a former stage actress), who had died of TB in 1937, aged only twenty. The sanatorium was commissioned at the personal expense of Neville Downie who was in the brewing trade and the owner of many acres of hop fields. The architect was a young German who had come all the way over from that country to build something completely modern, designed for purpose, not adapted, and described in the prospectus for private patients as ‘a building which is a machine to make people better, a medical instrument, like an oxygen tank’.

      Until last year, all the patients were middle class or better. They came from nice families and many were officers, poor fellows – young chaps who had survived the war but fallen ill with tuberculosis, which was terrible luck – but now the National Health Service had opened it up to anyone and the place was completely free of charge. New arrivals were starting to turn up, types with bad table manners and no taste for the genteel facilities the Gwendo offered its languid inmates: bridge tournaments, flower arranging, golf for the fitter ones.

      The pair in the back were common as muck. Of course, Joe Hart knew he was common as muck too, but over many years of driving invalids to the Gwendo he had learned to appreciate a nicer class of person and to cringe when he came into contact with rougher types. Plus, they were Hebrews, and that lot were only out for themselves, particularly the refugees. You had to keep an eye on them, they were swarming these days like bees. And we all know what bees are famous for: stinging you.

       

      Past Faversham the sun came out intermittently and through the rear window the twins saw their first oast houses and first coned hop poles in the muddy fields. A couple of miles beyond Doddington, they entered Lower Otterdown, driving past the large chemist which had been knocked through from the adjacent premises to supply the many personal needs of the private patients. Some had their own solid-silver or silver-plated thermometers, purchased by relatives who had no idea what to give the bed-bound as a birthday or Christmas present. The shop had a whole section specialising in handkerchiefs. You could send away to have them monogrammed with initials but others aimed to brighten the day of the unwell with scenes of the Riviera, or Mickey Mouse and Daffy Duck being little tearaways across the cotton. Along the street a butcher, a baker, a general grocer’s, an ironmonger, a newsagent, a pub, the Singing Kettle tea rooms, a small milliner’s occupying half a shop sliced in two, the other section, cutely, a doll’s hospital where little girls took in Polly whose head had fallen off and Daddy couldn’t get it back on again.

      When the letter first came, Lenny had let out a yell. Manny had done it! Unfit for service. Then the doctor sent for him. Normally he wouldn’t have bothered going. You had to pay. Except now you didn’t. The doctor said, ‘You’ve got TB, I’m afraid.’ Lenny said, smiling, ‘That might not be right.’

      The doctor said, ‘Here are the X-rays, see for yourself.’

      Uncle Manny couldn’t believe it. ‘I spent sixty quid for nothing? The mamzer, what I’ll do to him, taking my money.’ Dark clouds of Yiddish curses from a night land of persecution and suffering came in clots from his mouth. Black sorrow is all that his mother should see of him. He should grow a wooden tongue.

      But the mamzer said he’d done exactly as he was told, declared Lenny IV, unfit for service. It wasn’t his fault he actually was unfit for service. Anyway, the money was spent now.

      So Lenny wasn’t going to Malaya but he wasn’t going to be going into the property business either or in any other way make his mark on post-war London. He had a lousy rotten chest, bad lungs. He was a reject. He’d panted hard enough in the past, his heart beating like the clappers as he did it with a bird. Once he’d coughed up a clot of blood onto the pillow and the bird had screamed, but he said he’d just bit his lip in a frenzy. The blood didn’t even worry him, he forgot about it. And Miriam had TB too. He must have given it to her, but she said, ‘No way, it’s our old man’s fault. He weakened us.’

      Hart was saying, ‘It is quiet, isn’t it? You’ll soon get used to it, I expect. People stay for years. They don’t complain.’

      ‘Is that how long it takes to get better?’

      ‘For some. Others are as right as rain in no time.’ He never told anyone the truth, not even the hard-bitten RAF boys who’d been through the Battle of Britain. Whatever medals they came with, the only one they would win here was the military cross for endurance in the face of lassitude and boredom.

      ‘Stop!’ Miriam cried.

      ‘What you talking about? We’re not there yet, this is just the village.’

      ‘I want an ice cream. I gotta have an ice cream, any flavour, but I gotta have one.’

      ‘Ice cream? In March?’

