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To Patricia





In the Beginning…



I am a capable woman. And no, I don’t really believe that it’s vain of me to say so. Coping, when your own life and that of everyone around you is daily in danger, is really not so very terribly admirable. I am a capable woman, yes – but so very many of us had to be, during the long dark days of the war. We had to have strength. Rather surprisingly, it grew within you – the mind and body, I think, they come to sense its necessity. I drew upon it very largely in order to try to overcome the loss of my sister, who was dearer to me then than anyone on earth. This, though, all of this, it came a few years after. At a time when I foolishly believed that death and dying were over and done with. And I needed even more strength then, and of quite a different sort, to deal with the strangeness that emerged from her terrible passing – so very unexpected was this bright new love that ripened and burst inside of me (so shocking, and just unstoppably) for Paul, the little boy, hardly more than one year old, whom she left behind her. The pain from loving him, from knowing now that to me he is just quite utterly everything there is in the world, can simply stop my throat, and yet somehow it is charged with such sweetness. The agony of anxiety for his every moment fills me with warmth, a wash of warmth in which I nearly luxuriate, so happy am I to have it: and then I feel guilt for that.


Yes: guilt for that – and I suppose… no, not suppose, I don’t suppose it, of course I really do know why. Because I carried within me the knowledge that never would I have that, a child, and then suddenly one came to me, so how could I ever deserve it? Eunice, my sister, he was lost to her, and so was her very own life. That must have been the worst of her dying – she had had time to think of it, I know. That must have been the worst of her dying – knowing that soon she must leave him. And now he’s mine. So yes: guilt for that.


To me, the war itself was not really so appalling as afterwards – everything that happened, all that I felt, when finally it was over. I had married Jim in 1940 when he was home from leave – one day he had been given, just a one-day pass – and I am being neither flippant nor wilful, please do believe me, when I tell you that I really can’t remember exactly why I did that. The reasoning behind it. Not love. No – not love. Well obviously no, not that. A few of us, quite a few of the girls who were working in munitions, were happily doing it. Sounds so terribly silly now – a gang of young women who barely even knew one another debating and then deciding between themselves that on the whole they might as well go ahead and do it: get married. There never seemed to be a shortage of eligible young men, most of them soldiers. One girl, Una – she married a boy she had only just met. At a dance. Eighteen, the two of them were. And then the following weekend they had gone to the pictures. Next thing we heard, she was engaged. She had a Woolworth’s ring on her finger which she waggled in our faces while hitching up her skirt and parading up and down the canteen as if she were, oh… I don’t know – as if she were a Norman Hartnell model at a West End fashion show, or something. We did laugh. They married the very same week, and then the boy – can’t remember his name – was stationed in Africa, Egypt it might have been, and that, I am afraid, is the very last she heard of him. A more common story than you’d like to think. She didn’t really seem to be too put out. Her main concern appeared to be whether still she would pass as virginal to the next young man who came along. It makes her sound so terribly awful, doesn’t it? But she wasn’t. It was just how people were. How they came to see things. Nowadays… what is it…? Fifteen, eighteen years later, it all just seems so utterly unthinkable. But then – well, life was hanging on a thread, you see. This is what you have to remember. So fine a thread. Everyone – and particularly the young and untried – was terribly aware of that.


Jim, well… I had known him for a little bit. Not too long. Later, he used to say to me ‘Do you remember? Ay? Do you? Ay? That evening we met, Mill? That were an evening, ay?’ Yes, I’d say – course I do, Jim. But I didn’t. Had no recollection of it at all, and normally I’m very good about that sort of thing. Observant. Very retentive. But there. Speaks volumes, I daresay. Anyway – Jim, he was what my mother, had she still been alive at the time, would have dismissed as common. And she would have been right, of course. He still is. It seems unbelievable to me now, but I’m not at all sure that I noticed at the time. The way he spoke. His table manners, or the total lack of them. The unspeakable things he would do with his fingers. And, of course, the fact that we had no interests whatever in common. Or more to the point, the fact that Jim had and continues to have no interests at all that I’ve ever divined, beyond his ironmonger’s shop. Beer and budgerigars, if you count such things. I am sure he has never read a book. I mean in his life. I really do mean that. He called me Mill. Never Milly, just Mill. Which I absolutely hated, and I told him so. Made not a blind bit of difference. And still he persists with it. But… he was quite good-looking in those days, I suppose, in a roughish sort of a way. I thought if we married, we’d at least have beautiful children. And he had this way of cocking an eyebrow that for some reason or another would always make me laugh. In the manner of a budgerigar, conceivably. It doesn’t now, make me laugh. I’m not even sure if still he does it. Couldn’t tell you.


Anyway, he was amusing enough. He must have been. We had one night, just the one night together before he had to get back to barracks. He never did leave these shores though, Jim. Never was posted abroad. Something to do with his feet, he told me. Or his ankles. Something. But that night, though – that one single night… oh dear God, that I well remember. How could I ever forget it? It had only been a Registry Office wedding – over before it got started. Eunice was there – can’t remember who else. Some rather awful friend of Jim’s. Very few, though. And Jim, he had booked this room, little room, above a pub. The smell of stale ale rose up through the floor. The bed, it nearly filled the whole of the space – though still, I remember thinking, it did seem very narrow. For two people, I mean. It creaked, the metal frame, even when you so much as touched it. Jim was down the corridor ‘attending to nature’, as he called it. He still does say that: ‘Won’t be a jiffy – just got to attend to nature.’ Oh dear Lord. Anyway – I sat on the corner of the bed… not sure there even was a chair… and I felt so cold. In every sense, really. There was a draught from the grimy window, there was linoleum on the floor – no hint even of a bedside mat. And within me, of course, I was utterly frozen. I had thought about this moment – women do, I think. And you wonder. Well you go through very many moods, I suppose: curiosity, dread… embarrassment, chiefly. A sort of excitement, just possibly. But not in my case. Here was simply something to be got through: we were good at that, during the war – getting through things. There was rarely any choice in the matter. So here, I thought, was just one more little thing to be endured: couldn’t last for ever, could it? Everything comes to an end. And it wasn’t going to kill me. Was it? He still smelt of beer when finally he came to me. He told me to be brave. ‘Be brave,’ he said to me, as he fooled around with his braces. And I had to laugh. What a buffoon, I thought: what an utterly perfect buffoon. Bravery was not required, which is just as well. I still am not quite sure that he even managed what I would say to be penetration. And then he was snoring, and hogging the eiderdown. Anyway, I thought, with not inconsiderable satisfaction: it is done. I have got over it. As I knew I would. For I am, as I say, a capable woman.


On the small table in that vile little room, I had set out all of my things. Coty powder and lipstick. A little bottle of scent that Eunice had given to me – Paris Soir. I still have the bottle, kept it all these years. There is a tiny very dark residue at its base, and the label now is yellowed. My brand-new nightgown – so terribly pretty. Pink, with little satinette bows at the neckline and a sort of ruching to the cuffs. Saved up coupons for, oh – it seemed like just ever. I didn’t even get to putting it on. He just came at me, Jim. He still was wearing his boots. This was not, I remember thinking, how Clark Gable would generally go about things. Anyway – never mind: it was over.


Up until this time, I had been living with Eunice in a couple of rooms with kitchenette and shared bathroom above Amy’s the hairdresser in England’s Lane. She had begged me not to do it – marry Jim. But I didn’t listen. I don’t know why I didn’t listen – hers was the only opinion I would have respected, and always I knew how very much she loved me. It’s not as if I even wanted to, particularly. She didn’t have a boyfriend, Eunice – and that was very surprising in itself, because she was always the better-looking of us, and by a good long way. Two years older than I, and quite the beauty. All the mashers would give her the eye – but it was always me she linked arms with, me who went with her to the Odeon, the Gaumont, the Empire. I only realised – how very stupid I was – I only realised after my ridiculous wedding that I would be living apart from her, that no longer would we be able to share our sisterly little rituals – and that instead I’d be with Jim, in the flat above his ironmonger’s. In the very same street – that was the funny thing. Maybe that’s how we came to meet…? I honestly can’t remember. Anyway, the ironmonger’s was all boarded up for the duration, and he was away in the army, thank God. So I did go on living with Eunice. It was all as if nothing had happened. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘but when the war is finally over, it’ll be different. I’ll lose you. When Jim comes home.’ I looked at her with love. I took her hand and touched her hair. ‘Well,’ I said. ‘Maybe he won’t.’


