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PART ONE
WINTERING: 1947
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CHAPTER ONE


‘You can hit as hard as you like and it won’t hurt.’ Sam whispered the rehearsal as he laid out the big boxing gloves like a bouquet on the table. The words would be addressed to his son but they were aimed at his wife.


The training gloves, blood red, almost new, glistening in the weak white gas-light of late winter afternoon, were nuzzled close, the four knuckle to puffy knuckle, as if waiting for the bell.


Sam stood back to admire them. Nothing in the room compared. Even the thickly berried holly, which Ellen had refused to take down on Twelfth Night with the other decorations, was eclipsed. The berries might be ‘red as any blood’ but the boxing gloves were redder and bloodier and spoke for a power beyond the holly, as Sam knew. He stoked the fire and settled the kettle on it, took the News Chronicle and lit a dog end. But he could not keep his eyes off the snuggling of the large glistening gloves, almost alive as the faintly hissing light played over them; reminded him of new pups. He hummed as he waited – ‘Give me five minutes more’. He wanted to extend the time for himself alone with this magnificent present. ‘Only five minutes more in your arms’. Blackie air-lifted into his lap so lightly it was almost an embrace, and when Sam stroked her under the chin she purred to match the quiet murmur of the kettle. Sounds full of peace: he felt his mind untense in this quietness that screened no threats.


Joe crashed in first, his face rose-glazed from the raw weather. To Sam’s delight he noticed the gloves instantly, a glance of disbelief at his father, and sprang on them. By the time Ellen had taken off her scarf, put down the shopping basket, slipped off her coat and focused, the cavernous gloves were on Joe’s seven-year-old paws. He stood there, not much higher than the table, the gloves like gaudy footballs fantastically stuck on the cuffs of his navy blue mac.


‘How are you going to get your coat off?’


Joe grinned at his mother and shook his hands. Despite the laces tightly pulled, the gloves dropped to the floor. He unbuttoned, unbelted, flung off his coat in seconds and went down on his knees to cram his hands once more into the hugely padded marvels, which he could not believe were to be his.


‘You can hit as hard as you like but it won’t hurt – not with those.’


‘Ding ding. Seconds out!’ said Joe, as he took swipes at an imaginary opponent, taking care to clutch hard to the glove on the inside so that it did not fly off.


‘I thought boxers were meant to hurt each other,’ Ellen replied.


‘Special training gloves. Look at the size of them! From Belgium.’


Sam seemed transfixed by Joe’s childish flailing. He wanted to kneel down and coach him but first there was Ellen.


‘It’ll help him learn to look after himself without causing damage.’


‘You’re the one who wants those gloves, Samuel Richardson.’


He looked at her directly and her laughter set off his own. Her eyes were lustrous in the light of the small room. He could see that she was taking him on.


‘Charlie Turnbull,’ he confessed, and held up a hand to ward off the flak.


‘When was Charlie Turnbull in Belgium or anywhere else? He was always up to no good.’


‘There’s nothing on the fiddle.’


Ellen shook her head but held off. The unusual high humour between Sam and Joe was too good to spoil. She picked up the two remaining gloves from the table, pretending to be alarmed by Joe’s self-absorbed punching the air. She pressed them gently to her cheeks.


‘They are soft,’ she conceded. ‘I like the smell …’ She inhaled deeply, her eyes closing.


Sam stirred towards her and then checked himself. ‘I buffed them up.’


She opened her eyes and held out the gloves, two succulent globes pressed together, stretching the shiny leather tight. She offered them to him. ‘Put them on,’ she said, and smiled down at Joe. ‘You can’t wait, can you?’


‘Come on then, Joe.’ He knelt down.


The boy sailed in and Sam let the pneumatic blows rain on him. Then he pushed his son away.


‘Joe Louis wouldn’t do that,’ he said. ‘Straight left then make a move. Remember?’


The boy skipped around a father in rare indulgent mood.


‘One-two,’ said Sam. ‘This is a one-two.’


Ellen caught his eye deliberately and held it for a message. Fair enough, the look said, but you will not have it all your own way. He winked. And she laughed but maybe because Joe had used the unguarded moment to land a blow directly on Sam’s nose.


‘Hey-up!’ He rubbed his nose with the fat cigar thumb of the glove.


‘What was it?’ Ellen said, as she swung the kettle off the hob. ‘You can hit as hard as you like but it doesn’t hurt?’


Sam smiled and Ellen was moved by the intimacy such a simple reaction could reveal. Then his attention switched. ‘I’ve got a real little warrior on my hands.’


Joe felt himself swell with giddy confidence. ‘Come on, Daddy,’ he said, squaring up. ‘Fight me.’


Ellen wanted to calm his all but feverish excitement, but that would douse feelings she saw surging so warmly between the two who had often clashed since Sam’s return. Now Sam was smiling approval. Joe was almost dancing, fists raised, suddenly and blissfully – with the gloves on – unafraid of his father.


‘Fight me now.’
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She put a small piece of holly on the fire and listened. The flames leaped at it but she judged that the sound would not disturb Sam who lay in the bed a few feet away, spreadeagled in early sleep for the six o’clock shift at the factory. She had checked upstairs and stood over Joe, his head nesting on the great gloves, his small face above the blanket, pale in the pillowed red plush frame. He too was sound.


Sam’s present had got to the heart of something deep in their son, she thought. It pleased her that there should be that understanding and firmly she pushed back the shadow that threatened to spoil it. For the six years of the war Joe had been hers alone: she had to let Sam find his place now. A boy needs a father, she said to herself sternly, as she had repeated endlessly since that almost miraculous moment when Sam had jumped from the train that would have taken him alone on the first leg of his passage to Australia and come back along the platform, hand in hand with Joe, come back to her. To her. Even now, after a few months, the memory of it made her hold her breath.


She had not fully absorbed it. It was like a present, almost too good to open and, when opened, too good to use. It was a second chance and better for it. They had just made love in something of the old way, though the necessary silence constrained them with Joe just above them – sleeping?


She missed the pliable umbilical presence of the child who had slept with her into boyhood. And although Sam had subdued his son’s cries to retain the shared bed he had enjoyed until the return of the father he had been schooled to love, Ellen knew that Joe’s longing was scarcely abated, that the severance was a wound. She observed the boy struggle with the burden of expected love for the stranger who had come back to redeem his fatherless condition. She saw the bewilderment, the hurt, the anger that this father to whom he must kow-tow and wanted to, must love and wanted to, be grateful to and was, should displace him so conclusively, overrule, oust him.


