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      Chapter One

    


    When the train containing the children pulled into Yeasdon Station it was nearly four hours late. Several among the little knot of people waiting to meet them had become restive: one man said—almost hopefully, it seemed—that it didn’t look as if they were going to come at all; and one woman said that her George would be wanting his tea.These eruptions of shuffling and discontent were given short shrift by Mrs Sellerman.


    ‘Your George can get his own tea for once,’ she said. ‘After all, there is a war on.’


    Mrs Sellerman saw it as her duty to prop up the spirits of the waiting foster families, and she kept up a constant stream of bright commentary and admonition: it would be so bewildering for the poor little things, she said, shunted off to a strange place, away from their homes and their mothers, many of them in the country for the first time in their lives, very probably. It was up to them, she proclaimed, to make them feel safe and welcome. It was the least they could do.


    Takes too much on herself, does Nan Sellerman, was the unspoken thought in many a waiting breast. For though she was a kindly woman, and a capable one, this first taste of responsibility had rather gone to Mrs Sellerman’s head and had certainly made her more than a little sententious. But the thought remained unspoken, for this was 1941, and her place in the upper ranks of the village hierarchy protected Mrs Sellerman from outright criticism.


    So everyone was still there when the train drew in. The children leapt and ran and rolled off it, shouting and laughing and displaying very few signs of disorientation. Mrs Sellerman, aided by Mr Thurston, the headmaster, and Mr Wise, the vicar, quickly got them together into a little group—twenty or more, there were—outside the waiting-room, and prepared to allot them to their new homes and their temporary guardians. Mr Thurston insisted on making a little speech of welcome (he was all too fond of little speeches, which usually, like Topsy, growed), and while he was talking about ‘these difficult times’and ‘all doing their bit,’ Mrs Sellerman surveyed the children. A few were quite respectably dressed and still fairly neat, but most of them were in the range from the untidy to the frankly deplorable.


    ‘I know they’ve had a long journey,’ said Mrs Sellerman under her breath to the vicar, ‘but you’d think some of the mothers could have made a bit more effort. In times like these…’


    Mr Wise saw no oddity in regarding tidy children as part of the war effort. He murmured: ‘Remember, they will not be at all the sort of children we are used to here. Slum children, you know…’


    For Mr Wise, and for most of the people of Yeasdon, all children from big cities who did not come from impeccably middle-class backgrounds were ‘slum children.’


    At that point a boy in the group, a heavy-limbed lout of fully nine years, rather proved his point by shouting:


    ‘Stow it, mister. We’re ’ungry.’


    Mr Thurston brought his remarks speedily to an end, and took from Nan Sellerman the list of names.


    ‘Ah yes, now. Who’s first? Sally Bates—you’re to go with Mr and Mrs Carter. Mary Nicholls—you’ll be living with Miss Petheridge. Are you there, Miss Petheridge? Good—this little girl is Mary. Yes, do take her along now. Terence Stope—oh no, Terence isn’t coming, after all. William Smithson…’


    And so it went on. One by one the children, sobered a little as they were separated from the rest, trotted off with their foster parents, to be caught up in linguistic entanglements as cockney met West Country, to be bewildered by the smells and spaciousness of the countryside, cheered by the unaccustomed lavishness of country fare, and in some cases to be terrified by the first bath of their young lives. Mostly they were tough kids, and cheerful, and while they commented rather disdainfully on everything that was different from home, they seemed ready enough to adapt.


    ‘Ere, they say there’s not even a cinema here,’ said one, as he was taken off by a local farmer.


    ‘Still, at least there won’t be any air raids,’ said another.


    ‘Worse luck!’ shouted the heavy-limbed boy, still uncollected from the group. ‘Zoo-oo-oom! Kerr-rash!’


    In the space of twenty minutes Mr Thurston came to the last name on his list, and Ellen Tucker was taken off by a nervous retired couple who had put away all their ornaments in a high cupboard preparatory to her arrival. Rural peace began to descend on Yeasdon Station.


