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What happened


Can I? Can I go on loving the man, now I know that he’s a killer? It’s the hardest thing, this – of all the things he’s done to me, it’s this one, oh God yes, this one is just the very hardest to bear. He denied it, my Jackie – denied it to my face. And I just stood there looking at him, while he went on doing it. Sorry, he said – I’m truly sorry, Mary, but I simply can’t accommodate you on this one, see? On account of I never so much as even touched the geezer, not even so much as laid a finger on him, see? Wasn’t even close to the vicinity in question. So he’s wound up dead now, has he? Old Sammy Punch. Well I’m sorry for that too. But you got to know, Mary, there’s no how at all it could be down to me now, Mary my love – hand on heart: I swear it to you. Are you getting all of this, Mary? Can you hear me?


But you always know, don’t you? When your man, he’s done something bad. It’s the war, you see – it’s the war itself that tells you. After all these years, it gets so you’re expecting a disaster the moment you’re awake – not the things you read about in the newspaper or hear on the wireless, I don’t mean – all the big efforts going on overseas – no, it’s the things round here, the things that touch you. And I smelled it off him – even as his big and beautiful bastard eyes were imploring me to believe in all the love and sweetness that used to hang there behind them … well I just knew it for sure then, didn’t I? My man Jackie, that now he was a killer.


It was Jonathan Leakey who told me, Jonny Midnight, they all call him now – and I used to know why, but all of that, that’s got lost in the dust and ages of the war, the war – I’m telling you, it’s just ripped us all up, and for years and years. Any little bit of knowledge you think you might have had, any certainties – anything at all, really, that once you could depend on – you lose just the lot, bit by bit, like each one of your old photos dropped singly into a bonfire; it happens to you quickly, that’s what’s so frightening. Parts of yourself, they’re just falling away – half of your stuffing, you see it coming out and then you just leave it all behind you.


When I heard the knock, I thought ah, that’ll be Jack, that’ll be my Jackie, then. He’s timed it well for once, I remember thinking, because I’d got a good strong brew of beef tea on the stove, and it was just warming through quite nicely. Bandstand had just finished on the wireless, and I was on the pouffe just by the fireplace, getting some darning done. It’s all I ever seem to be doing, nowadays – mending things. Making do and mending, it’s become a way of life. It’s not like in the old days when he worked for Mr Wisely, but Jackie, he still brings me nylons – I don’t ask him where he gets them from. Jonathan Leakey, he’s always got some stuff about him too – tinned loganberries it is tonight. And a nice piece of tongue. Well you can’t say no – well can you? They’re like gold, these things: ordinary people, they just can’t get hold of them for love nor money. Not in the normal way.


So Jonny, he says to me Listen to me now, Mary – I’ve got to tell you, fill you in on how it was. It’s not I mean to hurt you nor nothing, sweet Mary – you know that – but you just got to understand how it happened – the truth of the thing, Mary: that’s what you just got to know, now. Because all the wrong word’ll get back to you, elsewise – they’ll be saying it’s Jonny Midnight, this, got his stamp on it, this has: who am I kidding? They’re saying it now. But they’re wrong and you know it – you know it deep down, you know you do, Mary. If I were behind it, if it were anything to do with me, not a soul would even be aware it had occurred. You do know that, don’t you Mary? It’s not how I work. It’s messy, this – it’s a bad affair, and it ain’t over yet, not by a long way. They won’t just let it end, not them, you can stake your all on that. What it was, Mary – Jackie, he got panicked, he got clumsy: I watched him, and he just gone wild. Any of that, you don’t want to let it happen to you, but Jackie, well – don’t have to tell you, do I Mary my sweet? Ay? You know him well as I do. Better, some respects, I’m not denying. And it was him, it was him all right. How do I know? How come I’m this sure about it? Because it was him what told me, Mary – it was him what give it all to me. And I’ll tell you now just what he said. Are you listening to me, Mary? Are you? Pour you a drop of beef tea or something, can I? No? Sure? All right. Well look, then – here’s how it went, this is what he told me: his own sweet words.


I were blazing, Jonny – that’s what he said to me, Mary, after me and the rest of us caught up with him, finally. Tell you – led us a right old chase, your Jackie did. He were real determined – you saw it in his eyes. He was going to get him, Sammy Punch, even if he was to drop down dead in the doing of it. Me and the lads – I’m telling you, Mary, we hadn’t been in the motor, we never could’ve kept up, would’ve lost sight of him for sure. Nearly killed ourselves, we did, with the bleeding blackout, and all. So when it’s all over and I go up to him – well, he were just standing there, not shaking nor nothing – not even out of breath, he was, which I could barely bleeding credit, you want the truth of it, Mary – the running he done. It all came down on him later, all of that did – his heart, then, it were thudding in him like a, I don’t know – it were thudding in him hard, that’s all I can say. Wheezing like a bellows, he were, both his legs gone right from under him. But when I first got there, he were right easy, you know? Calm as you like. Like it never happened, sort of style. And then he looks at me and, well – you know his eyes, you know how he can do it. I were blazing, he says to me – blazing, Jonny: you hear me? You hear what I’m saying to you, Jonny? Yeh yeh, I says to him – I hear you, Jackie: I can hear you. So look, you want to tell me what’s been going on, then?


Well listen, Jonny, he says – you have to know I didn’t want any little part of this. It wasn’t my plan, this – you know me, Jonny, I don’t go looking for trouble, do I? Ay? But he, well … bloody Sammy Punch, he just forced me into it. You know the warnings I given him. I’ve bent over backwards for that one, I have, tried everything I could to, well – accommodate him, but no. So down the Rose & Crown, I lays it all out for him. It were quiet in there tonight. Gordon Tallyman holding up the bar and knocking them back, moaning on about his Amelia, like what he always do. There was a nice old fug going on, but I don’t reckon the chimney can be right because the smoke there, it’d blind you – had to move off. Dawny behind the bar, showing off all she got – I sometimes get to thinking I could go a tumble with that one (and you don’t have to go telling Mary all about it). Old Mr Prince in his camel coat and his ruby cufflinks chucking darts at the board, all on his tod. One or two others. Didn’t see Squibbs, though. He weren’t in. So anyway: Look Sammy, I says, we’re not in this for the fun of it, are we? Ay? Not any one of us. Earning a crust at a difficult time, that’s all we’re doing. Best way we know how. Ay? And he nods, he nods at me, Sammy, and he don’t look too happy. I light up a fag and chuck him over the packet. You wanted the documentation, I says to him, and I gave you the documentation. You want out your call-up, I sees to it that you get it, don’t I? And he starts doing all of these faces like he’s a bleeding woman, or something – he’s waving his hands at me to sort of shut me up, I suppose – but I told him, I said to him listen to me Sammy my son, we’re in the Rose & Crown, remember? It ain’t Scotland Yard, is it? Ay? Everyone’s got a number going on in here, and none of them’s flapping their ears at your little slice of bother, now are they Sammy? Ay? You want to get a grip, you do. So listen – we made a deal, didn’t we, the two of us? Fair and square. Eighty quid we said, didn’t we Sammy? You was pretty bloody pleased at the time, and well you might be. Eighty quid to save you being shot to bits in bleeding Africa, or somewhere? Cheap, ain’t it? Ay? Dirt cheap, I call it. And he says yeh, Jackie – I know that, I know that, it’s just you got to give me a little more time. Time? I says. You want more time? I’ve give you time – I’ve give you a lot more time than what you deserve, you cheeky scamp. And what if I’d said that to you? Ay? What if, when you come to me begging for the doctor’s bleeding certificate – and you was, if you remember Sammy, you was begging, begging me you was, practically down on your knees at me, is what you was. No don’t interrupt – you’ve had your say, I’ve heard you Sammy, I’m up to here with all you got to say – and it all of it comes down to one big nothing. So when you come to me – what I say? Ay? You recall, do you? I said yeh OK, Sammy – see what I can do. And then you said yeh but it’s got to be real quick, see Jackie, because I’m up before them come Tuesday. And I said blimey, that is quick – but OK Sammy, seeing as how it’s you, I’ll do all I can to accommodate you. My words exactly. And then we agreed on sixty – you do recall all of this, do you Sammy? – plus another twenty on the top of it for getting it through that fast. Come back to you now, do it? The detail? And I done it, didn’t I Sammy? Went as sweet as you like. And now you’re in Civvy Street official like, and I’m out of pocket. Aren’t I? Ay? And whichever way you look at it, Sammy, that just ain’t right. I got people to see to, Sammy – and that’s why you got to see to me. Now – I mean right now, Sammy, or else I will do you harm. You will definitely be the subject of harm if you don’t pay me now. I hope I’m clear. I do hope you’re clear about that. And he starts going quivery – his face, it looks like it’s melting or something, and he’s shaking now, he’s shaking – his glass, it clatters his teeth when he’s trying to get the Scotch down him. But Jackie, he says – I give you thirty, didn’t I? Didn’t I Jackie? And I say yeh Sammy, you did: you did give me thirty. Now I don’t know what sort of a school you went to, my son, but where I come from, thirty – it ain’t eighty, is it? You see what I mean? You see what I’m driving at here, do you Sammy? You do see where all of this is taking us? I’m getting upset with you, Sammy: you’re really upsetting me now.


And that’s when he done it. He just kicks back his chair, and he’s out of the pub like a bloody greased whippet. And I’m up and I’ve cracked into this pair of old biddies by the door and one of them’s got her gin and orange all slopped over and down her coat and she’s calling out at me like she’s some sort of a parrot or something and she’s clawing at me too but I shove her right away and I barge straight through the other one as well and I’m slashing at that bleeding black curtain they got at the door and I’m out of there like a bloody flash, I can tell you that, because I’m blazing now and I’m pounding down the road and then I’m after him. I knew it straight off that he were heading for the railway – you could hear those boots of his clattering a mile off, and he was panicked now too because it were just the very tips of them, the tips of his boots, they just were hitting lightly – he must have been spilling along like an angled blade, one of them for throwing, like he was trying to fly, or something. These blackouts – well, you know it Jonny, don’t you? Your nerves, they’re always on edge and you get to sense things like a bleeding wild animal – you’re just alive and aware of the whiff of something before it’s even going off. But anyways, he had to be making for the railway, didn’t he really? Not on account of the trains, nah – I don’t think he had it in his head, our Sammy, that he could actually go getting on a train to somewhere, no – not that time of night, he wasn’t. But where else was he going to be headed? Ay? Down past the Co-op and the terraces and then the dirty little park there what’s leading nowhere at all? No. I don’t think so. Even given the state of him, he weren’t going to be that daft, were he? And all this calculation, all this what I were thinking, it were drumming in my head, see, while all the time I were haring down that pitch-black bloody street, and my eyes, they always open up so wide when I’m on the hunt, when I’m on the chase – they get so hard and cold – and it ain’t because I can even see a single bloody thing in front of me, no – it’s that it always makes my ears prick up, it makes me hear things better, like I got an aerial or something. And maybe as I just tore along there, maybe I were getting the echo of those boots of his, the tips just touching, or the heels slamming down like crunch on to the cobbles if he were swerving hard into a corner, maybe, or if he ran slap bang into a pillar box or something – could have maybe winded him. And then I hear this Hoy! going up – some old geezer, could well have been, and he sounds like he been knocked for six – and Hoy! he’s going – hoy you, I’m hearing now – and so I concentrate real hard on that like a dog what’s got the scent of it, and I’m really – I’m telling you – I’m blazing now, Jonny, because I know I’m within a grasp of him, I even get to thinking I can hear his breathing – hard, and then him panting like a clapped-out old horse what’s heaving up a deadweight. I’m near to the tracks now, just by the steps there to the side of the platform, and I know by the speed and the distance I been going and going I should be down on my knees and hacking up my guts – but I’m not feeling like that, no, I’m not feeling nothing, nothing at all – I just go on winging like a bullet and all I know is, the only thing in my head is I’m going to get the bastard. Then I’m stopped dead and I’m blind and shattered. There’s this jarring all down one shoulder – I just went careering into into some damn bloody hard great metal sort of a thing, and it’s twanging in the air with the power I just was ramming into it, and I couldn’t even now begin to tell you what it were – the blackness down by the railway, I’m telling you, it’s total, just total. And I’m staggered, I’m reeling – the pain of it now, it makes me want to retch, but I don’t go down – I’m spinning around like I’m drunk or something, but I don’t go down – and then I’m just crouching low and I try to quieten down my breathing, and I just go on crouching there and rubbing down slowly the bleeding shoulder, and the cold and the silence then, it just wraps itself around me and it’s like I don’t know where I am and I’m really all alone, and then something inside of me, could even have been my bleeding soul, I feels it kicking up, like just before it could have shut down on me. And still there’s all this silence, and I’m nearly sobbing with disappointment because I’ve lost the bastard, he’s gone: the bastard, he’s got away from me.


