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CHAPTER EIGHT

‘But I’ve told her you’re coming.’ Tom was almost whining with frustration.

‘I don’t want to be late home.’

‘But she’ll have done all sorts. You’ve got to come! I’ve got a present for you as well!’

‘I mustn’t be late . . . what is it?’

‘What?’

‘The present.’

‘Oh! A book.’ There was a pause. Tom sorted out a book he could give.

‘I can come but I can’t stay.’

‘But you’ll come. I’ve a pile of comics you can have. You know that big catapult – you can have that as well.’

‘I’ll come – just for a few minutes, though. I mustn’t be too late.’

Tom wanted to freeze him for a moment and thunder home to tell his mother. She was not expecting them. But he could always rush upstairs and grab a book – and his comics – and his catapult. His mother would be nice. She had to be. Philip was coming at last.

It was because of Philip that he had joined the church choir: because of Philip that he wore his battered school blazer buttoned with three buttons: because of Philip that a medal display of pen-tops – some without any foundation – bristled along the top of his front pocket. Because of Philip he would endanger this whole, tenuous, feather-fabricated, marvellous friendship – because Philip had to come to his house.

The two boys moved away from the front of the church. Other choristers passed them – and all of them bade good night to Tom’s friend. Tom shouted out his good night, uncalled for.

It was nearly the end of winter, but the cold had bitten so deeply into the ground, so completely commanded the air, that the boys moved against it quickly, in spite of their coats and gloves and long scarves. The street-lighting was no more than a lantern line of feeble, smudgy blobs of sickly yellow colouring, marking out the occasional shapes which shuffled through it.

The town was still. During the practice, Tom had worried lest ‘The Sands’ gang might have ridden down the street on their boots and clogs, waving their chair-legs, looking for any gang that might stand up to them. The Sands were near Tom’s house; two rows of double-backed terraces slammed up to serve a seam that had run out in eighteen months and left them sitting on the raped ashes of what had once been a large field. But they were safe. Philip would not have to fly home. The town was still.

‘We’ll get you some warm cocoa to warm you up.’

Tom mothered him. Philip was so dainty, slight and serene and slenderly formed that his friend warded off every imaginable harm in countless hairsbreadth dreams: and now he could actually do something real for him. They met so rarely at school. Philip was a year older than he was and in Form 2. Not only was he top of his own form but also, just a few weeks ago, he had beaten everyone in the whole school at recitation. He was so neat that his blazer could have been resold as new any day. His mother brought him sweets on Fridays and he rationed himself throughout the week. His stockings never slipped down. He collected stamps. On Sundays his parents would take him out in their car for a run around the Lake District. His father was a doctor.

‘I’ve got some stamps,’ said Tom.

‘What sort?’

‘Big ones.’

‘I mean – what country?’ Tom reacted quickly against the contempt.

‘Africa.’

‘Where in Africa?’

Tom considered. Then he took the risk of winning through ignorance.

‘I don’t know.’

It worked. Philip smiled with that tight-bowed arch of his top lip which Tom so laboriously imitated – and then proceeded to talk at length about recent African issues. It was the longest conversation they had ever had. Tom would build a treasure house and fill it with stamps, cars, new pens, books, silver pieces – reaching his hands into it every day to haul out great heaps of gifts for his friend whose pale, composed face would break into the smile that Tom wanted but never saw; and so, as master, he would serve his debtor.

Tom kept up the talk as best he could – but his mind flickered violently, working out the movements of all the people who could appear in the street and break up this walk. For Philip had his own circle, boys slightly older than he was, but all – so it seemed to Tom – favoured with some gift of grace which could compel Philip’s attention far more successfully than all Tom’s careful plots. Boys with names like Roger and Paul and Peter; and with second Christian names that rolled their identity in a rounded phrase; all of whom lived in large houses, turret-like, along the western boundary of the town.

Philip stopped.

‘How much farther is it?’

Tom answered immediately.

‘Not far. Around the corner.’

Philip swung out his left arm in an elaborate hook. Tom knew that he could beat him in a fight any time. The giant wristwatch shone luminously.

‘They’ll be expecting me in about quarter of an hour.’

Three minutes to reach home. Four minutes for Philip to get back to his house. Eight minutes together – at least. He dared to say nothing. Someone walked past on the dark other side of the street and Tom prayed that it was good luck.

‘I would just have time to pick up the things,’ said Philip, firmly.

Tom stood still and let the tears inside him race down coldly into his stomach and compress it into a tiny knot.

‘That’s OK,’ he replied.

Philip replaced his wrist in his sleeve and his arm beside his raincoat pocket.

‘We can walk quickly,’ he said.

They jerked off again.

Soon – Tom was sure that it would happen soon – they would go for walks together – visit churches, or something like that, talk and argue the way Tom wanted to. He wanted Philip to share his wonder in the romances of history he was reading; in the patience and genius of King Alfred, the courage of Strongbow, the unhappiness of Harold, the wickedness of King John and his treacherous acts against Robin Hood. But not now. He had tried, before, to talk to Philip about the subjects which attracted him, but Philip always said:

‘What were his dates?’

