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People don’t understand


They think lovin’


Is having money in the hand.


‘Love Is Strange’, Smith/Baker, 1965








THE END


This then, I know it, just has to be the closing: the very last moments of my life. And although I clutch at them keenly, still I am failing to hold on to even any small part of the matter in hand: this business of my teasingly gentle but inevitable passing. The only concerns that storm now into what, I suppose, is still this mind of mine, assume the form of shadowy and puny, suddenly stuttering and then quite gorgeous highlights from it has to be, yes, a truly terrible past. Sex: the sweet and rank hit of it (of course there must be that) – but more, the thrill of the struggle, the ripping out of the darkness during all those fantastic and midnight abductions … and now seeping into me (of course, but naturally – for how could I escape it?) the insinuation of a spreading stain (its slick and wicked glimmer).


And now – as I lie here quite uselessly – I recall when Melissa, she smiled and then she said to me: You do know Clifford, that I have no limit? For love – for you – I would happily do anything. But, my Clifford, Clifford of mine, you must know too I won’t ever do that. And nor did she. But before, my life had been shaken asunder by the runaway train that was, shall we call her for now, the only other woman who ever truly mattered. And the love and all my good intentions went at first just sour and then so very wrong, and quickly after, oh – quite bad, before a black enough sin came then to be so deep drenched in crime, and this pulsing locomotive that I had so eagerly boarded, it roared and was shrieking as it just jackknifed up and away into Hell, booming and gleeful as it took us all on down (I becalmed, and she – clinging so hard on to what I suppose she still and most sincerely imagined to be something a bit close to my soul and centre – screaming … and then, yes – oh yes then: screaming wildly). She would, I am sure, laugh away hideously – my blackly glittering lady – any such mad suggestion that here was truly the way things had gone. Should she deign to acknowledge at all the awful chain of events. And just this is to assume, of course – in the glare of, oh … everything she has inflicted upon, God, so very many – that she, so newly fastidious, would choose to remember even any tiny atom. And now – as I lie here quite uselessly – I must be content with a sort of cold refuge in the narrow truth that she has now no longer the power to reach me.


There are people, you know: seemingly looking down upon me from here and there and all around (as I continue to lie here, quite uselessly). I do not appear able to recognise, however, who any single one of them might possibly be – and nor, if I am wholly honest, can I be sure of their comportment, the very nature and essence of the gathering (not even – and now I am straining my hardest – their collective or separate genders). Known to me, presumably – why else, goodness, would they all be milling about me, here? Wherever here might be. It seems quite white and charged: I feel enveloped by a hostile welcome.


Speech would appear to be out of the question – and even were it not, what is it, exactly, that you would have me utter into the face of this distorted and coagulant mass of unimagined features (swooping down, and fading back)? This, it occurs to me now, is maybe all a baby can ever be aware of, marooned and pinioned in a pram, when all around are gurning and gesturing wildly in their blank determination to vie for the little creature’s exclusive attention, regardless of not just its supreme impassivity, but even its palpable terror.


So I think, you know, all I can do now is simply latch on to and settle down deeply into the folds of just one and no more from among this boisterous and jostling tumult within me – just a single raucous upstart amid the crowd of all these jagged and glancing memories of mine. But not. I really don’t think, the kidnaps or the slaying. I feel too weak to face that, frankly. Maybe soon, but no – not now: not at all yet. So possibly … mmm, it just has to be, really, my wedding day, yes. Yes – the day of my wedding: that will do nicely. The day of my marriage to the heaven of Melissa and a touchstone, truly, to the start of all this: everything I am brought to (just lying here, quite uselessly). The start of when it became so twisted and all began to go so very badly wrong (though well before the uncut purity of the evil, before it had come close to just killing me).


So for now, then – let us hear those wedding bells ring out, their clamorous pealing summoning me back with a fresh and candid urgency to that distant sunlit morning, filled and sweet with love and hope, all those years and years ago.
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The suite at the Savoy – oh yes, I well recall all that, the tracts of its mirrored and comfortingly creamy, so near powder-soft opulence – made me feel, mmm – it very nearly suffused me with … well what, now? Safety, I think, comes as close as I feel I can approach – a sort of safety, yes, as I just dumbly stood there, rigid at its centre. It was the only thing that day that fed me – and yet I was excited (though hardly nurtured) by just the possibility (and there was one, wasn’t there?) of justified hope and maybe even an illuminated future looming – one so bright, indeed, that it would in the merest of flashes strike down blind all the past and render it no more now than a dazzle of doubt, too instant and fragmented, maybe, to have even existed; or possibly it would just take light and burn and smoulder and crumble down to only ashes. And the love – the love would triumph, surely, as love is always said to. If love was what we had here – if love was the stuff we were dealing with now, and not just something strange.


Oh and Melissa, I might add – and should anyone be passingly interested, then they might as well hear it from me – was not my first and only wife. There had been, in fact, one more before her. Well two, if we are seeking the strictest accuracy – but the very first, whose name will come to me, I have no doubt, as I continue to dwell upon details and other things entirely (as is, I find, so often the way), was – as, indeed, I was myself – no more than sixteen years of age. We were married on a ferry boat by a rank and grizzled oaf who, if memory serves, had styled himself Captain. On the isle of Jersey, she had seemed thrilled while imagining us to be consummating our blessed and beloved union; in truth – and even as she continued to preen and twitter – I unsmilingly raped her, which felt quite wonderful, I can tell you that. I made the return crossing on my own (I just walked out and left her) and more I cannot tell you: more I do not know.


And then there had been Sonya – who was not, as one could easily suppose, a Russian, remotely exotic, or even very interesting in any way at all. I married her when she asked me to do so. She was just a good woman, my Sonya – she looked after me devotedly for more than three or five years as I continued to do no more than just about passably well in my chosen profession. Which is – did I mention? – that of tailoring. I know – fairly bizarre: not at all what you might expect. It wasn’t, of course, the path for which I was initially destined. Disinter my father and quiz him on the matter, if you’ve a mind to: he will doubtless still be both purple and raving (into the fungus, into the ether). But simple goodness, I can only suppose, came to disagree with me. I left Sonya. I just left her. She wailed and clawed at me as I walked through the door. Sent her some money – not too much. She wrote to say she could not bear a divorce (she loved me too much!) and I, for my part, was perfectly content to let things so remain.


Melissa, then – she was later. Her I came to marry in the face of the cold and very dangerous fury of the blackly glittering lady – because her I had known for just ever and ever: always she was there. She had not at all objected to my marriage to Sonya: it pleased her, I think, to have someone close by whom she could upon a whim subject to bitter ridicule, or else a more serious torrent and pitiless damage. Melissa, however, she minded a great deal. Me, she kept on intoning: it should be me – it was meant to be me …! And her eyes at times like that: they made you sick and hot with stripped-raw fear.


Mary. Yes Mary – that is the name of the child, the little girl thing I married the very first time around. There: I knew it would come to me. It always does, if you just remain patient. Though as to all this apparently serial bigamy (trigamy, I suppose it is now – all rather hard to keep track) I cannot altogether make plain to you (I can’t quite see it myself) why or how it has come to pass. Why I failed to instigate the business of divorce before blithely entering into yet another of my marriages. And consequences. I am all too aware, are always lurking: they are always just waiting to pounce.


A thought now occurs to me: it could be quite amusing, should you feel open to the very idea (should the mood just happen to have you), if my only real and licit wife after all these decades have tumbled by is still the little girl thing, the ferryboat child, my sweet and dear rapee. Mary: there – I hadn’t forgotten. Oh and did you happen to get that, did you? Just that moment as I said it? The heavy and immutable word that I didn’t truly imagine I had just dropped in, oh so gently? Decades. Yes – that one. Tens of years, tens of years, the rolling on and forward of all those tens of years. And then to find myself on the verge of one more marriage. Which is, I quite see, a fairly foolish situation, on the face of it. And yet … experience, that is the key. When a man is my age (and I don’t seem able at the moment to quite know what that is) he should not shrink from pointing with pride to the wealth of his various achievements. The generation of tens of millions of pounds and several directorships while still a relatively young man. One of the faster times recorded on the Cresta Run. A rather major literary prize and a decent sort of honour from the Queen. The giddily joyful deflowering of twin blonde beauties on subsequent afternoons. Stealing – at dead of night and from close to the Ritz – a deep indigo Bugatti and then kissing it goodbye, filled with flowers and not much short of the brow of Primrose Hill. To have devoured with slurping and red-cheeked relish thirteen dozen Colchester natives at a single sitting! And swilled them well down with a magnum of Krug, sucked with glee through a crystal straw. That subtle approach at Heathrow one time from a representative of a leading model agency, and declining politely (one hopes with polished grace). Membership of not just White’s and Pratt’s and Boodle’s, but also the Athenaeum, the Garrick and … what’s that other one? Beefsteak. A newspaper column, twice weekly and internationally syndicated. An open invitation to a position in the Cabinet … diving down to the wreck of the Titanic for romantic plunder … a guaranteed place on the first British shuttle to outer space …! Oh yes. Oh yes indeed. All of this – and so much more – has eluded me utterly. All I have done is bad for me, and so much worse for others. But as to marriage … oh good Lord. Why would I? Why would I do it again? ‘A bit of company’? But I had company, didn’t I? The blackly glittering lady, we are extant partners in each other’s company, and have been during the course of every breath we have ever drawn. Oh well. It is becoming clear I have no answer.