And then I hear it. Just this one sort of plocking sort of sound – like mud in a puddle sort of sound, and not too far away. And all the blood inside me, it races up and I feel it’s kind of bursting into my head and it sounds a bit crazy but it makes me feel as if it’s like a sort of beacon now, and everything, look – it’s suddenly got lighter. Still I don’t move, though – I got to get a bearing, see – I just got to be sure, because if I go careering off now in just slightly the wrong direction, then he’s gone, then he’s really gone, and then I’ve truly had it. I’m straining, I’m really straining hard now – not to breathe, to keep my feet quite still, even though my haunches now, they’re near to breaking beneath me, I been skulking down here for that bleeding long. My shoulder, well – it’s like it’s someone else’s shoulder, this great big numb thing, and killing me, it is, hung like a hundredweight all down the side, there. Then I hear just the breath of a breeze – or was it the bastard sighing? Weeping, maybe – I wouldn’t put it past him. But still I’m going nowhere – still I got to will myself somehow to keep on crouching down there, like a statue what inside just needs to be screaming. And then I’m thinking I heard it again – just the slightest little hiss, you’d never even be aware, not if you weren’t after it. And no – I don’t think at all, not for one moment, that it could be a cat, because that little sound, that barely there little whisper in the dark, still I smelt the fear off of it, so there’s no doubt in my mind: the bastard is close.


Then I got it. A tsk – no more, just that, just the ever so slight deepening of that first bit of hissing, and so then I got it. I’m up like lightning, and none of my body is really going for it at all but I say to hell with all that and I’m completely blowing away all of this silence because now it’s down to speed, see – that’s my only chance now if he’s not going to get to them tracks and way across into them trees and then that’s the end of him. It’s my wide and blind eyes what are guiding me now, and I’m skittering around that corner and then suddenly yes! Yes yes! There! I hear him whimpering, and I can even feel the flap of the wind off of his coat and he’s nearly half-falling down the staircase there and I’m thundering down and after him like a mad and hungry hound now and he’s crying out quite openly, and his footsteps are all unsteady and I hear him go down and now he’s got to be scrabbling on the ground and I go slamming right into the bastard before I even know that he’s grovelling down there around the floor and his arms go up and he’s going Oh please Jackie – for the love of God, Jackie – please please oh Jesus please Jackie don’t do this to me – we’re friends, ain’t we? Mates, Jackie – we’re mates, God sake – oh Christ please, Jackie – I’m begging you – please please please, Jackie – anything, I’ll do anything you say, Jackie, but oh please God don’t! Don’t! And I’m kneeling on his chest and he’s wheezing badly and I roar into the dark where his face has got to be that he’s now got to shut his bloody mouth right this bloody minute and just give me, give me the fucking fifty quid! And he’s babbling and I hit his face and it’s all wet with his dribble and his bloody tears and I hit his face and he’s not talking no words at me no more and I’m really just raving at him now to just give me give me give me the fucking fifty quid. And I don’t really know that I’m beating his bloody head against the ground until I suddenly stop doing it and he’s all gone quiet and there’s sort of a gurgling from out of his throat, and the wet on his face, it’s all coming out warm. Well he had it coming, didn’t he? Why didn’t he just give me the fifty fucking quid? So I’m rifling through his pockets now, aren’t I? And all I’m thinking is I didn’t bloody half destroy myself running after this bastard just in order to be having a late-night chat, and that I wish I could bloody see something, because I’m heaving all of this junk from out of his jacket and his wallet’s a bloody waste of time with just bits of pasteboard – tickets to somewhere he won’t be going – and then more shiny bits, could be pictures of the bastard’s loved ones: who’s to say, and who’s to bloody care? And then I get the crinkle, then my fingers is ruffling through paper of the right sort – quite a fair wad if I’m any judge, and I’m having it – I’m having it, mate, and no mistake.


Yeh. Well that’s when you and the rest of them turned up, weren’t it Jonny? Put the fear of God into me, you lot did, all coming down the stairs in a rush, like that. Thought it were the rozzers. Now I know I can trust you, Jonny – not a word, ay? Not to anyone. And I mean anyone, Jonny. All right?


‘Someone’s got to find out some time, haven’t they Jackie?’


‘Why? Don’t see why. This war – people’s getting it all the time. Anyway – Sammy, he’ll likely just wake up with a sore head in the morning, ay? Chalk it up, likely as not.’


‘Who you kidding, Jackie boy? Ay? Look at him.’


‘Can’t, can I? Can’t see a bloody thing. I only know it’s you in front of me, Jonny, on account of your voice.’


‘Yeh well – you don’t have to look at him. You just know it. I met it before, see? You just know it.’


‘So what’s the difference? Who bloody cares?’


‘You’re shaking, Jackie. Voice gone funny.’


‘Nothing wrong with my voice. Hurt my bleeding shoulder, that’s all. Not shaking. Here – you got a torch?’


‘What you want a torch for? Close-up of your handiwork?’


‘Don’t be clever, Jonny. You got a torch or not?’


‘Yeh I have, matter of fact. Here you are, Jackie.’


‘Right. Give it me. See what we got here. Christ. You see! Stupid bastard – he had it all the time. Seventy-five nicker, he got here – stupid bastard. He only were into me for fifty. We could’ve saved all this. All he had to do was accommodate me. Stupid bastard.’


‘So how come you’re pocketing the lot then, Jackie?’


‘Ay? Well I reckon I earned the extra pony, didn’t I? All the grief he put me through.’


‘Firm, they might not see it like that.’


‘Yeh? Well the firm can go and do the other thing then, can’t they?’


‘Don’t do to meddle with them, Jackie. It’ll be their money. They’re going to be after you for this. And they’re bigger than what you are. They won’t let it lie – you know that. I hope you know that, Jackie.’


‘Yeh well. Twenty-five quid – ain’t going to hurt them, is it? Look – I don’t want to hang around here no more. Any room in that motor of yours?’


‘Where you want to go?’


‘Anywhere. Out of here, that’s all. And remember now Jonny – you don’t say none of this to no one. Clear?’


‘Get in the car, Jackie. Just get in the car, ay? You want a fag?’


‘Christ yeh,’ he says to me. ‘Oh yeh by Christ I do.’


*


Mary had just been getting on with her darning. She had not so much as glanced at Jonathan Leakey, not even once as he told her all of this. There was the shortest of silences – just the ticking of the clock – as Jonny now shifted in his chair and idly looked about him. He touched each side of his thin black moustache.


‘So anyway, like I says to you Mary – that’s how it gone. Sorry to be the bearer. But listen – why you go on living this way, ay? You don’t mind my asking. I mean I ain’t being, you know … what I mean to say is I don’t want to go running you down nor nothing – not you, Mary, no never – and I mean you make the best of it, I’m not saying that – it’s all very cosy and that, very sort of homely – but, well, not much of a room is it? When all’s said and done.’


Now she was looking at him.


‘It suits us. We like it here. What’s wrong with it anyway? We can’t all be living like you do, Jonny. And some of us, we maybe don’t any more want to. That last place we had, Mr Wisely’s place, well – it just didn’t suit.’


‘But it’s still “us”, then, is it? After all what I told you?’


‘I’ve only got your word.’


‘Come off it, Mary love. You know I put you straight. Else you’d never have heard me out. Shown me the door. You want a fag?’


‘No thanks. And what’s wrong with this room anyway, Jonny? I can’t see anything wrong with it.’


‘Mind if I do? Ta. Senior Service. Like hen’s teeth, just lately. Lucky I know a bloke. But no – you’re getting me all wrong, Mary love. I mean – you done good with what you got, I’m not saying … but I mean – what I mean is – you don’t have to want for anything, you don’t. Not ever. What I mean is, before your Jackie went and blotted his copybook, naughty boy, you must have got a fair little taste of the finer things in life, is all I’m saying. Well – I’d give you anything, Mary. You know that.’


And now she was looking at him hard.


‘You mean if I were to play my cards right?’


‘Oh come on, Mary love – give a man the benefit! All I’m doing is being nice here, aren’t I? Ay? No sense in you getting all like that. Also, you got the kid to think of, haven’t you? Little Jeremy, ain’t it? Doing all right, is he? Sort him out a good billet, did you? If not, you only got to say.’


‘Haven’t you got somewhere to go to, Jonny? People to see?’


Jonny snapped on a humourless smile and opened wide his eyes, while conceding the round. His finger and thumb probed the tip of his tongue for an atom of tobacco.


‘Yeh yeh – OK, Mary. Point taken. Never let it be said. No offence, I hope? Right then, I’ll be off. Leave you the packet, will I? Jackie, he might be in need of them.’


Mary set aside her darning and shrugged her indifference.


‘I’ll see you to the door.’


‘I wasn’t waiting for no thanks, but I was neither expecting to be chucked out into the night.’


‘Oh Jonny – who’s chucking? You’re a big boy now. You’re not afraid of the dark.’


‘You’re a real little peach, you are. You know that? When you give us a little smile like that, it fair lights up the whole of London. No blackout when you’re around, gel.’


‘Goodbye, Jonny. And … I am grateful … I think.’


‘Yeh well. Just bear it in mind though, ay Mary love? Anything you ever want, anything I can ever give you – you just get in touch, ay? Night or day. Jonny Midnight, he won’t never let you down. You got my word.’


Mary shut her eyes as she nodded him away, and softly closed the door behind him. Then she let her forehead touch the dark varnished jamb as her lips became hard and drew away from her teeth and formed into the rictus of sadness and deep-down unease that she had held back for ever; and her stomach was aching as the sobbing began.


And later, when Jackie came home for his tea, it was almost as if she had dreamed the nightmare. Jackie – he was just so like Jackie in every single way that Mary became dizzy, and doubted her senses. She watched him as he took off his boots and set them close to the fire and then folded back the hearthrug, the way he always did. He liked the feel of the lino beneath his stockinged feet. She placed the tray on the three-legged table beside him and watched him still as he set to frowning, and roving around the plate with the prongs of a wary fork.


‘What is it?’


‘Fritters.’


‘Don’t look like fritters …’


‘Well it is. Corn beef. Don’t turn your nose up.’


‘Not. Only asking.’


‘Well it’s fritters.’


‘Yeh, you said. You not having any?’


‘I’ve had. Where’ve you been, Jackie?’


‘Me? Been? What – today, you mean? Oh – here and there. Here and there. What’ve you been up to, Mary my love?’


‘Oh. Nothing much. Bit of darning. Jonathan Leakey – he came over earlier. Told me some things.’


And still there was nothing. He went on shovelling the fritters into his mouth, and chewing them hard: no movement at all at the back of his eyes.


‘Oh yeh? Jonathan Leakey, is it now? Don’t we call him Jonny Midnight no more, then? He too posh for all that lark, is he?’


‘Did you hear me, Jackie? I said he told me some things.’


‘Yeh, I heard. What sort of things?’


Mary crouched down beside him. She was stirring his tea.


‘Bad things, Jackie. Very bad things. And you know what they are, don’t you?’


‘Me? I don’t. I don’t know what you’re on about, girl. What – old Jonny’s been a bit naughty, has he? Not the first time.’


‘Not Jonny – you, Jackie. God sake stop playing about.’


And then he turned to her, and his eyes were beseeching.


‘Look now, Mary love. Look at me. I don’t know how many ways I can rightly say this to you, but listen to me – all right? I don’t know nothing. I ain’t done nothing bad. And if I had I’d tell you, wouldn’t I? Ay? I’d tell you, wouldn’t I, Mary love? How could I keep it from you?’


Mary shook her head in near despair. ‘Sammy Punch …’ is all she said.


‘Sammy Punch? What about him? Ain’t seen him around for a bit, now you come to mention. He owes me a few bob, he does. Ought to look him up.’


Mary just stared at him.


‘Jackie. Please. Stop. He’s dead – you know he’s dead. You did it! I still can’t believe you could do such a thing … !’


Jackie laid down his fork, and gripped her by the arms. The look on his face was urgent, now, and she felt its intensity.


‘You’re having me on. Sammy Punch – dead? And what – you think I did it? You’re out of your mind. Where’d it happen, then? When was all this?’


Mary wrenched herself away from him and wept in frustration, dashing away the tears with tight-clenched knuckles and a bewildered anger.


‘Oh Jackie stop doing this to me! You know where it happened! Down by the railway. You did it! You did it!’


Jackie’s eyes had narrowed into near-invisibility.