    ‘Well, that seems to be that,’ said Mr Thurston, removing his spectacles. ‘And I think we can congratulate ourselves—’


    ‘Er—Mr Thurston—’ said Mrs Sellerman. He looked in her direction, and she gestured towards a small boy, still standing near the door of the waiting-room, a diminutive case clasped in his hand.


    ‘Oh dear!’ said Mr Thurston, fussily donning his spectacles again. ‘Have I missed one? One, two, three… No, I’ve been through them all. Ah—I have it: you must be Terence Stope. I heard your mummy wouldn’t part with you, but she’s decided to send you after all, has she? Very sensible of her.’


    The boy looked up at him thoughtfully.


    ‘No,’ he said.


    ‘Not Terence? Or Terry? Do they call you Terry?’


    ‘No,’ said the little boy. ‘I’m Simon. Simon… Thorn.’


    He was a pensive, reserved child, perhaps five or six years old. He was neater than the average child in the group: his clothes were far from new, but that was not unusual in that year of grace 1941, and Simon’s were clean and pressed and newly darned. He wore grey short trousers, grey socks, and a fawn pullover with a little blue band knitted into the V-neck. Home-knitted, Nan Sellerman’s appraising eye told her, not bought. He was less skinny than many of the others, and certainly suffered from none of the diseases of malnutrition or poor heredity that one or two of them had been burdened with.


    ‘Simon Thorn… Simon Thorn,’ said Mr Thurston with concern, and he consulted his list yet again. ‘No, you’re definitely not on the list. Goodness me—how can that have happened? Did they send you when Terence Stope dropped out, I wonder? Most inconsiderate not to have informed me—but then, these last few nights in London have been so dreadful… Well, what’s to be done? Tomorrow I shall have to telephone to Hackney. But in the meanwhile…?’


    ‘If I may make a suggestion, Mr Thurston,’ put in Mrs Sellerman, tentatively. Mr Thurston was a perfectly good-natured man, but the village was somewhat in awe of him, as they were of all teachers. ‘Mr and Mrs Cutheridge were awfully disappointed when they heard that Terence Stope wasn’t coming. He’d been assigned to them, you know. They’re childless—a really nice, responsible couple.’


    She turned to the vicar in search of confirmation.


    ‘They’re Methodists,’ Mr Wise murmured, ‘but as far as I know, yes…’


    ‘Ah!’ said Mr Thurston.‘Well, that would seem to be the solution. Until we can sort things out, find out the position…’ He turned to the little boy. ‘You are sure you’re not Terence Stope, aren’t you?’


    ‘I’m Simon Thorn,’ said the boy, now with more confidence.


    ‘Yes, well, we’ll see to it that you’re all right. I suppose this Mr Cutheridge is not on the telephone?’


    ‘Oh, I wouldn’t think so, Mr Thurston. He’s stockman to Sir Henry.’


    ‘Ah—no, of course. Now I wonder who could take him along.’


    ‘I’ll go with him,’ said Mrs Sellerman. ‘It’s not above a mile.’


    And so the little difficulty was sorted out, for that night at least. Simon Thorn and Mrs Sellerman trudged through the darkening village, the little boy walking determinedly, and looking around eagerly as if to impress this first, dim view of Yeasdon on his memory. ‘Is this all the houses there are?’ he asked at one point. Before long they came to a substantial cottage just beyond the outskirts of the village, a cottage tied to Sir Henry Beesley’s estate. Mrs Cutheridge was surprised to open the door to Nan Sellerman and a little boy, after her disappointment of the day before, but the matter was soon explained. Dot Cutheridge displayed openly a quiet satisfaction which concealed a deep inner delight. Simon was hustled into the warm, close atmosphere of the cottage, was sat up at the table by Tom Cutheridge (who was big and homely and smelt of barns), and was given a great plate of Lancashire hot-pot (Mrs Cutheridge, that evening, had only ham and bread and butter). Then he was given a bath by the fire in a little tin tub, and was soon put lovingly to bed. He was clearly exhausted. He fell asleep almost at once. Dot Cutheridge knew, because she listened at the door.


