
  [image: ]


  

  



  ALSO BY MELVYN BRAGG

  



  Fiction


  The Soldier’s Return

  A Son of War

  



  Nonfiction


  The Adventure of English:

  The Biography of a Language


  [image: ]


  
    Copyright © 2003, 2011 by Melvyn Bragg


    All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


    Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or arcade@skyhorsepublishing.com.


    Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


    First published in 2003 by Hodder and Stoughton, a division of Hodder Headline PLC


    This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


    Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.


    10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


    ISBN: 978-1-61145-346-1

  


  
    [image: ]


    PART ONE

    EASTER, 1955
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  CHAPTER ONE


  ‘Joe! Want a ride, Joe? I’ll show you something.’


  The words had to be repeated. The boy was deeply sucked into the shop’s display. He was not, as might seem, fastened there by the footballs and cricket balls, the tennis racquets and cricket bats. They furnished the best window-excuse in the town, but it was himself who held his hungry gazing, his own reflection, transparently imposed on the armoury of sporting objects. His own face challenged him as he tested how long he could hang on without flinching, without his mind or was it the soul abandoning him, hovering outside him, leaving him a mere body, paralysed by this unnameable affliction that he had to face out in secret and alone.


  He was winning these days, but not always. He knew he had to construct something untouchable inside himself and that could only be done by tests and dares, however often they misfired. But on this morning, this spring morning, this day when his dad had pointed out some returning swallows and the northern sun had a shine of warmth in it, he was winning. He was not divided. He half hummed, half sang to himself, in private cautious celebration, ‘Dem bones, dem bones, dem dry bones, now hear the word of the Lord.’


  The second shout, more imperative, hooked him and slowly, as if afraid he would spill something brim full, he turned and smiled because it was Diddler and Lizzie. It would be worth it. He crossed the street and sat on the flat cart beside Lizzie.


  ‘The time has come,’ Diddler announced, ‘to break in that young fella at the back. He’s been wild long enough, Joe, and Lizzie’s going to help me make a man of him.’


  Joe tried to look appraisingly at the glossy piebald unbroken colt whose lead had been tied to the back of the cart. He knew that it was the best Diddler had ever bought at Wigton Horse Sales. Everybody knew. ‘More than fifteen hands already. See the stamp of him,’ boasted the man whose tinker neckerchiefs and gaudy waistcoats were envied by the dully dressed schoolboy. ‘Never had an animal as just so. The breeding in him would satisfy the Queen of England.’ Now was the time for the breaking in and Joe was invited, accidentally. No matter. He would be there. ‘Lizzie here,’ Diddler continued, ‘is the best hand at breaking in a horse you could meet any place on God’s earth and I’ll swear to that!’ He gave the bold-looking girl a doting smile, which showed off all his gums.


  Lizzie laughed loudly then put her hand to her open mouth repeatedly as she let loose a continuous note which the slapping punctuated into an Indian war cry. Whenever Joe saw Lizzie - who had grown up in the yard next to his when they both lived in the slums in the nucleus of the old town - he felt a pang of grief that he was not older so that he could go with her. Lizzie had just left school, about to join the two hundred or so other Wigton girls at the clothing factory. Passing out of girlhood, she would be eternally out of reach.


  ‘She came to Vinegar Hill on the dot!’ said Diddler as his old ginger mare plodded up towards the Memorial Monument known as the Fountain. ‘On the dot. She loves Vinegar Hill now - don’t you, Lizzie?’


  Again the doting smile, again Lizzie’s challenging laugh. Joe felt left out.


  ‘My dad lived in Vinegar Hill when he was little.’


  ‘So he did,’ said Diddler. ‘And a game cock he was, the same boy. Afraid of nothing. We sort them out on Vinegar Hill.’ He sized up the boy: blue-eyed like his father but without the bite of copper hair, more sandy, gentler, like his face, more his mother’s boy, her wariness.


  Joe was pleased by the ‘game cock’ and he tried to picture his father as a boy in that ramshackle heap of buildings called Vinegar Hill, fortressed in age and squalor, moated by wisps of field though plumb in the gut of the town. ‘Afraid of nothing.’ That brought the shadow: unlike himself, afraid of everything. He concentrated on the piebald roped behind him, at the white star on its forehead, and tried to work out how they measured the fifteen hands.


  ‘Look at her now,’ said Diddler, aloud but to himself. ‘Isn’t she the one?’ It was not to Lizzie he referred but to a middle-aged woman hanging above him, as still as a portrait. There was puzzlement but more admiration in his tone, a tone which in some measure reflected the generous part of the town who respected Mrs. Stanford’s daily vigil at the window. The scandalised part despised her for it, saying it ruined dignity, dissolved sympathy, made an exhibition of her: and that this vanity excused her husband’s crime.


  ‘So what are you thinking?’ Diddler murmured, weighing her up. He was more than ordinarily entranced by her. There she sat this Maundy Thursday morning, as on every morning, framed in the central window on the first floor in the fine rooms above her brazen husband’s ambitious business. She was dressed for a visit, hair strictly parted in the old style, fine antique necklace and brooches well displayed. She looked down on the town, staring it out.


  ‘If you could turn your looks into your revenge, Mrs. Stanford, I know where they would take you. They would fly across the Fountain, up the High Street, up to the bell tower on the great house on the hill where you come from, but you’d fly over that too, wouldn’t you, missus, and find out the little bungalow he built for the other one, the one he spends all his nights with, and keeps without shame. But she’d disappoint you, missus, because I know the woman, I find the bits and pieces he gives her, the bird baths, the gnomes with fishing rods over a small pond, bits of statues he brings her for her little front garden, and she’s just a pleasant, soft, easy body, Mrs. Stanford, nowhere near what you want her to be. Nowhere near your weight.’


  For a moment or two the thought yet again flared up that one day he might contrive to steal that still figure from its frame. Diddler was seduced by her remoteness, that stillness, elegance of dress, just waiting, he thought, to be taken and despite his rock realism, there was in the silence of the man some voice that whispered, ‘But why not by me?’ What style the woman had, he thought! ‘It’s revenge you dream of, isn’t it?’ he said to himself. ‘You’ll take it one day, missus, I’d bet the piebald on it.’


  On the day she did take her revenge, the tinker was deep in the country, trading, and he did not witness the prime town taxi, the polished old funereal Daimler, take her up the Hill, past the great house of her early childhood, park outside the bungalow and wait. After, it was reported, looking with contempt at the garden, she went in, straight-backed, and stayed for almost an hour. News of the encounter was merely gossip and rumour and all that fed it was the hunted look which replaced Mr. Stanford’s brazen air and the end of his quaint ornamental gifts.


  Diddler tipped his cap to her as he always did and Mrs. Stanford ignored him as she ignored all of them.


  A cluck, a flick of the reins and the mare grudgingly moved into a trot, taking them out of the old town, past fields in the direction of one of the new council estates, down West Hill to the field of the famed copper beech, still stripped for winter, buds not visible on the immense and complex brain of branches that spanned the River Wiza. Joe opened the gate and Diddler drove down to a place that sloped sweetly into a rare straight stretch of the compulsively wending river.


  ‘Now then,’ he said, ‘say farewell to your careless youth, my beauty.’


  He undid the lead and walked gently into the stream. The two-year-old followed, already wary. ‘He’s been handled carefully, you see,’ he said, partly to himself, partly to Joe and Lizzie, but mostly to have the sound of his familiar warm voice beguile the suspicious animal. ‘He’s got used to the bit. You can’t do anything with a horse until it is comfortable in the mouth, so.’ Joe had seen cowboys breaking horses - bucking, high-rearing, head-dipped, bow-backed frenzy - and he looked fearfully at Lizzie, who was wholly absorbed in studying the apprehensive colt.


  ‘Now then, young fella, we’ll just slip this on,’ and the tinker’s hand smoothed the slightly shivering neck and tracked down the right leg to the hoof, lifted gently, a loose figure of eight loop of thick twine slipped on, tightened but still some slack in it. His wide, rather Mongolian face turned to them and split into a smile. ‘He can’t rear up now, you see, Lizzie, they can only rear with one leg going up in front of the other. I’ll take him in a bit deeper, then he won’t be able to buck either - he has to put his head right down for that and he won’t put his head under the water.’


