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PART ONE

The Old Country

At night he dreamed the city.

The same dream, the same city. The old city. Built on calculated malice, constructed with hatred, governed by fear. More than a city, a factory, a machine.

In the dream he was back there, alone. It was empty now, not full as he had found it. Full of life, half-life, death. He walked up to the gates, the road now cleared, heard the echoes: the crunch of bone underfoot, the slap and slip of boot on sun-dried leathery skin. The moans, cries and shrieks, pleading for help, some beyond help. The flies, dust clouds of them, droning and buzzing like approaching doodlebugs. It was all still there: in his ears, his nose, his tongue, his eyes, on his hands. In all his dream senses.

He approached the gates, pushed them open. They swung slowly back. He looked around, breathed in. He was alone.

The world was in black and white, the buildings black against the dead pearl-grey sky. Mist hovered, hung and clung like persistent ghosts to the low flat buildings, permeated the wood, brick and concrete, rolled up against the walls and fences, curled around the barbed wire. Left untouched the guntowers.

He saw his breath before him, cold and steaming, turn to clouds and join the mist. He called out. No one replied. He called again. Again, nothing.

He felt he was there for a purpose: to help, to save. He had to find someone, anyone, lead them away from this place. Help them to a future.

He moved quickly from hut to hut, flinging open doors, calling.

Nothing.

He knew there was someone there, someone he had missed, a life unfound. There must be. But he couldn’t move fast enough, shout loud enough. His dream self was slow, near-mute.

He found no one. He slumped, exhausted, down by the side of a hut, heart like a large rock in his chest, defeated. They were all gone. He was the only one left.

His dream body closed his dream eyes, tried to will himself away from the huts, the fence. The cold mist. He tried to imagine a world beyond the city, untouched by this place, tried to go back to a time before. A simpler time, a gentler world. A place of moral absolutes. He tried to re-create that place, will it to spring up, burst rumbling through the earth, obliterating this city of hate, taking its place.

And from that gentler, more honest place, build the future. Find the blueprint for tomorrow in the fairness of the past.

He stood up; made to go to the gates, let himself out. Get as far away from this place as possible.

Yes.

Get out of here, make the future happen. All things were possible. Heart daring to rise, mind daring to hope, for the first time in ages, he reached the gate.

And found it closed.

He rattled it; it stayed firm. He pulled hard, but his dream self lacked the strength. He tried to climb it but his dream legs stayed rooted to the ground.

The small kernel of hope he had been nourishing withered and died.

He slumped to the ground before the gate, bereft, trapped. He closed his eyes, tried to will the place before him to disappear. Told himself it was only a dream.

Threw himself around, rolled and writhed in the dirt.

But to no avail. He stayed where he was.

Then, slowly at first, he began to hear. The moans, cries and shrieks, pleading for help, some beyond help. He covered his ears with his hands. The sound came through. The flies, dust clouds of them, droning and buzzing like approaching doodlebugs. He closed his eyes: his eyelids became transparent. He felt the mist curl its ghost-like tendrils around his body, the city trying to reclaim him as one of its own. Another ghost in the machine.

He told himself it was all a dream, that he would wake up soon.

But he didn’t.

He was stuck in the dream.

Stuck in his past.


June 1946:
Slaughterhouse Newsreels

The bull was terrified.

Eyes and mouth wide open, muscles straining, hide chafing against the rope, hooves digging in to the ridged stone floor, scraping along well-worn grooves. Pulling away, pulling back. Fighting for its life.

It took four of them to move it, Jack Smeaton on the back left flank. Head down, arms pushing hard, biceps straining. Legs firm but feet ready to jump, to dodge another load of bovine fear-shit or a potentially bone-breaking hoof blow. Two others pushed equally hard, the fourth pulled from the front, played tug o’ war on the noose-like rope strung around the bull’s neck.

The three other men were used to their work; Jack was not. Concentration allowing, he stole glances at them, looked into their faces, their eyes. He didn’t know what he was searching for, couldn’t articulate it. But couldn’t find it either.

To them the bull was just meat. Walking meat.

Then the bull jumped, took them by surprise. The noose holder slackened his grip. The bull took its chance, lunged forward. A desperate escape bid. The others were on it, pushing, pulling, forcing the animal into the direction they wanted, to break its spirit, take its life. Jack joined them, put his back into it, pushing, pulling, hands firm on the hide, but fingers trying not to mark or tear.

Noise came from the pens around them, like spectators at a wrestling match: grunts and moos, howls and squeals, cheering on the unfancied contender, knowing what the ultimate score would be, knowing any of them could be next.

Grunts and moos, howls and squeals. Communicating their fear, their terror.

They pushed and jostled, tried to escape, threw themselves against their bars, tried to force bolts and hinges to spring free. Tautened their necks against their ropes, choking themselves, stretching, trying to pull the metal tethering rings from the walls, the ground. Stumbling, legs quivering, collapsing from terror and exhaustion.

The men pulled, pushed. Muscles straining, faces frowning. The bull fought on but was weakening. The men were regaining control, guiding, manoeuvring the bull to where they wanted it.

The killing shop.

Jack and the other three held the bull firm. Another man stepped up holding a heavy dark object. It looked like a starting pistol but was more a finishing pistol. The bolt gun. He held it hard against the back of the bull’s neck, felt around with the nozzle to find the right spot, used his other hand to steady and guide, and fired.

Two inches of heavy metal were punched into the bull’s brain.

The bull staggered. Pained and confused, its body closing down, dead but not yet realizing it.

Nerve signals ceased. The bull shivered and shook, collapsed. Dead.

The noise from the stalls and pens increased. Grunts and moos, howls and squeals. Communicating their fear, their terror. Knowing one of them would be next. They pushed harder, stretched further, panic ratcheting up their actions.

The men were inured to the sounds. They ignored them, carried on working. A metal rod was pushed into the bleeding bolt hole, connecting with the bull’s spinal column. Its legs spasmed.