    Mr Thurston and the evacuees’ committee had plenty on their plates next morning, so that Simon, so quiet and well settled, was the least of their problems. One boy had already run away (it was one of the ones who had been given their first bath), but some of the others had made themselves all too thoroughly at home. So it was not until midday that Mr Thurston found time to telephone through to Hackney. It was then that he became aware—for in the sudden uprush of activity caused by the evacuees’ arrival he had missed both the nine o’clock news and the early morning news that day—that during the evening and night of May 10th London had been bombed as savagely as at any time during the war to date.


    Eventually he got through to the school the children had attended. They had sent no extra boy to replace Terence Stope. Then he rang through to the Town Hall. They were running an emergency service only, due to the bombing the night before, and his call was interrupted by another air-raid siren. When finally, in the late afternoon, he spoke to the overworked official responsible for the party, he was unable to explain the surplus boy. There had originally been twenty-two children on the list. The refusal of Terence Stope’s mother to part with him left twenty-one. His place had not been filled by any other child. Of the twenty-one, eighteen had come from the Bradlaugh Street Primary School, three from the Jubilee Green Primary School.The children had been put into their carriages on the special train by a teacher from Bradlaugh Street. Naturally there would have been a few children she had never seen before.


    ‘Will you check your records, then, to see if you have anywhere a boy called Simon Thorn?’ asked Mr Thurston, mystified, but not at this stage worried.


    ‘Records!’ said the official. ‘We’ll do what we can, of course. It’s chaos here, as you can imagine—offices being bombed, things being shifted God knows where. There’s plenty of records have gone up in flames, though none of the education ones, so far as I know.’


    But when the man at Hackney Town Hall rang back the next day, he had found no trace at all of a Simon Thorn.


    Meanwhile Simon himself had settled in nicely. Mrs Cutheridge pronounced him ‘a love of a child’ and glowed in his company. She had discovered that he had no ration book with him, and had already commenced battle with officialdom to get him one. Tom Cutheridge said he was ‘that sharp,’ and had already shown him round Sir Henry’s estate, and given him a ride on one of the old shire horses. At school Simon was pronounced ‘a good little reader’ and ‘quite forward for his age’—which no one quite knew, but which he said was five.


    None of which solved the problem of who Simon was, or how he had come to be there in Yeasdon. After some frustrating days of telephoning in the intervals he had from teaching (for twenty-one extra pupils caused great disruption in a village school, particularly sharp, mischievous, cunning town children), Mr Thurston took to writing letters. But if telephoning into a London blitzed into near-chaos was difficult, writing was hardly more satisfactory. Sometimes he got a reply, sometimes he did not. He established that there had been one other train for evacuees leaving Paddington at around the same time as the one for Yeasdon, but when, after innumerable frustrations and misconnections, he talked with the teacher who had gone with that train, now evacuated to rural Oxfordshire, she told him there had been no child missing from her group, and nobody by the name of Simon Thorn was known to her. When, eventually, he wrote again to Hackney to ask them to check up on the boy called Terence Stope, he had a letter back to say that Terence, with his mother, had been killed in a raid two weeks after Simon Thorn had arrived in Yeasdon.


    People began to talk: Some of the foster parents asked their billeted kids if they knew who Simon Thorn was. Oh yes, they all knew who he was: he went to school with them in Yeasdon. Yes, but had they known him before they were evacuated? None of them had ever seen him before that momentous journey from Paddington Station. Then one of the foster mothers had a bright idea. The Hackney boy who was now mixing fairly happily with, and lording it over, her own children had been one of the last to be collected from the group. His name was Simon. And on the station platform, just beside the waiting-room outside which they had all been assembled, was a thorn bush. What if…?


    The mother kept this idea to herself for several days, but when no solution was in sight to the mystery of who was Simon Thorn, she mentioned it to Mrs Sellerman.


    Obviously they had to talk to Simon himself.


    But here they came up against the barrier of Dot Cutheridge, who was a formidable countrywoman, and very protective.