Awake as the father and son slept, feeding the fire with the richly ruby-berried holly, which she had found in an overgrown lane less than two miles out of the town, Ellen let herself drowse. The fire burned, lightly, on her face and as she leaned forward her loosened hair swung down, swaying sensuously, an indulgence secretly cultivated – swaying languorously as she moved her head to the rhythm of the song she hummed low, like a lullaby. She could picture the small town all about her in the cold bleak January dark, its yards, alleys, runnels, streets, people, all so familiar she could sketch them in her mind without effort, all ready to be conjured out of the midwinter blackness, swaddling her in this cradle of her life. The town was her captive dream. It was so comfortingly easy for her to call it up but she resisted that temptation, as she had fended off the shadow provoked by Sam’s fighting gift of the gloves.


Sam and Joe. She let their names surf on ‘The Bells of St Mary’s’, which surged gently through her mind. Joe and Sam. Ebb and flow. Her face now glowed from the fire thrown up by the holly and glowed too from the scent on her, the recent weight of his body on hers, the nearness of that complete loss in pleasure. The leaf, the berry and the thorn. Aware of herself alone. And Sam. And the sight of Joe – his face in that halter of bulging red leather, his copper hair outshone, splayed on his back in perfect sleep.


Ellen frowned at the realisation that this luck was so little appreciated by her. What was here was world enough. Their one-up, one-down house absorbed all the town and fields and land and country around it. The place was in her and the three of them were safe.


She hugged herself as the last of the holly fed the dying fire, hugged herself tightly, digging her fingers into her shoulder-blades, holding it in.




CHAPTER TWO


The girl stopped him in his tracks. Joe had hurried through the narrow alley, but found the lavatory occupied. There was a growl from Kettler, who would often settle in there for the duration. Joe clenched his buttocks against the pressure that had finally forced him out of his besotted immersion in the latest Water Street kickabout, and decided to go into the house where in an emergency there was a potty. A risk. He might be kept in. He wanted straight back to the football in the softening twilight of the cold day when strained breath came out visibly and the dusk changed and charmed the game. But there she stood, in front of the house she had just moved into, and she stopped him in his tracks. She might have fallen down from the moon.


Her hair was black, short, a pudding-basin cut. Despite the weather she wore no coat but the bottle-green cardigan came below her waist and the black pleated skirt was like a frill below its severity. Her socks were also green, her pretty brass-studded clogs bright red. Joe took that in and much more that he could not consciously map or describe: the incitement about her eyes; the wraith wisp of a smile on the serious round face; the exciting angle of the body as she leaned back against the window-sill; just the fact, the presence of her there, near, now, waiting. He had to speak but there was a strong sweet nausea in his stomach that made him nervous about opening his mouth. His legs weakened with a watery sensation and he clenched hard to avert another accident. His throat thickened.


‘I’m next door,’ she said.


Joe nodded and experienced a waterfall of gratitude for this good fortune. He wanted to yell but could not even whisper.


‘Are you seven?’


Joe nodded again.


‘Mam said you would be. I’m just six.’


‘That’s my cat.’


He smiled at the triumph of speech. Blackie allowed herself to be picked up and handed over. The miraculous girl dived her face into the thick glossiness and murmured baby sounds.


‘You can hold her any time you want.’


She did not respond. In the fading light there was no seam between the girl’s jet hair and the black fur.


‘You can keep her all night if you want to.’


Joe’s recklessness came without a qualm. Still she ignored him. She imitated the purring.


Kettler came out of the lavatory at a drunken stagger and tacked towards his hovel without a glance at the children. Joe felt the pain of the pressure in his bum but he endured it. Besides, he hated going in after Kettler for the stink and the mess. He always asked his mammy to clean it up first. But it was hard not to go. The pain tightened – a strange pain that had some pleasure in it. That confused sensation mingled with this new pressure of the girl.


He had to go. Yet how could he leave her? She might disappear.


‘Mam won’t have cats,’ she said.


Tenderly she placed Blackie on the ground.


‘Can you do this?’


Mary turned to the house, took a step or so back, a skip forward, dipped onto her hands and swung her legs up against the wall, swung them it seemed to the mesmerised Joe through the most perfect arc, the legs lazily tracking each other into the air, and with a grace that winded him. He stared at the two small shiny red clogs neatly nailed on the grimy brick and saw the bare legs with the skirt now dangling towards the ground.


A year or so before, before the move to Water Street, when he had been a full member of the Market Hill gang, the rather older Harrison girls, twins, who led it, had sometimes teased the boys by being bad. Joe had been left frustrated and pining for days after these rare encounters with the incomprehensible. Now he had the same hot feeling of wanting to do something urgently but what it was he did not know.


The Harrison girls had also done handstands against a wall. But they had tucked their skirts into their knickers.


That brief snap of memory was frazzled by this posed, erect figure, polished red clogs gleaming side by side, bare legs, green knickers, the skirt all but covering her upside-down face. And she stayed like that. For more than a second or two. Joe was helpless, dizzy with awe. It was beyond him yet it possessed him.


He could hold it no longer. Unmistakable. The hot clart of it on his cold thigh. Yet still he stood there. Then she reversed the action and the feet nudged lightly against the wall, the legs swung down, just as gracefully, and she stood and turned and smiled at him and saw her applause in his face.


He nodded and swallowed the saliva that had gathered in the well of his mouth. He had to take on trust that she would not vanish from the earth as he hobbled as fast as he could to the messy stinkhole just vacated by boozy Kettler to try to sort out his own mess.


How could he get her to do that handstand against the wall again?


[image: image]


Speed was a hero and sometimes a friend. His advantage in age was almost three full years. One of Joe’s multitude of ambitions was to be as old as Speed, to be ten, to be as brave as Speed, to be as bad and as dangerous as Speed. To have Speed in him. He envied his slight squint and tried to copy it.


Speed ate scrunts. He even ate the stalks. He chewed candlewax for gum. Speed drove cattle down Water Street and New Street to the pens at the station. Speed smoked dog ends when he found them in his scourings of the gutter. Most grown-ups shouted at him and Speed shouted back and then ran. Speed led the Water Street younger gang in stone fights and raids on other streets. He would go to the tip and always come back with something good that just needed holding under the tap. Speed swore and then crossed himself. Nobody, said Speed, was better than the Pope. Speed’s daddy was in hospital because of the war but if anybody referred to it Speed hit them. Some days, market days, he just did not go to school. Speed boasted that his big brother Alistair would be lucky not to go to Borstal before he got called up. Joe’s daddy called Speed ‘a little warrior’ and always seemed to be smiling at him. Speed said things to Sam that Joe would never dare.