But he did, of course. Many didn’t, so very many didn’t, but Jim was only in Minehead, you see. And so he did. But before all that of course, there was the bombing. God knows we had already had to withstand so very much ceaseless bombardment. It is really so awfully hard – impossible, really – to explain to anyone who has not themselves been through such a thing… but after a while, when you’ve had night after night of it, there comes upon you a sort of peace, an inner serenity. Sounds so mad – but I talked to Eunice about it, one of those terrible nights, and she agreed with me, Eunice, she agreed with what I said. At the very start of the war, back in ‘39, we all of us were quite terrified, of course. Even on the day that Chamberlain told us that now we were at war with Germany – beautiful morning, warm summer sunshine, it’s not at all a day you could ever forget – within hours the blessed siren was setting up its wailing. Londoners, I think, they all thought that their number was up. Nothing happened, though – nothing happened for a good long time, and that’s when people started laughing about it all. Calling it ‘the phoney war’ and saying that the blasted politicians had worried us half out of our wits, and all for nothing. I knew quite a lot of people – Marion, who sometimes worked in Mr Levy’s greengrocer’s, Eunice’s friend from work, and another woman I used to meet most mornings on the train – who straightaway went to collect their children from wherever they had been evacuated to, and only just a few weeks earlier. But soon it started. There was nothing phoney about it then. And once it had begun, no one could ever see an end to it. Except when London would be engulfed in a firestorm, and all of us must die: it’s only a matter of when.


I suppose, though, that it was the very regularity of the bombing that after a while made us see things quite differently. We had got through another night somehow – well hadn’t we? So who’s to say we can’t do it again? There entered into our standard resilience a reckless sort of bravado: Come on Hitler! Do your worst! We can take it! All that sort of thing. Which I think, on reflection, is far from healthy, overall. When the Blitz took grip, Eunice and I, at the first great mournful rising moan of the siren, would pick up the battered old suitcase that we always kept packed with all our little essentials, and hurry to the cellar. It was, of course, quite awful down there. Well it was where we kept the coal, after all, and all sorts of broken chairs and other bits of rubbish you never have time to get rid of. We had put down a few blankets and there was a hurricane lamp and a paraffin heater that always made me feel so very queasy. And piles of old Womans and Woman’s Owns from the salon just above us. I may be painting a cosy little picture, but believe me, it was very far from that. We really hated sitting down there – and more often than not it would be for the whole of the night: only at dawn would you hear the all-clear. And so one evening, later than usual, when it all started up again, Eunice and I, we just looked at one another, and I think we must have had exactly the same thought at the identical moment. ‘Blow it,’ she said. ‘I’m not going down. I just can’t face going down there again. I’m staying here. If they get us, they get us.’ I had just washed my hair, I remember, and was trying to dry it with a towel in front of just the one bar of the fire – that meter, I am telling you, it just ate up the shillings. And so we didn’t. We simply stayed upstairs, trying not to wince at the whistle and then the crumping of bombs, some of then falling really rather close. At the summit of Primrose Hill, you see, which is awfully near, there were anti-aircraft guns, and always these were a target. And from that night on, we never went down to the cellar again. So you see what I mean: reckless, very, and goodness we were lucky, because Mr Lawrence, the newsagent, he took a direct hit, completely took the roof off, and he’s only just three doors down. He wasn’t hurt, though – just a few scratches miraculously, thank the Lord.


We were very different, really – my sister and me. Well we were in some ways, anyway – mentally generally in tune, more like twins in that respect – but she was always so much more… how can I say? Feminine, I suppose, for want of a better expression. Very dainty in the movement of her hands – always smelling sweetly of Lily of the Valley. She had a way with tweezers that made her eyebrows always just so. She even used eyeshadow, which I thought was very racy. Me, I could never really be bothered. I’m not saying I wasn’t always very nicely turned out – my costumes were very becoming, and I could never abide a laddered nylon. But with Eunice, her grace and beauty seemed to come from within – all the cosmetics merely a perfectly natural extension of it, if that isn’t contradictory. And when it became clear, early on in the war, that all we women were required to do our bit, I didn’t at all mind being shunted off to Hayes every morning on the five o’clock train, there to inspect twenty-five-pound field guns, if you please! And we were even sworn to secrecy as to the exact location. But Eunice, oh dear me no: she was having none of all that sort of very unladylike malarkey. She eventually secured a job in Marshall & Snelgrove for the duration, advising hard-put housewives on how best to eke out their precious clothing coupons – taught them how, in terms of dressmaking, making do and mending – to quite literally cut their coat according to their cloth. Often she’d bring home a few remnants and fashion them into the most extraordinary creations: flair, that’s what she had. Me, I would just have consigned all those very unpromising scraps of material to the duster drawer.


And so we went along. I had more or less forgotten that I was a married woman: it didn’t seem real to me. Often Eunice and I would go to a Lyons’ Corner House or maybe a matinee at the pictures with a couple of lads – but they were very nice fellows: never a hint of monkey business, nothing of that sort. You could trust a boy in those days. Eunice, of course – she could have had any man she tipped her hat at, but she was never really very interested, much to all the soldiers’ very visible disappointment. It would happen one day, she said. One day, Milly, when I’m not even looking, then the right man for me will come my way, and I’ll know it – I’ll just know it, the moment I look at him. And that, you know, is just exactly the way it happened.


David, his name was – a very nicely educated young man just two years her senior. He taught English and history at a boys’ preparatory school in Fitzjohn’s Avenue. I took to him immediately – and although the schooling that Eunice and I had had was nothing particularly special, nothing too out of the way, I have always upheld the supreme importance of a good education. Youngsters, they need to be led out of themselves – they need to be astounded by possibilities. I always did vow that if ever I were to be blessed with children (a thing I yearned for – and the only point of getting married in the first place, so far as I could see) then I would move heaven and earth to make sure that they got off to the very best start in life. David lived just a few streets away with a couple of bachelor pals, both of them teachers – and one of them, Thomas, made it perfectly clear that he regarded me as something rather out of the ordinary. We had picnics on Primrose Hill in the shadow of the guns, the four of us. Thomas would read us poems – Clare, Keats, that sort of thing. It was a happy time, in the midst of dangerous days. Then the war, it just came to an end. I don’t know that we truly believed it ever would. And suddenly now it was VE Day – and oh that was a time, that was a time and no mistake. All the emotions you’d expect: the laughter, the happiness. And then the crying. Confusing – it confused me, and I suppose I could hardly be alone in that. It was then that I told Thomas that I was in fact married. It had not occurred to me to do so earlier, just as I am sure it had not so much as crossed his mind that I might be. He was very civil about it all, I must say. Such a very nice young man. Frightfully handsome. Still think of him sometimes. So anyway, that was the last I ever saw of Thomas… and then I got a telegram from Jim. He was coming home the following Tuesday from Minehead. When he would reopen his ironmonger’s in England’s Lane and we both would live (‘so very cosy’, is the way he put it) in the flat above, as man and wife. I stared at the telegram for such a long time. It contained no fewer than three errors of spelling. When I saw him again, I realised I had not thought of him at all. He had very recently grown a sort of moustache, which was repellent. He wears it still. His demob suit, grey pepper-and-salt, was rather too small. He puts it on when people get married… he puts it on if someone should die.


David and Eunice were married in 1947, and one year later little Paul was born. David by this time was a deputy housemaster at a small private school just outside of Reading, and they all lived in the dearest little cottage there. Eunice and I, we didn’t see nearly so much of each other as I would have liked – but there: she had a husband, a home and a little boy to look after, so I quite understood. I never really had a chance to get at all close to little Paul, not at first – saw him only at Christmas and a few odd days over the summer holidays when I’d go down and stay with them. In a way that was maybe a good thing because by this time it had been made clear to us that Jim was not able for fatherhood. There had been tests. So that was that, really. No point crying about it. Many during the war had to overcome far worse things than that. So you just muck in and carry on, don’t you? Nothing else for it.


David and Eunice had been out for a spin in the brand-new dark blue Humber that David was paying for on the hire purchase scheme. In her letters, Eunice told me how every Sunday morning he would be washing and then waxing it, buffing it up with a shammy to a bright and mirror shine. I was in the cottage taking care of Paul; Jim was back in London in the ironmonger’s, doing whatever it is that Jim habitually does there; I never did ask him to accompany me, and he had never offered. I had not before been in the cottage all on my own, and I was admiring all of Eunice’s little knick-knacks and the way she had made each of the rooms so very welcoming and gay. They had a gramophone and everything. Soon they were going to put a down payment on a refrigerator. I was nervous, I remember, about being in sole charge of an infant – because Paul, he could only have been eighteen months, not even eighteen months old in those days. But Eunice had told me not to worry – that once he was fed and changed, he was as good as gold. And he was, he really was – good as gold: no trouble at all.