    ‘It’ll all sort itself out,’ she said, comfortably. ‘He’s got a good mother, that anyone can see from the state of his clothes. She’ll make sure she finds out where he is. It’s some official up there who’s got himself into a right ol’ tangle. What do you want to go worriting the poor child for?’


    But when she said this, Mrs Cutheridge was not revealing all she thought on the subject. For she had wondered—over and over, if the truth be known—whether Simon’s mother might not have been killed in an air raid after Simon had left for the station, or on any one of those terrible nights of early May. And wondering did lead to hoping, sinful though she knew this to be. Still, in the long run, even Dot Cutheridge had to back down and concede that some sort of unofficial investigation would have to take place.


    ‘But I’m not having you bully the child,’ she said, and she sat in on all the questioning.


    Simon’s possessions, Mrs Sellerman found, were unexceptionable but sparse. A change of outer clothing and a spare vest and underpants. A pair of pyjamas. No spare socks or tie. A flannel, but no soap, or toothpaste, or towel. A Teddy-bear, and a large model of the Royal Scot locomotive. Several model cars. There was a little drawing pad, but no name on it, or school. It had pictures of houses, large flowers with an immense sun behind them, and some match-stick people. On one page there was the beginning of a story: ‘There was once a boy cald James who went to the moon.’ The story petered out after two or three sentences. Mrs Sellerman said to the Rev. Wise, who was helping her with the investigation, that there were very few clothes to an awful lot of children’s things, almost as though he’d packed himself. Because the toys must have taken up most of the space in the tiny suitcase.


    ‘It doesn’t quite fit with the care she’s taken of his clothes,’ she said. ‘And then not to send his ration book!’


    ‘But then, Londoners,’ said Mr Wise.


    When Simon was asked, he said he lived in Sparrow Street. He didn’t know where Sparrow Street was, but that was where he lived. Or if not in Sparrow Street, just off Sparrow Street. He lived with his Mummy. What was his Mummy called? Why, Mummy of course. And there were others in the house—Grandma, and Auntie and, oh, others. Nothing in the way of names could be got out of him at all. They asked him what Sparrow Street was like, and he said it had houses down both sides. Was there anything notable nearby? Anywhere he liked to go? Oh yes, there was a sweetshop, but he didn’t remember what street that was in. Did he go to school? Yes, he went to school. Where was the school? Just down the road. What was the name of the school? Simon said that at home they just called it school.


    The investigation committee went off to make what they could of this information. Dot Cutheridge imagined them scanning street maps of London for Sparrow Street, and that indeed was what they did. They found only one, and the Rev. Wise, on one of his rare wartime visits to his club in London, actually made his way there. It was in the Alexandra Palace area, and it contained a gas works and three houses, one of them bombed and empty. Neither of the other two housed anyone by the name of Thorn, nor did anyone in the two streets leading off from it know anyone of that name. Sparrow Street was a washout.


    Mrs Cutheridge had rather thought it would be. She was getting a very good idea of how Simon’s mind worked, and even during the questioning she had remembered how earlier that morning her Tom had been telling Simon the names of the birds in the back garden.


    Mrs Cutheridge, in fact, was beginning in her level-headed, common-sensical way to be confident. Simon was a lovely child, she knew that, and loving too. Nothing could be warmer or nicer than his gratitude for all she did for him, for the wonderful farmhouse food she cooked, for the clothes she managed to buy, or procure the material to make. Soon—and this was even better—gratitude was replaced by a simple acceptance: he took it as a matter of course that she and Tom were his protectors and providers. And though Tom said often enough: ‘We mustn’t build up our hopes,’ everybody knew he had built them up long ago. As he often used to say at work: ‘We’ve become a family.’


    Not that everything was sunlight. There had been one drawback to Dot’s happiness in those first few weeks, one troubling incident, one fright. This, of course, she had told no one, and neither had Tom. The first nights after he had arrived, Simon had slept well—almost too well. The sleep of exhaustion, Dot had called it; she had been a nursery maid up at Sir Henry’s, and she knew exhausted children when she saw them. ‘All them raids, night after night,’ she said, ‘tiring him out. Poor little soul.’