‘Put them on.’


Speed was reluctant. The gloves looked too expensive. But Mr Richardson was an idol outpointed only by his brother Alistair. He pulled on the glossy gloves and felt his fist disappear as Sam tugged the laces tight across his thin wrist.


‘Now remember you’re bigger, and remember you’re older.’


Speed nodded. The gloves were unwieldy and unnecessary. His fist felt imprisoned.


‘Just some gentle sparring,’ said Sam. ‘OK?’ He looked over to Joe who was experiencing an unexpected sense of calm. Perhaps because Sam had just sprung this on them and he had had no time to work up a funk. And he could see that Speed was uncomfortable in the gloves. And Sam was there.


‘Seconds out. Ding!’


The boys came towards each other cautiously, Joe adopting some semblance of the classic English stance – left foot forward, head tucked behind his right glove, left glove feinting for an opening. Speed was hopeless. In a fight he just flailed away until it was over. He could not play at it.


Joe saw that Mary had come out into the yard. She leaned against the window-ledge as she had the other day. Joe danced, just a touch, on the balls of his feet and waved his left glove more emphatically. He tried a punch. Speed let it land on his shoulder. Joe glanced at Mary and shot out a straight left.


‘Good lad!’


Joe burrowed his head further into the protecting right glove and found that he was advancing. Speed was waving his arms, almost as if he were trying to shake off the bulbous impediments. Joe jabbed out the left once or twice, did not connect, looked good. Mary had not moved.


Speed swung his left hand in a looping swipe that landed on Joe’s glove and rocked him. But instead of alarm, he felt fired up. He could tell that Speed was not going to hurt him. He had seen it in the pleading look his hero had cast to Sam.


Joe skipped a little more then flung his right hand forward. Speed caught it between his two gloves, as if it were a ball, and when Joe tried to free it, his hand slipped out and Speed stood there holding the empty glove like a trophy.


‘First time I’ve seen that!’ Sam laughed and Joe hoped it was not he who was being laughed at.


‘Can I stop now, Mr Richardson?’ said Speed.


‘You’re hardly warmed up.’


‘But I don’t want to fight him, Mr Richardson.’


Joe was much relieved. The stoppage had jolted him into the realisation that he was pushing his luck. But, for Mary’s sake, he tried to look keen.


‘This is boxing,’ said Sam.


Speed shook his head. You had a fight because you meant it. You could mean it so badly that you thought you wanted to murder somebody. Sometimes it was hard to stop when it was over. This with the gloves was just no good.


‘He can hit me and I won’t hit back.’


Joe gave a little jig to show willing.


Sam ruffled Speed’s cropped hair. ‘You’re a real ‘un,’ he said, and unlaced the boy’s gloves. Joe looked on carefully. He remembered Speed saying, ‘I wish thy father was my father,’ and it had made him proud.


Liberated, Speed muttered a lie of excuse and fled.


‘You’ll have to make do with me again,’ said Sam, and he coaxed and coached Joe for a respectable ten minutes before taking the gloves into the house.


At last Joe could go across to Mary. He had a light sweat, a sheen against the cold, and it gave him a swagger.


‘Bella wants to see Blackie,’ said Mary.


Bella had not been seen since before Christmas, much to Joe’s relief. The big over-clumsy girl whom Kettler scorned as ‘backward’ and ‘mental’ had ceased to worry him after he had come into possession of the kitten Blackie. Bella was besotted by Blackie and a promise that she could hold her never failed to check the mauling play with which she had unsettled the much smaller Joe. He was still nervous of her.


‘Mammy says she’s very badly.’ Joe lowered his voice, as his mother did when she spoke of illness. She had referred to it in oblique and embarrassed snatches so that Joe came to the conclusion that Bella was a leper – he had heard a forceful sermon on lepers – and if he so much as touched her or let her breathe at him he would be covered in boils and sores and die.


Part of Ellen’s reluctance to tell the boy the truth – aside from her ineradicable conviction that a host of adult truths, especially on personal matters, were not to be shared with or imposed on children – was that she feared she would reveal her anger.


It was criminal, Ellen thought, and said as much to Sam, that Bella’s mother Madge should insist that she house and nurse her sister riddled with TB when everyone with any sense knew that the disease fed on such intense crowding in a small damp space. She had read the doctor in the Cumberland News who was agitated that so many people turned their back on the obvious ways of alleviating the current Wigton rampage of tuberculosis. But Madge did not take the Cumberland News and Ellen could not engineer a discussion without giving offence.


Influenced by the social rigidities of a childhood with an aspiring aunt, Ellen had no truck with unannounced neighbourliness. You were friendly but not familiar, not dropping in without knocking, not sticking your nose into private business, not giving advice unasked for. But it said clearly in the paper that the sanatorium only ten miles away was prepared to take patients and there would be no charge. Ellen had seen the doctor visit the stricken house next door and surely he would have made the point. But what if he had overlooked it? Or if Madge had been too fussed to take it in? Or had misunderstood it? There was no mistaking what was written in the paper.


Even so she would have held back but the sound of suppressed coughing which reached through the thin wall in the night – suppressed, she felt, because Madge’s sister and Bella did not want to intrude with their illness – disturbed Ellen and challenged her neutrality. What if Madge did take the hump, what if she flew up, what did that matter besides something being done for that poor wasted sister and for Bella, so docile in her obedience to a mother confining her in a room of death? Finally Ellen could bear the struggle no longer. She scissored out the relevant newspaper report and pushed it through the letterbox.


Madge knew where it had come from. She said nothing. Relations cooled. Ellen’s usual offers of ‘doing some shopping while she was upstreet anyway’ were frozen out. Bella was banned from playing with Blackie. Greetings were not returned. Ellen felt crushed.


Mary, with the clean passport of the newcomer and the apparent reliability of childhood, had already been allowed to play with Bella. Despite Joe’s efforts to distance himself from the worrying attentions of Bella, he was a little put out that Mary already was such a friend as to be a messenger.


He went to find Blackie.