Now just meat, bone and organs in a heavy bag of skin, it was hoisted on to a meat hook. The men sharpened their knives, ready for the bleeding.

This was the time they came alive, Jack thought, the only time they had betrayed emotion in their work. Metal sparking off metal as anticipation increased. Eyes lit by butchers’ gleam.

Jack looked at them. Slicing carcasses, hefting trays and buckets of innards. Mostly middle-aged, with strong arms and big bellies, red-faced with greased-down hair. Their abattoir coats, once white, now ingrained with blood and guts. The secretions of dead animals formed a map of the world. Their world. Past, present and future. Jack looked at the designs, saw countries he had yet to visit, territorial boundaries he had yet to cross.

One of the men, Alf, looked over at Jack, smiled, held his knife aloft.

‘What d’you think, Jackie lad? Reckon you’re ready to have a go yet?’

Jack looked at the knife, the dead bull, the smiling butcher. His stomach began to rollercoaster, his legs to shake. He shook his head.

‘No … not yet …’

His voice sounded weak, sapped of resonance.

Alf shook his head, turned to the carcass, slit it open. Organs, guts, stomach spilled steaming out. Others moved in with trays and buckets to collect the entrails and blood, splashing and catching them as they did so. Waste hit the floor trough, was carried away to the drain.

Jack looked at the blood, mesmerized. In that spurting and swirling, he saw other scenes, other slaughter. Other carcasses. He closed his eyes to block out the images but they remained, playing against his inner eyelids like a Pathé horror newsreel.

Other slaughter, other carcasses. Grunts and moos, howls and screams. Communicating their fear, their terror.

He felt his hair turn white all over again.

His head began to spin, pins and needles fracturing his vision. His legs shook further. He reached out to steady himself, found the top bar of a pen, caused a mini stampede as the animals inside jumped away from him, thinking they would be next to die.

Heat prickled his skin, blackness took his vision. His legs quivered and buckled as if the bolt gun had been used on him.

He dimly heard a voice, Alf again: ‘How, Jackie lad.’

Then another: ‘What’s up wi’ Chalky?’

‘Get ’im, he’s ganna fall.’

Jack felt arms, strong, smeared with and smelling of blood, beneath his armpits. He fell into them, felt himself being dragged beyond the killing shop. The air changed, the noise abated. Calm fell on him. Now sat on a chair, he opened his eyes.

‘Y’all reet, young ’un?’

It was Alf.

Jack breathed fast, shook.

‘Aye, gets you like that, sometimes. When you’re not used to it, like.’

‘Thought you would be,’ said the other man, ‘you bein’ a soldier an’ all.’

Jack said nothing. Just breathed, shook.

The men looked at him, waiting for him to speak.

‘Think I’ll knock off early,’ Jack said.

The two older men looked at each other, looked at him, nodded.

He knew what they were thinking about him. He didn’t care. Let them. They weren’t there.

He stood up, legs still unsteady. Began to remove his apron, walk away.

‘See you tomorrow, Jack.’

Jack nodded, threw down his apron.

He wouldn’t be back.

Monica Blacklock walked down the street, coat buttoned up to her throat, hat pulled firmly on her head. Her eyes were down, looking at the pavement; she watched her shoes, old but shinily made up, step on the slabs, avoiding the cracks. It was important to avoid the cracks. Something bad would happen to her if she stepped on the cracks. She knew it.

He pulled on her hand, gently guiding her in the direction he wanted her to go. She crossed roads, went around corners, holding hands all the while. Sometimes he looked down at her, smiled. She avoided his face, looked straight ahead or down at her feet. Neither spoke. Monica felt cut off from the others on the street, like she was inside a bubble, one where she could look out, reach people, but no one could see or reach her.

She skipped her feet around a cracked paving slab, tried to keep safe, giving a tug on his arm as she did so.

‘Watch where you’re walkin’,’ he said, grasping her hand more firmly in his, as if to protect her, keep her upright or stop her from bolting.

She didn’t reply, just nodded and kept on walking, looking for safety in the path.

Scotswood looked drab and ordinary to Monica. It was the world, all she had ever known. She looked at the other children playing in the streets. Skipping, running, chasing each other. Laughter coming from their throats in uninhibited screams. From within her bubble they looked a hundred, a million miles away. Alien and strange. She wished she could have been with them but wouldn’t have known what to do, how to join in.

He guided her around another corner. They came to a stop before a terraced house with a green door. It looked like any other in the street, but she knew it wasn’t. He knocked, waited for a reply. She looked up at him. He looked down, smiled.

‘You goin’ to be a good girl, eh?’

She nodded, eyes widened.

He smiled again.

‘That’s it. I’ll get you somethin’ nice as a present.’

The door opened. A middle-aged man stood there. Fat and balding with glasses. Braces and vest stretched over an expanded stomach, trousers dark and old, unpleasant-smelling. The smell coming from the house wasn’t much better: old food and a filth that went deeper than surface dirt; dingy with closed curtains, only the smallest chinks of light breaking through.

‘Evenin’, Jim,’ said the man. ‘This her, then?’

‘Aye.’

The man looked down at Monica, smiled.

‘By, you’re a pretty one, aren’t you?’

Monica said nothing. She looked at the ground, checked for cracks. Moved her feet away from the paving slab edges, tried to force her feet to shrink to stand safely within the protective lines.

‘How old are you?’

She kept staring at the ground.

‘Answer the man.’

She looked up at her father’s voice.

‘Seven,’ she said.

‘Seven, eh? You’re a bonny lass for seven, aren’t you? You just come from school?’

She said nothing.

The man looked away from her and back to her father.

‘Quiet one, eh?’

His smile disappeared. He dug into his pocket, handed over some notes and coins. Her father took them, counted them, pocketed them.

‘Right,’ he said, ‘I’ll be off, then.’

He dropped Monica’s hand.

‘Aye,’ said the man. ‘You leave her with me. You know when to pick her up.’