  Joe was impressed that Diddler walked into the river as if the water did not matter. His boots, the bottoms of his trousers, soaked in an instant. But all impressions - the sense of trespass in this private field, the vague consciousness of wrongdoing to be at this on Holy Thursday, the pride in being included - were wiped out when Lizzie, barefooted, walked forward, slim, erect, tucking her skirt into her knicker bottoms. For some moments she simply stood beside the colt and then, slowly and tenderly, laid herself over the now restless straining animal, draped herself with sure care over its back, just below the tensed black neck, her slim white legs dangling, her upper body and head hidden from Joe’s sight, and the boy stared with unacknowledged lust at the bottom half of her, supine, passive, acting dead on the trembling, shuddering body of the violated animal which could not rear or buck, could not lift his front legs but tried to kick out the back, twisted and humped with all his powers to throw off this terrible invasion, straitjacketed in panic which pushed the blood violently through his near bursting heart. He neighed shrilly, thrilling Joe with the high screaming sound of it, wrenched against this clamp, swivelled his head to bite at Lizzie, but she was well placed, just too far away, lying without moving, seeming light, while Diddler stood in the river holding the lead, murmuring, ‘Now then. Now then …’ at the young horse, sweating with fear and fury, but water-bound, maddened, trapped under the stripped network grandeur of the copper beech. Joe was swept up in a force of short-breathed excitement which had to be wordless, choked-on, he knew, not to make a sound.


  ‘Straddle him over, Lizzie. Nice and quiet.’


  Not immediately, waiting for her own guiding pulse, Lizzie swung one leg over the broad back; it seemed lazy, the way she moved, sat up, patted and soothed the sweating pelt, held onto the mane. The man let the colt calm itself, gave it full time, and then in a rapid move, plunged his hand into the water and released the front legs, ready for anything. ‘Now then,’ he repeated, his eyes fixed on those of the terrified piebald, ‘we’ll walk him in the river for a while, Lizzie.’


  She tapped its flanks with her bare heels, taking it into water a couple of feet deep, water which submerged all its forces of attack. For some time Lizzie kept it in that narrow stretch, under the open roof of bare branches, slowly backwards and forwards, her long white legs nudging, guiding, her hair covering her face as she leaned forward on its neck and talked and stroked and brought the broken colt into its new world.


  On the bank beside Joe and as lost as the boy in watching them, the man said,


  ‘She’s some girl, eh Joe?’ He took a stump of a cigarette from behind his ear. ‘She’s stopping being a girl now, Joe, she’ll be bringing out the itch in a man soon enough, but that’s not for you, not yet.’ He lit up, his eyes fixed on the pair of them.


  She was out of the water and in the field now, sure of the horse and looking round at them, knowing they were looking at her, excited.


  Joe’s friend Speed had gone with her on his last leave. Smart in his army uniform, toughened, clipped, but still friendly enough to the younger Joe, whose father had stood in for Speed’s own. Speed had said she was a sex-pot, but Joe could tell, jealousy a sure analyst, that he really liked her as well. He looked at her, bare-backed, bare-legged, in the spring meadow, the northern sun finally this late morning shifting the heavy dew, and knew that it was hopeless, even prayer would not help, ‘dem bones, dem bones’ crept across his mind once more as he willingly let himself be seduced by the sight and thought of her, ‘now hear the word of the Lord’. Helpless with longing.


  A fine animal, Diddler thought, broken in the old way, the way it had been done as long as you could think back, a kindly sure way, two beautiful creatures out there in the field, the girl the master now.


  ‘I suppose you’ll want to be paid,’ he said when eventually she brought the horse back to them. Joe drew away from the power of the creature: the rage was still in the eyes, the force of breath through pink enlarged nostrils.


  ‘You said half a crown.’ The smile slid from the slim, success-flushed face and the lean jaw lifted just a fraction, giving her, Diddler thought, the look of a woman you desired. He fished in his trouser pocket, drew out the large silvery coin, spat on it, gave it a rub on his sleeve, and placed it on the thick crinkled yellow nail of his thumb.


  ‘Double or quits, Lizzie?’


  She held out her hand.


  ‘You’re a good girl, Lizzie,’ he said and slapped the coin onto her slender palm.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Sam went up the street although there was no need. True he had his day’s bets worked out and would call in and place them, but they could have waited until the bookie’s runner ducked into his pub for the usual illegal transactions at midday. True it was good business practice to be out, to be seen and greet, but in mid morning with most spenders at the factories or on the farms the male encounters would be with that unyielding core of Wigton men who preferred to pass their days philosophically, broke, leaning against the railings around the Fountain, honing their local intelligence.


  But on these quiet streets, after the army, after the factory, he felt acutely, and at last, that he was his own man.


  Sam relished that he could stroll so pointlessly on the knuckle of a working day. No matter he had been up and working since eight, no matter he would be behind the bar until after ten in the evening, this was true liberty.


  He smoked as he walked and every so often he would stop for a crack. It was as if, for a few minutes, he had slid out of his own skin and put on the workless, untied, feathered world of P.G. Wodehouse, who could always cast a spell on him, Bertie Wooster golfing down Piccadilly to his club, the grind of the world buried, out of mind. There was the lightly sentimental song that had come in a few months back - ‘Softly, softly turn the key that opens up my heart’. Sam liked the title, could hear Ruby Murray sing it, liked to use the phrase. ‘Softly, softly’ up peaceful sun-washed King Street. Ruby Murray and Maureen O’Hara both had a look of Ellen: she was in the song for Sam. When Joe was younger, the boy had said once or twice that his mam looked ‘just like a film star’ - a passing, childish remark that Sam kept.


  Ellen, left to guard the pub, knelt on the recently installed padded bench in the darts room and looked out at Market Hill, arena of her childhood, now taken over by the bus company whose red double and single deckers claimed a space once - as Mr. Hawesley pointed out - designated as solely for the use of the people of Wigton. Designated, he had used the word more than once, in the deeds of a trust, which should have been inviolable. You have to employ eternal vigilance. Ellen liked the high talk of this new chairman of the Labour Party, which held its weekly committee meeting in the kitchen of the pub.


  She had to stay in until Sam returned because Joe also was out and there had been no cleaner for a week and the notion that the pub could be left unguarded even on a sunny innocent spring morning was unacceptable.


  Because there was no one to help, Ellen had got up earlier every morning that week, and employed Joe more than usual. That morning, after he had chopped the kindling for the weekend she had asked him to lay the fires - kitchen, darts room, bar, singing room - before helping Sam carry up the crates of beer. All three of them had hurried their work and now she was beached in unaccustomed idleness.


  So she knelt on the leatherette bench and gazed across towards the house where her Uncle Leonard and Aunt Grace had taken her in as a child. To most observers it would seem an ordinary, monotone prospect, with the sun lighting up the high row of big early Victorian terraced houses that crested the top of the hill and acted like a wall of the old town. For Ellen this small patch was a space of histories, hers, Joe’s, their friends, of adventures, fears and games that endlessly filled the lengthy light of summer evenings, of growing, of weddings, deaths, new generations. She could pluck away the facades of those houses and know something, often more than was comfortable, of the lives and ways of every one of those whose refuge and shelter they were.


  Beyond the Hill, past the steps leading up to Birdcage Walk, and the woodyard, beyond the Swimming Baths and the Auction Fields, beyond even the great Georgian house surmounted by that unlikely Italianate bell tower, were the lapping, undulating fields, winding rivers, unnoticed hamlets, remote cottages, lonely copses, remains of mediaeval forest, scars of ancient occupation and battlefield which she knew from country walks with her girl friends and bike rides with Sam and their gang before the war.


  There would be daffodils everywhere now, you came across them in the lanes to farmyards, clusters bending over a stream, their meek heads nodding or shaking in a gentle wind or tossing their heads as it said in the poem she had by heart from school, wild but well secured, the yellows in the petals and trumpet always making her smile to herself, such a golden gift of colour in the sombre browns and greens of the dour Cumbrian land. She could see now, summon up, many places of daffodils.


  Once upon a time such a dip into the reservoir of her past would have been more than enough to occupy her, would have been welcomed, as would this rare chance to be utterly alone in the crowded world of pub and customers, opening times, meal times and cleaning, but not now. Not quite enough. New purposes were budding: one almost immediate and open and backed by Sam; another, soon, he did not know about; and under all, a tidal pull which she herself could not clarify, an ache, even a hunger.