When I answered the door, the policeman – he had tears in his eyes. He asked me to sit down, and he seemed himself upon the brink of collapse. In the days that followed, those terrible days and nights that followed, I was given a few more dribs and drabs of awful information. The car had veered off the road – some said to avoid an oncoming lorry, though other reports suggested defective steering on the Humber – and careered into the parapet of a bridge across a river. The car just hung there, literally in the balance, as the local police had tried to locate the necessary machinery and expertise to right and steady it so as to be able to cut the passengers from amid the twist of the thing. They both, dear souls, had sustained injuries: more than that I was not told. And then the balustrades just suddenly crumbled – buckled, gave way, the car pitching over the edge in the full sight of the despairing and helpless police and ambulancemen. After far too long, frogmen were sent into the water, but by that time, of course… but I pray, you know – I still do pray that Eunice, my dear dear sister Eunice, was no longer conscious as the car just teetered there. Her thoughts, otherwise, would have been far too terrible for me now to even contemplate. To know that Paul was to be left all alone… and that the child within her would now never be born; she had been hoping for a little girl, and she was going to call her Margaret. When the policeman had left the cottage… I decided to postpone the welter of tears, to close the door, if only for a short time, on all the racking agony to come… and I went to look at Paul, asleep in his cot. And although I neither touched him nor made even the slightest noise, he woke up immediately. He looked full at me, and smiled. It was Eunice’s smile, and I had fallen in love with him.


Adoption in those days was a quick and relatively simple formality, particularly in the cases of relatives: so very many families had been recently rent asunder, one way or another. The reassembling of differing approximations had become an abiding process. And so Paul became my own. And now, well… he is quite the young fellow. Eleven years old, not much away from eleven years old, and so very handsome and strong. The three of us still are living above the ironmonger’s in England’s Lane. Paul, when he was still an infant, he once looked up at me and called me Mummy. My heart was raw with the ring and then the tug of it. And Jim said ‘No, Pauly – no. That ain’t right, see? That’s your Auntie Mill, that is. And I’m your Uncle Jim. See? That’s how it is.’ Another time, I had stooped to kiss his little head, and Jim, who had been eyeing me sidelong, he said this very slowly: ‘You would, wouldn’t you? I reckon you would. You’d give your life up for that little kid, wouldn’t you Mill? Ay? Yeah, I reckon you would.’ I just smiled, and turned away. That ‘little kid’, I was thinking… that ‘little kid’, Jim… he is my life. He is its beginning, its core, and he will carry me unto its end. The rest I merely tolerate. The rest I stoutly bear. I can do this. I can do this, yes. For I am a capable woman.





CHAPTER ONE

You Are Mad and I Am Right



My name is Paul. I’m eleven, nearly, and one day I’d really like to kill my Uncle Jim. I live with Auntie Milly who is lovely to me, and him, who smells of fags as well as some quite bad other things – don’t know what, don’t want to. He is a fool. Sometimes he asks me what I want to be, and although I don’t say it, all I ever want to be is old. Older, anyway. Twenty-one would be really good, that would be the best… but that’s ten whole years away, which means it’ll be 1969, and that’s just never ever going to come, is it? Stands to reason. But if I was twenty-one I’d have the key of the door and I’d be able to tell him, my stinking Uncle Jim – and I’ll be so much taller than him, then – I’d be able to say to him: listen you, you are a fool and you’d better watch out, see, because now I’m going to kill you.


This is my favourite time of the day. It can sometimes be better than today is though, because today Uncle Jim, he’s still here on the settee in the sitting room. Drinking his beer. Often he goes downstairs after our supper and sits on a giant pile of rags in the back of the ironmonger shop just talking to this budgie he’s got there, called Cyril. Cyril’s a lot unluckier than I am because whenever Uncle Jim starts talking to me and is maybe thinking I’m going to listen or something, I can just go up to my room and read or do a bit of prep, if I’ve got any. But Cyril, he can’t. Just has to nibble on millet and blink at Uncle Jim, who sits there for hours, smoking fags, drinking beer, and going on and on and on.


We had Spam and sort of macaroni with tomato on, which I like, quite like, but not nearly so much as I like when Auntie Milly does chicken on Sundays. That’s just the best food in the whole wide world – and you get crunchy potatoes and bread sauce and some sort of green muck which isn’t actually very good, in fact it’s really horrible, but Auntie Milly says if I eat it all up it will make me grow to be big and strong. After, we have jelly and Carnation, and it’s best when the jelly is the red sort. In the week, though – like tonight – there’s Jacob’s Cream Crackers and Auntie Milly and Uncle Jim, they have Cheddar, but I get two portions of Dairylea because I really really like it. I’m sitting on the rug which Auntie Milly made in front of the gas fire which is blue, and keeps going pop-pop-pop. I’ve got my Matchbox toys and I’m making a road for them out of cardboard. Auntie Milly’s knitting. She knits all the time – V-necks for me and Uncle Jim and also things like cushion covers and a tea cosy. She was humming a tune, but she’s stopped now. She’s looking at Uncle Jim. Because she can see – and I can see it too – that he’s now going to open his great fat stupid mouth.


‘Nice bit of Cheddar. You ever eaten human cheese, have you? I daresay not.’


Auntie Milly, she just looked at him, the way she always does. Like he’s dead, or something. He went on, my Uncle Jim, like I knew he would. Always does. Pointing a finger at her now.


‘They do make it, you know. Oh God yes. I ain’t saying it’s a common thing, because it ain’t. Not by a long chalk. It’s very out of the way. Very out of the way. Whole point. Why I’m asking, see? But oh yeah – they make it all right. No doubt on that score. Mongolia, round there, could very well be. I had it in Kilburn. Odd I never mentioned it before. Mind you – they only told me after, the devils. Now listen to me, Pauly – you might learn something. You want to know how they go about it? How it’s, like – sort of done, do you? The whole great gubbins?’


Auntie Milly glanced across at me, and closed her eyes quickly. That was one of her warnings. A reminder to her dim and stinky husband that there’s a young boy in the room. That whatever horrible thing he was about to say next, I was far too young to be hearing it. But I never feel that. Too young for anything. It’s not what I feel inside. The only thing I really want to be now is old. No one else – nobody at school, anyway – wants this, but I do. And people say it’s not, um – don’t know what they say, can’t remember the word. But it means I shouldn’t think it. Well so what? I do. Eleven’s no good. It’s no good to be eleven years old, no good at all. There’s no point to it. Twenty-one is what I want. If I was old, older, then I could turn round and tell people what to do. Not in a bossy way, I don’t mean – but just to explain to them. How stupid they are. Because they maybe don’t know. How everything they do, they do it wrong. Like my idiotic Uncle Jim. His eyes, when he’s going on like this, they’re always so wide open. It’s like he’s egging you on into believing him. It is, you know – it really is like he expects you to listen.


‘Whassamatter? What’s wrong with you now, Mill? Boy you’re worried about, is it? Well don’t. Pauly – he can look after himself. Can’t you, Pauly? Quite the young man about town now, aren’t you Pauly? Hey? Yeh. That’s right. Course you bloody are.’


‘Jim…!’


‘Sorry. Sorry sorry sorry. Bad word. Forget you heard that – hey Pauly? Pretend I never said it. And don’t go telling on me down that la-di-da school of yours, Gawd’s sake. Never hear the end of it. Now where was I? What was I on about?’


‘I think you’ve had quite enough beer now, Jim. It’s bedtime,’ Auntie Milly said – and I knew she was going to. She’d put down her knitting. ‘I’m tired. And I’m sure Paul is too. Aren’t you, Paul? Early start in the morning, yes? I’m going up, anyway. Can hardly keep my eyes open. And there’s nothing la-di-da about it. Just happens to be a very good school, that’s all. A proper school is what it is.’


She wasn’t tired. Not really. I knew when she was tired. It was just that she was trying to shut him up. For my sake.