‘Mammy says I can’t go in Bella’s house.’


It had taken Ellen some effort to give him that instruction. She did not want him to be rebuffed by an offended Madge Hartley, that was true. But the greater truth, and one which in the driven fairness of her spirit she felt ashamed of, was that she feared that Joe might pick up TB. She reasoned that a few minutes would be neither here nor there but the image of that condemned room infested by coughed-up infection was too much for her. Poor sad Bella. Ellen felt that she was walking by on the other side.


Joe handed Blackie over to Mary.


As usual, she battened her face into the long fur and Joe stood by respectfully while she breathed her fill.


Bella’s face appeared at the window. Joe had spotted her a few times over the weeks but given her no more than the briefest nod as he sped about his business. Now he looked a little more carefully and even he saw a difference. She was not the same, he reported to Ellen, out of which she had to draw that Bella was paler, thinner, altogether subdued. But there she was at the window, her eyes full of hope.


Joe waved, properly. He pointed, indicating the cat she could not touch. She remained all but motionless, afraid that any movement would trigger a summons from her mother to leave the window.


When Mary came up for air, he indicated Bella’s presence and they went and stood in front of the window. As soon as she saw Blackie, Bella’s eyes shone, a smile came to her large sickly face, softening and sweetening it. She gazed intently on the object of her adoration, gazed as if she were feeding on it, feeding deeply and urgently to store it up for revisiting in barren hours.


Joe picked up a touch of her passion, remembering it from the past, and he took the cat from Mary and brought it closer to the glass, and closer still until its fur rubbed against the pane. Now Bella did move. She leaned towards it as if, for a moment, believing she might be able to hold it, the transparent barrier between them melt away. Joe saw into the room. Mrs Hartley’s sister lying on the bed. Mrs Hartley herself at the sink until Bella’s excitement alerted her and she turned and called the girl off and, with such reluctance, Bella slowly pulled away and stepped back and bit her lower lip.
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‘He’s still in the army,’ said Ellen, of their new neighbour, ‘in Germany. As soon as he gets a house they’re off to join him.’


Sam smiled at her. He was nursing his second cup of tea. He liked the two-to-ten shift, giving him the long mornings and this quiet intimacy deep into the night. It was the best time to be easy with each other.


‘Joe told me,’ Ellen said. ‘He seems to have got it out of that Mary.’


‘She’s a quaint little article, isn’t she? Old-fashioned. They’re real country people. Down from the hills. Innocent people.’


Ellen did not reply.


‘She seems to have latched on to Joe,’ he went on. ‘Poor lad! She won’t let him alone.’


Again Ellen held her tongue. It was perfectly obvious that it was Joe who was the infatuated one. Disturbingly so, Ellen thought.


‘He loves those boxing gloves.’ Sam smiled again. He was tickled pink that the present had been received with such rapture. Even the painted wooden train he had brought back from Burma had not met with such a reaction. ‘And it’ll do him no harm, you know.’


Ellen knew that she was being challenged to answer and she rose to it, knowing that silence would indicate disapproval. ‘He would wear them to school if he could.’


‘He would! I went up last night and he had a pair of them on. Fast asleep!’


Ellen enjoyed Sam’s pleasure. It was a short moment and a small matter perhaps but it was at times like these that she could sense that he was beginning to find a way out of the war, which still shot through his mind in nightmare and anger.


‘So you’ll pop in and tell Leonard about the house in the morning?’


‘Yes.’ She hoped it sounded casual.


Ellen had given up her ambition to move into the large run-down romantic town house, a house she had dreamed of having. In fairness, she conceded, Sam was right about the amount that needed doing to it, the cost, the debt that would be around their necks, the decorating and heating and furnishing of such a place. In that scheme of things her own longing to be fortressed in the centre of the small town she loved so much had to be weighed carefully. She gave in partly because she believed she owed him a debt for not leaving them behind, not striking off alone to Australia.


‘I think I got a bit carried away,’ she said, to reassure him because she knew he did not like to see her disappointed. ‘Even though the council owns it now. It would have been too posh for us.’ Saying it aloud helped her to believe it.


‘And you really want our names down for a new council house?’


‘Oh, yes.’


Sam picked up the urgency in those two syllables. She wanted out. He knew how hemmed in she often felt in this tiny one-up, one-down, the small yard, the shared tap, the lavatory she had to clean, daily, the feeling of being immured. To him, it was a perfectly acceptable first nest in a married life. There was scarcely any damp. It was a warm little place.


‘Council houses are nice and new,’ she said, loyally.


He finished his tea and shovelled a few more lumps of coal on to the fire. Almost midnight and all was well. Ellen began to get undressed.


‘I’ll let you warm the bed up,’ he said.


‘When do you imagine they might be going to Germany?’ she asked. ‘Next door.’


‘A month. Two? I’ll just pop upstairs and see him.’


‘It’s those gloves you want to see,’ said Ellen.


‘They can’t hurt. Take my word.’


He took the torch and, in stockinged feet, stepped silently up the twisting little staircase.
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Ellen was drawn to the window by a line of light that had appeared in the crack between the curtains. She looked out. The sky had cleared. By stooping down and craning her neck she could see the moon, full, gleaming, fixed. The small well of the yard was so light you could have read a book. The moonlight lent quaintness to the crush of damp hovels. Ellen imagined the town asleep under the moon, and the country around, from the sea to the mountains, basking in its radiance.


She could see only one star, and although she knew there would be others, it was still legitimate, just about, to make a wish. As a girl, after the death of her mother, her uncle Leonard had tried to nurse her grief by telling her that her mother had turned into a star and she had gazed at the night sky earnestly again and again, hoping somehow to identify her mother’s star. A single star brought out a wish that her mother was happy. Later, as a young woman, she had found, with some distress, that she began to wish to see the father who had left them so soon after her birth. A father about whom to this day she had been told so little.


This night, she wished that Sam would find himself. There were good days here and there but he was still too often out of her reach. The war, years of growing apart, early intimacy ruptured, so much between them that was not to do with the two of them together. Perhaps Joe would help.


She remembered, ruefully, what her uncle Leonard had said when Sam turned back from emigrating to Australia: ‘I would have put a bet on it,’ he said. ‘He could never leave the boy.’