And I can’t, I think, any longer refer to her (can I?) as the blackly glittering lady. I enjoy the phrase, as well might have been gathered – and it surely does pick up on this quite recent polish of hers (her excitement and her danger); nonetheless, it is signally unwieldy. What I call her to her face (and now we are here, let me ask you: do you imagine it, this face of hers, to be broad and high-cheekboned, the wide and insistent eyes – they that glitter – as dark a brown as brown can be before it becomes lost to sight in the deadness of onyx, just two flecks of white to flag up the life beyond? Is that at all how you see her, the blackly glittering lady? Well if so then no, I’m afraid: she’s really not at all like that). But to this face – the skin is sometimes shockingly pale, though a flush of rouge is never far away from the heart of the thing – I address her as Emerald. Which isn’t really right. But this is what I do. For myself (when we spent that day, sorting out stones) I adjudged Ruby to be good and clearer – but no, she said: oh no no no. Ruby has quite the wrong connotations, as she patiently explained to me. One thinks of cheap port and even cheaper barmaids who might sloppingly dispense it (although I hadn’t, until she put it to me, thought of that at all: all I saw was a blood-deep and glistening jewel). Emerald, she said, is what it has to be. And then she started to call me Diamond – and it’s always best not, on the whole, to enquire. I mean to say (and I’ve thought of it a bit – not too much or often), did she hastily decide that here to hand was a pretty and simple pairing? Two treasured gemstones, and please let’s just leave it like that? Or did she perceive in me notable properties? An acknowledged value, this hardness (if not durability) and a bright white light within? I doubt. Could the facets, maybe, have come into play? What on earth can I tell you? It’s not for me to say. But neither name is right for us, although they continued to be mutually bandied right on up to this, my wedding day. No – Emerald and Diamond, and I have always thought this, they are each of them – in any sense you care for – far too pure and precious. Jet, is what I should have called her. Jet is what she is. And me? Well how the Devil do you expect me to know? I simply couldn’t tell you; but if you came to press me … well in that case, maybe Jade?


Well right, then: very well. Enough of all that. It is time to find out now whether even such a hope as this might ever be justified – time for the gates and my arms to be both swung wide so as to welcome and enable this love for Melissa to triumph (as love is always said to). If … love is what we have here. If … love is the stuff we’re dealing with, now … and not just something strange. So what I must do is … What I must do … What I must … What I … What. What …?


But wait: hold. The cord of my memory is tugging me elsewhere. There is an obstacle now that I am very aware of – some big reason why I can no longer pursue this. All my face is throbbing to the bone, and now I am conscious (as conscious as I can be, now and for the last time, as I continue to lie here quite uselessly) of a man now hovering above me who I have seen here before – a man who long ago I had decided was a doctor (there is something about his grimness, his quick and quite unflinching insolence). Just look at him now: he has done with plucking at what sad flesh there is left to my cheek and is pulling quite roughly at I am unsure quite which of the watery pouches slung beneath these eyes. His slack-lipped mouth would appear to be moving – he might be just chewing, or maybe saying something wise, or else grotesque. And from just behind the bulk of him there rises now a general sort of stirring – the shadows, they slant and shift, as dust and light are stark and jostling briefly, settling down soon into a gross rearrangement. I think I know I can give no sign, but what I feel sure I have just been party to is a further and maybe quite signal transition: one more strut has been rudely kicked from under my remains. They say – and I know you have heard it – that when one is aware that life and oneself are scudding away from you and yet just gently fading, when light and dark become oddly indecipherable, when any unspent muscle from somewhere deep within the general shambles is as near to clenched as it can be and flexing weakly on the rim of the final flight or tumble, that a fast-spliced and clattering cascade, momentarily agleam with each of life’s exalted moments, will rattle across those dear searing eyeballs and leave one just able to gasp with fear and yet somehow sated, with no more left now save a final whimper before the last hurrah …


But no. Oh no no no. I scream in defiance at all of that. I am fighting hard and it will not happen; this doctor – if doctor he be – can pinch the other cheek, for now it is turned. If I am to go – and this is a given, we just have to accept it – then I intend to go my way, and in my own sweet Devil-given time. I want to go back to remembering. I do, I do – and for the life of me I fail to understand death’s rush (for it has me anyway). And so now I am determined to go back further and further – all the way back to the very beginning. To where the colonnade of one’s endeavours and all those milestones along the way recede into the dagger-point of a whiter sort of distant invisibility. The beginning, then: let’s go there, while I still feel able to barely withstand this terrible thing. The beginning, yes – for where else (at the end) can I run to for shelter?





MORNING



 


I was young, so young – oh dearest God, I was just a little child. But how young, though, do I think I can have been? Must it really be all those tens of years ago if I still can recall it all so clearly (so clear it is) and yes, so utterly? Not just the simple words and sniffled noises of this single exchange from among millions with my mother, but the rise, rise and gentle falling of each and every cadence, the sometimes throaty and the very much more nasal sighings as she looked away, or downwards; the creases at her eyes as she did so, and those sharper ones too at the corners of her mouth, the puckering and stylised striations ranked up like powdered needles above her chin that gave her still-sweet lips just the faintest air of having been coaxingly poached in buttermilk, and left now to cool. The smell of her fingers – quite old grease from the knobs on the cooker and then just a feather’s breath of lavender (that touch of hardness in the fingertips, not at all like the plump and fleshy pillows of her palm when it fondly cupped my cheek, a warm thumb idly stroking the down there, once). I smelt then the sticky slap of that powder, as it clung to the rouge: I sometimes touched with the pad of a finger this peachy and motherly dusting. I knew that face, and loved it; for years I needed it so much more than my heart, my limbs and eyes, for its presence alone could make me function, make me see – that face, and the dear sad woman who showed it to me … here were not just the boundaries of my being but much more so, its palpitating core.

‘Here, Clifford – here. Do you want to open the packet of tea?’


‘Oh gosh yes, Mummy – give it to me. Didn’t know we got a new one. Oh I really hope it’s the Bird of Paradise – I jolly do, I jolly do. I’m only missing four now.


‘I think I know that, Clifford my sweet. You’ve told and told me for days on end. Don’t do it like that – you’re tearing it all down the side, look.’


‘Well you’re going to put it in the tin thing anyway, aren’t you? Just four more cards to get and then the whole album’s complete. Ooh – here it is – got it. What is it? What is it?’


‘What is it, Clifford? Let me see. Is it the—?’


‘It’s the Barn Owl. It’s the Barn Owl.’


‘Oh dear. Never mind. Maybe next time.’


‘No no, Mummy – the Barn Owl’s good. Haven’t got the Barn Owl. Only three to go now. Just three more. Oh great. I’ll just get the album and then I can stick it in.’


‘Oh you are lucky, Clifford. Aren’t you, my pet? You haven’t really had very many duplicates at all, have you?’


‘Well I kept on getting the Egret for ages – but Brian and Anthony, they didn’t have the Egret at all and so I brought in two of mine and then I swapped them for, um – Harry, old Dismal, he gave me the Grebe, and then I got the Kittiwake off of Anthony.’


‘Is this Anthony Parsfield? Not “off of”, Clifford. From. You got the card from Anthony. Not “off of”.’


‘Oh crumbs no! Not Anthony Parsfield. He’s never got anything decent to swap ever, old Parsfield. Old parson’s nose Parsfield.’


‘That’s not a very nice thing to call him. I thought he was a friend of yours?’


‘Oh crumbs no! He’s not my friend. He sort of used to be kind of my friend, but that was last term. I’m talking about Anthony Hirsch. It was Anthony Hirsch I got the Kittiwake off of.’


‘Clifford …!’


‘From, then. I got it from him. All right? I’m going to get the album.’


‘Remember you’ve got your prep to get done, won’t you? We’re not doing the jigsaw till you’ve done all your prep.’


‘I know, I know. Maths and Jog tonight. I really hate old man Meakins. He always gives us twice as much rotten prep as all the other masters. He’s rotten, Meakins is. Mmmm – they always smell so great, these teacards. Smell! Here – smell it!’


‘But you don’t like tea, do you Clifford? You never drink tea. Mm – ’tis nice.’


‘I know, I know – but I just love the smell of the cards. Hate tea. Horrid. I love Tizer! Tizer for ever!’


‘Yes well – too much of that stuff and you’ll have no teeth left.’


‘It’s just so yummy, Tizer. Can I have some now?’


‘Prep, young man. Maybe if you’re good – later. When we’re jigsawing. Come here. Is that a mark on your pullover, there? Oh it’s not, is it? How did you manage to do that? I hope it’s not ink.’


‘Where? Where’s there a mark?’


‘There – on the – come here and let me … oh it is ink, it is. Oh Clifford – how on earth did you manage to get it on your—?’


‘Oh gosh that must have been when Pearson came round and did all the inkwells after break and he said there was no room in mine because of all the squidged-up blotch and he made me dig it all out and I had to use my dividers and they’re bent now and I thought I’d been really good, actually, because I didn’t get even a bit, not any, on my hands and fingers and everything. I didn’t see that. Sorry.’


‘Oh … I suppose it’ll wash out. Now come on, you grubby little ragamuffin: prep.’


‘I will. I’ll just stick this card in. And then I will. I’m starving. Is there anything to eat? Absolutely starving …’


‘Supper after prep, Clifford. The sooner you get it done, the sooner the four of us can all sit down and have supper. I’ll give you some digestives on a plate. Would you like some Nesquik?’


‘Oh. Daddy – he’s in tonight then, is he? Not one of his out nights.’


‘No – he’s in. Daddy’s in tonight. Do you want a glass of Nesquik or not?’


‘It’s just that he never likes it, does he? When we’re doing the jigsaw and everything and he wants to listen to his music and he says it’s distracting. He always says it’s distracting and it’s crazy you know, really, because we’re ever so quiet. Are there any – have you got any choccy fingers?’


‘Loves his music – it’s Daddy’s way of relaxing, isn’t it? He works jolly hard, your Daddy, you know. We’ll just have to try and be a little bit quieter. Now off you go, Clifford, or there’ll be no time for supper or jigsaw or anything else before bedtime, will there? Nesquik: yes or no?’