Tom did not know. Or

‘Have you seen the new heavy bomber?’

Or

‘I can’t see why you read such stuff.’

He had even showed him the illustrations, magnificently coloured in forest greens and blood-reds.

‘My father has a set of encyclopaedias with 300 coloured plates in each volume.’ That had settled Tom’s history book.

They reached the bottom end of Church Street. Tom had brought Philip the long way round – by the main road – because he was scared of whom he might meet if he walked the whole length of the street. His house was number nine, around the first of many twists and turns which led the street wriggling from the main street to the church like an artificial snake.

‘This is it.’

No light in the front. He knocked, loudly, always keeping an eye on Philip as if to make sure that he did not look anywhere he shouldn’t.

This was it.

Tom held back his pain as if he was afraid that its impact would crush him.

He knocked again and then – as if to prove that he was well aware that mere knocking was useless – immediately stood back and bellowed:

‘Are you in?’

But the house was black.

Without daring to look at Philip – Philip standing quite still and saying, doing nothing, a thick shape in the velvet-grey, pale, moonlit street – he ran across to Mrs Blacklock’s house.

‘I know where she’ll be.’

Knocked on another door.

‘This is where she’ll be.’

‘Come in.’

Kitchen-cosy voice a hundred miles away.

He could not go in. Philip would disappear.

He thundered at the door with hoof-knuckles.

‘What is it?’

And the door flung open with a great intaken gape.

Philip’s house would be well-lit and warm with Father and Mother in proper armchairs astride a fire at a constant, proper level of heat, ‘Hello, Philip, dear, we were just beginning to worry ourselves about you.’ Cocoa on the table and the welcoming rustle of crisp book-pages – his father must know a lot – and the clean smell of big rooms.

‘Where’s mam?’

Voice from inside.

‘Who’s that?’

And Mrs Blacklock actually turned around – before Tom’s eyes – and took up hours of time by answering the stupid question!

‘Tom Paislow . . . young Tom.’

‘Have you seen mam?’

‘Have we seen his mother?’

Again her big fat head turned in retreat to the kitchen.

‘What does he want her for?’

Repeated.

Tom shook his head.

‘You haven’t seen her?’

Mrs Blacklock considered the enquiry with her head bowed.

She had come out from a chair to the door and did not wish to waste the move on brevity.

‘I saw her earlier,’ she said, cautiously.

‘When?’

Philip was moving away.

‘When?’ Tom bellowed his question for the second time.

‘When did I come down from upstairs?’

Tom turned to go. She had to tell him.

‘You never were upstairs.’

‘When?’

It was almost a whisper.

‘Yes, I was,’ Mrs Blacklock replied. Again her head turned away.

Philip had turned the corner.

Tom bolted after him.

‘What is it you want to see her about?’

 

There was always the cottage. His uncle Henry had not sold the cottage and the Brinns had not come back – so his grandfather told him. He could have got five hundred pounds for it. Tom had hoped that he might be invited up there. They could build huts, climb mountains on which he would save Philip’s life, miraculously, sixty times a day. He hated his mother. Philip was just in front of him. They would find him at the cottage wrapped in old sacks for warmth. Hated her. He slowed down. He could walk behind him for a while – catch him up later. Hated her for ever.

Philip was so neat and precise and he need never tell lies. Tom felt poisoned with the secrets that gathered and spread inside him. He could not imagine Philip ever having to tell lies to anyone. Cut Tom open and there would be lies yellow as pus, stinking him to hell. Philip did not look back – even though Tom clomped his feet like a giant – Philip kept right on busily walking up main street. It was a wonder people could not smell how full of lies he was.

His filthy, dirty, rotten mother – always, always out. He could invite nobody to his house – nobody at all without knowing that he was breaking some Great Law and sinning so deeply that the wound would never be closed. Philip would never be bothered with anything like that! He had seen his mother, in a nice hat – his mother never wore a hat – going into that sweetshop for the weekly sweets. His father was just as bad. And he saw little of his grandfather these days. He would never be able to talk to Philip again; how could he get through another five years of school without ever meeting him again? He would have to. This time he would really go away; overseas. Where was his mother?

Where the main street forked – going left to the church and straight on to the houses along West Road – there was a huge marble monument which functioned – once upon its time – as a fountain. As a mark of respect, it was guarded by iron railings, and superintended by four flickering street-lamps. Now the fountain began to swarm with scuddling boys. Tom shut off the noise in his mind so that he could listen. Both Philip and he stopped dead.

It was the Sally Army gang. There was Speedy Walker in his white polo-neck. They were in retreat. Tom watched them rush towards him. Their only sound was leather on pavement. Some of them were still carrying cornets from the band rehearsal. Bulleting down the street like a horde of black umbrellas caught in a gale. They were almost up to him.