‘Jonny said that about me, then he’s a bloody liar and I’ll have him for it, I can bloody tell you that much. Now you listen to me. I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry, Mary, but I simply can’t accommodate you on this one, see? On account of I never so much as even touched the geezer, not even so much as laid a finger on him, see? Wasn’t even close to the vicinity in question. So he’s wound up dead now, has he? Old Sammy Punch. Well I’m sorry for that too. But you got to know, Mary, there’s no how at all it could be down to me now, Mary my love – hand on heart: I swear it to you. Are you getting all this, Mary? Can you hear me?’


And she just stood there looking at him, while he went on doing it.


*


He stayed in all evening. Mary had expected – no, she was just positive that the minute he had finished up his big dish of loganberries (she had put on some Carnation, because even now if she was to do a thing, then she liked to do it nicely) Jackie would be up and wrapping one of his mufflers around him, and after the well-meant and customary cheek-peck, he would take himself off (to the Rose & Crown, is where he always said he was going, but God alone knew where it was he got to really; Mary didn’t care for pubs, and anyway would never have dreamed of checking up on him, because all she wanted to know these days was less and less and less and never, please God, any single new thing – not that that seemed possible, now). But no. She was wrong. He was going to stay in. And even this, it shook her quite badly because, well look – she did, didn’t she? Know this man of hers inside out? Know what he’d do in a given situation, and what he’d run a mile from? Divine when he was lying, and be sure when he was not?


Jackie was giving the fire a poke, and now he folded the Evening News quite tightly into quarters, settled down into his armchair and was sucking on a pencil. This means then, thought Mary, that he is going to do the simple crossword – which means in turn that she’d be given little peace to think things out. ‘Wild cat,’ he’d be going. ‘Four letters. Any ideas have you, Mary?’ And from only the outskirts of where she had yearned to disappear, she’d sigh and say ‘lion’. No, he’d say – sorry not to be able to accommodate you, but it can’t end in no N, I’m afraid. Puma, she’d utter, but of course it would be no: can’t be puma, girl. Any more ideas then, Mary? Lynx, she’d practically moan, and wonder out loud why he even attempted them, these things, if all he did was ask her for the answers. And then he’d chuckle like a much much older person, as he always did: helps to pass the time, doesn’t it Mary, my love? Helps to pass the time.


‘Capital city,’ he called out now. ‘Six letters. Any ideas have you, Mary?’


And he watched her as she went on darning by the light of a dark wood Tudor galleon in full-blown parchment sail, its little red and blue flags aflutter – heard her as she suggested to him London, went on regarding her more and more closely as he slowly shook his head by way of return and muttered mm, well, yes it could be London, I suppose, but I don’t think it can start with an L, you know. And I wonder what she’s thinking now? Not about my crossword, that’s for bleeding sure. Well about what she was saying to me earlier, of course – what else can I imagine she’d be thinking? Hasn’t gone and slipped her mind, now, has it? No – you can tell it hasn’t, for all her trying to look all normal, like what she is. She’s a grand-looking woman, though, Mary, you know – everybody thinks so. I know that bloody Jonny Midnight do, for starters – Jesus, sometimes the way he goes looking at her, it makes me want to deck him on the spot; don’t, though – never do. Various reasons. But I’m telling you, she looks no different now from the day I first set eyes on her. Must have been near Christmas time, that dance affair up the Lyceum – ’34 maybe, ’35 it could have been. Can’t be more recent, I shouldn’t have said. And she were only twenty, you know – looked a lot younger even then. Loveliest mum around, she was, when little Jeremy come along. She had her hair – and it’s all coppery, her hair, lovely hair, got a real glow to it – yeh, she had her hair kind of rolled under at the back, sort of style; there’s a name for it, that hairdo, but I’m blowed if I know it. Slim, she was – just the way she is now – and them deep green eyes of hers … I tell you, she’s a smasher. She’s got her legs tucked up beside her on the chair, look, the way she always do of an evening. Reckon when I’m not around she has the wireless on, likely as not, but she knows I never care for it. Never did go for the music she likes – boogie-woogie sort of music, I suppose is what it is: too jazzy for me – and all them comedy programmes everyone’s always on about, all these cheeky chappies – well, leave me cold, you want the truth. More laughs at a funeral, you ask me. And as for the news, well forget it. There ain’t any real news unless it’s round here: that’s what news is, whatever’s going off around here. What do I care about Japan and the bloody African desert and all the rest of the bloody show, ay? Mugs getting shot at – more fool they. They wanted to be a little bit lively like what I was, didn’t they? There’s always ways of doing things, getting things done – you just got to find the bloke what’ll do it for you, that’s all. And at the time I were one of them: I made things happen.


But look at her – just take a look at her, will you? Pretty as a picture, she is, and darning away, darning away. I asked her one time how come she’s always darning – how come she’s always got darning to do: why do we make so many bleeding holes? She just smiled – smiled the way she do. Yeh. But she weren’t smiling tonight though, were she? Well upset, she were – and who can blame her? She reckons I’m a killer, and that’s not good. Well is it? Not by any stretch. It ain’t good at all. And anyway – if anyone’s the killer … well – not called Bloody Mary for nothing now, is she? Ay? Yeh well. She got a way of forgetting all of that side of things, when it suits her. Yeh well – leave it alone: I ain’t knocking it.


But so far as this evening’s going, well, like I say – reckoned I’d stop in, give her a little bit of a treat. Maybe tomorrow I can pick her up half pound of Roses – she likes her bit of chocolate – put a little smile back on to her face. Eddie’s always good on the confectionery side of things, and he owes me a couple. So yeh – thought I wouldn’t seek out bloody Jonny Midnight, ask him man to man what in hell he thinks his game is. No – leave it a bit, I thought, and think of the lady for once in your life. Because I’m stupid, me, where women is concerned. And yeh, there’s some I know what’d just say I’m stupid, and there’s an end on it – but they wouldn’t be right about that. Man can’t be stupid if he wants to get on, not if he wants to survive, he can’t. That’s true any time, we all know that – but when there’s a war on, well – the stupid ones, it’s them is always the first to go. True, ain’t it? Them’s the ones what’s going to end up dead. Yeh. Well not me, matey. Not me, my son. God’ll have to wait – I’m really very sorry but I just can’t accommodate him, not for a good while yet. I’m looking out for myself, you can bet on that. Got to, now. But I’ll be all right. You won’t catch me being no mug – not like bleeding Sammy Punch, winding up dead, the silly bleeding sod. No – I ain’t stupid, and I ain’t going to die, neither. Leave all that to the mugs, will we? Yeh – think so. But when it comes to the women – yeh, this is what I were on about – well when it all comes down to the women, then it’s something else again, way I reckon it. That’s something else altogether, that is. I just like to see them happy, that’s all. Put a little smile on their faces. Not a sin, is it? Because when you got a pretty girl what’s all happy and smiling, well – we’re all going to get the benefit, ain’t we? Stands to reason. So yeh – I’ll just stop here for the evening, go on smoking these Senior Service (Jonny’s, I suppose they got to be) and try and make a cosy little night of it. Try maybe to put a smile back on to that little face of hers – where can be the harm? But listen – just look at her, will you? Like I say – pretty as a picture, darning away, darning away, and thinking her thoughts. Whatever they be. I wonder if I rustle the paper around, she might look up at me and then I can put on that funny old grin of mine and then well who knows? She might even go giving me a smile.


‘Berlin,’ she said – but she didn’t look up.


‘Come again, love?’


‘The capital city. Berlin, it could be.’


‘Oh yeh – forgot about that. Yeh, love, yeh – I think you hit the nail on the head. I reckon you got it. Blimey – not very patriotic, is it? Ay? Sticking Berlin in the bleeding crossword.’


And then she did: she smiled, God bless her.


And she closed her eyes as she did it, hoping that the gesture – and she knew that he longed for it – would allay for now his doubt and suspicion (might even begin to blunt her own vibrant certainty). How on earth can it be that this damn big man of mine, sinner that he is, is still and also so helpless a child? I really did think, when Jeremy was born – I really did believe, you know, that Jackie, he’d leave it all behind him. I said to him – I said to him at the time, I remember it clearly: now you listen to me, Jackie … are you listening? Are you? Well look – now I’ve got a proper baby to take care of, haven’t I? Someone who really needs me. So there’ll be no time to be pandering to you. Which – I know this now – no man wants to hear. And so I suppose he just didn’t. Hear it. Despite all his noddings and assurance, he simply refused to listen. Because he can do that, you know – Jackie, he can do that with ease: deny the very reality that stares him in the face. I think, though, at the time, I only half meant it: he’d always be cosseted wouldn’t he, really? Because I loved him then with a passion so strong it makes me embarrassed to think it. And then I was truly a mother – it wasn’t a bit like all the silly dreams that untried girls are fed about it; promises and lies, that’s all you ever get. And then later, of course, another sort of distortion from the old and beaten, the wives and mothers who are either mad-eyed and reeling with all that life has done to them, or else just slump there, round-backed and worn out and broken, each of them sucked quite dry and hollow-eyed, malevolently silent or else eagerly poisoning a young girl’s mind with such terrible warnings of a permanent death, long before your demise, that stays within you and lasts for ever.


I enjoyed the whole of it, the time I was carrying Jeremy. It seems now sometimes that before the war, there was really very little that I didn’t enjoy, one way or another. Everyone was always so kind to me – asking me when it was due, telling me how healthy I was looking. And I felt it too – I felt so free and proud and so very womanly, now that I was pregnant. I never let on I wasn’t married, of course: that would’ve taken the bloom off right away. But striding along the lit-up streets (oh my goodness: the lit-up streets!) and buying all the lovely things in shops that were crammed to bursting – if you didn’t meet others who remembered it too, you’d think that you’d dreamt it all up. Even Jackie, in those days, he was always so terribly caring – before he went off it, of course. He went from constantly asking me if I was sure I was as right as ninepence, and could he now maybe fetch me something, help me in any way … ? Yes well, quite rapidly he stopped all that and then all I heard was ‘What about me?’ and ‘I do still exist you know, Mary: I ain’t become invisible … or maybe you forgot.’ I thought it was a phase, but it wasn’t. He’s better now, though, in that respect: since we sent Jeremy away. For his own good. I do hope it is – people say it is, it’s what they’re always saying, you keep on hearing it on the wireless … but then some mothers round here – there’s Mrs Hobbs for one, and Sally in the greengrocers – they brought their kiddies back home. Said they’d risk all of Hitler’s bombs just so’s they could be a family again. I put it to Jackie – I’d made him a really nice fry-up with some Spam I’d been saving and two whole eggs that I’d somehow scrounged up, and there was a rhubarb crumble for afters. I said to him, listen now Jackie, what do you think? Maybe he shouldn’t, Jeremy, be out in the country, stuck out there with strangers, not any more. But Jackie, he wouldn’t even hear of it – said I was being selfish, and that made me cry. Then he tries to make me feel better and says that we’re all right, we are – just us, snug as two bugs in a rug. It gets so you don’t know what to do for the best: what can be right, and what is wrong. I used to miss him so very desperately, my sweet little boy. I cried and cried the first night he was gone, and I barely slept for the rest of the month. Now, so much time has gone by … and sometimes, you know, a day will pass and I fail to think of him at all. How can it be possible?


And just how I can be thinking all of this … I just can’t understand it, quite frankly. Here I am, darning away – and there’s him, over in his chair with his fags and his crossword … The killer now is maybe struggling to nail down the name of an imperial measure, rack his brains for the five-letter breed of domestic pet – wondering, he could be (before he ups and asks me), who in blue blazes could be expected to know what the bleeding capital of Canada might be. Still and all, though, he looks so very handsome, my Jackie. Like he always did.


I’ll never forget the day I first met him – and not just for the reason, I don’t think – no, I’m sure not – it’s not just because for so long after I always used to read and read and read what I’d said about him in my diary (August 16th 1936 – I don’t have to look it up). Always, you know – I’ve always kept a diary, since I was a little girl and I was given one for Christmas, and I’m really very glad to have got into the habit. You forget things, otherwise – even some things that you’re sure at the time will be with you for ever, you can forget them too, or else you remember them wrongly. And sometimes even now, you know, I can look back on an entry I made when I was just, oh – couldn’t have been twenty, not much more – and I’m reading the excitement I felt about an incident that to me now, well – has completely vanished. Without the plain and stark evidence of my very own hand, I’d swear it had never occurred. Not the day I met Jackie, of course – that’ll travel with me wherever I go. Whatever may happen to us now.


