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ONE 


The gorge was hundreds of feet deep. All he knew, teetering on the swaying footbridge, was not to look down. A river far below had cut this cleft in the rock and its torrential sounds reached him as he clasped the supporting ropes that served as railings on either side. Ahead stood his woman, clad only in a few animal skins, thighs bare almost to the waist, urging and encouraging, one hand outstretched to take his and help him to safety as he reached the far side. When her expression changed from an adoring smile to a grimace of sheer terror, he turned to look back and saw the huge ape arriving at the cliff-face behind him. The creature roared and grasped one of the supporting tendrils, tearing it from the earth as he might have plucked a daisy. 
 Animals were hellish hard to draw. Theo had modelled the ape on Alfred the gorilla in Clifton zoo but left him blank between the legs like King Kong in case one of the teachers ever collected the whole form’s Songs of Praise and decided a drawing of Alfred’s tool and pills wasn’t right for the margin of a hymn-book and put him on detention. Three already this term and with four you had to go and see old Hines and be told off and sometimes whacked. Anyway the ape looked more like a bear, he decided, or a man in a bear-suit like in those old Christmas pantos he used to be taken to at the Prince’s Theatre when he was a only a kid. He was no good at bodies, except when they were dressed. A man in coat and trousers or a woman in sweater and skirt were easy but when he tried limbs they always came out looking like sausages. So the bloke on the rope-bridge in his flickergraph was in grey flannel school uniform to make it easier than a loin-cloth. Theo skimmed the last pages with his right thumb, showing this version of himself staggering headlong across the chasm, which was a bit like the Avon Gorge when it passes Sea Walls but mixed up with the escarpment in Tarzan films. Leaving the sheer cliffside, the framed picture stayed on the hero teetering across, still some way from the other side, not yet in view. Now he went back and ran the whole sequence from beside Hymn 1, ‘For thy Mercy and thy grace’, to 498, ‘Gird on thy sword, O man, thy strength endue’. The hero looked back the way he’d come at the monstrous monkey uprooting the bridge. 
 Which was how these two minutes felt, like crossing a huge gulf. The longest two minutes of the year, to be suffered every November, second by second, in something like silence, though a good few coughs hacked through the hall as the clock below the organ laboured on. Then old Hines on his platform would frown at the leading cougher’s form-master standing in one of the niches built into the carved woodwork of the Great Hall. The master would pass the frown on like a parcel at a party. On special days like this, the teaching staff wore gowns, some lined with coloured reveres, some with rat-fur trimmed collars or cuffs. Only the gym-master’s was plain black. Something to do with universities or colleges. Whatever they were. 
 Counting helped. Not the seconds. A hundred and twenty of those would lead to hysterical gibbering long before time was up. So: not seconds but, say, reckoning up how many bods were standing here in suspended life, most staring at desk-lid or floor, a few upwards at the hammer-beamed roof as if old God himself had perched up there and could give his hour-glass a tap to loosen the sand. Theo’s own sort of god was there alright: The Hunchback of Notre Dame, old Charles Laughton as Quasi with one eye in the wrong place but terrifically agile and always ready to drop a load on some deserving head. Theo imagined the reverse wide-angle shot, Quasimodo’s point of view. Rows of greasy heads of hair, mostly brown, with the balding pates of staff partly-hidden by the little lids on their wooden niches. How many? 
 He set himself to counting heads. Old Jimmie had taught them it was called polling. Say, an average thirty bods in each form, four to each year, six years going from the titches of twelve to the swots of the Sixths,… makes… he jotted on the other margin of his Songs of Praise, not yet decorated with a flickergraph. 


30 bods x 4 forms = 120 
120 x 6 years = 720 


Then the masters. There were 4 + 4 + 2 (1 at each end) = 10 niches, where they stood like the upended statues in those tombs he saw on Founder’s Day in the cathedral. But for today’s special occasion, some niches had two masters sharing, looking cramped and awkward, as though one had died later and had got stuffed into the same grave, due to a shortage. There was also a row of woodwork, metalwork and other oik teachers, even one or two sort-of women, music tutors and secretaries, standing behind the rows of swots and prefects in the centre slab just below the organ loft. Then on the platform beside Hines were a visiting vicar or two, with purple chests under their back-to-front collars and a fat man with a brass chain who was something to do with money. So, thirty-five teachers, say, made: 


720 bods + 35 staff = 755 


In another building not far off, the Prep would be having the same sort of service, their silence noisier even than this one. So, including them: 


755 + 150 = 905 


Plus the Prep’s teachers, perhaps 10 ten more… so = 
 Man, this is hell’s boring. How much longer? 
 These sums straggle down the margin, opposite one frame of the flickergraph of the bod tightrope-walking the gorge. By now the sheer cliffside has left the frame to the right as our view stays with the hero waddling across the chasm. Still the other side hasn’t come into view. Just the taut rope, slightly bent beneath his weight. The hero looks back the way he’s come. And we Cut: to the monstrous monkey ambling towards the precipice. 
 He moved his gaze from the dark corner of the roof where Quasi lurked and leered to where Jimmie Lunceford stood in his niche. What was it old Dolly Grey had told him one day in the art room when he took Theo’s head under his cloak for a crafty cuddle? The Great Hall and everything in it, the pointy bits of stone and the windows with coloured pictures in them. the carved angels reading what looked like copies of the School Magazine, all these only seemed as old as a church, but churches were usually much older. This school, he’d said, was only built about sixty years ago. Only? Theo would try to use the ‘only’ in his end-of-term impersonation of old Dolly in his brilliant Welsh accent. ‘Only’ sixty meant this hall was even older than Dad! 
 How far did the grey-flanneled explorer still have to go to reach the far side where Tarzan’s Jane (no, Margo Carpenter) waited in her scanty outfit of animal skins that left her legs naked nearly up to her waist? Now that Jimmie’s eyes were on him, he daren’t draw the rest of the sequence, in which the ape would shake Theo off the rope but he’d catch it as he fell, colliding with the cliff but go on hand-by-hand, reach the far side, take Margo in his arms as she gazed up adoringly and… what? Kiss her glistening half-parted lips probably. And then what?… he adjusted the stiff horn he realised was pushing out his grey flannel trousers. 
 Outside, all over the city, he knew very well, traffic had stopped, buses were waiting, their passengers standing up on both decks, coalmen stood on carts behind horses that stamped their hooves and made that terrific blowing noise when flies crawled up their nostrils that his best friend Jake Swift could do brilliantly. One or two would drop a load of steaming dung on the road, soft and brown and oatey-looking, with a sound like dropping a pack of cards. Men with gardens to manure would have to hold back before shovelling it up, to show respect for the valiant dead. Men stood with hats off, women beside prams with babies screaming inside. He thought of soldiers he sometimes watched on Brandon Hill jerking up and down on their tarts. Would they get off and stand too, trousers at ankles, huge knobs sticking out, tarts waiting in the grass, till the two minutes were over? Oh, man, if only… 
 Jimmie Lunceford’s eyes, that had seemed to be fixed on the sloping desk lid that was part of the niche he stood in, were now raised to meet Theo’s. The slight widening that signalled a question warned him to wipe the smile off his face and put on again whatever solemn expression he’d had for that part of the two minutes that had already passed. Hell’s torture, man. 
 Relief came. At that moment their massed prayers must have reached either God or Quasimodo and they all heard deep and rhythmic snores coming from Artie Shaw, Modern Languages, Choirmaster and organist. Hines’s glare whizzed from the last cougher to the tilted mirror above the organ-loft facing him high up behind the Sixth Form swots. His black look was supposed to be as cruel as a stare from one of those old monsters that could turn you to stone or a pillar of salt. Basilisk, was it? No one could see Shaw the snorer as he sat low on his bench, hidden by the bank of organ-pipes each side, with those little smiling mouths halfway up where the music came out. Everyone shook with held-in laughter, except perhaps a few of the worst swots. If this massed hilarity burst into noise, it could break the stained-glass windows, like bomb blast, as seen on The News of London air-raids. But the magic hadn’t worked. Hines’s look hadn’t killed. Artie snored on. Hines cleared his throat to warn the school of bad times in store if anyone dared find it funny. The multiple intake of breath that should have burst into honking hysteria was held, stretched taut and slowly, silently, released. Lower lips were bitten by upper teeth, eyes screwed shut, fists clenched on benches, hymn-books bent double. There was a sort-of silence, apart from Artie’s contented snore. One or two masters nearest the organ looked as though they might go and give him a nudge but the moment was too solemn, any such move would insult the glorious dead. The Head’s gaze was fixed on the clock-face a few feet below Shaw’s bald-spot, as the final seconds ticked away. 
 Theo concentrated on seeing his hero to the clifftop and glorious Margo. He was close now, hanging and moving upward inch-by-inch, hand-by-hand. Without a break, the snore became a resounding dischord as Shaw fell forward over the keys, waking him at last. He sat up, in confusion. 
 Accepting defeat, Hines signalled the O.T.C. bugler to sound ‘The Last Post’. This allowed a general cough and shuffle, and a relaxing of diaphragms, before Shaw played the first two lines of 598 ‘O God our help in ages past’ and the words were bawled with relief as if the silence had lasted a year. 
 Theo sang descant along with the choir, another bunch of swots standing near the main swot body, conducted by one of those sort-of women. The hymn wasn’t a patch on the Latin School Song they always did at prizegiving but the best part was that old Shaw hadn’t been turned to salt by old Hines’s glares and was doing his terrific twiddley-bits on the high notes and the rumbling low bits by pulling and pushing a lot of knobs and tap-dancing on his pedals. 
 The vicar gave thanks and led the Our-Father then old Hines told everyone to sit. 
 “Time, like an ever-rolling stream,” he read out, 
 “Bears all its sons away; 
 They fly forgotten as a dream 
 Dies at the opening day.” 
He surveyed the school, as though expecting huge applause for repeating words they’d all just sung. 
 “But our very presence here today is proof, if proof were needed, that they are not. Not. Forgotten. This service of remembrance attests that the thousands who gave their lives – especially those of this very school – did not die in vain. Sometimes indeed it may appear so. Superficially, the sad fact that, a mere twenty years after the last, our great nation is once more in the throes of a war to the death, and against the same aggressor, may seem to ask ‘For what did they die?’. But this does not in any way abrogate the sacrifice and achievement of our brave countrymen and schoolfellows.” 
 He turned his head towards the lower forms. 
 “For the benefit of years one and two, abrogate means to cancel, nullify or cross out.” 
 A few of the ugliest swots in the front row made a noise like smiling and Hines turned his eyes their way, a passing glance that lined him and them up together against the oiks. Theo wrote ‘abrogate’ on the empty half-page of his hymn-book after the index, ending in 703, ‘Zeal of the Lord forever burning’. This may come in useful when he did Hines at the end-of-term show. It was easy to do that vicars-and-headmasters way of talking, if you imagined a wodge of dinner or gum stuck in the back of your mouth. 
 Old Quasi had swung and swivelled himself to a beam directly above the platform. His angle-shot viewpoint showed the top of Hines’s head, the thinning fair hair, neatly parted. 
 Close-up on Quasi working his swollen tongue among stumpy teeth and bloody gums. Then his point of view again as his huge gob fell with a long drawn-out whine and the camera followed down till the load was delivered bang on target. 
 Sss yyyooo… kkhhh… 





TWO 
 “Knight?” 
 “Sir.” 
 “Lambert?” 
 “Sir.” 
 “Light?” 
 “Sir.” 
 He paused and looked at Theo. 
 “Mister Light?” 
 “Sir?” 
 “What were you writing down during the Armistice Service?” 
 “Abrogate, sir.” 
 “What for?” 
 “To remember it, sir.” 
 “And do you? What’s it mean?” 
 Theo repeated the Head’s definition but in his own voice. Jimmie stared him out. Even a fib made Theo’s cheeks glow. Grown-ups lied all day every day, looking you straight in the eye and never blushing. Like with Father Christmas and gooseberry bushes. It looked as though honesty was a childhood illness, a sort-of whooping-cough you later grew out of. 
 “Morton?” 
 “Sir.” 
 Early that summer sirens had started sounding alerts, most of which had so far turned out false alarms. In the autumn term, teachers took to reading out registers more often than once a day, perhaps in case one of the class had been kidnapped by invading Gestapo during dinner-break. Old Jimmie had already ticked them off that morning before the assembly but after fish-paste and other sandwiches brought from home and eaten in the Hall, crisps and a nice sour apple from one of the trees in the back garden, he went through the thirty names again, in the flat rapid Lancashire accent, almost too easy to do in the end-of-term revue. 
 Swift answered “‘Sir’” from beside the windows. He was opening one of the upper panes with a pole fitted with an s-shaped hook to let in a brief burst of wintry sunshine. 
 “Sir!” 
 “Yes, Mister Raeburn, what is it? Ask away.” 
 “Why doesn’t Swift ever come to prayers, Sir?” 
 “Mister Swift, d’you wish to answer?” 
 “Because I’m windows monitor for the term, Sir.” 
 “Yeah,” said Raeburn, “but even last term you always stayed in class while we went up to the Hall, didn’t he, Sir?” 
 “Anyone think they know?” 
 “Something to do with religion, Sir?” 
 “You’re supposed to be asking Mister Swift, not me.” 
 “Don’t you believe in God then, Swifty?” 
 “Lot more than you do, Cox, I bet.” 
 “Alright then, what? What d’you bet?” 
 Cox was common as muck, the son of a fruit-trader in the market, always bottom but tolerated by being unstoppable on the rugger pitch and on the big drum in the OTC band. 
 “Anything you like.” 
 “Right, that’s enough,” rapped Jimmie, clapping hands in the fussy old-womanish way that somehow never lost him authority. No-one played him up, no-one disliked him or spoke a word against him yet he did nothing to beg or earn their affection. Theo had been told by an Old Boy that when he’d first arrived in nineteen-oh-something, Jimmie’s suit was already an antique like Robert Donat’s in ‘Goodbye, Mr. Chips’. He must have had two, handed down perhaps, but of the same cut, material and colour so that he seemed always to wear the same one. 
 The Swift incident was an example of his kindness, though none of them could have quite said why. 
 He rattled through the rest of the names and saw them off to the next class. Double Maths! It was hell’s unfair to have got through the century-long Silence and still have to put up with that. 
 Every bod was laden like a pack-mule. From one shoulder hung a satchel bulging with text-books, exercise-books, pencil-box and geometry set; from the other a battered box with his gas-mask in, used mostly in the way jousting warriors swung spiked iron balls. Mothers outdid each other with fabric covers in various plaids but after the first fun of blowing out the rubber cheeks to make horse-farting noises, no-one ever opened the boxes or wore the masks again. Small tables were set up in open spaces around the city, painted with some stuff that was supposed to turn yellow when poison gas was about. No gas ever was, except when a mains was hit by high-explosives and that was the wrong kind and anyway you could smell the pong a mile off. The tables were now only used as bogs by pigeons. 
 Theo moved along sepulchral corridors below the Hall, where dusty light beamed through what-Dolly-called mullioned windows. Take those specks away, he thought, and there’d be no visible rays. Old Rabbit Hodges’s demonstration in Physics had shown this in a way he’d never forget in the many decades to come. The insides of a closed glass box had been lightly greased some days before, so that any floating particles had settled. Now a beam was projected through it, clearly reaching the first side, vanishing for the twelve inch depth of the tank and emerging again into the mote-filled air. Q.E.D.: Light is invisible till reflected off a surface, even the surface of dust. 
 He chose to walk beside Jake Swift, whose secret he’d learned last term at the sports field while they’d both been waiting to bat. Jake got off prayers because he was a Jew. When Theo had said that surely Swift wasn’t a Jewish name and the author of ‘Gulliver’s Travels’ was Irish, he was told Jake’s great-great-great-grand somethings had come here as refugees from some Ice Age persecution in France, a bit like those in Picture Post last year, hellish weird shots of ‘Juden’ painted on shop-fronts and an old bod having his nose measured. But weird too because it was all so far away, especially pictures from the Warsaw ghetto, whatever and wherever that was, the bods all with long hair and black robes and Homburg hats like Dad sometimes used to wear and the shop-signs were done in Gothic writing like in his German reader. Anyway, Swift said, when his ancestors had landed at Falmouth, the customs-man asked the father for his name and, not knowing English, he thought he was being asked his religion and said ‘Juif’. So the name his family had gone under ever since was the nearest the customs-oik could get when he wrote it down. Jweeft. 
 There was only one hope for the afternoon, the remote chance of an air-raid warning. From Room 12 evacuation was to the university basement where, among retorts and burners and all the usual boggy pongs, there were unborn human babies, huge pale tadpoles floating in jars of fluid. Only once so far an alert had sounded when they were dozing over equations and the teacher had shepherded them across the road to sit out the Double-Maths with grown-up bods and women in white overalls. They talked a sort-of English that was about as hard to crack as those bits of Chaucer he’d heard Hines reading to the swots once when he had to take round a message that the field was flooded. One of these bods had told him these grown-ups were all students. Grotesque to think of being that old and still learning, still waiting for life to begin! By the time he was their age he’d either have gone to Hollywood or killed himself, probably by plummeting ker-splatt off the bridge into the Avon Gorge, if he hadn’t long ago escaped to California. Was this the life those swots were going to, when Theo and the other decent bods had to applaud when Old Hines announced their scholarships to Oxford and Cambridge on Prize Day? Was this air-raid shelter the prize they got for being swots ? 
 Today 3B were unlucky. Double-Maths crawled by uninterrupted. Copies of Men Only and London Opinion were passed along rows of clumsy iron and wooden desks that were like huge cobblers’ lasts. These books had cartoons and bits of writing but all anyone looked at were the artistic nudes with permed hairstyles, with the vital parts in deep shadow. For boys without sisters the merest glimpse of tits, cleavage and nipples was enough to give them the horn. To him, used to a family with two women – three really but Gran was too old to count – this was nothing special. Sister Kay’s he’d seen often enough as they grew from little bumps to needing a bra, and even his mother’s on occasion, despite his real efforts not to. Men who only had brothers spent a lot of time looking up breast and bosom in dictionaries. Once they’d pocketed their caps some way from school, bods were expected to shout ‘Butter!’ when a busty girl ran bouncing for a bus. 
 Monday evening Dad was usually away travelling in the firm’s Morris Twelve and wouldn’t be waiting to give Theo a car-ride, so he faced either a long traipse to Jamaica Street and the 21 all the way home or a free-wheel on Inky Black’s crossbar down the Brow, to be paid for by a long haul up the other side. The city was built on steep hills with ravines between. As they pushed the bike up Cromwell Road, the 21 could usually be heard groaning in low gear behind them and Theo longed to flag it down at the next stop but by now he’d spent the fare on a Mars Bar he’d halved with Inky to give them energy for the climb. At the top, the bus at long last changed up to second, lifting every passenger’s spirits as it free-wheeled down and along Chesterfield Road. Theo and Inky stared at the bus grinding past them. They were hoping for a glimpse of Margo Carpenter, commonly acknowledged among the men from all the decent schools to be the city’s most beautiful woman. No sign of her broad-brimmed hat or maroon blazer today. Detention? Unlikely. What sin could such an angel commit? Was she at Singing then? Extra maths? Swimming? They groaned at the Esther Williams visions this aroused. Or just being kept in because none of her teachers could bear to part with her beauty till tomorrow? 
 Every morning he tried to time catching the bus she usually took. She was too awesome to speak to, though once he’d sat beside her, the warmth and slight movement of her body against his giving him a horn he had to really struggle with when she wanted to get out before him at The Arches and made him stand up to let her pass. 
 Inky Black was his second-best friend and his terrace house, Schubert Villa, was down the avenue, one of a group also called Mozart, Beethoven and Wagner, all built from the same sort of rough grey stone as castles and churches and their School, so probably about as old as Dad, with sticking-out windows on the bottom floor so that anyone inside, by plucking aside the net curtains, could spy up and down the avenue. Theo’s was almost the same but on a corner, with windows all down one side and the front, giving a long-shot view of both streets. He and his sister Kay did their homework at the dining-table, where they could observe the approach of the few youths of either sex they thought worth looking at. Failing that, their grotesque elders, each by now supplied with a presumed past, a set of secret vices and bodily disorders that accounted for their shifty walks, uneven gaits, furtive twitches and famished ways of smoking. 
 An Austin Seven was at the kerb outside Villa Borghese. Both boys knew this signified a visit from Vince. Inky joined him in a fleeting impression of the way Vince smoked, lighted fag-end cupped towards palm. He then pushed off, leaving Theo, standing with both feet on one pedal, down past the composers, then the painters – Constable, Gainsborough and Lawrence Villas – to where it met Appian Avenue. Far from being black, Inky wasn’t even dark, but ginger, like his mother and sister. All had flaming heads and freckled skins, which gave him the right to caricature their neighbours’ grotesqueries. Only one kind of hair was worse than ginger and that was curly. A bod called Temple was stricken with this curse and nicknamed Shirley after the Hollywood child-star, famous for her cute performance of Animal Quackers in my soup. The poor sod was envied by mothers but for all the bods he was a warning of what might happen if you ate up your crusts. 
 In the front hall of Villa Borghese, about two square feet of it lit by a forty watt bulb, he dropped satchel and gas-mask, unbelted his blue mac and pelted up the stairs two at a time to the bog, slammed the door behind him, threw up the seat and just managed to unbutton his flies before a jet bounced spraying off the back of the lav where the trade-name The Jap encouraged accuracy and sheer deluge. Long before the final squirts, he began the flushing process by yanking the chain’s ceramic handle. At the third pull, the cistern released a cascade he could never quite believe would stop before it flooded the upper floor. Outside again, he grabbed banister and dado-rail and vaulted down six stairs to the half-landing. One more swing brought him to ground level, where he took off and hung his mac on the hallstand and opened the dining-room door, doing everything by touch and habit in the murky hall. He entered the middle-room where they mostly lived, known to his mother and sister as the dining-room while others were called breakfast and drawing-room. 
 “Look at the oil on his trousers,” said his mother as she crossed from window to fireplace and flicked ash into the tiled grate. “That’s from riding home on Whatsname’s crossbar. I’ve told you not to. What d’you think I give you your bus fares for?” 
 Victor Sylvester’s Ballroom Orchestra – sax, violin, piano and wire-brushed drums – was doing ‘Jealousy’ on the National programme. 
 “Can’t we have this off?” Theo said.” Isn’t Lew Stone on?” 
 “I’m asking about your trousers.” 
 “Don’t you like this music, Theo?” Vince said, winking at him, always trying to make friendly advances. He flicked his dog-end into the fire. His were the sort of crumpled features you saw on men who slinked from the side-doors of pubs or served in back-street tobacconists. Rose was always telling Theo not to play with common boys from beyond the allotments but Vince looked far commoner to him, in a different way, more citified and crafty, with an accent that wasn’t from round here or London or anywhere definite at all but put together from the different towns he’d lived in. You could be pretty sure he’d never be found far from the centre of anywhere. It was right that he and Rose had met in Crocker’s, one of the city’s two cocktail bars, a place that had a neon sign of a triangular Martini glass that never stopped being filled up with red stuff with white bubbles. Until the black-out turned it off, like all the signs he used to love. 
 Vince’s little suitcase, open on the settee, was very like Vince himself – what the Jerries called ersatz, made of some sort of carboard or fibre, but holding a promise of illicit treats. A sharp contrast to Dad’s case, that he set off with every Monday, of real leather, with his initials embossed on one side, and so heavy you could hardly lift it even before he filled it with his samples. 
 “Sylvester’s lovely to dance to,” Vince said, “strict tempo. Like Charlie Kunz.” 
 “No,” Theo answered.” It’s too commercial.” 
 “Don’t start another blessed row,” Rose told them, “my head’s splitting with all the arguments in this house.” 
 “What arguments? What about?” Theo asked, crossing to warm his front at the half-dozen glowing coals in the fireplace. Now he could see his face and check his Brylcreemed hair in the diamond-shaped glass built in to the panelled surround. 
 “Armistice Day,” sister Kay said, without looking up from her work, “Vince reckons the last war did no good and this one won’t either and Gran says we shouldn’t speak disrespectfully of those who died.” 
 “The war to end wars.” Vince gave a slight laugh, “and after twenty years here we are with another.” 
 Rose lowered her voice.” You must understand Mother lost a son in the last.” 
 “I do, love.” 
 At this cheeky endearment, Kay raised her eyes to meet Theo’s in the glass. 
 Rose went on: “All Mother said was she thought it wouldn’t hurt you to show respect for two minutes a year, even if they don’t have it at the Cenotaph any more.” 
 “A respect I don’t feel?,” Vince asked.” Hypocrisy, wouldn’t you say, son?” 
 He was what Rose often said of the coalman: familiar. Like calling their mother ‘love’ and him ‘son’. 
 “All war’s wrong,” Theo muttered, examining how well his solemn expression in the glass matched the words he spoke. He’d got it from Leslie Howard. 
 “So we shouldn’t fight Hitler?” asked Rose. 
 “Got to now. That doesn’t make it right.” He felt the need to contradict this intruder. “And anyway what’s two minutes a year?” 
 “The Great War doesn’t mean much more to us than, par exemple, Waterloo,” Kay said, blotting and closing one exercise-book and opening another. 
 Though he disagreed, Theo didn’t argue with big sister. She could prove black was white when she felt like it and anyway he wanted her on his side against Vince. 
 Tilda their grandma had now come in from upstairs. For evening wear, she’d shed her cross-over pinafore and fixed with hairpins the preserved switch of youthful brown that lay curled among the sparse grey strands remaining on her head. “All I say,” she began, “is them poor buggers died for king and country. And some did come back simple like poor Stan.” 
 “More fools them,” Vince said, making his next Capstan bob up and down as he lit the end. 
 Tilda turned to him. “And why aren’t you in uniform? Too old to be called up?” 
 “I’m in a reserved occupation.” 
 “I see, said the blind man. That’s what you do call the black market, is it ?” 
 “Mother,” Rose said, “look at this boy’s trousers. Covered in oil.” 
 “I’ll soon get that off. Put on another pair, Theawll. I’ll do them in the sink and go over them with the h’iron later.” 
 “There’s a dear.” Rose said. 
 Vince asked: “Can we get you anything while we’re out, Mother?” 
 Kay and Theo exchanged another glare. Now he was calling their Grandma Mother. Next they knew he’d be calling Dad Dad. Or Pop! That’s if they ever met, which Rose would make sure never happened. 
 “No, thanks, I got some stout in the larder. Just take off they flannels, Theawll.” 
 “I’ll bring them down,” Theo said and ran out and up to the half-landing in two vaults, along the passage, through the bedroom Gran slept in on weekdays and which smelt of old age – mothballs, camphor, dust and damp bedlinen. And by the slight whiff of ammonia, he knew she still used the po under the bed. 
 Dusk was fading to dark beyond the single window of his own room. The five apple-trees in the small back garden had shed their leaves and the year’s crop of eaters and cookers were now spread on newspaper across the attic floors upstairs. 
 Though it was yet still day, Theo drew the black-out curtains, turned on the light and took a Brunswick label ten-inch of the Mills Brothers doing ‘Some of These Days’. Jiggling to the rhythm, he dropped his flannels and looked about the room. From his waist-height to near the sloping ceiling, cut-out photos of stars and starlets had been pasted over the faded floral wallpaper. Coloured sketches of Ladies Out Of Uniform from London Opinion showed nudes wearing only service caps or tin helmets at saucy angles. Another patriotic sequence had Misses Norway, Greece, France, Holland and his favourite, Miss Poland, her gaping bolero showing breasts with nipples just concealed by the cruel Nazi ropes of her captors stretched taut around her puff-sleeves. On her lower half she wore a skimpy European sort of teatowel. 
 He had just pulled on his other trousers when Vince knocked and walked straight in. 
 “You’ve got to remember, son, your mother’s going through a hard time. All mothers are. But her especially. She’s highly strung… what-you-might-call sensitive. And not used to factory work, a cut above the other women out at the Patchway aicraft works. With your Dad away during the week, she needs someone to turn to. Got me?” 
 He winked, looked at the pasted pictures and threw a packet of ten Capstan Navy Cut, which Theo failed to catch. 
 “Thanks, Vince,” he said, retrieving them from the floor. 
 “Don’t say anything to your mother, eh?” 
 He winked again.” Who’s this on the trumpet, Nat Gonella?” 
 “It’s not a trumpet.” 
 “What then, trombone?” 
 “It’s one of the Mills Brothers doing a trumpet sound.” 
 “Blackies, aren’t they ? You got to admire them, say what you like. Lovely rhythm. And good fighters. Well, look at Joe Louis.” 
 He threw a false punch at Theo’s nose, making him flinch away then blush. Vince’s crumpled face smiled and winked. At last he went. 
 When the record ended, he replaced it with the blue-and-gold Parlophone Rhythm Series of the Jimmie Lunceford band’s brilliant ’White Heat’. Jerking and plunging to its climactic riffs, waving his arms like the drummer, thrusting forward an imaginary sax, he felt for three minutes that life could never be better than this. When the soundbox moved to the innner groove, he lifted it, stacked the disc on its shelf and made final adjustments to his clothes. 
 Soon after Theo arrived downstairs in the warm again, Vince drove his mother off in the Austin with many final warnings and instructions from Rose to Tilda, Kay and Theo. Rose had freshly Vaselined her lashes and renewed her lipstick. For someone of forty, Theo had to admit, she had a pretty face. Her own criteria for beauty were simple: high cheek-bones and small feet. ‘Petite’ was her favourite word of praise. 
 Every woman over thirty had fat thighs best not seen or thought about and the flesh of their lower legs was mottled by too much exposure to coal fires or three-bar electric ones, a blemish they tried to hide by wearing stockings that looked more like a furry coating and required an array of corsets and suspenders usually hidden by skirts and dresses. He and Inky called this substructure ‘organisations’ and thought of it as a Maginot or defensive Lline. And much use that had been saving France… The Jerries just went round the sides. 
 While Tilda dealt with the oily flannels, Kay helped with his homework. Brighter than Theo, she understood such things as what universities were and why someone might want to go on studying for years after school had ended. She meant to go herself. 
 “Good grief, wretched child,” was the sort of thing she said when he couldn’t manage the work, obviously trying to sound like Vivien Leigh. And she did, quite. 
 Then ‘Band Wagon’ was on The Forces Programme. For some months now, most comedy shows were broadcast from studios near Theo’s school. When the war started, BBC Variety got evacuated here, to a city listed as a safe area, and he spent a good few dinner-hours outside the local broadcasting house with his autograph book, now full of the signatures of radio stars he knew by their voices on the air and their faces by Radio Times. 
 Dad was more impressed when the BBC Symphony Orchestra began rehearsing in one of the grocery showrooms of his firm’s H.Q. due to the shortage of suitable spaces in the city. He was sometimes let in to hear recitals by a popular contralto, being relayed from Electrical Goods or Home Furnishings. 
 “Handsome woman,” he told the family, “wears a beautiful fox fur.” 
 “I wonder how she earned that,” Rose said. 
 “Lovely tone, especially in the low register.” 
 “Except she’s got a vibrato you could cut with a knife.” 
 For all of them, this new nearness of stars who’d only lately been remote made their hometown seem the centre of the known world. Now only boring programmes like News came from London. Variety was just down the road. 
 Kay drove a stiff bargain, taking three of his remaining Capstans for doing his prep and forging an excused-games note for tomorrow afternoon when he’d really be going to an early showing at The Regent. She then retired to her bedroom across the hall from Mum’s. As payment for going out twice in the dark with the shaded torch to fetch coal from the shed, Gran gave Theo enough for a half-price cinema ticket; and to reward her for that, he turned in early too. Once in the warmth of his single bed, he worked up a huge horn by thoughts of Judy Garland, Margo Carpenter and Princess Margaret Rose. In some scenes, all three of them wanted to be saved from savage natives or cruel sabre-scarred Germans. Their gratitude knew no bounds. Or would have done had he not faded out on their kisses. Once or twice he became Margo, her blouse and skirt failing to cover her tits and thighs as Theo fought off the Nazi swine and came to claim his dues. He had no experience to inform his dreams so kept changing to male again. He sometimes thought he’d rather have been a woman than a bod, though never for long when he reminded himself of having babies and having men lying on you, bumping up and down. 