‘Mm, yes – Nesquik. I said yes. I said so.’


‘You most certainly did not, young man. I’ve asked you twenty times. Look – you go off and I’ll bring it to you on a tray, my lord and master. Off you go.’


‘And choccy fingers …?’


‘Ooh … you’re a little rascal, aren’t you Clifford? Mm? You really are a little rascal. I’ll see what I can find. But only if you go off this minute and get that prep done. Clear?’


‘Thanks, Mummy. I will. I’ll just stick this card in. And then I will. Barn Owl – isn’t it great? Just three more to get now. Where’s the glue?’


‘You had it last. Weren’t you covering your exercise books at the weekend?’


‘Oh yes. Didn’t work. The covers kept on coming up again all over the place. Sticky tape’s what I need and Daddy says it’s too expensive. Anthony’s got some on a dispenser. It’s lousy, that glue. Doesn’t stick anything. Hopeless.’


‘Oh Clifford never mind about the glue! Just get your prep done, will you? Now, Clifford. This minute.’


‘But I’ve got to stick the card in, haven’t I? So I’ve got to find the glue first, haven’t I? How can I stick it in if I haven’t got the glue …?’


‘Look for the glue afterwards, Clifford. Hoooo …! You go off and I’ll find the blessed glue, all right? And I’ll bring it in with your milk and biscuits. All right?’


‘OK, then. I think it might be in the box room, actually. Thanks, Mummy. Hey – do you think we’ll finish it tonight? I think we could. I think we could actually finish it tonight.’


‘Finish what, now? Hm? What are you talking about now, Clifford?’


‘Jigsaw. There’s only the centre bit left. And that one edgy piece – which I don’t actually think can be there, you know, because I’ve looked through the box about ten million times and it just doesn’t exist, that edgy piece.’


‘Never mind the – Clifford, if you don’t get moving right this second there’ll be no time for anything. Now I mean it: march, young man. Straight into that room and get it all done. If you’re not hard at work when I come in with your tray … well then woe betide you, Clifford. There’ll be wigs on the green, I can promise you that.’


‘All right – I’ll do it now. Rotten old Meakins … No other master gives half as much prep as Meakins, rotten old Meakins. Oh and Mummy …?’


‘Oh what is it now, Clifford? You really are trying my patience.’


‘It’s just that … you won’t forget the choccy fingers …?’


‘Hoooo …! What am I going to do with you? Hm? What am I supposed to do with you, you naughty little scamp? Hm? Now go, Clifford, or there’ll be no biscuits and no supper either. Scoot! Vamoose! Oh and remember to put a bar of the fire on. I don’t want you catching cold. Ah – I think I heard the door. Was that the door, sweetheart? Did you hear it? That’ll be your father.’


‘Yes it was. I’m going now.’
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All the bedrooms are just upstairs – over that, there’s only the dusty old loft. Mummy and Daddy’s is at the front with a big it’s called a bay window, if you want to know, which is just like the one in the sitting room downstairs, and it’s got that sort of curvy wooden thing going all around it at the top, the one in Mummy and Daddy’s room, and this is called a pelmet. There’s this really huge wardrobe in there too with creepy creaky doors which is really dark and scary inside and it smells of lots of old stuff and of Daddy more than Mummy – his pipes, which remind me when you sniff at them of when there’s a squishy old fruit at the bottom of the bowl and it’s all gone sour and brown and yucky. Also his vests which are stringy ones and Aertex ones (and these are like Shreddies, only white) when he takes them off and puts them in the box in the bathroom with the cork on top. His shoes are all right, though – really really shiny when you slide your stockinged feet all over the smooth bit at the front and a smell that’s a bit like wine gums, which I like a lot – a lot more than fruit gums anyway, and green is my favourite.


My room, that’s at the end of the passage and just between Annette’s and the box room. The box room isn’t where people go and do boxing or anything, but it’s got Mummy’s sewing machine in it, which is called Singer (and I said but it never sings, does it? So why’s it called Singer, then?) and it’s black and the thing under the table that works it is called the treadle, which everyone knows, and also in there is the bureau with the flap that doesn’t flap any more as well as piles of all different stuff that’s far too good to throw away. Annette’s room is bigger than mine because I measured it, and the window’s bigger too, but that’s because she’s two years older than I am which is really unfair because she’s the girl and I’m the boy and I think I should have the biggest room but Daddy said I could have it when I was just one year older than Annette and I said well when will that be because it could be ages and ages and he just said wait and see (which he does say quite a lot, actually – that and things are distracting) and I did wait, I waited, and then Anthony Hirsch at school, he just laughed at me and told me to stop being so thick and to just grow up because it wasn’t ever going to happen no matter how long I waited because it was a simple law of basic mathematics. I know he’s right now, and I feel like a bit of a twit. And talking of rotten old mathematics, I’d better get started, I suppose. The Jog – that won’t take me five minutes; all we’ve got to do is trace a relief map from our textbook of Dogger Bank and colour it in. But the maths I don’t really get because it’s all about x’s and y’s as well as numbers and you’ve got to work out what they all equal and they’ve all got to equal the same, I’m pretty sure, so it’s all a bit complicated. And there’s just heaps and heaps of it because of rotten old Meakins – the whole of page 92 and nearly three-quarters of page 93 and he even goes mad if you blotch the line you’ve got to draw under your work with a ruler but he won’t let us use a pencil for it and it’s really hard with your Osmiroid because the nib goes all sort of cross-eyed when you press on it and then when you take the ruler away it goes all blotchy and then Meakins, he just goes mad. And I’ve got a biro, which is great. It is called Bic and you can see right through it like glass and it’s got a sort of tube of ink which goes right down the middle that you never have to fill up, which is really great. Anthony Hirsch has got them in blue (like mine, mine is blue) and also red and green and black and he wears them on the front of his blazer and they look great, really great. But Meakins – he won’t even let us use them because he says they will ruin our handwriting which is totally mad, really, because in his class all we’re doing is numbers and equals signs and pluses and stuff and rotten little x’s and y’s … which I suppose I’d better get going on, now. But Meakins, I think he is diabolical – that’s what Anthony Hirsch is always saying he is, and I think that’s completely spot-on.


But I like my room, really – I like it better than Annette’s because I can see out to the garden when I stand on the bed and when a pigeon comes along and lands on the pointy bit of the shed I can guess what number I will count up to before it flies away again – which is actually jolly difficult, as a matter of fact, because if you guess say eleven, well you never know if the pigeon is just going to shoot right off again the second it sort of touches down, or if it’s going to sit about for just years and years and years and sticking its nose into its arms, and things. Also Mummy, she hangs the washing out there on Mondays if it’s decent, and so you know what shirt and stuff you’ll get at the weekend. Daddy wears white shirts all the time like all men do. Once, Mummy did something wrong or funny with the washing and one of his shirts came out all pinky and Daddy, he just went diabolical. Mummy said she thought the colour was nice and why didn’t he try it because it would bring out his eyes and he said there are laws in this country and do you want me to be arrested? I didn’t know that policemen could not let you wear things, but I was hoping that he would wear it you know, because if he was arrested then I wouldn’t really mind all that much because when he is here I am always distracting him. Anyway he didn’t.


I’ve got this table in my room which I do my prep on, and also kits. It’s all brown wood, like my bed and the cupboard and everything here, really. Anthony Hirsch’s room is all colourful; he’s got a thing called a window seat which is in the window which you’d have to be thick not to know, and it’s got red cushions with white bits on the edge and they all fit really well. All his furniture fits right against itself and is the same size as the room and he’s got a drum kit and a plug-in guitar which is also red with this handle on the side that makes it make this wah-wooey sound like in the Shadows who I like a lot, but most of all Cliff. I keep trying to get everyone to call me Cliff instead of Clifford, but nobody will. The boys at school, they just say you’re not Cliff: Cliff is a cool cat, you’re not a pop singer. And Dismal, he keeps calling me Cliffy, which I hate. He won’t stop – so I go to him Harry Wing isn’t Harry Wing – he’s Dismal Dismal Dismal. And Mummy and Daddy, they say Cliff is common. Annette, she mostly calls me Dopey, but that’s sisters. I got ‘Living Doll’ for my birthday but I can only play it on the radiogram in the sitting room when Daddy is out because he says it’s all wailing like in the jungle. The music he likes is all the stuff they play when people have died at church. Anthony Hirsch can’t really play the guitar, but he hits the drums and cymbals which are really loud. Also his mother always smells like really expensive flowers or something and she has these dangly earrings in her ears (obviously). His father’s car is called Jaguar. Mummy and Daddy said to me that this is because they are jooish, so what I’ve decided is when I’m grown up to work and work really really hard so I get jooish too. I wanted to paint my table and stuff red in Valspar Two-To-Four-Hour Lacquer which they’ve got in the window at Stammers but Mummy said think of the mess and Daddy said it would be a crime to cover the beauty of the grains. Which is a bit like why I’m not allowed to put anything on the walls in my room except this picture of a sort of horse and cart in the middle of a river which has been there since before I was born and probably the Battle of Hastings. The walls are like school semolina but Daddy says if I pin up my picture of Cliff and the Shadows then I’ll only ruin them. What I’ve done though is I swapped with Dismal a Matchbox Vauxhall Victor with a wonky back wheel that he was too thick to even notice for an orange light bulb which is Mazda because his father is electric. It’s great and makes the whole room look like a spaceship in Dan Dare or something. Mummy says not to let Daddy ever see it which isn’t very hard because he never even comes here but I don’t know what can be wrong with it unless I am ruining the electric. Then he’d just go diabolical.


I heard the stair go creak, and that means that any moment now Mummy’ll be coming in with my tray, so what I’ve got to do now, and really really quickly, is get all these rotten maths books out of my satchel and spread them out all over the table and now I’m going to chew up the top of my Osmiroid and look like I’m thinking hard and working all this stuff out.