And sweeping around the corner, like a great, drilled cavalry brigade, clogs stamping their power on the bare street, came the great Sands gang. Their chair-legs were waving in the air like black swords. The poor light picked at their faces in panic. And as they turned the corner of the fountain and straightened lines to charge down main street, their great song spurted and drummed out above them.

 

‘We – are

The chair-leg raiders

We come from

No – where

For Sally

Ar – my.

‘We – are

The chair-leg raiders

We come from

No – where

For Sally

Ar – my.’

 

And a howl went up that rattled the windows. There was Blos and Vic and Screw, Mutt, Tint, Knocker, Nobby, Twin, the other Twin, young Masher, Reg Patt, Fatty Burns – there was everybody that Tom would walk a mile to miss. And they came on down the street, rolling down the street, shouting out their song.

‘Philip!’

They rushed into an alley and ran hard. Tom knew that the gang would split up opposite the end of Church Street and go out looking for people in small groups. Thornton was riddled with black back-alleys.

They came out in Tickle’s Lane.

‘Hide behind the Fire Station!’ Tom shouted.

‘No.’

‘Come – on!’

He grabbed Philip’s arm and began to pull him there. But perhaps it wasn’t a good place. They would be sure to look behind the Fire Station!

‘Up to the auction!’

‘They’re coming!’

 

‘We come from

No – where

For Sally

Ar – my.

Aaaiiiee!!’

 

‘They’re coming!’

They ran up Tickle’s Lane and down the alley that led into Water Street. Philip was holding on to Tom’s arm.

‘We’ll be OK,’ Tom said.

They popped out of the bottom of the alley.

‘Oh!’

Two boys were round the corner. Tom and Philip stopped.

‘Who is it?’

No answer. Then Tom heard a sniffle. The Sands gang would not cry. He peered at the boys.

‘It’s us.’

Two Salvation Army junior bandsmen. Younger than Tom. One with a tambourine, another with a cornet.

‘Shut up!’ Tom hissed, in a whisper.

Philip tugged at his arm. Tom listened hard and heard feet and shouts in Tickle’s Lane.

‘Can we come with you?’ one of the boys asked.

‘No,’ said Philip.

This time, the boy with the cornet burst into real sobs.

‘Shut up!’ Tom was frantic.

‘Come on!’

Philip was away.

‘Let’s come. Please!’

Tom grabbed one of them by the shoulder.

‘Down there,’ he said. ‘Mason’s Garage. You can hide there.’

And he raced after Philip. After he had gone a short way he heard the jangle of a tambourine disappearing in the other direction.

They squatted in the corner of a sheep-pen. The wooden bars all around them cut the faint moonlight into narrow dim stripes. It was cold. They had been there for hours.

‘What time is it?’

Philip rustled to release his arm and look at his watch. Tom stopped him just in time and made him turn the other way.

‘They’ll see the luminous bits.’

Philip hunched and trundled his way around.

‘Twenty past eight.’

He was whimpering. He had been complaining ever since they had arrived – and yet every time that Tom had suggested a move – he had refused to budge.

‘Seven minutes,’ Philip announced.

‘What?’

‘We’ve been here for seven minutes. I looked at my watch when we got here.’

‘Oh.’

‘I’ll be late home.’

The town was quiet. They had heard one or two shouts –once someone had belted past the end of the auction and they had stopped breathing. Now it was quiet again. It could have been midnight.

‘It’s too – quiet,’ said Tom. ‘Let’s move.’

‘We’re safe here.’

‘We’ve got to keep moving.’

Tom was too scared to stay any longer. His legs were cramped so tightly that the blood seemed to have run out of his bare knees. Anybody could be creeping around them in the dark. He stood up.

‘I’m going.’

‘No.’

Philip grabbed his coat.

‘You can’t go!’

Tom turned on him.

‘I’m not going to sit here to be caught by that lot. We could shout all we wanted – nobody would hear us.’

He moved across the pen on his own. Philip had caught up to him by the time they got on to the road. They went down the Baths’ Road. Tom was making for the front of the church. They cut into Meeting-house Lane. There were three alleys which led off from this and came out in the church square.

Tom chose the right-hand alley. It was as dark as an old chimney – and about as narrow. Tom walked in front.

Vic, Twin and Reg Patt were waiting for them at the bottom.

‘Who’s that?’

Tom said nothing. The three Sands boys were standing under a street light.

‘Come over ‘ere!’

They went over. Philip started a dry coughing which sounded near enough to crying.

‘Thowt you’d git away, eh?’

Twin was cross-eyed. His blond hair stood up in a brush. They all wore long pants. He did all the talking.

Tom kept his mouth shut and his eyes on the chair-legs held in each hand. Suddenly, Twin came forward and knocked Philip on the shoulder.

‘Thou’d doctor’s sun?’

Philip began to cry properly. Tom edged back, towards the alley. Twin poked out his chair-leg and caught Tom on the chest.

‘Hoi!’

Vic planted himself in front of the alley. Reg Patt stayed under the light, keeping look-out. Twin patted Philip on the arm with his chair-leg.