CHAPTER THREE


The letter came with the second post just before the afternoon shift. Even though it was air-mail it felt like a wad. Sam put it in his kitbag. He visualised it there many times throughout the shifts which seemed to drag on. Back home there was supper and talk with Ellen. He saw it through as patiently as he could but Ellen needed no signposting and they opened up the sofa-bed earlier than usual. Only then did he mention that he had received a letter and would stay up for a while to read it. ‘From Alex,’ he said. Proudly, Ellen thought and felt a brush of unease as she watched Sam dip into the kitbag and bring out the letter with an expression that reminded her of Joe hoping he had struck gold at the lucky dip.


This first letter from Alex, the educated, the schoolteacher, who had yet been one of the private soldiers under Corporal Richardson in Burma, ought to be welcomed. Sam had told her enough for her to appreciate that it was Alex who had unlocked Sam’s paralysis, literally pushed him off the train, denied himself the companion to Australia, yet the letter unsettled her.


She undressed rapidly, pulled on her nightdress, took the Woman’s Illustrated and whipped into the cold sofa-bed, propped up on an elbow, facing the space Sam would occupy soon.


He read the back. ‘Alex Metcalfe. Bradfield Park. Sydney. Australia.’ So he had taken to ‘Alex’ in public: it had always been Alexander. Selecting the smaller blade in his pocket knife, he slit the blue paper.


Dear Sam,


Here in the Boondocks, a man could go round the bend like poor old Jackie. So please excuse the scrawl and if I’m just droning on you can always skip. I’m trying to keep cool in a dusty corrugated-iron hut on stilts out here on the edge of the Bush with the sun melting the tarmac and a pack of wild Irish kids outside playing hell or some other game. And you can soon lose your affection for screeching cockatoos. I’ve just reread this. I’m in a foul temper. I’ll stop.


Later


It’s cooler now and so am I! Coming to Australia and not being able to cope with the heat is rather bad planning. Don’t you agree?


Sam could hear Alex asking that question. He had loved the feeling of engagement in his mind when Alex rather daintily flicked his cigarette, looked into the mid-distance and began to talk in a way that Sam ached to learn.


In the north of England we rush out and worship each measly ray of sunshine as if, secretly, we were Aztecs. It’s always seemed to me that civilisations which worshipped the sun were eminently sensible, even though it provoked them to barbarities. But we in the sunless north of Europe could hand out lessons in barbarities, couldn’t we? In Wigton, the sun was rarer than a miracle – bound to happen once or twice a year, but no one knew when. No respecter of bank holidays or school holidays or even summer. Here the sun just pours down every day. It glazes the sky. On my way to the train I see men in white singlets working on their own houses and they are so tanned that the skin has a purple sheen on it. It’s like Josie’s chip shop out here: ‘Frying Tonight’. Perhaps it will warm through our rather cold manner.


Something has to. They don’t like the Poms here. Even Poms of a few years’ residence seem to feel free to despise new Poms. You have to stand up to it. I suppose they see us as imperialists and colonists, which is quite funny considering that almost everyone on the ship out here was one of those who have every right to consider themselves ground under the heel of the ruling imperialists back in England. Imperialism is first learned at home – don’t you agree?


Sam put the letter aside and lit up a cigarette. Alex’s voice was so clear. He could see them together in Burma: in a clearing on a safe night, or at a time stolen from the war. Alex would always come up with those questions. Did he agree? What did he think? What was his view? And Sam, feeling inferior to his friend in knowledge and the manipulation of knowledge, would attempt to take him on. ‘Imperialism is first learned at home.’ Is it?


He recalled that some of the Labour Party lads on the ship from India had given lectures and talks and some of what had been said must be relevant to this. He scratched behind the screens of his memory but he could not reassemble it with enough conviction. It was not difficult to understand what Alex meant: it rarely was. The problem was to find enough evidence for himself. You could not call the Royal Family imperialists. Or the forces – he knew that; and Sam was reluctant to apply the word to the Houses of Parliament. Besides, in his dictionary, it was not a bad word. Yet these Australians, according to Alex, the very men whose matiness and sense of equality had attracted him to them, were throwing it at the English as an accusation. Why was that? He concentrated but he could not enlist any further thoughts. He read on and smiled. Alex had addressed his own question.


You could of course say that there’s not much wrong with imperialism. Our sort, anyway. Not as bad as the other ‘isms’ that have caused such mayhem over the last few decades. Think of them. All disastrous. Most systems are strictly for the birds. How can any system take account of variety and individuals? It’s bound to repress all that. At least we’re stuck with the least worst system. Did Churchill say that about democracy after the last election? Anyway. Imperialism may have had its day but it’s a bit rich to use it as a curse, say I.


You would have enjoyed the trip out. To tell you the truth, old man, I missed you a bit. I didn’t seem to click with anybody. Pleasant enough bunch. I met two lads who had been in Burma but none of us wanted to talk about it – except for the weather! One of them was still obsessed by the Burmese girls who sold the cigars. Nobody I really fancied, though. Ships can be suffocating. I used the ship’s library as a get-out. Talking about imperialism, I rediscovered Kipling. He is fantastic! I really got stuck into the old boy. I’ll look out for a selection of his poems and send it over. An imperial gift! I would have enjoyed having you there. I enjoyed our talks a lot. Out there, I relied on them more than I realised.


Sam wished Alex had not written that. A sense of loss hit his solar plexus. He lit another cigarette from the stub of the one he was smoking. His hands were steady: it was his mind that was trembling. What if he had made the wrong decision? What if his reasons and his painstaking progress to the train that would have taken him on the first leg to Australia, to a new start … Why had Alex urged, even pushed him off? Why had he let him?


He sucked deeply on the strong cigarette.


It had been a good decision, he told himself. His return from the war had been like an order. The second time, however close a shave, was of his own will. He had come back, and finally, to Ellen and Joe.


But the doubt he had repressed so successfully now oozed its poison. Was that the real truth of it? Did he not want to be out there, in the purpling sun, with Alex, starting a life freed from the ball and chain of his past? What was there for him in Wigton but to do this and this and no more? To know his place, his limits, his limitations, his predestined mediocrity, his inevitable failure to be at the full stretch of himself. Those cramping chains, he believed, would have melted away under the sun. And he had turned back and turned his back on it. Ellen and Joe could always have followed. They would have followed. Surely.


The force of this loss (this mistake?), which came like an instant onrush of retrospective insight and regret and pain, rattled him and but for the demand of the rest of the letter he would have gone outside, cold though it was, to shake it off.