‘Here we are, Clifford. I’ll just leave it over here. How’s it going?’


‘Hm? Oh – it’s jolly difficult. Old Meakins. Did you bring the glue?’


‘The glue’s there – but don’t break off to do that now, Clifford my pet. You’ll spoil your concentration. Oh it’s cold in here, Clifford. You didn’t put the fire on.’


‘Forgot. I’ll be ages doing this. All night, probably. Rotten old Meakins.’


‘Don’t work too hard, my sweet. There – that’s the fire on, now. All nice and cosy.’


‘I won’t. Thanks, Mummy. Got to get on …’


She’s gone now, and I’ve just eaten the two choccy fingers all at the same time. What you do is, you hold one in each hand and you stick them in both sides of your mouth like rich people with cigars only twice, and then you go nyanyanyanyanyanyanyanya as you crunch them all up like logs in a sawmill or Chip ’n Dale in the cartoon, which I like. Then you drink the Nesquik all in one go and if you don’t lick your mouth what you get is this brown moustache which then goes hard and feels all stiff on your lip. I’ve wiped my fingers on my shorts, which I hate, because of not just biscuit crumbs but also some glue because I’ve stuck in the Barn Owl now (which is great – only three more to get) and this glue bottle, it’s completely hopeless you know, because it doesn’t matter how carefully you squidge up the little rubber bit at the top because it still just splurges out everywhere and just gets all over the place. What I want is a red dispenser with Sellotape in it, but Daddy just says stuff about it soon being Christmas. Anthony Hirsch didn’t have to wait till Christmas: he just got it.


But I do hate my shorts, you know – always hated shorts, and you’re not allowed to wear proper long trousers till you get to senior school and then you don’t have to wear your cap in town either, but that won’t be for about a hundred trillion years. I’m going to be excused now. We keep our lavatory in the bathroom which is always completely freezing but you mustn’t say you’re going to the bathroom because bathroom isn’t English and toilet is terrible. There’s this thing near Kenton Road that says Public Toilets and I said to Mummy is toilet the same as lavatory and she said no Clifford it is not, but once I went in and it looked the same, honestly. Jolly smelly, though – and there weren’t any murderers in it like Annette said there’d be, but she’s just a cowardy-custard little girly.


In my room there’s a carpet in the middle with leaves and zigzags and lino at the sides which looks like all the brown wooden furniture but the pieces of wood aren’t real or anything, more like a photo in a book. In the bathroom there’s just lino, though, which is blue like my soccer shirt but not as dark as my soccer shirt and at the edges by the window it’s all sort of cracked up and what’s underneath, that looks even more like Shreddies than Daddy’s Aertex vest because it’s brown, and everything. I like Shreddies a lot. I used to like Sugar Ricicles the best and on the packet it used to say Ricicles Are Twicicles As Nicicles which I think is really clever if you think about it (I thought about it a lot) but then I told Mummy to stop buying those because they had Noddy on the packet and it’s just so childish. What I’ve got at the moment is Puffed Wheat which is shot from guns which is amazing, really – and it must be true because inside the packet you used to get one of the Lone Ranger’s real silver bullets and I asked Mummy to make me a belt with all those little slots in so I could have it full of silver bullets like the real Lone Ranger and I’d already got a mask which was free with the Dandy and then I could go Hi Ho Silver, which is his horse, and the Indian gentleman Tonto could call me Kim O’Sabby and stuff – although of course I don’t really own a horse, or even an Indian. Trouble is, I really hate Puffed Wheat and Mummy says well you got me to buy them so you’ll just have to eat them all up but I really hate them and so Mummy, she’s eating them all up now, and she hates them too. She made me the belt and it’s great – but it’ll only ever have one silver bullet in it now which is hopeless, really. So she got me more Shreddies which I didn’t really want her to because there was nothing free inside, but at least they’re decent.


The curtain in the bathroom is called a net curtain, and if you suck it it tastes of fog. There’s not much else in there except for the bath, which you’d have to be thick not to know. It’s huge and hard to get into and there’s a meter you put pennies in and even if you put in five you only get about a puddle of hot water and I think it’s a complete waste of money because with 5d you can get ten flying saucers, or else a sherbet dip and two piccaninnies. The water comes out of Ascot which goes boom like when they throw a hand grenade and it’s filled with blue and yellow fires. I hate it all. The only good baths were when Corn Flakes were doling out submarines and Mummy had to get some baking powder and you put it in and the submarines, they went up and down except one night they didn’t and they sank and the bath just got filled up with baking powder and I thought I might bake and I cried a bit and Mummy said not to be so silly but it’s just that I didn’t want to turn into a cake. This was childish.


There’s a mirror on a shelf in there, and after I’ve been excused I sometimes put it on the floor and then I sort of hang my shorts down so the bottom bits are just touching my shoes and I think that’s what my long trousers would look like (except your pants wouldn’t be showing, obviously) and I’d really like to have some. Nobody real wears short trousers. All the people in Wagon Train and Maverick all wear long trousers – but I don’t like what they wear in Robin Hood which looks like ladies’ stockings and no trousers at all. But people were old-fashioned then. We don’t actually have a television, but we’re getting one next week and I jolly can’t wait. I watch quite a lot at Anthony Hirsch’s house; they’ve got two – one for someone called Nanny, but there aren’t any babies or anything.


That’s Mummy on the landing. She’s calling me down for supper. What I’ll do, I’ll do the relief map thing before breakfast, and then if I’m just a bit early for school I can crib all the algebra stuff off of Dismal. Oh gosh OK then: from. All right?
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The four of them now were sitting around the walnut, square and gate-legged dining table, one of Clifford’s ankles banging at the barleytwist stretcher. Soon his father would lower his cutlery and tell him in no uncertain terms to cease his infernal racket, young man – but this evening he had yet to do so, and therefore Clifford, for now, continued to make it. The dining room was as cold as the garden beyond. Clifford and Annette were always aware of the curtains either side of the single French window puffing out languidly, and shifting with the draughts; you could even hear them sigh and murmur. There was a black pot-bellied Aladdin paraffin heater standing over there in the corner, look, but both Clifford and Annette could never bear its being lit because oh yuck, it made them sick – and anyway the warmth was weedy. One of the fund of reasons why Clifford so yearned for his father to be out was that then just the three of them – he and his Mummy and Annette – would always have their supper in the front room next door, Clifford and Annette with plywood trays on bare and polished knees that glared with a fierce and chapping redness, the shins below them glowing and sheeny in the light of the anthracite, warming in the hearth. But Clifford’s father, he said that such slack behaviour was wrong, quite wrong, not at all the way to do things. If the good Lord has seen fit in his beneficence to bestow upon this family the considerable advantage of a separate dining room in which to partake of the bounty He has granted us, then it surely behoves us to gratefully avail ourselves of our singular privilege. Clifford’s mother had recently taken to stuffing odd and laddered nylons with old school vests and undarnable socks and then ramming these unspeakable cylinders (just to look at them, it made Clifford squirm: he never could have touched) into the whistling crevices beneath the single French window to snugly abut the strips and then slivers of corrugated cardboard wedged into the length of the jambs and transom – but still the room was gelid and cheerless. Annette used to say that it was her nose that got the coldest, and she would hold it gingerly as if its very presence was a total surprise to her – or maybe she was about to squeeze down on a bright red bulb there (honk it like a clown) – but her father then would instruct her to cease that tomfoolery and to pick up both fork and knife, young madam, and not to be shovelling at her cabbage as if she were no more than a navvy on a road gang, clearing clinker.


‘I wonder, Gillian, if you might be so good as to pass to me the sauce.’


Clifford’s mother’s hand was already outstretched, two fingers hovering and now twinkling above the pair of screw-topped chunky glass bottles.


‘Tomato or brown, dear?’


Clifford’s father now lowered his cutlery and dabbed at his small moustache with the pad of a finger.


‘Will you please, young man, this instant cease your infernal racket. I am indebted to you. Why brown of course, my dear. I would only ever want brown with bubble-and-squeak. If you pull at your nose any longer, Annette, it is more than liable to come away in your hand.’


Gillian passed to her husband the bottle of Daddies – which was, it just barely occurred to her, completely within his reach.


‘Sit up, Clifford …’ she said quite idly, for want of something better. ‘Is it all right, everyone?’


Clifford just tightened his mouth while Annette set to combing her hand through her thick and auburn shock-loose hair, scrutinising the ends before they fell from her fingers.


‘Very adequate,’ said Clifford’s father, with nearly gusto. ‘More than acceptable. As ever, my dear.’


‘Thank you, Arthur …’ whispered his wife.


‘Maybe,’ he adjudged, ‘a drop more Adam’s Ale. Possibly, Clifford, you might see fit to bestir yourself and hie away to the kitchen for replenishments?’


‘Oh – I’ll do it,’ said Gillian, making a lunge at the water jug.


Arthur reached out to gently stay her hand.


‘Let the boy do it, Gillian. Valuable training for later life. He has young legs. Off you go then, Clifford – there’s a good lad.’


‘Yes, Dopey,’ put in Annette. ‘You do it.’


‘Oh no look,’ objected Gillian. ‘He’ll be for ever, Arthur, and his food’ll get cold. I’ll do it – it’ll only take a jiffy.’


She took up the jug and bustled away, leaving her husband to conjecture aloud that she was spoiling those children of hers, did she but know it, and they wouldn’t – you mark his words – one day thank her for it.


‘So, young feller-me-lad – eat up that cabbage, Clifford … plenty starving would be grateful of that. What did we learn at school today then, hey? Ah Gillian – yes indeed, pour on: pour away. Thank you, my dear. I was just enquiring of our young scholar here what new knowledge the powers that be have succeeded in dinning into that head of his. Well lad? Speak up.’