The man went to take Monica’s hand. She didn’t move. He pulled at her, rougher than her father had been.

‘Come on, then.’

Monica didn’t budge.

‘Monica,’ said her father, ‘come on. Be nice. Hey, I’ll buy you a present, eh? An’ we can have fish and chips on the way home. You like that, don’t you?’

Monica stared at the ground. All the paving stones around her were cracked. There was nowhere to stand. There was nowhere she could be safe. Reluctantly, she allowed herself to be led into the house. The green door closed behind her.

Her father looked at the door for a few seconds after it had closed behind his daughter. Then, patting his pocket, smiled and walked off, surreptitiously adjusting his trousers so his erection wouldn’t show.

Jack walked out of the slaughterhouse and on to Scotswood Road, his steps halting, tentative, as if he had just been given his freedom and didn’t know what to do with it.

He walked, with no particular destination in mind, just wanting to move his legs, breathe in the air.

He breathed. The air was fresh with soot from the factories by the Tyne. He had the smell of industry in his lungs, but he couldn’t erase the deeper smell from his nostrils. His mouth. Clothes, skin and hair, hanging on him like a carcass on a meat hook.

He had been in the job for less than a week, work being hard to come by for returning soldiers in the North-East. He hadn’t had a hero’s welcome. By the time he had been demobbed the novelty had worn off, the celebrations ended. He had been given his suit, his money, but no job. He had had to find that for himself. His brother had got him a job at one of the Scotswood slaughterhouses. Jack hadn’t wanted it, but it was that or nothing. Now he had nothing.

He was conscious of the way he must seem to the outside world: his walk too hesitant for a young man, his hair all wrong. He pulled his cap further down on to his head, trying to cover his hair. Unnaturally white, leached of any tone or hue, lifeless, like thin fibres of bleached bone.

He took another deep breath, smelled carcasses, blood, skin. Skin was the worst. He had been sick the first time the skin lorry had turned up at the slaughterhouse. Bovine hide expertly cut, pig skin blowtorched to remove hairs then stripped from the dead animal. Waste, meat by-products, turned into coats, shoes, watchstraps, belts, anything. There was no limit to human ingenuity. The smell of the skin as it was loaded on to the skin lorry, the smell of the lorry from years of accumulation was rank. He had piled them in, gagging as he did so, vowing never to do it again.

He shook his head, tried to trade blood air for industrial air.

Scotswood hadn’t changed. It looked just as it had when he had left three years previously. The river’s-edge factories and gasometers still fronted a dark, sluggish Tyne. Chimneys still pumped out clouds, cloaking and choking the city, turning red brick to black, white paint to grey. Street cobbles worn and dusty, like seaside pebbles awaiting the splash of waves to shine them up. The lines and blocks of uniform, flat-fronted terraces stretching from factories upwards to Benwell and the West Road as if trying to escape.

Nothing had changed.

Except the world.

And Jack.

The lambs. They affected him the most. They arrived in vans, small and lost-looking, scared to leave the stinking metal shell, waiting to be led. The men would walk up to them, stick their fingers in their mouths. The lambs would suck, expecting milk, food. Trusting. The men would lead them to the pens, then the killing floor. Bleating and screaming too late.

Lambs to the slaughter. True enough.

He walked. Street after street, around corners, along roads. Trying to lose himself. Trying to find himself. He was hungry, empty inside, but he could think of nothing he wanted to eat.

Places triggered memories. Brought back an earlier life. He let the memories come to him, hoped they would replace the mental newsreel footage he had experienced at the slaughterhouse.

Lights flickered, film whirred. A corner shop where an eight-year-old Jack and his friend had shoplifted a quarter of black bullets, earning himself a strapping from his father. He had never done it again.

A back alley where Molly Shaw lifted her skirt and took down her drawers to show Jack and six of his friends what was underneath. They had looked on, confused, as she pulled them up again, laughed and ran off.

Topper’s front door. His best friend, now gone. Eighteen years old, blown up by a German landmine. He sighed, shook his head and walked on.

The memories continued. The films unspooled. It was watching a life from the back of a deserted cinema, unable to join in with the rest of the audience, unsure of what his responses should be. The images were familiar, yet the language of common, shared experience was completely alien to him. Foreign with no subtitles. No one there to explain the meaning. A life of simple definitions: good and bad, right and wrong, black and white. A life lived in a far-distant country, a long time ago. A life Jack couldn’t relate to any more.

He walked on. People nodded, sometimes spoke: a small greeting. Jack nodded, sometimes spoke in return. He walked on.

He knew the way they looked at him. Surprise, shock. He felt their stares, could almost hear what they were thinking: no nineteen-year-old should look like that. Should walk like that. Not when you think what he was like before. And his hair … He knew they wanted to ask him about the war, what he’d seen, where he’d been, but he knew they wouldn’t. They didn’t want to hear the answers. So they would stay behind their windows and nets scrutinizing him, reaching their own conclusions. If they met him and had to say hello, they would do so quickly, just enough to catch the hollowness of his cheeks, see the ghosts lurking behind his eyes, before looking away fast and excusing themselves, hoping that whatever he was carrying wasn’t contagious.

Among them but no longer of them, he was able to see Scotswood and its people objectively. What he saw was poverty. A lack of nourishment in all areas. A community badly housed and badly educated, dressed in old clothes made drab through repeated washing, pressing and repairing. The make-do-and-mend ethic shot through every aspect of their lives. A cold, hard life lived in cold, hard houses. Just bodies piled upon bodies. Existing, not living. No heating or water. Children playing in the streets dirty and ragged.

Jack found it hard to believe they were on the winning side.

He walked on with no direction.

He didn’t want to go home, back to the house he had grown up in and in which his mother, father, brother and sister still lived. It was too small and no longer a home to him, just a place he slept, usually uncomfortably. He needed something to do, somewhere to go.

