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Chapter 1


Half an hour ago, I returned from Dawson Park Cemetery, which is just off Queen’s Road on the northern boundary of Manchester. It was a disturbing afternoon, and the mood it has created will, I know, linger with me for weeks.


The funeral had been arranged for two o’clock, but I was late. There had been fog and ice on the hills and the drive had taken me almost an hour longer than I had estimated. I arrived as the last prayers were being said.


The grave was in a hollow, where the ground sloped away towards the Medlock. I came round the little chapel, and, hesitating, looked down across the sooty grass and smears of yellow mud to where the minister and the solitary mourner stood together by the mound of earth.


I don’t know why I expected to see more people. If I’d thought about it at all, I would have found it difficult to imagine who else might turn up. But I hadn’t thought about it, and the spectacle of those two dim figures, huddled together in the rain, gave me pause. Now, the prospect of meeting Mr. Hanson – which, since there were no other people among whom I could lose myself, seemed inevitable – alarmed me, and I stepped back out of sight between the buttresses of the chapel.


It was a cold day. The rain touched my face like pin-points. Out there in the open, gusts of wind pulled at the minister’s robes and flapped Mr. Hanson’s raincoat limply like a sodden brown duster. Low grey clouds scudded across the maze of factory chimneys in Clayton beyond the river, and the sense of gloom and desolation which overcame me as I stood there was so powerful that my body ached.


I had come to this funeral almost involuntarily – almost as a reflex, not troubling to consider what the act of coming implied or what memories best left dormant the occasion would revive. If I had pondered the point, I would have been better armed against this subtle pain, perhaps. Indeed, I don’t think I would have gone at all. Two decades had laid down their strata of forgetfulness, and if I had stayed away this afternoon I should have been able to go on forgetting. But there I was, at her funeral, within a mile of the house, looking away over that well-known view, and those old memories came bursting back irresistibly into my mind. Those long forgotten emotions took hold of me again as though it had all happened yesterday. Despite my thirty-odd years, I was literally trembling again with the fervent misery of a boy.


I like to think that as one grows older one develops techniques for keeping one’s feelings more or less under control. This may not be true. It may be, quite simply, that one’s emotions are less powerful, more manageable. But whatever the reason, it seems to me that no normal adult ever feels things so keenly as a child – and to be suddenly subjected, as a man, to such an intensity of childish feeling, was an unnerving experience. These remembered sensations of boyhood came back quite unaltered, filling me with infantile bitterness and depression.


The minister, who had been reading from a card which he held close to his chest, suddenly flung out both arms over the grave. For a second, he remained there, poised tensely. Then, with a perfunctory glance towards the sky, he withdrew his arms, tucked the card away under his robes and put his hands into his trousers pockets. Mr. Hanson raised his head and looked at him. They spoke briefly. Mr. Hanson put his cap on. And then, together, they turned from the grave and came up the hill.


They passed within three yards of me, but neither of them saw me standing there. The minister, his hands still in his pockets, his head to one side, was saying something to Mr. Hanson and nodding gently. The sound of his voice, the words confused by the wind, came to me patchily as they walked by. It was over twenty years since I’d seen Mr. Hanson, and even now I saw him only indistinctly. But I recognised that face at once. Two decades hadn’t changed it much. The long nose, the small chin, that peculiar curve of the forehead . . . But he seemed shorter than I remembered him, slighter. This surprised me, and when they’d passed, I stepped out and looked after them. He was, indeed, an altogether small man, short and thin with sloping narrow shoulders – a figure which contrasted strongly with my memories. At the far corner of the chapel, they parted. The minister hurried inside out of the rain and cold and Mr. Hanson walked on towards the cemetery gates.


With a decided effort, I left the shelter of the chapel, crossed the pathway and walked on to the turf. The ground was spongy with contained moisture, but the grass was somehow so brittle that it crackled under my feet like a carpet of twigs. A stray dog appearing from the forest of gravestones farther down, came trotting to meet me. He circled me twice and went back the way he had come. I found myself contemplating him carefully. I stood still as he sidled round me, and observed his lolling tongue, the dark, matted fur along his spine. I have never cared at all for dogs, and find it difficult to tell one breed from another. They are creatures that mean absolutely nothing to me. And yet, for a full minute, this bedraggled animal occupied all my attention. His arrival seemed significant, and his departure was a distinct disappointment.