THREE 


Now she was in The Sixths, Kay was hardly ever early to school and Inky usually cycled, so Theo was alone on the 21, with seventy others, one of whom might, on days with a special glow, be Margo Carpenter. Timing was critical. She was a Sixth Former like Kay and didn’t always go in as early as he did. If the bus was full this soon on the route, Margo might not be let on when it reached Chesterfield Road, as nobody ever got off there. So deciding whether to stand aside and be first in the queue for the next was a knife-edge business. It was more than worth being late and earning another black mark, if he could wallow in the sight of her for at least ten minutes. 
 “Full up on top,” the conductress announced, barring the stairway, forcing him and one or two wizened or bloated grotesques into the lower deck, where he took the only empty seat. A gross wart-hog beside him shifted angrily as Theo pushed on to the narrow space. His satchel and gas-mask filled his lap. The front window to the left was misted by rancid breath and sweat, obscuring the view ahead. All down the first hill he concentrated on silent prayer, confessing he hadn’t shown proper respect during yesterday’s service, but pointing out that Artie Shaw falling on the organ keyboard was none of his doing and had pushed not only him but the whole school into near hysteria. He haggled with a grumpy god, promising to sing the hymns extra loud today to make up, if only Margo Carpenter was waiting at the stop at Chesterfield. Please let this happen, Lord, he begged, replacing the one who was like Hines with one more like Father Christmas, played by smiling Walter Huston, closing his eyes to give the prayer more thrust. As it did every morning, the bus swung off the hill, throwing everyone about in their seats, a few grotesques complaining that one day he’d turn it over. Sometimes the driver could be glimpsed grinning in his rear-view mirror but today Theo focussed only on the stop ahead with its huddled mass leaning out to stare at the approaching bus as though its destination sign promised to deliver them at Utopia. Being one more step up the social ladder, Chesterfield people never quite formed a queue, just stood about in ways that implied that such obedience would be beneath them, more like the sort of people who lived lower down the hill at Mina Road. Courtesy and common sense, their manner implied, were worth more than pushing to get on the bus at whatever cost. Just the same, they all knew their position in the mounting order. His heart skipped. Her maroon hat with the wide brim showed above the trilbies and dented pots of several primates in front who might prevent her getting on. He took care to thank Walter Huston at once, even though her presence may not have been due to Him at all, only to Theo’s own careful planning, with a touch of good luck. A Christian friend had warned him there was no such animal, that Luck was an agnostic word for miracles. No, Theo said, vice versa. 
 He prayed again and heard the newcomers moving in and the conductress’s double-ping and call of ‘Hauled tight!’ in the local accent. Theo saw that no-one was still standing at the stop. They’d all got on, including her! In the pane on the driver’s side, was a monochrome reflection of her brim moving down the aisle. He felt her push past his protruding satchel. She stood just ahead, strap-hanging, her usual slight smile seeming a politeness on her part, a goddess trying not to appear aloof from the earthlings she deigned sometimes to visit. 
 What possible pretext could he find to meet her eyes? Would he be laughed at for his lack of years? She was two, even three, older and could easily crush him with a look, a turn away, a suffering roll-of-the-eyes at some other woman of her own age. Hey, she was standing, he was sitting! He struggled, laden as he was, to rise, partly using his neighbour’s bulk, sidestepped into the gangway and looked into her eyes. Were they grey-blue or green; were the lashes Vaselined or naturally glossy; was that provocative sideways glance one of gratitude or mockery? She’d been so thankful to be rescued from the Nazis in last night’s dream and, despite her attractive modesty, almost unable to control the tendency of her clothes to fall away or apart. 
 She turned towards the front and offered the seat to an eyesore of eighty who’d coveted his place from the moment she got on, ahead of Margo. With serene dignity the goddess allowed the frump to pass and take his place. Even this crone couldn’t resist a smile of thanks at the angelic visitant, though she ignored Theo. Had Margo done this for fear of her school badge being recognised and her lack of manners reported back? Or was it so that she could stand close to him all down Cromwell Road that took them near to their school somewhere in Redland? Her lashes lay on her upper cheeks like feathered fans. The corners of her generous lips were tucked in slightly, causing a dimple each side to set off the one that always pleated her chin. 
 Sweet hell! 
 He spoke, croaking on the last word ‘“Good morning..”’ “Excuse me?” 
 Her voice was music as she raised her eyes to look into his. Now he knew: greeny-brown, that colour his mum called Olive. 
 “You get off at The Arches, don’t you?” 
 “Mmm.” 
 “And take the 48 up to Redland. I’ve often seen you.” 
 “Have you?” 
 “I know your name too,” he blundered on, like someone who’s tripped on a top step and can’t stop.” It’s Margo. Mine’s Theo. Theo Light.” 
 “Is that so ?” 
 “Yep.” 
 Margo turned to smile at the conductress who’d come to the lower deck now to struggle through, taking fares. She was what old Fred called handsome when he meant he fancied a woman but wasn’t going to say so. She wore her hair in one of those snoods that was supposed to save women workers getting their hair caught in the machines in the aircraft factory. She smiled back at Margo as Theo went on in an undertone: 
 “Gale Sondergaard.” 
 “What?” 
 “That clippie, she’s like Gale Sondergaard.” 
 “Like who?” 
 “She’s always a spy or someone cruel. In films. You interested in films?” 
 “Like anyone,” with a shrug. 
 “Only I’m going to be a director when I grow up. You know, in Hollywood. First I’m going to be evacuated to Canada then go on down to California.” 
 “Morning, dear,” the conductress said and took Margo’s full price fare.” I thought for a moment you weren’t going to get on this morning.” 
 “It was a close thing.” 
 Theo thought fast and handed over twopence halfpenny, saying “Same for me, please.” 
 “No need for that, sonny,” she said, “you can still go half fare till you’re sixteen.” 
 She gave him his change with a child’s ticket and, through a blinding haze of shame, he saw her wink at Margo. 
 Their pelting progress down Cromwell brought bays of protest from the herd and from the smoky upper deck howls of male enjoyment. At the Arches a rebounding collision of adolescent bodies hurtled down the curved stairs. Though the clippie shrieked curses at them, only the vision of Margo moving as though on air to the rear platform silenced this rout of groundlings. As she stepped into the street, they recovered, groaning with desire. Theo’s bowels moved as he saw her modest blush. Then, without a backward glance, she was gone. 
 Ten minutes later they were at the top of Cotham Brow and his heartbeat slowed, his breathing calmed and he could be sure he wouldn’t suddenly start blubbing. 
 Kay and Inky must never know. He put on his cap as the bus passed the Homeopathic Hospital, pushing and shoving with a load of other bods till they reached the platform, got off and walked the final stretch, screwing up his eyes to release the tears. A moment he’d remember till his dying day, like the ray of light through the glass box. 
* 
The school morning wasn’t as bad as most: after a good sing at Prayers in the hall, English Grammar with Jimmie, marks for dictation (Theo top, as usual) and parsing a passage from ‘Travels With a Donkey’; then French with Artie Shaw in head-banging, chalk-throwing mood, to forestall any advantage they might try to take of his dropping off in yesterday’s service; Double-Art was a piece of cake and meant being embraced by Dolly Grey’s cloak a few times but otherwise left alone to sketch from memory Margo alighting from the 21 with winged feet. That was what he meant to depict but she came out looking like the usual pound of sausages. 
 A note was sent round that the field was flooded, games cancelled, so they’d have Home Study instead and he could keep Kay’s costly excuse-note for some future Tuesday or Thursday. Wizard! After sandwiches, he spent an hour on that night’s prep and left the bulging satchel in school till next morning. He crammed his desk lid down, almost closing it on the heap of books and sports stuff. Lugging only his gas-mask, he passed some time in the City museum with a few other men chasing women from Clifton High. One of the Bloody Sergeants who patrolled the galleries caught them near the case of British Mammals and warned them to hop it or he’d report them to their Head. They left at once, as old Hines was known to be hard on anything involving the molestation of women, perhaps because he wasn’t married himself so didn’t know much about them. One thing Theo’s men could have told him was that all Clifton High women were professional virgins and merciless cock-teasers, but you could tell which were virgins by the way they walked. 
 Alone, he took a bus down Park Street and around The Tramways Centre where they were still building a garden on the bit that had been a waterfront in former days and brought ships right into the city till they’d covered it to make a car park. And now there was no petrol and hardly any cars and wouldn’t be till the war ended and no ships would ever be seen there again. Three barrage balloons floated above the rank of facing pubs and shops, with the Golden Shred golliwog and the Bovril sign that had flashed coloured lights like a rising sun. 
 He got off outside St. Nicholas church overlooking the city’s oldest bridge and turned into the maze of Wine, Corn, Mary-le-Port and Castle streets, the busiest part of the city, where high old buildings were so close, Gran always told them, people on opposite sides could shake hands from the upper windows. This was another sort of city, smelling of grain and rotting fruit from the market barrows, manure from dray-horses and roasted malt from the brewery on the far bank of the floating harbour. The lofty seed-merchant’s shop was at the corner where, on rough wooden floors, open sacks lay about like drunks. Outside, waterside winches hoisted the stuff from barges. Theo had been in there once with Dad, to buy grass seed to mend the bald patches on their pocket-handkerchief front lawn, an effort that had been about as effective as the hair-restorer the old man rubbed into his scalp. 
 Today’s film was an ‘A’, so he had to find an Adult to take him in. The commissionaire at the Regent was like the one who’d turned them out of the museum, and another of the same sort ran the public baths, old soldiers with limps or eye-patches or hooks where their hands should be and loud guttersnipe voices. The very sight of anyone of school age drove them into rages like those mad buggers in army films when some poor sod dropped a gun. Theo, Swiftie and Inky knew them all, had names for each and an imitation that covered their generic behaviour. This one at the Regent was one of the worst, even had medals pinned to his great-coat, though Inky reckoned he’d bought them in a junk-shop in the Lower Arcade. Once he’d marked you down as a lurker, he’d watch you like a suspected Nazi spy right up to the ticket-booth and beyond. At any point he might jump out and ask the grown-up taking you in if he was being bothered, so the first approach had to be made out of his view. As this was a chilly afternoon, every so often the old wretch went inside for a warm and during these spells Theo sneaked close enough to the doors to guess which passers-by were making for the foyer so as to accost them in good time. He avoided an oldish man of forty or so. He’d had enough of freaks with yellow teeth or smoke-stained fingers who’d take him in to an ‘A’ and, once inside, start rubbing his leg above the knee or fiddling with his flies, and he couldn’t watch the film in peace till he’d moved to another seat. This Caliban saw him and paused, pretending to scan the stills outside. Theo hung back, looking in a shop window at utility underwear till the old nance, after a would-be inviting look or two, had to go inside, the sergeant pulling open the door for him with a smarmy grin. 
 A young man and woman came from Wine Street but looked hardly old enough to get in to an A themselves, leave alone take him. After some time, Theo stepped up to a middle-aged woman coming along Bridge Street on her own. She at once understood his reason. 
 “So who am I meant to be? Just in case someone asks?” 
 “My Mum, I suppose.” 
 “Well, thanks. And how old are you?” 
 “Fifteen in January.” 
 “So how old d’you think I am?” 
 Her face close-up looked younger than he’d thought at first, almost any age between twenty-five and forty. As a girl she might have been okay-looking, about ten years ago. 
 “Don’t know.” 
 “To have been my son, you’d have been born when I was twelve.” 
 He felt the blush in his face again. She must have seen it too by the way she smiled and said “You’d better be my little brother then. I’m going in the one-and-nines.” 
 “Okay.” 
 He gave her Gran’s shilling for his half-price ticket. 
 Bloody Sergeant glared as he opened the door to let them in but the woman looked so respectable and Theo had kept hidden like an enemy sniper while he was outside, so he had to let them pass. 
 Though his parents always talked about The Regent as the poshest picture-house, for him it was too much like some old real-life theatre, the Prince’s or Hippodrome. The organ was as good as the Palace’s but the curtains were swishest at the Embassy. He liked the streamlined cinemas best, with white outsides and chromium railings, zig-zag mirrors and black wooden banisters, like the scenery in Fred Astaire films. He wanted the whole town to be Odeon style: white concrete blocks with windows that bent round corners, green, black and white tiles in the vestibule and in the hall itself hidden lights that made the curtains shine like the satin dress Rose wore to the annual travellers’ dance at Dad’s firm. Only a few other buildings in the city were like this – and a few more on the outskirts, the very last before the long boredom of the countryside between here and Bath Spa, super factories where they made potato crisps, brake linings and vacuum cleaners. 
 He told his pretend-sister some of this while they tried not to look at the end of the main film and the organist sank from sight on his Wurlitzer and the marchy music of the newsreel swelled behind the curtains as the town-crier came up ringing his bell and different pictures moved in segments all around him, crinkled by falling on to the pleated curtains before they were swept apart and the lights on the audience faded. News in any form was boring, though film-news wasn’t as bad as the radio that meant you had to keep quiet like in school assembly or church services. Both kinds were a bit better now there were shots of London air-raids and the king and queen walking about. Churchill was always sticking his fingers up, which had meant up-your bollocks till he started doing it but now meant Victory-V. Rose and Tilda groused about the blessed Cockneys who were forever boasting about their blessed bombings. They made out they had everything better than anyone else, just like the Yanks. On this newsreel some Quasis waved as they walked into some old sand-bagged ministry, then a load of Bloody Sergeants shouted at a load of blokes looking not much older than the swaots and rugger-types who marched about in the playground with the OTC playing slow marches on their fifes-and-drums. Theo’s gaze followed the projected light-beams back from the screen across the huge dark theatre to the hole in the back wall above the balcony. These rays weren’t only made of motes, like Rabbit Hodges had shown them in Physics, but by cigarette smoke drifting and swirling upwards from the scattered crowd in stalls and circle. Miraculous, he thought, the way that pin-point of light spreads to cover the huge screen; pictures no bigger than the negative from a Baby Brownie but sharp enough to be magnified till they could be seen by an audience of hundreds. On a track at one side of the film, a meandering line interfered with a separate beam that fell on a photo-electric cell and became speech, music, gunfire, tap-dancing, the trumpeting of elephants and Tarzan’s yodel that he and Inky sometimes did off Sea Walls, echoing up the Avon Gorge or late at night in the tunnel under the South Wales railway. 
 Talkies were exactly as old as himself, which meant that men of his age had been the first to grow up with sound-films. Old people went for the stories and stars; they never seemed to care how it was done. Cuts, fades, irises and angle-shots meant nothing to them. They couldn’t bother to see when the cameras panned or tracked or hear when the music came in. For Rose, The Pictures was where she spent a few hours off, in a dream. Just back from a New Palace matinée, she could never answer the most elementary questions. 
 “Called?” she’d repeat, “oh, how d’you expect me to remember what it was called? Wossname was in it. You know who I mean, that’s married to Whosit… oh dear, my memory’s going.” 
 “You can’t have forgotten already? Was it in technicolour?” 
 “I don’t know. I don’t think so.” 
 “What was he playing?” 
 “Playing?” 
 “Acting? Who was he pretending to be?” 
 “Who?” 
 “Wossname!” 
 “Well, his wife was – um – oh, Lord – the one with the flat voice – but the brassy common one came out of his past – the peroxide blonde… or was that the second film? Why don’t you look in the evening paper if you want to know? Under the cushions on the settee.” 
 “I do know. D’you think I don’t? I wanted you to remember.” 
 “What for?” 
 “Because it’s important. For when we get to California and start meeting the stars.” 
 “I got more to think about than dappy film stars. The best part for me is tea after in the cinema café when Auntie Laura and I can have a nice chat.” 
 Laura was one of the many adults who weren’t family but made out they were. Calling them by their first names was rude but ‘auntie’ or ‘uncle’ was alright. Another mystery, like most of their rules, but too boring to try to solve. 
 He looked back at the screen and news. F.D.R. had been elected for the third time and old Chamberlain had died. Inky did a brilliant one of him waving the bit of paper, with a super double-take when it blew away into the crowd, then saying in that vicar’s voice “‘Oh dear, I’m afraid this could mean war after all unless someone can find it”‘. The next item was Hitler and old Mussolini of the brilliant stuck-out chin meeting in Italy. Now that Hungary, Slovakia and Roumania had taken sides with Germany and Italy, England was alone in Europe. They’d been at war for a year so far but nothing much had happened here, only in London. He’d seen a recent showing of ‘Things To Come’ so knew what an air-raid would be like. Still, if the Germans got rid of some old churches and schools, we could build a new world like the one in the last part of that smashing film, all Odeons and Smiths’ Crisp factories with everyone charging about in rockets. 
 If there was any kind of enemy plane within miles, the sirens went off and mostly nothing happened till the all-clear about an hour later. Our anti-aircraft guns on nearby Purdown were more frightening than the few German bombs dumped here to get rid of them after a raid on South Wales. He wasn’t sure if he’d be a coward in really serious raids and was glad their city was an officially safe area so he’d probably never find out… One of his dreams was of being taken by the Nazis and tortured to tell them the names of resistance fighters. He was pretty sure he wouldn’t hold out long. He hoped to God he’d never be put to the test. At the first sight of a thumb-screw he’d be blurting out the gen. 
 There was a Pathé Gazette that ended with some quite decent juggling on monocycles, then the second film, a Hopalong Cassidy. He remembered seeing one at a children’s matinée, the first and last he ever went to, because the hallful of common titches from places like St. Werburgh’s played up all through, as though it hadn’t been a cinema at all but Double Biology. 
 A slide came on over a gambling scene in a saloon to say an air raid siren had sounded and advising patrons to make their way quietly to the shelters below. A few jeered. No-one moved. Anyway it would have been hell’s more dangerous down there, next to the floating harbour. Better be up here when the bombs fell than getting drowned as well like in ‘The Rains Came’. 
 In the break, the woman who’d taken him in gave him money to buy them both an ice-cream from the girl in the spotlight and they talked about Cowboy films. He told her he didn’t care for them, even as second features, preferring a Charlie Chan mystery. 
 “Number One Son leglettably acquire Amelican English,” Theo said, pulling back his eyes into slits, “tly to lun before can walk.” 
 This made her smile, showing her very nice white even teeth. 
 “What about the better westerns,” she asked.” say, a John Ford or Howard Hawks?” 
 His wooden scoop hovered above the tub of strawberry ice. This was the first time he’d heard anyone that old talk about films the way his friends did, not as though they were real or how nice the stars were. Earl Hines was typical, saying Hollywood was synonomous with rubbish, and often warned the school not to give it credence. Which meant, with a smile at the swots, don’t believe it. 
 “Yeah,” he said to this unusual woman, “they’re okay. Especially when there are Red Indians.” 
 “Who are, of course, the villains, scalping the lovely white folk.” 
 He ate some more ice-cream.” When we played cowboys when I was a kid,” he said, “I always bagged being the Indian brave, they look so smashing.” 
 “However they look, it’s Hollywood whitewashing the massacre of the only native Americans. You must know that? The extermination of a whole people.” 
 “Well, if they were attacking the white settlers .. …» “ 
 “Settlers ? They were invaders. The natives were defending their homeland, just as we’ll do if Hitler comes here. Though, of course, we British were as bad in past times, if not worse, enslaving Africans to grow sugar in America to make the money to build the Georgian crescents of Clifton.” 
 Her voice had risen. An old man a few rows in front gave her an angry glare. She returned it with interest, staring him out, then smiling back at Theo, who said: “I was going to ask that one to take me in but they mostly do it to put their hand on your leg. You have to keep moving to another seat and sometimes they follow you and keep taking your mind off the film.” 
 She frowned, shook her head and gave the old wreck an even angrier glare. 
 “An interesting side-effect of censorship,” she said.” In trying to make sure a child is accompanied by an adult in case he’s corrupted by a movie, they throw them into the arms of sad old queers.” 
 “Old what?” 
 “Any case, how can the doormen tell your age? You could easily be seventeen.” 
 “D’you reckon?” 
 “To me you could. Your voice is deep, you’re tall.” 
 The lights went halfway down for the trailers of next week’s programme. 
 “You’d think that Bloody Sergeant’s only out to stop me seeing the films I want to.” 
 In the twilight he felt himself blushing to have used ‘bloody’ to an older woman. Perhaps she didn’t know it was a quotation from Shakespeare. No, he reckoned she would. She seemed to know a hell of a lot, for a woman. 
 Though he was looking forward to seeing bits of the Regent’s coming attractions, he found his mind going over things this woman had said. Stowing his empty carton under the seat, he noticed she put on glasses to watch the big film. 
 About five minutes later, when everyone had forgotten a raid was on, a slide told them the all-clear had sounded. A few in the cheaper seats cheered and clapped and some laughed. 