  ‘Sam Richardson standing there sunning himself in all his glory! Good morning to you, Sam.’


  Sam turned and shook his head at Sister Francis, his favourite of all the Irish nuns in the convent attached to St. Cuthbert’s, just down from his pub. Her putty glasses were most of what could be seen of the playful pure fat little face peeping out of the periscope of rigid snow-white wimple.


  ‘I see you won,’ said Sam.


  Only just’ She shook her head. ‘We’ll never catch St. Aidan’s.’


  ‘Second again?’


  ‘Second for the second season running.’ She was vexed. ‘We need a strong centre forward, Sam.’


  ‘They all say that.’


  ‘But they’re good lads. They behave themselves when they come into the pub, don’t they now?’


  ‘Good as gold, Sister Francis.’ He halted. His eyes had swung to the markedly slighter, younger nun beside Sister Francis.


  ‘Sister Philomena. She’s just over from Cork. Very young. Untried. And much to learn. This is Sam Richardson, the landlord of the Blackamoor pub, and very generous he is when we go collecting at Christmas.’


  ‘Just out of Ireland, eh?’ For Sam, Ireland was a heaven of fine horses, of men as mad on sport as he was, of fellows like Diddler he had grown up with, of long stories that could keep the night at bay. ‘I’ve always fancied Ireland.’


  ‘There you are now,’ said Sister Francis.


  ‘What do you make of Wigton?’


  The slight, enwrapped figure who had seemed shy and girlishly subservient first looked at Sister Francis, took the nod, then lifted up startlingly bold eyes to Sam, eyes with an expression that shed all the bondage of confined apparel and said, ‘It’s a terrible disappointment, Mr. Richardson, it is. In Ireland we were told about this great place, England, the palaces, the castles, the big streets, that ruled half the world and lords and ladies and such and I land up in Wigton! Give me Cork any day!’ Eyes, angry now, swept up and down the High Street, ignoring, unaware, uncaring of its Roman and Anglo-Saxon roots, its unquiet persistent history, finding only a place to scorn in its meagre putter of small and few motor cars, its more numerous bicycles and now Diddler’s little cavalcade trotting contentedly back towards Vinegar Hill. ‘And horses!’ she said. ‘Nobody said you’d still have horses!’


  ‘You see, Sam,’ said Sister Francis, ‘there’s work to be done.’ Firmly. ‘We must visit Mr. Nicholls now, the tumour’s as big as a football.’


  Without waiting for a response, indeed blocking it, she shepherded her younger colleague away, leaving Sam to scratch his head with the hand that held the cigarette while he followed them, darkly exotic, wearing robes from remote, pre-Christian Eastern deserts and coiffed in a style perfected in the legendary and jewelled courts of mediaeval Europe, come to this temperate post-war plain northern town as Sisters of Mercy, and yet he also saw them on patrol, one guarding the other’s back, forever on the lookout for the enemy. He followed them until the light wind billowed them around the corner. How, he wondered, could a startling feisty young girl like that so bind and crib herself for the whole of her life? A pure impulse from childhood now straitjacketed. How would she cope with such an imprisonment?


  Henry Allen was standing outside his betting shop, pale consumptive face tilted into the weak sun.


  ‘Take advantage, Sam, every drop.’


  Sam handed over his bets. Henry glanced at them.


  ‘Will you be at Carlisle on Monday? We used to have good days there, eh, Sam?’


  Sam nodded: he had worked part-time for Henry before getting the pub and Carlisle Races had always been a highlight.


  ‘We had our times,’ said Sam, absently.


  ‘They were good times,’ Henry urged. ‘We always ended up at the Crown and Mitre. Still do.’ The barest pause. ‘Here comes trouble.’


  It was only Joe, flattered by Henry’s accusation. He was fingering one of his last three boils, suddenly becoming active on the back of his neck. He stopped at a look from Sam and stretched himself to catch up to his father’s height.


  The men talked on, clocking the town. A slow time of day. Women ferrying the shopping for the next meal when the men came back. Clothes and shops still drab, still weary, after the second great bloodletting of the century. The men looked on names that had survived. Topping the Butcher, Redmayne Gentlemen’s Outfitters, Parks for Shoes, McMechan for Stationery and Papers, Snaith for Clocks and Jewellery, Studholmes, Ismays, two Johnstons, and others, all surmounted by flats to which the owners would soon retreat for Thursday Early Closing and keep their watch over the shop-shut streets.


  The vicar drove by in his old-fashioned open topped car: Joe saw that Edward’s mother was beside him, long blonde hair loose. He did not know where to look. Surely he should have been doing something more Christian on Maundy Thursday: but the vicar waved, while Edward’s mother looked straight ahead.


  'Off to the woods we go.’ Henry’s wasted face followed them enviously.


  ‘Softly, softly.'
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  Ellen had her coat on, not for warmth but for respectability, and she went out the minute they returned.


  Determined though she was, it was not an easy task she had set herself, not for someone whose will had been so self-restrained, so resolute in courting ordinariness, aspiring to anonymity.


  ‘S-S-Sadie’s up street.’


  The two women had planned it so.


  ‘It’s you I want to see, George. It won’t take a minute.’ George opened the door of the semi-basement more widely and Ellen stepped into the damp bleak room. She could not remember it looking so bare and poor but she had only been there before with Sadie, whose character warmed the space around her.


  She was uncomfortable to be alone in a room with a man and on his territory even though she knew George well, had been at school with him. She wondered, as did the rest of the town, how this mild, slight, stammering figure could turn into the monster who beat his wife, and the thought clouded her purpose. How could anyone beat Sadie? Drink did it, they said, but other people took drink. ‘W-w-well?’ He made no gesture that she should sit down, as alien to a social visit as she was to such a potential confrontation. She swallowed at her nervousness.


  ‘I’ve come about Sadie. Doreen can’t do the cleaning any more and I want Sadie to come back.’ It was harder than she thought.


  George registered nothing and in that twilit mouldering basement she began to be afraid.


  She paused. It was his turn, surely. It was he who had forbidden Sadie to work in the pub after rumour had wrongly convinced him that she was having a fling with Colin, Ellen’s half-brother: the beating he had given her now re-appeared in Ellen’s imagination and she took a step back, back towards the door. ‘Sam won’t let Colin in the pub now.’ He had done odd jobs there for a few years but finally Sam had banned him for persistent theft.


  ‘Colin comes nowhere near it now.’ This was not strictly accurate. After the final thefts, Sam had let Colin keep on the loft above the old stable for his prize budgerigars. But he came and went by a separate door and surely that did not count.


  ‘The money’s good,’ Ellen added, wildly, surprising herself.


  ‘How m-m-much?’


  She told him.


  He seemed to be making a calculation and making it carefully. She had time to notice how big his nose was in that pinched face. The black curly hair uncombed, braces over a tieless shirt; not a scrap of fire. She felt cold.


  Then he smiled.


  ‘You never ch-change, Ellen,’ he said. ‘You were always the b-b-bonniest lass at school.’ He stared at her, greedily enjoying the thick black hair, the rather pale slim face, the nervous, exciting, he thought, brown eyes.


  Ellen nodded, now truly afraid. Her lips parted, she passed her tongue over their inner skin.


  ‘Remember when Joe Willie t-t-tickled Miss Ivinson’s bare b-bum with a bunch of n-nettles when he made a hole in that c-c-corrugated lavatory?’


  George laughed, a gurgling sound, a laugh stuck, not happily, in the throat. ‘There was hell to pay,’ he said and shook his head relishing the memory.


  ‘Let her come back, George. I miss her, you see.’


  ‘Do you?’ He looked amazed. ‘M-m-miss Sadie?’


  ‘I do.’


  And she did. Gypsy-faced Sadie, childless, moneyless, cheaply dressed, dancing Sadie, coarse-toned Sadie, bottom of the heap Sadie, but to Ellen a conduit into wholly unexpected gusts of happiness, sudden songs, trivial moments charged with life, life never let by, let down, cold-shouldered, resented: a friend.


  ‘And you’d be doing me a favour, George.’


  That was the line she had rehearsed. She felt rather a cheat saying it.