The fact was, I realised, that I simply did not want to complete this brief journey to the graveside. The superstitious feeling that the dog’s strange behaviour was an omen, a sign to me not to do so, was in itself a reflection of that reluctance. Of course I did not want to go. I watched the dog slink away among the gravestones, and continued to search for it long after it had vanished, holding on to the thought of it in a silly effort to keep those other thoughts at bay.


But there was the grave, a stride or two from me, and a moment later I was at the edge of it, standing in clay and looking down. Even now, my gaze passed only slowly across the smooth, wet side of the pit. Little rivulets of water ran down from the pile of earth on the other bank and cataracted over the brink. On top of that mound, stuck upright in the hump of clay, there stood a spade. My first glance hardly took it in. But almost at once my eyes returned to it, and the fantastic symbolism of it quite paralysed me for a moment. But then, suddenly angry, I strode round the grave, pulled up the spade and threw it away. I was gasping and shaking, and despite the fierce cold, sweating profusely. Standing with my back to the grave, and with deliberately slow movements, as though by forcing my body to behave calmly I would somehow soothe my mind, I took out my cigarette case and matches and lit a cigarette. Then just as slowly, just as deliberately, I turned and looked down. There the coffin lay, at the bottom of that slimy pit, daubed with mud and under a sheet of rain.


For a long time I stared at it, thinking of her. But gradually I sensed something amiss, something wrong. When I realised what it was, I felt myself start. Once again, I had been surprised by smallness. The coffin seemed minute. It could hardly have been five feet long. My amazement was so profound that, for a second, it overwhelmed all other feeling. How could I have been so mistaken?


And yet the answer was obvious. Twenty-one years ago, I was thirteen, and not very tall at that. One’s childhood memories are always out of proportion, as I had learnt so disquietingly already this afternoon. One always remembers looking up, and the mind rarely has the ability to make adjustments for one’s own growth. But, despite this realisation, the sense of surprise persisted. And as I looked down at that little box, it dawned on me like a revelation that I had not known her at all. Thirteen years in a lifetime is a mere nothing – especially thirteen very immature, introspective years. I had not known her. All those images which had come flooding back into my mind were incomplete – seen through the eyes of a child who understood very little. All those memories were shadows, merely, warped and misshapen by the emotions and inadequate vision of a baby. And all those upsetting sensations, which were so much a part of those memories, they too belonged to another age, another person, almost. I simply did not know her.


For one painful moment, I began bitterly to regret those years of abandonment. If I had stayed there any longer contemplating that coffin, I think I should have gone a little mad with remorse and guilt. But the spell was broken by the arrival of two gravediggers. They came out of the mist like bats, leather capes flapping about their shoulders, and at the sight of them, I turned away and walked back to the path.


Once outside the gates of the cemetery, my mind began to readjust itself. One’s defence mechanisms came to one’s aid. It was true, I told myself, that I had not known her except as a child knows a person. But what difference did that make? If things had taken another course, if I had come as a man to know her, perhaps I would have understood. But understanding is not always forgiveness – and forgiveness there could never have been, for her, or, I feel in my heart, for me.


As I drove past the gates, I looked back briefly through the darkening vapours to where the gravediggers were piling earth on to my mother’s coffin. They worked rhythmically, tossing their heavy spadefuls indifferently into the pit. A light came on in the chapel. It was getting late. Quickly, I drove on, up the hill, under the bridge and away.




Chapter 2


During the early part of August, 1939, we spent a week’s holiday at Anglesey. We had done the same thing every August as far back as I can remember. Reflecting on it now, I realise my parents must have had to struggle to raise the money for this yearly ritual. My father was a clerk in a cotton mill and must have earned next to nothing. But like most English people of our kind, they regarded holidays as one of the foremost essentials of life. They were convinced that it did us good, that it ‘bucked us up’ as my father put it, that it strengthened us for the months of winter ahead. My mother often said that my natural immunity from colds during the winter was due to the holiday I’d had in the summer, and at that time I believed her. All this talk about the good air of Anglesey had its effect on me. I used to breathe it with reverence, consuming as much of it as I could while I had the chance. But in those days, I believed everything my parents ever told me.