      ‘Sometimes shops have it. There are fridges.’

      ‘There won’t be. It’s not that sort of place. Maybe at the seaside, not here.’

      ‘You never know, it might be the last chance I ever get.’

      ‘Don’t be silly, there will be plenty more ice creams for you, you’ll be licking cones for a long time to come.’

      ‘Come on, mate, let’s stop,’ said Lenny. ‘Just for a minute. Let’s see if we can get one. We can try, can’t we?’

      Miriam saw ice cream as her only hope, the chance that they might escape their fate as victims of tuberculosis and her life over at the age of nineteen. If there was ice cream available in this shop then they had a chance. Do I have a chance, she thought? I’ve got to!

      They were not late. They’d had a wonderful run from north London despite the overcast skies. Hart had thought he might stop in at the cathedral on his way home and look at the stained glass, he’d always been meaning to. Perhaps find a tea shop. But this poor kid was probably going to her grave and wanted what she was not going to be able to find, ice cream in March in an English village. He didn’t have the heart not to let her try even if it delayed their arrival by a few minutes. He understood that it was just treading water before you drowned, but a few minutes more of freedom would mean the world to her.

      He stopped the ambulance. They walked up and down the street, going from shop to shop asking about cones. At the Singing Kettle they said they were sorry but they only served ices in July and August. He watched them come out, their shoulders drooping in defeat. The boy put his arm around his sister. Hart thought they might get on better than most up there because they had each other but it didn’t matter. TB was a losing game.

      Miriam leaned against the glass. She heard a bird make a sudden flight onto the branches of an apple tree in the front garden of a house across the road, landing heavily. She heard the church bell strike the quarter. She heard the rubber tyres of a bicycle pass and the leather soles of a pair of ladies’ shoes patting along the pavement. Other than these sounds there was no traffic.

      Defeated, they got back into the ambulance. Lenny said, ‘We’ll be long gone before ice cream comes back into stock. I’ll take you to Chalk Farm, they do lovely Italian ices there.’

      ‘Yes,’ Miriam said, ‘long gone.’

      The ambulance passed through the village in under a minute and began to climb the hill.

      The road was strewn with semi-blackened leaves, vivid and deathly. They glimpsed a couple of young men in tightly belted beige mackintoshes rambling through the woods with sticks to feel their way forward. Another young man wearing a tweed jacket, Fair Isle pullover and a silk cravat at his neck was walking down the road on his way to the village. He stopped to let the ambulance pass. Was he a patient or was he an employee or visitor? Standing there, watching the vehicle, he held up his finger to his throat and made a sawing motion. He shouted something into the wind.

      ‘What did he say?’ Lenny asked her.

      ‘I didn’t hear.’

      Finally, their new home appeared, a sweep of glassy verandas, the curve of the sun terraces reflecting back the skeletons of trees. They knew great buildings, they passed them in the street without paying attention. They had seen St Paul’s, Westminster Abbey, Buckingham Palace – big houses for the rich and places for Christians to do their praying. But this, this was almost brand new, this was like what you saw in the pictures, it could have been in Hollywood; in fact, it reminded Lenny of photos of a film studio. Talk about luxury, he thought, but didn’t want to say it in case he was disappointed when they got inside. You had to admit, the place looked nothing like a hospital, let alone a prison. Barts, where he’d been taken for a few day’s exploratory tests, that was menacing, this was not menacing, it was all fresh air and plate glass.

      Out on the balconies the ill lay in their beds, taking in the rays of light and breathing, breathing, breathing. Most were too weak to wave. A couple of hands went up and shakily waggled a few fingers.
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      Inside, the day room was busy. Patients were doing jigsaw puzzles and crosswords, were reading the newspaper and fashion magazines and books, embroidering, gossiping or listlessly staring out at the view.

      A group of four were playing bridge, bent over their cards, and did not look up when the ambulance discharged its new patients. One was busy writing a letter and he also didn’t see them. Another had a sketchpad on her lap and was drawing an imaginary cat (no animals were permitted in the sanatorium). A third, who did see them, was wishing he knew the football results. He supported Aston Villa and kept detailed notes of their progress through the season. The doctors thought that sport made him over-excitable and kept the Monday paper from him. He could ask these emissaries from the outside world the score.