Annette was plainly quite delighted by this emphatic new focus (she rammed an index finger into each corner of her mouth and tugged her lips away into a teeth-baring grin). Clifford for his part set his two bare and frozen legs to scissoring madly beneath the table as if he were desperate to entrap between them something wrigglingly elusive, and eager to be gone. He closed tight his eyes and jammed a finger down the back of his collar.


‘Answer your father, Clifford …’ prompted his mother – both of her eyes alive with solicitude.


‘Oh – you know …’ forced out Clifford. ‘This and that. Usual. Bit of, you know – maths, and everything. We did adverbs a bit with old Collywobbles. Anthony Hirsch says there’s this programme on the television tonight and it’s called Double Your Money.’


Two of Clifford’s father’s fingers quickly confirmed that the moustache lay still in its customary position.


‘I quite fail to see …’


‘And it’s really good, Anthony says. They ask you questions, like in school, only if you get the right answer they give you all this money and then if you get them right again they give you twice as much money and it all goes on and on until you get just masses – trillions and trillions – and me and Anthony, we both think that it would be really great if at school you got money for answering questions and stuff because then it would help you remember.’


‘I rather think,’ Clifford’s father was soberly cautioning, ‘that when we do – against my better judgement, as I think, Gillian, I have on more than one occasion made perfectly plain to you … when we do, in fact, very soon take delivery of our own television set—’


‘Can’t wait!’ put in Clifford excitedly, flipping his fingers and rolling his eyes.


‘I rather do believe I was talking, Clifford. Do pray tell me when you give me leave to continue …?’


‘Say sorry to your father,’ said Gillian, as automatically as the last time.


‘Sorry …’ Clifford supplied, from low in his throat and with the due degree of reluctance.


‘Obliged to you …’ allowed Arthur, with a withering indulgence. ‘So as I believe I was saying, before a certain rather ill-mannered young man saw fit to interject … when finally we do welcome into our household this new and, I have to say, extremely expensive item … we might, as I say Gillian, have been better off by a very long chalk in lagging that loft of ours, once and for all, and concreting over the brambles. Anyhow, that aside, I might tell you here and now that we most certainly shall not be watching any programmes of the sort you describe, Master Clifford Coyle.’


Clifford just gaped at him. And so did his mother and Annette.


‘No indeed,’ Arthur went on – enjoying very much this frisson of despair, all of his making. ‘I see this machine as very much a tool of communication. The international world situation, as it is happening all around us. Wildlife documentaries. Concerts, I understand, are broadcast quite regularly. I do not see the television as some extension of these rubbishy little comic-cuts that your mother sees fit to squander her housekeeping upon, on your behalf, Clifford. We shall not be watching the televisual equivalent of the Deano, young man. I do hope that is understood by all. Er … something amusing you, young lady?’


‘Stop that sniggering, Annette,’ put in her mother. ‘And you, Clifford. Don’t be so rude.’


‘Possibly,’ opined Arthur, his eyebrows reaching up high to his hairline, ‘I have inadvertently perpetrated an extremely comical joke … quite the most comical joke of the century. I see that young Clifford has now eagerly joined in the general merriment of this happy little throng. May your mother and myself, pray, be permitted to be apprised of the source of all your evident hilarity …?’


‘Well, Clifford,’ sighed Gillian. ‘Answer your father.’


‘It’s Beano,’ smirked Clifford. ‘And Dandy. But not … Deano …!’


Whereupon he and Annette dissolved into the sort of fit of giggling that would soon have them weeping and take minutes to subside.


‘Be that as it may …’ said Arthur, quite sharply – not at all caring for this descent into flippancy. ‘Whatever the silly little rag in question is or is not called, the television set will, I assure you, be devoted exclusively to a higher purpose.’


Clifford wasn’t laughing any more: his face was slapped dry. These words of his father were slowly seeping into him. He saw so hopelessly just how things were shaping: he and his mother would be busy on a jigsaw and his father now would be not just listening to his drab and rotten music but looking too at a black-and-white vision of all these ancient boring men who would be plucking at strings and blowing into trumpets and then each and every time Clifford would eagerly whisper Oh look there, Mummy, there – that bit – do you see it? Is part of the pillar box and I’m pretty jolly sure it just fits in there, look … then his father would frown and set to clicking his teeth and tell him quite tetchily that he is being distracting. And all the cowboy shows and the dopey cartoons – all the things like Double Your Money … they just would not be …!


‘But surely, Arthur …’ tried Gillian, gently ‘… once in a while, that wouldn’t hurt …? I mean I well understand what you’re saying, of course, but surely, well – once in a while …?’


Arthur sat back in his chair and spread his fingers wide on the table before him. He smiled quite broadly – this pricking Gillian with a spasm of uncertainty; a more or less amazed Annette just goggled at Clifford, and Clifford felt colder than before.


‘It is, I regret, quite impossible. All the programmes of this nature are of course on this wretched commercial station. Channel nine, I believe I have seen it referred to in the Telegraph. American rubbish and quiz shows liberally interspersed, if my source is correct, with advertisements for such as detergent. Our apparatus will receive only the BBC. No one should wish for more. How else do you imagine I should have agreed to such a thing? Good. I am pleased we all understand one another. And now, my dear – do I recall that earlier you mentioned the possibility of a rhubarb crumble?’


Clifford was staring now, hard at the wall behind his mother’s head. He did not take in the detail of the life-sappingly bloodless and bleary lithograph that hung there in its dull gold-painted plaster frame, suspended from a rail by a couple of chains. There were two such pictures in the dining room, each very largely the colour of tea; in one there was a cow, in this one there was not. Clifford’s gauzy sight of it was beginning to go liquid beneath the gelatin of tears that soon would roll up and blurt outwards and spatter his cheeks.


‘May I …’ he said quite steadily, ‘please be excused from table?’


‘I’ll be in in a minute,’ said his mother, as she watched him step down. Her heart was still being eased through a mangle and her eyes, they were hot in their throbbing with not just the ache of love, but an age-old and worn-out powerlessness. ‘I’ll be in in a minute and I’ll give you some Smarties …’


‘Baby …!’ rasped out Annette, as Clifford made to go. ‘Dopey’s such a baby …!’


‘See!’ crowed Arthur. ‘You do see, Clifford, don’t you, what your sister now thinks of you? Ought to be ashamed of yourself, boy of your age. All my years I’ve never seen such a display …!’


‘Arthur …’ said Gillian, so terribly softly. ‘Please. Enough.’ She sighed and stood. ‘Crumble …’ she whispered, quite abstractedly.
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Mummy’ll be in soon to see I’ve done my teeth and said my prayers and tuck me in. I think I’ve got to go to bed miles and miles too early but Daddy says that when I am a full-grown man in a house of my own and earning a living I am free to go to bed at whatever hour that pleaseth me (I don’t know why he says pleaseth because he hasn’t got a lisp, and anyway it doesn’t really help).


He was even worse than usual, this evening. It’s just rotten, what he said about the television. There’s another programme – two, there’s two other programmes on that Anthony Hirsch has told me about, and I just bet you anything that they’re on the decent channel as well. One is called Take Your Pick and it’s a bit like Double Your Money only you get to open boxes with presents in, or else they give you loads and loads of money when you answer peasy questions. Then they ask you some more questions and you mustn’t ever say yes or no. You can say anything else you jolly well want but you’re not allowed ever to say yes or no and because if you do they clonk a gong – and I said to Anthony Hirsch that I’d be really really good at that because if you can say anything else that you want then I would just keep on saying to them Clifford Coyle Clifford Coyle Clifford Coyle (which is my name) and they’d have to let me open up all the boxes and get all the presents and give me all the money and stuff because that’s the rules. There is also a booby prize which is a jolly funny sort of word but what it means is it’s no good, not like all the other ones which are really whizz. Last week, Anthony Hirsch said, it was a bag of marshmallows and a toasting fork, which I think is actually a pretty decent present because they’re jolly yummy, marshmallows are, and I like the pink ones best but Mummy says they’re the same as the white ones only pink, which I don’t get. They get gloopy though if you stick them right in the fire and then Mummy says think of the mess. Sometimes – and I think Anthony Hirsch is making it up because they just can’t – but sometimes, he says, they dole out a car. Not a toy or anything, not a Dinky or a Corgi or a Matchbox but a real big proper one, which must be in a pretty big box if you ask me. This, as rotten old Meakins keeps on saying, stands to reason. And you’d know you’d got a car just by looking at the box because they wouldn’t put marshmallows and a toasting fork in a socking great box like that, would they? Sometimes it’s a Ford Angular, Anthony says, and once they had a Sunbeam. I jolly wish we had a car. Anthony’s father’s car is dark blue like our blazers and it’s got a silver lion thing that shoots out of the front and he says it’s Jaguar, the lion thing, which I don’t quite get because that’s the name of the whole car and not just the lion thing on the front. It’s maybe a nickname, like Dismal. Anyway, sometimes when me and Mummy are walking to school, Anthony and his father shoot up in Jaguar and give me a lift and whenever it’s raining my Mummy, she says it’s a blessed relief. I ask her a lot why we haven’t got a car like loads of my friends have – and even some people’s mummies have cars, but not real grown-up ones like Jaguar – and she says, Mummy says it’s because money doesn’t grow on trees (like when you want proper cavalry to put in your fort because you can’t have a fort without soldiers) and have I any idea what my school fees are costing poor Daddy every term and anyway he’s just bought a Hoover. And I said well you can’t go to school on a Hoover, can you? Well you could but it would take just ages and someone would have to push it and the whole thing is childish. And if it really does cost all these oodles of dosh to send me to rotten old school, then why don’t I just stop going to the school which is hopeless anyway and then we can get a car like Anthony Hirsch’s father’s and maybe even Mummy could have her own Sunbeam. Mummy just says I’ll be grateful in later life which I suppose means when I’m about a hundred years old like the ancient old ruin in Stammers in the Lane which sells the red Valspar Two-To-Four-Hour Lacquer I can’t have and looks like he’s been there since the time of Baby Jesus in Bethlehem and Poncho’s Pilot, or something – and then I’ll be able to go to bed at whatever hour that pleaseth me. I think when I’m grown up I won’t go to bed at all ever and then I’ll buy Jaguar. Daddy says cars are I think he says a lugjerry, which I don’t get and he wouldn’t tell me, and then he said that there’s nothing wrong with Shanks’s Pony and I said to Mummy what’s he talking about a pony for and has he gone screwy and she said it’s an eggs-something and not to say screwy about my father. Pression. An eggs-pression. Which is daft. It’s like when he says Adam’s Ale and ale is beer like in A Double Diamond Works Wonders So Drink One Today sort of beer, which you would be thick not to know, and all it is really is water from the tap in the kitchen so why on earth doesn’t he ever just say so? When I’m grown up I won’t ever say eggs-pressions, I’ll just say what it is.