  Almost imperceptibly in that crepuscular, damp-moulded room, he nodded.
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  ‘Sadie’s coming back’


  ‘Joe’s going to give up training.’ Sam delivered his own news in a tone that punctured Ellen’s announcement.


  ‘I didn’t say for certain.’ The boy kept his head down.


  It was rare that the three of them sat down for a meal together. Ellen had saved up her news as a treat. She had not anticipated no interest.


  ‘He can give up training if he wants.’ Ellen was more vehement than necessary and knew she should not have added, ‘He gave up the piano. Money wasted.’


  ‘They told me you were in line for county trials.’


  Joe bent his sodden head to the half-slice of white bread well covered in jam. He should have said nothing. Whenever you told parents anything they made something of it. They took it the wrong way. They turned it back on you. They found a way to make you wish you had said nothing. It was only because he and his father had been laughing over bits they liked in Lucky Jim that he had dropped his guard. It never paid. Proof: she’d brought up the piano again.


  ‘Maybe he wants to concentrate on other things. Swimming does take a lot of time.’ She was back on his side.


  And she was right. She was often right about him but he would not admit it aloud. Even admitting things gave them a chance to get in to you. He reached out for more bread.


  ‘So Sadie’s coming back.’


  Sam looked at Joe for a common and companionable response but the boy’s head was still down. A few minutes before they had been laughing together and Sam had felt warmth between them, a sense of equality, the same book read, the same passages hitting the funny bone, now gone, so suddenly.


  ‘I like Sadie,’ Joe said, through crumbs and jam, and Ellen was satisfied. Then he added:


  ‘Does that mean Colin will be coming back?’


  Ellen looked away so they could not see the blush of shame.


  ‘No.’ Sam looked towards his wife’s averted face. ‘Colin’s not coming back.’


  ‘Choir practice,’ said Joe, grabbing a biscuit. ‘Early tonight.’ And he was out of the room.


  To do something, Ellen began to clear up although neither she nor Sam had finished.


  ‘So it’s only Saturday afternoon I can go then, is it?’ It was imperative for her to go on Saturday afternoon. Yet she wanted to provoke Sam.


  Her tone was brittle, but Sam thought he understood: she was a lioness with a cub over Colin, even now when she could see through him.


  ‘With one thing and another.’


  ‘With Carlisle Races on Monday.’


  ‘Why do you have to go so far on one of our busiest weekends?’


  ‘I want to go over Easter.’


  ‘But it takes so long to get there, Ellen; there and back.’


  She took a breath: this was the second test.


  ‘Mr. Hawesley’s said he’d give me a lift. He visits an aunt near there. He says it would be no trouble and I could be back by six, seven at the very latest. I’ll leave you your tea. Joe could get fish and chips for your dinner.’


  Sam pulled out a cigarette and said nothing, wondering why such a helpful, friendly offer from a man for whom he had respect, certainly trusted, a man of education … He lit up and drew to the bottom of his lungs … Why was he a little unnerved?


  ‘You seem to have it all sorted out,’ he said.


  Ellen was stung by the softly uttered truth.


  ‘It is my father’s grave,’ she said.


  Sam drew again and poured himself another cup of tea. ‘Well then,’ he said, ‘you must go.’


  Ellen cleared the table in silence. They heard the door slam as Joe heaved his bike out and set off for St. Mary’s. It would be opening time in less than half an hour.


  ‘I’m glad Sadie’s coming back,’ Sam said and Ellen nodded, but still felt, unaccountably, shaky.


  She went upstairs to get ready and Sam tried not to think of the two of them together, in the car.


  Ellen had baulked at the big revelation. Her Aunt Grace had told her of a letter received by Colin, a letter from his mother, the woman her father had married after running away from her own mother. Grace had made Colin show her the letter, in which she informed him that she planned to go to his father’s grave at about four o’clock on Easter Saturday.


  Colin said he would not reply, just turn up or not as he felt like. Ellen had seized the moment and written, saying that she too would be there that day, that time. She was distressed at concealing this from everyone, even Sam. It would have been a relief to talk it over with him. But something in her wanted to hold it to herself alone.


  She just had time for a quick bath. She was still cold from that meeting with George - so mild a man he seemed and yet she had come out of that cellar scared cold.


  She heard the front door being opened for custom. Not a day it did not open.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Joe stayed because Alfred stayed. The vicar’s son needed to be reminded of the invitation to tea delivered by Joe the previous Sunday and instantly, graciously accepted by Alfred, on holiday from his public school: but Joe wanted to be sure.


  Alan, his best friend, and Edward, another of the gang, had hurried away after the choir practice to Edward’s house for pontoon and maybe for Edna. It had been hard not to go with them but he had to be certain of Alfred and at this climactic time in the Christian story, his own faith, now at full stretch, demanded he resist all temptation. This could count.


  The organist had stayed, two tenors, one bass, a soprano and two altos: Alfred and he were the only trebles. The vicar entered the vestry. Slowly, burdened, Joe could tell, by what in the Palm Sunday sermon he had called ‘the gravity of Christ’s Passion’. Immediately Joe himself felt more solemn. He set himself to try to capture a worthy Christian image from the flicker of pictures that moved like shadows in his mind, a worthy thought from the tumult scurry of almost words. If he was to be a true Christian he must learn to arrest thought and concentrate solely on Jesus Christ. ‘These paintings,’ the vicar’s beautifully bred, rich voice was low, dramatic, ‘show Christ crucified as depicted by artists of the past. I want you to look at them, in silence, I want you to dwell on them, leave singly, and nurse them in your minds through this night of betrayal.’


  Joe was overcome with significance. He felt he ought to recite to himself ‘Jesu Joy of Man’s Desiring’ which they had just been practising.


  They shuffled up, one by one, as for communion, or as pilgrims to a holy well, and the vicar, on the other side of the vestry table, announced, almost chanted, the names of the artists as he pointed to one garishly coloured print after the other. ‘Masaccio, Fra Angelico, Antonello da Messina,’ the pronunciation was round, lingering, ‘Raphael, Titian, el Greco, Rubens, Anthony van Dyck, Velasquez, Delacroix. All these great and religious painters drawn as we are to the Passion, a Passion that belongs to each one of us, a death that brought life to the world.’


  Joe was intoxicated by the names and wanted to ask about them but he said nothing. He was fearful before the vicar and still ashamed that he had been barred from serving at the altar: a rejection, a fault he could never forget. For a while the depleted choir stood in solemn silence; only at an indication from the vicar - a hand barely raised -did they steal away. Alfred stayed and so did Joe. ‘Which is your favourite?’ Alfred’s voice was light but utterly confident, clean of dialect, foreign to Joe’s ears, cast from a different mould of diction.


  ‘This.’ The vicar pointed to the van Dyck.


  Joe was disappointed. He would have bet on the Messina, with the two thieves racked, buckled, writhing on their common tree trunks, suffering every bit as much as they should while Christ just hung there, dead, on a proper cross, waiting to be resurrected. But he must be wrong and so he concentrated on the van Dyck. ‘We see the resignation of Christ,’ the vicar said, ‘we see it in the grace and surrender of that broken body. He is not dead but he is beyond pain.’


  What about the blood? Joe wanted to ask. That waterfall of blood coming from the wound the Roman soldier had made in his side with the sword, the blood coming out from the holes made by the nails. Didn’t that hurt?


  But he suppressed these thoughts and tried to see it from the vicar’s point of view. ‘The sun is obscured although it was the middle of the day. Jerusalem just seen in the distance, see? - he was crucified “Without a City Wall” as the hymn says, “where our dear Lord was crucified” …’


  ‘Who died to save us all,’ Joe whispered, to finish it off. ‘Who’s that woman at the bottom?’ Joe’s question was unpremeditated and too loud. The woman was dressed in gold, she was kneeling, her arms around the feet of Christ, her lips very near the nail on the left foot, Joe observed. He liked her long, loose golden hair.


  ‘We think she is Mary Magdalene,’ said the vicar, not quite prepared. He collected the prints together and walked out.


  ‘I shouldn’t have spoken,’ Joe said, miserably. ‘He said be silent.’


  ‘I wasn’t.’ Alfred smiled.


  ‘So I’ll see you on Sunday, then? Four o’clock.’


  ‘Spiffing.’