‘Weren’t like my school, I can tell you that much for free. He went to my old school, he wouldn’t hardly know what hit him. It was Charlie, the beggar, what give it me. That cheese. I’ve remembered now what I was… yeh. And it was only after, he tells me. Else I don’t reckon I would’ve. Mind you – I’m not saying it weren’t tasty. Because it were. Not a flavour you forget in a hurry. Weren’t, like – mouldy nor nothing. What they do is – they get together all of these women, right? And then they’re—’


‘God’s sake, Jim…!’


Auntie Milly, now – she’s got me by the shoulders and up on to my feet. I was waiting for this. She knows he won’t stop. Not after the beer. The only way – poor Auntie Milly – is to quickly get me out of the room. Leave him to it. And he’ll open up another bottle of Bass. Put another Senior Service between his hard and orange fingers. One night, his fag caught the edge of the evening paper: lucky I was around to see to it – got it down on the floor and stamped it out. He didn’t even know what he’d done. Offered me a beer. I think he must have thought he was still in the pub with Charlie, his horrible friend. He smells of sweat and old wet tweed and Christmas whisky and his moustache is the colour of the cat we used to have before he choked to death on a wishbone, and it’s got all bits in it, usually. He’s disgusting. Eric, the cat was called. I used to feed him, but I don’t know why. He’d look at me, and then just walk away. Auntie Milly, she loved him a lot. Always had him on her lap. Talking to him like he was a person. Let him play about with her ball of wool. But I didn’t. Love him. How could you? He was only a cat. A woman – a proper grown-up woman, that’s the only thing worth loving. When you’re married and you’ve got a big bed and everything. I’m trying hard to think of that now. Auntie Milly, she’s just turned off my light (still makes me say my prayers out loud – God bless my Mummy and my Daddy who residest with Thou and Auntie Milly and Uncle Jim and please God make me a good boy). It’s freezing in here, as per usual, but I’m really trying to think of the woman I’m one day going to marry. She’ll be very beautiful, warm and kind to me. Like Auntie Milly says my mother was. Before she was killed. Don’t know. Can’t remember. But I expect it’s true. I cut out a photo of Elizabeth Taylor who is a film actress but I’ve never actually seen her in a film from the Evening News and I’ve put it in my missal at the back with all the holy pictures, which I know is a sin. But she is very beautiful. And I’m trying to concentrate hard on her now, and how she would feel to me if I was ever to touch her. But all I can think of is cheese.


He knows nothing, Uncle Jim, and he always goes on as if he understands the lot. Some subjects I do at school he’s never even heard of. He is an ignorant pig. If I say anything – and it’s not even him I’m talking to – then it’s wrong. Got to be. All wrong. If I was twenty-one, I’d point my finger dead at him, like he does with Auntie Milly, and I’d say to him – Listen, ignorant pig: you are mad, and I am right. Got it? And then I’d biff him on the nose, just before I killed him.


Sleepy, now. And awfully cold. I’d really like it if Elizabeth Taylor was here – to be beautiful and warm, and kind to me. But all I can think of is cheese. And how it can be human.


*


I always wake up just a second before Auntie Milly turns the squeaky handle on my door and comes in to tell me that it’s another lovely day, even if it’s foggy or the rain’s all streaming down the window – and she smells of what I think she says is Lilian Valley, which I like very much. Then she draws open the curtains and I pretend to sort of hide under the eiderdown and go all squinty when the light comes in, but it really doesn’t bother me, the light or anything. I only don’t want to get up when it’s freezing like it is now because there’s a rug just by my bed which is a half circle and Auntie Milly made that one too in front of the fire every single evening last winter with a great big hook and different coloured wool from a kit and there’s a thatched cottage on it with flowers and this smoke coming out of the chimney – but otherwise it’s all brown lino that’s meant to look like wood but where it’s cracked and coming up in the corners you can see it isn’t really. So I get my slippers on really fast, but the bathroom’s even worse. It always smells of Palmolive shaving soap when I go in there because of stupid Uncle Jim and there are sticky little bristles in the sink. He never shaves above his mouth though, so there’s always this lump of fuzz there that looks and smells like hamster. I have to brush my teeth with a powder which is Gibbs but it’s only a powder when we get a new tin because when you wet it it goes all sort of crumbly.


Auntie Milly lays out my uniform on my chair the night before. My school is a good school, a proper school, is what she keeps on telling me, but I can’t see anything very special about it: it’s just a school. Uncle Jim goes on about what it costs him and I say well I don’t mind if I don’t go and then you can save the money and spend it all on disgusting beer and disgusting fags you disgusting and ignorant pig, except I don’t really say that. I don’t like my uniform because it’s got short trousers, and apart from looking stupid you get really freezing knees. They’re very thick and they look like Spam, only grey. There are stockings which itch and you have to keep the little green tabs on the garters showing when you fold them over. The blazer’s okay, though – I quite like the blazer because of the eagle on the badge and it’s got heaps of pockets for your diary and biros and a Matchbox and sweets which you’re not supposed to have because they’re against the rules and I always take my newest free gift from the cereal packet with me as well as some others for swaps. It’s Dogs of the World at the moment (I don’t think I’ll ever get the Dobermann Pinscher) and they’re from Rice Krispies which I don’t much like, or not as much as Frosties anyway which Tony the Tiger says are grrrreat, but Auntie Milly says they’re bad for my teeth.


Breakfast is nice because it’s just Auntie Milly and me and we have tea and cereal and boiled egg with soldiers because Uncle Jim is already in the shop downstairs which I don’t know why he always opens so early when there’s nobody about. It’s called J. Stammer, the shop, because that’s his name. It’s not my name, it’s his name. I’m Paul Thimbleby, because that’s what my Mummy and Daddy were called. We live in this street called England’s Lane and there’s two rows of shops opposite each other and houses on the top. Our shop is the ironmonger and it’s really dark and stinks of Pink Paraffin and varnish and dead animals or something. All these wonky drawers with nails and hooks and washers and hinges and stuff. Brooms and bins and mousetraps and candles. My friend Anthony’s father is six doors up and he’s got Miller’s the sweetshop, which is just typical. Sometimes I get a chew or a flying saucer for nothing, but Anthony, he just gets everything. If only we owned the sweetshop I’d never go up to my room at all – I’d just live all the time in the sweetshop and my tea would be Toffee Cups and Fry’s 5 Centre and Picnics and maybe even the really expensive chocolates in the glass counter and piled up in these plates with a doily on. I get a quarter of sherbet lemons every Monday and they’re supposed to last a whole week which is impossible. And the last one is never good anyway because you have to pick the bits of paper bag off it but you never get them all.


Another great shop is at the other end of the Lane and called Moore’s but the people who own it are called Jenkins so they must have bought it from the Moores and never changed the name which is painted in big white loopy letters on shiny black I think it’s glass. This is a stationer’s which is run by an old lady called Miss Jenkins and an even older lady still called Mrs Jenkins, and they haven’t got any children because although related they obviously aren’t married. Auntie Milly says they’re very sweet. Anyway, as well as all the paper and envelopes and birthday cards and things they’ve got Platignum biros in eight different colours and I’ve got five of them already and I can’t wait to get the other three because then I’ll have the set. I still need light green and orange and pink. Anthony says that the pink one is pathetic and I know what he means but I’ve still got to get it because otherwise I won’t have the set. The yellow one you can hardly see when you write with it, but the brown one’s lovely – it’s really narrow and doesn’t smudge, or anything. I don’t know anyone else who’s got the brown one. They’re one-and-six each though, and Bics are only a shilling but Bics you can only get in four colours and masters have them so they’re not nearly so good. You can’t use the Platignums for proper writing at school though because it’s against the rules. Old Colly, who is the Latin master, would go all purple and have a fit because he’s stupid. You have to use your Osmiroid except for drawing margins which you’ve got to do in pencil. Anthony’s got a Parker 51 in a box with silk in it. At school they glug out permanent blue-black Quink into the inkwells in the desks which are always clogged up with blotch and bits of bungee.