It was the hottest summer day, when all you long for is a cooling fountain to bathe your feet, an ice-cream cone and the humming of bees as you stretch yourself out on a new-mown lawn and breathe deep inside you the scent of its freshness. Well there was none of all that, but my goodness it was a scorcher, though. I’d just had my hair cut the shortest it had been, and Sheila, who did it, she put on a much lighter rinse than I’d ever have now. I’ll never forget – 11/9 she charged me, and she told me it was cheap; I wasn’t too sure about it, to be completely truthful. Anyway, I was in the little park – not the main park, but the little one just up the road – and it was my afternoon off from the laundry (the hardest work I’ve ever done, that was – if I hadn’t been so young, it truly might’ve killed me). There was this little boy – I can even remember these little knickerbockers he was wearing – and he was sailing a toy boat that he’d maybe put together for himself – it looked to be no more than a hull made out of a cigar box, a bit of a mast of some sort, leaning – might have been a knitting needle, now that I think of it – and for a sail there was a gentleman’s handkerchief that had seen better days. It’s not much of a pond, the one in the little park – hardly more than a bit of a ditch – but he did get so very upset, this little lad, when his boat, it got all snagged up in the reeds to the side, and there was I on my hands and knees trying to help him to move it, but the blooming little thing was just out of reach of the both of us. And that’s when I was aware of a rolled-up brolly repeatedly prodding – the boat was dislodged and then it was bobbing back over to the delighted child. And on the other end of the umbrella, there stood my Jackie, grinning so broadly that at first I thought with a bit of a shiver that he might actually be drunk – it was clear when he spoke that he wasn’t, though. I looked up into his eyes, those big brown eyes of his – and that lump of hair at the front, it flopped over his brow (even now, you know, he can never get it to stay down, no matter how much brilliantine he slathers all over it) – I looked up into his eyes, those big brown eyes of his – and his shirtsleeves, they were all rolled up to above the elbow, and they strained so tightly against his muscles (I don’t think he can have shaved that morning) – I looked up into his eyes, and I suppose I was lost from that moment onwards. Sounds a bit soppy, when you put it into words – but not then, not then it didn’t seem to me soppy, not soppy at all – not when I looked up into his eyes, those big brown eyes of his. It seemed to me to be the most wonderful thing that could possibly have happened on so very splendid a day. I said to him, that was kind of you, but he said nothing back. And then I asked him, why are you carrying an umbrella? The sun is shining, it’s terribly hot. Ah yes, he replied (still grinning, he was, and a voice so deep), but what if later it comes on to rain? Which made the two of us laugh, but I think anything would have, quite frankly: we were both of us ready to quite let go. I said to him, I hope you don’t mind me saying, but your voice, it sounds just ever so slightly northern – are you? No, he said – Londoner born and bred, I am: my mum’s from Seven Sisters, round about. Oh, I said (and why did I go on?) – well maybe on your father’s side? Perhaps? And he laughed again (lovely sound, rich and low). My father! Christ, that’s a good one that is – I don’t even know where the bastard went to, let alone where he come from! My name’s Jackie. What’s yours?


I’d never heard a man swearing before; it didn’t put me off. I stood in the sunshine, regarding him I hoped a bit coolly in a way I tried to memorise from Veronica Lake in some picture or other, and wishing terribly that I looked like Veronica Lake. In reality, I suppose I just must have been squinting. Bit fresh, aren’t you, is what I said to him, as casually as I dared. And he grinned – that grin – and then he came back with Well Miss, better than stale, ay? What’s your name, then? And I told him: Mary Gordon.


So. One thing led to another, and all these years later here we now are. It wasn’t all plain sailing with Jackie and me, not by a very long chalk. Even before the war, and all the trouble it’s brought to us. My mother, she hated him. Said he was common – ‘oik’ was the word she called him – said he’d bring to me nothing but grief. I defended him with such ferocity that I was frankly astounded. I hadn’t even known my feelings for him were quite so full of fire, that much beyond my control, until I heard such ardency hanging in the air, until I saw it hit my mother – hard, and in the face. I said to her that what you mean is he’s not stuck-up and mealy-mouthed like all the people you know. She told me I was young, so very young, and that I didn’t have the first idea as to what I was meaning. When Jeremy was born, I kept it from her, she found out and practically suffered a seizure. He’s a good person, Jackie, I repeatedly told her – despite what you see, no matter what you may think him to be, I know him better, I know him utterly – and my Jackie, I’m telling you: he’s a really good person. And even now, you know – well, he’s not a bad person (and believe me, it’s not just love now that’s talking). None of us are – we’re not bad. It’s partly the war, and it’s everything else. We’re all ripped up. We’re not that bad, but we’re all of us guilty. I mean to say – look at me. What has become of me? Before the war, all I was called was nice. Everyone thought how terribly nice I was – and I was, they were right, and I still am, God help me, I am nice, I am nice. But now I’m the other and dreadful thing too. Bloody Mary is what they now call me – it makes me cringe, just to think it. Jackie, though – he was always judged to be no more than just a bit of a lad, and even now, whatever he’s done, that’s still, I think, how people would look at it. Because, I suppose, he’s still such a charmer – and so he seems to get away with it all.


And here I still sit, darning away, gazing at the loved one, and dazed by murder. Because of all the things he’s done to me, it’s this one, oh God yes, this one is just the very hardest to bear. And can I? Can I go on loving the man, now I know that he’s a killer? Oh dear God. All I wish is what I always wish for, these days: that we could just go back. Go back to then, to before the war, when I always seemed to feel such terrible happiness, and was so ready to embrace true joy. What we none of us could see, I suppose, during all those seemingly sunlit days, was that here among us was the joy itself. And despite all the growing up that each of us has had to cope with – and we go on coping, day by day – we’re really little more still than babies in a cradle; the war, it’s just rendered us helpless. And here and now has become so frightening. Because it’s just like Jonathan Leakey said: after what’s happened to poor old Sammy Punch, the firm, they’re not just going to leave it, are they? It’s not as if it’s over, or anything. Oh dear God. When did the whole thing happen? How did it all begin … ?


Mary’s musings were cut into of a sudden by the long and idle moan of the jeering siren. As the tone of it rose, she could sense inside her the electric anxiety of the whole of London, and then as it switched and descended she felt the lowering in the pit of just everyone’s stomach as millions of eyelids were collectively cast down as one more massive sigh was hugely expelled and so many weary limbs were summoned up again for yet another struggle. Jackie was up and on his feet, shuffling on his boots and pocketing the Senior Service and a box of matches.


‘Come on then, Mary love. Let’s be having you.’


‘You go, Jackie. I’ll be down in a minute.’


‘No – come on, Mary. You didn’t, the last time. Did you? Ay? Come on – we’ll be snug as two bugs in a rug, down there.’


‘I’ll just check the blackout. Find a magazine. You go, Jackie. I won’t be a sec.’


‘Well … if you’re sure you’ll come?’


‘I’ll come. Promise. Off you go, Jackie.’


And there he goes, look – straight out of the door: these days, he always gets nervous in a raid – and I used to too, before it all changed. Now I don’t care. I won’t go down. I didn’t the last time, and I won’t tonight. I doubt I’ll ever go down there again. This is how you get, after so many years of it. I’ll just carry on with this darning and put on the wireless – a bit of lively music, not that it’ll blot out even some of the awful and nasal lowing of the siren. And should a bomb come down and hit us directly – well then Jackie will be crushed and buried in the shelter, while I’ll be up here, and shattered into pieces. And then that’s the end of us – Jack the Lad and Bloody Mary. Oh dear God. When did the whole thing happen? How did it all begin … ?








PART ONE



Before the War







5th November 1938


It’s one of those days when there isn’t enough space to write in everything that’s happened! I would have saved some space if I hadn’t written that. Or that. Enough. A red letter day! We had the most wonderful fireworks party in Dickie’s garden tonight – it was so freezing out there, but the colours and the excitement! Dickie had rockets and catherine wheels (one of them didn’t go round and Jackie went up to it with a stick and it fell off on to his boot and exploded! He leapt up into the air and fell into the bushes – I was screaming with laughter, we all were). I ran away from the jumping crackers and Jackie kept on chasing me with bangers because he knows I simply loathe them. I don’t think little Jeremy very much liked all the noise (he looked so serious, sitting in his highchair) but he seemed quite fascinated when I lit up a sparkler. Sheila had done sausages and there was beer and celery and a sort of a salad cream dip. I think it was, and then we all had fancy cakes and tea. My hands were practically dropping off from the cold when we finally came inside, but oh! I wouldn’t have missed it for worlds. Jackie keeps on looking at me, so I’m going to have to stop. No more space anyway. Wasted most of it.





‘What are you scribbling there, Mary my love?’


‘Finished now. Only my diary, Jackie. Writing about the wonderful fireworks.’


‘Day’s not over yet. Thought you only wrote all that up at the end of the day?’


‘Well it’s nearly ten. I thought we’d be going to bed.’


‘Well that’s just where you’re wrong. Had a word with Dickie, didn’t I? Seemed a shame to break everything up, I thought, so I said he should get hisself down the off-licence and then him and Sheila can come over here – keep the party going. Got a bit of ham, or something? Do a few sandwiches.’


‘Oh my goodness, Jackie! I had no idea. My hair – I’ll have to put it up again. But how terribly exciting! No … there’s none of the ham left, I’m pretty sure, but I’ve got lots of tins of things, and plenty of bread. We can get out that Chinese ginger – we’ve had it for long enough. Oh my goodness – what a day! We mustn’t make too much noise, though, because I’ve only just got Jeremy down.’


Jackie grinned. ‘We’ll drink in whispers. And there goes the doorbell, if I ain’t very much mistaken. Let the revelries commence!’


‘My hair! I won’t be a jiffy – you let them in, Jackie – and then I’ll see to doing us some food. I’m actually pretty full after all those cakes and everything, but I know you men – you’re always hungry.’


‘Well well well,’ said Jackie at the door. ‘Dickie and Sheila, as I live and bleeding breathe. This is a surprise. Come in, come in.’


‘Just passing, you know,’ laughed Dickie. ‘Here, Jackie old man – give us a hand with these bottles, will you?’


‘Blimey, Dickie – clean them out, did you?’


‘Oh well you know, old fellow – if a chap’s going to do a thing …’


‘Come on, Sheila – don’t hang about. Get yourself into the warm, look. Mary’s seeing to her face, or something. She won’t be a mo. Now then – give us this day our daily booze, and forgive us our corkscrews!’


‘Oh Jackie,’ giggled Sheila, ‘you are so naughty.’


‘What would you be knowing about naughtiness now, Sheila my love? You’re going out with a bleeding monk here, ain’t you … ?’


‘I say!’ protested Dickie, quite joyously aggrieved. ‘Have a care now, Jackie old man.’


‘He’s no monk,’ laughed Sheila. ‘I’ll have a drop of port, if you’re asking. Oh there you are, Mary! Thought you’d gone off to bed, or something.’


‘Hello again, you two!’ Mary greeted the company. ‘What was it that person in the film said … ?’


‘What person?’ said Jackie, chucking up his eyes to the ceiling.


‘What film?’ chortled Sheila.


Jackie had on his grin again. ‘She’s always doing this.’ And then his voice went up two octaves as he affected a genteel accent. ‘You know that woman – the woman who was in the B-picture at the Gaumont not the last time but the time before? Well she’s the dead spit of the girl who sold me them gloves in Swan & Edgar’s.’ Then his voice dropped down again. ‘I’m telling you! She always doing this.’


‘Oh shut up, Jackie,’ squealed Mary. ‘I’m not that bad. But anyway you do know who I mean – he said it in that film, we only saw it a few weeks ago – ‘Long time no see’ – and I was going to say it too. It’s a joke, you see, because we—’


‘Yeh, I get. Because it’s not a long time, is it? You want to be on the wireless, jokes like that.’


‘Oh you really are so beastly to me, Jackie! Come on everybody – sit down by the fire and I’ll get us some … well actually, I don’t quite know what we’ve got in the cupboard, but I’ll get us all something. Humphrey Bogart. At the Odeon. The gangster man. It might have been him. Not sure, now …’


‘Don’t listen to her,’ Jackie was saying, shaking his head as he poured out for Sheila a very large port and rammed a glass of Bass into Dickie’s eager hand. ‘I’m telling you – she’ll make you go barmy, this one, if you listen to her. Just look what she done to me! That’s why I gone so loony.’


‘The only thing that makes you go loony,’ Mary was mock-chastising him, ‘is too much draught ale in the Rose & Crown every evening. And don’t you go laughing, Dickie – you know you encourage him.’


‘That’s right,’ nodded Jackie. ‘It’s all Dickie’s fault – it’s all down to you, Dickie, my terrible ways.’