He put his hand in his pocket. His fingers curled over a piece of paper. Finding it unfamiliar, he drew it out and unfolded it. It was a flyer. He read:

MEN:

WHEN YOU RETURNED HOME VICTORIOUS FROM FIGHTING FOR YOUR COUNTRY, DID YOU EXPECT SOMETHING MORE? WE AGREE. WE ALSO BELIEVE IN THE ENRICHMENT OF LIFE. IF YOU ARE LIKE-MINDED, JOIN US TONIGHT
AT 7.30 AT THE ROYAL ARCADE.

THE SPEAKER WILL BE MR. DANIEL SMITH.

SOCIALIST SOCIETY

Men had been handing out leaflets as he had entered the slaughterhouse that morning. He had absently accepted it but never looked at it. He looked at it again, read it slowly, picked out what were, to him, key words:

Socialist Society. Enrichment of life. Did you expect something more?

He stopped walking, looked around.

Poor, badly housed and badly educated.

He folded the paper, replaced it.

Did you expect something more?

Seven thirty, Royal Arcade.

He would be there.

Monica walked down the street, absently pushing chips into her mouth. The chips were hot, salty and vinegar-soggy. They burned her mouth as they went in, blistered her gums. She didn’t care. She wanted them to hurt, wanted to feel something that would block out the earlier pain.

Her tears had stopped. The man had given her a handkerchief to wipe them away before her father picked her up. She had cleaned herself up all over with it. It stank. She obviously wasn’t the first person to have used it.

Her father walked alongside her, eating his chips and fish from old newspaper. They walked slowly: he to make his meal last, she because she hurt. They said nothing to each other. Under his arm he carried a boxed doll. She had looked at it once when he had picked her up, but she hadn’t touched it. She wasn’t in a hurry to play with it. It seemed small and inappropriate, like a bandage that wouldn’t cover and didn’t heal a wound.

She opened the battered fish with her fingers. Hot steam escaped. She picked a piece up, fat and batter burning her fingers, and shoved it in her mouth. More pain.

‘Hey, careful,’ her father said. ‘You’ll burn yoursel’.’

She chewed, ignoring him. Tears came into her eyes, whether from the pain of the food or the earlier pain she didn’t know. She didn’t care. She fought them back, swallowed. There were no children playing on the street now. They had all gone home. Home, she thought.

Her father finished his meal, threw the grease-sodden newspaper in a bin.

‘Good, that,’ he said. ‘Always nice to have a treat.’

Monica looked down. Her shoes were scuffed and there were bruises developing on her legs. Her feet hit the pavement indiscriminately. She no longer avoided the cracks. She walked on as many as possible. The paving stones wouldn’t protect her.

She felt a hand on her shoulder, looked up. Her father was looking down at her, smiling.

‘You’re a good lass, you know that?’

Monica said nothing. Smelled the beer on his breath. Beer and whatever was in the hip flask in his coat pocket.

‘A good lass. You know, you’re special. A special little girl.’

Monica said nothing.

He squeezed her shoulder.

‘Sometimes people have secrets. Things that other people shouldn’t know about. They wouldn’t understand. You know that, don’t you?’

Monica said nothing.

‘I know you do. Your mam … well, it’s best not to say anything to her about where we’ve been. Understand?’

Monica said nothing.

‘I know you won’t. You’re a good girl.’ He gave a little laugh. ‘What we’ve got is special, you know that? What we’ve got—’ he looked around quickly ‘—is love. Real love. I know men aren’t supposed to say it, because it sounds sloppy, but I love you, Monica. You’re a special girl.’

Monica swallowed the hot potato in her mouth.

‘I love you too, Dad,’ she said, her voice a small, caged thing.

Her father smiled.

‘Good.’

He squeezed her shoulder again. Monica put more burning food into her mouth.

They walked home in silence.

Later and the streets of Newcastle were damp and dark with night and drizzle. Jack didn’t care. He was elated. Those streets seemed transformed in his mind into avenues of possibility. What he had seen and heard in the Royal Arcade had, he felt, changed him.

He had been nervous about going in, thinking the people there would have all been better read, better educated than him. But he had been welcomed unequivocally. For the most part they were just ordinary working-class men and women, coming along after finishing work or taking time off from household chores. He tried to remember names: Jack Common, Billy Beach. They had talked, even argued quite heatedly, violently, but Jack sensed it was a healthy argument; they were all on the same side.

Jack had become lost at times trying to follow the conversations and had had just to sit back and accept the incongruity of the situation: in the rarefied and genteel atmosphere of the old Victorian Royal Arcade, shipworkers and bakers talked knowledgeably and at great depth about social justice, equality, politics and the arts. Admittedly, some of the plays and films he had never heard of, but he tried to catch some of the names: The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari was one, Battleship Something or Other was another. He sat there, nodding occasionally, sometimes offering a small opinion when asked. He was asked if he had been in the war. He had nodded, given rudimentary answers, not elaborating. There had been glances at his hair following that, but no questions, none of the staring, the fear he had encountered in Scotswood. These people seemed to know what had happened to him, or at least understood. There, in that company, he began to relax for the first time in months.

More than that: it was as if windows and doors, long barred and boarded inside himself, had been flung open, allowing him access to inner places he had only suspected existed. He knew what wasn’t right within, where he didn’t belong. Now he felt he was beginning to discover where he did belong.

Halfway though the evening, Jack Common had stood up and introduced the speaker: Mr Daniel Smith. A small man, about thirty, Jack reckoned, with neat hair and passionate eyes, he had taken the small stage, looked out at his audience and began to speak of his vision. He spoke with clarity, yet without betraying his working-class origins. His voice was that of the working man, of a shared commonalty.

To Jack, he was revelatory. His vision, Daniel Smith said, was shared – he knew – by everyone in this room. ‘Oh, I know we sometimes argue—’ and here he pointed out certain faces, soliciting laughter among the knowing few ‘—but I know we’re all on the same side really. All of us. Everyone. Because we all share the vision of a new city, a new society. One in which the future isn’t something to fear but something to look forward to. And we look forward to this because it’s something we’ll all work together to create. A city, a nation following a true socialist vision, one in which everyone is valued for the contribution he or she can make in it.