FOUR 
As the big film ended, Hazel Hampton stowed her glasses in her handbag, ashamed to see the boy notice this petty vanity. She thought he looked embarrassed too but he went back at once to studying the closing captions and cast-list rolling over a swell of lush Hollywood music that played on one’s lowest emotions and was taken up by a man rising into view on the Wurlitzer, lit by rainbow beams from the circle. It put her in mind of a U-boat surfacing in one of the British films that were trying to hide the truth from the public about how badly the war was going. 
 “I’m having tea in the café,” she said, “if you’d like some? It’s on me.” 
 He checked the clock beside the screen and said he’d got about an hour before he was due home from sports. Only a few people walked up the aisle with them, as most had come in during the Cowboy and were waiting to see the films round. From the foyer they mounted sponge-carpeted stairs past stills of stars from Hollywood and Denham. On the balcony floor, a girl in black satinette trying to talk like someone from Sneyd Park showed them to a gold-and-green Lloyd-Loom basketwork table with a glass top held in place by chromium clasps. The boy wanted strawberry milk-shake and cherry cake. She had a pot of tea for one and Nice biscuits. The boy turned up his nose and said they didn’t seem nice at all to him and she told him it was pronounced Niece after the French town. 
 He’d evidently been elated by ‘Mister Smith Goes to Washington’ and Claude Rains’s last-minute change of heart that had saved democracy from Edward Arnold. 
 “Yes,” she said, “it’s good populist stuff.” 
 “What?” 
 He stared at her and sucked pink liquid through a straw. 
 “Populist and popular. Roosevelt’s re-election proves that he and Frank Capra speak for the majority, all those dupes who want to believe the ordinary Joes can have a say in the way capitalism works. Not a view shared by the capitalists who control them, of course. For instance, Joseph Kennedy.” 
 “Who?” 
 “The U.S.Ambassador. During Prohibition a well-known bootlegger. He wants this film banned. He reckons it will harm America’s prestige abroad.” 
 “Then he’s a grotesque. This is one of the most fantastic films ever made.” 
 The last few drops gurgled as he sucked the glass dry. 
 “Along with Mister Deeds Goes To Town.” 

And he changed his voice to a imitation of that star and quoted the whole speech verbatim : ‘“I was gonna give each man a horse, a cow and some seed and if they worked the farm for three years it’s theirs. Now maybe that’s crazy and I ought to be sent to an institution but I don’t think it is and” ‘ and Theo resumed his own voice, “‘I don’t think so either. I think it’s terrific.’” 
 She took a Craven A from her handbag, put the corked end between her lips and lit the other. The boy stuck his tongue as far as he could into the glass and sucked pink froth. She made a small gesture to warn him that some had stayed on his mouth and nose like shaving-soap. Though she could see by the faint fuzz at his chin and cheeks that he hadn’t started using that stuff yet. 
 He licked it away with a neat circular movement. 
 ‘“D’you know, it was also the view of Hilaire Belloc and his fellow-progressives at the time of the Lloyd George budget that led to the Welfare state. Three acres and a cow.’” 
 But he’d never heard of Lloyd George’s budget or Hilaire Belloc or read his Cautionary Verses so couldn’t enjoy, as she did, the irony of all that progressive turn-of-the-century waffle and progressive passion boiling down to the same argument as a popular Hollywood movie made by someone they’d probably have called a Yankee Wop. 
 Their table by the window gave a view down Peter Street and the News Theatre, white and clean-lined. 
 “Really swish building,” the boy said, “I wish everywhere could be like that. But I’ve never been inside it because News is boring.” 
 Was it worth trying to explain to him that entertainment was empty and meaningless without ‘news’ to give it a social context? Probably not. Going to that expensive grammar school wasn’t likely to have given him much political awareness. He was bright but shallow. Privilege had enabled him to stay silly beyond his years. Her own class of poor kids in Bedminster grew up sooner. Had to, passed on as they were to the tobacco factory’s conveyor-belt at fourteen. And, judging by their parents, to chronic bronchitis and cancer from smoking the free allowance given the workers. 
 “Don’t they teach you history in that posh school?” 
 “Yeah, loads. All about kings and treaties. Hellish boring.” 
 “And the British empire?” she went on, “Clive of India? The Battle of Plassey, Warren Hastings, the Black Hole? The wicked and ungrateful Indians who still don’t seem to want us? I wonder why.” 
 From looking across Castle Street, he turned back to her. She drew and inhaled, held the smoke then blew it out through her nostrils in two jets. 
 “What do they teach you about slavery?” she asked. 
 “Abolition of the Slave Trade 1807.” 
 “That’s all? Only the end of it? A school in a city built on centuries of slavery that must never be officially mentioned? Have you ever wondered why our university and most other public buildings were paid for by Wills’s cigarettes and Fry’s chocolate?” He shrugged again.” No? So where d’you think tobacco comes from?” 
 “The West Indies?” 
 “Yes. And chocolate?” 
 “Somerdale. Keynsham, halfway to Bath.” 
 “Made into bars there, yes, but –” 
 “Only joking. I reckon the beans are from West Africa.” 
 “Q.E.D. The slaves were taken from one to the other in chains. And the squares and terraces of Clifton were built on their suffering and torture and genocide and all they’ve taught you is Abolition 1807?” 
 He’d kept the glazed cherry for last and now put it between his front teeth and bit it through. 
 “Doesn’t your father ever wonder what he’s paying those fees for?” 
 “Never stops, specially when he gets my fortnightly report card. And I tell him I don’t want to be there anyway.” 
 “Oh,” she said, “I dare say he knows it will buy you the appearance of an education, and you’ll end with a few certificates that will put you a notch above the rest.” 
 “He wants me to be a civil servant but I’m going to be a Hollywood film director. Mum’s got cousins in Vancouver, next door to California. I was going to be evacuated… then that ship went down with all those titches aboard and the scheme was stopped. I’ll get there when the war’s over but that could have saved me years.” 
 She stubbed out the cork tip and said she’d only be a minute. As she walked to the Ladies, the Wurlitzer’s final flourish rumbled through the wall, merging with the town-crier music at the start of the news and the plummy commentator raving again about Roosevelt. It struck her that, when you couldn’t distinguish the words, he sounded as mad as Hitler. Or those lunatics on the Downs on Sunday evenings ranting that the end was nigh. Or, she thought as she closed the cubicle door behind her, even one or two of the Communist speakers she herself turned up to support. It didn’t seem to matter what was said as long as it reached the right pitch of demented fervour. 
 Using the glass above the washbasin she renewed her lipstick, most of which had gone on the teacup and cigarette. Without knowing why, she shook her head to loosen the swept-back, pinned-up hair the headmaster had decreed. She bared her teeth and licked away spare lipstick. From a chromium compact she touched up her rouged cheeks and was checking the lines drawn up the back of her bare calves and knees with eyebrow pencil when another woman came in. Hazel let the hem of her short skirt fall and returned to the table. 
 The boy had evidently been thinking and had a little speech ready. 
 “My gran told me about the slaves that used to be imprisoned in caves underneath The Downs. She says that’s why there’s a Blackboy Hill. They were kept there in chains till they were sold.” 
 “It’s a nice story,” she said and looked at the bill the girl had left under her saucer.” But only an old wives’ tale, so naturally your gran would tell it. No, the Blackboy was a pub. One or two negro slaves may have been brought here as novelties. One’s under a grave in Henleaze. I don’t know, a few picaninnies in Clifton dressed up in powdered wigs and breeches. Perhaps some exotic hanky-panky for the mistress. But that wasn’t how the trade worked. It was triangular, humans from Africa to America, goods from there to here, guns and gold to Africa, and so on round again.” 
 “You talk like a teacher.” 
 “Probably because I am.” 
 “Thought so. Which school?” 
 “You wouldn’t know. In Bedminster.” 
 “A council school?” 
 “That’s right.” 
 She left money on the saucer, adding a threepenny bit to the total, then telling the waitress that, though she was very welcome, tipping was an iniquitous system that saved the bosses paying a just wage and was an affront to working women. The girl told her to keep her blooming tip if that was how she felt and to mind out who she called working-class. 
 “That waitress,” she said, leading the way to the foyer, “is already left behind by history. All that pecking-order business is a thing of the past. The war will see to that.” 
 The man this boy had called The Bloody Sergeant opened the door to let them on to the pavement. The sun, going down behind St. Nicholas church spire, cast its low light, slanting along the high shop-buildings of Castle Street. Hazel was going the other way so they parted. He hesitated though, studying the stills outside, unwilling to wake from the cinema spell. It was as though she’d ceased to exist. She asked: 
 “Have you ever seen any films from France, Russia or Germany?” 
 “I wouldn’t understand what they say. We only do Latin and school-cert French, mostly irregular verbs and a bit of translation.” 
 ‘You don’t have to. They put the dialogue in English underneath, in what they call sub-titles.” 
 “Where d’you see them then?” 
 “At a club that meets on Sunday in The Central Library. You could come along.” 
 “Dad usually makes us all go for a run Sunday afternoon.” 
 “Athletic training, you mean?” 
 “No, in the Morris Twelve. Me and my Mum and sister.” 
 “Where’s he get the petrol?” 
 “He’s a traveller in hardware. It’s a business car. They reckon it’s essential war-work.” 
 Squinting into the sunlight, he turned on his Gaumont-British News voice.” Keeping open those vital supply-lines throughout the whole south-west to ensure no-one, however humble, goes without furniture-polish and flypaper.” 
 Christ, but he did it well. She smiled and said “Our meetings aren’t till early evening. You could get him to drop you on College Green when you’ve had your drive. And afterwards we drink tea and discuss the films we’ve seen in normal cinemas. We’ll be dealing with this one too. I’ve got a feeling they might give it the thumbs-down.” 
 “What twerps! It’s fantastically wizard.” 
 “So come along and make your case for it.” 
 He shrugged and looked across as an old man hawked and gobbed phlegm on to the pavement. On his shoulders a sandwich board advertised Garlick’s sports-shop. 
 Hazel felt a chill breeze touch her bare legs. She knew they were her best feature and was persevering with pre-war shoes with decent heels that gave her calves an even better shape. At school she wore flat and sensible ones. Until winter really came, she’d keep painting with liquid make-up and eyebrow pencil rather than wear those ugly stockings. As luxury goods got scarce, a sort of equality was coming into being, though not exactly the sort she and her husband Geoff had envisaged on their pre-war C.P. weekend courses. They’d imagined universal plenty but even universal shortage was a start, as long as it was fair, not discriminatory. 
 “I don’t even know what to call you,” she said. 
 “Theodore Light. Theo. What’s yours, Miss?” 
 “Hampton. Hazel. So we might see you Sunday?” 
 “Might, yeah. Thanks for taking me in. And the milk shake. Cheeroh.” 
* 
She turned and walked towards the bridge, pausing once to wave back, but the boy was pushing through the crowds towards Old Market. To him, she thought, she must appear almost middle aged. Before the war was over, she’d be more than thirty. And if it lasted another three years, even Theodore would be called up. Geoff was already thirty-two. Arithmetic had become a commonplace sort of day-dreaming. Playing around with past, present and future. Wishing would make it so. It’s a lovely day tomorrow. Pop songs say it all. When the lights go on again. In all the old familiar places. Bluebirds over the cliffs of Dover. Just you wait and see. 
 Alright, we will, stop bloody nagging. What else can we do, for Christ’s sake? 
 Why hadn’t she told him she was Missis not Miss? She crossed and continued beside the church into the little warren of markets, the only part of the city that reminded her of their visits to Spain and Italy for Independent Labour Party conferencesy, before Europe’s doors were closed. The narrow lanes and lighted taverns. Hardly. The poor pickings and tired people. A newspaper placard reported the usual lies about German planes shot down, a necessary myopia that just might get us through. No-one’s facing facts. They welcome any propaganda that contradicts the likelihood that Hitler will win. Old men with pitchforks won’t stop the strongest army in the world when the rest of Europe has fallen like France. A continent of rotten apples, she thought,reminded of the phrase by the pound she now paid for, along with vegetables to make a soup. And when the Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe have done what logic says they must, she and Geoff, with their Communist pasts, will be on the death lists. Unless, that is, the British ruling caste can do a deal with Hitler and set up a sort of Vichy state. A half-and-half, – what, north or south of a line from Bristol to The Wash? No, any bargains of that kind were ruled out by the drunkard Churchill’s demand for all-out war and total surrender. To think she and Geoff and their like had ended up in bed with that bellicose old bastard who’d actually called pacifists ‘spoil-sports’. He wasn’t far off Fascist himself, which was why he relished the chance of a scrap with someone his own size. 
 As she started down to Baldwin Street, a sudden gust along Welsh Back cut up the steps like a knife, and under the knee-length skirt, chilling her thighs. At home she’d change into slacks but, on her solitary days out, she dressed in ways Geoff would have fancied if he’d been here. She missed and needed his confidense that the war would change everything and open everyone’s eyes. Men and women in uniform were discovering what ordinary people had never known. As a sergeant in The Education Corps, he saw enlightenment dawning in men who were learning to use their minds for the first time, to understand how the world worked. He couldn’t be more specific in the censored air-mail letters he was allowed but she could read his encoded sub-text, between the lines. When she wrote that she wanted to join up too, he asked her to stay put and do the same job for the Other Ranks of Bedminster, the intended cannon fodder, as he was for those in Egypt. Though Geoff was in uniform, he wasn’t combatant but helping those who were to discover what the fight was for. They also serve who only stand and teach. 
* 
A new sort of teaching, Theo remembered her saying, not all boring treaties and battles and kings, handed down from on high by bods like Earl Hines with BBC voices but a debate where the class asked questions and argued with what the teachers said and they all learnt from each other. Theo thought that sounded about as shambolic as old Birdie Sparrow’s classes where all they ever learned was about the love life of axolotls. 
 He was walking east into Old Market Street, a part of town seldom visited by middle-class people, as Rose always called their family. Different again from narrow closed-in Castle Street in the old-as-God quarter, this wide open thoroughfare had tramlines down the centre and always a few waiting to start their journeys to parts he’d always avoid. And farther along there was a coaching-inn, a drill hall, and The Empire, a variety theatre where Theo had once appeared as The Voice of Them All in a local talent show. The rest of the bill were professional turns and one was a dancer who wrestled with a python and every night lost the struggle to retain her upper clothes, but when her blouse came off she had to stand stock-still till the lights blacked-out. If she didn’t time it exactly, the local Watch Committee would close the show. Or so he was told by Dad, who made a rare effort to come and see Theo perform in this show and happened by chance to catch the dancer too and thought her very artistic. And to his son’s surprise came a second time to give him a good loud clap and some hints on how to enunciate and asked if he’d encountered the snake lady at all behind the scenes. 
 Old Market reeked of beer and those who drank it walked sawdust from public bars out on to pavements. Barrels were rolled down chutes into cellars where men with red spotted kerchiefs shouted in dialects that had no consonants except ‘l’ and ‘r’. Until dusk, lights from windows and poultry shops full of dead birds warmed the darkening street. It always felt countrified here, halfway between village and city. Great horses pulled carts called brewer’s drays and ate from nosebags and delivered steaming heaps of spherical turds on to the cobbles. He was glad to reach Carey’s Lane without being shouted at or barged by rough kids with snotty noses and wearing boots with metal Blakeys that struck sparks off the pavement. Here he climbed into the waiting 81 double-decker, found a window-seat upstairs, wiped a clearing in the misted glass and sat staring by turns outwards and inwards to a screen where he ran a sequence in which Miss Poland was straining against the flogging being given her by a brutal Nazi played by Conrad Veidt. Her pleas for mercy only maddened the schweinhund more as the driver started the noisy engine and turned left along the main road. Veidt had raised the whip again when his wrist was seized by Flying-Officer Light, just dropped by parachute behind enemy lines. Recovering, the Nazi drew his Luger, levelled the barrel and squinted along the sights when, with a well-aimed kick, Theo sent the pistol flying, before felling him with a blow to the jaw. Miss Poland’s breasts heaved and grateful tears brimmed in her dark eyes, as he freed her and took her in his arms. Fade-out. 
 Rather than start another sequence, he thought about Mrs. Hampton. She must be some sort of Communist. One or two of the teaching staff at his school had been brought back to replace younger ones who’d joined up and a few of these had been wounded in the war against Franco, cartoonish bod in breeches and funny hat who was now on Hitler’s side. That was when being against Hitler made you a Commie but now that everyone was against him (except Italy and Russia and some sissy neutrals like Portugal and Switzerland) nothing was nearly as clear. Russians were Communists but they’d signed a treaty with Germany. He liked politics in Frank Capra films but in real life they got so mixed-up it made his head ache. He wished he’d told Mrs. Hampton that, if the Africans hadn’t been taken as slaves to America, there’d never have been a negro New Orleans or Louis Armstrong or Sidney Bechet or The Nicholas Brothers that were always the best thing in those films about Argentina. So out of all that misery came all that jazz and brilliance. But probably Mrs. Hampton liked commercial music, strict tempo and ballads, like his sister did. Though he hoped not. 
* 
Hazel crossed The Centre where, among a few trees, Edmund Burke’s statue gestured to the half-dozen cars and buses that criss-crossed the open space, where Rose could remember only a few years ago ships moored beside the CWS on Broad Quay, Dad’s Hh.qQ. Large posters told them all to Save for Victory. Please help equip YWCA canteens for our women in uniform. Drink Georges’ beer. The Bovril sign no longer flashed its multi coloured sunrise. The walking Johnnie Walker had to go on walking in the dark. The Guinness Clock showed half-four and would do till the war ended, as it wouldn’t do to let invading Jerries know the time. So much drinking and getting drunk… was it impossible for them to face reality? 
 She crossed and climbed to College Green. On the far side of the unfinished Council House stood the library where the Film Club met. That boy could do with a wider view. Even his film knowledge was confined to Hollywood and ‘Things To Come’. He was the sort of promising virgin Geoff loved to educate, to mould. Educere, he’d said, when he’d begun teaching her, from the Latin ‘to lead out’, not to implant. To ‘educe’ what was already there. To cultivate, as with plants. To help them achieve their true nature and blossom into what they really are. 
 She crossed at the Mauretania and went on up Park Street. 
* 
Theo’s bus emerged from all the poor streets, where Mum was born and Gran still lived, and passed the Metropole picture-house. Before it was made De Luxe, when the lights on the aisles were gas, it had been Cary Grant’s local fleapit. He was the pioneer trailblazer. If he’d made it to Hollywood from Horfield, so could anyone who wanted it hard enough. 
 As they approached the long haul of Ashley Hill that took them – and had taken Rose – literally up in the world, the engine began an anguished groan while the bus laboured onwards, passing Archie’s old school on the left beside the railway bridge, changing to a sigh of relief only when they achieved the summit and cruised down between the enormous grey orphanages. A rare parked car on the main road made the bus-driver slow down and Theo was already on the rear platform watching the kerb speed by. All set, Johnnie? Then off you go and the best of British luck. Give Jerry our best regards and tell him we’ll be coming his way soon. 
 He gripped the straps of his ‘chute and hurled himself through the open hatchway. 
 The conductress pushed her way from front to back of the lower deck. Not Gale Sondergaard ; the one who always had her permed hair in a net.” ‘Just you mind out,”’ she called, “‘bloody little madgaming loobie !’” 
 The momentum carried him along the pavement as he changed the rhythm of his run to a syncopated trot, reining in the Palomino, turning to look back up the trail. A shot had rung out, echoing along the canyon, and he caught the glint of gun-metal on a distant cliff. So white man had again spoken with forked tongue! 
 He spurred his steed and nearly rode under a motor-bike and sidecar he hadn’t heard approaching. The goggled driver cursed him as he passed. Theo reared, called ‘“sorry” and crossed to Villa Borghese. Funny that he’d always sympathised with the Indians even before Mrs. Hampton’s history lesson. Cowboys in some ways were like those rugby-team oiks in school that were always teachers’ favourites, calling their elders ‘“sir’” and “‘ma’am”‘ and playing corny jokes on each other. You somehow knew they’d be good at shooting and killing animals and brown people. 
 Vince’s battered Austin Seven was parked outside so Rose wouldn’t be in a position to complain about him being late from sports or threaten to tell Dad when he came home on Friday. 
 He reckoned he might even go to Mrs., Hampton’s film club, if only to hear how her friends could find fault with a work of genius. 
* 
Once alone in her top floor flat, Hazel unhitched the skirt, unbuttoned the blouse and stood naked but for her underclothes and the precious shoes. She posed for the cheval-glass, inherited from Geoff’s tutor at university, that almost reached the slanting ceiling of her attic living-room. She pushed out her chin and glanced sidelong at herself, pulled up her hair again with both hands, pouting, turning away to look back over one shoulder. It was a famous pose by Bettey Grable who’d had her legs insured for something like a million dollars. The painted seam gave out some inches below the lower edge of her knickers, about where real stockings would have too. Pathetic. Enough. She took off the precious shoes and with spittle repaired a small scuff in the leather. They were already looking the worse for wear. She replaced them in tissue-paper in the box she’d bought them in three years ago. The gas-fire slowly warmed the three low rooms. She felt able to take off the rest and dress instead in cotton pyjamas Geoff had left when he went. There wasn’t much to be rolled up at wrists and ankles. She was almost his height, though a different shape. 
 On the table a pile of exercise-books waited to be marked. Later. 
 From beside the double bed she took the framed photo of him squinting into the Egyptian sunlight with the Pyramids behind. She set it on the table and sat to write an air-mail letter, knowing that whatever either of them wrote could be slobbered over by some clerk in the censoring unit. First she gave a sunny picture of the mood at home, the good news about how many Fascist planes had been shot down, not bothering with ‘according to the radio’, knowing he’d be saying precisely that to himself as he decoded her remarks. She described the afternoon’s film and how good James Stewart was and that she’d taken in a boy who thought it was profound and how she’d tried to tell him it was only superior propaganda that just so happened to coincide with the truth for once. She wrote that she missed him terribly and, not for the first time, how large the bed seemed without him. There was no use saying how grim things looked. He could see that for himself. Everyone could. Otherwise life was so empty there wasn’t much to tell. She wrote again that she was thinking of joining one of the women’s services. Uniforms were the only fashionable clothes these days, though there was no rush on white feathers as there’d been in the Great War. As this was as much a civilian fight as a military one, no-one could know who was dodging the column. Women teachers were exempt from call-up but she could volunteer and see if they’d release her from her reserved occupation. Geoff had said he’d prefer her to keep a light burning in the window. Not very practical, she’d thought, in the black-out but he’d probably forgotten that detail since he got to Cairo. She folded the form, licked the strip of gum and smoothed it flat, for posting on the way to school next morning. The room was growing dark. She poured herself half an inch of gin and, rather than draw the curtains, turned out the low table light. Through the dormer window that faced the bed, she looked from this considerable height over the twilit city, the sun’s last rays caught by a gleaming barrage balloon beside St. Nicholas’ spire. Hardly an artifical light to be seen, almost the whole continent of Europe hiding in the dark, tribes afraid of other tribes, all of them created by competitive demands of Trade. 
 She lay on the divan, pulled the bedding over her and embraced Geoff’s pillow. She caressed her own breasts and ran her hand down to loosen the braid on his pyjamas. She began to massage the moist bit between her legs, trying to remember how it had felt with Geoff. 