      One dogged individual was carefully constructing a model of Salisbury Cathedral out of used matchsticks. It was waiting for the spires to go on. He had been at it for eight months and was both admired for his tenacity and artistry and scorned for concentrating on such a monotonous imitative activity by the truly artistic who thought that one should create something new. The nurses thought the model of Salisbury Cathedral encouraged the other patients to smoke their pipes and cigarettes in order to donate used matchsticks to him, which made their chests worse.

      Mrs Kitson, the art teacher, was gathering people together for her painting lesson. ‘Pick up your watercolour boxes, everyone who’s coming, and follow me,’ she cried in a loud clear voice. She was trying to introduce a pottery wheel, but Matron thought throwing pots would be far too strenuous. She wore an actual smock in Delft-blue linen with cross-stitch pleats at the shoulders. A small group followed her through a door to the arts and crafts room.

      But whatever they were doing, all the patients were never far from consciousness of their breath, their temperature and the state of their saliva.

      To Hannah Spiegel, sitting watching at the window beneath a Scotch blanket, having earlier overheard Matron talking about two new patients coming on the national scheme, all her fellow inmates were potential members of an imaginary orchestra. She assigned to each of them an instrument according to the sound of their voices and their anatomy, for some had hourglass figures and looked like violins, or spoke like string instruments, high and trembling, or were potbellied and boomed like a kettledrum. Many were weedy and reedy and piped like flutes. No one, so far, had the physical or vocal range of the grand piano. Bassoons and double basses were missing.

      She looked up at the stocky, dark, frizzy-haired new arrivals, neither of them with the characteristic attenuation and enervation of the tubercular, and hoped that she might be able to fill some gaps. Sometimes she felt that her fantastical orchestra was all that kept her going. She considered that the boy could be an oboe and the girl a set of cymbals. She’d never had those before, but the girl had just the brassy look for it. She smiled, but to herself, into her chin. Miriam caught her smiling and mistook it for a welcome, waved at her. Hannah lowered her head further to her chest.

       

      Mrs Carver, Matron you must call her, did not have to check her files to know that they were coming under the National Health scheme and wouldn’t pay a penny out of their own pockets, they could hang around as long as they liked and it wouldn’t cost them a farthing. And they would stay, she felt sure of that. They would burrow into the system like parasites and milk it for everything they could get. Clean sheets, wholesome food, all the leisure time in the world. It was a skiver’s paradise, a sanatorium which had been built for a better class of persons, and there was nothing at all that she could do to protect the admirable Lady Anne from the sight of cheap loud vulgar people.

      ‘That old bag don’t like us,’ Miriam whispered, as they followed her along the ramp to Unit C, where administration was housed.

      ‘Well, we’re going to have to schmooze her then, aren’t we?’

      ‘We know we’re lucky to be here,’ he said smarmily when they sat down in her office. ‘Dr Flucke said it’s the best place in the country, you don’t even need to go to Switzerland, there’s everything you could want.’

      ‘Of course, you don’t have the high mountain air,’ Matron said, not recognising his cocky insincerity and taking it as humble gratitude, ‘but we have the very best doctors and all the latest treatments.’ She looked at their notes. ‘Recurring bouts of bronchitis from the age of fifteen, one bout of pneumonia, fatigue, some night sweats, classified IV for national service, not responding to bed rest at home. And you, young lady? How has your health been?’

      ‘Me? Strong as an ox. I was on my feet all day in the florist’s, no bad chest like Lenny, just lots of colds, but when they gave him the X-ray and it came out bad, Dr Flucke said I better have one too since it didn’t cost nothing, and then it turned out I was threatened as well. I never expected that, I felt fine and dandy but I’ve got lesions. Are you going to make us better? And do you have ice cream here?’

      Matron ignored the ice cream question.

      ‘I’m sure we’ll have you on your feet again in no time.’

      She went through the rules and regulations of the institution. Mealtimes, bath times, lights out, a list of the recreational activities available, including Mrs Kitson’s painting classes, watercolours to begin with and oils for the more advanced.

      Lenny felt the solid world of London dissolving. They’d only been there half an hour, and now the city they’d left behind felt like over the rainbow. Or was this over the rainbow? The dissolution made him feel nauseous. He had seen grown men in chairs with shawls round their shoulders. Shawls like old biddies in Wales. Everyone looked all-in, beaten, half-dead, skeletons in pyjamas and slippers. We’re gonna have to make a run for it, he thought.