‘Just think,’ he said. ‘What if everyone had a decent place to live? One that was warm and comfortable, well designed and, above all, affordable. Everyone, not just the lucky few. What if everyone had decent schools beside them to send their children to? Local libraries within their reach? Good hospitals with the same high standard of care whether you’re rich or poor? Decent jobs that a man can be proud to come home from?’

Jack leaned forward eagerly.

‘Universities for everyone of ability, whether they be rich or poor? Not only that, but what about culture? The working man’s always being told that it’s not for him. The theatre, the opera, the ballet. Cinema, art, music. Not for him.’

He drew breath, looked around the room, making sure he had them all with him.

‘Why not? Why shouldn’t they be in the working man’s grasp? Why should we and our families be dissuaded from enjoying them? These are things,’ Daniel Smith said, shaking his head, ‘that have been denied the working classes too long. Too long.’

Jack looked around. There were nods and murmurs of assent all about him. He wasn’t sure about the opera and ballet himself – he would give Mr Smith the benefit of the doubt on that one – but the rest he agreed with. He kept listening.

‘Working men get together in pubs to drink beer, play darts and dominoes, to sing songs.’ He looked around the room, the faces now enrapt. ‘But,’ he said, shaking his head, ‘I know, and you do too, that there are better songs we can sing.’

More murmurs and grunts of assent from the audience.

Daniel Smith continued: ‘When you look around at this city and you see some of the places and the conditions that people live in, you wonder how they manage. I’m talking about places like Byker, Heaton, my own Wallsend, Longbenton, Scotswood—’

Jack’s ears pricked up.

‘—Benwell. And plenty of others.’ Daniel Smith sighed, shook his head. He looked as if he had personal experience of these impoverished areas. A silent yet palpable expectancy hung in the air. He continued: ‘You look at these places and you think, We’ve just won a war. I’ll say that again. We’ve just won—’ he stressed the word hard ‘—a war. We’re supposed to be the victors.’

Jack found his head nodding to the words.

‘As you know,’ Daniel Smith continued, eyes alight with passion, ‘I’m anti-war. I’ll have no part of it. And I don’t believe in all that sloganeering that went on either. Let’s wipe the Germans off the face of the earth. The only good German’s a dead German. Rubbish, all of it. What myself and my colleagues in the Independent Labour Party believe in is a united socialist Europe. We’ve just won a war. We have a massive opportunity to do something truly different in our society now. All of us. We’ve got to get on to Attlee, tell him not to lose the advantage he’s got. Make him work for his money. All of us.’

He stopped talking, gave a self-deprecating smile, placed his hands on his chest.

‘Now, I’m just one person standing up here. You down there are the many. So with that in mind I leave you with one final question: that future I was talking about earlier. Do you want it?’

Nods and murmurs from around the room.

‘Do you? Well, so do I. But if change is to happen – and it has to – then it’ll have to come from you. Not just me. Because we’re all in this together. All of us. We’ve got to pull together on this. Stop having dreams and visions. Start turning them into reality. Thank you.’

He stood down to rapturous applause.

Jack, like everyone else, was on his feet. Convinced. Converted.

Dan Smith stepped down from the podium and found himself immediately surrounded by people: handshaking, backslapping. Jack wanted to move forwards, tell the man who had spoken that he could have been directly addressing him, the words could have come from his own mouth. He found himself swept along by the throng. He stopped in front of Dan Smith, who was reaching out his hand to shake. Jack took it.

Jack opened his mouth to speak, found there were no words there.

Dan Smith smiled at him. Jack smiled back.

‘New face?’ he asked.

Jack nodded.

‘Good. Good to see you.’

Dan Smith smiled warmly and moved on to the next person.

The crowd surged, Jack floated away, bobbing like driftwood on an open sea. He allowed himself to be eased to the back of the throng. He stood there, alone, wishing he had said something, cursing his lack of education, thinking of all the pithy one-liners he could have come out with, now lost to the moment. He looked at the other people talking to Dan Smith, saw how easily they made conversation. He shook his head, sighed.

‘Enjoyin’ yourself?’

Jack looked up.

‘Aye, you.’

The man smiled at Jack.

‘Ralph Bell.’

The man stuck out a big, meaty hand. Jack took it, said his name.

‘He’s good, isn’t he? Dan Smith. The speaker.’

Jack nodded. ‘Aye. Aye, he is.’

‘More than a speaker, though. A doer. Great things are expected of him.’

Jack looked at Ralph Bell. He was a big man, stocky and tall, but not fat. Arms and chest enlarged by manual work. Brown hair greased back, suit and tie functional. Moustache. He looked about thirty, thought Jack, although given his ruddy, leather-weathered face, that figure could have been revised upwards.

‘Aye,’ said Jack. ‘When he spoke, I wanted to tell him everythin’ he said was true.’

Ralph Bell gave a small laugh, looked over to where the throng still surrounded Dan Smith.

‘But you couldn’t find the right words. Well, don’t worry. He’s here often. You’ll get your chance. This your first time here, is it?’

Jack nodded.

‘Thought I hadn’t seen you here before.’ He pointed to Jack’s hair, smiled. ‘I’d have noticed.’

Jack felt himself redden.

Ralph Bell gestured around the room.

‘They’re a good bunch, as this lot goes. Everybody argues. But we’re all on the same side. Really.’

Jack ran his fingers self-consciously through his hair. It was now claiming Ralph Bell’s attention.

‘Where you from, then?’ Ralph Bell asked.

‘Scotswood.’

‘You workin’?’

‘Got job in one of the slaughterhouses down there.’

Ralph Bell grimaced.

‘Rather you than me. I couldn’t do it. Must be horrible, that.’