And they’ve also got Matchbox Toys in Moore’s, which I really really like. If I was rich like the Queen I’d get every single Matchbox Toy in the whole wide world – two of each so that one could be all brand-new in the box, and then the others I could play with. I’ve got some really good ones – the dark-green Jaguar racing car is best and I’ve got a maroon and cream Austin A40 with a hook at the back which you attach this pale blue caravan on to. And a United Dairies milk float – and there’s a real United Dairies in England’s Lane nearly opposite us and you see them outside with the horses and everything and on our way to school Auntie Milly always gives them sugar lumps and apples sometimes and she tries to get me to but their teeth are a bit big and disgusting. Not so good Matchboxes are things like the cement mixer which my Uncle Jim brought back for me one time, which is just typical. He was drunk, I could tell. He stank even worse than usual and was staggering about the place. Broke a teacup which Auntie Milly said was one of her very best. He only ever buys me something when he’s drunk, but it’s never anything I want. That time he put the wireless on and was waving his arms around and he said Come on, Mill – let’s you and me have a little bit of a dance, will we? What you say? She said to him not to be so stupid, which I really really liked and I wished I could say it too. He got hold of her anyway and she tried to laugh because of me, I think, and he dragged her about the room, barging into the sideboard and Auntie Milly getting her legs kicked to pieces. She hated the whole thing, I could tell. If I was twenty-one I could’ve got him by the scruff of the neck and chucked him down the stairs and said Let that be a lesson to you my man and dusted off my hands like I’ve seen at the pictures. But when you’re eleven you’ve just got to sit there in your stupid short trousers and itchy stockings and pretend you don’t mind that he’s hurting Auntie Milly.


There’s loads of other shops too. There’s Barton’s the butcher (he’s really big, Mr Barton – his hands are huge and as red as all the meat he chops up with an axe thing. He’s got a daughter called Amanda who’s my age and I really like a lot and she says he puts Brylcreem on his eyebrows and moustache. And his hair as well, of course). She’s very pretty, Amanda. Much more than all the other girls who live around here. Sometimes she has plaits with bows, but not always. And there’s Dent’s the fishmonger. Very pongy in there (I don’t like fish except for yummy fish fingers made by Captain Birdseye) and Mrs Dent, Auntie Milly says, is a martyr to her bunions, which I don’t know what it means, but that’s why you never see her smiling. And a bread and cake shop called Lindy’s and the woman in there who isn’t called Lindy but she is called Sally is so very fat she can hardly move because she’s always eating her own eclairs. And Lawrence’s the newsagent where I get my Beano (Bash Street Kids is my favourite – wish I could go to school with them) and Dandy (Desperate Dan is great, miles better than Korky the Cat which isn’t much good because cats aren’t really like that) and sometimes if Auntie Milly’s in a really good mood and feeling a bit what she says is flush, then the Beezer and Topper as well. She gets Woman and Woman’s Own and the Radio Times. Uncle Jim gets the Evening News every day. But he doesn’t actually read it or anything. He just goes over things like the racing results and the football pools and usually he says all bad words when he does it. And there’s what is called Bona Delicatessen which I’m not quite sure how you spell it and they’ve got foreign food in there which must be quite delicate, but Uncle Jim says it’s all muck. They’ve got open barrels of things which do look quite bad – and there’s a man and a woman in there who wear white coats like in Emergency Ward 10 who must be called Mr and Mrs Bona I suppose, but I don’t really know for sure. Auntie Milly says they’re Swiss and Uncle Jim says they’re chancing it. I go in because they’ve got Pez, which Anthony’s father’s shop doesn’t sell for some reason, and I really like the dispensers because they click open like a cigarette lighter and I’ve got a yellow and black one and I want a red-and-white one next. The little sweets come in tiny packets and they’re twopence each which Auntie Milly says is a scandal and I like orange but my favourite one is wild cherry. Uncle Jim hasn’t even got a cigarette lighter, of course – not even a cheap one. He uses Swan Vestas, and sometimes he scrapes them on the underneath of the dining table after his tea to light up a fag and Auntie Milly says You’re not in the Washington now, Jim. Which is the pub on the corner where he goes all the time, and it’s across the road from Barclays Bank. It would be really great to be Mr Barclay with a shop full of money, but I’ve never seen him because I think he might be one of those millionaire madmen who never cut their fingernails.


There’s also a greengrocer called M. Levy who’s missing the little finger of one hand and the thumb on the other which he goes and scares people with. I love to go there because of all the smells and heaps of fruit in coloured tissue and imitation grass. There’s another shop called Marion’s which sells all pink stuff for ladies like Auntie Milly’s corsets and stockings which she keeps behind a cushion on the settee, but I don’t know why. I sometimes go in there with her, but you do always feel a bit funny. What else is there…? Oh yes – there’s Amy’s the hairdresser but that’s just the name of the shop because the main lady who works there is called Gwendoline. I know that because she does Auntie Milly’s perm which takes about a million years and Auntie Milly keeps it all yellow with this stuff called I think she says prockside which she puts on with an old toothbrush with cotton wool wrapped around the handle and she says don’t come near when she’s doing it, and it makes her cry. Gwendoline also gives me haircuts – she’s not really supposed to because it’s a hairdresser for ladies but Auntie Milly won’t send me to the barber that Uncle Jim goes to because she says she doesn’t want them using the clippers on the back of my neck, I don’t know why. Maybe because the back of Uncle Jim’s neck looks just like Fray Bentos corned beef. Which we get every Tuesday at school and I hate it. It’s the second-worst lunch after Thursday cheese pie. Best is mincemeat on Fridays and chocolate splosh for afters.


Then of course there’s the wood shop, wood yard, sort of carpenter’s place which is quite new and that’s the one that’s run by the negroes, who I’ve only ever looked at but not talked to. I’d never seen one before because usually they’re in Africa. One of them smiles a lot, but he still looks a bit frightening but I wouldn’t say that or anything because it’s rude. I can’t believe they’re really that colour all the time. It’s so odd. Uncle Jim says they swing in trees and don’t belong and they’ve all got filthy habits, which is very funny coming from Uncle Jim because everything about him is a filthy habit. And anyway he thinks the same things about pop singers, and especially Cliff Richard who he says is a cosh boy. Auntie Milly says about the negroes, who she calls coloured – like with my brown Platignum, except you’d need zillions of them – that she’s sure they’re very nice people, just different, that’s all.


Another shop is Curios, which I’m not sure what it means – maybe it’s the name of the man with a beard who sits in the window on a rocking chair and always seems to be doing a crossword and smoking a big curvy pipe with a funny little lid on it. Anyway it’s all full of old furniture and vases and clocks and jumble sale things which Uncle Jim says just after the War everyone was chucking out or burning for firewood and now they’re trying to flog it, what a hope. Everything he says is about Before the War, During the War or After the War. I once said to him I’m glad you remember it’s over then, and he said I didn’t know I was born. Another very stupid thing to say because obviously I do.


There’s other shops too, and we know all the owners because everyone’s been here since the Battle of Hastings 1066. Not the darkies, though. Nobody seems to know them. Uncle Jim, that’s what he calls them: darkies. Also sambos and wogs. I don’t know why he talks about them so much if he doesn’t even like them. But all the other people we do know – and at Christmas everyone gets together in someone’s sitting room or one of the shops (they take it in turns) and Victoria Wine – oh yes, that’s another one: Victoria Wine on the corner opposite Allchin’s the chemist which I also forgot – she always gives things like sherry and cherry brandy and gin and whisky. I’ve never met Victoria Wine though. She’s maybe shy, like Auntie Milly says my mother was before she was killed. Don’t know. Can’t remember. And I always get Britvic pineapple juice which is my absolute favourite drink in the whole wide world, not counting Tizer and Lucozade when you’re not well and in bed. Which can be good if it’s only a cold or something, except for Beecham’s Powders and thermometers, but not if it’s mumps which I had last year and it hurts quite a lot and you don’t even want any Lucozade. Chicken pox was worst though because you’re not allowed to scratch yourself and Auntie Milly put this I think it’s called calomine lotion on my face which goes all hard and feels like you can’t move it and then when it’s gone all scabby you can’t pick them off because if you do you’ll be scarred for life like a leper in the jungle and no one will ever want to marry you. The decent bit is that you don’t have to go to school, but when I had mumps I got prep which Anthony had to bring over which I really really hated. I got Algebra, and I’m no good at that because I don’t understand why if you’ve got all these numbers you go and use letters instead and Dismal Dawkins my maths master just goes mad and says ‘I – I – I – Corwumph’ just like Mr Wilkins in the Jennings books which are the best books in the world and then he says If I’ve told you once I’ve told you a thousand times. Didn’t say x and y times though, did he? No he didn’t, QED.


This is what I mean about grown-ups, you see. I look at them, and I see some very strange things. They don’t understand anything, you see. Most of what they say is just total rubbish, actually – that’s what me and my friends think. I hate them. Particularly masters.