‘Oh I say!’ said Dickie, smiling very broadly.


‘You leave my Dickie alone!’ pouted Sheila.


‘As the bishop said to the bleeding actress!’


‘Oh honestly, Jackie,’ Mary deplored. ‘You really are too awful. Isn’t he Sheila?’


‘Too too!’ gurgled Sheila, holding out her empty glass, and wagging it at Jackie.


‘Right – I’m going to see what I can rustle up,’ decided Mary. ‘Does anyone want the wireless? We could maybe find something like Victor Silvester.’


‘So long as it’s not that nigger jazz sort of music,’ cautioned Jackie, prising away the crown caps from two more big bottles of Bass. ‘Can’t abide all that. You don’t like all that jazzy tripe, do you Dickie?’


‘Not me, old man. Strauss – that’s more in my line.’


‘And what’s “Strauss” when it’s at home? We ain’t all educated like what you are, you know, Dickie.’


‘Oh God …’ moaned Sheila. ‘Don’t start up on all that malarkey.’


‘Well it’s true,’ insisted Jackie. ‘He’s only slumming it when he’s with the likes of me – ain’t that the fact of it, Dickie?’


Dickie took a mouthful of beer and looked away.


‘Draw it mild, old man,’ he said quite softly.


‘But it is true – ain’t it Dickie? I mean – face facts, ay? You’ll be a doctor one day. Won’t you? Ay? Got to be educated for that.’


‘I think …’ said Sheila, getting up from the sofa – wobbling a bit and narrowing her eyes as she coped with all these sudden and new perspectives. ‘I think … I’m going to the little girls’ room and then I’ll help Mary in the kitchen.’


‘But won’t you, Dickie? Ay? You finish all your exams and then, my son, you’re an important man. Doctor. And look at me. What am I ever going to amount to? Ay? You tell me that.’


‘You’re not doing too badly, Jackie old boy …’


‘Not too badly, no. Not at putting up wallpaper and varnishing floorboards. Not at slapping a bucket of distemper on yet another four bleeding walls – no, not too badly. But it ain’t proper, is it? It ain’t like being a doctor. And you got a car, ain’t you? Ay? Outside, you got a car. Haven’t you? Your Morris.’


Dickie ran a finger around the inside of his collar.


‘Only secondhand …’


‘Yeh maybe – but you got it, that’s the point. I couldn’t run to it, not me, never. I ain’t got no rich daddy, do I? Your pop, he didn’t scarper, did he? He hung about. Got you an education.’


‘Oh come on, old man,’ tried Dickie. ‘We’ve done all this. It’s not my fault, is it? Any of it. Let’s just enjoy the evening, hey? Why don’t you get yourself another drink in, Jackie?’


‘I am enjoying the evening. You not enjoying the evening? The girls – they’re enjoying the evening, pretty sure. So what’s wrong with you now, Dickie, that you ain’t enjoying the evening?’


‘I didn’t say—’


‘Yeh? Well it sounded to me like you did.’


Mary came in with a plate of haslet sandwiches and she placed it on the three-legged table next to Jackie.


‘What’re you boys nattering about? Me and Sheila, I suppose. I’ve got some tinned peaches and Carnation to follow, anyone’s interested … Where is Sheila?’


‘Bog,’ said Jackie.


‘Jackie!’


‘Sorry – “little girls’ room”. My mistake. No – Dickie’s just been telling me what a common little washout I am, and I been agreeing with him. Dickie – he’d never say bog, would you Dickie? Ay?’


‘I say! Now come on now, Jackie old boy. I never said—’


‘It’s all right,’ laughed Mary. ‘It’s all right, Dickie – I know you’d never say anything like that about Jackie. Ignore him. It’s just his chip on his shoulder. Whenever he’s had a few, he always gets like this.’


‘Yeh yeh,’ said Jackie. ‘You’re right, Mary – he never. He’s too much of a gentleman, ain’t you Dickie?’


‘Oh for heaven’s sake, Jackie … !’


‘Much too much of an educated gentleman. Unlike myself.’


‘Here, Jackie,’ said Mary, pushing the plate at him. ‘Eat a sandwich. It’ll give your mouth something else to do. Here, Dickie – you have one too. Oh there you are, Sheila! Thought you’d got lost.’


‘I think …’ said Sheila uncertainly, as she made her way weavingly back to the sofa and dropped herself into it. ‘I think … I had one too many sausages, earlier on. Feel a bit queasy.’


‘Yeh,’ laughed Jackie. ‘And maybe them last two bottles of port – maybe they wasn’t such a great idea neither, ay Sheila my love?’


‘Oh God’s sake, Jackie,’ sighed Sheila. ‘I haven’t had that much.’


‘No?’ queried Jackie, holding up the bottle of ruby to the light of the fire. ‘Well I tell you we been spilling one hell of a lot of it then, that’s all I can say. No but listen – seriously, Dickie. I envy you, that’s all I’m saying. That’s all I mean. Admire you. Proud of you. Like I’m proud of my little brother, Alfie – he’s doing his best, ain’t he? Ain’t he, Mary?’


‘He looks ever so smart in his suit, going off to the office of a morning,’ smiled Mary. ‘Shall I start fiddling with the wireless, or do we not want it?’


‘What line’s he in?’ asked Dickie. ‘Your Alfie.’


‘Insurance,’ said Jackie, nodding with emphasis. ‘He’s in insurance, young Alfie is. Only a clerk, mind, but he’ll work hisself up – he’s a little grafter, Alfie is. He’ll do all right. Proud of him. He ain’t in a hurry to get his hands all dirty. He won’t be mopping his hands with no rag and a bottle of turps at the end of the day. Picking splinters from out his bloody fingers …’


A rush of hissing static suddenly filled the room, and as Mary went on twiddling the big brown knobs on the wireless, it was suddenly replaced by an indeterminate howl, and then a snatch of funereal speech referring to the Foreign Secretary in the Commons today.


‘Must be some music somewhere …’


‘And my Jeremy,’ went on Jackie – leaning forward with eagerness and warming to the thing, in a way that Mary well recognised. ‘My kid – he won’t be doing what I do. Not if I can help it. He’ll be a gentleman – maybe even a doctor, ay Dickie? Maybe he’ll even be a doctor, one day.’


‘Can’t see why not, old man.’


‘That’s music!’ piped up Sheila. ‘Just there – back a bit, Mary – you had something there …’


‘It was jazzy,’ grumbled Jackie. ‘Don’t like jazz. Can’t abide it. Try and find some – what was it? Grouse?’


Dickie chuckled, quite good-humouredly.


‘Strauss,’ he said.


‘Yeh! That’s it!’ Jackie agreed. ‘Strauss. See if you can find us some of them Strauss, will you Mary? Then we can all find out what it is the toffs like listening to, ay? Or Prime Minister – maybe little Jeremy, one day he’ll be leading the country. Ay? What about that?’


Whoops and crackles from the wireless were suddenly so raucous that everyone’s hands went up to their ears.


‘Sorry!’ called out Mary. ‘Sorry, everybody. I think I’m going to give this up as a very bad job. There – I’ve turned it off now. It’s a shame – usually there’s something nice on somewhere …’


‘What you think, ay Mary?’


‘What do I think about what, Jackie?’


‘Our little Jeremy. Being the Prime Minister.’


‘Yes, Jackie. Very nice. And what – you’ll be King then, will you?’


‘God help us all!’ laughed Sheila. ‘Ooh … I do feel so queasy, you know.’


‘I wouldn’t mind it,’ said Jackie. ‘Being King. Wouldn’t mind it at all. Palace – servants kowtowing to you left right and centre. Yeh. Reckon I could cope with it.’


‘Carry on dreaming, Jackie,’ Sheila was slurring now. ‘Mary – you haven’t got any Beechams, have you?’


‘I’ll have a look. Jackie – why don’t you offer Dickie a sandwich?’


‘Ooh no – not for me, old girl. Well up to the Plimsoll line as it is.’


‘What’s that?’ queried Jackie. ‘Them’s gym shoes, ain’t they?’


‘Hm? Oh. See what you mean. But in this context, Jackie old sport, I rather believe it’s a naval expression, don’t you know.’


‘That right? Naval expression. Well there you are. You see what I mean then Mary, don’t you? Got to be educated, know a thing like that.’


‘Here we go again!’ laughed Dickie, rolling up his eyes. ‘Look I tell you what, Sheila old girl – no Mary, don’t bother hunting out the Beechams. It’s actually jolly late, you know. We’ll take ourselves off, think that’s best. All got work to do in the morning, haven’t we?’


‘Oh God …’ groaned Mary. ‘Don’t remind me. That awful laundry. Gosh, Jackie – you go on and on about how rotten your job is – you should try working in the laundry. Honestly, Dickie – it’s dreadful, really dreadful, I just can’t tell you. I wish I was like you, Sheila – nice little hairdressers. Must be lovely, that – having a talent.’


‘Some of the people, though,’ said Sheila. ‘You just want to kill them, sometimes. Not a clue what they want, and they’re never ever happy with what you give them.’


‘What you up to tomorrow then, Dickie?’ Jackie now wanted to know.


‘Hm? Oh. Lecture in the morning. Got a paper to write, actually.’


‘Yeh? Paper to write, ay? Me, I got to dig out a cesspit up by the Co-op. Says it all really, don’t it? Sums it up a treat.’


Dickie was standing and beating at the pockets of his blue flannel blazer.


‘Come on then, Sheila old girl. Let’s have you on parade.’


‘Are you sure, Dickie?’ asked Mary. ‘You’re very welcome to stay, you know, if you’d like to.’


‘No no – don’t want to overdo our welcome, and all that sort of thing, you know. Come on, Sheila – here, let me give you a hand-up. There. All right? Have you home in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.’


‘Jackie,’ said Mary, getting up from the pouffe and rubbing her thighs. ‘Can you get the coats? They’re just over by the – yes, just there. Well golly, everyone – what an evening we’ve had! Thanks so much for the fireworks, Dickie – they were perfectly spectacular.’


‘Glad you liked, old thing. And thanks for the sandwiches and beer. So long then, Jackie old man. Maybe see you in the Rose & Crown tomorrow some time, hey?’


‘Yeh, Dickie. Yeh. Here’s your coat, look. Come on Sheila – stick your arm in there, there’s a good girl. Yeh, Dickie – I’ll pop in for a jar after my work, likely as not. And don’t worry – I’ll wash my hands before I come, make sure you don’t catch nothing off of me.’


‘Oh do shut up, Jackie,’ sighed Mary. ‘Gosh – I’m suddenly so terribly tired …’


‘It was the sausage,’ whispered Sheila. ‘I really do feel quite queasy …’


‘And another advantage of being in your line,’ announced Jackie, quite suddenly, just as Mary had the door open to usher them out, ‘is all them nurses, of course. Once you pass your exams – and you will Dickie, flying colours, I’ve no doubts on that score – well then you got all them pretty little nurses at your beck and call, ain’t you?’


‘Be quiet now, Jackie,’ cautioned Mary.


‘He doesn’t want any nurses,’ said Sheila, quite aggrieved. ‘Do you, Dickie?’


Dickie laughed. ‘Just you, my love. To soothe the fevered brow, and so forth.’


‘All over you, they’ll be,’ Jackie went on quite excitedly. ‘Coming out your ears, them nurses’ll be. And pills. You’ll have access, won’t you? All the drugs. What with that and the nurses, well – you’ll be up to your neck in a right bleeding orgy half the time, won’t you Dickie old mate?’


‘Jackie, stop. Stop now,’ Mary was hissing at him. ‘Don’t mind Jackie, will you? Well look goodbye, the two of you. And thank you again.’


‘I think,’ said Sheila, ‘I might be going to be sick …’


‘Contra-wossnames!’ Jackie was shouting. ‘You know – devices.’


‘Jackie!’ warned Mary, really quite annoyed now.


‘No but listen – he’ll need them, won’t he? All them nurses, high as a bleeding kite. And he’ll get them buckshee, I shouldn’t wonder. Me and Mary, we never really got the hang of them, did we really Mary? Ay?’


‘We’ll be off now,’ said Dickie, as brightly as he could manage. ‘Bye, Mary. Get a bit of a kip in, hey Jackie? Get your head down.’


‘Yeh I will, Dickie. I will. But them things – couldn’t tell one end from the other, could we really Mary? I wouldn’t wear them things, not me.’


‘Look,’ interjected Mary, very flustered. ‘Just go, you two, can you? I’m going to close the door now.’


‘So Mary, she had one them metal things stuck up her. You’d know about them, wouldn’t you Dickie? Line you’re in. They don’t look much, but it seems to do the trick. You know – stops the little bastards. So Bob’s your uncle, really.’