‘Bugger off!’ he said and stood to one side.

Philip ran – clattering away like a mad cockroach.

Twin came close up to Tom. His squint eyes glared all over Tom’s face.

‘Aa’ve got to decide what to do wid thee.’

Vic and Reg Patt laughed, together. Encouraged, Twin went on.

‘Thou in’t Sally army?’

Tom was going to say nothing.

The butt of the chair-leg knocked into his stomach.

‘No.’ he said.

‘Liar!’ Twin screamed. And then he butted Tom again and laughed like a hyena.

Tom had pressed himself to the wall. He could feel the cold stones on his back. Twin marched round in front of him, thinking out his next move. Tom heard noises nearby. More of them were coming. If he screamed, they would kill him. And no one would hear. All the blinds were drawn and the front doors bolted all over town.

Twin stopped.

‘Thy grandfather dig t’ churchyard?’

This time he really would say nothing. Again Twin came up close to him. He smelled of chewing-gum. Setting his features in a grimace, he pushed his head right into Tom’s face.

‘Answer!’

Tom clenched his lips.

Twin took one pace back and spat at him.

‘Coppers!’

Reg Patt ran out of the light and into the alley. Twin hesitated for a second, banged Tom on the knee with his chair-leg, and followed.

‘Aa’ll git thee sum-time!’

They rattled their weapons against the close walls of the alley and made it echo like a catacomb.

Tom dare not bend his knee. He was sure it was broken.

The policeman came into the light.

‘All right?’ he said.

Tom nodded. He wanted to cry. He wished the policeman would go away and let him.

‘Who was it?’

Tom shook his head.

‘Don’t know,’ he said.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

It was no good his peering through the door. His father’s office was in the back; as shut off from the street as he himself was from its business. Mr Smallwood made the estate agency what it was. And it was an unflurried small-town concern, successful by unhurried small-town standards. There it was on the door ‘Smallwood & Graham’ – and below the names – ‘Auctioneers, Valuers and Estate Agents’. Mr Smallwood’s previous partner had been the auctioneer and valuer: Tom’s father, it might have been imagined, would have trained himself to take his place. But he had disappeared in his own plans of action, hauled out to some sort of responsibility only as Mr Smallwood’s stamp licker.

The sudden chance which had brought Edward into the job in the first place was part of the time which Tom refused to acknowledge. It was a strange coincidence that his uncle Henry should only then – when Edward was about to leave – discover that some money or trusts had been left him by his mother and only at that particular time able to be given him. It was even more strange when it was almost admitted by Mr Waters that these funds – or their security – had been Henry’s corner-stone of early development: funds which, had they been left for both brothers – should surely have been divided between them immediately after their parents’ death. Strangest of all was that Edward had made no complaint: he had been grateful as for a kindness. And the transaction was accepted by him as charity.

Tom went in. Mr Smallwood carried his pen to the end of a sentence before looking up.

‘Is he in?’

‘Your father,’ said Mr Smallwood, very precisely, ‘has been out with a client since lunch-time. He has not yet arrived back.’

His smell was the office smell of faded polish and old, dusty lino. His voice and manner were of the same character; tidy, shell-bound, well-acquainted with camphor and costs, stifling. He was an old medicine chest in which, among a great number of somehow-arranged empty bottles, there could eventually be found a remedy for the advance warnings of pain and ailments.

‘Could I wait in his office?’

‘You could.’

Mr Smallwood bent his head to his papers. Tom shared in the invulnerable inconsequence of his ‘father’.

Edward’s room was smaller, more sparse, colder, less client-comforting – and a palace yard to his partner’s padded pigeonhole. Tom sprawled on the battered leather armchair which faced the desk, at an angle – clients would have to screw their necks around to look Edward in the face – and he waited.

As he waited the room found its own size and mood. No longer a relieving contrast to the front office, its bleakness and dirty grey, wall-facing windows made it dejected. But not intolerable – not to Tom whose mood could so often have found its image there. Yet, for that very reason, it was rather frightening – like the confirmation of some awful misfortune.

He was glad when Edward arrived. He jerked in, pulling himself out of the all-spreading and sodden thickets of drink and irresponsible work. He greeted Tom – but without breaking his advance towards the desk – trying, for a few moments, to convey his adult business and purpose by the action. Plumping wheezily into his seat, he faced Tom with the shot-worn state of someone in position for no other reason than the time of day. Already, he felt as he knew Tom saw him. Tom looked away.

‘Busy day?’ he asked.

‘Fairly,’ Edward replied carefully.

‘Who was it?’

‘A schoolmaster. A Mr Williams. Welsh.’

‘Our school?’

‘No. The Catholic.’

‘I thought they only had nuns.’

‘He’s going to give them music.’

‘Ah.’

Tom continued. His hypocrisy was of no account in staving off – if not obliterating, it was too late for that – the knowledge which their first full look at each other had given them.

‘What’s he like?’

‘Pleasant enough. Wants to settle here!’ Edward snorted with professional knowingness.