In point of fact, I doubt whether a week’s change of air had any physical effect on us at all. I am suspicious that seven days of unusually exhausting activity could be anything but debilitating. Yet, if my parents were so sure it was a good thing, then, I suppose, psychologically at least, it must have been. They both led undeniably humdrum lives – Father for two-thirds of the time in a musty, shadowy office entering invoices, and Mother for almost all the time in a box of a council house with the railway on one hand and a desert of red brick on the other. The change, if nothing else, must have been a blessing – which could be relished again with memories revived by the dozens of box-camera snapshots we always took. As for myself, those weeks at Anglesey were a delight. But this particular one, in 1939, was to be the last happy holiday we three would ever spend together.


At that time – I don’t know whether it is still the same – Anglesey was not popular with holiday-makers. The spot to which we returned every August was a pleasant little bay about five miles south of Amlwch, which itself was only a tiny fishing village, and you could go for days without seeing another soul apart from the farmer who accommodated us, and his wife. Even they were anything but intrusive. This farmer had bought an old railway coach, set it up in one of his fields at the edge of the beach, and used to let it during the summer to visitors such as we.


The fact that my parents chose such a place for their holidays was, I think, significant. The favourite resorts of people living in Manchester were Blackpool and Morecambe, highly-organised holiday towns and extremely populous, where it was impossible to escape from one’s fellow man. The reason for this, no doubt, was that same herd instinct which, if you park your car irrelevantly at an isolated spot on a country lane, inspires the next half-dozen drivers to park alongside you. Most people feel happier, safer in crowds, of course. A crowd generates mood, and when you are in a crowd its mood takes possession of you. Most people can manage to enjoy themselves much more, therefore, if they are surrounded by others hell-bent on doing the same. But my parents, apparently, were different. They chose to holiday at a place where they could be completely alone, and this desire to abstract themselves was a potent sign of the sort of family we were. My parents kept themselves very much to themselves. I never knew either of them to have any outside friends – up to that time, anyway. They never went anywhere unless it was together except on those rare occasions when Father went to what he called ‘the Terriers’. It followed, naturally enough, that this withdrawing attitude rubbed off on me. I am still the same. My boyhood friends were very few indeed, and the absence of other children in no way reduced the pleasure of these holidays for me. A family which keeps itself to itself is usually a close-knit family and to me at that time there was, I’m sure, far more comfort to be drawn from a happy closeness with my parents than I could ever have drawn from a large circle of friends.


With the beach to ourselves, the three of us would spend the mornings bathing and playing games together. In the afternoons, no matter what the weather, we would go for walks along the narrow, high-hedged lanes. On one occasion, I remember, we walked as far as Benllech which must have been a good twelve miles away. We may have been stand-offish, but we were certainly energetic.


The fishing was good thereabouts. At the southern edge of the bay there was the mouth of a little river, over which passed a narrow footbridge bearing the beach path. At the ebb of the tide, you could stand on the bridge and see dozens of fish – rock salmon, flat fish and whiting – trapped down there in two feet of water. It did not need much of either skill or patience to scoop up your supper with a fishing net. Father and I did it most evenings.


You could catch rabbits just as easily. The fields along the beach must have been unsuitable for cultivation since they always seemed to be lying fallow. They were covered with coarse, stubbly grass and surrounded by low dry-stone walls. These fields were infested with rabbits and over the years Father and I had developed quite a technique for hunting them. You chose a field in which rabbits were feeding, crept quietly into it and clapped your hands. Many of the rabbits, flashing their white alarms, would head for burrows, of course. But some you could be sure would take refuge between the loose stones of the walls. If you ran fast enough after them and noted carefully which part of the wall they entered, you could usually expose one, cowering and twitching, just by removing a few pieces of stone. It was rare that we ate rabbit, though, because Father never seemed eager to kill those we trapped. He would pick up the animal by its ears, hold it aloft for a moment and then put it down into the long grass. It was such things which endeared me to my father. He was just what I thought a man ought to be – strong and brave, I used to think, and good fun, but always kind, never cruel to anyone or anything.