Anyway, it’s been a pretty crummy evening, and not just because of what Daddy was saying about the television. I don’t see the point of even getting one if you can’t see anything good on it. Oh yes and the other thing, the other programme that Anthony Hirsch, he says is really really great is called Sunday Night At The London Pa-Something-Or-Other and it’s got singers and comedians and people like Mister Pastry who I really like when he gets all in a mess with custard pies and Arthur Askey who says Hello Playmates which I got from a comic I once got called Film Fun and there’s this bit on it called Beat The Clock where a clock is ticking and then sometimes they have people who aren’t so ancient and once they even had on it Cliff Richard! I’d really like my hair to go up at the front like Cliff Richard’s does but Daddy says it makes him look like something out of the jungle and Mummy says he only has it like that because he is a pop star and on anyone else it’s common and if he was normal he’d have it cut nicely, which I don’t get. I think that being young, it takes just ages. At least I know I won’t ever be old and doddery and pongy and dead and stuff – it just won’t happen. Anyway, all we’re going to get to see is old men in moustaches and suits like my father and all just sitting around and moaning and talking junk like they do and boring old geography lessons about stuff like Dogger Bank (which I mustn’t forget I’ve got to do a relief map of and colour it in).


We did do quite a lot of jigsaw, but we didn’t finish. Found the edgy piece, though, which was great – and when I shouted out Here! Here! It’s here, Mummy, it’s here – Daddy said Right That’s It – I’m fed up with you being so distracting, so just pack it all up this instant, young man. Well I was fed up with all his rotten music but you can’t tell him to pack it all up, oh no. He’s got all these LPs and he polishes them like they’re furniture or something and it takes him ages and ages just to get them out and put them on. It’s all dull and slow stuff and goes at about nought miles per hour and it’s plonky and screechy and it’s all by dead men called Showpang and Bark and Gilberty Sullybum and he’s a little bit better because all these people sing a lot of silly words which I never quite get.


Annette spent most of the evening cutting out pictures from Mummy’s old Woman’s Owns and her Girls and Radio Times and stuff because she’s got to stick them all together for Free Activity. Well jolly good luck with the glue, that’s all I can say: it splodges just all over the place, that rotten old glue. I got Smarties, and I saved the three orange ones till last and sucked them and they go white. Daddy lit his pipe with three nuns and it was stinky as per usual. Mummy says she likes a man with a pipe and I always say well you’re not going to see a woman with one, are you? I think the liquorice pipes that you get in the penny tray are good, with all the red sprinkles on, but real ones that you blow into are horrid. I think when I’m grown up I might smoke those huge cigars that toffs in the Beano do, also top hats that look like LPs and fur on their collars and a pair of glasses that isn’t a proper pair because they’ve only got one bit of glass on a string thing. They get out of Rolls-Royces which are really big and expensive cars that belong to the Queen, and then they go into the Hotel de Posh, which I don’t know where it is (it may be made up because it’s not round here) and then they treat all the Bash Street Kids to a slap-up feed with bangers and mash and chicken and loads of fizzy pop and also jam tarts. I don’t know anyone like that, but Anthony Hirsch’s father, he took us once to a proper restaurant called Wimpy and we had wimpy and chips which was the best food I’ve ever eaten in all my life since I was born, but Mummy says that sort of food is not good for you and Daddy says it’s the Yanks over here, like it was in the War. Every day, every single day, Mummy and Daddy say about twenty million times ‘during the War’ and ‘since the War’ and ‘before the War’ – on and on and on. I don’t know why they do, but they do. And I say but all the battles have been over for ages and we beat the stinky Germans and we’re top country so why do you talk about it all the time? Daddy says I say this because I don’t know I’m born, which is silly because I do, but I don’t say that to him. Mister Churchill, he smokes cigars like the ones I mean. I bet he goes to the Hotel de Posh all the time because he won the War. I wish he’d ask me, but I don’t think he will. I also wish that money did grow on trees because we’ve got heaps of them in the garden and then you could just sail about picking off ten-shilling notes and maybe even quids and then you could probably just live in the Hotel de Posh with servants and stuff and they would put on ‘Living Doll’ at whatever hour you pleaseth. Mister Churchill isn’t the Prime Minister any more. Mister Macmillan is, though – and he talks about Sue’s crisis non-stop (they’re maybe related) and he also says, because we did it in Current Affairs, that we’ve never had it so good, but he doesn’t live here with my father. He looks a lot like the prehistoric old ruin in Stammers in the Lane, actually – not my father, but Mister Macmillan, but my father will soon look like that I suppose because he’s already jolly old – not like Anthony Hirsch’s father who’s much younger and smiles – so by my next birthday he could be really really ancient or even dead, like Grandad.


Which reminds me: we’ve got to go and see Grandma on Sunday because she’s in a home. We’re in a home too – Mummy and Daddy and Annette and me – but Grandma, she’s in a special big home where they keep all the people who are chronic and old like the man in Stammers and Mister Macmillan who are maybe in the same home, but I don’t know for sure. She’s always got sherbet lemons in a scrunched-up paper bag and I think that’s why her teeth are all yellow like that and on her lip there’s this moustache which ladies don’t have, like pipes. Anthony Hirsch, he’s got these three hamsters in a cage which are called Rag, Tag and Bobtail and they all whizz around on this wheel and whoosh up and down chutes and everything, and Grandma, she smells like that. She keeps metal things in her hair and her hands are all covered in blue and nobbly lines and brown bits like the Ordnance Survey maps you get in Cubs. I hate it most of all when she goes Come here Clifford and give your old Grandma a nice big hug and then you just have to, and Mummy keeps on pushing at you from the back and then Grandma, who also smells of the old pillows in the box room as well as Anthony’s hamsters, she asks me if I know that she could eat me all up, which is revolting. Mummy says she won’t be here for long, but no one will say where she’s going. She’s maybe going to marry the man from Stammers and make babies.


Mummy’ll be up soon to tuck me in and everything, so I’ve got to sort things out. My toothpaste is called Pepsodent and on the box it says You’ll Wonder Where The Yellow Went When You Brush Your Teeth With Pepsodent. Grandma would need about twenty tons of it. I don’t brush my teeth because I hate it. What I do is I squeeze some Pepsodent on my finger and rub it at the front of my mouth a bit and then I suck my finger and dry it on my flannel and then I squeeze out another dollop down the sink because if you don’t do this then Mummy says are you sure you are brushing your teeth young man because I never have to buy another tube. It’s really really cold in the bathroom and the light is really rotten which is scary when it’s night-time. I have to listen to be sure that Annette isn’t outside before I go back to my room because sometimes she barges in and wants to do funny things in here with me which I don’t really like because she’ll lift up her nightie and say do you want to watch me when I’m being excused and look at my bottom and my hole in front and then she wants to touch my tuppence because she hasn’t got one, you see, and I think it’s because she’s a girl, or something. I like it when I touch it, which I do when I’m in bed, but it’s funny when she does it because it feels all sort of different and it’s tingly like when you climb up the ropes in P.E. I think she’s just annoyed because she hasn’t got one like when she didn’t have any Smarties and I did because she ate all of hers up the night before.


It was OK this time in the bathroom, and I got back safely. Now I’ve just got to stash all this stuff underneath my two pillows. What you need is this transistor radio (Daddy says wireless!) which I got last Christmas. On Anthony Hirsch’s you can get I think he says his name is Ray Joe Luck Sam Berg, probably a pop star, but I haven’t heard of him before – and anyway I bet he’s not nearly as good as Cliff. On mine what you get is it sounds like the sea did on the beach at Bournemouth, and then it just squeaks a bit and so you go twiddling like mad at the dial thing and then it goes like when Mummy’s frying eggs for Sunday breakfast and bits of voices and then some rotten old music that Daddy would like. It is really brilliant, my transistor radio, and I listen to it every night after I promise to Mummy that I won’t – only you’ve got to be careful because if you go to sleep and leave it on then in the morning it doesn’t work at all and I thought when I did that that it was broken but Anthony Hirsch told me that what it needs is a new battery and I said to Daddy that what it needs is a new battery and you can get them at Stammers and he just told me that money doesn’t grow on trees, which you would have to be thick not to know. Also under the pillows you need a torch, and this has to have a battery as well. The man in Stammers must be awfully rich because he gets to sell everyone all of these batteries. He maybe doesn’t live in Grandma’s home after all but in the Hotel de Posh instead, so it could be they won’t be getting married at all which is maybe a good thing for the man in Stammers, really, because if they both made babies then Grandma, she would only want to eat them all up. The last thing you need is a new slice of Hovis which you have taken from the bread bin in the larder with the sliding sort of concertina-ey lid on top. It’s really great when you put it on your face in the dark and then you press it in and you really breathe in deeply before you bite a big hole out of the middle and then you eat up all the rest. It’s great, but if you wake up later, you feel all crumby.