  Alfred hurried after his father. Impatient though he was, Joe let him get a start, not wanting to seem to be cadging proximity to the vicar, cautious, even afraid of the commanding man of God. He counted to a hundred, then he sped out of the vestry, slung himself over the wall, down the twists and turns of Church Street, King Street, New Street. Edward’s house.


  Edna was there. So was Edward’s mother, glowing in an obscurely exciting way that Joe could not fathom. She was a young woman and though she had mothered Edward and a younger sister she could still look even girlish, as she had that morning in the vicar’s car. The woman at the foot of the cross, nearly kissing the nail! Edward’s mother to a T. The same flowing hair! He would tell the vicar when he got the chance, just slip it in, show he took notice.


  They made a place for him around the table and gave him his stack of matches. Edward’s mother looked on from a fine armchair next to the fire. Alan and Edward flanked Edna but by stretching out his legs under the table, Joe managed to make contact with one of her feet. Should he tell Edward’s mother she looked like the woman at the foot of the cross? He wanted to please her, both for herself and for this place, this haven, this kitchen.


  In the pub, the kitchen would be filling up. Sometimes he would be drawn into the talk, even initiate it; it could be good. But it was not a real kitchen in a real house like this. Not a place for just the family and their friends. Not a kitchen barred to all but those belonging or those invited. This was a kitchen you all ate in together and at the same time. Just you. You did not have to go to your bedroom for peace and quiet or feel driven there by adult indifference. This was a kitchen a family lived in as they should.


  They tried to let Edna win. She was not very clever at pontoon. She could have been utterly and disruptively hopeless and the three boys would not have given a hoot. Each was in a state of agitation about this well-developed girl, orphaned and just arrived from out of the country to live in Edward’s house. Edward’s father had been cousin to her father and in his typical Christian fashion - Edward’s father, much older than his mother, was a scrupulous church warden - he had volunteered to take her in. The older woman watched eagerly, even greedily, as the three boys posed and played for the handsome, rather plump young girl’s favours. The sadness about her won their sympathy, touched their sense of gallantry, increased their desire.


  ‘I can see what your feet are doing, Joe Richardson,’ said Edward’s mother, lashing a blush onto his face, provoking a lie in his denial, and, ‘Edward! I saw you give her that king!’ Alan, the most careful, the solid to Joe’s liquid, the polite to Edward’s familiar, eluded her criticism, playing more stealthily, and winning her, Joe could see it from the glances.


  Frustrated at merely commenting, Edward’s mother said, ‘Why don’t you have a kissing contest?’


  They stopped playing. It was as if she had become one of them.


  ‘We did. When I was your age. Mind you,’ her tone darkened, ‘that wasn’t long before they married me off.’


  The pontoon school waited for more.


  ‘There would be two or three lads. You would find a wood. I lived near woods just like you, Edna. I loved those woods. Deer came there in winter, big stags with antlers. The lads would be given five or ten minutes each or just until the lass,’ she smiled proudly, and jutted her right thumb in the direction of her breasts, ‘got sick of it. Best kisser got to go with me.’


  That was fair, Joe thought. He had studied kissing at the Palace. As a younger boy, kissing on the screen had made him squirm, shut his eyes, groan, bend his head, feel horribly self-conscious, and it always held up the picture. Recently he had begun to take notice: there was a progression - pecking, first embrace, a decent one, a smacker, then all the way to torrid.


  ‘I wouldn’t like that.’ Edna spoke firmly. ‘I don’t want them all just kissing over me.’


  ‘Suit yourself.' The older woman was put out: her manner was more girlish than that of Edna: even a pout.


  Nobody followed up. The game was suspended. The charge which had been introduced by the kissing contest was replaced by general embarrassment.


  ‘We had great times when I was a girl,’ the tone was defiant, ‘I should never have been made to leave,’ Her expression became sullen. ‘I was far too young to be brought to Wigton to marry anybody,’ Edward’s father had been represented as a good catch: money had changed hands but in the way of kindness, help for her parents with a large family, a good man, could even be spoken of as a gentleman. ‘You could walk anywhere you wanted in the country without anybody spying on you! Everybody spies in Wigton.’


  ‘I saw you in the vicar’s car this morning,’ said Joe.


  ‘What of it?’


  Edward looked frightened. Joe’s tongue thickened. All the pleasant, stirring urges and incipient fantasies about Edna were blown out like a candle at those three hard words.


  ‘He takes me back into the country to see my brothers and sisters. That’s what vicars does.’


  ‘The vicar showed us some pictures of the Crucifixion after choir practice and in the one he liked best there was a woman who looked like you.’


  ‘Did she? On a picture?’


  ‘Kissing His feet. Nearly kissing His feet.’


  ‘He said he liked that one best?’


  ‘He did, missus, honest.’


  Her smile lit up the room.


  ‘Come on, Edna. Let’s get these lazy men something for their stomachs.’


  They went into the tiny back kitchen - a luxury in its way - where meals could be prepared discreetly. Left alone, the three friends looked at each other with relief.


  Edward took over.


  ‘Let’s divide her matches up between us,’ he said. He handed the cards to Alan. ‘Do a new shuffle.’


  But the game soon petered out after the jam sandwiches. Joe saw Alan home, hoping to be invited in to the flat above their shop, but Alan just said, ‘So long,’ and went up the stairs alone. Just as well, Alan’s mother seemed to hate him and would have found any excuse not to let him in.


  It felt too early to go home. He decided to use the time. There was still some warmth in the air and Joe let himself drift around the honeycombed middle of the town, looking in the alleyways and the gaps which led to the old yards, seeking out passages slit narrowly between buildings. The lighting was poor, the darkness thick. ‘Bible-black,’ he said to himself. That was what he wanted. The English teacher had read out parts of a new play, saying it reminded him of Wigton. ‘Bible-black.’


  The two words seemed to guide him along Proctor’s Row, which faced the churchyard. He went into the churchyard, its headstones made paving stones by the vicar, only three or four grandiose tombs remaining upright, the rest underfoot or down to grass. Even so, even though it was now supposed to be more like a park, even though Joe was long trousered and intimately acquainted with the geography of the place, there was apprehension, a prickling more demanding than the boil whose itch he had forced himself to ignore all day as an act of self-denial. But it was this apprehension turning to fear that he sought out.


  He went behind the east window in the niche he had first found as a boy when they played hide and seek on choir practice nights. It was as well he knew the lie of it. There was no moon. He was bible-black.


  It was, in its juvenile but purposeful way, a calling up of his demons. The dislocation of what might be his mind, or soul - that which made him know he was the boy he was - had tormented him for more than a year now. It was difficult to remember a time without it, without being scared to be alone or panicked totally by a scooping out of self which could not be resisted and left him helpless with terror until he was joined up to himself again. In desperation - no one to tell, nothing to refer to - he had begun to seek for ways to face it down. To let music drown him in its sensations. To engulf himself in reading so hard and fast that his head seemed to sweat with the cram of words: to look into mirrors and windows and let himself divide and wait, knowing he must not move until there was a reunion. Forcing it.


  Now he stood, pressed shoulders against the east wall of the church, facing the black mass of the slaughterhouse. He was already flaring with anticipated fear at the mere sound of his breath. That it drew in. That it panted out. How did it keep on going on? What if he forgot how to suck it in? The sound of it was so dominating. No churchyard noises to distract: no owl hooting, no sudden flurry of wind. Just the breath. Panted out. Heaved in this time to make sure, a filling of his lungs. Why did that begin to unnerve him so much? An every day, every hour, every minute sound: living, dying, living, dying.


  The fear gathered itself in the darkness, in the black holly tree, rising at him from the stricken headstones, from the tombs. He wanted it to come, the darkness to mix into his mind so that he could take it in, take it on and still not be split from himself. It was like being under water too long, swimming for a record underwater span, but you could reach for the surface in water. Here the dark just pushed in and his breath trembled, he saw the trembling of the horse’s nostrils after Lizzie had broken it in, the skin on him grew clammy and oh! he wished he had not started this. He wished he had not dared this, pinned below the east window which inside, in ruby and yellow and blue glass, showed and said, ‘Suffer little children to come unto me and forbid them not.’ Our Father,’ he said, but not out loud, ‘which art in Heaven.’ He shut his eyes. There was Christ on the cross and the woman nearly kissing the nails. Just stay. As it rolled through him, just stay, as it rolled through him.