I’d just like to line them up, the grown-ups, and say to them Look – you are mad and I am right. Got it? And then I’d biff them all on the nose. Except for Auntie Milly. She’s the only one. I can talk to my Auntie Milly. She’s the only one who ever makes any sense. And I really do think that she loves me.





CHAPTER TWO

It’s Truly Very Clean



They don’t like it, of a morning – Mill and the boy. They don’t take to it at all if ever I’m still just hanging about up there in the kitchen – after she done with rousing the lad, and me still sat there, having my tea and a slice. Oh no – they don’t like that, not one iota. And don’t they make you know it. Feel like I got something catching. Well – don’t bother me. Don’t touch me a bit. I’m best off down here in the back of my shop, way I see it – have a little natter with Cyril here, while he nibbling away at his millet, and me with my Thermos of Tetley’s and a nice heel of Hovis with a real good slick of blackberry jelly on the top of it. Then I lights up a fag. And Cyril – he don’t come the high and mighty with me, Cyril don’t. Not like them two upstairs. The king and queen of wossname. He’ll peck at my finger, Cyril will. I run the back of my thumbnail across the bars, coo at him a bit, and he get all perky, like – then I holds out a little bit of seed for him: come on, I says to him, I won’t hurt you, will I? I loves ya, I does… and he’ll be pecking away like billy-o, I can tell you – happy as Larry, he is. Mill, she says to me it’s cruel, she says, cooping up a budgie down here with all the fumes, and all. Fumes? I goes to her. Dunno what you talking about. Fumes? What fumes? I don’t smell no fumes. And I don’t, neither – I’m being straight with her when I says it. I been down in this shop for so bleeding long, I don’t smell nothing no more. Paraffin. Creosote. Bleach. Rat poison. Don’t smell none of it. What I do do, though, is I senses things. Like if Cyril’s poorly. Or like, see, I got this little bell way up the top of the door there. Jangly bugger it is – cracked some years back, blessed if I know how, no one never touched it. And yeh – it ain’t melodic. Anyway – idea is, customer open the door, I’m out the back and I hears the bell and comes running. Only it ain’t like that, on account of for years now – more bleeding years than I want to know about – I senses it before. Just before some cove’s barging in here, right? I senses he’s about to. Ain’t never wrong. Why I says to Cyril: half a mo, son, back in a jiffy – some bod’s about to jangle the bell. And he do, this bod, in he come, just like I always know he’s going to. Turns out this time it’s Barton, the butcher three doors down. Expect he’ll be wanting the usual. Christ only knows what he do with the buggers. Every other week he’s in for more of the bleeding things. Not complaining – charging him twice what I got to pay for them, ain’t I? I tell you, though – I can’t be doing with him, God’s honest truth. He ain’t like no butcher I ever knowed. Always got a three-piece suit on him, rain or shine. Stiff bleeding collar and all, don’t know how he stick it. Sunday best, and all he is is a bleeding butcher. Hair as shiny as a gramophone record – and that tache he got on him, looks like a photo in the bloody barber’s. Now Mill, she reckon the sun shine out of his wossname – but then of course she would do that, wouldn’t she, my Milly? Had an education, Jonny Barton has – plain as day to anyone with half an ear. And in Mill’s book, well – puts him up there with royalty, an education do. Another way of getting at me too, course. Giving me a dig. Reminding me how bloody low I am. Reminding me she married into a bloody farmyard. Goes without saying, all that. As if I need reminding. Most of the reason I act like I does – come out with all the muck I does. Feel I owes it her, somehow. Make her feel better about herself. Cos she a real good sort, Mill is. Better than me? I should bloody say so. Mill’s in another class. I don’t know I does it right by her, though. Whether it’s like the right thing to be doing. But I can’t go changing it now, can I? After all this time. Wouldn’t hardly know how to begin. Yeh so I reckon she just stuck with me the piggish way I is, poor cow. Don’t hear no complaints from her about the money what I’m taking, though, do I? Hey? No – don’t hear no complaints about that. Enough to put food on the table, buy for Milly any little knick-knack, and send young Pauly to that bleeding school up the road. That bleeding la-di-da school of his, where they teaches him how to be a bloody little girl. All he’s wanting is a ribbon in his hair. Yeh. And I don’t know why I does – the school, I mean. Well – do really. It’s Mill, ain’t it? All she wants. And of course it’s on account of we never had no kids of our own – think I don’t know that? Think she never told me? Think my nose ain’t been ground right into it? Well… weren’t for the want of trying. Said I were sorry, didn’t I? Thousand bleeding times. But she ain’t never like forgiven me for, I dunno… all that sort of side of things. Like I wanted it, or something. Like I had a say in it. I could’ve done something, I would’ve, wouldn’t I? What’s a bloke to do, hey? It’s hard, that is – dead hard. Women, they don’t understand. And then when her sister Eunice pass on, well… Pauly, not much more than a baby, he weren’t, not back then he weren’t. Yeh so he suddenly come into her life and, well – he take it over, don’t he? Lock, stock and wossname. I mean, she wanted it to be took over, I ain’t saying she didn’t. Took over mine and all, whether I liked it or not. Never said nothing. Can’t, can you? And now me, she just don’t see me no more. She don’t look at me, she can help it. She don’t listen. Why I got to shout. Why I got to get plastered. And so now, me, muggins, I just got to lump it, ain’t I? Yeh well. But still it’s her I does it all for. Right or wrong. Well you got to, ain’t you really? And they’re real good mates, the two of them now. Mill and the boy. Two peas in a… yeh. Snug as a bug in a wossname, sort of style, them two is. But me… well me, I’m just out of it. Oh well. Attend to this bloody butcher bloke now then, will I?


‘Good morning, Jim. How goes it? You’re very well off in here, I do assure you, because it isn’t a good morning at all, as it happens. The weather is exceedingly unkind.’


‘Yeh? I ain’t been out. Cold, is it?’


‘Raw, Jim: raw. Soon there’ll be rain, or worse, mark my words.’


‘Don’t never do nothing else, do it? Always bleeding raining…’


‘Take heart, dear man – spring is just around the corner. Buckets, Jim – that’s what I’m here for, as is my custom. I think I might take three upon this occasion, if you can run to it.’


‘You’re one of the few what still have the galvanised off of me. Women round here, they can’t get enough of all the plastic doings. Even your dustpan and brush. It’s all plastic now.’


‘No use for my needs. Sturdy and durable, that’s what I’m after.’


‘Yeh but what I’m saying is it’s the way of the world.’


So I’ll rattle out a couple of metal buckets from the stack just by the door, here – and then I’ll clank me up another for this stuck-up bleeding bastard butcher. Normally I got them hanging up on hooks outside, along with them bales of twine, a couple of washboards, me brooms, the same old tin bath and all the clothes pegs. But this Barton bugger, he so bleeding early I ain’t even had a chance to get them out there. Ain’t even finished me tea. Ain’t yet had a proper word with Cyril. Like I says to the man, I ain’t been out. And why my Pauly likes to play about with that daughter of his – well I’ll never understand it. That Amanda. She’s as bleeding stuck-up as her dad. But then Pauly, he’s only the bleeding same. Well there’s my answer, I suppose. Two stuck-up little girls together. Mill’s all for it, but then she would be. It’s only me – I’m the only pig about, up to his neck in shite.


‘Good. So how much do I owe you? Don’t suppose you can open up a window in here, can you really…? Except for conceivably the fanlight, there. Mean one hell of a draught, I suppose… but still it might clear a bit of the… it’s the paraffin largely, I think. Not sure I could tolerate it, for my part. Fiona, she’s rather wanting one of those, um… what are they called, in fact, those heaters… Aladdin, is it…? For the upper back room.’


‘Aladdin, yeh. Nice line. Move a few of them, I does.’


‘Mm. But I won’t have it. I’m quite firm with her on that score. Rather freeze, quite frankly. Tend to render me drowsy, you know. Somewhat queasy. You’re never queasy, then? No? Doesn’t affect you?’


Jim just shrugged.


‘I’d be the same in your place, I daresay. What with the blood. Horses for courses, ain’t it really? Now then, so what are we now… three at eight-and-eleven… that’ll be twenty-six-and nine then sir, if you’ll be so good. Call it twenty-six bob, hey?’


‘Kind of you, Jim – thank you. But blood, you know – there’s no smell to blood. It’s more of a… chilling purity that rather sort of surrounds you. Is the best way I can put it. It’s truly very… clean. Really it is.’


Jim nodded.