FIVE 
Theo’s father represented Hardware throughout the south-west region, from Glamorgan in the north, down through Gloucestershire, Somerset, Devon and the Cornish peninsular or round to Dorset in the east. Of these, only Wiltshire had no coast or access to one. Branch managers in seaside towns reported falling business as so many residents moved inland away from the invasion that was expected any minute. The question wasn’t When but Where. The south-east was a more likely target but Fred reminded other travellers in the railway hotel bar at night that the last successful invasion of England (by the Duke of Monmouth) had been through Lyme Regis. Now that Churchill had told us we’d be fighting on the beaches, barbed-wire was rolled along promenades, bandstands were boarded up and concrete pill-boxes rose overnight to resist the imminent blitzkrieg. So no-one could get to them, said Swifty. 
 Fred covered this area once every five weeks, close-to-home journeys by train, farther ones by the Wolseley, spending one out of four at Villa Borghese. Most of the boarding-houses and ‘private residential hotels’ were closed for the duration, but the railway ones were still patronised by travellers. For the time being, his petrol allowance was about the same, leaving enough over from his circuit to take the family for a run on Sunday. The signposts had been taken down, a crackpot scheme in his view, pure propaganda, as it assumed German parachutists wouldn’t bring their own maps – or couldn’t read them. But it certainly confused the natives who still had to keep the country going and find their way from place to place. No bother to him. He knew the roads by heart and could always drive the family to a village of thatched cottages with a pretty green beside ancient oaks where he and the kids could knock a ball about. The boy wasn’t keen on cricket but his sister Kay was a promising bat, often bowling or catching Fred out. Rose preferred sitting in the car with the Sunday Mirror, all the windows closed, smoking a Du Maurier. On long summer afternoons, they’d round off the outing in a country pub but, now winter had come, they had to be home by dark as driving in the black out wasn’t fun. In any case, there was ‘Hi, Gang’ on the Forces Programme at 6.30 with that American comedian who’d married Churchill’s daughter, which a lot of people thought infra dig but Fred reckoned a pretty smart move on his part,typical of so many Jew-boys. 
 Kay and Theo shared the back seat. Either could be sick at any moment, due to the smell of petrol and leather upholstery. Passing along the empty roads, Kay and Rose often sang songs of the moment: 
 That certain night, the night we met 
 There was magic abroad in the air… or I like New York in June 
 How about you? 
And Theo would sneer that that sort of music was all commercial, at which Fred snorted with laughter and asked him where he thought he’d be without commerce. Kay was brighter than the boy, of course, and it was assumed at school and at home that she was headed for one of the better universities, by which they meant Oxbridge which Fred had thought was a place apart till the manager of Weymouth branch told him it was a portmanteau of Oxford and Cambridge. Theo acted the goat when he should have been studying and, judging by his fortnightly report cards, would be lucky to scrape a School Certificate, leave alone Matriculation. Fred wasn’t sure what the word meant, but had been advised by the chief buyer of drysaltery that it would ensure him a job for life in the civil service, which was Fred’s long-term plan for the boy. The last time he’d nagged Theo, the noodle had replied that exams were only for swots who wanted to spend their lives in white coats looking at unborn babies, which sounded a bit near the bone to Fred so he dropped the subject rather than be drawn into bodily functions. Theo was a nice enough boy, except on that occasion when Fred had decided without warning to pick him up from school Saturday midday, having spent the morning, as usual, in the firm’s city depôt handing in his weekly sales figures and trading discount goods with the other reps to top up the meagre family rations. After a quick pint in The Drawbridge, he’d driven up Park Street, parked the Morris at the school gate and crossed the playground to talk to the Sergeant porter whose vantage point was in a glass booth under the entrance porch. Fred felt the fees were steep enough to allow him this privilege. As the two men stood passing the time of day, Fred was impressed, even alarmed, by the outrage this old soldier assumed when he spotted any boy slouching, sidling, swaggering or in any way offending the military manner he tried to impose on the school. If a culprit got close enough, Sergeant aimed a flick with his cane, usually missing as the boy dodged, then winking at Fred with the sort of adult complicity that made Fred feel almost at his ease in the otherwise humbling atmosphere. The nippers, he thought, were evidently in awe of the man and jumped to his growled commands. 
 He watched his son come swaggering along the dark corridor, garlanded with gas-mask, bursting satchel and blue raincoat, honking with other broken-voiced boys, till he caught sight of Fred standing beside Sergeant. 
* 
Theo had felt blood rush to his cheeks and his heart leap like a fish. There followed the three most embarrassing minutes of his life so far, apart from Gale Sondergaard telling him (in front of Margo) that he was still young enough for a half-fare. Now, spotting Theo’s hand nonchalently stuck in a raincoat pocket, Sarge went into his brilliant parody of a drill pig on a barrack square. He was almost as well-loved a figure as Jimmie Lunceford. His frenzies of umbrage reminded him and Inky Black of old Donald MacBride in the Marx films or Eric Blore in the Astaires. Theo could be sure of a laugh at his end of-term show by making that face and doing pretend-whiplashes with the cane. In the presence of parents, though, Sarge played a double-bluff, pretending to wink at the oldsters while the bods all knew he was having them on. Once they’d reached the car, Theo made Fred swear by whatever gods he held dear never again to venture beyond the gates. Turning the ignition key and pulling the throttle knob, Fred smiled and shrugged, probably thinking Theo was really afraid of Sergeant’s put-on anger. Gawd strewth, strike me pink and luvaduck guvnor! Theo despaired of older people sometimes, even fairly decent ones like old Fred. 
* 
Kay, on the other hand, welcomed her father at her school and showed him off to her nubile classmates. She reminded Fred of that cat that walked alone in the Just-So Story he’d read them when they were nippers. She kept herself to herself, as in Kipling’s drawing of it on that long road through the forest. To assuage twinges of guilt about using the business car for pleasure, he sometimes gave her schoolfriends lifts home, even if they lived as far afield as Henleaze and other places Rose dreamt of moving to after the threat of Nazi Germany had been seen off. Her escape-by-marriage from the poor streets down near the Metropole (before it was de Luxe) wasn’t enough for her. She wanted to climb even higher, to Sneyd Park beyond The Downs. Fred had no such craving. Villa Borghese was more than elevated enough for him. 
 Sometimes Kay and her friends were picked up before Theo got on. Then he’d have to climb in and sit beside them on the back seat, even have one of them on his lap, all the others giggling. In the rear-view mirror Fred saw his face, a study in scorn and loathing. Strange how boys of Theo’s age still scoffed at girls. Fear, probably. 
 Theo couldn’t help getting the horn when one of these women was on him and he prayed she wouldn’t feel the knob pressing against her thighs through the skirt. He reckoned Kay knew this and encouraged her coven of professional virgins to make eyes at Fred while actually mocking Theo’s manhood by giving him the jack. They all did Vivien Leigh’s tinkling laugh, though Kay’s was best, and whoever was on his lap would roll about when the car cornered to make his horn bigger, probably on purpose. If he could keep it hard till they reached Villa Borghese, he’d toss off in view of all those starlets and Miss Poland on the walls. 
* 
Now, on the Sunday run, Fred looked across at beautiful Rose, glammed up in the passenger seat and his left hand moved over to caress her knee. She gave a warning look, rolling her eyes towards the back seat where the young ones sat. This afternoon they’d been to Blaize Castle (where Theo and Inky often played Robin Hood, swapping the Errol Flynn and Basil Rathbone roles, both liking villainous Guy of Gisbourne best) and back through Westbury where Rose could admire the beautiful houses, each in its own garden, with kids on swings or playing French cricket. Fred and Rose had looked over one that was for sale and she later told her mother with awe about the labour-saving hatch from kitchen to dining-room. Villa Borghese had once seemed to both women a hilltop palace. Now they complained of its dark corners and blessed up-and-down steps. Fred had come to the west country from Kent and with that move thrown off his own modest Medway upbringing. Mother-in-law Tilda embodied the poverty that Rose had risen above, the memory of it always threatening to climb the hill like floodwater and drown her again. The old lady’s lapses frightened them both. Fred had learnt the importance of props and gestures: fawn felt spats and Homburg hats that he wore for Business; bridge-parties and whist-drives; annual travellers’ balls where Rose could oblige with a ballad; and above all his imminent admission to the Masonic Lodge. It was a relief that Tilda spent weekends at her rented flat down the hill, as Fred made clear he liked to enjoy these with his family, not always to be reminded of Tilda’s infra-dig origins. 
 Many houses in Falcondale Road had For Sale Apply Within signs in the windows, as their owners were eager to bolt somewhere further off for fear they blitzed this city too. The asking prices were rock-bottom. No wonder, said Fred, with the impending likelihood of property being bombed to smithereens and/or occupied by Nazis. The jealousy that London had got it all so far was mixed with relief that they hadn’t. Rose and Tilda reckoned people here could be just as brave as the blessed Cockneys, given the chance. It wasn’t their fault this was a safe area. So far there’d only been the odd incendiary dropped for fun just so that the filthy swine could watch the damage from up above. Fred said the Jerries up there were terrified and jettisoned the fire-bombs on the way back from raiding the South Wales docks just across the Bristol Channel. 
 He took the scenic route across the Downs, past the zoo and through Clifton. Theo thought of what old Mrs. Hampton had said about that part being built on the spoils of empire. In prayers, Earl Hines and visiting vicars were always on about the Merchant Venturer founders but Mrs. H reckoned they were a load of crooks and slavers who’d started the zoo to house the animals they’d caught in India or Africa, and Clifton College was a public school where the next load of rugby-prefects were trained to go out and boss natives about. This confused him so he thought instead about what would happen if the zoo was bombed and the animals escaped, running wild all over the Downs, and Alfred the gorilla came charging out of shrubberies just where some bloke had taken off one of those WAAFs’ bras. It would be quite like that flickergraph he’d done in Songs of Praise. 
* 
 “What is a Film Society exactly?” Fred asked, as the boy climbed out of the Morris on College Green. 
 “It’s to see the sort of films you can’t see in the ordinary cinemas.” 
 “Hello hello! What sort’s that?” 
 “French.” 
 “I’m surprised at them allowing that in the library,” Rose said. 
 “Is that the sort you mean, son?” Fred asked with a quickening of interest. 
 “I don’t know, do I? German and Russian too.” 
 “I foresee disappointment,” Kay said, “and fully expect he’ll spend a tedious hour watching tractors and peasants trying out their new milking-machines.” 
 Theo slammed the car-door on her and pressed his face to the window, sliding it downwards and rolling his eyes like old Charles Laughton as Quasi. 
 He watched Fred drive off past the Cathedral and made his way to the Central Library’s main doors. 





SIX 
The fresh air on College Green was a relief, as the insides of cars always made him feel sick, with their pongs of petrol, leather upholstery and a scented polish the cleaners used at the firm’s garage where Fred had it serviced free. And if anyone farted – him, Dad, Mum, Kay or Tilda – it hung about for hours, because if you tried to wind down the windows Rose complained it was a gale and would make her hair look like the wreck of the Hesperus. 
 He’d never used the central library, didn’t know how, only gone once on a school visit with Jimmie Lunceford. Outside it looked as old as the cathedral and Cabot Tower and he wasn’t surprised to find himself climbing another load of the sort of stone stairs they had at school, clumping along dark stony passages and ending up in a high panelled room with pointy windows that felt like church but with more books. Mrs. Hampton, wearing a headscarf and overcoat, welcomed him with a nice smile, as though she’d really been looking forward to seeing him. She introduced him as a provisional new member to three men and a woman, all still in their outer clothes. As they spoke, steam came from their mouths like visible words. George worked the projector and puffed at a pipe and Vera was his wife, a couple Theo guessed had come on the motor-bike and sidecar he’d seen parked outside. Vera, who knew as much about films as Rose did, poured tea from a Thermos and handed him the mug. As a newcomer he was given sugar-cubes and milk but told to bring his own next week. Like the others, he warmed his hands on the mug. An oil-heater was doing its best to take the chill off. 
 Stone and Moss were younger, though not by that much, and Theo had met their sort when Fred had made him go to Sunday school once or twice and reckoned they’d come to argue as much as watch. He guessed pretty soon that Vera was only a member because of George and George was only there to work the projector. He sat beside the machine letting his smoke drift across the rays of light, making the picture even dimmer. 
 Hazel switched out the overhead lamp, shaded since the blackout to light a small area directly below. Just before the picture came on, he saw her slip on her glasses, like she had in The Regent. While the French film was on, Stone and Moss kept snorting with laughter or tut-tutting as though something rude had been said, though the words underneath weren’t a bit funny so Theo reckoned these were among the huge mass of jokes he wouldn’t understand till he was older. After three years of French lessons with Artie Shaw, he found he could only understand the title: Day Lifts Itself or Gets Up but Mrs. Hampton suggested Break of Day. The picture quality was only a little better than he’d seen at kids’ birthday parties when they showed the Keystone Kops or Mickey Mouse; the sound boomed and crackled from a speaker beside the screen, decoding a track that was all vowels and sudden loud music and seemed to have been recorded in the North Baths. This didn’t matter much, though the jumps and slips and flickering did and the times when it all groaned to a halt and George had to get up and lace the next reel. This was a first for Theo but he easily read the titles, except when the white letters happened to be against a white part of the picture. 
 When ‘Fin’ came on, the next word Theo understood, George caught the spinning reel and began rewinding. 
 “Weird and wonderful,” he said. 
 Mrs. Hampton took off her glasses and turned the light on. 
 “It was good to see that again,” Stone said, the Adam’s apple in his neck bobbing up and down like a ping-pong ball on a jet of water in a fairground.” I’m inclined to agree with Manvell that it’s Carné’s masterpiece.” 
 “Which is where I must take issue with both you and Mister Manvell,” Moss said, smiling and tugging at his brindled beard.” Though it may be lèse-majesté. For me it’s altogether too black-and-white.” 
 Theo wondered how a film without technicolour could have been anything else. 
 “Where,” Moss went on, “one can’t help asking, are those greys? As it is, the innocent girl, the wicked women of the world, the inarticulate working-man caught between, the evil and perverted showman all seem mere humours, personifications of moral forces Carné wants to cast into a crucible –” 
 “Which is surely the whole point,” Stone broke in, “that these figures are no mere individuals but mythopeic archetypes.” 
 “What did you think, Vera?” Mrs. Hampton asked. 
 “Well, I wasn’t going to say anything but, since you ask, I’m not surprised France fell like a rotten apple if they’re all as depressed as that.” 
 George smiled at her. 
 “Well said, love. They got the moral fibre of a flock of geese.” 
 “I don’t see this as an exposition of the shortcomings of The Third Republic,” Stone said, with a slight smile in Theo’s direction. 
 “Don’t you?” Mrs. Hampton said, “I do. However wonderful it is as a film, I agree with Vera that it shows only too well the moral malaise France found itself in, sitting like a rabbit waiting for the snake to gobble him up.” 
 “Hazel, please grant the artist the right to express himself in signs and symbols, as Chekhov did with his seagull, Ibsen with his wild duck.” 
 “That was then, before their revolution. But it’s too late now for all that nineteenth century nudging and winking. We need artists who’ll say what they mean… unambiguously.” 
 Moss tapped the arm of his chair with his cigarette-holder like Theo had seen a snotty prefect do the one time he’d been to a school debating society. 
 “Which brings us, I think, rather neatly to the subject of the film on general release this week, which I hope you all managed to see.” 
 “We didn’t, no,” said Vera, “it’s too far to come in the black-out, all the way from Patchway. We thought we’d wait till it comes to the Cabot.” 
 “I strongly urge you to,” Moss continued, “if only for the chalk-and-cheese contrast with what we’ve just seen. To compare Yankee Populism at its most effective with the defeatism of the ancien régime.” 
 “Effective,” Stone said, “only if you respond like one of Pavlov’s dogs to the familiar stimuli the film deals in. The old Capra recipe with a few fresh flavours.” 
 Theo felt the veins in his forehead pulsing and pounding. This blue-jawed bastard was picking holes in a masterpiece. 
 “Of course,” Moss agreed at last, “one recognises the stock characters, – hillbilly hero, lovably embodied by a famous star, cynical city girl-friend gradually converted to his homespun goodness, the decent man gone bad who repents in time to provide the happy ending without which no Hollywood product is thinkable –” 
 Theo sipped from his empty mug to gain time and at last cleared his throat. Everyone looked at him. 
 “I sort-of think Capra admits all that himself… I mean, he’s not sort-of covering it up or anything if he calls the film ‘Mr. Smith Goes to Washington’, is he, after already calling the other ‘Mr. Deeds Goes To Town’? And, I mean, what’s kind-of wrong with James Stewart anyway? I mean, you want a good actor for that part, don’t you? And I’d rather come out feeling life’s kind of good than – well – bad, and see a lot of people who are good at heart, not all being rotten to each other like in this French one.” 
 “Just what I was saying, son,” said Vera. 
 “I know.” 
 “No-one denies,” Mrs. Hampton said, “Capra’s one of the few socially-conscious Hollywood film-makers, though his comedies are hardly radical critiques of capitalism. That system will never allow its artists to advocate the revolution we all know must come if their republic is to live up to its original egalitarian promise but still …” 
 George had drained his cup and was now buttoning his short overcoat. 
 “Well, as far as I’m concerned you can keep your bloody revolutions. There’s a country I could touch with not that long a stick – about twenty miles away, in fact, – that had a revolution moons ago and much good it did them. No beliefs, nothing to cling to, so damn’ feeble they cave in as soon as the first bully picks on them.” 
 An air-raid siren’s whine began close by, rising and falling. You’d almost think those old wardens enjoyed making that din this far south-west when a couple of Jerry planes had been sighted over Dover. Vera stoppered the flask, stowed it in her bag and said: “We better be getting on. No, we don’t want revolution here. Nor our houses burnt down or guillotines or being lined up against a wall. Don’t expect the Yanks do either. You’ll wash and wipe the mugs, will you, Hazel?” 
 “We’ll hope to see you all next week,” said George, squinting to read from a slip of paper held beneath the light, “when it looks as though we’ll be having ‘The Childhood of Maxim Gorki’ and –” 
 He paused and Mrs. Hampton prompted: “Un Chien Andalou.” 
 “Ah,” Stone said with some amusement, “with the notorious opening shot of a razor-blade being drawn across a naked eyeball.” 
 “Someone will have to tell me when that’s over,” Vera said, “because I shan’t be looking. So we’ll say t.t.f.n… Mind how you go in the black-out.” 
 Stone and Moss followed soon after. 
 “I’d give you a hand,” Stone said to Mrs. Hampton as he went, “but my good lady gets a tight tummy when the sirens go and baby Oswald starts crying.” 
 “Theo can help me clear up,” she said, “or have you told your parents you’ll be home?” 
 “No special time.” 
 While she rolled the glistening screen and he packed the projector, they heard George’s efforts to start his bike and Stone and Moss calling goodnight. The motor juddered into life and moved off past the cathedral and across the city centre, breaking the Sunday evening silence. No church bells had rung for a year or two. When they did, it would mean invasion. 
 “Let’s put these away first.” 
 She walked in front carrying the screen in its long container and Theo followed with the heavy box. He recognised the reference section from that visit when he was a titch in 3B. The long high room with rows of study-desks, a little lamp over each, the librarian’s table, the cases of tiny drawers for the catalogue cards. No lights now relieved the dark, though glimmers came from the hall through panes in the door. As they entered, she shone a dim torch ahead. Her heels struck the wood-block floor as she made for an open spiral stairway in the farthest corner. 
 “Can you manage?” 
 “Think so.” 
 “Douglas Stone usually does this but his wife’s got a new-born baby. He’s an assistant librarian, which is why we can use that room and this apparatus.” 
 She climbed the spiral stairs ahead of him, each one a perforated metal plate that rattled slightly in its frame. As she pointed the torch’s beam backwards to help him see, his eyes were level with her knees. The heels of her shoes were wooden wedges. With one hand he heaved the heavy projector in its black box; with the other he clung to the metal banister. They arrived at a narrow gallery against the wall that encircled the long and lofty room. Above them rose shelves of leather-bound books that could be reached only by a movable step ladder. 
 “Take this and shine it up.” 
 He rested the heavy box on the gallery floor. She handed him the torch which he pointed after her as she climbed six steps up the ladder. Some light, diffused by pink tissue paper across the glass, spilt on to her long legs as she raised her arms to replace the screen on its shelf. The hems of her short skirt and overcoat were lifted some inches above her knees. He was close to the shadowed outlines of whatever muscle it is that runs down from thigh to calf. Old Rabbit had done it in Double Biology. Biceps femoris? Like his sister, she wore no stockings as long as winter held off. The wishful colour had been painted on. From somewhere farther up, she’d drawn a line to resemble a seam that went straight down to her shoes. 
 “D’you use gravy browning?” he asked. 
 “Do I what?” 
 “Use gravy browning on your legs? My sister does.” 
 “I have done. No, that’s real Miner’s liquid make-up.” 
 “So how d’you do that line?” 
 “With eyebrow pencil. Quite a contortion actually.” 
 “A couple of inches have got rubbed off just above your knee.” 
 “I don’t suppose anyone will see, except you.” 
 “No.” 
 He ran his middle finger up the missing stretch of line. 
 “Just there.” 
 “Yes ?” 
 She had put back the screen and now lowered her arms. The skirt and coat fell like a curtain around his hand and he stepped aside to clear the way for her to climb down. She took back the torch and shone it so that he could replace the black box. But the shelf was lower, he could do it without using the steps. She stood still and silent, invisible behind the light. Still silently, she led the way down the spiral stairs and through the hall, her wedges clapping the wooden tiles like castanets. 
 He was glad of the darkness and the chance to ease his jack upward in his trousers till it rested against his belly. 
 God, hell’s embarrassing if she’d seen! 
 The room where they’d watched the film was warm and smoky, almost cosy, after the icy empty corridors. 
 Avoiding his eyes, she unbelted and took off her woollen coat and threw it down on a table. She was wearing a short cream coloured jumper he knew was angora like the one Kay was knitting. At her neck, tucked in, was a silky sort of scarf and at her waist a broad belt, buckled tight, and the jumper went on below that for a few more inches. 
 “Better get these washed. You dry.” 
 She took them on a tray to a nearby scullery that smelt of chlorine like the Baths and had a sink where she ran cold water over the mugs they’d used. Her hair was only brown, not blonde, brunette or auburn, but showed golden tints and was nice and loose like Paulette Goddard’s when she was being a beggar-girl or gypsy. Some of that eyebrow pencil had been used as well on her eyebrows. 
 While she washed and he dried, she started on about what the new world would be like, as outlined by her husband Geoff. The thought of it seemed to excite her, to judge by her breathlessness. To Theo the New World meant Canada and California. She finished first and he followed her back, coming in with his fingers held up in a triangle to frame his view. She was back lit in long-shot, her coat on again but unbuttoned and loose, doing her face in a pocket-mirror held in one hand. Her breasts were outlined in the angora. He moved in for a close-up. 
 “What are you doing?” 
 “Getting you in an angle-shot.” 
 “I’m hardly a film-star.” 
 “While you’ve got that pencil out, I’ll join up that broken seam for you.” 
 “Really, don’t bother.” 
 “But if you’re going upstairs in a bus, anyone behind you could see.” 
 “You think anyone would look? Anyway I’ll only be walking home from here. It’s no distance.” 
 Still without meeting his eyes, she let him take the pencil. Stand up on something like before,” he said and helped her up on to a chair. He began to raise her skirt. 
 “I’ll do that, thanks,” she said, now in her strict teacher’s voice, and lifted the hem a few inches. . 
 For awhile he pencilled in silence. 
 “Why do women always want stockings?” he asked. 
 “Don’t you like them?” 
 “They’re alright on mums. I’d rather have bare legs.” 
 “Having no idea how cold they get in an English winter.” 
 “So wear slacks.” 
 “Men don’t like them, do they? And most girls will suffer anything to look nice for boys.” 
 “I’d sooner have slacks than those furry stockings like women wear in the army.” 
 “At your age I’m surprised you even notice. You spend a lot of time with women, don’t you? What with your sister and mother and grandma. I’m more on my own, now Geoff’s away. I never had brothers or sisters so…” 
 He promised God to listen tomorrow in prayers if his horn would only go down before she noticed. 
 A sudden burst of ack-ack nearby startled him and his hand shook. The line he was drawing downwards didn’t meet the one she’d done up to her knee. He wetted his finger and began to rub it out. 
 “Leave it. I think we should go. That gunfire sounds serious.” 
 “Come on, you two,”’ called the warden, coming in to check the place. ‘“That’s not ack-ack. It’s high-explosives somewhere not far off.” 
 “You mean a raid?” 
 They hadn’t learnt yet to distinguish the rhythmic throb of enemy bombers from R.A.F. fighters. 
 “I should say we’re target for tonight. Now get along.” 