He inhaled even more deeply so that the smoke swelled out his lungs. He glanced around at Ellen. The magazine had fallen out of her hands. She was dead to the world.


He had taken a path and he had to stick to it, he told himself. No retreat. Regrets were weak. You got stuck in.


It can be both unnerving and exhilarating to know that most of us are stranded here every bit as much as the early convicts. They could not return until their sentence was up. We are here until that unimaginable day when we’ll have saved enough to pay the full passage back. By which time we’ll all be good Aussies saying ‘Beaut’ and ‘See you this arvo’ and we’ll look down on the next shipload of Poms.


One thing that happened on the ship – I just want to tell you. None of us will forget the children the Japs had bayoneted and tied to trees with barbed wire. You made us bury them. Even though we should have pressed on. I never admired you more – even the time you saved my stupid life. You never referred to it.


That scene come back to haunt me. There were dozens of children on the ship. Some of the men rigged up a sort of gym-playground with ropes and you would see them hanging there – semi-naked like the little Burmese kids. I had nightmares for days.


The source of one of Sam’s own most violent and deeply planted nightmares found a perfectly matching echo on the thin blue paper. He felt a bond closer than kinship fly from the room over oceans and continents to Alex in his lonely dusty lodgings many thousand miles away. Alex was right. He never had referred to it, not to Alex, not to Ellen. Like so much else in the year since his return, his only defence against his past had been to use all his might to force the war out of his mind. It was some time before he could read on.


But in the very next sentence Alex switched mood, just like that, just as he always had done.


The refresher course for teachers is well organised and I’ll be in harness soon enough. Meanwhile I am studying the inhabitants – out of interest and for survival. The deadly spiders I have seen so far include the redback, a tiny little devil said to wait in ambush everywhere; then there’s the trapdoor spider and the funnel web spider which is reported to scare the business out of you. There’s the famous hairy tarantula but I can’t say we’ve been introduced yet. As serum is not readily available, you are advised to cut a cross on the skin with your knife or a razor blade and suck and spit like the boyos at the Wigton Fountain. You want snakes, Sam? Only carpet snakes and vipers so far. The rules are worse than the army. Never put on shoes or socks or anything without shaking; never put hands in crevices or under surfaces; yell and make a noise at all snakes. You, we were told in a ship’s lecture, are bigger than they are, which is not a great deal of help!


Despite this, I’m thinking of becoming a naturalist. Honestly. I’ve been into the bush a couple of times – perhaps I got a taste for that in Burma – and found a river and camped there, eaten in the open, felt the magic and the moods of the place. I was never very good at feelings about dear old Cumberland. No romance. Though I have to confess that when I got hold of the last weekly edition of the Manchester Guardian and saw a photograph of a dry-stone wall on the front page (in Yorkshire but no matter) I did – for the first and I trust the only time – feel homesick. But the Aborigines have their own Dreamworlds – there’s a lot to find out – and, in the bush, I hope to begin to understand the Dreamworlds.


The strangeness and newness out here, Sam! The lyre birds with their amazing tails, even the kookaburras, although they are ugly little beggars, and the scent of the frangipani –something like a philadelphus – in the evenings. The bottle brush, as it sounds, and huge gum trees, giving out great golden globules of resin when you nick them with a knife, and the colossal distances that make you think –I don’t know why this should be – that everything is possible.


There were a few more sentences, best wishes to Ellen and Joe and to poor Jackie and the others from the section if he ever bumped into them but the phrase ‘everything is possible’ all but clouded them out. And the final nail. ‘You’d have loved it, Sam. All the best. Yours truly, Alex. P.S. I wish I’d brought the bush hat.’


Sam read it again, rapidly this time, then folded it with care. It would take some answering.


Perhaps he could send Alex his own bush hat.


He smoked a final cigarette out in the yard. The red tip was all the light. There was a spatter of hail. The wireless reported practically Arctic conditions everywhere else in the country. So far the Northwest had been lucky but it was still bitter. Sam let the cold seize him and numb him.
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He had told Ellen she could read the letter. She took her time and waited until he was down at the factory.


Like Sam she read it thoughtfully, stopping now and then to reflect or dream a little. Like Sam, she read it twice. Like Sam, she brooded on it, fully realising for the first time the narrowness of the victory and the strength of the enemy.




CHAPTER FOUR


Ellen walked up King Street, head bent into the punishing wind, one gloved hand clutching the collar of her coat to keep it closed around her throat. They were told on the wireless their part of the country was getting off lightly.


It was past midday and the girls had come out of the clothing factory in which Ellen herself had worked before her marriage. They scattered into the web of lanes and yards, sucked from the streets for their dinner-break. There were few men other than the dole brigade, propping up the Vic and the Vaults, congregated at the mouth of Meeting House Lane, leaning against the railings of the George Moore Memorial Monument, better known as the Fountain, from where they chronicled the daily history of their town in pedagogic detail. Everybody knew Ellen. Most greeted her, no hello, how do? how are you? just plain, even gruff, ‘Ellen’ and a nod. Her name chimed her up the street.


There was a queue outside the Co-op and normally she would have enquired and almost certainly joined it but time was tight between the morning cleaning job and the afternoon work in the chemist’s shop and she had a mission.


She forced herself not to glance into the cobbled yard where the house of her dreams stood, still empty and for ever out of her reach. It was just too bad. That was that. ‘Ellen’, ‘Ellen’, ‘Ellen’ as she ran the gauntlet between the Fountain and the King’s Arms. She wondered they had not turned to stone, the men, in the deep cold of the day. Every single one, she smiled, had their hands in their pockets. Not one pair of gloves between the lot of them. ‘Ellen’. ‘Ellen’. She liked their knowing her that well.


Ellen had always admired West Street. There was something grand about it – the pillars outside the Mechanics’ Institute and the columned doorways of the houses opposite. And just beyond, the sandstone simplicity of the Quaker Meeting House. Ellen had been at school with some of the Quakers and, privately, when she took a view of the religious sects in the town – the Roman Catholics with their nunnery at St Cuthbert’s down the East End, the Primitive Methodists in New Street next to the police station, the Salvation Mission between the factory and Ivinson’s stables in Station Road, the Congregationalists in Water Street beside the pig auction, the Methodists in Southend next to the girls’ grammar school, the Salvation Army in Meeting House Lane right down at the bottom, the Plymouth Brethren in George Street up some steps, the Adventists next to the river Wiza, in Union Street, and beside the ancient market-place, still used seven hundred years on, the centrepiece, her own church St Mary’s, C. of E., where she had sent Joe to be in the choir in response to a call for trebles – when she considered all these competing houses of God, interpreting His word to the Wigton five thousand in so many different ways, not only dominating Sunday but colonising every day of the week with morning communions and evening youth clubs, seasonal rummage sales, whist drives, dances, outings, choirs, football teams, flower arrangements, Bible classes – when everything was accounted for, Ellen secretly plumped for the Quakers. She had been in the building once only when Noreen Morrison had broken her arm and they were stuck for someone to clean. Mrs Johnston, whose house she did twice a week, was a Quaker and asked Ellen for a favour.