Sheila had wrapped a hand across her mouth and her eyes were bulging but Mary more or less pushed her out of the flat and urged on Dickie to follow her. She slammed shut the door behind them and with her back hard against it she glared up at Jackie, and her eyes were blazing.


‘What in God’s name did you think you were doing? Hm? Tell me, Jackie – why is it, whenever we’re with people, whenever we’re all just having a perfectly pleasant time – why do you always have to do this? You embarrass people, Jackie – you embarrass me. Why can’t you just, oh God – chat? Like normal people do.’


Jackie’s eyes were wide and his palms were before her in a pose of supplication.


‘It were only Dickie and Sheila! And anyway – I were just chatting. Just chatting – that’s all I were doing. I don’t know what’s got into you.’


‘You weren’t just—! And keep your voice down or you’ll go and wake Jeremy. Oh God, Jackie – I’m exhausted. I’ve had enough. And it doesn’t matter that it was only Dickie and Sheila. No – I just don’t want to go on with this, not tonight. I can’t. I’m going to go to bed, all right? I just want to get some sleep.’


‘Fine, love. That’s just ticketyboo, far as I’m concerned. We’ll get ourselves off to bed.’


‘No, Jackie – no. You stay here on the settee. I just need to get some sleep. I’ve got to be up at six.’


‘Understood, Mary – understood. You go and get yourself under the covers, and I’ll just creep in ever so quietly. You won’t even know I’m there.’


‘No, Jackie – no. I said no and I mean it.’


Mary turned away and into the bedroom, and she closed the door behind her.


Well fine then, thought Jackie: be like that. I don’t know – what’s she have to go flying off the handle like that for anyway? Ay? Just chatting, that’s all I were doing. Just having a bit of a chat, that’s all. Women – I don’t know. I reckon they’re mostly half mad, way they go on. Don’t think straight like what blokes do. Ah well: sod it. What I think I’ll do now is, I’ll have myself one of them sandwiches before they goes all curly on me, and I reckon I could make room for that last bottle of Bass there – get that supped up, and then in my own sweet time, when I’m good and bleeding ready, I’ll go into the bedroom and show her what’s what. Telling me what to do! My own house this, ain’t it? Telling me what to do! Just because she thinks she’s better than what I am – just because her and Dickie Wheat and that bleeding stuck-up mother of hers think I’m just a bit of muck what wants scraping off your bleeding boot … well I ain’t having it. Not now and not never. Telling me what to do! In my own house and all. No – I ain’t having it. Not at all. She earned a slapping, she has, but I’d never raise a hand. I may be no gentleman, but I do know that much. So she’s lucky. But still and all, she don’t want to go round telling me what to do. Because I just won’t stand for it. No I bleeding won’t. Not now and not never.


I tell you one thing, though – that were a very tasty little sandwich, that were. And the ale, it settles the stomach, you know – settles it a treat. Better than any of your Beechams Powders, a nice drop of Bass. So: damp the fire down. Keep my long johns on, I think I will; be freezing in that bleeding bedroom – always bleeding is. And then I’ll get myself in there sharpish, is what I reckon I’ll do. Show her what’s what.


*


My mother – I never saw very much of her at all, in those days, not after Jeremy was born, but whenever I did (and it was never easy, it was never what you could call a pleasurable interlude, nothing like that, because if she, oh – deigned to come over to the flat, well then – you could almost hear her sniffing her disgust: she’d close her eyes to make it clear to me. I think, that she was … I don’t know – mournfully masking a severe inner pain, it could very well have been, this charade of hers, or else she simply still had failed to come to terms with what she insisted were my ever so humble surroundings). But whenever I did – see her, I mean – all she said to me … and this is why, I think, I’d more or less decided that there was really no point in us meeting any more – certainly not in me going round to hers, anyway, because she said this to me every single time now and then despite what I’d determined upon beforehand, I did get upset, and then she got upset, and my dear old Dad, well – he just looked at each one of us in silence, never said a word, and I knew, of course I knew that he was upset too because his wife and daughter, well – we were upset, and he always hated to see it, he must have done, but he could never in any way help us, or anything; he never could, my Dad, not really. So whenever I did actually meet her, try to have a chat with her, try to be light, try to be civil, all she had to talk about was the laundry that I worked in. That and the shame that I’d brought upon the family by having given birth out of wedlock (she never said this – she just called it ‘doing that’). Which I haven’t, actually – caused any shame – because nobody knows. I’ve never said that I’m married, exactly – it’s not the sort of thing I could ever tell lies about, it’s much too important, much too sacred in my eyes to ever tell lies about – but, well … I suppose it’s because the two of us live together, Jackie and me, all the locals, all the shop people and the coalman and the milkman and everybody else, they all started calling me Mrs Robertson, you see, and I just never got round to putting them right. That’s all. And they’ve seen the ring, of course. They know it’s just a brass one I actually myself had to pick out of the Rufflette heading from the curtains we had up in the scullery because I always used to make a joke of it. Jackie says, I’d tell them – if ever they asked me – that it’s only temporary until he can afford to take me up West and together we’re going to the very swankiest jewellers in I think it’s Bond Street and buy me such a ring that it’ll put the Queen of England’s to shame. Most people have been nice and friendly about it (even if they don’t believe a word) because it’s not at all a stuck-up and snobby neighbourhood, and although we none of us around here are truly wanting for anything, there’s nobody rich, there’s not a lot of money about, and so people, they generally understand, or have the goodness to pretend to. Sally in the greengrocers, though, she got a bit sniffy and she said to me Hm yes I daresay – I don’t know about it being the best in England but, well – he could hardly find a worse one now, could he, your Jackie? But I know she didn’t mean to be beastly. Of course – he never did say any of all that, all that about Bond Street and the Queen of England; I don’t suppose for a moment he’s ever thought to give me a ring of any description whatever. It’s just a little white lie on my part because, well – you’ve got to say something, haven’t you? You can’t just stand there like a lemon. But no – he’s never asked me to marry him, never even mentioned it. I did, of course, I mentioned it – once I’d found out that I’d fallen pregnant with Jeremy. And what he said was All in good time, ay love? Let’s just see, let’s just see. No sense rushing into things, is there? And I didn’t say to him in return Well that’s as maybe, Jackie, but I don’t recall you exercised quite so much caution in rushing in to this thing, did you Jackie? No, I didn’t say that – because what would be the point? It only would’ve upset him. Or me. And it’s years ago now, so I suppose that’s the end of it. But he never walked out on me, like a lot of men would. And we’re still together and happy and everything, aren’t we, the three of us? A proper little family.


So what I said to mother is – I said to her, look: nobody knows, so where can be the shame? And then I regretted it, I regretted it at once – because she always came back to me with the very same thing. Her face, it went so rigid and she breathed in deeply as if she was about to plunge deep under water and stay there for ages. ‘Ah but I know,’ she’d say to me. ‘I know, Mary – and it’s all that a mother can bear.’ And then she’d start up with this great string of questions – not to me, but looking about her and into thin air – and they’re not the sort of questions she ever wants me to answer. ‘Did I fail you when you were a girl? Did your dear father and I ever once hold back in the love we both bestowed upon you? Did we not bring you up to be moral and upstanding?’ On and on in that vein for quite a long while, and I just sort of sat there, looking and feeling actually pretty miserable, as a matter of fact. And then she’d lift up her hands and drop them into her lap with an air of finality – as if to say, I suppose it must have been, that what’s done is done and we all must daily cope with humiliation and despair as best we may and trust our souls to the mercy of the Lord. Except, of course, that there was never anything remotely final about it because the very next time we’d encounter (and whether or not there’ll be another such meeting I am quite genuinely undecided, for I am constantly wondering where can be the wisdom in it) – well then she’d start it all again, right from the beginning, item by item, and sparing me nothing. Even if Jeremy was sprawling in my lap, smiling the smile that would surely melt a glacier – still she’d just sit there, my mother, so stern and unmoved. He looks, she once said of Jeremy, exactly like his father. And that, as far as she was concerned, I may only assume, was very much that. (And in this opinion – if valid opinion is what we had here, her glance was that cursory – she is utterly wrong. Jeremy’s eyes and nose are mine and mine alone, and if she could but see it, my quite unyielding mother, there is about the lips and jawline something of her own.)


And then she’d get on to the laundry, and this was much harder for me to deal with, actually, because although I’d never dream of letting on, I agreed with her, you see – I had to agree with every word she said. She asked me why I had to demean myself by toiling away in so awful a place, and I didn’t really know how I could answer. You see, when Jeremy was born, I said to Jackie that he’d never have to worry, not about Jeremy – not about the baby, he wouldn’t, because I was going to be the very best mother the world had ever seen. I’ll devote my whole life to him, Jackie – I swear to you I will. Night and day, whatever he needs, his mother will be there. Yeh well, is what he said. Not quite what I’d been expecting, I can hardly deny it, but that in the event appeared to be all he had to say to me: yeh well. It turned out that his work was getting harder to come by, he told me – and I had, I admit, I’d heard a bit of talk, around and about. It wasn’t so bad as it had been just a few years ago – oh my goodness, in those days, it was really so awful – there were that many men around here who’d just been laid off and couldn’t get another job anywhere, not for months – years for some of them. The hardship was terrible. The looks on everyone’s faces – the women, the mothers, you saw a determination, as if all of them had taken a solemn and collective vow to go on slaving for their families and keeping up not appearances but standards, whatever it took and no matter how hard the times. If we came through the Great War, is what a lot of them said, then we can surely come through this. And then you saw fear as the misery deepened; only the very strongest did come through – a lot of them eventually succumbed. They were worn out and beaten, you see, so many of the women, and the menfolk, they just looked on – for what else could they do? – at their increasingly lean and raggedy brood, the deep hot anger inside them – you could see it – it was always ready to break and erupt at the slightest provocation. And often they would turn upon their own – the very ones they had been struggling to keep; sad little children, they just ran away, and so many bruised and battered women, they simply couldn’t take it any more. And each of these people was so thoroughly innocent, here was the tragedy: hard-working English men and women, denied the right to continue. It’s still so painful, just to think of it. They were terrible times, and I know it. Every day I thank the Lord that now, things can only get better.


But still, when Jeremy was born, there remained a very uncertain future for many of the men round here, so it wasn’t Jackie, it wasn’t just him – he’s never been idle, he’s always eager, but the work, well – it just wasn’t there. And nor was he unwilling to try out new things. He started out as a painter and decorator – that’s what he was when first I knew him – but then after people started cutting back on all the non-essentials (well, you don’t think of wallpaper, do you? Not when you don’t know where the next hot meal might be coming from) – well then Jackie, he broadened out into all sorts of things, picking it up as he went along, learning by all of his mistakes – trial and error is what they call it – and he was the first to admit it, my Jackie, that back in those days he made errors aplenty. He was sinking a heavy upright into somebody’s back garden, one time – putting up a new fence – and he thinks what must have happened was that he hit the gas main – the stench was that bad – and the whole of the area, it had to be evacuated. Then he tried his hand at a bit of plumbing and drainage – I lost count of the number of times that he came back home to me soaked to the skin or reeking to high heaven, and half his fingers covered in plasters. He’d take on anything, my Jackie, but by the time little Jeremy came along – well I don’t know quite why, but it really did look as if he’d run out of options. So he said to me Look: it’d only be temporary, just for a bit – it can’t last for ever. And I said yes of course I will, Jackie – I’ll look around in the morning, see what I can get. Well – everyone else, all the young mothers, they were looking too, of course, and so by the time I got round to it, all the part-time jobs that I might have chosen – serving in a stationer’s, say, or manning a switchboard, I once thought I could do (because everybody said I’d certainly got the voice for it) – well there was nothing like that, nothing at all decent, and so I ended up where a lot of us did, at the Manor Street Laundry. I’d worked there for a short while before I met Jackie, because I so badly needed some money, but I just had to leave – it is terrible work. Your arms are cooked and raw from heaving these sopping great deadweights from washers to mangles, and feeding them into the driers … I sometimes was crying with the heat and the pain – and it was not just tears but sweat as well that constantly ran down my face. But even the laundry, even that wasn’t so bad as some women had to endure. Phyllis and Dorothy, I remember – looking after their invalid mum and a simple brother at the back of the tenements – they had to go to the Steele’s Road Abattoir, and even to this day they can’t bring themselves to talk about it: show them a bit of brisket and they nearly pass out on you. They’ll cross any road at all to avoid a butcher’s window.