SEVEN 
Several times while they were wrapping themselves in their outer clothes, she had to clutch his arm as a louder thump or smash came, shaking the window frames. 
 They emerged on to Deanery Road to see a sky lit by intersecting beams, light made visible by falling on clouds rising from the burning city and on puffs of flak from exploding shells. Balloons blazed, easy targets for air-gunners, the flames acting like flares, helping illuminate the city for enemy bombers. One had slipped its moorings and floated in flames across the night sky, now lit by fires below. 
 “God Almighty!” she said. 
 “I better walk you home.” 
 “No. You go on. Your parents will be worried sick.” 
 “D’you reckon they’ll be running buses in this?” 
 Shrapnel clattered on the pavement nearby. 
 “Perhaps we’d better go back in?” he said. 
 “No. That warden doesn’t want us here. He’s closed the doors. My place isn’t far. Halfway up Park Street. Come on.” 
 There was a lull after the last bomber of that wave had dropped its load and left. Anti-aircraft guns on hills all around the city were reloading for the next run. Hazel sprinted across to the ornamental pool, more like a moat, that ran along the arc of the half-finished brick Council House that Dolly Grey had told them was mock-Georgian. A hot piece of metal from a stray shell fell into the water with a hiss of steam. 
 The excitement they’d both felt as the boy touched her leg above the knee had become the new thrill of battle. At last they were in it. They could see the university tower at the top by the light of flaming upper storeys of Park Street shops. Already firemen were up high ladders. Hoses curled across the road through spilt pools. She’d never realised there’d be so much exploding glass, thrown out when windows got too big for their frames. Shattered panes crunched underfoot as they climbed. A sudden burst from some excited battery made her seize him and bury her face in his chest. He grasped and held her and together they fell into the doorway of the Mauretania cocktail bar as metal rained on the road. 
 This street had always been the city’s smartest, a steep two hundred yards of jewellers, booksellers and cafés, rising from Baker-Baker to Bright’s department store, with London names between like Moss Bros, Jaeger and Aquascutum. Now half a dozen shops were blazing. 
 “They must have dropped a stick of incendiaries,” Theo said. Even he shared the general theoretical expertise about all this. The Penguin best-seller of the time was ‘Aircraft Recognition’, with its silhouettes of enemy planes. People carried their copy in a pocket and in daylight raids peered from sky to page like bird-watchers, identifying Focker-Wolfs and Messerschmitts. 
 Nearly at the top, she led him by the hand into Charlotte Street, climbing still towards Brandon Hill and Cabot Tower. Halfway along, she turned up a few steps to her front door. 
 “You’ll be all right now?” he asked her, from the pavement. 
 “Don’t be silly. I can’t let you go home in this. Is there a phone at home?” 
 “Yeah. We got it just before war started.” 
 “So ring her and tell her you’re all right.” 
 He followed her, feeling his way by the banisters up several flights of stairs to the top floor. It was more like a tower than any house he’d ever been in. 
 “It’s the first actual flat I’ve seen,” he said.” My Gran’s got a front room upstairs but it’s only an ordinary house, nothing like this. This is more like that French film.” 
 She found her way to a door on the top landing and switched on a couple of low-level lamps. How does she manage to see to do anything, he thought, without one hanging in the centre of the room? 
 He gazed about at the sloped ceilings and dormers. 
 “Those windows are like the tops of sentry boxes I saw once at Horseguards Parade in London.” 
 But it looked smarter, like the rooms in L.A. where private eyes kept their hats on indoors. The shades cast a warm pink glow on the mixture of queer furniture and one or two huge pictures of flowers and one that wasn’t of anything, just a sort-of pattern. A piece of cloth that in most rooms would be lying on the floor was hung on one wall. There were more books than he’d ever seen outside a library, at least five shelves full, a mixture of the cloth-covered sort he got for holiday reading, a few Penguins in red, green, blue and purple, and a huge load of political ones by people like G.B. Shaw and other authors with initials for names. On a pretty check-patterned tablecloth were piles of school exercise books. The walls weren’t papered but painted white. It was how he thought houses might be in Spain or Italy. He’d seen such rooms through the windows of restaurants with foreign names like Casa Bianca. 
 “Now ring your people. They’ll be worried sick.” 
 The phone wasn’t out on the stairs or landing where you’d expect, but on the floor beside a double-bed. He sat there and dialled. Kay answered, sounding as breathless as Miss Hampton. 
 “What’s it like out there?” he asked. 
 “There’s a great brou-ha-ha,” she said, “from the ARP men in the orphanage.” 
 Fred was out, she went on, hunting fires with his stirrup pump, though so far only a few incendiaries had fallen on the allotments and there was a joke going round that the wardens would have baked potatoes for supper. Rose and she were in the cupboard under the stairs, which Fred had fitted up as a shelter. From next door, Shirley Temple was being wearisome, knocking code messages through the wall about whether that last bang or plane was one of ours or theirs but she couldn’t get the hang of it. Then, what could you expect of a boy with curls from eating up his crusts? Anyway she couldn’t hear a lot because Rose kept bursting into tears, talking about the last and wondering how Tilda was coping. Being Sunday, their gran was in her own place and it looked as though the poorer parts were getting it worst, just like in London. Kay had been to the front bedroom window and seen the city ablaze. Theo said yeah, mostly towards Old Market Street but a helluva lot of Park Street was burning too. 
 “It’s like Atlanta!” she said, doing her Vivien Leigh. 
 “The Nell Gwynn Café’s caught one,” he told her. 
 “Oh, say not so! One of my regular haunts. What’s killing is those old duffers are still shouting at people to put lights out. As though little chinks in the black-out matter in all this! As though Luftwaffe pilots can see our windows from the Lord knows how many thousand feet. But it gives them an excuse to blow their whistles.” 
 “Yeah. Bet you anything, if Hitler ever comes, they’ll be in charge.” 
 “Yet another good reason to win the war.” 
 “Anyway I’m okay, tell them.” 
 “You absolutely sure, dear boy?” 
 “I’m with this teacher lady. Too much falling outside. I’ll be home soon as I can after the all-clear.” 
 “Okay… Whoops! That was a big one.” 
 “Probably a gun on Purdown. You better get back under the stairs.” 
 During this, he’d been studying the bedroom, not much bigger than the sizeable bed which didn’t have a board standing up at the bottom end like normal ones but just left off. The quilt and cover weren’t nice and shiny like those at home but rough like a dog’s fur. On a little box thing by the bed was a framed picture of a soldier in tropical uniform frowning into the sun in front of one of The Pyramids. The lamp was on the floor and threw these really super weird shadows on to the ceiling. 
 “Are they alright?” she asked, appearing in the door. 
 “Yeah. Not much going on up there except ack-ack. I’m glad I’m here to see it all. Been long enough coming.” 
 “So am I. Glad you’re here, I mean. I’d be afraid alone.” 
 She came towards him with two full tumblers.” There’s no gas. So probably a mains was hit.” 
 “We don’t need it” he said, standing and taking a glass, “plenty of fires outside.” 
 “No, you’re right, it’s not a bit cold, is it?” 
 She’d taken off her cardigan.” I decided against a warm drink anyhow. I expect that smoke’s dried your throat too.” 
 “What is it?” he asked, taking the glass of greenish liquid. 
 “Dutch courage.” 
 He didn’t know it but Kay would at least recognise the name from her book of cocktails. 
 “Don’t think I’ve ever tasted it.” 
 She explained the phrase meant alcohol that made you feel braver than you were. This was a tiny tot of gin filled up with Rose’s lime juice. He’d tasted his father’s whisky one Christmas and said it was like cough medicine. 
 “Try again. When you’re used to it, you’ll like the feeling.” 
 “Being drunk?” 
 “Certainly not. But a little drop makes you more cheerful. Come on, keep me company. It’s mostly juice. It’ll hardly set you on the primrose path of dalliance.” 
 He sipped, making a sour face. 
 “Oh, yeah. It’s okay. Lime juice is wizard. This your husband?” 
 She nodded. 
 “He looks dead brown. I suppose he would be in – where is it?” 
 “Cairo, yes.” 
 A violent barrage shook the house, then a few more distant explosions pushed against the windows. He remembered the big bad wolf. 
 “We’ll be safer with the dormers open,” she said.” Turn the light out.” 
 She drew the black-out and opened the panes like doors. In Villa Borghese all the windows slid up and down. Her head was black against the orange of the night sky. He hadn’t realised quite how thirsty the smoke had left him. He drained the glass and went to stand beside her at the window. There was only just room for them both in the narrow sentry-box. Together they stared across the city, smelling the woodsmoke, hearing the crackle of fires, the hiss of hoses and someone in the street shouting “‘Bloody bastards!” 
 “I’m going to open the other too. Safer, they say, than having them all blown in. We’re alright in the dark, aren’t we?” 
 “Dark?” he said, staring over the roofs of houses down the hill. 
 She took the glasses to the other room, poured more, turned out the light and opened the window. 
 “Looks to me as if they’ve got Castle Street,” he said, “I hope the Regent’s alright.” 
 “Where we met,” she said. 
 “They’re going to do Sunday showings from next week. It would have been packed if they’d started tonight.” 
 They both thought of the raid warning that afternoon they’d been there and how no-one had moved. 
 “So tonight it’s empty? Lucky.” 
 They felt a breeze on their cheeks and hair and a moment later heard the bomb fall nearby. They grabbed each other, flinching from the blast. 
 “That was close.” 
 Windows shudderd, tiles slid and shattered far below.” We ought to go downstairs,” she said, moving a step away, “all the tenants are meant to be in the cellar. A fire could come up the stairs and we’d be trapped.” 
 “D’you want to?” he asked, looking down on the fires. 
 “Aren’t you scared?” she said. 
 “Yeah, sort of. But sort-of excited too.” 
 He drew her back into an embrace and kissed her hair. As if to borrow his strength, she held his head and put her mouth to his. The tip of her tongue pressed against his closed lips, forcing them open. 
 Any moment could be their last. Who cared? 
 He relaxed his lips and she pushed her tongue right into his mouth. His horn rose against her belly. He’d tried French kissing once or twice with girls at parties when they played Sardines and felt nothing much. But now he realised why bods talked about it so much. 
 When the next barrage came, they dropped out of danger behind the window. 
 Reaching the bed again, they took off each other’s clothes. She made it easy for him, unbuttoning her blouse and undoing her bra at the back when he fumbled, freeing her breasts so that they held the open blouse apart. By the faint light from outside, he saw how beautiful her body was without the frumpish clothes. As he ran his hands up her leg, feeling the change of texture to something softer and moist, his jack was huge and bursting. He moved apart and started towards his abandoned trousers. 
 “Where are you going?” 
 How could he say it? 
 “Something I’ve got to get.” 
 “What?” 
 “You know –…” 
 “Oh, my dear. No need… come back …” 
 Afterwards he’d remember only how easy she made his first time. What was all the fuss about? And it was very soon over. He’d expected pain but, of course, that was what the woman felt, – and only if they hadn’t done it before, which Mrs. Hampton must have, loads of times with that man in the photo beside the bed. 
 She hardly had time to feel him inside her when he jerked and made an amazed sound, rolled over and lay facing away. She lifted herself by one elbow and watched him as he slept. Like a baby? A boy? No, that’s cultural, a conditioned European attitude. He was more than capable, a young male. Indians his age already had child-brides and children of their own. 
 More débris was falling outside and more planes came, bringing more damage. 
 “Anyone there?” a man shouted from a landing somewhere below their floor. Theo woke and she stopped his mouth with her hand. They lay in silence and heard retreating footsteps. 
 Theo turned back to her, touching her breast with his lips, licking the nipple. He pushed her back and rolled on to her. “No hurry,” she said, “we’ve got until the all-clear.” 
 This time she helped him take longer. He was able to wait till she was ready, startled at her gasping and whimpering, inclined to stop till he heard her quiet appeal to “‘go on, for Chrissake… oh, that’s it!” 
 She agreed how easy it was if you wanted each other as much as they had. After some moments she said: “It’s what comes later that’s not so easy.” 
 “Babies, you mean? D’you think you might? That’s why I was going to get the… you know… from my wallet.” 
 “Real little boy scout.” 
 “No, I was a cub but never took to it… What d’you mean?” 
 “Being prepared.” 
 He must not tell her he’d actually been prepared for Margo Carpenter. In the half-dark, he blushed at the memory, then smiled. He was pretty sure she was still a virgin. Next time he’d ask for a half fare in a loud clear voice and give her a knowing grin. Silly kid. 
 There seemed to be no after-effects of this momentous event, only a slight odour like mushrooms and a stickiness down there. 
 “Have you got a baby?” 
 “Can you see one?” 
 “I thought it might be somewhere else. Such as with your parents?” 
 She shook her head. 
 “How long does it take to have one?” 
 “Don’t teach you much at that expensive school, do they? Not about the Slave Trade, no, and not about babies.” 
 He knew the answer was roughly a year but had thought this a polite way of asking how long Geoff had been away. About eight months, she said, since his embarkation leave. In other words, she’d have known some months ago if she was expecting. 
 He crawled on all-fours to his sports coat and returned with the crumpled Gold Flake packet. They shared the last, sitting with backs against the wall while a new fall of fire-bombs was signalled by the ack-ack that was trying to see the bombers off. 
 He tried Kay’s trick with the smoke she’d done in the Regent café but it went the wrong way and brought on a bout of coughing. Gin, sex and tobacco. Not to mention all that going on outside. He wished he’d kept up the diary he’d dropped in February, like he did every year from having nothing to write down. 
 A five-star day by any standards. 
* 
Part of the time they talked. Or she did and he listened. Starting with Free Love, she explained that only when life’s resources were shared could a decent world be achieved. And people were the most valuable resource of all. Love must be freed from the false values that had in the past turned so much marriage into legalised prostitution. She took Geoff’s photo and kissed it, telling Theo how much he’d taught her. His clear vision of the future was of a world without class, a society where the wealthy had to be saved from their own cruelty, by force if necessary. Apart from being unfair, inequality was stupid and wasteful. But the people who had the least to lose and most to gain were still scared to change things. Working people got the smallest share of what their labour created. Theo said it sounded a helluva lot like Capra except that the people in his films mostly didn’t work and were all pretty crazy. But no, she told him, that was only democratic anarchism based on economic privilege. Heaven on earth could only be achieved through Communism, ultimate liberty only through initial discipline, such as this war was now imposing even on the better-off. Or at any rate those who hadn’t bolted to America. Hollywood, she said, offered an illusion of liberty. It was Bakunin to the real promise of Marx. Theo inevitably gabbled some dialogue from Groucho and she patiently waited and smiled and explained about Karl, who was the greatest mind of modern times, along with Freud who had freed us from the sexual fetters of the past. And they were both Jews and so was Groucho and that was reason enough for this war, even though Churchill didn’t care about that and was probably an anti-Semite himself. So what exactly, Theo wanted to know, was an anti-Semite? 



EIGHT 
Fred drove him to school next morning so Theo missed his chance to gloat over Margot Carpenter’s virginity. Kay stayed home to comfort Rose. Today no forged excuse-note was needed. When Fred gave a lift to two middle-aged crones queueing for the 21, he saw there was a new excitement about these familiar figures. After years of living death, they were almost skittish, animated by the raid, telling stories of their blitz. Fred told his too, how last night he’d helped prevent the spread of fires from a local car showroom and Salvation Army drill hall that had been hit by sticks of incendiaries. And when he’d at last reached home after the midnight all-clear, Rose had made him get out the Morris from the garage and drive down to the poor streets to see if Grandma Tilda’s house was one of the fires that had lit the sky. Several streets around hers had burned and she was frightened but unhurt, seeing out the raid with her sister’s family of two lugubrious daughters, a brother-in-law and simple-minded son Stan. Theo whiled away family visits to their house by noting the way they spoke their predictable opinions in unison like a chorus from that Greek play the swots of 6A had done once in the Victoria Rooms. The Great War, his aunts had chanted, at least stayed abroad where it belonged. If Tilda’s two boys had survived the Somme, they’d be wondering whatever they’d given their lives for. Fred listened, nodded and refrained from pointing out the illogicality of this, consoled them, looked at his watch and left to drive farther into town, partly to see the destruction, also on the chance of meeting his son who’d had to shelter in some teacher’s place. 
 The phones were cut off, power lines broken, so Theo was walking home, a bit surprised to find so many streets untouched, and came upon Fred and the Morris where Jamaica Street joins Stokes Croft. Wartime policemen turned them back from the part that had caught the worst, by which time they’d both seen enough anyway. When they reached home, a neighbour, excited beyond control, shouted that there wasn’t one stone left standing on another in the city centre. 
 “Really?” Fred said.” That’s strange because my son got caught after attending a meeting at the Central Library and had to spend much of the night there and what d’you say it’s like, son?” 
 “Quite bad but mostly fires, at least that I could see.” 
 “So you’d say from your personal observations that stones do still stand one upon another, given that there have been few high-explosive bombs and that fires alone consume only wood and furniture and do not send stone walls flying?” 
 “Alright,” the neighbour broke in, “I was only reporting what I heard.” 
 “Careless talk costs lives,” Fred said.” It’s just that sort of wild surmise that undermines morale. We get enough of that with German radio.” 
 In the usual way Theo would have inwardly groaned at the self-righteousness but today he was glad to see the neighbour so put down. Overnight Theo had grown a good deal closer to his Dad and felt he was about to join the men. Or had already. 
 By daylight the damage was disappointing. Only a few gutted smouldering houses between Villa Borghese and the corner of Elmdale where Fred dropped him later on, before driving off to his week of merchandising in South Wales. At the last moment, as Theo pushed the chromium handle to open the passenger door, Fred put a hand on his flannelled knee. 
 “While I’m away, son, look after your mother and sister,” he asked him, “soothe their nerves if there’s any more bombing. It’s not very nice my having to go away and leave them but this is my way of doing my bit while others are giving so much more.” 
 Theo had become the man of the family, a moment of self-regard that faded when he imagined trying to impose his will on Rose or Kay. Both had been singing over breakfast about the last time they saw Paris. The shameful lack of air raids was a thing of the past. Perhaps now, Mum told Kay, those blessed Cockneys would stop boasting about their blessed blitz and saying the Lights were lucky to live in a safe area. 
 As Fred drove off, dropping Theo near school, his son ran the few yards down to the main road to check Broadcasting House. No damage there either, he was glad to find, so his favourite shows would still go out. Back at the corner, he met Inky, climbed on to his bike and sat balancing on his crossbar. Inky purposely teetered, twisting the front wheel, doing the sound-track screech of cornering tyres. 
 “Hey, man, the Quasis aren’t half funny today,” Theo said, then in the neighbour’s voice: “They reckon the whawl city’s like it was after the San Franciscawl earthquake, theest know.” 
 “From what I yeared,” Inky said in this mode, “it bissn’t there at all no more.” 
 “What, hawl burnt down?” 
 “No. Disappeared in a huge crater. An enormous hawll.” 
 They normally spoke, like everyone in the city, in a local accent noticeable to strangers but they were also objective, somewhat apart, aware like people from elsewhere – of the difference between Hall, Whole and Hole. 
 “What, the hall place?” 
 “Gone!” 
 “In a hall?” 
 “H’all that’s left is a youge hall.” 
 Though enjoying this routine as much as always, Theo longed to boast about last night but Hazel had left him in no doubt how serious it would be for them both if anyone knew. Especially for her. Not only would she never be able to teach again but would probably go to jail for corrupting a minor and get reported in News of the World. That’s what Society was like, a long way yet from the perfect selfless harmony of share-and-share-alike. She made him swear not to tell a soul. So Inky was only told, as the family was, that he’d been caught in town and taken refuge with an old teacher who wore glasses. 
 The air smelt charred and black fragments floated high on warm currents. Thin smoke drifted against the grey November sky. Word was passed back through the tide of boys making one way along Elmdale that these promising signs came from the school itself. Those in front hurried for their first glimpse of the burnt-out wreckage. Inky straightened the handlebar and pedalled hard. 
 “It’s a pile of ashes… ruined…” said Rumour in the form of other boys, even a few titches. 
 “What, even the Great Hall?” 
 Despite themselves, Theo and Inky felt this must be true. What other building thereabouts was big enough to cause such smoke and floating ash? Long before they reached the crossroads they saw hoses rising from holes in the road, entwined like boa constrictors among black standing pools and burnt timbers. Some scorched desks and benches had been dragged clear. Firefighters with sooty faces were drinking tea. 
 Word came back from the first arrivals, before they saw the awful truth for themselves, “the prep!… only the prep’s gone…” and soon they saw the gutted junior school, roof caved in, walls charred but standing, empty holes that had been pointy windows. And beyond it, higher up the slope, huge and unscathed, the main building. A chorus of lamentation swelled as the arriving seniors took this in and trudged towards the gates. Theo groaned as loud as any and, though it was disappointing up to a point, he hid a feeling of relief. A new school in another place would have been too great a change, along with all the others he had to somehow cope with. He’d agreed with Hazel that life now was about alteration. Still, he’d had more than enough for the time being. 
 Wardens and firemen shouted at the boys not to stand or jump on the hoses or otherwise interfere. Don’t, don’t, don’t. Couldn’t they see all that No Trespassers stuff was done with now? Things To Come were already here. 
 Across the tarmacked playground Sergeant’s voice yelled: “Light! Hands in pockets again? You’ll be going blind. Pity you can’t find some other sport but pocket billiards to amuse yourself with, you horrible object, what are you?” 
 “Horrible object, Sarge.” 
 So they’d all be pretending nothing had happened. Business as usual. We can take it. Turnip Townshend. The War of Jenkins’ Ear. The Treaty of Tilsit. 
 Some teachers who’d been his masters (and mistresses) in the distant past were marshalling titchy prep kids like confused sheep into files near the bike-sheds. 
 “God, what hell, man!” Inky said, as he wheeled his Raleigh forward, “look, my kid brother! Jammy wretch. Might get off school for the rest of the war.” 
 “Bet you he won’t. Old Hines and his lot will have to find somewhere to put them. Up here probably.” 
 “Oh, no, man!” 
 “Bet you they will.” 
 “Anything but that!” Inky moaned, abjectly slumping over his handlebars, “I can’t stand it, I tell you!” 
 “For God’s sake, man, pull yourself together,” Theo told him between clenched teeth, “don’t you think we all feel like that sometimes? Don’t you think we all long for it to end? But you’ve taken the King’s shilling and now you’re blubbing like a damn girl. Pretty rotten sort of bargain, wouldn’t you say ?” 
 “Sah!” 
 Inky straightened up and made off to the bike-sheds, Theo to the main door where Sergeant stood, short cane twitching, eyes on stalks, ready to erupt into an earthquake of offence whenever some oik broke one of his crazy rules. 
 “Sarge, those prep titches aren’t coming here, are they?” 
 “Ask no questions you’ll be told no lies.” 
 “So you don’t know? Nobody’s told you ?” 
 “Where d’you expect them to go now their school’s burnt down? And I seem to recall it’s not that long since you yourself were a prep school titch with a little voice all up there somewhere. Just because it’s dropped a bit, along with one or two other things –” 
 “Two, Sarge-” 
 “-doesn’t mean you’re a great big man –” 
 “Oh, aren’t I?” he thought but didn’t say, only dodging the cane that was aimed vaguely at his behind in passing. 
 “Through the night of doubt and sorrow 
 Onward goes the pilgrim band, 
 Singing songs of expectation 
 Marching to the promised land.” 
Theo tried singing an octave lower but had to compromise in harmonic growls, while far above piped the titches in timid treble, awed by the vast hall, the thundering of Artie’s diapason and the baritone roar of about nine hundred seniors. 
 “Clear before us through the darkness 
 Gleams and burns the guiding light; 
 Brother clasps the hand of brother,” 
– and Inky did his Dracula-with-the-garlic face across at him at the very thought of clasping his own titch’s snotty mitt- 
 “Stepping fearless through the night.” 
 A good few hadn’t been there at register. Jimmie said many bus-services were disrupted and some families in the city and outside may have been bombed out so numbers would be depleted for a day or two. At prayers, Hines had asked them all to close up, making room in the hall for the titches to sit in rows right in front, near the swots, and the smallest of all, eight-year-olds like Inky’s ’s kid, sat cross-legged on the floor looking at Hines as if he was old Charles Laughton doing Captain Bligh. 
 “The morning’s hymn was chosen with the past hours in mind. For have not we all come through a night of doubt and sorrow? Not merely those of us here assembled but all our fellow townspeople, many of whom will have lost their homes in last night’s heinous atrocities. These younger boys ranged before me are themselves without a school. Let us hasten to console them: room will be found. They will be housed here among us as a mere expedient until some other recourse be arrived at.” 
 Heinous atrocities, expedient, recourse, wrote Theo in the margin beside Hymn 678. 
 Hines turned his gaze on the juniors. 
 “Expedient,” he went on, “means For The Time Being or Not For Long.” 
 The swots responded with their usual audible smirk but the head was in solemn mood and frowned them to silence. He settled into his own version of Their Finest Hour and how long would be the journey ahead but that right would prevail, meaning ‘our side will win the war’, which none of them ever doubted anyway. 
 Theo stared up into the hammer-beams as Quasimodo nimbly scrambled to his favourite spot above the dais. He pulled back his filthy tights, positioned his hairy arse, studded with dried clinkers, and dropped his load, a direct hit on Hines’s forehead and, like Alfred the city’s famous turd-hurling gorilla, gave a satisfied grunt and scampered off. 
 Theo turned from that to work his flickergraph and saw the bod in grey flannels safely climb the ravine’s cliffside, reaching the scantily-clad Maureen O’Sullivan, taking her in his arms. Only a few days ago he hadn’t known what would happen next, what the bod did when he’d taken off her tunic of animal hides to reveal her own soft flesh beneath. He had no intention of trying to complete the sequence. His drawing wasn’t up to it, for one thing. If he tried, the marvellous treat he and Hazel had given each other four times between alert and all-clear would at best resemble gymnastics. More likely a plate of toad-in-the-hole. He longed to do it all again tonight but she’d said no, he must stay away, unless he wanted them to be found out. They couldn’t afford to take chances, Society being what it was. Society to Hazel was like God was to people like Hines, a reason for everything. Yet her idea wasn’t submission but change. As the hymn reckoned, the object of our journey, the faith which never tires, brightened all the path we tread. 
 He longed to tell Sister Kay that he’d come of age. And Inky Black, Swiftie, Margo Carpenter and, most of all her accomplice Gale Sondergaard the conductress on the bus… anyone who’d listen. But he felt even deeper pleasure in not telling. He saw now why everyone reckoned those braggers like Coxie were probably liars too. But how long could he wait before he was with her again? Tomorrow night? Two days? Hell’s tool, man! 
 “Oh, God, our help in ages past” followed Hines’s speech. Rose would have called this dirge ‘cheerful’. Anything to do with hymns or church brought the sort of shudder she gave to spiders in the bath or a mouse in the larder. Theo changed the course of his thoughts, hoping his jack would soon go down, reflecting that at least he always enjoyed the hymn-singing. Not exactly real music of Dad’s sort, but – like jazz – a terrific noise. If the bombs had fallen here, a hundred yards from the prep, there’d have been no more of that, the great echo-chamber and its beamed roof would have gone, along with old Artie’s thunderous organ. Or perhaps those firemen and volunteers had let the prep burn so as to save this one? Had they stood in a phalanx between the two, hoses ready to put out fires that started near the big school ? That sort of choice would have to be made now that so much was going up in smoke. Every building and every person couldn’t be saved. But old Hines’s sermons would never admit that. 
 Prayers finished with a whole lot of new orders read out by the assistant head and Hines couldn’t let them go without another Churchill imitation, giving Theo some new material to use in his end-of-term show: arduous combat, resolute in strife, triumphal aftermath. He warned them not to go sight-seeing and interfere with the efforts of the valiant men who strove so blah-blah-blah-ly to something-or-other. 
 That morning, room was found for the influx of titches. Two of their forms took lessons in the Hall, one at either end, told by their teachers to speak low, as raised voices would create acoustic chaos. Made no odds to Quasi who was already deafened by the bells of Notre Dame. Senior classes were realloted to pungent science labs and woodwork annexes, gym changing-rooms or even – on dry days – part-covered fives-courts. In time to come, as war turned to siege, the school would colonise undamaged wings of the university. Nearby houses were let to the school by well-off owners when they escaped even farther west. Midday most seniors bolted their sandwiches and went damage touring, though many hadn’t thought of it till Hines told them not to. Theo avoided Inky, wanting to be alone. Queen’s Road was a mess of salvaged rubble from the burnt-out university hall and city museum. Some stuffed animals had survived in their cases, no longer behind glass. A lion and elephant still struck roaring, trumpeting poses in the devastated rooms, now open to the street. When Theo crunched over broken glass through one of the opened archways, the same old bloody-sergeants, museum versions, bawled at him to be off. Park Street was closed to traffic so he went along Park Row and could see ahead the burnt-out Prince’s Theatre where he’d enjoyed pantos as a titch but had long since outgrown. His parents had gone there to see ‘Murder in the Cathedral’ and thought it a real let-down. Rose said they’d expected a nice mystery but it was nothing but moaning nuns. Theo saw what a crafty title Eliot had chosen to get people to go. Well, as long as the cinemas were untouched, he could do without Thomas a Becket. 
 From there he crossed Park Street, its facing rows of shops now showing as many gaps as an old man’s mouth, and stood some distance from Hazel’s flat, pretending to gaze up at a burnt-out house, wondering if she was at home and would see him and invite him up. No, today was too soon but later, when they felt safer, she’d be looking out for him from one of those sentry-boxes she called dormers. 
* 
Hazel was still a part-timer. Married women were allowed to teach, replacing the men, only till war ended and they came home. Next year she’d be taken on full-time. Her advantage was being childless. Pregnancies could disrupt time-tables for weeks on end. She sometimes thought of joining an auxiliary service like the Observer Corps. One of her afternoons off was Wednesday, when Theo’s last class ended well before dark. When enough weeks had passed, they risked more sessions. He was usually outside the house by four, daylight already fading as he pressed her bell push. 
 As far as the other tenants were concerned, he came like several others for private tutorials, more often girls than boys. If her neighbours met Theo on the stairs, gas-mask and bursting satchel, rakish cap and school tie, purposely kept on, his appearance was the perfect cover. For him the flat was a new world of shared sex, low lamplight, candid books and weird potted snacks from before the shortages. She wore a full set of clothes to go down and open the street door but hardly were they in the flat than he’d removed his Just William disguise to show the lean young body beneath. And, while she stood admiring, he’d start pulling her sweater over her head, her face drawn back by the narrow neck, as though caught by bomb-blast. 
 “Wait, it’s tangled up in my hair.” 
 “Chinese,” he said, “you look Chinese.” 
 She raised her hands to help and he reached around her to unfasten the brassière brassiere at the back. 
 “Wait,” she said again, features still distorted, jumper tangled in hair-clip, “wait!” 
 “I can’t. You’re at my mercy.” 
 He knelt to kiss the breasts that fell slightly as Kay’s didn’t yet and Rose’s did but a lot more so. Once free, she went ahead of him to the bed. When he joined her and began, her little cries and gasps still startled and scared him. He’d never imagined anything like them when he’d tossed off over Miss Poland or Princess Margaret. ‘“It’s so easy, after all that wondering,”’ he said over the Senior Service they shared later, inhaling in turn. “What about before Geoff? Or was he the first?” 
 “No. In our circle it was a point of honour to take lovers. More than one, if possible.” 
 “What’s a point of honour?” 
 “A good thing. A feather in your cap. At college we broke away from our homes and all our parents’ unexamined principles.” 
 She explained that their friends (whom she called comrades) were rebels, believing in Free Love as only one of a number of freedoms that would follow when we had a real society where all men and women shared the fruits of their labour. Theo said he didn’t much fancy sharing anything with the snotty kids from down near Mina Road where his Gran lived. Hazel patiently enlarged: there wouldn’t be any snotty kids in a new world after the war, as long as we used the time to educate people who were at present set against one another by primitive tribal chieftains disguised as toffs and bosses. This he understood: like Ralph Richardson in ‘Things To Come’ that he’d lately seen for the first time in the Metropole De Luxe. That had been made long before the war but old H.G. Wells had predicted it almost to the day. So far the populace hadn’t panicked and run screaming to the shelters at the first air-raids like in the early sequences but all in good time… 
 “It’s all a question of education,” she said. 
 “This what you teach them in Bedminster?” 
 “I try. I have to sneak it in. It’s going to be our turn at last, darling. Only through Communism can we achieve fair shares and a world of music and art and foreign films.” 
 She threw back the covers and reached for Geoff’s rough woolly dressing-gown. By the time he’d pulled on his pants and joined her, she’d made tea and was toasting bread on a trident at the gas-fire. She put it on a tray on the floor and they ate and drank with the heat beating out at them, the blue flame warming the biscuity burners till they turned a glowing orange. “Free love and a better world would be bang-on,” he told her, “but I don’t want Russia or Poland… you know, old peasants and Jews in funny hats and beards. We’re not like them, are we?” 
 He didn’t care for tea, even drunk from mugs without saucers, preferring strawberry milk-shake, but the toast-and-marge was wizard and he wolfed it down while telling her again how he wished Hitler would burn all the old places down so they could have a new city of white hotels and glass-walled factories, skyscrapers and film-studios. 
 “America!” 
 “That’s not America,” she said, “it’s Hollywood.” 
 “Well, Hollywood’s what I want. California, here I come! Hey, let’s go there, after the war. You and me and Geoff? If he believes in free love and everyone sharing? See, I want that too, all my favourite films are about that – Robin Hood and Tortilla Flat and You Can’t Take It With You. But we needn’t bother with Communism. America’s already got all that equality and one day the rest of the world will want everything American too.” 
 Patiently but earnestly she explained that America’s wealth and supposed freedom was were based on the suffering of people in poorer lands who provided goods at slave-wages, as Britain’s was drawn from all the pink parts of the map, but that in Russia progress would be slower because it would all be fair. 
 “Like rationing?” 
 “Somewhat like these wartime measures, yes, fair shares for all, as long as we don’t go back afterwards to all that inequality.” 
 “But raising everyone to the same level could take ages, by which time we’d be too old to enjoy it. So why don’t we all go and see, the three of us, and if we like it we could stay?” 
 As she leant across to pour more tea, she spoke as though she’d only half-listened. 
 “Theo, dear, don’t go away with the idea I don’t love Geoff. I do, of course. He’s just been so long away.” 
 “Yeah, and that’s why this is alright, what we’re doing. I’m keeping you happy till he comes back and you’re teaching me what he taught you.” 
 You’ve already outgrown the teacher, she thought. 