Tom blushed.

‘Did you sell him anything?’

Edward leaned back in his chair; his right hand pushed away imaginary cigar-smoke.

‘Can’t say really. Maybe he’ll buy. Maybe he won’t. I explained things to him. But it’s his choice. He knows that as well as I do.’ His hand flapped around, almost excitedly. ‘I always tell them at the start that it’s their decision – and not mine. I can’t sell anything – I can only help them to buy!’

‘But do you think he’ll buy?’

‘Maybe will. Maybe won’t. He’s bringing his wife, that’s a good sign. But she doesn’t want to come. That’s bad. The price was too high – that’s normal. But he agreed with everything we said, about the house – that isn’t.’

He laughed – a dirty, after-dinner laugh on an empty belly. Tom could go no further. And without his help, Edward was immediately as helpless as before.

‘Isn’t there anything I can do to help?’ said Tom, almost desperately. Edward jerked his head towards Smallwood’s office, as if afraid of being overheard.

‘What could you do?’ he whispered.

‘Oh – I don’t know.’ Tom suddenly felt gangling and restless, useless, constricted and thirsty for the taste of action. ‘I could leave school and come in here as your clerk – or whatever you want to call me. I could build up the valuing side of the business. I could pass some of those silly little auctioneering certificates!’

Edward’s head went forward. Tom saw that if his arms had not already been propped on the table, his forehead would have slumped against the desk. Tom went on.

‘I’m doing nothing at that place. All I do is useless. I sit at a desk and listen to things and argue and learn things. I would be far better off helping you. I would like to, anyway. We could make this old place into something really worth it.’

But his last sentence was as bleak as the grey wall outside. He had committed the unforgivable sin; he had totally dismissed Edward’s importance, his efforts, his life-work. And even such as it was, it could not be dismissed without causing pain. Even if the intention was kindly – it was a cruel thing to do. Tom realised this and slumped back in his seat, crying dry tears.

It was here, however, that Edward showed that courage and goodness which made Tom value him above everyone else. A failure to himself, a wiped slate to his wife, a cripple to his son, he yet could raise himself to a dignity which swept all pity away from Tom and touched the boy’s feelings with love. Then, he wanted to break down – to tell him that he knew that Mr Dalton was his real father but that he did not care. Did not care. Did not care. Did not care.

‘No, Tom,’ said Edward. ‘Nothing that you do now can be useless. Nothing that you do will ever be useless – you’re not the sort for it. But here – you could do nothing that somebody else couldn’t do just as well. Maybe not me, but somebody. You have a chance, at that school, to get to a position where you can do something really worth it; something that nobody but you could do. You mustn’t leave. You mustn’t even think of leaving! You have the chance there to make yourself independent. To make yourself free of everybody’s bossing – no matter who they are or where they come from. And you’ve got to take that chance. You’ve got to be independent to be anything at all. I’m not. A lot of people aren’t. There you are. But it’s those that are, those that don’t owe a thing to anybody else, don’t care what other people think, don’t have to worry about what other people think of them – they’re the people who really are worth something. They’re independent of everything. You have a chance to be one of them: you take it. You take it.’

The two of them were silent. Tom wanted to move towards Edward in some way, to show him the feeling he had for him – but he could not. In spite of all that had been said, the barrier was still up: he must not explore. He could not go back.

‘Coming back home?’ he asked.

Edward shuffled his hands into his pockets and brought out a packet of cigarettes.

‘No,’ he said. ‘No. I’ve just something to find here.’ He jabbed a match at its box; the match snapped in two. ‘You tell your mother I’ll be home later. Tell her I’m busy.’ He looked up – his eyes once more impregnated with the shadow world of business. ‘Tell her something, anyway.’ He winked, dirtily.

Tom felt sick. But he made one more feeble effort.

‘I can wait.’

‘No. No. Don’t bother.’ The cigarette had been lit. His face. was surrounded by smoke. ‘I’ll be in soon enough. Don’t bother.’

Tom nodded and went to the door. Edward tugged open a drawer and bent down to scrabble inside it.

Mr Smallwood was patting his long row of ledgers. His back was to Tom and the boy slipped out without a word.

He sucked in the fresh air as if he had been underground for a week. His father had destroyed his own dignity as soon as he had raised it up.

Whatever impression of that dignity remained with Tom himself, it would have to wait for some entirely different circumstances to be brought properly to mind. All he could feel at the moment was relief. Edward’s clutches were the shallows of the despair which waited to suck him in. He had to despise him. He felt that he was being unjust in doing so – but that did not matter. Once he allowed himself to be drawn into Edward’s life, then he would do something terrible: he would confess his knowledge and his ignorance and ask for explanation. He would be forced back to the illumination he had so deliberately blotted out. He would be broken in two.

He found an empty shop doorway and stood inside it to collect himself. He had to put Edward back into the closed black layer of his mind . . .

Lena worked in the shop across the road. He was waiting for the shop to close and her to come out. The convenience of Edward’s office had been Tom’s sole reason for visiting it. He had been scheming to see her again since the dance two nights ago.