  Eventually, weak-kneed, he walked away, not exulting in a victory but knowing that he had endured it and that not very long ago he would have fled before putting himself in such danger.


  He was too shaky to face the pub but he needed a refuge. He made for the house in which he had been brought up with his mother during the war, his mother’s Aunt Grace and Uncle Leonard’s house, a big but familiar house, once given over to lodging rooms but lately reduced to one tenant, the schoolmaster Mr. Kneale, installed permanently it seemed in quaint space and comfort on the top floor. And Colin. Nothing would shake off Colin. Aunt Grace’s failing health had prompted the running down of the business: Mr. Kneale was no trouble, a respected schoolmaster and by now a close friend of Leonard.


  Joe deliberately took the darker route back, where he was unlikely to meet anyone, and he forced himself to stroll despite a drilling urgency, that he had to get at the boil. He had denied it long enough: a whole day surely proof enough that he could subdue the flesh.


  He went straight to the bathroom, locked the door, flung off his jacket, tie, unbuttoned shirt and fingered it tenderly. Perhaps not quite perfectly ripe. Not that soft truly cushioned ripeness that gave at the base which told you that the core of it was ready to be squeezed out. But ripe enough. He could not resist: he had to evacuate that boil, that livid eruption gathering in its poison just below the collar line. He unpicked the scab with some skill: at one stage there had been nineteen boils. Down to three. There were still eight pock marks on his legs.


  He pressed gently, from the base, wiping away the ooze with the flannel. The relief made him sigh contentedly, steadily working it out. By twisting his neck he could see it in the mirror. He surrounded the base and felt that central core, it slid under his fingertips as if trying to escape them: the fingertips cornered it, pressed, it slid away, pursued, encircled, held steady, then Joe applied sudden violent pressure. It began to rise, forcing out more yellow pus and the boy felt a thrill of pain as he struggled to break the core from its moorings deep in his neck: and succeeded. It hurt but he was jubilant! He wiped with the flannel and dabbed until nothing was left but the puckered tip, the wrinkled collapsed walls of skin no longer alive, no longer shiny and stretched by the poison. Two to go: still maturing.


  ‘You took long enough. Your tea’s nearly cold.’


  Grace’s complaint was a comfort. Joe blinked into the company of people he had known all his life. Leonard and Mr. Kneale were involved in a game of chess, which both professed to have played much better in their youth and, now re-stimulated by the teacher’s purchase of a fine set at a knockdown price, was more an excuse for a conversation than a battle of wits. Grace was reading the local paper and she went back to it as soon as she saw Joe take up a biscuit.


  Leonard parked his knight in a spot that signalled an interlude.


  ‘So what’s new, Joe? What’s the little town up to tonight?’


  Joe swallowed the tea without pleasure: it was cold but he had to swallow it.


  ‘The vicar showed us pictures of Jesus Christ on the cross.’


  ‘Did he now?’ Mr. Kneale chimed in, encouraging, wanting more. Joe remembered that expectation. As always he tried to respond to it, all but seeking out his absent mother whose glance would have told him to be respectful to Mr. Kneale, who had been so good to them while his father was away in the war, take notice of the helpful schoolteacher, such personal attention is a privilege.


  ‘Different painters,’ No names had registered. ‘Long ago. With the two thieves, some of them, and Mary, Joseph,’ faltering, ‘disciples … God was in one of them - and there was one of a woman kneeling, hugging his feet.’


  ‘That would be Mary Magdalene,’ said Mr. Kneale.


  Grace lifted her eyes in warning.


  ‘It must have hurt.’ Joe sensed that the subject was acceptable. He felt free. ‘The vicar said he was beyond pain but it must have hurt before he got beyond it.’


  ‘They do say being the Son of God he didn’t feel pain like you and me.’ Leonard wore his atheism discreetly. It was a religious town dominated by a dozen demanding denominations and his reputation as a solicitor’s chief clerk and rent collector rested on being above suspicion.


  ‘That Son of God business …’ Mr. Kneale paused. Joe after all was still a boy: a boy on the way to being a youth, but more boy still: rather a late developer, Mr. Kneale thought, and all the better for it. He himself had been the same.


  ‘There’s many suffered worse,’ Leonard pitched this in the tone of one musing, a statement that could be ignored, one presented in such a way as to deny direct confrontation.


  ‘I’m inclined to agree with you,’ said the schoolteacher.


  ‘But he did it to save us all,’ said Joe, taking the last sandwich.


  ‘That’s true,’ Mr. Kneale was judicious. ‘But that doesn’t mean your Uncle Leonard’s altogether wrong. I’ve gone right into the war business for this book and I would even go so far as to say that there’s Wigton men - and by extension men from all over - who have indeed suffered, who did suffer worse.’


  ‘Worse than being nailed to a cross?’


  Mr. Kneale pursed his lips - he had gone too far. But truth would out - and he nodded. Wigton Men at War begun to celebrate the heroism, the epic courage of ordinary men, the sacrifice and joy of righteous battle, was taking him into darker areas than he had anticipated.


  ‘And he rose again, you see.’ Leonard pulled out a cigarette as he completed that sentence. Had he gone too far? He wanted some smoke between Grace and himself.


  ‘He didn’t know he would rise again!’ Joe was heated. ‘“My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” he said. What about that?’


  ‘Don’t get him excited.’ Grace would not be obscured. ‘It’s near his bedtime.’ This was more than a hint: it was a ruling.


  Mr. Kneale picked up the moment.


  ‘I think this bishop will do the job nicely,’ he said.


  Joe lingered, wanting the argument to go on, happy in the companionship of these men. He sat beside Grace, reading the paper over her shoulder.


  ‘Don’t listen to your Uncle Leonard,’ she whispered, ‘he’s been like this all week, since Mr. Churchill resigned.’


  Grace had come to admire Leonard for being able to feel so deeply about someone he did not know. The more dependent on him she grew, the more she let her appreciation show. Leonard’s involvement with the evils of socialism, the foolish doings of people half way across the world, trades unions on strike, America taking over, but above all with Mr. Churchill, had finally impressed her. She saw it as his hobby - some men kept pigeons, others had allotments; Leonard had a touch of the gentleman about him and so he had Public Affairs. And there was pride in having Winston Churchill in the family.


  ‘End of an era,’ said Leonard, scarcely acknowledging her. ‘Downhill all the way from now on. Mark my words. How about that?’ He moved a castle.


  ‘Everybody has to retire at some time.’ Mr. Kneale spoke without lifting his gaze from the board. Leonard’s move had surprised him.


  ‘Hell-o! Now then! What’s this, stranger?’


  Colin’s entry disturbed them all. Grace could see her nephew rather the worse for drink: she hated the coarseness it brought out, and feared drink would weaken him still further, as it had her brother, his father. Mr. Kneale regretted that an unusually interesting game would now be interrupted. Leonard detested him.


  ‘I never see you nowadays, Joe.’ There was genuine regret, even anguish, in Colin’s tone and Joe’s guilt flooded in.


  ‘He’s busy,’ said Leonard.


  ‘You mean I’m not?’


  ‘I’ll get you some tea,’ said Grace, extricating herself with difficulty from the deep armchair. The second stroke had weakened her noticeably.


  ‘I’m off,’ said Joe.


  ‘As soon as his Uncle Colin comes in, he’s off.’


  When Joe was younger, Colin had insisted he call him Colin. Now that his split with Sam had proved to be irreparable, he insisted on Uncle Colin. Joe no longer felt at ease in his company.


  ‘He’s gone off his Uncle Colin.’


  He was a thin, even spindly young man, lank hair over-greased in a failed D.A. style, jacket draped like the much younger Teddy Boys, pasty-faced, a smoker of cigarettes to the smallest butt, in permanent impermanent employment, but with a look sometimes exactly like Joe’s mother.


  ‘No I haven’t,’ Joe lied hotly.


  ‘Have a walk up street with us, then.’


  ‘I’ve got to get back.’


  ‘Who says?’


  Joe had no answer.


  ‘Goodnight, then, Joe,’ said Leonard, looking at Colin. ‘Tell your dad we’ll see him for the quiz as per usual.’


  ‘The quiz I can’t go to? In my own sister’s pub!’


  Colin slammed himself in Grace’s armchair, crushing the newspaper.