    But as Simon settled down, she made sure he paced himself better: active enough, but not too active. Then his nights were sometimes more restless. Downstairs, listening to a wireless turned very low, Dot heard him cry out—a whimper, like a dreaming puppy’s. She soon realized that his sleep was filled with dreams, not all of them pleasant. In some of them, to judge by his movements and his exclamations, he seemed positively afraid. And then in one of them he cried out—as he was to cry out perhaps once every two or three months for the first year or more after his coming to Yeasdon. The first time she heard it, Dot Cutheridge was standing at the stairhead, listening by the open door, and Tom was shifting uneasily from foot to foot at the bottom of the stairs. The boy had cried out earlier, and now the words that came from him were far from clear—were stifled, it seemed, by terror. But Dot over the early weeks had got used to Simon’s speech—some childish habits, some Londonisms. She swore she understood him now, as he cried out in his sleep, and Tom believed her:


    ‘Don’t!’ the boy called Simon had shouted. ‘Don’t do that! Stop it—please stop it! Don’t hit her! Don’t kill her! DON’T!’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Simon Thorn never set foot in London again until the autumn of nineteen-fifty-six.


    By then he was known to everyone as Simon Cutheridge. For a time his friends at school and people in the village had called him Thorn or Cutheridge indiscriminately; gradually, as he became so evidently a part of the family, they all settled down to the latter. But the Cutheridges did not, in those early years, make any attempt to adopt him legally, thinking that to do so would be to tempt fortune, to invite inquiries, perhaps to incur publicity that would bring down Nemesis upon them. In spite of their fears, there was never a challenge in all the years of Simon’s boyhood. When he was eighteen, a small notice was put in the local paper making his assumption of their name legal.


    For a reason less logical, more superstitious, Dot and Tom Cutheridge would never take him to London. For most of the inhabitants of Yeasdon and the surrounding villages a trip to London was an occasional treat. What danger the Cutheridges could have anticipated from the programme of these coach trips—the Ideal Home Exhibition, a visit to St Paul’s Cathedral, seats for The Winslow Boy or the revival of An Inspector Calls—can hardly be imagined by anyone for whom the Metropolis does not, of itself, spell danger. And Tom Cutheridge was now head stockman to Sir Henry, who was a good boss. But the Cutheridges never did go on any of these excursions, nor did Simon ever ask to go. Instead, in their little pre-war Austin Seven, they went to Bristol, to Bath, or to Exeter.


    Simon had been accounted bright from the beginning, and before long he was accredited with something more tangible than brightness. ‘The boy’s got a brain,’ said Mr Thurston, who, for all his prosiness, was an excellent headmaster. He added: ‘And he’s got the character to use it sensibly.’ Mr Thurston never had any doubt that Simon would pass the eleven-plus, and he did it effortlessly. Eight years later it was one of the proudest moments of the headmaster’s retirement, only a few months before he died, when he heard that one of ‘his’ children had won a scholarship to Oxford.


    A slight lung defect made the medics declare Simon Grade 3 for National Service, and he was never called up. He went up to Wadham in the autumn of 1956 to study Zoology.


    Those who went up to university in 1956 were predestined to be political. In later life Simon Cutheridge quite often did not bother to vote at all, or voted Liberal, but at Oxford he was catapulted into commitment. Not many weeks after he had gone up, while he was still settling in, getting used to having a scout, wondering whether to lose his West Country accent or not, the British, French and Israeli governments invaded Suez. For months Jimmy Porter had been bellowing from the stage of the Royal Court that there were no brave causes to die for any more. Here, suddenly was one. Within days the Russians had moved their tanks into Budapest, and the passionate fury of the undergraduates boiled over. Simon shouted, waved banners, fought in the streets. He stood on platforms haranguing crowds of townspeople and undergraduates through megaphones; he had water poured over him from the windows of St John’s. He sat in a little room in the Union watching Hugh Gaitskell’s broadcast, and he came close to crying. ‘What can we do?’ he said to himself, over and over again.