She walked past it swiftly, on her way west, past the high wall of Wigton Hall, a place beyond dreams, no more than a peep over a wall, but the memory of the Quaker Meeting House stayed with her. Something about the recollection was tender. As she went down the hill from Wigton Hall, past Ma Powell’s field, which was the shortcut they used to take (but only when feeling bold) to get to the park, she visualised that Quaker cleaning. Such a silence in the room. As if it had been worked up, over the years, Ellen thought, and preserved, sealed in this place, its own private quiet. But no altar. She had looked everywhere – even opened cupboards. No altar. No cross. Just chairs. Not even hassocks to kneel on or cushions to soften the hard wood. Plain chairs. Books, a few books. There was little to clean.


Noreen had come in, for company, arm heavily strapped in a white sling. She explained that at a Quaker meeting people simply sat there and spoke ‘when the spirit moved them’. She told Ellen a little about their history and what an important part Cumberland had played in it and referred to Philadelphia and Pacifism and Quaker porridge oats, but it was ‘when the spirit moved them’ that had captured Ellen’s imagination.


There were fields which acted like a moat, between Wigton Hall and the next cluster of houses known as Western Bank. The old town had ended. Ellen passed the Famous Copper Beech at the bottom of Ma Powell’s field, which she had looked up to every time she sped by on her way to the park. The park had been the daily destination in school holidays and the Show Fields across the way presented the lure of the circus that came every autumn and then camped down for a couple of months – all familiar, familiar as the Fountain and just as ‘Wigton’, yet Ellen felt outside the walls of her town. As a girl she would scurry back up the hill from the park in the evenings as if afraid invisible gates would be closed against her.


The wind grew fiercer. On Western Bank she arrived at the settlement of houses built before the war. Sam and herself could have had one for ten pounds down and a just affordable rent but they had opted for rooms that had been dreadful. Yet it turned out for the best. When Sam joined up, Ellen had moved back into her aunt and uncle’s large semi-guesthouse where she had spent most of her childhood – a house in the heart of the old town. She had been happy there. And safe, with Joe.


Now on the last lap of her mission, the exposed part of her face cemented in cold, she went past unattainable detached houses: the Miss Moffats’, one of whom had taught her at school and was now teaching Joe; Mr Farrell’s – he who owned the sawmill and had taken a fancy to Sam before the war, offered him a job she wished he had taken because there was no shift work; Glen Ritson’s newly-built house – he was her age, the solicitor’s son who had been sent away to public school and spent four years in a prisoner-of-war camp after having been shot down in a bombing raid, a fine big man, Ellen thought, always pleasant; and on past houses less grand but no less desirable to Ellen, until she came to a gate.


She looked through it at the field. In the foreground, a small herd of Jerseys clustered around some recently dumped hay. In the distance, machinery, a hut and a scattering of men indicated that work was starting up. This would be the next big council estate. Brindlefield, up Southend, which had already taken some of the irredeemably overcrowded Water Street residents, was already spoken for; the lists for Kirkland, to the east of the town, were reported to be full although her uncle Leonard, with his clerking and council contacts, had hinted that it was still a possibility; but this, to the west, was a clean start.


Ellen stared at it. She wanted to be attracted to it. She wanted something to happen as she looked at that field. Something which said, ‘Come and live here: it’ll be fine. It’s almost a mile from the town but the walk is one you like and you’ve done it hundreds of times. You can always bike it. Put a basket on the front. There’ll be other young families here. You’ll still go to the same shops up in Wigton, see the same faces, be part of the same town.’ But as the wind buffeted her and she felt the cold gripping her feet, she could not shake off, however hard she tried, a persistent fear that the burrowing, intense, common, close life and stories and net of the town would no longer quite belong to her. Even in prospect she already missed them.


Ellen shook her head in exasperation. After all that Sam had been through – and millions of others – how could she be so feeble? This bond to the old town had already put her marriage at risk, a risk of which Alex’s letter had again made her aware.


She stamped warmth back into her feet and made up her mind for this wintry field. They would live at the very edge of the town. She would beat down the childish fear. It had almost been a curse.


She turned and hurried away. The wind was behind her now and suddenly she laughed aloud as it pushed into her back and almost made her stumble. She had been thinking ‘as the spirit moved her’.


The new estate would be called Greenacres.




CHAPTER FIVE


‘I know where there’s some turnips,’ said Speed.


There were two others and Joe, by a good margin the youngest. The boys stood shivering in the middle of Water Street, cow and horse dung frozen on the ground, nothing moving in the auctions mid-Saturday afternoon.


‘They’re under a sheet,’ he continued. ‘Easy to swipe.’


Speed was poorly dressed for the day. Ill-fitting hand-me-downs – vest, shirt, patched pullover, patched short trousers, short socks, old plimsolls. The two other boys were quite well wrapped up. Ellen had layered Joe like a mummy. Even a coat. Joe was vaguely uneasy because he wanted to be hard like Speed. But no one made fun of him.


They set off at a trot, past the burnt-out tannery, past the lemonade factory and down a slit in a wall that led over a narrow early medieval bridge. Into the Lonnings where they cantered, like ponies, alongside the black iron railings that had fenced in the once great Highmoor Estate, along past the tip, taking care – Speed’s order – to hide their faces from any pigeon men on the go, until they were in real country and on the wrong side of the hedge of the targeted turnips.


Along the way, Speed had freely given out intelligence about what they were up against: the farmer who had a stick as thick as a drainpipe and a dog as mad as a bat; the policeman who every now and then would take his bike along that particular path on the lookout; passers-by and other snoopers. Joe swallowed every word.