So when Jackie wasn’t working – and it got to be more and more, he hardly ever had a job on – then he’d stay in the flat and look after the baby, because now I was working full time. Or else Sheila, she’d have Jeremy for a bit in the hairdressers – although once when I called on her to fetch him back home, I found he was playing with curling tongs and scissors and I nearly had a fit. He’s all right, Sheila assured me – kids aren’t stupid, you know: kids, they’re not made of glass – they can look after themselves. This is a thing that mothers never say, because they know it to be wrong.


Anyway, slowly – bit by bit – things began to pick up, so far as Jackie and his work were concerned. The economy – I heard it on the wireless – the economy, it was beginning to pick up too, is what they told us. Neither me nor Jackie could have quite told you what exactly this economy was, but it was picking up, you see, and that was surely the point: that could only be a good thing – and it seemed to be so, because generally speaking, things did appear to be picking up all round. And all the other forms of work that Jackie had laboured to master when there had been very little choice in the matter – well, they went on to stand him in very good stead, because now it was a rare thing when he had to turn a job down, and goodness, I was so very pleased for him, pleased for all of us, really I was. Yeh, he grinned, ‘now I’m a proper little Jackie of All Trades: good, ain’t it?’ (I think he meant it was sincerely good, it’s sometimes hard to tell.)


So I said to him well now listen to me then, Jackie – I can’t tell you how happy I am because I can be honest with you now – I just hate it, working in the laundry, Jackie, I hate it, I hate it, I just can’t say to you how much I simply hate it. It’ll be so very lovely, being back at home, being back here with Jeremy again, devoting all my life to him, night and day, night and day – now I really can be the very best mother in the world. And Jackie … he said to me Yeh well, all in good time, ay love? Let’s just see, let’s just see: I mean it’s not as if we still couldn’t do with the few bob you’re bringing in now, is it love? Ay? Always use a bit extra, can’t we? And also, I got to quite like it, spending a bit of time with the lad of a daytime. So I reckon we don’t want to rush into it, not just yet we don’t. And anyway – what’s all this about devoting your whole life to him? Ay? What about me? I do still exist, you know … Or maybe you forgot.


So I went on with it, working in the laundry. I can’t pretend that I wasn’t resentful – I even threw a bit of a tantrum, which isn’t a thing I’d ever do. I rounded on him, and my face, I can only imagine what it must have looked like. It’s not fair! It’s not fair! You said it yourself, Jackie, that things were looking up – and you said, you said it would only be temporary, just for a bit, you said. I can’t bear it there, Jackie – oh please please please don’t make me go back there. Please Jackie, don’t do it. Because it’s really not fair! It’s not fair! It’s just not fair of you, Jackie! And he just looked at me and he said yeh well: life, who ever said it was going to be fair then, ay? Who ever told you that? And why you go believing them?


Well yes. But anyway – all that was then. All that was before. Because today, well – I suppose this is why I’ve been thinking about all of the past – because just today, this evening, I’ve had the most absolutely wonderful surprise! I’d been wrapping a few presents in front of the fire – little Jeremy, he was gurgling beside me and kicking his little feet – because Christmas, you know, it so quickly creeps up on you when you’ve so much else to think of. Well Christmas, it’s still just over a week away – but me, I’ve already been given just the best present ever! From Jackie, from my man – he just came in and surprised me like I’ve never ever been surprised in the whole of my life. He came up behind me and stooped over and put his hands over my eyes and he said to me ‘Guess who?’ – which was really so silly, as I’d just been watching him walking through the door and then coming across the room to me.


‘Don’t be so silly, Jackie.’


‘Nothing silly about it, Mary my love. Because if you don’t guess right – if you guess wrong, well then you don’t get your present.’


‘Don’t want a present, Jackie. Nothing I need.’


‘Well you’ll want this present, Mary, if I’m any judge.’


‘Can you take your hands away, Jackie? I want to get on.’


‘What you up to, then … ? Ah – presents for me, ay?’


‘No – no no. These aren’t yours. It’s just a couple of handkerchiefs for Dickie and a little tippet I saw in the market. It’ll go beautifully with Sheila’s colouring, the complexion she’s got. It’s a lovely minky brown. And I’ve got a bit of a confession to make, Jackie. I got one for myself while I was about it. Rose pink – they were only two-and-three, but I’m not asking for any extra. It’s just that it’ll go so wonderfully well with my coat – you remember it, Jackie? My good one. The one with the little half-belt and epaulettes. People always say I look ever so smart in it.’


‘What’re you rabbiting on about? How’s my boy been today, ay?’


‘Good as gold. Better. Haven’t you been even better than gold, little Jeremy? Yes you have! Yes you have! Why don’t you sit down in your chair, Jackie? Get a bit of a warm. Just like to finish off this little package, if that’s all right with you. Won’t take half a mo.’


‘Mary. Did you hear me, or what? Maybe you gone deaf.’


‘What? What do you mean?’


‘I mean—! I come in, and what did I say? Ay? What’s the one thing I says to you the moment I step through the door?’


‘I’ve got to get up off the floor, you know. Ooh! My leg’s gone all pins and needles …’


‘I said, Mary, that I got you a present, Yes? Remember?’


‘Oh Jackie you’re being so terribly silly tonight – I don’t know what’s got into you. Except maybe some ale in the Rose & Crown.’


‘Ain’t been near the Rose & Crown – well, just for a very fast one with Jonathan Leakey and a couple of the others. I ain’t never sure I can trust that one, you know Mary – Jonathan Leakey. He says to you one thing, but you always got the feeling that there’s some other bleeding thing what’s hiding behind it, sort of style – something he ain’t exactly coming out with, but it’s still kind of … oh, I can’t put it, what I mean …’


‘You mean he’s implying something else … ?’


‘Implying – that’s what I mean. Yeh – that’s it. Implying. What would I do without you, ay? My little scholar. Just as well we ain’t the both of us pig-ignorant little yahoos, ain’t it Mary?’


‘Oh don’t, Jackie – I hate it, I just hate it when you say that sort of thing. You’re wonderful – you’re wonderful to me, anyway.’


Jackie leaned back in his armchair and felt the quiver of a smile very quickly take light and spread all over the rest of his face.


‘Well now you come to mention it, I have been pretty wonderful, Mary – just lately I have. Which is how I come to be in a position to be giving you this bleeding present what I been on about, if only you’re ever going to listen.’


‘Well where is it then? Why don’t you keep it for Christmas?’


‘Because I got you something else for Christmas, ain’t I? And I want to give it you now. Now listen – you remember me talking to you about Mr Plough, do you? Yeh? Mr Plough? Remember?’


‘Man you’ve been working for?’


‘Yeh. That’s it. Man I been working for. Well I ain’t never mentioned it before ’cause I wanted to see how it sort of was going before I ups and says anything. But I been doing a lot of carpentry just lately for Mr Plough – shelves and that, couple new sashes – because he owns a lot of property round here, Mr Plough do – don’t know if you knew – he’s quite a big man round here you know, Mary, although he don’t go putting it about – not like Jonathan Leakey and Mr Prince and some others of them I could talk about. Keeps hisself pretty much to hisself, Mr Plough do. Anyway – long story short, this morning he has me into his office.’


‘Oh my goodness, Jackie. What’ve you done wrong? Is everything all right? You haven’t lost your job again?’


Jackie just looked at her, as if he’d been struck.


‘You know, I sometimes find it really hard to work out what’s wrong with you, Mary! I’m telling you a story, telling you I got you this bleeding present, and you want to know if I gone and got laid off!’


‘Oh I’m sorry, Jackie – I’m so sorry. It’s just that I’m so very anxious, these days. You know – after the last time, and everything.’


‘Yeh well,’ conceded Jackie, more or less mollified. ‘All that – ain’t never going to happen again. All that – it’s behind us. That’s all done with, that is. Because this is it, Mary – this is what I got to tell you: Mr Plough, he says to me listen to me, Jackie – I been watching you, and I like what I see.’


‘Oh! Jackie!’


Mary’s eyes were shining as she grasped his hands in hers.


‘No listen – listen. You ain’t heard it. So, he says to me – yes, Jackie my boy – he talks like that – I like what I see. You’re a good worker, very … um … very – what is it? Very, um—’


‘Clever?’


‘No – not clever. No. very …’


‘Versatile?’


‘Spot on. Yeh. You’re very versatile, he says to me. You can do woodwork, decorating, plumbing – bit of digging. All sorts. And what’s more, you put your back into it, not like some of them round here. So what I propose to you, Jackie my man …’ And Jackie grew animated as he returned the pressure in Mary’s fingers. ‘And see, Mary – I’m really getting quite, well – excited, I suppose it is, Mary, because whatever he’s going to say to me next, well – it ain’t going to be bad, is it? Not the way he’s going on. Whatever he’s got for me, I’m reckoning, it’s got to be good, yeh?’


Mary was dizzied by the light in his eyes, and the spell he was spinning.


‘Tell me, Jackie! What? What did he say?’


‘He said … he said he wants me to work for him full time – just for him, no one else. He’s guaranteeing me five pound a week—’


‘Jackie! Jackie! Oh my God, Jackie, I can’t believe it … !’


‘—Five pound a week, that’s the minimum. And that ain’t all. He says to me, I’m going to keep a very close eye on you, Jackie my boy, and if I go on liking what I see, then come the new year – spring it could be, is what he says to me – then I don’t see no reason why you shouldn’t become a – wait for it, Mary – a partner.’


Mary’s mouth was open, and Jackie was very contented with the stupefied silence that briefly took over.


‘Yeh,’ he went on. ‘I know. Me. A bleeding partner. Can’t hardly believe it.’


Mary was stooping down low now and kissing his hands, her face pulled tight by delight, and spattered by tears that she was smearing away.


‘Plus …’ continued Jackie. ‘I got more.’


‘More! There can’t be. I don’t believe it. There can’t – there can’t be any more. Oh Jackie – I can’t tell you—!’


‘No listen. This bit’s for you. This is your present, Mary – this is what you been deserving. In the light of what I been saying, you come off of the laundry, first thing in the morning. How’s about that?’


Mary’s face, it crumpled into almost pain, such were the convulsions that all this were causing her.


‘Yeh. First thing tomorrow morning, you march in there, my girl, and you tell them what they can do with their poxy little job. All right?’


Mary’s eyes beheld him.


‘Jackie. Oh Jackie … !’


‘And plus. I got more.’


Both Jackie and Mary were now quite wild. Mary, suddenly, had no words – she just, in a sort of trance, kept on repeating his name, over and over, again and again.


‘What I thought was,’ Jackie carried on, with a blitheness he was so unused to, his eyes like wet and shiny stones with two white pinpoints in the firelight. ‘What I were thinking was, if he come through, Mr Plough – if in the spring he, you know – still reckons I’m up to the job and he makes me a partner … well then, Mary, he told me I could be earning a right little bundle and so what I were thinking was, well – we might start looking around for a – you know, little house. What you think?’


Mary was weeping quite openly and shaking her head with such energy that Jackie was stopped and confused.


‘What … ?’ he checked, searching her face. ‘You don’t want a little house … ?’


And then it all just rushed out of her.


‘Oh Jackie Jackie Jackie … ! Of course I want a – oh Jackie, I’m just so – I’ve never been so happy, not in all my life. You’ve just given me everything I’ve always longed for – just to be with you and Jeremy in a house of our own … ! Oh Jackie, I love you – I love you so much, I just think I could die … !’


She threw herself upon him and hugged his neck so tightly and covered it in kisses and she yelped and laughed into his ear.


‘Here here! Steady on, girl! I’ll be in a wheelchair, you keep this up – and then where will we be, ay?’


Jeremy, then – he sent up a howl and they both looked around, she in some alarm. But all that Mary could see on his face was just laughter and a kind of mad relief, as if he somehow understood it all (no, thought Mary: it’s me that’s mad). She picked up Jeremy and sat on Jackie’s lap, and he held them both close. Then he shifted slightly and set to pulling out a flattened brown paper package from inside his jacket.


‘I got this for you, Mary …’ he said quite softly. ‘Something for yourself.’


Mary stared at it, and then she tore off the paper in something like a frenzy, hardly aware of what it was she was doing. And then she simply gazed down at the rose-pink tippet, and wept and wept.


‘Shame,’ said Jackie quietly, ‘that you already got it. I just seed it, you see Mary – and I thought it’d go real nice with, you know – that coat of yours …’


Mary was staring at him, and again her eyes were misted and glassy.


‘The one with the half-belt … ?’ she managed to stutter.


Jackie nodded profoundly. ‘And them epaulettes on it. Yeh.’


Mary just slowly wagged her head, and then she kissed him, long and deeply.


‘Blimey,’ said Jackie. ‘Blimey, Mary.’