Over the years, we grew to know that district almost as well as we knew our own little corner back home in Manchester, and my memories of the place now fuse one into the other. The pattern of those holidays altered so little that I have difficulty in remembering which of the recollections I have date from that week in 1939 and which go back to previous years. But one thing I do remember very clearly indeed from 1939 – a snatch of overheard conversation which troubled me.


There were four bunks in the coach, or ‘caravan’ as we called it, two on either side at one end. I preferred to sleep in one of the topmost, and my parents slept one in each of the two lower bunks. The sleeping-compartment was separated from the rest of the coach by a flimsy curtain. As usual, I had gone to bed earlier than they. I had, I think, slept for a while, but something must have wakened me. I remember lying there in that warm and surprisingly comfortable bunk listening to the sound of the sea and watching the gentle movement of the curtain ruffled by the stream of air from an open window, watching the sliver of light from the oil-lamp in the other compartment come and go through the gap. My parents were talking in there, quietly, little intermittent murmurs to which, for a while, I paid no attention. But then, just as I was on the point of sleep again, their words began to make sense.


‘It terrifies me to think of it,’ Mother was saying. ‘Can’t they do something?’


‘All they can do is fight. There is nothing else.’


‘But a war! I couldn’t stand it!’


Father laughed quietly. ‘Don’t worry. It won’t last long. We’ve messed about enough. We’ll have to get it over – and the quicker the better.’


‘But what about us?’ The unmistakable anxiety in Mother’s voice stirred up uneasiness in me. Not because I had any idea what the war might really mean, but merely because the tone of her voice and the atmosphere of their whole conversation suggested that they themselves were afraid. Their apprehension simply echoed in my own mind.


‘Us? We’ll be like anyone else, Joyce. We’ll be no different.’


‘You’ll be one of the first to go, won’t you?’


‘I suppose so. Some of the lads have gone already. In fact I was lucky to miss going last year.’


‘I wish you’d never joined the Terriers! Why did you? What made you do it?’


‘You know as well as I do. It was another few bob. And there was no talk of war then, was there?’


‘If you weren’t mixed up with them, you probably wouldn’t have to go at all.’


Again that gentle laugh. ‘I’m not all that old! In any case, we’ve got to get it over.’


For a moment, there was silence. And then Mother said something which I remember with absolute clarity. ‘I’m scared. You don’t know how scared I am. A war would be the end of us, Harry – I feel it in my heart.’


I lay there in my bunk and the sound of her voice lingered on in my mind, as it lingers this very moment. Her words distressed me then, but how much more deeply they would have distressed me had I known how truly prophetic they were.


With the war, everything did change, just as Mother had predicted, and that holiday marked almost the end of a way of life I had loved.


That, I suppose, was the reason why subsequent events progressed so tragically. There was too much happiness, too much love, and too few of us to share it. If I’d had brothers and sisters, if I’d been able to discover faults in my parents, or if there had ever been doubts about their affection for me or for each other, what happened later would have meant much less than it did. In a large family, in a family with a more diffuse spirit, each member develops his own independence: he finds his own sources of solace, either within himself or outside the family circle, and this sustains him in family crises. But in our case, our life together was the entirety of life. When that was threatened it was worrying indeed.


There seems to be a stigma attached to being an only child, and no doubt it is true that most children without brothers or sisters lack a very great deal. But the so-called spoiling of a child depends of course on the parents – on their attitude to him. If they treat him as a troublesome baby who must be kept quiet at all costs, then, naturally he goes on being difficult in order to obtain the rewards. Or, on the other hand, if they regard him, since he is all they’ve got, as an object of worship, and lavish sacrifices on him, he will come to believe that the rest of humanity should sacrifice to him also. I do not believe my parents regarded me in either of these ways. Far from treating me as a baby, they seem, in retrospect, to have dealt with me almost as a contemporary. There was only one level of conversation between us – there was no special tone ‘for the child’. Though I realise there were many things which they did not discuss in my presence, though in some matters I was profoundly naïve, I think I was in other ways mature for my age. People, indeed, used to speak of me as an ‘old man’. I understood something of the financial problems at home and had unchildlike views on lots of subjects. We discussed things together. If I wanted something, we would talk it over and if the decision went against me I understood why and did not pine.
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