‘If you say so. And four shillings in change, I thank you.’


‘Right-o – extremely grateful. Well – back out into the elements, I suppose. Thank God I’m nearby. Anyway, Jim – let you get on. There’s always so terribly much to see to, isn’t there? First thing. I never understand quite why this should be so, but nevertheless – it’s always the way.’


And nor do I understand, thought Jonathan Barton, clanging shut the shop door behind him and swinging from their handles the three new silver buckets as he hurried in a flurry of sleet to his butcher’s shop just three doors along… quite why I ever bother frittering even the merest time of day with that thoroughly loathsome and boorish creature – crouched like an animal, uncouth and uncombed, in his dark and fetid lair. He never seems to manage to shave the whole of his face – it’s as if he does it in the night, or something. There’s often even the hard and rind-like traces of lather in the creases of his jowls. Sometimes a dab of lavatory paper, I can hardly believe it, adhering to a cut. And if one presumes to affect a moustache, well surely then one is duty bound, in the name of simple manners, to nurture, trim and shape it, no? Such a thing requires a degree of attention, as I can attest with a degree of authority. Below this oik’s rudimentary nose, however, there lurks but a patch of scrubland, a treacherous fen of which he stays well clear. What we have here is not so much a moustache, as a flagrant oversight. Never wears a tie. Christ, he never wears a collar. Shows a lack of respect, I think. A distinct and blatant lack of respect for your customer. And of course I understand why he has to wear that tobacco-coloured work coat, but God Almighty it’s always so utterly filthy! Doubt he’s changed it in all the years I’ve been here. And biro markings all down the pocket. But then amid all that seemingly charred and umbrous wooden shelving, the dust and dim lighting, the rotting chalked-upon boxes, skimmed with grime and retching their mystifying contents… that man has surely found his place. Le vrai milieu. And the gut-crawling, head-spinning stench in there, it’s amazing he isn’t dead. Breathing it down, day in day out. I think one of the reasons, you know, I do still go in there is in order to demonstrate – to deliver unto me a salutary reminder – that things really could be much blacker. Blacker even than being reduced to no more than a common butcher, in so humdrum and faceless a street as this. That, and for the buckets, of course. Which I now shall fill with the blood of an illicitly murdered pig. It takes more than three, naturally, but sometimes the chum who comes to collect them in that rusted and derelict lorry of his – sometimes he remembers to return all the old ones (other times not, of course – which is why I keep having to line the foul Stammer’s pockets by buying yet more of the things). And then in the fullness of time, said chum returns in said rusted and derelict lorry with great glistening truncheons of black pudding which I sell in the shop at a suitably indecent profit. There is still a surprisingly thriving market for it. Among the nostalgics, not to say the poor. The Irish, of course, to boil with their damned potatoes. As well as, rather intriguingly, our recent influx of coloureds over yonder in the timber yard. The niggers in the woodpile. Maybe reminds them of pot-roasted missionary, who is to say? Also avid buyers, of course, are those endless threadbare tribes of widowed old biddies who ask me for bones for their dog. They have no dog: the bones they scrape and mix what they can glean with the fatty detritus and scraps of gullet and genital which I also wrap up tidily and drop with a wink into their wicker baskets, so tight clenched in the crook of their arms. For their cat. Another creature they do not possess. And so the pig, he may not be said to have died in vain – while the chops and fillet, of course, are very much sought after by the better off around here (and I am rather partial myself – Fiona, she has a way of broiling them, you know, that seems to bring out all of the flavour). I have another good chum – a doctor who must now be so very careful, helping young ladies in the manner he is forced to, following on as I suppose an inevitability from that unfortunate run-in with the Medical Council. He must now be so very careful, you see. He remains a very good fellow, though – and so often useful to me. In this instance, he anaesthetises the pig – which is delivered to me under dead of night by yet one more good fellow, who has a smallholding in Middlesex. The pig knows no pain, then, when I slit its throat – such bloody silence denying the motley of my generally very vulgar neighbours the sanctimonious delight of summoning the constabulary, as surely they would do if the squealing of a pig mid-slaughter were ever to alert them to just this one single and pretty paltry element of all it is that I get up to.


I enjoy… yes, enjoy, I do enjoy it: I suppose I ought to be honest about this thing. I enjoy the order of the shop, during the hazy quiet and just before the hurly-burly of the day. The fresh drifts of white sawdust which I acquire from the blackies, softly surrounding my toecaps. The little mahogany stall in the corner, its big brass till, and next to it, those tight little coloured and stiff paper bags of coppers, threepenny bits and silver, weighed by the bank and slid across the counter, like so much chunky loot. The quarter carcasses hoisted up on to hooks by Billy, the boy here. Though never will I have them outside – oh dear me no. What? A row of unskinned rabbit? Half-plucked poultry, hanging by the neck? Irredeemably low, in my opinion. Not a cornucopia, not munificence this, as is the common perception, but merely a trite and showy display. In the manner of an ironmonger. My knives too, they give me pleasure, newly honed and laid out in order of diminishing size. The axe, the cleaver, and all of the saws. The vast and scrubbed wooden block, concave and cross-hatched with so much bladework and thudding, where I dismember and gut. And then the white marble slab, for more delicate work. A woman… I have always rather thought I should like to take a woman, brutishly, across that slab. When still it runs with blood, right into the gullies. And she, an apple-cheeked stranger, in a fresh spring frock. It is all about the pink, and wetness – a splay of thighs, but of course. Here is an English daydream – quite distinct from the deep dark velvet of the affair of my life, which still is to come. My love will be a black-eyed and voluptuous Italian… conceivably a contessa. We will squirrel ourselves away upon a houseboat – moored in Chelsea, but with the bobbing potential of anywhere at all in the whole wide world. And there we shall reinvent fire. Yes. Fire, though… what a word. Will it be kindled this evening, I wonder, when the full-throated intention is to insinuate myself upon this newest and I don’t for one moment imagine unsuspecting docile, sweet and powdered fragrant woman of my choosing? Well we shall see. For my part I shall of course be assiduous in applying the spark to the tinder, as is the way, and so I think I can feel safe in presuming upon at the very minimum an eventual wisp of smoke, oh yes that – the coaxing of embers, and so to a degree of warming, surely? But still this will be as nothing, for of course what I actually at root very earnestly require is to find myself once more toppled over into love. It is, like the throb of blood, most necessary to me: I crave again that glamorous agony.


Dear God, though… reveries aside: how, actually, has it all come to this? How am I fallen? How can these two fine hands of mine be as red and raw as the meat I cleave? And seemingly growing – ever longer and broader, day by day: a veritable phenomenon, I swear it. How can it be that Fiona, my beautiful if distant, wellborn and sensitive helpmeet, now resides above a butcher’s shop along with our dearest and blameless daughter, Amanda? And why, further, must that child – given the spread of this mighty and eternal city – be so gallingly friendly with that bloody Paul child, the vacuous and chinless little Stammer boy…? Or nephew, as I gather he is. We earnestly trust on the wife’s side, poor long-suffering woman that she so evidently is, and has been now for how long…? Maybe then the brat has none of that idiot Stammer’s genes and inclinations. Yes… I ask myself these things constantly – but of course I do know. The answer why. Why we all of us are come to this. For here is the result of my sin, and I am in the midst of enacting an optimistic evasion. An elaborate deflection in the simple and pious hope that the past will leave me alone – that the swine who hounds me might get sick of the scent, lose it even, go off chasing someone else entirely. All it ever can be is hope, though – and one that is almost certainly forlorn. But for now, at least, still my luck is holding.


I did mean it, though – I really meant what I said about the blood. I do always find that there is about it this chilling purity that rather sort of surrounds me. Is the best way I can put it. It’s truly very… clean. Really it is.