‘All right, Clifford? Brushed your teeth?’


‘Yes, Mummy.’


‘Let me smell. All right. Good boy. Let’s just tuck you up tightly for the night. Have you said your prayers?’


‘Yes, Mummy.’


‘What did you ask God to do?’


‘I asked him to please God bless my Mummy and my Daddy and my sister Annette and to please God make me a good boy.’


‘And you are a good boy, aren’t you my sweet? Nighty-night then, Clifford. Sleep well. Happy dreams. See you in the morning.’


‘And I also said to God that he should only do all that, only if it pleaseth him.’


‘Pleaseth him?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why did you say that to Him, Clifford?’


‘Oh I don’t know. It just seemed polite.’


‘You’re a funny one, aren’t you my sweet? What am I to do with you? What am I to do with you?’


‘I don’t know. Nothing much.’


‘Nighty-night, Clifford. Give me a kiss.’


‘Night night, Mummy.’


She’s gone away now, and she’s turned off the light. What I’m going to do next – before the Hovis and before the transistor – is to shine the torch up to the sort of crusty big round thing in the centre of the ceiling and it lights up my aeroplanes which are hanging there on fishing line and the shadows on the walls make them look like real ones. They’re Airfix kits and one is a Hurricane and the other is a Wellington and I painted them all myself except for the transfers which you get given and you wet and you put on. There used to be a light up there with a shade with a fringe on but it was taken away and Daddy said it was all right to hang up my planes there because there was a hook but I couldn’t hang them anywhere else because if I did, then I’d ruin the ceiling. Also up there is a sort of porridgey mark next to the round thing with little lines coming off of it and it looks like somewhere called Tasmania in the atlas. Lines coming from it, I mean. I take ages to get warm in my bed so what I do is I curl up really small and my feet are all tucked up behind me, and then it’s really cosy. In winter I get a hot water bottle wrapped up in a towel, but I don’t now because Daddy says it’s not nearly cold enough. We’ve got cheese pie for school lunch tomorrow and it always makes me feel sick, even the smell. It is the worst food I have ever eaten in my whole life, since I was born. Wouldn’t it be good if they doled out wimpy and chips instead? Or bangers and mash and chicken and loads of fizzy pop and also jam tarts. But they won’t.


Sometimes I forget to be excused before I go to bed, and I hate it when that happens because when I get up and it’s really late I have to go past Mummy and Daddy’s room to get to the bathroom and you sometimes hear things in there. Last time it happened, Daddy was going Do it, just do it Gillian – don’t argue, just do it. And after, when I’d been excused, I heard my Mummy crying – and Daddy, he kept on telling her to stop being stupid. I came back to bed and I tried to get warm again and then I started crying too because it made me sad if my Mummy was sad. And in the morning, all the crying had gone into all this crusty sort of stuff around my eyes and before my Mummy came in to wake me I picked it all off, so she wouldn’t see. Because if she knew I’d been crying, it would make her very sad.
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‘Oh look, Mummy – look! It’s Anthony Hirsch’s father’s Jaguar with Anthony Hirsch and his father inside it.’


‘I do hope they see us,’ said Clifford’s mother – and by golly this morning of all mornings she truly did mean it. The day was chill and drizzly, barely light, and there was a mountain to see to at home. A twenty-minute walk all the way up to Clifford’s school (then twenty minutes back) – it always ate up such a chunk of the morning; it was bad enough at the best of times, but when the weather was like this …


‘They’ve seen us! They’ve seen us! They’re stopping.’


‘Oh what a blessed relief. Good morning, Mr Hirsch. Hello there, Anthony. Thank you so much. In you get, Clifford. In you get.’


‘Always a pleasure, Mrs Coyle,’ smiled Anthony’s father, leaning across to pull shut the door. ‘Clifford’s a good lad, aren’t you Clifford?’


Clifford looked down as he gamely clambered over the back seat (Anthony cuffed him round the head with an exercise book and Clifford grinningly punched his arm) really warm and glad that Mr Hirsch had just said that, glad that his mother had been there to hear it. And Clifford’s mother, as she waved away the car, she was nearly beaming now – because he was a good lad, her little Clifford, a good sweet lad; and even now as she turned away, adjusting the ribbon on the pleated sheet of plastic that covered her head, already she was feeling the dullness of that ache, the tug of his departure.


It’s just as well that none of us is latepage to bed in our house, because I really do need, you know, to get an early start. I’ve trained myself over the years to wake up on the dot of six-thirty: second nature to me, now. I could, I suppose, get away with leaving it for just a little while longer, but I was never one for cutting it fine – rush rush rush, not me at all: far more comfy with plenty of time in hand. I used to set the big old Westclox alarm with the bells on top (wake the dead, that thing would) but I hated being woken so suddenly. And Arthur, he’d … well sometimes he’d put his arm over or turn around or something and start up his grunting and it wasn’t very pleasant, if I’m honest, first thing in the morning. I’ve never ceased to be amazed at how terribly bristly he gets, Arthur, just between the time he comes home from work and first thing the next morning. It must be horrid, I think, being a man. I do often think that. All the big feet and heavy bony arms and the, well – perspiration that always, I don’t know, seems to just sort of linger. Or maybe that’s just Arthur, I really wouldn’t know: not the sort of thing you talk about, is it? It’s the hair, though, mainly: it grows in his nose and in his ears, these days – beastly little forests of it. Didn’t used to. But the shiny pink spot at the back of his head, that’s getting wider day by day. Of course you don’t mention these things. There was a letter the other week – just last week’s issue, I think it could have been – to Evelyn Home in my Woman’s Own, could have been Woman, about how awfully sensitive men can be about this sort of thing – well most things, really; men can, as we all know, be terrible babies. Anyway, it certainly doesn’t do to go stirring things up. I can’t think that my Clifford will be like that – no, not ever. I mean I hope I’m not being just a silly old mother hen here – I do know that he will grow older and I’ll not hold on to him for ever (this is what a mother must do – bravely wave goodbye as they fly the nest, cope with as best you can the tug of their departure) but somehow, I don’t know … I don’t ever feel that he will be coarse and ungainly … is as close as I can come to expressing it. And Clifford, he hardly ever perspires. All his singlets and school shirts and things – they come up just beautifully with only a warm rinse and a little bit of Dreft. Arthur’s vests and unmentionables, goodness – I have to boil and steep them in Omo, and still they don’t come up as bright and as white as I’d like; I sometimes add just a touch of peroxide.


And the minute I’m up, I don’t yet wake anyone, but I quickly get ready for the day. I suppose it’s silly, but I rather pride myself on the fact that Clifford and Annette, they’ve never seen me in the mornings until I’m quite presentable. I don’t think it’s right, somehow, for the lady of the house to ever be unkempt. Men are different, but for the lady – I just don’t think it’s right. And children, they need a constancy in their lives – a constancy, yes, which I think it is one’s duty to provide. I could be wrong, but that’s just me. Oh I’m not saying that it’s any sort of a great palaver to get myself ready in the mornings because I always wear grips and a hairnet to bed – which was awful, just awful in the beginning when I did it because you could wake up feeling as if something was biting into your head, but I’m used to it now. And it’s such a godsend, first thing: off with the net, out with the grips and just a bit of fluffing out with this special little comb I’ve got – proper little hairdressing comb, it is, with a tapered handle – the ones the professionals use; I bought it in the sale last January in Marshall & Snelgrove. I also treated myself to that little dark green costume that everyone always says makes me look so trim. It was eight-and-a-half guineas, but it’s beautifully made and will last me for ever. Which it well might have to do … but no, I’m not going to be worried about all the money business again: I can’t devote another morning to worrying about money. Economy, now – it’s second nature to me, really. I’m very proud, though, of this little perm of mine, because it’s the first one I’ve ever dared to tackle all on my own, at home. I always used to go every eight weeks to the salon in the Lane called Aimée (I think because the woman who ran it, she might be called Amy: nice woman, but a bit of a gossip, so it’s as well to mind your p’s and q’s) but when she put up her prices to thirteen-and-eleven I felt I could no longer justify it (what with everything else). That awful Mrs Farlow above the bakery has always sworn by a Toni home perm, and so I thought to myself well, Gillian, if Mrs Farlow can manage it without looking like a dog’s dinner then surely it’s not beyond you. Three-and-eleven-pence-halfpenny, it cost – and I must say it was no trouble at all and I’m ever so pleased with the way it turned out. Clifford, he said I looked beautiful (oh he’s such a sweet, such a sweet). Annette, she just thinks it’s old-fashioned, but Annette, she thinks everything’s old-fashioned – but there, it’s a phase, isn’t it? It’s what girls go through. She’ll see there’s more to life than fashion when she’s got responsibilities of her own (and just what sort of a wife and mother she’ll make, I do not know). Arthur, I don’t think that he’s noticed the perm – or at least he hasn’t said; but that’s men for you, isn’t it? That’s men all over.