‘I love you, Jackie …’


‘Yeh well. Just glad to be able to accommodate you. You know that.’ He dandled his finger at Jeremy’s lips, and then he looked up at her. ‘It were only two-and-three …’


Mary’s insides were collapsed by love; she felt so weak and sick and fine.


‘I love you, Jackie, with all my heart. I always will. I always will. Nothing will ever stop me from loving you, Jackie. For ever and ever: I will always love you.’


*


Jonathan Leakey was sighing deeply as he set one foot quite firmly on the thick brass rail that curled around the horseshoe bar. He shook his head as he stared into his Scotch and a splash, and then he made quite a show of clapping his palms to either side of his head – quick to elbow some old and gaudy drunk well out of the way when he stumbled towards him and came just that close to slopping his beer on to Jonathan’s boot.


‘Christ Almighty, Len – this time of year, it gets so you can’t never have a quiet little drink on your tod in your own bleeding local.’


He lit a Senior Service from the butt of his last one – dropped this on to the floor and stepped on it hard, swivelling his foot this way and that. Len was behind the bar, coping his best with the hot and braying swell of men, plucking the ten-shilling note from the hand that was waving it and shouting out All right so what’s it going to be then, ay? He chucked over a couple of raised-up eyebrows in Jonathan Leakey’s direction, a sort of sympathetic understanding, he could maybe take it as. Got to be nice to the regulars, of course – they’re your bread and butter – but me, I just love it, this time of year. Yeh granted, you get worked half to death – that’s a given – but at least you’ve got the chance to turn over a couple of bob while the going’s good. Everyone round here, they all say how it’s the hub of the community, the Rose & Crown, but some days of a midday dinnertime, well – you could do yourself a favour and lock up shop and go and get your head down for a well-earned kip, but the brewers, well, they just wouldn’t stand for it. So all you can do is soldier on. And yeh, I well understand what Jonny might be meaning, but the way I look at it is, you strike while the iron is hot, if you take my meaning: grab the money while they’ve got it to spend.


‘Oh it’s you is it, Jackie,’ said Jonathan Leakey – aware now of somebody standing beside him. ‘Get you one, can I? Christ Almighty – you can’t hardly hear yourself think, all this bleeding hoo-ha going on.’


‘Let me get you one,’ said Jackie, slipping down a quid. ‘I don’t mind it myself. Quite like it a bit lively.’


‘Bit flush are we, Jackie old lad? I’ll have a Scotch and a splash then, you twisting my arm. Large one, there’s a good boy. Well not me, Jackie – no not me. Christmas come around – turns people’s minds, far as I can see. Everyone starts behaving different. Everything looking different and all. Breaks your routine – and it don’t half cost you. Women – they’re the worst. Goes without saying. I reckon it wants banning, bleeding Christmas. Just messes you up, that’s all it ever does. Want a fag do you, Jackie boy?’


‘Yeh I will. Ta. Wotcha, Len! Pint of the usual, I’ll have, and a whisky and wossname for old miseryguts here. And get one in for yourself and all, Len lad. Look like you could do with it.’


‘Large one …’ put in Jonathan Leakey.


‘Yeh. Mr Scrooge here, he wants a large one. Drown his sorrows. And you Len, ay? You get yourself in whatever you fancy.’


‘Ta, Jackie. You’re a scholar and a gentleman.’


‘That’s a bleeding laugh, that is …’ muttered Jonathan Leakey.


‘You watch your mouth,’ said Jackie. ‘Bloke goes and buys you a drink, least you can do is keep a civil tongue. Here you go, Jonny – get that down you, my son. Might put a bleeding smile on your face. Aye aye! Here he is, here he is – here’s the genius, here he is – Dickie Wheat, the man hisself. Come on, Dickie – let’s be having you, fight your way through. What’s yours then, ay?’


‘What ho, Jackie. Gosh – quite a scrum in here, isn’t it? Just a half for me, thanks awfully much.’


‘Come on – it’s Christmas, ain’t it? Where’s your Christmas spirit, Dickie?’


‘Yes – righty-ho,’ agreed Dickie. ‘Pint, then. Jolly dee.’


‘What’re them girls of ours up to then, ay?’


‘Oh search me, old man. Whatever they always get up to, I expect. Bit of a mystery, perfectly honest with you. Women and all that sort of thing, you know.’


‘You’re telling me. Here, Dickie – you know Mr Leakey, do you? Dickie Wheat – Jonathan Leakey. Scrooge to his mates. Christmas, he says to me, it wants banning. Life of the party, ay?’


‘How do you do. Mr Leakey. No we don’t, um … seen you in here I think though, haven’t I? Time to time?’


‘More than likely, more than likely,’ Jonathan Leakey conceded. ‘You see that bit of holly they got hanging up there? Berries, they look like they been kippered. Hardly surprising, the fug they got in here. So what you having then, lads? Same again, is it? Here – take a fag, you want one.’


‘Blimey, Jonny – you got that one down you sharpish, didn’t you?’


Jonathan Leakey shrugged. ‘Only way to get through it, ain’t it? Bleeding Christmas time. Roll on thirty-nine, that’s all I can say.’


‘Gosh you know it’s dashed extraordinary, isn’t it really?’ piped up Dickie, looking from one to the other.


Jonathan Leakey regarded him, and Jackie was laughing.


‘I got to explain to you, Jonny. Dickie, he ain’t like you and me. He’s top drawer, our Dickie is. You got to understand it.’


‘Oh God’s sake, Jackie … Don’t go on.’


‘No but you is, you is – you know you is, Dickie. You’re a toff, that’s what you are, and there ain’t no mistaking it. Nothing to be ashamed of, is it? Being a toff.’


‘I’m not – ashamed. I’m not anything. And I’m certainly not a toff …’


Jonathan Leakey sniffed elaborately.


‘Sound like a toff …’ is all he said, pulling on a cigarette he was lighting from his stub.


‘See! I told you, Dickie. Anyway look – don’t mind us. Come on – drink up. Jonny’s offered us another one, which is right nice of the man, ain’t it? So get it down you, Dickie my son, before he go and change his mind.’


‘Well I’m still all right with this one, thanks all the same. But no listen – what I was saying. Don’t you think it’s perfectly extraordinary that soon it’s, you know – as you said Mr Leakey – 1939 and so on, and then gosh, before we know where we are, we’ll all be in the forties. Hardly bears thinking about.’


‘Only a number,’ said Jonathan Leakey. ‘That’s all it is. You been around long as I have, you get to understand. Week or so, they’ll all be doing the Auld Lang Syne, won’t they? Stupid fuckers. Welcoming in the bleeding new. Only it ain’t new, is it? Never is. It’s always the same as the last. Thirty-nine – you won’t notice a bleeding bit of difference. It’ll be the same as this, you mark my words. Always is. And then this time next year, we’ll be propping up the bar, just like now, and someone or other – you most likely, Mr Weak—’


‘Wheat it is, actually,’ said Dickie, coughing in apology.


‘Yeh Wheat – what I said. There you’ll be saying Cripes, cor blimey – here we are on the edge of the forties. And I’ll be saying to you so bleeding what? Because it’ll all be the same. More of the same, that’s all it ever is.’


‘Now at a funeral …’ Jackie was musing, clapping Jonathan Leakey around the shoulders and inhaling deeply on his latest cigarette, ‘I can see that, yeh, you might be just the geezer to add the right bit of tone, you know what I’m saying? But blimey, mate – you don’t want to be around you any other bleeding time, do you? Ay? Right face-ache, you are.’


Jonathan Leakey did his shrug. ‘Just how it is, that’s all. So any of you buying, or what?’


‘Oh yes – rather,’ put in Dickie. ‘What can I get you, Mr Leakey? Same again?’


‘Yeh. Scotch and a splash. Call me Jonny, ay?’


‘Right-o. Coming up. One Scotch and a splash. I’m Dickie.’


Jonathan Leakey looked at him. ‘Yeh,’ he said.


‘What about you then, Jackie old man? Go another pint, will we?’


‘Yeh – go on then. And then I tell you what – after, we better get ourselves back to them girls. All right? I swore on my life we wouldn’t be late – she’ll have my guts, elsewise. So just one more then, ay? And then we’ll take ourselves off.’


‘Large one …’ said Jonathan Leakey. ‘All right?’


‘Yes indeed,’ agreed Dickie, nodding his head and smiling with eagerness. ‘Rather. Yes indeed.’


‘You know what I reckon we ought to do with him, Dickie? Here mate – watch where you’re treading! Get out of it! Bleeding liberty. See that, did you? Bleeding old fucker, careering around … dear oh dear. Gawd it’s getting loud in here – can you hear me, you lot? Yeh? Now what were I … ? Oh yeh – our Mr Leakey here. You know what I reckon, Dickie? I reckon we want to ask him along to our party. Might cheer him up. What you say?’


‘Oh rather. Yes indeed. You’d be most terribly welcome, Mr Leakey, I do assure you.’


‘Jonny. You call me Jonny, all right? Party, ay? When would all that be going off, then?’


‘Well now let me have a think …’ said Jackie, corrugating his forehead and touching his temple with a finger. ‘I mean call me a nutter, but I were thinking, seeing as how it’s this time of the year, that we might go and have it at Christmas, you stupid bleeding sod! When else we going to have the bleeding party?’


‘What? A proper Christmas party? Turkey, and that?’


‘The lot. The works. Whole bleeding thing. Tree, and all.’


‘Blimey. Can’t hardly recall the last time I were at anything of that order …’


‘So you’re on then, are you?’


‘Well … yeh … reckon I am. Yeh. Reckon I could go for that. Ta, Jackie lad. You’re a mate. Have another fag.’


‘Right then. That’s fixed. Yeh I will mate, ta. And, er – I never know, but – you got a missus, have you Jonny? Little woman, is there?’


‘Oh yeh …’ nodded Jonathan Leakey. ‘There’s always one of them knocking about the place somewhere. Bring her, will I?’


‘Yeh. Bring her along. What’s she called, then?’


‘I ain’t decided, have I? Not yet. Right then lads – that’s right good of you. Let’s all have a drink then, shall we? Let’s get you on to the Scotches, ay? Enough of that swill. Make a bit of a night of it, ay?’


‘Cor blimey, Dickie – just you take a look at him. Got a smile on his face, once in his life. Now I seen everything. Well yeh then – all right Jonny, my son. I’ll have a short with you – why not, ay? And then we got to be getting ourselves off back to the girls. Yeh, Dickie? Else she’ll have my guts, I’m telling you.’


Jonathan Leakey signalled over to Len and laid a five-pound note on to the bar.


‘Large ones …’ he said. ‘And keep them coming, there’s a good lad. And give us twenty Senior Service, you got a minute.’


*




22nd December 1938


Well – it’s done. I am now officially an ex-laundress! It felt wonderful when I told Mrs Marsh that I was leaving – she was terribly sniffy about it, the way I just knew she would be. She said I was passing up a good secure job that plenty would be glad of! The things I could have said to her! But I didn’t. I felt so sorry for Lorna, though – I think she hates the work there even more than I did, but she’s got no choice since her mother died and left her with all her little brothers and sisters to take care of. She’s already old before her time, poor Lorna. Bought some pineapple segments for the party in the Co-op – 5/10½ d, but it is quite the most enormous tin I have ever seen. I thought my trusty string bag was going to break with the weight of it!


Feeling a bit guilty being at home all day, so I decided to give the whole flat a really good clean – it’s so shaming when you see the colour of the water in the bucket! I couldn’t reach the really high bits because Jackie’s taken the ladder off somewhere – but with a bit of luck we won’t be here much longer, so it won’t really matter. I’m so terribly happy. Every single day I thank God for each of my blessings. I thought that Jeremy might be coming down with something this morning – looked a bit peaky – but he didn’t have a temperature, it was just a false alarm. Just this minute looked in on him again, and he seems as right as rain. Gave him some blackcurrant and sang him a lullaby. I’d die, if anything happened to him.





Sheila was on the settee, slowly turning the pages of the Army & Navy Stores Catalogue, pausing frequently to express her amazement to Mary at either the beauty of this thing or else the unbelievable cost of that one, look – I mean to say when all’s said and done it’s only a wireless set, isn’t it? Even if it is in a fancy cabinet. So how can they possibly justify asking 16½ guineas for it? I mean I know it’s a Pye, and Dickie – he says they’re tip-top, Pye are, but still, if I had that sort of money burning a hole in my pocket I’d go for this ‘radiogramophone’, is what they call it – £16.19.6d. That’s even a bit cheaper, isn’t it? I can never work it out when they put half guineas on to it.
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