‘Aye, it is. Horrible. Lookin’ for somethin’ else.’ Jack knew he was mumbling his words.

‘That what turned your hair white, then?’

Jack looked at him, mouth working up to a reply.

‘Nuh – no,’ Jack stammered. Words came to him only in meagre clumps at the best of times, but they were practically nowhere to be seen tonight. ‘That’s from … the war. I saw some things …’

He trailed off, hoping the memories wouldn’t invade his head again. Not here. Not now.

Ralph Bell nodded.

‘Don’t want to talk about it, eh? Best way, probably.’

Jack nodded. He suddenly wanted to be away from the group, out of the Royal Arcade.

‘I’d best be off.’

‘Listen,’ said Ralph Bell, ‘there’s a few of us goin’ for a pint afterwards. Want to come?’

‘No, I’d best …’ He gestured vaguely towards the door.

‘Please yourself. Next time, perhaps.’ Ralph Bell stuck out his hand once more. ‘Nice to meet you, Jack. You comin’ back again?’

Jack looked around the room. Dan Smith still had an audience. People were still chatting animatedly. It seemed warm, welcoming.

‘Aye … aye, probably.’

‘Good. The more the merrier.’

Jack turned to go.

‘Oh, before you go.’ Ralph Bell spoke as if a thought had just struck him.

Jack turned back.

‘You said you were lookin’ for somethin’ else. Instead of the slaughterhouse. That right?’

Jack nodded, slightly wary. ‘Aye …’

‘You ever done any buildin’ work? Labourin’ an’ that?’

‘In the army, I did.’

Ralph Bell smiled. ‘I might be able to help you, then. I’m a builder. Run a buildin’ firm in Walker. Oh, I know what you’re thinkin’.’ He laughed. ‘What’s a builder doin’ here with all these socialists? Well, you shouldn’t believe what you hear. We’re not all Conservatives. But we are always lookin’ for lads who aren’t afraid of hard work. You like the sound of that?’

Jack thought, but not for long. Anything would be better than murdering animals.

‘Aye, I do,’ he said.

‘Can you start tomorrow?’

Jack nodded.

Ralph Bell gave him the address. ‘Be there seven thirty. Hope you’ve got an alarm clock. Now, you comin’ for that drink?’

‘I’d best not,’ said Jack and smiled. It was a rare event. It felt alien to his face.

‘Why?’

‘Got an early start in the mornin’.’

He exited the Royal Arcade.

Dan Smith still had a crowd around him.

‘Howay, man, look. There she is.’

The first boy pointed down the darkened alley. The Essoldo picture house on one side, offices the other. At the end, propped against the cinema wall, half claimed by shadow, stood a girl.

‘Told you she’d be there, didn’t I?’

The first boy looked around to the others. There were four of them, three between ten and eleven, the fourth younger. The first boy shook his head, pointed an angry finger.

‘What did you bring him for?’ He spoke to the third boy, finger stretched towards the fourth. ‘He’s a fuckin’ bairn, man.’

‘You kna’ why, Lukey,’ said the third boy. ‘It’s wor Brian. Me mam said I’ve got to look after ’im when she’s out, man.’

The little boy, Brian, stood between the two older boys, watching words bounce between them as if at a tennis match. Not that he had ever seen a tennis match. His clothes were old; he was not. Grey shoes, black socks and short trousers, a shirt that may have started its life white, black duffel coat a size too small for him. Face dirty, hair untidy. Seven years old.

The first boy, Lukey, looked at Brian.

‘You shoulda left ’im home, Nabs. We’re not bairns.’

In the darkness, Nabs’s face reddened.

‘I’ll look after ’im, reet?’

Lukey sighed, reluctantly nodded.

The second boy wasn’t listening to them. He was staring straight down the alley. He grabbed Lukey’s arm.

‘How, she’s lookin’ down here,’ he said.

Lukey turned to him, away from Nabs.

‘Have you got the stuff, Fenny?’ Lukey asked.

The second boy, Fenny, felt in his pocket. He had done so every five minutes. ‘Aye,’ he said.

Lukey swallowed hard. He was aware that his breathing had become more laboured. ‘Howay, then,’ he said.

The three boys looked at each other, looking for signs of weakness, looking for their own reflections. Lukey, having elected himself leader, began to move slowly, the other two following tentatively. Brian looked between the three, shared none of their apprehension, tagged along. Nabs, Lukey and Fenny were all breathing hard now. Their hearts felt too big, worked too fast for their chests. The alley, and the girl at the end of it, seemed to stretch out for miles. Nabs reached down, found Brian’s hand, pulled him along.

They had first seen her nearly a week ago on one of their evening reconnaissances of the town centre. They knew what she was straight away. Why she was where she was, what she was doing. They had stared at her and she had smiled at them, talked to them, asking them why they were out so late, what they were doing in town, where they lived. They had mumbled their replies, telling her they were from Byker. She had tolerated their presence for a while longer until she told them she had to get back to work. They had drifted off then, each of them nursing an uncomfortable, yet not unpleasant, erection that had lasted for the best part of a week.

This time would be different. This time they had a plan.

She turned, saw them coming. She smiled at them.

‘Hello, lads,’ she said. ‘You’re out late again, aren’t you?’

They stopped walking, stared at her. She had blonde hair, curled and bobbed, just tidy enough. Blouse and skirt, stockings and heeled shoes, black overcoat. The blouse had been opened to reveal the tops of her small breasts. She wore heavily applied make-up, a child’s approximation of how an adult should look.

‘Wuh – we’ve got somethin’ for you,’ said Lukey. He could barely speak, barely breathe, his heart was racing so heavily.

She looked around quickly, making sure there were no prospective punters hoving into view, then smiled at the boys.

‘That’s nice,’ she said, a laugh in her voice. ‘What is it? A diamond ring? A fur coat? Something to wear when Cary Grant escorts me from the back of his Rolls-Royce into some posh restaurant?’

She closed her eyes. The boys looked between themselves, not knowing what to do next.