The canter had put a sweat on him and, while Speed surveyed the territory, the sweating continued as he comprehended, fully, what was about to happen. This was stealing. His mammy would kill him for stealing. His daddy would beat the living daylights out of him. According to church he would go into hell-fire. His hands moistened inside the gloves: his whole body dampened with fear under the well-belted navy raincoat. He wished he had not come. But he was in Speed’s gang.


‘You’re the lookout,’ Speed said to Joe. ‘You see anybody –whistle.’


Joe nodded and swallowed. He liked whistling. He whistled a lot these days. But what sort of a whistle was this? Would ‘Bobby Shaftoe’ do?


‘We can get in here.’


Speed had found a gap in the bare hawthorn hedge and he led the other two through it.


They were away for so very long that Joe feared they had gone home by another way and left him. He looked from left to right constantly, left, right, then swiftly left again, then an even quicker flash back to the right, then right again just to fool them, then a bit longer left while the hairs crawled on his neck for fear of what was happening on the right but nothing was up on the right so he could go back to the left again and stare it out until he was fully satisfied that nobody was there and nobody was still there on the right and a slow panic began to burn low in his stomach and he sensed he might want the lavatory but how could he do it when nobody was around but somebody might come and it was hard to hide cacked pants although his mother never mentioned it, they must have taken off, or been captured and hauled into the police station, into the cells, back to the left, right, left, no farmer, no dog, no policeman … and right, left again …


Then, relief, even joy, as about half a dozen turnips flew over the hedge and he had to dodge them. Speed and the others crashed through the hedge and they scooped them up and hared back the way they had come. Speed stopped them before the tip.


‘Hide them,’ he ordered.


The boys stuffed the turnips up their jackets or jumpers and scuttled pregnantly past the unseen pigeon men on the tip.


Speed pointed to a straggle of pine trees, last of a handsome plantation on the estate.


They settled in the middle of the bare copse.


‘Who’s got a knife?’


Joe hurried to oblige but as he wriggled his hand under his coat and his jacket and into his trouser pocket he felt the familiar clag of his number two sticking to the inside of his pants. They weren’t his best pants or his school pants. They were his worst, two years’ ago school pants, the pants he only played in. But he knew that he was still supposed to keep them clean and he was ashamed.


Speed opened the bigger blade after wiping the dirt off the turnip with the sleeve he wiped his nose on. He peeled it, clumsily but well enough. Then he hacked off four chunks. They ate, biting hard.


‘Better than goodies,’ Speed said, whose ration of sweets was rarely cashed in.


He ate from hunger.


The other two munched away.


To Joe, every bite was a complication. He loved being part of the gang. Now it was done and the farmer had not come and the dog had not savaged him and the policeman had not arrested him and told his mammy and daddy, he felt proud of himself. It had been a real raid. He himself had not done the stealing. Keeping lookout was different. He tried to keep up with Speed’s turnip consumption and pushed his right eye into a squint.


By the fourth turnip they were beaten.


Speed looked at those uneaten.


‘Bury them.’


He got on his knees and tried to dig into the ground. No yield. No chance. He stood up and hacked with his feet, but the worn-out plimsolls were useless. The other three looked on, colder now after their seated feast, though not as cold as Speed whose bluing hands and taut chilled face looked painful.


‘We can’t leave them like this,’ he said, ‘they’ll be swiped.’


He walked slowly towards the edge of the copse, stopped and raised his hand. The gang arrived, with the turnips. There was a dent in the ground. The turnips just about fitted in and Speed covered them with grass.


‘We can have another feed tomorrow,’ he said.


Sunday! Joe thought. He would not be let out in his playing things on a Sunday, and besides, eating stolen turnips on a Sunday would be even worse. But he said nothing. They cantered back into the town, rather more slowly, stomachs tight.


As the evening drew on, Joe’s stomach began to hurt. He merely pecked at his tea. He would not have a slice of bread and jam before he went to bed. He tried not to groan.


Yet he insisted on going upstairs alone – which Sam had encouraged him to do although Ellen had no conscience about going up with him when, as tonight, Sam was not in the house. But he needed to take off his pants carefully and fold them so that his mammy would not see. He had scrubbed and scrubbed them in the lavatory with the squares of paper from the News Chronicle but there was still a noticeable stain, a thin veneer, hardening. He did not want to be called ‘cacky pants’. He was sure she knew but was just not saying, just as she knew about the turnips. ‘Have you been eating anything else?’ she said. And when he said no, ‘What have you been eating?’ she said. Nothing. So he lied as well. Joe believed that his mother had X-ray eyes when it came to him. But he was grateful that she said nothing more. He had sworn to himself he would never do it again. His stomach felt almost detached from the rest of him, a tight little fist inside there, a swelling football, trapped in there. His sleep was uneasy. They were after him.


A few days later, the tale of the raid trickled back to Sam and Ellen. One of the other boys had been sick and the evidence on the lino had been unmistakable. Sam was amused, even pleased, and the fact that it brought him out of himself for a while encouraged Ellen to let it pass, although stealing of whatever kind was a slippery slope and the wrong gang could get you into bad trouble. Joe was growing bolder, less careful, she thought, to seek his father’s approval and it coarsened the nature she alone had nurtured for almost seven years.
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Miss Snaith opened the door in the side alley that led off High Street and took them into the house behind the shop. Miss Snaith was in the shop itself. Ellen and a scrubbed, subdued Joe were pointed upstairs to Miss Snaith’s piano room.


Ellen was not the only one in the town to find particular satisfaction in the three Misses Snaith. Wigton was rather proud of them. One of them had the business head and ran the clock and jewellery shop established by their father, another kept house and sang beautifully in the choir and was often called on for solos at social gatherings, and the oldest, to whose domain Ellen and Joe ascended on thick carpet – Ellen hushed by the glimpse of paintings on walls and good furniture, Joe fearing the worst after the cleansing and combing he had been subjected to – was the piano teacher.


‘Come in.’


Ellen’s knock had been on a half-open door. The first Miss Snaith had said, ‘Go right in, Ellen, she’s expecting you.’ Ellen was compelled to knock.


The piano teacher, like her sisters, was short and thin with a briskness that belied a lifelong asthmatic condition. Her face was pale but not sickly. Her hair bandaged her head in a thick grey plait. Spectacles swung across her chest, hanging on some sort of cord Ellen had never seen before. She wore a heavy tweed skirt and a big cardigan even though one bar of the electric fire was on. Like her sisters, she had faded blue eyes and a smile that made you smile back.
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