CHAPTER THREE

That’s the Way it Goes



Stanley Miller the sweetshop owner was not looking forward to today – no sir I am not, he would easily confide in you: not at all looking forward to today, not at all, not one little bit. It’s hardly as if, though, something very bad is slated to happen to me: no terrible storm is known to be breaking. It’s only just the thought that it might do, that’s all. Just the thought of it, you see… more than enough to lay me down low. An impending whatever they call that thing – cloud, if you like. Raincloud, sort of style. No – it’s more than that, more than even the blackest raincloud. Maybe the Sword of whoever it was who had a bloody great sword dangling away above him, poor little bastard. In the legend. Not Tantalus, was it…? No, don’t reckon so. Not Sisyphus either. They were just another pair of unlucky old sods, saddled with other agonies. Sadistic swine though, weren’t they really? The buggers who made them up, wrote them down, all these myths and legends. You don’t seem to get many happy ones, do you? Labours of Hercules? Not too happy, is it? No laughs there, I wouldn’t have said. Makes me sweat just thinking about it. Anyway – that’s the way of it, the way it’s always been. But it’s what definitely is going to happen today, though – that, knowing that, that’s what gets me down as well. Because what is definitely going to happen today, you see, is the same old thing. The same old thing that will just keep on coming around. What makes it the same old thing. And that’s all my every day is now, really – coping with the same old thing, best way I can, and hoping to God that my terror of something else, something unspecific but truly bloody awful, doesn’t actually crack open on the top of it all. Or not today, at least. Get past today, and then of course I’ll still be dreading this thing, whatever it is, but not till tomorrow, you see? Whatever it might be. And that’s how it works. That’s the way it goes. With me, anyway. Eternal, is the word. Relentless. Never ending. Until, of course, it does end. Which it will. Sooner or later and one way or another, an end of course will come.


But for now it’s a case of climbing the thirteen steps up to Janey’s dark and fusty bedroom (she won’t even let me draw the curtains, let alone open the window) and bringing her up her tea. Touching her shoulder when I set down the cup, and she just stirring and turning around to look at me. I know the face, the expression. It never alters. Isn’t an expression, that’s the point. Just blank is all she is. Just staring at me like I’m not even there at all. And she does look old, now. Much older than me, she looks, and she isn’t, you know. Five months younger, point of fact. Sometimes in her face I’m aware of a bit of confusion – little pinpoints of worry at the back of her eyes. Sort of dancing up and down there. Time to time there’s a little glimmering of fear – and I well know what that looks like because I see it in the mirror every bloody morning – but even then, only barely: the very tiniest glimmering, really. Won’t talk, of course. Won’t say anything to me about it, so you’re just left to wonder. Hardly speaks at all, now. Days can pass without a single word. Wearing, after a while. Very. Then later, when I’ve seen to Anthony and all of his doings – and that’s a day’s work in itself, believe you me – and once young Paul comes to fetch him and they both go off to school (and I thank the Lord for him, young Paul, I bless his head)… well then I bring her up another cup of tea, don’t I? Take away the old one, which she won’t have touched because she never ever does, and put down the fresh one in its place. And yes I did try, didn’t I? Of course I did. I did try not taking up the first of them – waste of money, waste of effort – but Christ Alive, you should’ve seen the state she got herself into. Agitation, that’s the word. Fingers all stiff and trembling, and up to her lips. Head going this way and that. So I went back to taking her up her early morning tea, and she went back to staring right at me, like I wasn’t even there at all.


It’s just as well for Anthony that I’ve got this little confectioner’s. If I had, I don’t know – the ironmonger’s instead, Stammer’s say, then I don’t honestly reckon anyone at Anthony’s school would talk to him at all. Apart from Paul, I mean. He’s a good boy, Paul – really goes out of his way for our Anthony – and it’s uncommon in a lad, that is. Healthy young lad. Thinking of others. Because my Anthony, well… he’s got to slow him down, hasn’t he? Clunking along behind him in those blessed metal callipers that every morning I have to strap him tight into. Like he’s one of those poor little devils in a legend, or something – some young innocent, minding his own business, not doing any harm to a living soul, and here he is – trapped in a daily struggle, locked into a nightly torture. Not fair, is it? Not fair at all. And eternal. Relentless. Never ending. Until, of course, it does end. So no – it’s hardly fair, hardly fair at all. But then who ever said it would be? Life isn’t, is it? Famously. Ever fair. It’s a cheat, that’s what it is: a lying cheat. And being the sweetshop owner’s boy, Anthony, he’s heard all of the jokes: ‘Ah – Polio. The mint with the hole’. Yeh. Not so funny after the first few hundred times. It’s his life that’s got the hole. Right through the bloody middle. It’s his life that’s got the hole. Jesus wept. Lovely lad, though. Doesn’t complain. Love him so much. Asks me, time to time, when he’ll be better. Don’t know son, I say to him. Soon, I hope. I daresay soon. You keep up with all the exercises and what have you and you’ll be breaking the four-minute mile. Once he came home from school and he said that all the boys were going to get vaccinated. So if I get vaccinated, Dad – will it all go away? Not sure son, I say to him. Not sure that’s how it works. Not too sure that’s the way it goes. And he’s the only one in his year who’s cursed with the damn thing, you know, and that’s against all the odds. So why was it me then, Dad? Don’t know son, I say to him. Just the way of it, I suppose. How it all falls out. Lovely lad, though. Doesn’t complain. Love him so much… Anyway.


I think it was the first sight of him, though, with his little crutches and all – I think, looking back, that’s what tipped my Janey over. Over the edge, sort of thing. I mean, she wasn’t A1 even before. Always nervy. Delicate little thing. Spent half her own childhood in a bloody hospital. Then there was Freddie, our first. Nine months she carried him – sick as a dog, most days. All for nothing, though. And they say it, don’t they? All about God, and his mysterious ways. Yes well. Don’t go to church any more, not after that. Thing like that, some people they’ll be kneeling down and blessing themselves, blathering on about this faith of theirs being tested to the limits – yeh and all the rest of the Jesus baloney, and praying like the dickens to what they still do seem to believe is the heaven above them. Lighting candles and bawling their bloody eyes out. And others, other sorts – well like me, for instance – they just turn away from the sight of it. No demonstration, none of the fist-waving… just a cold shoulder, sort of style. Yes. And so God now, he can go on working in any kind of ways he bloody well likes, but I’m damned if I’ll be seen to encourage him. And then Janey, seeing our Anthony that way – all lopsided and a brave little face on him – well… couldn’t handle it, see? Turned away from the sight of it. Can hardly blame her: pitiful to watch, it can be. But somebody had to, didn’t they? Deal with it. Somebody had to. So now, well – it’s what I do. I do the shop, yeh – but what I really do is Anthony. It’s hardest in the holidays, when I’ve got him all day. Weren’t for young Paul, I’d be in a bit of a spot. Yes I truly would. And talk of the devil… here he is now, look – bang on time, just like always. That’ll be on account of his Auntie Milly, of course. She’s a wonderful woman, she is. And I do feel mean, sometimes, just slipping him a chew or a stick of liquorice from the penny tray. Piccaninnies and flying saucers he’s partial to as well, so I let him have a couple of those, time to time. But see, if I were to run to a packet of Spangles, or something – tube of Smarties, sort of style… well word gets out at that school, and they’ll all be down on me like a plague of flies. Bad enough as it is. And with Anthony there, well I’d have to, wouldn’t I? Give it out to all of them. And I can’t afford that – just can’t afford to, simple as that. It’s not a question of meanness, it’s a question of money. Those school fees, they don’t ever lower them, do they? Reduce them, bring them down. No they don’t, sir. Most of the people round here, of course – they don’t have that problem because they just won’t put the effort in, my way of seeing it. Happy to send their kids to the ordinary schools. I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with them, the council schools, not saying they’re really bad, or anything… but I do think it’s your duty as a parent to secure for your child the best that’s on offer. That’s it in a nutshell. And it’s difficult. I wouldn’t try telling you it’s easy. But it’s duty. It’s duty. And love, of course. Dedication. Though what I’ve seen of Jim Stammer, I doubt he can be thinking like that. But Milly – it’ll be Milly behind it. Such a nice woman. Handsome woman. Hard worker. He’s a very lucky man, Jim is. To have such a woman as that. Very lucky man. I’ll never forget: she was in the shop, one time – stocking up on her parma violets and getting in some Tizer for Paul, as I recall – and she said to me right out of the blue ‘Just think, Stan – if I’d married you I’d be called Milly Miller. That would be funny, wouldn’t it?’ ‘Oh yes,’ I said to her – and we were both sort of laughing by this time – ‘that would be funny: that would be rich.’ Yes it would. Rich indeed. Odd though, isn’t it? The things you remember, and the things you forget. So anyway I must, you see – I just must give him the very best start in life, the best I can. Except it isn’t the start, of course. Aware of that. His start is buggered. His start is over. But his future, whatever it holds, and for however long… well: got to do my bit, haven’t I? I’m his Dad, aren’t I? Yes I am. So I’ve got to do my… no, not my bit. My utmost – that’s what I’ve got to do.
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