    ‘What can we do?’ he asked of a friend, as they left the Union building and he flung a scarf around his throat to keep out the dank November night air.


    ‘We’re going to Westminster to lobby our MPs,’ said his friend. ‘A whole gang of us. Why don’t you come?’


    ‘Count me in,’ said Simon.


    Cocooned in that gang—banner-brandishing, bescarfed fellow students—Simon was carried through Paddington Station almost without his noticing it. They all charged down into the Underground, and within the hour they were with hundreds more, demonstrating outside the Houses of Parliament. Stolid policemen, part of a good, dying tradition, placed themselves immovably between surge and counter-surge of protest and support. Simon and several of the others got into the Palace to lobby their MPs. The member for Simon’s constituency was an inarticulate Tory backwoods baronet, who could nevertheless summon up some sort of vocabulary when his passions were roused. He told Simon to his face that he was a conchie, a traitor, and the scum of the earth. Simon was delighted—exhilarated with his success. He repeated the words over and over, to anyone who would listen, and felt cheated when he came across someone whose MP had told him he should be horsewhipped.


    The action shifted, as the action always does on these occasions. Before long they were up in Trafalgar Square, and in the thick of demonstrations and counterdemonstrations. A Labour shadow spokesman was speaking from the rostrum, and Simon roared his support—though the mild-mannered politician seemed more bewildered than gratified by the passion and the fury he aroused. Simon was on the edge of the crowd, and here scuffles and open brawls developed. Mosley’s men were enjoying a resurgence, and there were members of the League of Empire Loyalists with loud-hailers. Simon got into a scuffle with a Mosleyite with a National Service haircut and army-style shirt. They were separated by their friends, but not before Simon had managed to get in two or three winding punches. The fight elated him, releasing all the pent-up aggressions that banner-waving and slogan-shouting had merely stimulated. The meeting was now breaking up, and somehow he got separated from his friends. But there was a group from London University congregated around the Edith Cavell statue, and somehow he joined up with them, and they all went to a narrow, dark little pub up St Martin’s Lane, where Simon downed three beers. Then they went to another in Cambridge Circus, where he downed two more.


    It was when he left there that he was rolled. Walking blearily in the direction, he hoped, of the Leicester Square tube station, he passed into an arcade and ran straight into four or five of the Mosleyites he had tangled with earlier. They were quicker, and soberer, than he was. He felt the kick in his groin, and lunged out confusedly; then he felt fists in his eye, blows to the head, and then very little for the rest of the two or three minutes they used to do him over. When he came to, five minutes later, he was set up like a Guy Fawkes dummy against the doorway of a second-hand bookseller’s. His nose was bleeding, his shirt and jacket were torn, and his wallet was gone.


    Simon felt terrible, but—oddly—he also felt sober. He groped around him, groggily tried his feet. Soon he would be able to stand. He patted the inside pocket of his jacket. No wallet. He put his hand gingerly round to the back pocket of his flannels.A threepenny bit. Merely opening his eyes was painful. He groped blindly around the paved floor of the arcade again. No wallet. No money. He felt in the top pocket of his sports jacket: thank God, his return ticket was still there. Simon had no idea, such was his inexperience, what he would have done without the stub of his train ticket. Now all he had to do was to get to Paddington.


    It was the countryman’s way to walk, and Simon walked. His eye was horribly swollen, but his legs held him up well. When he got into Leicester Square he found a young policeman and asked him the general direction of Paddington, braving his disapproving stare.


    ‘Been in the wars, have you?’ he was asked.


    ‘It was the bloody Fascists,’ said Simon.


    ‘Yes, well, if you ask me you’re two of a kind,’ said the policeman. But he pointed out the way.


    Set on the right course, Simon soon began noticing signs, and before long he was walking with more confidence, and in no great pain. He stopped at a public lavatory and cleaned himself up. With the buoyancy of youth, he suddenly felt full of life again. There was plenty of time before the last train to Oxford. He walked on and on, noticing everything with fresh curiosity. The pavements got harder and harder, but still, the distance presented no problems: he had often walked further with his adoptive father round the estate of Sir Henry Beesley. It was around ten o’clock when he came to the area called Paddington.