      Church services were held on Sunday mornings, Matron explained. The more vigorous walked to the church in the village and for the weaker patients the art room became an impromptu chapel where the chaplain came once a fortnight and took communion. RCs could also be catered for. Other faiths would have to make their own arrangements and could use the art room but Lenny said they didn’t bother with any of that, and would eat what everyone else ate apart from the bacon, if there was any. For there were certain rituals they took part in three times a year and the rest of the time they rubbed along as Englishmen and women.

      After all the formalities they were taken to their rooms. It was the first time in their lives that they had been separated from each other.

       

      A wall of glass with a sliding door let out onto the external veranda. The view over the valley was an indiscriminate mass of green wet fields, bare trees and, dotted about, the smoke from farm and cottage chimneys. It was deathly quiet out there, horribly peaceful, like the moments in the bomb shelter after the screaming stopped and you listened in the stillness for life to return, for breath from the body next to you.

      ‘Isn’t it light and airy?’ Matron said. ‘I suppose you’re not used to that where you’ve come from.’

      ‘It’s different all right,’ Lenny said shakily. ‘Am I dead yet?’

      ‘Now don’t be silly.’

      Standing on his bedside table like a skittle was a bottle of Guinness. ‘What’s that for?’

      ‘To build up your strength. It’s free on the Health Service. Everyone gets it along with milk. A glass of porter is said to be of benefit if you can tolerate it. I’ve moved things around a bit. Mr Cox will be sharing with you, or rather you’ll be sharing with him as he was here first. He was with Captain Biller but he’s gone home. Mr Cox will be a help with the things you can’t manage if you speak nicely to him. He’s a good sort underneath it all, just take no notice of his nonsense. You have an appointment with the doctor in the morning. He will explain everything to you.’

      ‘Okay, but where will I find my sister?’

      But Matron had already turned and left him alone to examine his new home.

      Lenny sat on the edge of his designated bed taking in what he could of outside. He had few words to describe it. Big trees, little trees. Hill. A pigeon – he recognised that from any London street – landed on a bare branch and cocked its neck about like a pickpocket looking out for coppers about to pinch him for loitering with intent. It flew off with a sudden flurry, dive-bombing insects on the wing as the door to the room opened behind him.

      ‘Scary Mary gone, has she? Left you all alone?’

      A sallow middle-aged man came in, dressed in a blue suit and saffron tie with chartreuse zigzags held in place by a gold pin, maroon leather slippers on his feet. He was holding out his hand. Lenny could see he was supposed to shake it, which was an unusual situation. For months no one had wanted to touch him. He held the man’s very dry palm for a moment.

      ‘I suppose you’re Mr Cox.’

      ‘Yes, I am, but you can call me Colin. They told me you were coming. Leonard, isn’t it?’

      ‘Lenny.’

      ‘Okay, Lenny it is, but excuse me, I’ve come from the pub and I’ve got to take my temperature, they make you when you’ve been outside, even if you’re feeling okay. Give me two ticks.’ And he sat on his bed with a thermometer in his mouth for seven interminable minutes during which Lenny just had to sit there looking at him, the thing poking out like a little silver cheroot, then he removed it, examined the mercury and put it down on the bedside table.

      ‘Good or bad?’

      ‘Slightly high, it should drop after tea.’

      He turned to his night table and picked up a deck of cards and began to automatically shuffle them as if his fingers were a machine.

      ‘Do you play?’

      ‘Just kalooki.’

      ‘I know that one! Jewish game, isn’t it? Pal of mine back home plays it, one of my best customers. Sold him a Riley. Well, I’ll give you a hand any time you like, I’ll try to find a couple more to make up a four and we’re in business.’

      He sold motor cars in Bristol. He had been in the Gwendo for five months.

      ‘Do you feel any better?’ asked Lenny.

      ‘Of course not. Nothing they do here makes you better. You might feel okay, and take a stroll down to the village, and wander round till you’ve exhausted its pleasures in ten minutes. I’m just stringing them along while I’m waiting for the new treatment.’

      ‘What new treatment?’