  The air was fresh and Joe did not rush across Market Hill. He looked down Burnfoot and beyond in the direction, he had been told, his dad had come from, after the war, walking the last few miles home. He could not remember the return but he had been told more than once that it had happened here, on the steps beside him.


  The moon up now. Almost full. It would be shining on Jerusalem too. Jerusalem the Golden. The Last Supper would have finished. Judas would be off to betray him. Joe tried to settle into the story now, at the end of the day.


  Before he went fully into the pub he stared at the glass middle door which portrayed the little black boy, the Blackamoor, who gave the pub its name and whom Joe had been told, years before, had been kicked to death by a horse in the stables and left his spirit in the pub itself, in the unbroached loft. Joe had heard him there, and been frightened many times. He stared him down.


  There were too many people in the kitchen. The boy made himself some cocoa, took a packet of crisps, went through the small wicket gate up the stairs to his room and after eating and drinking he practised kneeling.


  On newsreels at the pictures he had seen women in other countries walking on their knees at Easter, walking for miles on their knees, crying with the pain of it, even going up stone steps to a church. They set the standard. He was nowhere near. The vicar had said that the finest response to those three hours of total silence from noon onwards that they would share with Christ on Good Friday would be to kneel throughout. Joe had so far managed no more than twenty-five minutes before self-consciousness, or cramp, levered him from his vigil and ushered him into bed to gnaw on his failure. Perhaps it would be better when there were prayers because although everybody else was to be silent, and try to kneel, the vicar had explained that he had to stand from time to time and say prayers, recite psalms. The previous year, not to universal approval, he had spoken some poems from the First World War.


  Joe’s prayers ran out after a couple of minutes. He thought of other things to pray for but the most insistent was that he should pass his O levels so that he could stay on in the Sixth Form. He would start swotting again on Tuesday. People did not know that his father was paying him a wage - in return for jobs about the pub - a wage that would enable him to keep up with Alan. He wanted to declare it so that people would know he was not showing off by going on into the Sixth Form. But why should God be concerned with his O levels especially on a night such as this when all over the world millions of Christians were at one, as the vicar said, with the Passion of His Son?


  In bed he was ready to take on the terror that took him out of his body, but he sensed that it would not come this night, was ebbing, driven back, perhaps retreating.


  He could even risk another test. ‘When I survey the wondrous cross,’ he sang, ‘on which the Prince of Glory died, my richest gain I count but loss, and pour contempt on all my pride.’ The sound! He knew that the choirmaster had been eyeing him for weeks. Sometimes he mimed - you could get away with that in a choir, for a while. He guessed that they were letting him stay until after Easter to keep up the numbers. After that he would be asked to leave, exiled in a way, only allowed back with a new deeper sound, a man’s sound. He had tried to duck the truth for a few months, but it was no longer possible. His voice had broken.


  Maybe there would be a miracle.


  To summon sleep he counted through the day, let his mind drift, saw Lizzie, Lizzie lying across, Lizzie strongly straddling, Lizzie on the fine young horse. Her long hair loose over her face as she leaned down to whisper in its ear. It was Lizzie who was more like the woman at the foot of the cross, he thought. Of course it was. Her arms embracing his feet, bleeding from the nails.


  He reached down in the dark, turned on the wireless, scanned the stations with the tuner, searched for music that would take him safely out of himself, possess him body and spirit.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  They were behind the bar, the two of them, father and son. Sam enjoyed the feel of it, working together. Work as a boy with his own father had often been cold, founded on necessity, hard. There was give here. Joe was on his knees, wiping and regimenting the bottles on the half-hidden shelves, labels to the front, daily filled, daily drained; Sam was pulling fresh water through the pumps, twice weekly, purifying the passage of the beer. Sadie, in the darts room with Ellen, was singing to herself; Sam realised he had missed her. Busy, the four of them, preparing the old trade of hospitality, cleaning, burnishing, the polished bar glossy under the morning sun, a few dust motes freckling the space before the window frame. Outside the town too was about its work and Sam experienced the rare realisation that in this moment, these moments, he could count himself happy.


  ‘If you don’t go to communion at Easter,’ Joe said, you won’t be saved, you know.’


  ‘Who told you that?’ Sam kept a straight face.


  ‘The vicar. You have to partake of the body and blood of Christ especially now when He’s being crucified and resurrected.’


  ‘I’ll see what I can manage.’ He wanted to dampen the boy’s excessive ardour.


  ‘No you won’t,’ Joe’s tone was matter of fact. He put the dark bottles of Guinness in neat lines, a dozen a line. ‘It’s one of our busiest times of year.’


  ‘What does that count against spending eternity in Hell?’ Joe did not look up. He meant it. As he spoke it he imagined it and felt it and saw Ellen and Sam in the perpetual flames, tortured by demons, forever lost. He too might be lost, he knew that, often he felt there was no hope for him but at least he had not given up. He had to try to save them.


  ‘You’ve just given up, haven’t you? How could you?’


  Sam checked himself and took it seriously. The boy’s tone moved him more than the words.


  ‘I’ve got my own religion, Joe,’ he said. Like his son he did not let the talk stop his work.


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘It’s a private matter,’ Sam said, eventually, truthfully, ‘between me and myself. Maybe when we’ve got some time, when you’re a bit older …’


  ‘I knew you wouldn’t go.’ The boy sounded desolate.


  He piled three empty wooden crates one on top of the other and steered himself out of the bar and back down the cellar. Sam turned to look at him after he had passed by, saw the back tensed at the over-ambitious load, saw the remains of the boil on the open-collared neck, wanted to say more.


  What was his own religion? Before the war, going to church had been relaxed, acceptable. Since his return, the idea of organised praying and singing, ordered responses, communal confessions and credos, had seemed altogether foreign, a strange even an alien thing and he recollected with puzzlement that once and not long ago he had fitted in with its ways and meanings in such a docile manner, never as fundamentalist as Joe, but he would have nodded at being asked if he were a believer. His religion now? Something about sharing a cigarette before or after an encounter with the Japs, or securing an interval of solitude out there to lie flat on his back and look at stars, or feeling a blood surge of unnameable affection for the men walking into certain danger beside him.


  But what did that add up to? Hell - he could say, though only to himself - he had seen something of: Hell in those children bayoneted, strapped with barbed wire onto trunks of trees, left hanging there by the Japs as an example, that and the gut spillage from slaughtered men, sights more hellish than any Hell described in scripture, he thought. Heaven he could not fathom. The best he could do was to think of it as one of those moments of recognised happiness frozen for ever: like Joe and himself in the bar just then.


  He looked in the bucket. The water was clear. He swilled it away and opened a fresh packet of cigarettes. In the war the Sally Army always turned up with cigarettes - why did the Salvation Army come into his mind? He leaned on the counter, pretending to look out. Joe? Softly.


  ‘There’s thousands going to Glasgow from Carlisle.’ Sadie held a tin of polish and rags. Small mahogany tables glittered around her, dust had been vanquished from leatherette seats, work nearly done. Ellen was wiping down the scoreboard, rearranging the sticks of chalk, taking more time than the job deserved to be with Sadie on her maiden morning. ‘Billy Graham would be the boy for me if I wasn’t what I am.’


  ‘Can Catholics never change?’


  ‘No fear.’ Sadie wiped the last gloss on the table. ‘Not even a bad ‘un like me. They keep tight hold of the lot of us. But that Billy Graham.’ She struck a pose, extended her arms, dustcloths in both fists. ‘If you believe, come to Christ. Come and be saved.’ Her American accent was strong. ‘And they all do, don’t they? Marching up - Come to Christ! Here’s Joe!’ She put the cloths on the table, wiped her hands on the long pinny and said-sang, ‘Cha cha. Cha-cha-cha. Come on, Joe. Take your specs off. You can’t cha-cha-cha in specs.’


  She sashayed towards him and the boy took her in his arms. He was just taller than Sadie now and so he could lead without feeling patronised. Sadie brought in all the new dances: Ellen had taught him the old.


  ‘One, two, hitch, pause, one-two-three - and cha cha, stop a bit -cha-cha-cha - swivel your hips, see, like this, like film stars the way they wiggle their bums, cha cha cha-cha-cha…’ Criss-crossing in the narrow room, its eight feet of rubber matting marking out the compulsory distance from the darts board. ‘Swivel your hips!’ Sadie cried. ‘It’s Latin-American!’