NINE 
Most Sunday mornings The Salvation Army played outside the Lights’ bay-window: a loose circle of uniformed men, women, boys and girls, obstructing the road, forcing the occasional car to take another way, as this was God’s day, dedicated to tuneless songs of praise on cornet, trombone, tuba, cymbals, bass drum and half a dozen thin voices exhorting the street to “Stand up, stand up, for Jesus, The trumpet call obey…” while Rose again sighed her longing to be released from this blessed district that had once been the summit of her hopes. 
 “I bet they don’t get this in Henleaze.” 
 Kay plucked aside the net for a better view of the tall dark boy burping away on the tuba. 
 “Careful, Kay, love, they’ll be seeing in.” 
 “What’s there to see?” Kay asked, then: “Theo, isn’t that your bosom friend beating the big drum?” 
 “Was for about three weeks six years ago.” 
 Rose squinted at the band over Kay’s shoulder. 
 “That common boy,” she said, “with the runny nose from down near Mina Road, always wiping it on his sleeve? My Lord, and there’s more of them moving in all the time.” 
 “More what?” asked Fred from behind News of the World. 
 Rose lowered her voice: “Poverty-stricken people.” 
 A straw-bonneted woman and girl now left the group and began their door-to-door progress down the street with begging-boxes. Theo saw Deanna Durbin go to the facing house, leaving the wicked witch of the north to do theirs. Fred was sent to give her sixpence, get rid of her and receive her icy blessing. 
 “Blooming cheek, making people give them money every blessed week!” Rose said, as Fred came back. 
 “A small price,” he said, “if it helps staunch the running noses of the poor…“ 
 “And I hope you weren’t too familiar, like you are with the coalman. You’ll talk to anyone.” 
 “‘Have to, Rose, in my job.”’ 
 “Stand up, stand up, for Jesus,” Kay sang along, “the buggers at the back can’t see.” 
 “Shush, Kay” hissed her mother.” That the language they teach you at Redland High?” 
 “No, the Youth Club.” 
 “It’s a bad influence, that place,” their father said. 
 “Go on, Fred,” Rose said, “it’s mostly ping-pong and woodcraft.”’ Kay gave a brieif snoprt of luaughter but said no more. So Rose went on : ‘“Isn’t there anything cheerful on the wireless? What with the bombing and that blessed noise, my nerves are shot to bits.” 
 “Stand up, stand up for Jesus! 
 The strife will not be long,” promised the frail voices in the avenue, 
 “This day the noise of battle, 
 The next the victor’s song.” 
 “There you are,” Fred said, “That could have come from Winnie himself.” 
 “You shouldn’t laugh at them, whether you believe in it or not,” Rose said, turning on the radiogram.” God could blind you.” 
 “I wasn’t,” Fred said. Sometimes even he had to wonder how Rose managed life without any sense of humour. 
 After some moments of deep humming from the speaker while the valves warmed up, a Hines-like voice announced that morning service would come today from St. Stephen Walbrook in the City of London. 
 “As though there’s not enough religion every blessed Sunday,” Rose said. 
 Theo, who had the Radio Times, said “Nothing till Bob Hope at half-past-twelve.” 
 This gave them two hours for their weekly baths: Rose and Fred then Kay and Theo. 
 “The royal family have set an example,” Fred had said, “by showing that five inches is enough for anyone.” 
 First Kay, then Rose, then Fred himself couldn’t contain their laughter at this but Theo now felt himself above smut and only sighed. Fred put on his straight face again and argued that their family’s total depth of bathwater would alleviate needless sacrifice from the nation’s merchant seamen. Theo wondered how they managed in the palace with three women and one man? Perhaps Margaret Rose, as the youngest, got in last? That’s after her mum and dad and sister? Hellish sludge. Inky and Theo had done a comic strip in his Art exercise-book where she’d asked her dad if he wanted to have it first and, while he’d been stuttering and trying to answer yes, she’d said ‘“okay, you second”‘ and jumped in. That was what they hoped she was like anyway. They reckoned she looked a good sort, unlike her sister. 
* 
Fred let cold water run, then lit the pilot and turned it to the ring of burners inside the geyser, dodging back to avoid the sizeable explosion as they caught, flame leaping up to briefly discolour the copper cladding. Only a year ago, he’d been too slow and was left with singed eyebrows for weeks. 
 “If the bombs don’t get us, that geyser will,” Rose said, from the landing, ready in curlers, shower-cap and dressing-gown. One of her dreams was to live in an all-electric house like Laura Tombs’s in Henleaze. 
 The roast was already in when Rose went to bathe. Fred had prevailed on a branch manager in South Wales to slip him a joint of beef. Theo escaped to the back room to play a few of the old Brunswick dance-band records he’d got secondhand in the Upper Arcade before it was bombed the same night he’d shared Hazel’s bed. It would be safe for half an hour to smoke one of the Capstans old Vince had given him earlier in the week to buy his silence. The idea of free love and sharing wasn’t quite so attractive when he thought of Vince and Rose and Fred and he felt a few qualms about deceiving his father by not speaking out. Vince’s supplies of sweets and fags were indispensable though and Fred probably realised Rose’s evenings out at the Mauretania weren’t a real threat to their marriage, only a wartime escapade. Parents cared too much about outward shows of loyalty. Theo had made it up to his dad in a small way by returning to his bedroom drawer the Frenchie he hadn’t had to use. He never knew if Fred had missed it or, if so, wondered about its reappearance. 
 He locked the door, cranked the gramophone and announced: “And now Ben Bernie and his Hotel Roosevelt Orchestra with ‘I’ll get by’.” 
 He dropped the circular sound-box on to the first groove and closed the lid to reduce the surface hiss. He opened the window on to the back garden and lit up. For some time he blew out his cheeks and plonked along with the slap-tongued bass-sax. He stared about him at the three and a half walls covered from floor to ceiling with pin-up girls. Stuck to the loose old wallpaper with Grip-Fix were the scandalous Carole Landis, the modest beauty of Loretta Young, the potent blend of demure provocation that Maureen O’Sullivan embodied as Tarzan’s Jane, the brash gaiety of Judy Garland… These Hollywood images of freedom gave way in places to those of enslaved Europe such as Miss Bulgaria, flinching and writhing, tied to a stake. 
 He began tearing from the top, where the wallpaper itself had separated from the plaster. The whole length came away till he reached a Lady Out of Uniform from ‘Men Only’, her WAAF cap at an angle and haversack-straps stretched between her naked tits. 
 Someone knocked on the door. Damn! Old Rose should still be doing her nails and Fred would have taken over her bath. 
 “Yeah?” he answered, “‘who’s there?”’ 
* 
Kay surmised by the long pause that he’d be putting the lighted Capstan on the window-sill outside, in case this was their Papa knocking. She allowed a few seconds before saying: “What’s it locked for?” 
 He let her in, waving smoke about. 
 “Oh, good show, wretched child,” she said, “give us one.” 
 Theo said: “I thought for a minute you were Dad.” 
 “Naturellement. I meant you to. What are you doing?” 
 “I’m cheesed off with all these pictures. Taking them down.” 
 “I was led to believe they were your pride and joy.” 
 “Were, yeah. Kids’ stuff now.” 
 “You droll creature,” she said, drawing on the cigarette and exhaling a dragonish jet of smoke from each nostril. 
 “How d’you do that?” he asked, “I’ve tried but it makes me cough.” 
 “Like riding a bike. One moment you can’t and the next you can.” 
 “Quite a lot of things are like that,” her brother said, tearing another strip of paper and cut-out pictures from the wall. She wondered what had brought this on. All part of his new mood of the last few weeks. It wasn’t feasible that such change in her formerly gauche brother had been wrought by the raids alone. Nor, she thought, could a few foreign films at the Library have lent him such élan, such savoir-faire. She shrugged and looked out at the gathering dusk. 
 “Hey,” he asked next, “tell you another drink you must ask for when you’re old enough to go to the Mauretania. You know, like Sidecars and Martinis?” 
 “Surprise me.” 
 “Dutch Courage.” 
 It was a good chance to give the tinkling laugh she knew he found impressive and irritating. He’d caught her practising it once but surprised her by not taking that chance to extract the Michael. 
 “That laugh’s almost as good as Vivien Leigh’s now.” 
 “Lest you make a faux-pas in company,” Kay said, “you should know that Dutch Courage isn’t the name of a drink but means the bravery induced by alcohol.” 
 He listened, considered and nodded, then went on tearing down the wallpaper. 
 “Dad may not like you doing that.” » 
 “He hardly ever comes in here.” 
 “That’s all you know, gormless. He comes to peek at your pin ups.” 
 Kay saw this was news to him. He smiled and seemed in a mood to listen. She saw it as her duty to bring him up to scratch. 
 “Just as he didn’t come twice to your talent show at The Empire to watch you. It was to see the snake dancer again. Are you doing any better at school?” 
 He shrugged, “Top in English. Bottom in maths.” 
 “Dad pays a fortune for you to go there because you were too stupid to get a scholarship.” 
 “Didn’t ask him to.” 
 “You should try harder. You’re not that stupid.” 
 “Stupid? From someone who’s thinking of going to university? Which is like carrying on with school forever. What good’s geometry to a film director?” 
 “Dear heart, it’s a fatal error to think so early in terms of subjects. A general education is a good start for any career. Even film producing.” 
 “Directing,” he said, then: “Unborn babies.” 
 “Come again?” 
 “Floating in jars. That’s all I know about university.” 
 “Rustic bumpkin! What the world’s going to need after this war isn’t people to make more soppy films but doctors and engineers, types who can organise things.” 
 He shrugged. In the usual way that would have provoked an outburst against any attempt to improve the lot of a class he called The Sweaty Nightcaps, meaning the plebs in ‘Julius Caesar’ who threw them up when he was crowned emperor. The People’s only purpose, he often said, was to pay money to see the films he’d make when he reached Hollywood. But not today. This new Theodore was vaguely disconcerting. She longed to disturb his sang-froid. What in the world had happened at that film society? 
 The record ended and he put on the other side, Ben Bernie’s band groaning from a standstill as he cranked the handle. 
 “Who’s your man at the moment?” he asked. 
 “You cannot feasibly believe I’d tell you.” 
 “Why not?” 
 “And have you giggling over it with that callow goof from along the road?” 
 “Jake Swift? I reckon he’s got quite a pash on you.” 
 She gave her tinkling laugh. 
 “Even if he didn’t have greasy hair, I’d hardly want to be arrested for baby-snatching.” 
 He inclined his head, the Gold Flake hanging from one corner of his mouth, smoke drifting up that side of his face like Philip Marlow. But his eyes began watering so he removed it and flicked ash through the open window. 
 “You’re not much older than us,” he told her. 
 “Swift’s not even fifteen yet.” 
 “He will be soon. Like me. And you’re only just seventeen.” 
 “I trust you two aren’t still carrying a torch for Margo Carpenter?” 
 “Why shouldn’t I?” 
 This time she saw him blush and smiled. 
 “She’s about as far beyond your wildest dreams as any of these starlets you’re tearing off the wall.” 
 When the music stopped, they heard Dad’s call that he’d finished with the bath so it was Kay’s turn with the water. 
 “And come up here, son, to our bedroom.” 
 Now what the hell was the matter? Perhaps he was going to be asked where that Frenchie had got to for so long. Or perhaps Dad hadn’t noticed it was back. Or was it only about his school report again? 
 “Come in,” Fred said when he reached the front bedroom door.” If you’re not doing your homework, help me revise the initiation.” 
 Phew! Only another rehearsal for the Freemasons. 
 Fred admitted his main anxiety was not forgetting the responses but failing to keep a straight face. It was vital not to smirk or in any other way show disrespect in the temple, as advancement in the retail trade depended on his being accepted for the brotherhood, without which Household Goods was a dead end and he was sick to death at seeing his colleagues promoted over him, once they’d become brothers. 
 Though bored with the umpteenth repetition, Theo was relieved and gladly trudged through this corny old stuff again, about tylers and trowels and cables-lengths from the shore. 
 After Bob Hope and dinner, Fred offered to get the car out and take them all to see the devastation. No-one was keen. Laura Tombs and her old man were coming from Henleaze in their Humber to play bridge later and would expect sandwiches and cake, which Rose had to prepare and set out on the three-tiered folding cake-stand ; Kay wanted to hear ‘Hi Gang!’ ; Theo was due at his Film Society. 
 Fred shrugged.” I thought it might give us something to stiffen our resolve.” 
 Theo now appreciated Fred’s odd sense of humour. Like Theo but in a different way, he mocked the pompous way their betters talked, partly by doing the same. 
 In the end they relented. 
 Everyone knew by now roughly which important buildings had been destroyed but, as Fred drove them to the old centre, they were startled to see how much had been incendiarised. Wine, Bridge, Mary-le-Port and Castle Streets, the Dutch House, the church of St. Nicholas and of St. Peter, with its Elizabethan chapel. 
 “And the Regent,” said Theo. 
 “They can rebuild a cinema, son. I’m talking about ancient and irreplaceable houses of God.” 
 “I don’t believe in that. My church is the cinema.” 
 When Rose told him not to risk being struck blind, Theo dared God to do it, right there in the Morris Twelve. Fred shook his head and Rose drew in her breath and held it. After a second or two, Theo said “See?” but only moments later cried out, groaned, writhed, rolled his eyes to show the whites and ran his fingers over his sister’s face like Robert Colman in The Light That Failed. Kay wondered how anyone of his age could be so infantile. Rose told him he’d act the goat once too often and stay like it. 
 Theo got out and walked, taking views of the ruins with the Voigtlander he’d been given to encourage him to work at his geometry. A grotesque with an armband to show he was a special policeman asked what he thought he was up to. Was he a German spy or what? Fred left the Morris and came across. 
 “What’s the trouble, officer?” 
 (Never any harm, he often told them, in applying a little soft soap, speaking to them as they’d like to be. Costs nothing and smooths the way.) 
 “No trouble, sir. Just telling your lad he’d better not let those snaps fall into enemy hands.” 
 “No fear of that, though I dare say the Luftwaffe’s capable of its own aerial reconnaissance. My Lord above, though, just look at it! Virtually the whole of the old city.” 
 “We’ll make them pay,” the policeman said. 
 “Oh, no question,” Fred agreed. 
 As they walked away, he said to his son: “How does the silly bugger think we’ll do that? We’ve got nothing. The Americans aren’t coming in and who can blame them? The Russians and Hitler have signed a peace pact. All Europe’s either on his side or under his thumb. We’re alone against the world.” 
 Dad had never spoken in that way before. Like everyone else, he coped with the war by being childish: Germans were Jerries, Hitler was like Charlie Chaplin, Goering was fat and loaded down with medals, a well-informed and effective traitor was given the name Haw-Haw. As they reached the car, Theo looked back at the gutted cinema where Hazel had posed as his big sister. He was glad to see the Things-To-Come News Theatre standing undamaged among the brokendown gables and spires. It was no use talking to Fred and Rose about a new world of glass and steel; they belonged to the old bricks-and-wood one that was going up in smoke. 
 “When you’re a Mason,” he said to Fred, “you’ll be able to give policemen like that the secret handshake. They’re all part of it, aren’t they?” 
 “Only the real ones, not these tinpot voluntaries. They’re no better than wardens.” 
 The sickly stench from George’s brewery blew across the water from beyond Bridge Street, sharpened now by whiffs of charred wood. 
 The fug in the car was heavy with cigarette-smoke as Rose and Kay shared a Craven A. 
 “Lord Haw-Haw warned us they’d be flattening all that,” Rose said.” He always knows.” 
 “He’s not that clever,”’ Theo said.” ‘He didn’t know when the Regent would be starting Sunday opening or they could have killed far more”, and even this crumb of comfort raised their spirits. 
 “Where now?” Fred said, as he pulled the bakelite starter. 
 “Plenty of damage along Park Row,” said Theo. 
 “And down Park Street,” said Kay. 
 So before dropping Theo at the library they toured the ruins: the gutted Prince’s Theatre, Coliseum ice-rink and Venetian-style museum. They exclaimed at the skeletal wrecks in Park Street, where débris had been cleared from the road and pavements. Theo couldn’t resist boasting of how he’d seen it burn. 
 “So how close were you? Where-ever does this old teacher live?” Kay asked, her eyes averted to the scene outside. 
 “Oh, somewhere round here.” 
 “Good grief, boy!” she scoffed, like Estella in old Miss Havisham’s place, “how vague can you get?” 
 He felt her studying his blush and turned away to look from the car-window. She was alwayws just a bit too clever for him. 
 “Up there, I think.” 
 “Charlotte Street?” 
 “Think so.” 
 “Lord,” Rose said, “I should have been worried stiff if I’d known you were right in the thick of it.” 
 “You can drop me here, Dad, I’ll walk the rest.” 
 “Door-to-door service this, son. Anyway, your mother insists on going to Westbury to look at houses for sale, so we can go along by the Flying Fox, Hotwells Road to Portway, up Bridge Valley Road to Sea Walls, across the Downs…“ 
 “I worry when you’re out in a raid, Theawl,” said Rose, “look at poor mother and what a time she had in the last.” 
 “I’ll be alright. You go on.” 
 “Come home as soon as it’s over, mind,” said Fred, making another effort to be strict, “and allow enough time to do your prep before bed. Where d’you suppose films will get you in the big bad world, Mister Titchcock?” 
 Kay did her tinkling laugh and Rose told her to stop. Fred realised too late what his Dad had unintentionally implied. He made a disgusted sound and got from the car to hide his blush. 
 This was to be the last meeting of the film society. The members’ wives were mostly too nervous to be left at home alone and anyway some civil servants who’d been bombed out of the Corn Exchange were being rehoused in the library. There was no need to let this be known to the family but he and Hazel would soon need another alibi. Kay seemed to be on to the truth and would withhold her suspicion only until she could use it to most-telling effect. Then her silence would cost him a good few Capstans, which Vince in turn would have to be blackmailed for. 





TEN 
Hazel was surprised by the turn-out. She’d expected a quorum at best but the threat of another raid didn’t keep the entire membership from turning out to see the Dali film and ‘The Childhood of Maxim Gorky’. Stone and Moss were there, beard tugging, Adam’s-apple bobbing and scoring off each other; George laced the projector (with Theo closely watching) and Vera collected the members’ tea, milk and sugar. 
 When he arrived, Hazel could see he didn’t care for her purposely frumpish appearance. To put members off the scent, she wore a teacherish blouse and cardigan, darned stockings, flat shoes and glasses. Surely he understood? Maybe not. Boys that age lacked the subtlety of adult life. 
 She must stop thinking of him as a boy. 
 Moss welcomed them to the final meeting and warned Vera and any other ladies who might be a touch squeamish that the razor blade across the eye came early on so they’d better look away till he gave the all-clear. In mitigation he added that, of course, Bunuel hadn’t used a human eye, only a dead cow’s, but this upset one or two animal-loving ladies even more. Hazel sat between Vera and an unknown man so Theo was next to Moss on the end. 
 The infamous short was silent. The only sounds were the running projector and frequent scandalised gasps from Vera and others. Stone and Moss kept snorting with laughter at gags no-one else could see. 
 When the end came and George put the light on, most members said they’d thought it disgusting and silly. Feelings ran high and Vera said it was a shame they never managed to show anything with Leslie Howard. Stone declared it wilfully obscure. He was hardly a philistine, he said, so if he couldn’t make head or tail of it, surely the artist had failed to get his message across. Moss explained that a film’s having no coherent narrative didn’t mean it was nonsense, rather a free association of ideas as in so much twentieth-century art, such as ‘Ulysses’ and ‘The Wasteland’. At the mention of these sacred cows of aesthetic mysticism, Hazel determined to decided to speak out. Before she could, the sirens sounded but they started showing ‘Maxim Gorky’ anyway. After some minutes, though, the warden from downstairs came to tell them he couldn’t let them stay as the ack-ack was going like billy-oh at enemy planes. The rest of them made haste to get home, leaving Mrs. Hampton and Theo to clear up. 
 As they left the building, the warden looked at the exploding sky and wondered who they thought was getting it tonight. 
 In her flat, Theo gave his view of the short film. It wasn’t funny like the Marx Brothers and didn’t have a story like The Day Lifts Itself, just a load of crazy pictures like in a dream. The sequence when the sweaty-looking bloke started massaging the girl’s tits was quite sexy, especially the way the woman kept changing to a naked statue. Though it was crazy again when she was cowering in a corner and the sweaty bod couldn’t get at her to feel her tits again because he was pulling a load of priests and a dead donkey on a grand piano. 
 “But when they talked about it afterwards, it was like Puzzle Corner on Monday Night At Eight. I mean, old Stone called ‘Ulysses’ modern but wasn’t that Ancient Greek? And how could that be art when it was a book?” 
 Hazel corrected his mistakes as though marking an essay. 
 He reckoned, from what they’d seen of Maxim Gorky, it wasn’t much of an advert for equal shares in Russia as there obviously wasn’t enough to go round. Everyone was so poor. Was that what she wanted? 
 After refuting these arguments, Hazel made the speech she’d been about to when the sirens went. 
 “I think Geoff would probably say Dalí’s escape into infantile fantasy is symptomatic of the despair of the Bohemian bourgeoisie. Alienated and confused by the excesses of capitalism, modern man can either drown in barren introspection or look outwards to a better future such as most of the world’s now fighting for. Dalí was a salesman who marketed his own mental illness. The film merely describes the symptoms without providing a cure.” 
 He understood that, just about, but mention of her husband reminded him. 
 “Have you written to tell him about me? Us?” 
 She sounded none too sure. If he’d been here at home, face to face, she said, yes, of course, why not? But then, if he had, she and Theo would never have got together anyhow. As things were, though, with him in Egypt, she thought they should probably wait. Theo pointed out that they were only practising what Geoff preached and believed, that in the long run sharing would end the evil of property, of which the institution of marriage was only one aspect, a form of legalised prostitution that made women mere chattels. She eagerly agreed that in time all that would wither away as everyone came to see common ownership as common sense. This war was teaching us to manage with less, everyone except the toffs, who still had more than their share. Even archbishops, she had read, were advocating an end to monopolies and a future welfare state for all. Admittedly, bishops were against the Jews but that was all part of being Christian, which Theo said he’d learnt in Scripture anyway. 
 She was glad to have shifted their talk to a more general level. 
 He’d brought her a present and now produced it from his gas mask box. A pair of nylons. 
 “How did you come by these?” 
 “There’s this man-friend of Mum’s who comes in when Dad’s away and brings us fags and sweets. He gives me and Kay stuff to keep us from telling Dad when he comes home on Friday.” 
 Though Theo had wondered if she’d consider stockings an insult to her high-mindedness, she readily accepted frivolity as part of her plan for a better world. In fact, the widest possible spread of pleasure was the be-all and end-all of her utopia. Political reform was only a necessary mechanism to start properly distributing the world’s available treats. Once that was done, state control would wither away too. 
 She held one of the pair against the light of the gas fire, stretching her fingers like a fan inside to examine the fine mesh then rolled it from the top till it formed a sort of bag with a thick rim and, putting it on her foot, began to unroll it up her leg. He watched as she smoothed out any creases beyond the knee and some way up her thigh, leaving inches of naked flesh before the rest of her underwear began. He touched the thigh and bent to kiss the naked part. She did the same with the other, put on the pre-war high-heeled shoes and paraded about the room like Rita Hayworth in Cover Girl. 