She opened her eyes again, saw the boys. Their intense, nervous faces must not have been what she wanted to see. She sighed as if a great weight had been placed on her chest.

Lukey cleared his throat.

‘Naw,’ he said, ‘nothin’ like that. Sorry, like.’

He turned to the boy behind him, gestured. Fenny dug into his pocket, handed him something. He gave it to the girl. His hands were shaking. She picked up the package, examined it. A battered box of Players No. 6.

‘Thanks, lads,’ she said and smiled. ‘That’s kind of you. Keep me warm when the nights are cold.’

‘It’s cos, y’kna’ …’

Lukey tried to speak, found the words wouldn’t come.

‘It’s cos we wanna fuck ya.’

Fenny had spoken. Lukey put his head down quickly. Even in the shadows he could feel himself blushing again.

The prostitute smiled at the boys again. They were too nervous to notice its condescendingly maternal qualities.

‘That’s sweet,’ she said. ‘Listen, lads, thanks for the fags, but you’d better run along now cos I’m workin’.’

Disappointment hit the boys with an almost physical force. Nearly a week of planning, all for nothing. They stood there, unsure whether to stay or walk. Lukey turned to the others, planning to walk, trying to find as much dignity as possible.

‘That’s not fair,’ said Nabs.

The others, including Brian and the prostitute, turned to face him.

‘We bought you those fags. If we’re not ganna get nowt for them, we want them back.’

The prostitute opened her mouth to speak.

‘Aye, ’e’s right, y’kna’,’ said Fenny, emboldened by Nabs’s words. ‘It’s not fair, we should get somethin’.’

The prostitute closed her mouth again, her words dying in her throat. She looked side to side, hoping the noise hadn’t put off any potential punters. There were none. She sucked her bottom lip, thinking. Red lipstick stained her teeth. She ducked back into the alley, mind quickly made up.

‘Come on, then,’ she said, her voice weary beyond her years, yet brisk and businesslike, ‘but be quick.’

The three older boys followed her into the shadows. Brian toddled slowly behind them. Nabs, Lukey and Fenny exchanged excited smiles, amazed and not a little apprehensive that their plan had worked.

The prostitute stopped, stepped back against a darkened doorway. The boys stopped also. She began unbuttoning her blouse.

‘You can all have a look at me tits,’ she said, unhooking her bra from behind and pushing it up her chest.

They stared. The prostitute had small breasts with small nipples. They felt their erections rising.

Brian looked between the woman’s breasts and the boys’ enrapt faces. He knew something was happening but was unsure what it was.

‘Can I touch them?’ asked Nabs.

She sighed. ‘If you must. But quickly.’

Nabs stepped up and ran his hands over them. Tentatively at first, then more assuredly as his confidence grew. He began to probe harder, breathe heavier. He took her nipples between his thumbs and forefingers and pinched.

‘Ow!’ She slapped his hands away. ‘They are attached, you know. Right, that’s your lot. You next.’

Lukey then Fenny took turns fondling her breasts.

‘That’s enough. I reckon that’s a packet of fags’ worth.’ She began to reattach herself then looked down at Brian. He was staring up at her, eyes wide, blank.

‘What’s the matter?’ she said. ‘You want a go?’

‘Aye, gan on, Nabs,’ said Lukey. ‘Let your Brian have a go.’

The prostitute kneeled down beside him.

‘Well?’ she asked and smiled at him. ‘Do you wan’ to squeeze my lovely titties as well?’

She laughed when she said it. Playful and taunting, yet with a cruel edge.

Brian looked up, his hands staying by his sides, his eyes locking on to hers.

‘Are you a slag?’ he asked.

The prostitute stared at him, open-mouthed.

‘My mam’s a slag. My dad calls her that. A fuckin’ slag. Then he hits her. An’ takes her money off her. Is that what happens to you?’

The prostitute stood upright and moved backwards all in the same motion. She looked like she had just been slapped in the face.

‘Right,’ she said, pulling her clothes back together, ‘piss off, all of you. I’m workin’.’

She began to walk away, back up the alley. The boys didn’t move; just stared at her. She reached the mouth of the alley, turned back to them.

‘Go on, piss off!’

The boys turned and reluctantly began to walk away.

Brian reached for Nabs’s hand. Nabs batted it away.

They walked home to Byker. It was a long time before any of them spoke.

Jack didn’t want to go home.

Highs were heading to lows. The joy of the meeting, of getting work, was receding. As the night had darkened, so had Jack: shadows were assuming substance, fears becoming more tangible.

Memories returning in pinpoint focus.

He tried to ward it off, use the night’s positives as a counterbalance, but it was no good. He could feel the mood descending, as it always did, like an old, damp army blanket thrown over his head. The harder he struggled, the firmer its grip.

He didn’t want to go back to the house he used to call home. Like everything else, it now seemed so alien to him.

And so small: narrow doorways, cramped rooms, compacted hallways. Too small for the amount of people it contained. Too small for Jack. He felt as if he was always bumping into things, having to squeeze between gaps in the furniture and bodies, fight for tiny, territorial increments. He thought years of army living would have cured him of that, but even there, in that strictly regimented existence, he had more space than he had at home.

He was also sharing a bedroom with his younger brother, Tommy. A very cramped bedroom. Although Tommy had never said anything, Jack got the impression that Tommy believed he should never have returned from the war. Perhaps a hero’s death fighting the Nazis, perhaps an indefinite stay in Colditz. Anything, in fact, that would have given Tommy his own room.