So his ‘I can wait’ had been a lie. He could answer to Edward’s need with a hand already held out for someone else. This was no respect. He could neither respect him nor think about him. Except to feel sorry for him.

Lena came out of the shop.

 

She had only to walk across the street and his desire rose like spring through the ground; at first seeping tenderly through the surface which had repressed it and kept it dark, and then lifting high with its newly freed power.

He could not look at her lath-thin, brown legs without feeling his hands creep out to stroke them, from tense calf to soft white inside of her thigh. Her slip dangled below her tight skirt like a seventh veil. Her breasts were thin, but he knew their fresh firmness; as sweet and piercingly sensual as the most intoxicated dream. Her hair was wild, straggly, dishevelled and long over her shoulders – but whereas Betty’s hair was luxuriant in dark, almost nun-like mystery, this was bangled with wildest incitements and promises. Promises which flickered out from her eyes like flashes from a black ruby each time she looked at him.

He was celibate. He had ached for Betty: he had dreamt of her, spied on her, drawn out her body with the fingers of his hope, wanted her. But he had not taken her. Other girls, when he went with them, were merely the plastic and fake reminders of what he had to avoid.

Lena had met with him as he might have met with an accident. A few weeks previously, at a dance, with the hall rowdy with stamps and shouts and drumming music and barging, bellicose crowds and he – as usual – the icicle in the jungle – he had danced with her, felt her bare arms link around his neck, pressed himself against her, taken her outside, and ravaged her clothed body with his blind, painful hands.

He had not yet made love to her. That was to happen tonight. He was certain.

His excuse when – as usual – he had retraced the day in his bed on that night – had been that Lena was absolutely nothing to do with anything else. What he felt for her was isolated from the rest of his life because she had no place in it; no place in his work, no place in his past – and so he was safe. And – so it seemed at present – this was true. He rarely thought of her except when he was on his way to meet her, or was with her, or was thinking over a day of which she had been a part. And although he could no more think of leaving her than he could think of hacking off a leg with a knife, he comforted himself by the belief that she was not essential, not a necessity.

But he had not yet made love to her. That might break the barrier between his passion for her and his own life. So he willed himself towards it with hope and terror. He wanted her to be part of him so that she could guide him through the locked roots of what had gone before; but, at the same time, he was afraid. It was to happen tonight. He was certain.

He let her walk towards him without moving. As she came closer he heard her nylons rustling against each other, swishing their sensual friction under her skirt, like an axe slicing through the air, swinging backwards and forwards in front of his face. His throat, his hands, his whole body, was caked with dryness. She stopped and looked him in the face.

‘Been waiting long?’

Her voice woke him up. It was cocky, almost sparrow-cheerful, the merest flutter on the top of her beauty.

‘Just come.’

She nodded and glanced up and down the street, peckingly. She was never still for a second.

‘Made up your mind?’

He looked at her stonily, dreading the answer, either way.

‘I should go home,’ she replied.

‘It’s up to you.’

‘They’ll be expecting me.’

Tom took a deep breath.

‘Will they miss you? That’s the point.’

She laughed. Her teeth burst through her brown skin, white-petalled and happy.

‘Of course! They always miss me.’

Tom joined in her laugh. But behind the laugh, he was waiting.

‘How do we get there?’

‘I’ve got the bike.’

Again, she looked quickly up and down the street.

‘Where is it?’

‘Round the corner.’

She moved off.

‘Come on.’

They mounted the bike in silence. She hitched her skirt right over her knees so that her thighs spread out creamy brown, shimmering. But he rejected all superficial urges to muss her clothes and kiss her. It was important that they get away from the town. He drove slowly through its streets and out on to the road that led to the path alongside ‘The Saddle’ and beyond it to the cottage in which he had once lived.

On the open road, he speeded up. She loved the danger of speed as much as he did. Her arms were around his chest and she bent her head on to his shoulder. His hair flattened back on to his head. The speedometer showed 60 mph. He opened the throttle wider and the great machine thrust forward between the hedges. The wind that rushed up against him was the merest puff of spring air compared with the storm which flowed and leapt out of him.

Lena was from The Sands. She was tarty. Tom could smell it – and he loved the smell. She was dirty. And he revelled in her dirt. She was coarse and direct and flashy and splendid. And he would make love to her! That was certain!

They shook and bumped along ‘The Saddle’ path, bouncing like rocks flinging themselves down a mountain. She screamed out with pleasure and he yelled war cries of excitement.

The cottage was derelict now. Even the Brinns would think twice before squatting there. But it was still properly locked. Tom swung up the tree and into his bedroom. Lena followed him, lithe and quick. They went into what had been his parents’ bedroom. The mattress and blankets were still there. So was the paraffin heater and the drum of paraffin. Only the matches had gone: they had been replaced by a candle stuck in a bottle.

Tom had brought matches of his own. He lit the candle and went to the window with one of the blankets. It was unnecessary – but he wanted darkness. There were nails already fitted on each side of the window, and he fitted up the blanket in a matter of seconds.