And getting up early, at least you’ve got the bathroom to yourself. I always like a spot of rouge – a little help to Mother Nature! I used to buy Coty, but it got so expensive. Outdoor Girl is what I use now (Woolies, but ssh! Don’t tell anyone) and then a dab of powder. I’ve had the same big tub of Max Factor Peach Blush for, ooh – just ages, now. I don’t know what I’m going to do when it’s finished. Maybe they do something similar in the Outdoor Girl range. What a name, though: Outdoor Girl. Heaven knows I’m no longer a girl – and the only time I go out is to get in a bit of shopping, or to take Clifford up to school. Annette’s convent, that’s more or less just round the corner, St Ursula’s – but Clifford, oh goodness, that prep school of his, it’s really quite a trek. Such a blessed relief if Anthony Hirsch can give him a lift. Lovely car his father’s got, I must say; I don’t know what it is he does, exactly, but he’s clearly well-to-do. Jewish, of course, but he seems a very nice man. Rag trade, Arthur says – and I say well so what if he is? Nothing wrong with that, making nice clothes. After all those years of mending and making do we’ve all come through, all the rationing of fabrics, we could all do with a little colour back in our lives. I make nearly all my own clothes, now (the Marshall & Snelgrove costume was a naughty indulgence). I get Butterick patterns from John Lewis, and they also do some lovely remnants. I even got a Vogue pattern once (going up in the world!) but it was a bit too advanced for me, if I’m perfectly honest. I’m no expert – I’ve only had the Singer for just under a year (I pay the Hire Purchase weekly from the housekeeping – five-and-six, which is a bit of a stretch, but there: it’s a necessity, these days. I do dresses for Annette, and the prettiest little coatee which she refuses to wear; she says she wants jeans – well she can want. Don’t tell Arthur – about the Hire Purchase, I mean: he’d be furious if he knew. Dead against anything like that. Well I am too, really – I hate to think of us in debt, but … no no no. I’m not going to worry. I’m not: let’s just get on with things).


It’s just that … well … standing here now by the sink in the kitchen – the only blessed moment I can ever call my own (once Arthur’s at work and I’ve got the children off to school), just stirring my tea and dipping in a digestive – it’s hard, really, not to dwell: not to let your mind wander. Which is why it’s so good that I keep myself busy all the time: too much thinking, it can’t be healthy. But Arthur, you see – I know he’s worried, you can tell he’s concerned, but he won’t ever talk about anything, you see. I simply can’t remember the last time the two of us actually sat down together and talked about, oh – anything at all, really. Any single subject under the sun. He’ll just say something like oh, by the by – I shan’t be in tomorrow evening, and I’ll say to him oh, all right then, Arthur dear. Or I’ll suddenly chip in with Oh – Annette, She did ever so well in her English today, eighteen out of twenty, and he’ll say Oh – that’s nice to hear: good for her. Sometimes – not often – I’ll say (shouldn’t, really) Are you all right, Arthur? Everything all right with you, is it Arthur? And he’ll say, Me? I’m all right – can’t complain, you know. Why – is there anything ailing you then, Gillian? Not got a cold coming on or anything, have you? And I’ll say No no, nothing like that, I’m as right as ninepence. And then there’ll be a bit of silence – Arthur, he likes his crossword of an evening – and then suddenly he’ll be saying to me Because if you do, Gillian … you know, if you feel you might be getting just a touch of the sniffles, I can very much swear by a dose of Beechams Powders: they’re Trojan, they are – sort you out in no time flat. And I’ll smile, maybe set down my sewing (I used to like to knit in the evenings, but Arthur, he found the needles too distracting) and then I’ll quietly assure him that I’m really quite fine, right as rain, fit as a fiddle. Next thing you know, he’s tapping out his pipe and giving that growling yawn he always does – arms right up above his head, and a not too savoury view of all the doings at the back of his mouth (he won’t ever go to a dentist, you know – even made an appointment for him one time, and still he wouldn’t go: I was that embarrassed) and then he stands up and folds his paper and says that it’s him for Bedfordshire and he’ll just see to the fire or shall he leave it to me?


So I get to imagining … oh, all sorts, really, which can’t be healthy. I mean it’s not as if Arthur doesn’t hold a good position, or anything. He’s a solicitor’s clerk in a very respected firm of partners whose head office is quite near Baker Street, quite near Regent’s Park (he took us all once to have a look at the building: I did feel proud). We both agreed, oh very early on, that Annette should go to a nice private convent. Arthur’s C of E and not too bothered either way: I was baptised a Catholic, but I don’t go to church as often as I should – I always try to make sure that Clifford and Annette do, though. No, so it wasn’t the religious side (and you should just hear Annette! You should just hear what she says about the nuns!). No, it was more the fact that the nice little girls around here, they all seemed to go there, and the uniform, it’s ever so fetching – white and green peppermint stripes, smart brown blazer and the sweetest straw boater. Arthur and I, we wanted better for Annette than we’d had for ourselves – we’re both of us quite ordinary, really. I’ve never worked, not like Arthur – but it would be nice if Annette could one day qualify as a secretary, or something; meet a well-to-do businessman, and have a lovely life.


But I don’t think either one of us quite realised that the fees, well … every couple of terms Arthur seems to receive this letter, and they regret very much, the powers that be, that owing to, oh – this and that, the fees are set to rise again (that’s all well and good, Arthur says, but my salary isn’t set to rise though, is it? Oh no – oh no). It wouldn’t be so bad, but then there’s Clifford. Neither of us really said anything when I found I had fallen pregnant with my dear little Clifford; I only went to the doctor’s because of just a little trouble in the waterworks (I’d left it for ages, because you don’t like to trouble them). You could have knocked me down with a feather when he told me. I was immediately, oh – so terribly happy. I well remember that – but I felt that I shouldn’t appear so, not straight away, and certainly not until I’d listened to what Arthur had to say about it. I got a nice bit of cod that night and I did him a parsley sauce. It’s funny the things you remember: apple pie and Carnation for afters. For dessert. Arthur said: What are we celebrating? I told him, then – said I’d been to the doctor’s, told him what he’d said. Arthur, at first, he just kept sitting there, and I got quite frightened. And then he looked down and he said ‘I see.’ And I think I maybe know what he was thinking: How on earth did that come about, then? Because Arthur, in those days, he was ever so careful. After a bit, he sort of folded his arms and then he said: ‘Well. Well. We’ll just have to soldier on.’ But are you happy about it, Arthur? I remember leaning across the table and asking him that, I think because I really had to know. He was attempting to be brave, it seemed to me; he patted my hand, sort of smiled, and then said ‘Shoulders to the grindstone.’ Well it wasn’t at all what I needed to hear but I think that all men, you know, they’re probably all that way. They think it’s not somehow manly, don’t they? To express what they’re feeling.


Poor Arthur. He’s kept so very many things bottled up inside him, even during the years I’ve known him. For instance, he was never in the Services, you know, during the War, and a lot of people, I think he thought, used to talk about that. I didn’t meet Arthur till soon after VE Day – it was at a party in Camden Town put on by the local Conservatives in honour of Winston Churchill. My father – dead now, died some years ago, can’t say I miss him overmuch – he was a fully paid-up member, very staunch (‘Winnie will save the day!’ – the number of times he said that), and he wanted me to go in his place because by that time his arthritis, it was just so bad he could barely get himself from one room to another. My mother (dear old soul – still going strong), she was dead against my going (I wonder if she still remembers?) and the two of them ended up having quite a good old ding-dong. Nothing to do with the Conservatives or Churchill (she’s as true blue as the rest of us) – it was the thought of Camden Town she couldn’t bear: a low and dangerous place is what she called it, and she wasn’t very wide of the mark – it still is a very terrible place, and I’d never go there again. Anyway – long story short, that’s where I first met Arthur; he did stand out – all the other young men were in uniform, and there was Arthur in his brown serge suit (he’d still wear it if I let him) and a celluloid collar. We got to talking – well, I say talking, but of course I said nothing. Not just about the suit – I didn’t open my mouth! Heaven knows what he must have thought of me. I was hopeless around boys – got all tongue-tied, didn’t know what to say, felt all fingers and thumbs. It had been the same with the chaps I’d met at the munitions factory in Middlesex. I’d spent the last eighteen months of the War inspecting twenty-five-pounders and mortar shells. Sometimes their talk got just a little bit ripe for my taste, but they were good lads, really. Went to the pub with one or two of them – Dicky I remember, so terribly young and always wearing a Fair Isle pullover. I was terrified, quite frankly. They must have thought me a very dull sort of a thing, and they were probably right: I certainly felt rather dull. Anyway – Arthur, he told me he was working towards becoming an articled clerk, and I said oh well I’m sure that must be nice for you, not having a clue, of course, what on earth he was talking about. He asked me to the Gaumont the following Saturday and I said well maybe – what’s on? And he said he wasn’t quite sure, but he knew it would be good. It was like that in those days – no one really had the first idea. Anyway, the following week – it was on the Thursday, as it turned out – we went to the Gaumont and it was a re-what-do-you-call-them, re-release, another showing of an old film – The Hunchback of Notre Dame it was, with Charles Laughton and Maureen O’Hara – such a sad picture, so very very sad, I thought. I don’t suppose for a minute that Arthur would remember that that was the film we went to see, but you wouldn’t really expect it, would you? Men to remember things. Well – not things like that, anyway. It was after, in the Kardomah, that I asked him – why it was he was never in the Army or the Navy or anything. I asked him nicely, though – I was a bit more easy in his company by this time, and I just sort of slipped it in quite casually. Feet, he said: it was his feet that did for him. At first they thought he would be all right – ‘Excused Boots’, but otherwise fit – but then apparently some other more senior medical officer came and had a look at him and decided alas no, he wouldn’t do at all. Oh – how sad, I said: poor Arthur. But I remember not being at all able to tell whether he was sad about it: he gave nothing away, quite like my Arthur. ‘One of those things’, is all he said. And then we gave our order for a selection of fancies and another pot of tea. We were courting – if you can call it courting, what we did – for two years and more. It was my mother who said it was time I settled down and I put this to Arthur and we more or less agreed that we could, the both of us, do a whole lot worse, and so he bought for me just the next week this lovely little ring from Bravingtons. It’s real nine-carat gold with these twinkling zirconias all set into a cameo shape. And I wear it with my wedding ring every single day. I’d feel awful without that ring; only take it off to do the washing-up.
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‘A tragedy of embarrassment, where every detail is comic’
Adam Mars-Jones, Observer
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