While Tommy snored, Jack would lie awake staring at the darkness, trying not to see tangible shapes in flickers of half-light. And if he did sleep it was the same dream. His bed was a sea, the water black, oily, treacherous with hidden currents, hungry to pull down unwary swimmers. The Tyne as it ran through Scotswood: stinking of the waste of industry. Jack would lie on the surface, floating, imaginary balls and chains shackled to his hands and feet. The balls were stuffed full of memories, of images, names and places. All heavier than lead. They were trying to drag him down, drag him back. Jack would struggle, fight to keep his head above water, to keep breathing. Then he would wake, gasping. And the dream, in one form or another, would continue. That was not the only dream, but it was probably the worst. There were others. Waking or sleeping, nights – all nights – would pass like this. The only respite was that moment of waking dislocation, of temporary amnesia as the dream fell away and reality took over. He savoured those moments. Luxuriated in them. Wished they would last for ever.

Every night he would put off going to bed but ultimately he knew he was postponing the inevitable. So he walked. Tried to tire himself out, reach a state where his body would accept sleep but not dreams.

Newcastle fascinated him. It described itself as a city but felt more like a market town. Nine thirty at night and the streets were virtually deserted. He passed pubs, glimpsed men inside drinking, playing darts and dominoes, talking, not singing. Mini communities dotted on corners. The men Dan Smith had mentioned. Jack considered entering, buying himself a pint, striking up a conversation. But he couldn’t do it. He would just want to talk about the things he tried not to think about. He would be spotted, shunned as different. He would be alone in there.

He walked, not thinking, not noticing where he was going. Head down, cap pulled tight, hands in pockets, eyes narrowed.

‘’Scuse me, have you got the time?’

The voice, playful, singsong. Local inflections, universal cadences.

He looked up. He was standing in front of the Essoldo cinema. He had walked to the bottom of Westgate Road. The woman who had spoken to him had blonde hair, curled and bobbed, just tidy enough. Blouse and skirt, stockings and heeled shoes, black overcoat. The blouse had been opened to reveal the tops of her small breasts. She wore heavily applied make-up, a child’s approximation of how an adult should look.

She smiled at him.

‘Pardon?’ he said.

‘I asked,’ she said, pushing up the playfulness in her voice, ‘if you’ve got the time?’

Jack fumbled back his sleeve, looked at his watch. Then the penny dropped. He looked up, straight at the girl.

‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I’m not interested.’

They looked at each other. The girl smiled.

‘Are you not?’

Jack shook his head.

‘Sure?’

Jack nodded.

‘Only you haven’t walked away yet.’

She moved towards him, legs slow, hips gyrating languorously. She pulled her coat away from her sides so he would have an unimpeded view of her figure.

‘Have you?’

Jack swallowed, his throat parched earth.

‘I haven’t … haven’t got any … much … money.’

The girl smiled.

‘We’ll see what we can do. What’s your name?’

‘Juh … Jack.’

Her fingers stroked his jacket lapels, his shirt. The movements were well practised, clinical. Jack ignored that. He concentrated only on her fingers. The feel of another person touching him. He began to get an erection.

‘This your first time, Jack?’

He began to shake his head – no – then stopped. He had been with whores in the army. They had been in every country, in every town, outside every barracks. His regiment, roaring boys all, had used whores as they had used drinking and fighting: a natural way to relax, to let off steam.

But that was in a previous life. That had happened to a different person.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘first time.’

‘Come on, then,’ she said and took his hand, leading him down the alley.

‘No,’ he said, stopping. He looked at the dark, the shadows. ‘Not down there.’

‘Where, then? You got somewhere?’

He thought of his bedroom. Tommy all snores and resentment. His bed drowning him in black, oily water. Dragging him down with the weight of memories.

He shook his head. ‘No.’

She stopped moving. He felt an immediate disappointment. He wanted this woman. Or at least the use of her body for a short while. The way she had touched his jacket, his chest … He was hard now, built up with frustration, wanting release. Wanting her to give him release.

‘Haven’t you got somewhere?’ he asked.

She looked at the cinema.

‘We could go in here.’

‘Yeah? Wouldn’t they mind?’

The girl laughed.

‘I don’t think so. Come on.’

She led him into the lobby. Tarnished Art Deco coated with dust and loveless disrepair. Jack glanced at the lobby cards: Things To Come. Produced by Alexander Korda. Directed by William Cameron Menzies. It showed rocket ships, skyscrapers, spacemen. It was an old film, ten years or so. New films were as rationed as food in Newcastle.

The girl walked to the counter, Jack in tow. The man behind the counter was short, round, greasy, with more hair tonic than hair plastered across his shining pate. He gave her a smile. It curled with knowingness, unpleasantness, lasciviousness.

‘Hello again, Isobel.’

‘Hello, Howard. Two, please.’ She hugged herself into Jack’s arm. ‘Me boyfriend’ll pay.’

‘Course he will,’ said Howard, pulling two tickets off a large drum.

Jack fumbled in his pocket, brought out the correct coins, slapped them down on the counter.

Howard handed over the tickets and the change.

‘Enjoy yourselves.’

‘We will,’ said Isobel.

They reached the doors, about to enter. Isobel stopped.

‘Let’s get the money sorted out first.’ The playfulness had dropped out of her voice. She held her hand out. ‘Twenty bob.’

‘What? Twenty bob?’

‘Ssh. Don’t raise your voice. All right. Make it ten.’

Jack’s erection was larger than his unwillingness to part with what little money he had. He fumbled in his pocket, brought out the money, handed it over, his hand shaking.

She pocketed it, plastered on her fake smile again. She gave a small shrug.

‘Let’s go in, then.’

Isobel entered the darkened cinema. Jack followed. She led him to a section of the cinema, beneath the projectionist’s window, away from the rest of the seats. Cigarette smoke and dust curled and bounced in the shaft of light. She sat down in the shadow. Jack sat down next to her. Other customers were dotted about in twos and ones, all watching the screen. No one paid any attention to Jack and Isobel.

Jack’s seat felt well sat in, the crimson velvet threadbare, springs threatening to poke through and into him, the seat hinges dropping down at an uncomfortable angle. He squirmed, tried to find a position he could settle in.

He thought of his earlier walk around Scotswood. Watching from the back of a deserted cinema. Unable to follow, unable to join in. This was different. He felt it. He hoped it.
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