  Joe thought he might be getting the hang of it when Ellen left the room. He had to follow her. She had gone into the kitchen.


  ‘Have you decided then?’


  ‘Oh Joe, I’m busy.’


  ‘You said you would make up your mind nearer the time. It can’t be much nearer.’


  He pointed to the wall clock which was crested by the carving of a rearing stallion. ‘Five past eleven.’


  ‘I can tell the clock!’


  ‘Well? If you can’t make communion on Sunday because - why can’t you?’


  His tone, his persistence, wearied Ellen yet she did not know whether her truer feeling was to send him packing or to be moved that he so desperately wanted to save her.


  ‘Because Saturday’s so busy and there’s always such a mess to clear up on Sundays - you know that, Joe, you know that. Sundays are our hardest mornings. You know that.’


  He did not reveal his agreement but he recognised the truth of what had been said.


  ‘But not even once. Just this once.’


  ‘Joe. Please.’


  ‘Well, today then. Sometime, any time, the vicar says people’s supposed to just pop in and out between twelve and three, only some of us have to be there all the time - can’t you just come for half an hour? Or an hour would be better.’


  ‘I’ll try.’ Ellen saw a film of relief appear on his expression. So more firmly she said, ‘I really will try my best.’


  ‘If you can just pop in and out,’ Sam said, at the door, standing behind Joe, ‘why don’t you pop out at two o’clock?’ he suggested to Joe. ‘We’ll be closing then - I’ll take you down to see Carlisle.’


  ‘I can’t.’


  ‘They’ll be fighting for a win. Tranmere’s a good side.’


  ‘I can’t, Dad.’ To turn down the temptation of a football match and with his dad! That had to count. ‘I won’t push it.’


  Sam was not wholly successful in keeping the disappointment out of his voice. The idea had just come to him and felt perfect for both of them - a treat, an exclusive time, just the two of them. He left; Ellen went into the back kitchen; Joe was alone.


  ‘I’m Ready, Willing, and Able.’ Sadie’s voice was a call to arms.


  Joe went upstairs for a final prayer before the service.


  The day was quieter than a Sunday. Even the smattering who came out of the meagrely patronised pubs looked around, taking care on this day. Muffled bells from St. Mary’s Anglican Church, muffled from St. Cuthbert’s Roman Catholic, silence at Nonconformist Congregational, Methodist, Primitive, Quaker and the others, as Wigton’s religious sects called in their flocks, and they came, singly or in small family groups, steadily, walking the twisting alleys and narrow streets to contemplate the crucifixion of a young Jewish teacher whom many truly believed had become divine, through this death pointing the way to life everlasting for all those who sinned no more.


  Joe had not reckoned on being part of the congregation. Only the vicar was in his usual place. Joe sat between Edward and Alan as he did in the choir, but this time no whispering, no noughts and crosses, no singing messages to the tune of the hymns. No hymns, neither psalms nor anthems; no music at all. People just knelt or they sat. The three friends knelt. Joe noticed that across the nave Alfred, with his mother and sisters, was sitting. But sitting very still. He beat his twenty-five-minute record but then he had to get up: cramp and showing off. Alan and Edward had given up earlier. So they sat and, intermittently, Joe did manage to find a few seconds here and there to be steady in seeing Christ on the cross, the sun covered over, the piteous cry to His Heavenly Father, the sponge of vinegar pushed in His face, the Roman’s wounding sword, the taunts, the eternal shame of Judas, the lesser shame of Peter, John the favourite comforting Mary His mother at the foot of the cross.


  The three hours went very slowly. Many times he thought his watch might have gone wrong, sitting became as uneasy as kneeling, so once more he knelt, but only Edward came down with him and they did not stay for long.


  From time to time the vicar stood and read, or just talked. He told the story as it had happened at just this time on just this day. Joe prayed that he was taking it all in.


  He liked Joseph of Arimathaea who let the body of Christ be put in his unused tomb, or was it a sepulchre? The words ‘Arimathaea’ and ‘sepulchre’ - a cave made into the rock, the vicar said - took him into a dream somehow to do with Sinbad and Aladdin, but it was the name, Joseph, his own, which allowed him pride in a sometimes burdensome connection. Joseph and his coat of many colours, Joseph the husband of Mary - it was a name to live up to. He was glad people called him Joe.


  He was almost too stiff to stand when the vicar made a final deep bow to the altar and walked, black-cassocked, no other redeeming robes, head bowed and very deliberately not to the vestry but the length of the nave, making straight for the west door to stand between the two urns of daffodils where everyone would have to pass him on their way out.


  The choir boys had been told they must be the last to leave in case any help was needed. It was difficult to think what it was you were supposed to be thinking now He was finally dead on the cross. Eventually Edward’s father waved them on.


  The vicar was outside the church, a few of the congregation still there, unwilling yet to quit the pull of the church or dawdling with intent. Joe was embarrassed to see that the vicar was talking to his mother. Although he could not have defined it, he could tell that she was not at ease, wishing she was not in such conspicuous company. The boy’s embarrassment was, in its first flush, so intense that he turned away and saw, at the corner gate, that the vicar’s wife was talking to Edward’s mother. He knew the vicar’s wife disapproved of him, had done since he had gone to that tea at the vicarage when the vicar had told him he would never make a server at the altar. So his look, though brief, was keen. He was sure Edward’s mother was almost crying or trying not to cry, he could not tell. The vicar’s wife stood well apart from her, head back, her hands in the pockets of her coat, looking severe. Then Edward’s mother turned away, ran through the gate, ran like a girl into Proctor’s Row and only slowed to a walk when she was well distant. It was the wrong way for her to get home, Joe thought. The vicar’s wife waited. Her husband had his back to her. Joe felt that he had to join his mother.


  ‘Well, Joe,’ the vicar’s smile was unusually warm. ‘You were very good. I had my eye on you. The Church needs disciples like you and we are lucky to have them.’


  Ellen smiled stiffly. She had still not forgiven the man for turning Joe down as a server and she never would. The boy had been heartbroken. Joe was confused by this praise.


  ‘Billy Graham gets thousands of disciples,’ he said, diluting and deflecting the compliment.


  ‘Billy Graham’s way is not our way.’ And Joe’s timid flicker of gratitude was snuffed out.


  Ellen, who like others had drunk in all that had gone on between the two women while having quite enough left over to cope with the vicar’s convenient manoeuvre of conversation, nodded across his shoulder to indicate the solitary figure at the small side gate. His face tightened but he turned away and all but marched across to his wife.


  ‘Take my arm, Joe.’


  They walked down the High Street, step for step.


  Why did Edward’s mother run away? he asked his mother. Maybe there was a bus to catch, was the reply he got, and all he got.


  ‘This is Jackie Cassidy,’ said Sam. Joe came into the bar, too full of the day to want to shut himself away in his bedroom yet.


  ‘The seven stone weakling,’ said Jackie.


  ‘More like the “ghost with the hammer in his hand”.’


  ‘That wasnae me, landlord.’


  ‘I know. But not far off. British Bantamweight Champion!’ Sam’s delight in having the man as a customer was contagious.


  Joe shook the man’s hand. It was smaller than his own. The boxer was little, sadly thin, the skin on his face a dry parchment stretched so tight across the bones you feared it might snap if he should laugh, but there was no laughter in him. His raincoat was too big and stained with oil.


  He was the sole customer in the bar.


  ‘I saw this man fight,’ Sam said. ‘Gamest little fella on two feet. They were frightened of him at his own weight.’


  ‘Bantam,’ he explained. ‘I had to fight above my weight to get contests.’


  ‘They were frightened of you.’


  ‘Makes no difference now, landlord.’ He looked sadly but with transparent cunning at his two empty glasses, the whisky and the half-pint chaser.


  ‘On me,’ Sam said. ‘I saw you once in Newcastle - Jimmy Fletcher - how much did you give him?’


  Jackie waved his hand - dismissing the punishing disadvantage.


  ‘He was good,’ he said, reaching out for the half-pint, ‘Fletcher was good.’


  He sipped, several rather dainty sips.


  ‘It was a hell of a fight.’ Sam turned to Joe. ‘Jackie had him down twice.’
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