Lena was standing beside the mattress. In the shadows, she was more desirable than she had ever been. Tom could not speak. He sighed deeply and felt his legs shake from its power as he went over to her. She opened her arms and he leaned forward to suck and press at her mouth. Her lips melted on his and they swayed together like a young birch in the wind.

Lying down, surrounded by the dishevelled, half-torn clothes which had been tossed all about them, he crooked her head and shoulders in his arms and looked at her naked body. It swirled with lapping shadows and her own breathing rhythm. The breasts were posed almost humbly on her chest: Tom wanted to dive at them with his mouth. Her waist nipped in to a neatness which could be stared at for minutes on end, in wonder. And her long legs, slightly curved in a half-conscious attitude, lightly touched together, brown, smooth, drew him down her body like a river. His hand touched her skin with tense tenderness, like a glove trailing across fur.

They had clung to each other; he had swept over her body like water over a stone – his hands two oceans of surging currents, feeling for new lands. And then she had turned on him. Dumbed with surprise, with shock, with wonder, he had felt and watched her small hands lap and then press against his body. They had discovered each other and yet they waited to make love.

Gently, Tom put his hand between her thighs and worked her legs open. She spread out on the bare mattress. He looked at her face. Her eyes were closed, their lids heavy with expectation. He took his arm from under her neck. She spread out her arms in a great V. He eased his whole body on top of hers and felt her breasts crush softly against his chest. She moaned, quietly, mournfully. Carefully, gently, he placed himself inside her.

His legs, his back, his arms shuddered spasms of white fire and silent lightning. His hands stretched out to mate with hers and they clasped and twisted together in sweat. Sweat lifted out of his body and settled on his skin like oil. Lena’s moans rose higher and she began to yelp and then to scream. Tom triumphed in his act: he thrust himself towards her with all the power he had. She twisted her hips. He felt the cold ecstasy of her legs, drawing together around his back. His hands left hers and searched for her breasts. And then he stiffened, arched in pain, and shuddered down on her in long collapse.

They lay, exhausted, for a long time.

Afterwards, they rested, staring at the black flickering ceiling – Lena smoked a cigarette and blew out the smoke in a long grey cone. Tom let the power run up and down his body. Occasionally, he stretched himself full in complete satisfaction. So they lay for some time.

Tom knew that if now he could keep Lena at the front of his mind for the rest of the night – then something new would really have happened. But already, that thought brought in the self-consciousness which would destroy its wishes. Already he was thinking of their love as something separate from the rest of his life. Already he felt the depression deep inside him rousing itself from what had been a pretended sleep.

It was no good his trying to fight it off by repeating what he had just done with her. That itself was diminished by its lack of real effect.

He had not been able to give himself wholly. Even then, even in a room isolated from the whole world, alone with Lena who could satisfy the physical needs of two years, he had kept himself coldly to himself. Not only petrified, but preserved, for ever. She had released him – but she had not absolved him. There had been communion but no confession. He was still as he had been. And always would be. Always would be.

He twisted on to his side in a torment of despair and jumped to his feet. His arm caught the bottle; the candle fell on to the floor and went out.

 

Tom had done enough work. The school was empty save for himself. Mr Tate had given him permission to work in the library in the evenings during these last few weeks before his exams.

He was alone and he enjoyed it. The black, empty corridors drew away outside the door to tiny twisting staircases and small rooms, full of desks and chairs. The school had once been a large town-house. It was a restful, lulling emptiness. There was none of the irritation of space and time being wasted, none of the resentful exhaustion of a large factory or an office-block. The school building had been taught to function between nine and four – and then only as a larger drawing-room or kitchen: now it rested, calmly and contentedly. He felt himself burrowing against its free-wheeling carefreeness – and he enjoyed it.

But it was nine o’clock and he had done enough work. He had brought sandwiches to school with him so that he need not go home for tea – but even so, he was hungry. Moreover, since his affair with Lena, he had been disinclined to push himself towards a breaking point over his work. Not, however, because of the affair alone – though that was the easiest marker of his change of mood. For the imposition of the Wheelwright Scholarship had given him an end to which his work ought to be directed: but it was an end he neither respected nor cared about. More than that, it was an end which made of what he did a stamped and branded sub-section of a system about whose standards and characteristics he was largely ignorant and totally indifferent. His own personal sting – that of a lowering queen bee, dark and instinctive – was removed from that swollen part of his mind which had filled itself with work – and in its place was put the tiny prick of scholastic success. He could test himself more now by seeing how long he could stay inside Lena without exploding. Yet his reaction, though basic in its effect, was slight in its immediate consequences. For he had straddled too much in his gathering and spinning of new knowledge to withdraw himself completely and immediately. Therefore he worked on – but the personal demon alternated with the clanking action of automation, and the imbalance caused him at first to daydream and then to stop.