      ‘Don’t you read the newspapers?’

      ‘Not really, just the racing and the comics.’

      ‘Someone needs to take you up, educate you. Not in the ways of the world, you’ve got sharp instincts, your race, but the bigger picture. Look, you can spend your time here rotting or you can use it to advance in life. Now at my stage of the game I’ve done most of my advancing. I have a very good business. I can buy my wife anything she needs, my two girls, Daphne and Muriel, want for nothing. Muriel is engaged to be married. Daphne is doing a shorthand typist course. Then this. Stops you in your tracks. You’re on a bucking horse, not that I’ve ever been on the back of one myself, but you see it, don’t you? You’re clinging with everything you’ve got to hang on and not be thrown.

      ‘And why you, you ask yourself. None of us have much in common with each other here, apart from our rotten lungs, so when you ask, why me, you have to ask also, why Lady Anne who you will definitely meet, she’s the sort of queen of the place, lords it over us graciously. And why all the young soldiers, doing their bit for the war effort, then struck down? And why poor harmless Foye with his matches? You’ll meet them all in time, even if you never strike up anything more than an acquaintance with most of them. Now I can’t see the connection between us. It’s just rotten luck, even though when someone says “oh, bad luck” to you it normally just means losing a round of whist. But here we all are in the same boat.’

      And don’t you half rattle on, thought Lenny, another blah-blah-blah merchant.

      ‘I’m private, and I’m guessing you’re on the government plan and yet it doesn’t make any difference at all in the treatment, we don’t receive any extras. We can have things sent in from home, things which make your life a bit more comfortable, you can have monogrammed silk pyjamas if you like, but when it comes down to it, we’re all waiting for the new injections, to find out if they will work or not.’

      ‘What new injections? First I’ve heard of it.’

      ‘Streptomycin. You’ve heard of penicillin, I suppose?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Well, it’s like that, a kind of antibiotic. It’s supposed to be as complete a cure as you can hope for.’

      ‘That sounds —’

      ‘The cat’s bloody whiskers.’

      ‘Why aren’t they giving it to us, then?’

      ‘Because we fought a war and we’re broke, that’s why, and now we’re practically bankrupt. We have to buy it from America. We haven’t got the exchange currencies. I’ve heard that penicillin and streptomycin are kept in the military wards under armed guard while the kiddies are dying off like flies of infections.’

      A blast of cold air hit Lenny in the back.

      ‘Why are all the windows open? It’s freezing.’

      ‘They never close them, only when it snows. That’s the funny thing: we’re not locked up here, we could walk out any time we liked. Just take off. Yet no one does.’

      ‘I’m cold,’ Lenny said.

      ‘I know you are. You’re supposed to be. They say it’s good for us.’

      ‘Righty. So we freeze while we cough. And what’s there to do?’

      ‘Do? Ha ha. We have a film show once a week but they’re old as the hills, some of them aren’t even talkies. We’re not to be excited, you see, by American gangsters and cowboys and Indians. Let alone love stories. Don’t want the ladies blushing. And you’ll have already heard the bloody Strauss waltzes on the hospital radio; hard to get away from them unless you’re in your room and can turn it off. The regime here is an incessant diet of drivel and occupations to take our minds off dying, like Mrs Kitson’s art classes. Aren’t you going to unpack, by the way?’

      ‘I’m not sure we’ll stay that long.’

      ‘Who’s we? Are you married? You don’t look old enough.’

      ‘No, my sister.’

      ‘That’s some company for you.’

      ‘I think we’ll get back home and sit it out until the drug comes.’

      ‘That’s a shame, I’d have welcomed the company.’ No one, as far as he knew, had fled. Once the system had you by the throat you lost all will-power.

      In Lenny’s suitcase were two changes of pyjamas, a dressing gown, underwear, toothbrush, razor, shaving soap. A picture of Gina taken by a street photographer, some young con-artist who went out every day with no film in his camera, taking your money, writing down your name and address and promising to send the pictures. Gina’s brother had got hold of him by the throat and taken him down to the chemist to get a roll fitted and there she was, leaning against the window of Maison Bertaux blowing smoke rings at him. She had promised to write.

      He’d sort everything out in the morning when he’d spoken to Miriam. They would make a decision together, they always did.
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