 ‘“Aren’t they beautiful?“’ she asked him, coyly turning one knee across the other. 
 Theo told her she was., stood and moved to embrace her. He knelt and kissed her there again. She moved back and unrolled the stockings, folded the pair back into their cellophane packet and laid it carefully in a drawer, for fear he’d damage it with his clutching and scratching and the friction of his legs on hers. 
 She later asked how he felt about Vince. They were sharing one of his complimentary Gold Flakes in the low bed, with the black-out drawn across the dormer. She could see he was confused by his mother’s betrayal, however much he tried to condone it. Not that Hazel gave much credence to psychological mumbo-jumbo but this was a text-book case of Oedipus-Theo killing Creon-Fred and conniving at the adultery of Jocasta-Rose. Put more simply, the adolescent had to free himself of the dominant male. Hazel wanted to make him examine their own affair by touching on his qualms about Rose and Vince. The Sophoclean simile failed when it came to his natural disgust at the thought of sleeping with his Mum. 
 “I can’t think what she sees in him, that’s all,” he explained.” He’s a sort of glorified spiv. You know, common. Alright, so Dad’s pretty boring but he’s given her all she wants, except a house in Henleaze.” 
 “So, if you liked Vince more, you wouldn’t mind him coming to see your mother when Dad’s away?” 
 “I don’t mind all that much now really. I just don’t understand all this lying that grown-ups can’t seem to do without. It would be simpler for Vince to call one time when Dad’s home and talk it all over sensibly and come to some agreement.” 
 “Everyone hasn’t got as open a mind as yours.” 
 “I can see that. Time they had though.” 
 “They were brought up to believe in property… that a wife’s part of her husband’s goods and chattels.” 
 “With them, yeah, I guess it may be too late. Victorians really. But you and Geoff don’t see it like that. It wouldn’t worry you if he had another woman in Cairo, would it? And, if you wrote and told him about us, he’d give us his blessing, wouldn’t he?” 
 Hazel’s heartbeat, that had calmed down after its recent tumult, quickened again at the prospect. She had no answer to the young man’s proposal. His innocence shamed her. He lacked the moral duplicity, greed and jealousy she knew was still a part of her nature. Had to be. She couldn’t stomach the image of Geoff with an Egyptian belly-dancer, even an ATS girl in the Education Corps. Was Theo’s indifference due to his mother’s offering him no moral lead? Or was he of a generation that would be ditching the old rules in a way she knew she still couldn’t? 
 Having no answer, she was almost glad when the house was shaken by a salvo of anti-aircraft from nearby Brandon Hill. 
 “I’d forgotten the alert had gone,” she said, getting out of bed, slipping on a gown. 
 From further off came sustained barrages and the rhythmic rumble they had now learned to recognise as German aero engines. Hazel turned off the bedside lamp and opened the black-out curtains. 
 “God!” she said. 
 The sky, dark nearby, was red towards the city outskirts. A balloon was burning. Flak burst among clouds outlined by the reflected light of blazing streets. 
 She felt Theo joining her and made room in the narrow attic window-space. 
 “That’s over our way,” he said, “north east.” 
 “You sure? Looks more south to me.” 
 “No. That would be beyond the cathedral. Those fires are well to the left. St. Paul’s, St. George’s, St. Agnes, St. Werburgh’s, St. Phillips,” and asked: “Why are the poor parts all named after saints?” 
 “I suppose they’ve got most need of them.” 
 “Looks as though they will tonight.” 
 They heard a rushing then felt a jolting and splintering from along the rank of roofs. 
 “That was close.” 
 “Close? It’s this terrace.” 
 More gunfire from the hill made them jump and clutch one another. She opened the casement and peered out and along the rising line of pitched tiles behind the stone facade. The houses stepped up towards the little park at the summit of Brandon Hill. 
 “Didn’t explode though, did it?” 
 “Could be an incendiary. Or an explosive one that just didn’t go off.” 
 They could see the tall outline of Cabot Tower on the highest point. Theo never saw it now without remembering how Jimmie Lunceford had taken off marks in his composition on the subject of John and Sebastian Cabot, the city’s fifteenth century explorers. When Fred asked why he’d only got eighteen out of his usual twenty, Theo had to admit he’d thought the Cabots had built the tower in 1500 when they were alive. In fact, it was only a century old – only ! – named by the Victorians in their memory. Fred was just as vague about architecture. He’d thought the half-timbered lavatories on The Tramways Centre were genuine Tudor. They looked a lot like The Old Dutch House, he said, that had been burnt in the last raid and he knew that was old. But then, some of the houses in Henleaze were like that too and he’d actually seen them being built just before the war. There was so much to learn, Fred had discovered, which was why it was vital for Theo not to waste his schooling. Fred himself read only books on cricket. 
 He was behind Hazel now, naked, caressing her hips and gently pressing himself against her. She felt his hands moving up the back of her legs from the knees, raising the hem of her dressing-gown and fondling her slender behind. As his fingers moved round to touch her cleft, she gripped the window-frame and closed her eyes and slightly moved her behind from side to side, as if in a lilting dance. His hands moved to where her hips tapered to the waist. She braced herself by planting her feet wider apart on the floorboards. She knew he was holding back, teasing her and himself. She closed her eyes and bit her lower lip to control an urge to push into him. His tireless cock moved against her moistness. This was like a drug, she thought. 
 “You alright up there?” shouted someone from the street below. She looked down. A number of wardens and fire watchers had their faces raised to a point along the terrace to her right. Residents from the flats were joining them from various front doors in quickly put-on clothes. 
 She nodded and waved. 
 “You better come on down, my lover. An incendiary’s gone through the roof a few houses up. Can you manage? Everyone else has come out.” 
 She nodded and drew back from the dormer, pushing Theo into the room. 
 “D’you hear that? Get dressed.” 
 “Can’t we just – ?” he began. 
 “No. And you must go out the back way, through the garden. There’s a lane leads up to Brandon Hill. You mustn’t be seen. The other tenants are all out front. Hurry up!” 
 They dressed up warm against the chilly air. Last, she put on her glasses, a scarf and a beret and led him by the hand down the dim stairwell and to the rear-door on the ground floor. An iron spiral flight descended to the oblong strip of dark lawn. 
 “When shall I see you again?” he said and “How are we going to meet now the film society’s wound up?” 
 “For the time being we better not. You’ll have to walk home. I hope you’ll be alright. Your parents will be worried sick.” 
 They kissed and she watched him clamber down and sprint away to the latched gate in the rear garden wall. She turned back to the front. 
 “I’m sorry, Mrs. Hampton, we had no idea you were up there all alone.” 
 She joined the group on the raised pavement and stared into the night sky at a burning attic a few stepped roofs up the hill. The front door there was open and fire-fighters in helmets were running up the stairs inside with stirrup pumps and buckets. Whistles were blown and anyone with nothing else to do shouted about lights. 
 In general, she had no time for superstition or coincidence but couldn’t help wondering if this fire-bomb had fallen like a bolt from heaven, a moral meteor, warning her to end this before the world’s opinion caught up and brought scandal to them both. A new clean spirit would come in time, of course, no-one seriously doubted that, but till it did the old rules still applied. She was a soldier’s wife, a teacher. The boy was barely fifteen. The only blessing she could find was that she had no children, nor the likelihood of any. They’d been lucky but mustn’t push that luck. God, she had to somehow come to her senses. Not the senses that still held her lower body in thrall, longing for the bliss they’d nearly achieved again that night, not that but common sense. 
 And moral sense. 

Theo stood giddily in the rear gardens for half a minute while the raid went on all around. A minute or two later he stumbled up the back lane, barging into a dustbin or two and finally making the open park. A great burst of gunfire came from the detachment on the hill, making him cry out with alarm. He turned left and came to the top end of Hazel’s street. When he’d first seen them by day, the houses with their iron balconies and lamp-brackets had reminded him of fuzzy old photos of New Orleans, of street parades and Buddy Bolden. One day he and Hazel and Geoff would go there together, in his own private airplane from California. 
 He sat on a bench and lit a cigarette. The first breath of nicotine made him swoon. Or was it the frustration from nearly coming into her? Both maybe. He stayed there awhile with head between knees before sauntering down on street level, looking up at the burning top floor and all the tenants standing about in front. She had her back to him, chatting to her neighbours, and didn’t turn. 
* 
 “Where’s young Theawl?” 
 Tilda, confused, sat on the rexine sofa at Villa Borghese, a cup of tea in one hand, a tot of rum in the other. Young Kay was across the other side of the electric fire that had that glowing coal bit in front that seemed to be burning, though Tilda’d heard young Theawl say it was a disc that got turned by warmth off the red light. Or sommat o’that. He wasn’t here, that she could see. 
 “We’ve already told you, Mother,” Rose answered from near the window, “we don’t know. You’d think he’d have more consideration.” 
 “If he does get home safe,” that stuck-up husband of hers said, from where he was crouching by the gramophone, “this is the last time he goes to that damned Film affair. Have I made myself clear, Rose?” 
 “How can I stop him? He takes no notice of me.” 
 “A mad-gaming loobie,” Tilda said. 
 “I think you’ll find this is the last meeting anyway,” said young Kay in that Sneed Park voice she’d started talking in lately. 
 “What?” Fred said, half turning. 
 Kay had seen an announcement in The Evening World and now guessed they used the meetings as an alibi. She wished she hadn’t spoken, shook her head and luckily Mum said: 
 “They only meet on Sundays anyway, when you’re home, so it’s not down to me to stop him. That tea must be cold, Mother. D’you want another or is the rum enough?” 
 The old woman looked from cup to glass without seeming to recognise either. 
 “What d’you mean, the last meeting?” Fred asked. As Kay was thinking of an answer, he held up one hand like a policeman. A plane hummed overhead. 
 “Oh, no, not them German swine again!” Tilda moaned, spilling the tea as Rose tried to take the cup. Kay quickly came and embraced her grandma. 
 “Don’t worry, Gran. It’s one of ours.” 
 “Wait till our boys get over there,” the old woman went on, “they’ll give that bloody Kaiser what-for.” 
 “Dear oh Lord,” said Fred. He heard the front door being opened and went out to the hall. 
 “There, there,” said Kay, rocking Tilda like a baby. 
 “Where’s Sister Harriet?” the grandma asked. 
 “She’s alright, their house wasn’t hit,” Rose said, “they’re safe at home where you’d expect.” 
 “Then where am I? Bain’t I at home?” 
 “No, you’re here at our house. Me and my husband Fred’s house. Remember him ?” 
 “Didn’t I yer someone say it’s Sunday? 
 “Yes.” 
 “So why am I yer of a weekend when your blessed hubby’s home?” 
 Fred returned with the boy. 
 “Where’ve you been? We were frantic,” Rose told him, standing up. 
 “The raid started during the film so we had to take shelter for a time. Soon as there was a lull I walked home. What’s Gran doing here on a Sunday?” 
 “Her house had to be abandoned when a bomb hit a gas-mains in the street,” Fred said.” I drove down to see if she was alright. She was in her sister’s place. Down Mina Road way it’s bedlam.” 
 Theo came across and crouched by his Grandma. 
 “What did they say?” she asked, “I was in where?” 
 “Aunt Harriet’s. You alright now?” the boy asked. 
 “I was just saying, they bloody Doughboys will be coming in too late like last time, saying they’ve won the war. We don’t want them over yer, do we?” 
 A burst of explosions stirred the heavy black-out curtains and shook the sash windows in their frames. 
 “She was wandering about till one of your aunts spotted her and took her in. The whole street was lit like Guy Fawkes night.” 
 “The house she had her flat in has gone. She’ll have to stay with us.” 
 Bad news for Fred, who would be even more outnumbered in this domestic war of attrition. But Kay and Theo were glad, because for them Tilda was an entirely good and lovable person. She wore a crossover pinnie, a broad-brimmed felt hat and odd shoes with holes cut in to ease the bunions that plagued her but which also served as useful barometers to forecast every change in the weather. Her first-floor flat among the poor streets, now destroyed, had been full of furniture that smelt and felt even older than herself. When she stayed overnight at Villa Borghese – to help soothe Rose’s nerves and help with the housework – she slept on a feather mattress and, going for a drink in the local, wore a small animal round her neck with a pointy snout and beady eyes. A switch of brown hair, cut off when she was young, was usually pinned to the sparse grey strands that remained. 
 When ack-ack turned to bomb-bursts, Fred ushered them all into the cupboard under the stairs. He himself put on his grey fibre helmet like a cross between a pudding-basin and chamber pot, and went out to watch the rampage. Rose said this would make those blessed Cockneys eat their words and she hoped they’d choke. 
 When the all-clear sounded after midnight, Tilda said she’d just pop in next door to see if her sister Harriet’s family were unhurt. With a good deal of winking and eye-rolling, Rose said they’d do it in the morning. 
 “Best not to confuse her,” she said to them in an aside. 
 “Confuse her?” Theo murmured to Kay, “she’s been talking about Zeppelins. How much more confused can she get?” 
 His sister raised one eyebrow and gave him a quizzical look like Myrna Loy’s. He’d tried but still couldn’t manage that. Both eyebrows went up together and made him look more startled rather than aloof. 
 They helped Tilda to her bedroom next to his. The rest of the night was quiet. He slept well, after getting the jack again by thinking back to Hazel’s bare backside with the orange sky behind as the city centre burned. Now he enjoyed a poor imitation of the climax that hadn’t happened, trying to keep the bed still in case the noise woke Gran in the next room and she thought it was another Zeppelin raid. 





ELEVEN 
 “I hold it true, whate’er befall, 
 I feel it when I sorrow most; 
 Tis better to have loved and lost 
 Than never to have loved at all.” 
Theo looked up from the page at old Jimmie, who had reached the back wall of the class and now continued from there. 
 “Thank you kindly, Mister Light, effectively read, as always.” 
 “Sir.” 
 “But understood? I ha’e me doots.” 
 Was that meant to be a Scottish accent ? 
 “Sir, he means that some bod who falls in love, sir –” 
 Jimmie paused for the chorus of groans and lecherous sounds from the sprawling class and clapped his hands. 
 “That’s enough farmyard imitations. Mister Light, of course, weaned on a diet of movie-mags and Woman’s Weekly, can think only of lurrrve… but may not a less obvious, less banal sentiment be drawn inferred from these lines?… Mister Morton?” 
 “Sir, does he mean it’s better to suffer than just kind-of get through your life without – you-know-sir – any sort-of struggle, sir, or pain?” 
 “Better reach for the stars and fall short than aim low and achieve a petty ambition? That what you think he’s inferring, Mister Swift?” 
 “Yessir.” 
 “You sure?” 
 “Think so, sir.” 
 “D’you think he’s inferring anything, Mister Light?” 
 “No, sir. More likely implying.” 
 “He implies, we infer, yes. And would you agree, Mister Cox?” 
 “Sir!” 
 Cox turned from staring into the playground where Sergeant was drilling a platoon of their Officers Training Corps. Lunceford came up the aisle from behind and cuffed his head with The Poet Speaks. 
 “Dreaming of we-wot-not-what, as is your wont.” 
 The sleepy class stirred itself to laugh with their favourite master but without too firmly taking sides against Cox for fear of later reprisals. 
 “Rather be out there on the square, would you?” 
 “No, sir.” 
 “Do we believe him?” 
 “No, sir!” 
 “Being almost sixteen, though idling your time away through a second year in 3B, Mister Cox, you have only two more before you may join those poor fellows in earnest, given that Mister Hitler holds out that long. And you may dream of a D.F.C., a D.S.O., even a V.C. and end up an N.B.G., peeling spuds on fatigues. Is this the poet’s point? Or Mister Light may aspire to write the novel of our century and get as far as doing bubbles for Comic Cuts.” 
 “Sir,” Cox protested, “he doesn’t want to write, Sir, he wants to be a film producer.” 
 He had wanted a laugh and got one, a peal of howling mockery directed at Theo, whose blush showed his rage and shame. 
 “Director, you brawny twerp,” said Jake, coming to Theo’s rescue. 
 “You wait, Swift. I’ll get thee after.” 
 Lunceford hurled his chalk at Jake. 
 “In which case,” he went on, “he may set his cap at Hollywood only to find himself taking snaps on the front at Weston-super-Mare.” 
 Through the uproar of cheers and derision, Jimmie moved to the blackboard. Theo returned his smile. 
 The bell rang. Desks were opened and poetry books slammed shut like doors. 
 “Who said move?” 
 Jimmie waited while they settled and reopened their books. 
 “And should you happen along the afore-mentioned esplanade, Mister Cox, to scoff or deride, Mister Light may riposte with some justice – and also with Lord Tennyson – Tis better to have loved and lost –” 
 He raised both hands like a conductor and cued the chorus with his head. 
 “ – Than never to have loved at all.” 
 “Off you go.” 
 During dinner-hour, after they’d eaten, Jake and Theo dodged Cox and his gang by lurking behind the Fives Courts. They knew he’d seek revenge for Jake’s crack about brawn. Brainless bods always wanted to prove how brainless they were by beating you up if you called them brainless. They collected their books from Jimmie’s form-room then charged through the corridors to Double Biology, keeping well ahead of Cox and his hoodlums from 4D who all looked like Lon Chaney Jnr as the great dumb ox in ‘Of Mice and Men’. The staff-room door was opened as they passed, letting out a terrific cloud of smoke as though it had been hit by incendiaries. The teacher coming out shouted back some words in Spanish and someone laughed inside. One little gang of men had been in the Civil War and could always be shunted on to a sidetrack from something hell’s-boring like Turnip Townshend’s rotation of crops if you asked what that particular conflict had been about. One walked with a limp, one soon got breathless and another, if you were late, said something Spanish about cow’s tails which meant you were all behind. They had come back to replace younger teachers who’d joined up. The boys soon sorted which were strict, which past it and which were only doing this as a cover for their real occupations as German spies. No-one could make head or tail of the Spanish war except that their dictator Franco was an ally of Hitler’s and Mussolini’s so anyone who’d been fighting there could have been a Nazi, though Swift said it depended whether you were for or against the government and he was a Jew so his gen could be relied on for anything religious or political. 
 Dolly Grey loitered outside the art room looking for boys he could enshroud for a few happy moments under his gown. He wasn’t the only one who usually wore one. Some found them useful as a duster, especially Shaw who often threw the wooden one with the felt strip at someone early in the lesson. The only wartime recruit who never wore one was old Sparrow. Swift reckoned he wasn’t entitled, having failed School Cert at some agricultural college in 1820. He was always in a country bumpkin’s suit with bulgy pockets, a fishing hat with feathers in the band and sometimes muddy Wellingtons. On one occasion he’d passed his jacket round the class so they could all experience the fragrance of Harris Tweed. The first four bods had done a brilliant swoon, falling off their desks and lying like gassed Tommies; others had rushed to open windows, shouting for air like Ralph Richardson dying of thirst in ‘Four Feathers’; that oik Cox had made farting and plopping sounds, which earned the contempt of Theo’s gang but a few sissies laughed for fear they’d be beaten up if they didn’t. Theo was the first to put on his gas-mask. Then everyone did the same and, when old Artie Shaw came in to read out a message about choir practice, he found old Sparrow waffling away about tadpoles to what-looked-like an invasion of thirty Martians. The bakelite eye-pieces soon misted over unless you smeared on some of the grease his dad said was a very good line, selling even better than the stuff you painted on windows to stop the glass being smashed by blast. Artie said nothing at the time, so as not to shame old Birdie Sparrow, but later on he kept the whole class in till five and Theo missed seeing Margo Carpenter on the 21. 
 The usual confusion was under way when they reached the lecture theatre where they had double Biology. This whole scientific corner of school stank like the men’s bog in St. Andrew’s Park or the bathroom at Villa Borghese after anyone old had been in there, and then you knew one of the classes had been doing the experiment with copper sulphate and iron filings. From the teacher’s wide desk or table with its bunsen burner and sink, fifteen benches rose steeply to the back where a magic lantern was locked inside a box that reminded Theo of the one that held the projector he’d carried through the library when he’d first had the jack for Hazel. 
 To one side of the desk a life-size skeleton was suspended on a stand. Through the glass fronts of cupboards could be seen jars, retorts and stuffed rodents. Above the blackboard, which was hinged like the pages of a book, hung a panorama of the night sky. The first arrivals grabbed coloured chalk and drew a load of birds, like ostriches, penguins and pterodactyls, with ‘Bird’ in French, German, Latin and Greek. A few were rummaging through the desk-drawer or trying to prise open the locked cases. Theo and Inky found places in the back row. At the end of term this room would become for one glorious hour the theatre for Theo’s sketches and impressions, a twenty minute show that had to be given a second house at once to meet popular demand. So far his shows had been mostly polite and affectionate. By the time he left, at seventeen, honed by maturity, they’d have become scurrilous. 
 A look-out ran in from the corridor. 
 “Cavee Sparrow!” 
 The sketch-artists finished off their work while everyone found a place to sit. Twittering bird-song began at the rear and grew to a chorus. Late as usual from committing some criminal outrage, Cox came in and was cheered. He gave the two-finger V-sign and, seeing Jake, made for his bench and grabbed him by one arm. 
 “Shut it, Cox!” 
 “Okay, now who’s brainless?” 
 “I never said you were. I said brawny.” 
 “That’s the same to thee, innit ?’ 
 Jake was twisted till he had to go down on the floor between their bench and the back of the one in front. 
 “Let him go, Cox.” 
 “You bloody keep out of it, see, Light, or I’ll bloody do thee and all.” 
 He was fighting off Theo with his spare arm as Sparrow entered the room. 
 “Morning, boys.” 
 “Afternoon, sir.” 
 “So it is.” 
 Each one specialised in a different bird. Hoots, fluting songs, caws, cock-crows and quacks filled the room as the teacher closed the door to keep the sound from disturbing nearby classes. 
 “Yes, yes, alright. I think we can safely take it my name’s Sparrow. Joke over, yes? Now – the register. Right – answer your names. Alexander?” 
 Old Alexander did his brilliant trilling whistle like a blackbird. 
 “Do I take it that means you’ve perched here for awhile in the course of your long migration and want to be ticked?” 
 He read the register as far as Swift. 
 “Sir!” answered Theo, as Jake was still kept on the floor by Cox. 
 “Ooo – Sir!” 
 “What is it, Cox?” 
 “Swift’s not a Jewish name, is it?” 
 “Better ask your Classics teacher.” 
 “So why is Swift a Jew?” 
 “Is he? Are you, boy?” 
 “Yessir,” said Theo in Jake’s voice. 
 “We’ve seen him in gym, sir. His whatdyoucallit’s got a bit missing, sir, more like a knob.” 
 “Ah well. Circumcision is not confined strictly to our Hebrew friends, is it, Swift?” 
 “No, sir,” said Theo. 
 “Which is where Friend Hitler’s had a little trouble trying to sort the sheep from the goats. Did Swift answer his name ?” 
 “Let him up,” Theo whispered, trying to free Jake by wrestling Cox’s right arm but Cox was stronger. 
 “Sir!” called Theo and did Jake’s well-known hen-laying-an-egg to prove authenticity. 
 “Thank you.” 
 There was never any question. You never sneaked, even on a dirty filthy schweinhund like Cox. Theo had often wondered why. Someone had said something about not letting your side down. Even if you hated someone and knew he was wrong and everyone agreed, you never ratted. It was one of the rules of war. You held out even under Gestapo torture. He had a brief flash of Miss Poland’s proud breasts as she refused to betray her comrades. But, leaving out the big war outside, there was the little one here where the enemy was the staff, even though you liked one or two of them. You could probably even get to like Germans if you knew any. But Theo felt he wouldn’t hold out long before he betrayed Cox and hoped Cox would give in even sooner, grovelling on the floor to his persecutors like James Cagney at the end of ‘Angels With Dirty Faces’. Somehow he couldn’t quite believe he would, more likely be a hero. He was just that sort. 
 After calling the roll, Birdie cleaned the blackboard of its aviary to a chorus of boos and cries of ‘Oh, Sir!’. 
 “And, by the way, whoever drew that cock should check the real thing more carefully next time.” 
 Instant uproar told him what he’d said. By the time he’d restored some sort of order, most of the thirty were limp from laughter. He half-filled the sink. 
 “Sir, pterodactyls were dinosaurs, weren’t they, sir, not birds?” 
 “Same thing, son. The only dinosaurs still with us are the birds. Today, however, we’re on amphibians.” 
 Sparrow wrote the word. 
 “And one in particular.” 
 He added the word ‘axolotl’, turned to the desk, reached into his pocket and brought out a live newt about six inches long and let it make its slimy way across the desk before flopping into the sinkful of water. 
 A brief description of the Mexican salamander followed while Sparrow took a hard-boiled egg from his other pocket, sprinkled it with sodium chloride from the drawer and took a bite. 
 “Make that one more hard-boiled egg!” Theo gabbled as Groucho and, when Jake honked from under the desk, “and one duck-egg.” 
 “Settle down,” said Birdie. The axolotl, he explained for the umpteenth time, was a thoroughly bad example to chaps of their age. Why, anyone? 
 Sir! Because he’s sexually premature, Sir. 
 And? 
 And remains capable of reproducing his own kind till the end of his life. 
 Then, with a comprehensive glance at the class, “God forbid, eh, Swift?” 
 “Yessir!” shouted Theo in Jake’s voice. 
 “Sir, shouldn’t you be finding him a mate?” another bod suggested. 
 “I’ve got one on order. Then there’ll be some fun and games, eh?” 
 As he settled with the rest to sketch a frog’s anatomy, Theo wondered if he himself was sexually premature. He reckoned only one other bod in the class had done what he had and that was Coxie who might just have shagged one of those common tarts who hung about the fish market in turbans and snoods, rubber boots and aprons, smoking and jeering at anyone who passed by. But even that wasn’t certain. The marvel of Hazel was that she’d made it so easy. 
 Geoff had been away about eight months, she said, since his embarkation leave. In other words, she’d have known about a baby months ago. Nor had any other men made her pregnant in the past. She asked if he was jealous when she mentioned them and he had to admit he wasn’t at all. In fact, he found the thought exciting. 
 He had to run for the 21, which was just beginning to grind its way up Colston Street. Gale Sondergaard saw him and rang the bell for the driver to slow down. After making him look small in front of Margo, she’d taken pity and was being more friendly. This cut no ice with Theo. That cruel act made her an enemy for life. He was only biding his time. Her name was pricked, he told himself, quoting the conspirators in Julius Caesar. Now, he jumped on and returned her smile. She punched a half-price ticket and he paid her on the platform to save her a climb to the upper deck. This early, before the plebians’ rush-hour, there were plenty of empty seats. He took one by the window near the front and thought about Jake and all the other bods who could only guess what it was like. How long could he keep Hazel a secret? More than that, how long would she keep him waiting till they could be together again? His inner-picture-show now was an almost continuous performance of that moment when her face was looking out of the window and he was behind her… 
 The snag with films was you had to sit through all the boring bits to see the brilliant bits again, like the story scenes between the dance numbers in musicals. It would be wizard if they ever found a way of just seeing the good bits forever and ever. When he had his private viewing-room in Hollywood, he’d get his editor to string them all into one montage. Till then, inside his head, on the screen of his retina, he could stay with the best bits and make the sequence go different ways… 
 As he became aware he had the horn again, the bus veered across Cheltenham Road to stop under the railway arch and pick up some women in uniform. He heard them climbing the stairs. Like all women, they giggled more than talked. It was hellish that you mostly couldn’t talk to a woman of your own age in the way you could to a bod. Hazel was different. Never giggled. Often laughed. Always had something to say, whatever the subject. 
 He glanced round as they found seats on the aisle next to various coughing Calibans and saw, with a heart-stopping shock, that one was Margo Carpenter wearing the beret of the Royal Observer Corps. He was sure she hadn’t left school yet so must be a part-time volunteer. He’d seen them in Ministry of Information and feature films, plotting aircraft movements on a huge table like croupiers in Las Vegas or standing in windy outposts checking the skies through binoculars. He turned and looked at her directly. Christ, her beauty! The airforce blue suited her, made her look more mature. He ran through the right adjectives: demure, serene, cool. And Kay had collected some wizard ones from her wider reading: svelte, lissom, soignée… Margo was all that and more. If he could be alone with her for an hour, he’d make her grow up fast. She’d be like one of those pin-ups he’d torn down from the walls of his room, those Women Out of Uniform. But in real life the glammest girls protected themselves with a huge crowd of plain ones, beasts to their beauty. As her gaze met his, she faltered, blushed and looked back to her friends. Half-fare or no, he’d stared her out! Could she tell from his appearance what a change had come about inside him? Bods at school claimed you could tell a virgin from the way she walked so perhaps he was walking differently. 
 Once, when their chatter touched on something official, one of the ugly girls gave the others a warning look and pointed at a poster with a cartoon of Hitler and Goering sitting behind two women on a bus above the slogan Careless Talk Costs Lives, which made the girls seem more important to the other passengers and made him wish he had a war job too. The rest got off at the top of Cromwell Road, then he and Margo sat on alone, with one or two titches and Quasis. Whenever he turned to look at her, she kept her eyes front or down into her lap. Then he could see she’d used Vaseline on her lashes. Halfway along Chesterfield, she flounced past to the stairs. 
 He turned to look down as she stepped on to the pavement after a couple of other passengers. One foot twisted beneath her and she fell. He felt no sense of triumph, only longed to be down there to help her to her feet. A goddess subject to gravity when she should float weightless above mere mortals! And the fall hadn’t been elegant. He saw Sondergaard ask from the rear platform if she was hurt. She shook her head and smiled. Oh, Jesus, he longed to raise the gorgeous creature, to ask if she was alright, to pick up her dropped bag. Her deep blush showed how shaming the fall had been. She’d scragtched her hand where it hit the paving-stone. Helped to her feet by a middle-aged man, she thanked him with a smile that made Theo gasp. She pulled out one of those tiny handkerchiefs they always had and dabbed at the bloody scratch. Her blood! The bus pulled away as she took up her bag, shook out her hair and walked off the other way, slightly limping. 
 The bus groaned up Ashley Hill in low gear and, crossing to Villa Borghese, he saw no car. One of Fred’s weeks away, but no Vince as yet. Harry the Canadian corporal could be there, having come by taxi. Mum was having trouble keeping her three men apart. Oh, but not today. This was Tuesday and she’d be at the New Palace with Laura Tombs, so he could safely have gone to Hazel’s place and waited for her to come home from school, but she’d warned him off till he’d thought of another way they could be together without being seen. 