Still, he surveyed the spread of books and papers on the long library table with the nostalgia of a gourmet for good dishes now spent. There was more in the books than the muscle-tightening exercise and blind lash for which Tom had largely used them. The curiosity and imagination of great men rose up from their dis-arranged display like the organ music and song which beds itself into the pillars of a church and plays only for those who go in to listen in silence and waiting solitude. There was the calm authority of men who had held to one purpose; the wonder of explorers, the sweet passion of fine scholars. He was attracted both by the worlds made by men and those described by them. And yet, as the ravisher, the robber, the rapist, he knew himself to be alien from their world. Their acts were completed and understandable. Even their bad thoughts and evilness were based on some constant idea, which the good among them bowed to a clear, unmuddled, uncompromising purity which he envied with all his heart.

He had no part in them. He had come to them not to learn but to be distracted; his eyes were not to be opened, but closed; his senses were not to be moved, but dulled. And he knew nothing of their ‘good’ or ‘bad’. He had once known – through the church – but even then, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ had co-mingled with so many amoral responses in him, whirled around so many incalculably subtle ranges of his mind which could not discern, even less apply, those distinctions either to acts conceived or to actions completed – that, in the end, he had been left only with what he did not want to know and what he did want to know; what he could acknowledge and what he could not acknowledge: his past and his present.

These books were neither past nor present. From them he had lifted a sheltering tent of comfort woven of the fibres which were part of their tapestry – but, in doing this, he had despoiled their own beauty and pattern. For himself, that was, for the books themselves remained, ever open to all with the opportunity to reach them and the ability to read them – and both these he had. But now he had to put them aside. There was not time to unwind the skein and re-weave his own tapestry. He had made of them a temporary shelter against the cold; they were not absorbed into him as part of his past – nor were they more to his present than the nearest substitute for courage. He was alien to them.

Even so, however, he could see what they might one day offer him. The tent had not been so tightly woven that it did not have air-holes leading to the sky. He could see what he might become through them.

But not yet. Now he had to get on with what most preoccupied him. He packed up the books, taking care that the pages did not slide in on themselves and crease, returned them to the shelves, arranged his own things and went out.

The air was still fresh – but its scents were those of spring. A large quince stood just to one side of the main door of the school – and wistaria looped along its walls like so many plumed flags. He breathed deeply in the night air and observed once again how much more he was of the night than the day. He picked the way down to the school gates with far more assurance than he would ever have done in the day-time. There were chestnuts along the drive: if he stopped, he could hear the thousand-leaved murmuring of their inter-rustling leaves, scudding on top of the night like spits of foam on a calm, deep sea. He stopped every so often, just to listen – to bid up the sounds of the night – as if to reassure himself of the littleness of his own constant, dark activity. But he could not stop for long. He was compelled to go home.

The urge was primitive and inexplicable, for he had neither business, pleasure nor interest there; nothing but a bed – and that he could have had without paying for it by exposing himself to the company of Edward and his mother – which was what he intended to do. His despair needed to gnaw at itself – as a fox in a trap will gnaw at its own leg – to bite through it and release himself from one death even at the risk of another.

For the unexplained had now become a despair. As he withdrew from his work, seeing it in the light of an imposed aim – so he was withdrawing from his forbidden attitude towards his past – seeing its end in Edward. Edward was the result of secrecy, lies and desperate ignorance. Tom sickened with pity and nausea whenever he thought of the position Edward had come to. His own potency with Lena had clarified the shame which Edward’s impotent position must bring him. He had become no more than the over-fat gristle on a fat and moulting dog.

He could not become like Edward! He must not and he would not be trapped in that spread-eagled sluggishness of non-feeling which split slowly over all actions of the will like poisonous wax over the opening pores of a soft cheek. For although Edward could show no feeling – no feeling, that was, other than a pathetic representation of what was least irritating to others for him to display – Tom knew that the deadly juices of guilt and shame hissed and pressed into him all the time. All had been turned in on himself. And, this Tom knew because he himself had something of the same feelings. Until now, however, because of youth, because of resilience, because of a will to dominate something outside of himself, they had not spread their tendrils like fanged nerve endings throughout and to every part of his body. But they might. He was frightened: he could not become like Edward. He would go mad.

So he went home. To find whatever there was there for him to find. To sit and say nothing; if necessary, for weeks. But to try, in some way, to re-create such a balance between the three of them as would allow the past to be spoken of with truth – and so be made harmless.

Why he had this faith in explanation he neither knew nor cared. If it was superstition, then it was a superstition that had become a living creed. If it was an aspect of an abandoned religion, then it was an aspect closest to some magic of instinct – for though he might think in terms of ‘absolution’ and ‘redemption’, what he was seeking was destruction. Destruction of the past through its own truth. Freedom to break the image which stained the bottom of his mind like the bloody reflection of a terrible, warped gargoyle. He had to ignore his mother’s silences and Edward’s blankness – ignore them for what they were, but see them as part of the pile smouldering in his mind – symbols, even, of its unreflecting, iced silence and its heaving, poisoned unrest. If he could
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