    The feeling came to him slowly: first it was a faint sense of unease, a hollowness in the belly, and he attributed it to the beating-up he had suffered, to the pitch of excitement he had been screwed up to all day, to a lack of food and a surfeit of beer. To anything except the real thing. For this feeling, he realized, was not only hollow: it was eerie. Here was a succession of houses—grimy, early nineteenth-century houses—small hotels and lower middle-class homes. He had known areas like this before, if not around Yeasdon, then in Bristol and in Oxford: grimy, depressing areas that cling around railway stations are all very like each other. Mean, protective of privacy, without dignity, they seem to stretch endlessly forward, to create their own dingy infinity, even though you know that five minutes away there are streets, and lights, and shops. At the corners you turn, and see more of the same, and you feel enmeshed, caught in a maze.


    And yet here, in these streets, among these houses, Simon seemed to have a clue to the maze. Here at this corner, for example…if he were to turn here, to go down this street…


    Without so much as a glance at his watch, with the unwilled certainty of a sleepwalker, he turned and went down that street.


    Broughton Street it said on the first house in the first terraced row. Simon knew the name, had heard it. And he knew that at the next corner he must cross the road, and then turn again. Into Farrow Street. That was it, Farrow Street. And Farrow Street would be more of the same: some narrow, late-Georgian houses, some low; mean dwellings built in the early days of the railway age. They would be the same, but they would be different, because they would be still more familiar: they would be known. And he would come to No. 17, on the right, and he would know the tiny patch of garden between the pavement and the house, know the two off-white steps up to the front door, know the knocker… What was that knocker like? Yes—a grinning gnome in brass, set low down in the door, where a child could grasp its fearful leer, his heart thumping the while, preferring it to the more fearful alternative of remaining out on the street.


    He crossed the road, turned again, and walked up Farrow Street. He felt he knew every crack in the paving stones, every railing and doorway. He recognized at once the squat form of the house, his old home; knew again the pale yellow roses in the scrap of garden—not very flourishing, and coated with grime. Here were the steps, much dirtier than when he’d climbed them, here was the knocker, which now he had to bend down to touch. But the door was wrong. It was now dark green. What had it been then? Brown. Dark brown. But it was the same door. There was a crack down the lower left-hand panel.


    Simon took a few steps backward into the street, and surveyed the house. Suddenly his arm had to lunge out and clutch on to a lamp post for support. He was possessed by two contrary impulses—to go up and knock at the door, and to run away and put the house behind him. ‘Who am I?’ asked one voice. ‘You are Simon Cutheridge,’ answered a second. There was no one in the street. Blinds were down, curtains drawn, and behind them—mere shadows—figures moved around in the dimly lit rooms. It was an atmosphere neither attractive nor cosy, but it was not sinister, not threatening. ‘What could you say, if you knocked at the door?’ asked his second voice. ‘I could say I am… I could say I once lived here,’ came back the first. ‘Once lived here, and…’


    The voices stopped, and a sort of blankness seemed to enter Simon’s mind, penetrate its every corner.


    And suddenly he was walking. Like a bolt from a bow he was walking away, and then, though he was breathing heavily, he broke into a run. He went not the way he came, but forward, on to the Station. He was getting away from there, getting out of the area. He knew the way to the Station. It would be over there. He turned—left, then left again, then right. Suddenly the lights were in front of him; he was leaving the insidious, mean streets, and was back on a highway, on a road of shops and cafés and pubs, back in the warm world, with everyday human traffic.


    A corner pub had a piano playing inside, a Greek café sent warm smells wafting over the pavement, a prostitute smiled at him hopefully. He blinked, as if he had known this scene, but never like this. Had known it, but darker. He looked left, and there was Paddington Station, there was the station hotel. He had only to walk a hundred yards and cross the street and he would be there. He leaned for a moment against the wall of a shop, a poky little newsagent’s. He had come through. He had got out. He had…he had failed. He had flunked it.
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