TWELVE 
 “They blooming doughboys!” said Tilda, from the sofa where she sat browsing the Evening Post’s headlines, “they’m coming in now tis nearly all over… after our boys bin four years in the trenches.” 
 “It’s not that war, Gran,” Kay told her, taking her hand and kissing the white and liver-spotted skin. 
 The direct hit on the gas-mains beside Tilda’s flat hadn’t only bombed her out but scattered her wits. She now wandered freely over time and place. 
 “The Yanks haven’t come in this time, Mother,” Rose added. 
 For a moment or two the old woman so beloved of Theo and Kay gazed about as if for help. 
 “They do always leave it till ‘tis all h’over.” 
 The worst raids were in the past, only the occasional HEs had been jettisoned for some weeks, but whenever she heard a plane Tilda asked if it was they buggers again. Sometimes she felt more scared of the Yanks than the Germans, a view shared by Harry, a Canadian corporal, one of those Empire volunteers who’d come to help defend the mother country. A distant cousin from Montreal, he brought nylons for Rose and rum for Tilda and for the two adolescents powdery Hershey chocolate that was better than nothing when you’d used all your points. Harry hated everything American and reckoned they wouldn’t ever enter the war, they were too busy fighting for the next dollar. He was soon escorting Rose to the Mauretania, the doorway of which had been a temporary shelter for Hazel and Theo that bang-on night. This watering-hole had survived the bombing and was now host to foreign servicemen and their good time girls. 
 Taxis, once as exotic as camels in their neighbourhood, were familiar whenever Fred was away and Harry could get a pass. As the car’s horn and idling motor were heard in the street, net curtains were plucked aside and faces loomed at nearby windows, watching as Rose got aboard. This evening, as soon as the cab had driven off, Vince’s clapped-out old Hillman arrived. He was sorry not to find Rose in, but handed out some forbidden fruit from his cardboard suitcase: Evening in Paris scent for Kay, Capstans for Theo and Mintoes for Tilda. Theo still rummaged for give-away fags in Dad’s drawer, ignoring the packet-of-three. Since the first mention of Hazel’s unusual but fortunate condition, he’d never given another thought to babies. They had so much else to talk about, like whether life after the war would be American or Russian or a terrific new mixture of both, marrying the liberty of the west to Soviet equality. No-one ever spoke of the possibility of a German world. The Nazis were too much like mad scientists in some corny second feature from Monogram Studios played by Von Stroheim or Fritz Feld. You couldn’t take such people seriously. Old Hess – of the brilliant eyebrows – had just parachuted into Scotland, wanting to talk peace. He broke his ankle and asked the farmer who found him to be directed to some old Duke he knew about. Inky and Theo worked up a sketch based on news reports. 
 Farmer (John Laurie): “Och aye, if you’ll just bide here the while, young Angus here will go and fetch him on his wee bicycle. Meantime, Fritz, will ye be wanting a wee dram?” 
 Hess : (Sig Ruman) “Was ist zees Dram?” 
 Jock: “Och, whisky, ya ken.” 
 Hess: “Nein, sank you, I neffah drink anyssing zat makes you drunk and do silly sings I might lader on regret or zat might upset ze Fuhrer.” 
 You couldn’t help liking such total loonies a bit. Our lot weren’t all that different. Old Churchill was mad too, giving the up-you sign all over the place, not seeming to have a clue what it meant. He’d come to the university just down from their school after one of the worst raids and people had said there were tears in his eyes, but he and Inky reckoned they were from smoke off the smouldering cigar he always carried, along with all those corny hats and the stick and siren suit. And near the end of autumn term, the whole thousand boys had been made to stand by the playing field and watch George VI inspecting the OTC and give him three cheers. He sounded pretty mad too on the radio, but looked better in the flesh, a bit like Gary Cooper acting as a British officer. Theo was sorry he hadn’t made a speech, as he’d wanted to perfect his stammer. 
 The Germans broke their treaty with Russia in their usual way, by invading what old Winnie called ‘That varsht land’. They nearly reached Moscow but were held back there and at Stalingrad. Hazel exulted in the Soviets’ heroic defence of their country and said it showed that right would always prevail against might. On her wind-up portable gram she played ‘Song of the Steppes’ by the Red Army Choir. It was all the rage, part of the Russia-love that had swept the country. Teachers always said filmgoing was a mindless and moronic waste of time but Theo reckoned, if Hitler had seen Charles Boyer as Napoleon in ‘Marie Walevska’, he’d never have risked invading the USSR in the Eastern winter. 
* 
 “What does this pass-grip demand?” 
 Fred closed his eyes and wracked his brain. 
 “A pass word,” Theo finally read out, “and give me that pass word.” 
 “I haven’t the foggiest. You sure this is right?” 
 “Tubal Cain.” 
 “Who’s he when he’s at home?” 
 “The first artificer in metals.” 
 Fred grabbed the book. 
 “You’re on the wrong page. That’s the Raising to the Third Degree.” 
 Theo took an imaginary cigarette from between his lips and rattled out: “Okay, Bugshy, show if you won’t talk, we’ll shee how you like the third degree,” with old Bogie’s lisp. He was wearing his only suit, a single-breasted charcoal-grey pinstripe he hoped made him look like a gangster. His father hadn’t noticed. 
 “Very well,” Fred said, “if you can’t take it seriously-” 
 “Well, can you?” 
 “Can and must. Here.” 
 He passed the book back, open at the right page. Theo scanned the instructions. 
 “Okay, so you’re kneeling, trouser-leg rolled up, shirt open, wearing one shoe and one slipper… and a running nose round your neck. A what?” He slipped into Groucho: “And a nice position that would put you in.” 
 “Noose, son. A running noose.” 
 As if to dislodge a smut, Theo flicked the page with a finger and looked again. 
 “Yep. And what do you swear?” 
 “Not to reveal, write, care, mark, engrave or otherwise delineate the secrets of Masonry.” 
 “What are the penalties, should you do so?” 
 “To have my throat cut across, my tongue torn out by the root and something about the sea?” 
 “Have it buried in the sand of the sea at low water mark.”’ 
 “Or a cable’s length from the shore, yes, that’s it.” 
 “Jesus!” 
 “Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain.” 
 “What’s it all supposed to mean?” 
 “Never mind. Just see if I can reel it off.” 
 “You don’t know, do you? What it means?” 
 “No-one does. It’s a secret. An arcana. That’s why it has to be put in mysterious ways.” 
 “Arcanum.” 
 “What?” 
 “Arcana is the plural. Don’t they even know that, all these grocers and commercial travellers?” 
 “Retail representatives, thank you. And no, they haven’t had the advantage of your expensive education. And who paid for that, pray?” 
 “Muggins,” Theo admitted. 
 “And how will Muggins continue to stump up your fees without an increase in his salary?” 
 “He won’t.” 
 “So how will he ensure promotion?” 
 “Becoming a Mason.” 
 “You’ve got it, boy.” 
 “Okay.” Theo shrugged.” Anyway I’m supposed to be asking the questions. Next the Worshipful Master gives you the step, the sign, the grip and the word of an Entered Apprentice …” 
 “There you are, son. That’s it. The grip. Equals the handshake. All that matters. Open Sesame to a better job in H.Q., so I’ll be able to stay home all the time, not one week in five. Keep an eye on you all.” 
 Fred sneaked a crafty look at his son and Theo prayed he wouldn’t blush and betray Rose’s outings with Vince and Harry. Fred appeared to notice nothing and Theo felt his skills as a liar must be improving, as he grew up.” Right,” his dad said, “back to the oath. But, while we’re on the subject of your schooling, have you done tonight’s homework?” 
 “Yeah, this afternoon. Half day.” 
 “I’m throwing money down the drain on you. You’re still bottom in Maths and twenty-third in History. Why should I go on when you don’t even try?” 
 “It’s the way old Artie teaches it, all treaties and kings. No insight. No grasp of the forces that really move the world.” 
 “Well, it’s funny your sister’s always near the top in all her subjects.” 
 “She doesn’t know what she’s going to be so she’s got to be good in them all. To be on the safe side. What use will algebra be to a film director?” 
 It was an evening in March and they were in the front room where Fred usually retreated to play his Brahms and Tchaikovsky 12-inch 78s. Before they could revise the oath of silence, Rose swept in, wearing the velvet evening dress that Theo liked to touch with his cheek in her wardrobe. She had a pearl necklace and her hair was in an Amami wave. 
 “Have I overdone it?” she asked.” Too glammed up?” 
 “Not a bit, my love,” Fred said, advancing to kiss her. 
 “Mind, don’t spoil my make-up.” She evaded him, touched his cheek with one finger and pursed her lips in the looking glass over the mantelpiece.” I hope you’re ready, Theo.” 
 She moved on to the upright and sorted sheet-music into a leather manuscript case. Her maiden initials stamped in gilt had been mostly worn away since her hopeful days as a singing student. 
 “You’re wearing the necklace I gave you.” 
 “So I am.” 
 She’d shown Theo the contents of her jewel-box one day, letting the necklace slip between her fingers like drops of mercury poured on to a dish in the Science lab. They were cultured, she boasted, though to him they looked no better than ordinary ones. 
 “By your poshed-up appearances, I take it you’re entertaining? Well, what’s your target for tonight?” 
 “Oh,” she said, squinting at the sheet-music titles, “they never tell us till we’re there.” 
 “If then,” Theo said. 
 “Top secret mission then?” 
 Fred hated them to spending evenings away during the one-in-five weeks he spent at home, so this sarcasm was automatic, almost a reflex action. And tonight he was too distracted and anxious about his catechism in the temple to feel much about his wife and son’s war effort. 
 “Your big night too, isn’t it?” Rose said. At times she seemed to Theo almost fond of her husband. “Nervous?” 
 “A few butterflies. But I’ve got the responses off pat, thanks to Einstein here.” 
 “You mean Eisenstein,” said Theo.” Hardly Einstein when I’m bottom in Maths.” 
 He had mentioned the director when their Film Club had showed ‘The Battleship Potemkin’. 
 “After all,” Fred persisted, “it’s supposed to be more warm welcome than ordeal. I’ll be among colleagues and well wishers.” 
 A motor-horn sounded outside and Rose plucked aside the net to wave. 
 “There’s the car.” 
 She now put on a raincoat over her bare shoulders and arms as Fred came into the murky hall, reached for a clothes-brush from a hook below the tiny mirror and began skimming it across his son’s shoulders. 
 “Scurf galore. We don’t want those F-for-Freddies seeing that. Might so upset them they’ll lose sight of what they’re fighting for. Instead of soaring into the wild blue yonder, they’ll come plummeting to earth.” 
 They looked into the dining-room to say goodnight to his gran and sister. While he and Rose were out with the concert-party and Dad was at the lodge with one trouser-leg rolled up, Kay would be either at home with Tilda and the wireless or playing ping-pong with oiks at the Youth Club in the local school. None of them knew much about Kay’s private life. Theo’d seen her with some Cotham School oiks in the museum, round behind British Mammals, but that was a game for professional virgins and she probably still didn’t know nearly as much as he did. When he tried to find out whether she had a regular bod, she stared back like she had when he’d dropped a depth-charge stinker during one of those necking-parties they used to have when they were kids. 
 Vince was waiting in his Austin Seven and returned the wave Fred gave from the bay-window. On the drive through the twilit blacked-out city, Mum sat in front and sometimes from the back seat Theo saw Vince put his hand on her knee, at which she made a not-now face, rolling her eyes. As soon as he’d heard they were joining a troupe of local amateur entertainers, Vince had volunteered to drive them, an offer quickly taken up when he told the organisers he had a petrol allowance from his reserved occupation. ‘“What as? A Spiv,”’ Inky had asked when Theo passed this on. But all the grown-ups they knew were into some sort of criminality, if only scrounging a few eggs or the odd gallon of petrol. 
 They left the city to the south by the Bridgwater Road. From the summit of Bedminster Down, they had a broad view of the city just after the sun went down and not one of its three-hundred-and-fifty thousand citizens showed even a sliver of light. 
 The fact they were going in Vince’s car meant tonight’s camp wouldn’t be as far off as some. For the more remote stations, wireless and radar units or coastal look-outs on Bristol Channel, they went in the troupe’s own mobile theatre, a single-decker bus converted by a tiny stage at one end. What, in a real theatre, would have been the wings on one side was the space they’d parked in, often a rainswept plot of ground on some exposed headland. During the other turns, each artiste waited in whatever shelter they could find, usually the porch of a Nissen hut or camouflaged awning for the unit’s motor transport. To make their entrances, they clambered up the steps, summoned by a fanfare from the mini-piano. 
 But this evening they were playing a military hospital in a large pre-war barracks. Convalescent soldiers in Reckitts blue uniforms sat in ranks of chairs along the aisle between beds in which more serious cases lay in pyjamas. 
 Rose was fifth on the variety bill. 
 “Oh ma babbie,” she sang, “ma curly-headed babbie, 
 Yo’ daddy’s in de cotton-field a-wo’king for de co-oo—oo-oo-oo-oon.” 
 Theo watched from beyond double-doors in the end wall, beside the Sister’s room. His mum stood under a couple of overhead lights; the rest had been turned off to create a feeble penumbra but enough was reflected to show the bed-patients’ shaven heads. Some blankets were held up by frames to relieve the weight on hidden wounds. 
 “So lulla-lulla-lulla-lulla bye-bye. 
 Does you want de moon to play wid 
 Or de stars to run away wid? 
 Dey’ll come if you don’t cry.” 
In the front rows of walking patients sat one or two medical officers and female nurses, listening politely, like the rest. A snort of laughter from a bed was suppressed as an NCO’s head shot round. Poor sods, he realised, they thought this was as funny as he did. Though he’d have been upset to hear Rose openly mocked, surely these poor wretches had already paid their dues and had enough to suffer without this woman twice their age singing in darkie language to the din of an untuned upright. He was on next and felt this could be the right time to try a new routine he’d been rehearsing in private, based on material worked out with Inky. 
 “In yo mammy’s arms be creepin’ 
 And soon you’ll be a-sleepin’ 
 With dat lulla-lulla-lulla-lulla-bye…” 
She finished quietly, tenderly, her plump bare arms embracing the imaginary baby, head on one side, while the pianist struck his closing chords. 
 “Thank you so very much, goodnight and God bless you.” 
 She bowed at the round of applause, carefully judged by the audience to be the courteous minimum, without seeming to invite another encore, or – as Rose usually put it – ‘request’. As soon as she reached the doors of the ward behind which the other performers waited, the clapping died. As they closed behind her, the compère began a joke about servicewomen. 
 “Went well, Mum,” Theo told her. 
 “Oh, they’re very good, bless their hearts. It’s nights like this you feel you’re really doing your bit. You on next? Good luck then.” 
 “So it’s up with the lark,” said the comic, “and to bed with a Wren.” 
 When the laugh died away, he went on: 
 “And now will you welcome our boy impressionist, the voice of them all, young Teddy Martin!” 
 Theo had adopted Rose’s maiden name for his entertaining. As the pianist struck up Deutschland Uber Alles, he kicked open the doors with the first goose-step, holding up one arm in the Nazi salute. He strode on to laughter, cheers and boos. 
 “Ach himmel, donner und blitzen, sprechen sie deutsch und wiener schnitzel,” he bawled, strutting about, “Hindenburger, Brandenburger, Edinburger, Hamburger…” 
 While they laughed at that, he turned his back on them, tore off the moustache and put a monocle into one eye before turning back. 
 “Charmany calling, Charmany calling…” 
 More laughter and applause. 
 “What,” he drawled as Lord Haw-Haw, “are your rulers doing? Winston Churchill? The King? Ask them. What have they got to say for themselves? From a European point of view one can’t help wondering.” 
 He turned, took off the monocle, put on a gilded paper crown and turned to face them again. He had the cigar in his pocket all ready for his Winnie speech, which always brought the house down. They only wanted a cue to cheer and stamp their boots. Tonight the response was subdued as even the walking wounded only wore soft slippers. But first he was interpolating his new routine. Saluting like an English officer, he began : “Today, in these ppperilous ah-days, when so many of my subjects are ah-fffar away, I say to you now, though it may take ah-sssome ah-time…” 
 No laughter yet. Hadn’t they recognised him? 
 “F-f-f –” 
 He stamped one foot to unlock the stammer. 
 “ – fffar fffflung you may be, ah-bbbrowned awff perhaps, but the Queen and I are with you in sah-spirit. She set an example by only taking fah-five inches…” 
 He paused and waited. 
 “… in the ah-b-bath… though, of course, we of the ah-rah-royal fffamily do it every day whereas I’m ahm-informed many of my sah-subjects only do it once a week.” 
 “Shame!” said an officer’s voice from one of the front rows of chairs. He began a slow handclap that was taken up by others. 
 There were shouts of ‘Get off!’, booing and hissing and a sound of slippered feet being drummed on floorboards. The compère cued the pianist, who went into his play-off from ‘Rule, Britannia’. Theo was glad to be able to blunder through the doors as the booing died. The compère ran on. 
 “Sorry about that, ladies and gentlemen. He’s only a lad…” 
 “Should be ashamed of himself!” said the same voice. 
 “Yessir. Little brainstorm. Won’t happen again. No offence intended to His Majesty. And now, to raise your temperature and improve your circulation – will you please welcome back the lovely Trixie!” 
 The peroxide-blonde tap-dancer from Knowle West, bare midriff, satin bolero and shorts, clattered forward on tap-shoes, greeted by an appreciative roar. 
 Some minutes later, Vince found Theo in the ward’s lavatories. By now he’d controlled his outburst of violent sobbing and wiped away the tears. 
 “Take no notice, son. Care for a Capstan?” 
 They lit up. 
 “A lot of them were on your side but too scared to laugh. I was out there among them so I saw. I thought it was funny. You got his stutter dead right. Why shouldn’t we have a laugh at him too if we can take off Churchill?” 
 “I thought they were ready for something different.” 
 “As I say, some were. Only when that officer started the clap they had to follow. About all they could give you, this lot.” 
 “What?” 
 “The clap.” 
 “What d’you mean?” 
 “Did you think they were wounded on active service? War heroes? So did I. Then one of them told me this is a V.D. ward. Yeah, they’ve all picked up a dose of syph. Or clap, if they’re lucky.” 
 “What’s clap?” 
 “Gonorrhoea. Now that is a funny thing, don’t you think?” 
 He did, and was caught for some time between an urge to go on crying and irresistible laughter. 
 He was back to see the end of Trixie’s act as she went down in the splits while the pianist gave a roll in the bass. From beds and chairs came groans of vainglorious lechery, as though all set on to showing that their warning doses hadn’t scared them off. Watching them reminded him to count his blessings for having fallen on his feet, chief of which was a beautiful, experienced, intelligent, and barren lover. What did they have? 
 The compere-comic was top of the bill and Theo usually went on for the finale to bow with the other members of the troupe. 
 “No, son, best not go on for your call tonight. Don’t want them booing again, do we?” 
 So, when they all lined up behind Rose, linking hands to sing 
 So goodbye to times of sorrow 
 And when every little thing seems gray 
 Just forget your troubles and learn to say 
 Tomorrow is a lovely day, 
 he was in hiding behind the ward’s double-doors, longing to be out there sharing the warm bath of sentiment. They may not even have joined the war yet but Americans obviously ruled the world because they knew how to write songs for us all, to find the right words not just for a few toffs in London but the whole English-speaking world. 
 They sang it all through once and Rose reprised the chorus, first saying ‘All together now’ then rapidly prompting them in the gaps 
 ‘“Come-and-feast-your-tear-dimm’d-eyes”‘ 
 and the whole audience sang the line and again Rose rattled off: 
 ‘“On-tomorrow’s-clear-blue-skies”‘, 
 and Theo didn’t need to see the stage to know when the others stepped forward to join her and all the voices, the casualties too, were raised in jubilant hope. The troupe would be holding their hands high in a final wave and the women blowing kisses as the piano rolled and modulated into the national anthem. The compère brought his heels together, those who could stand did so, the others lay to attention in their beds and everyone sang the gloomy dirge that caused a rush for last buses in every cinema in the land. 
* 
At the same moment in a masonic lodge, Fred stood blindfold while a guard held a dagger to his breast and asked questions of the Tyler. When Fred faltered, his sponsor prompted. The ritual was tommy rot but somehow intimidating. Impressive. Solemn. He had visions of his tongue being torn out and buried some way across the sand at Weston-super-Mare. 
* 
On Horfield Common, just above the little street where Cary Grant was born, Kay was allowing a handsome boy to kiss her breasts while an all-clear sounded and the guns ceased firing at the end of a medium-size raid. She looked at her watch and told the youth-club ping-pong champion that her parents said she must be home before they were. The bench was hard and the night cold and she wasn’t sorry when he asked her if she’d be alright walking home alone as his Mum would be expecting him at their place just across the green on Golden Hill. She said “‘I haven’t got much choice, have I ?’”, deciding ping-pong didn’t help this boy to be much of a lover. 
* 
Rose waited till they were in Vince’s car and driving home before she passed on the compère’s message that Theo wouldn’t be needed for future shows. She’d had to ask why, as she’d been enjoying a Craven A while her son parodied the king and didn’t know the audience response till she was told. In the back seat, unseen, Theo’s eyes were moist with anger and shame at being dismissed by the sort of Bloody Sergeants who used to stand outside The Regent. When they reached Bedminster Down, Vince paused for them to look down on the fires and flares and a couple of blazing balloons near The Centre. 
 “I hope Kay’s looking after Mother,” Rose said and Vince gave her knee a sympathetic squeeze. 
 When they got home and paused outside Villa Borghese,the engine running, they exchanged a quick kiss while Theo climbed from the car. Before Fred had closed the inner door and opened the outer, Vince’s motor was halfway down the avenue. 
 “How’s Mother?” Rose asked, passing through the lobby. 
 “Well,” said Kay, “not too fond of them blessed Zeppelins so just gone up to bed with her glass of stout.” 
 Fred was in the front room with the curtains drawn back watching the last of the raid with Ride of the Valkyries blasting from the extension speaker. He’d been worried stiff, he told them, thinking of them out in some godforsaken dump. 
 “Where’ve you been till this time?” 
 After making a malted milk, Fred said he’d had enough of her going out so many evenings and insisted they drop this stunt. 
 “Stunt? That’s nice. You don’t know unless you see the poor dears, does he, Theo? I could hardly sing the finale tonight at the sight of them in their beds, all bandaged up but so brave. Then I knew how true Winnie’s words were that never in the field of… what is it, Fred? –” 
 “Human conflict.” 
 “Yes.” 
 She now reported Theo’s dismissal, the way they’d agreed together on the drive home that, to please his father, he’d resigned voluntarily, so as to give more time to his school work. This went some way to calming the old boy but he now saw even less reason for Rose to go on risking life and limb. 
 “I want to do my bit. I’m surprised you don’t. Some of these boys have come halfway across the world to be at the front.” 
 “This isn’t the Great War, Rose. You’re as bad as Tilda. Apart from North Africa, this is the only front. The home front.” 
 She deflected him by asking how things had gone at the temple. Fred told them he was now an entered apprentice of the first degree and showed them all how to do the secret handshake. 
* 
On Hazel’s next free afternoon and his sports day they went to a matinée at the Embassy and he told her about the evening at the military hospital. 
 “So,” she said, “what price freedom now? The priceless privilege of free speech? Say what you like as long as it’s not against the king or Churchill or God.” 
 “D’you reckon the Russians can say what they like about Stalin? You know, make fun of him?” 
 She gave him a mystified stare.” Why would they want to?” 
 “Yeah… course.” 
 This talk of free speech and openness led him to ask her again if she’d written to Geoff about their affair. She told him she was waiting for the right moment, when her husband was able to give it his full attention. Just now he was busy teaching soldiers what they should demand from their rulers as the price of victory. Theo asked if it wasn’t safe now for him to start calling at Charlotte Street again. 
 “Still too risky,” she said.” People in general are in a moralistic mood. It’s patriotism, togetherness. Think, if that much fuss could be caused by a joke about the king’s stammer, what could happen if some nosy neighbour dropped a word to the education authority or your headmaster.” 
 In the dark cinema, his hand on her thigh, he said: “Then we must find some other way to meet.” 



THIRTEEN 
Weeks later, on a bright Sunday evening when they assumed they’d negotiated the weekend without Fred seeing his latest report card, Mother, Daughter, Son and even Grandma were playing Monopoly on the dining-table in the bay-window when Father flung open the door and stamped in to find Rose and Kay singing along with Hutch and ‘This is a lovely way to spend an evening’. 
 ‘I’d like to save all my nights and spend them with you’ they crooned before Fred turned it off. 
 “We’re listening to that,” Rose said, “if you don’t mind.” 
 “You’ve evidently all seen this card? Titchcock’s report? All but Muggins here. Twenty-eighth out of thirty! And here’s Kay with a scholarship to Redland, costs not a bean and always top.” 
 “We can’t all be as clever as Kay,” Rose argued, as Theo moved his top hat round the board. 
 “Rent!” Kay said, “Park Lane with one house. A hundred and seventy-five pounds.” 
 “Not fair!” 
 “Dad – where is Park Lane?” Kay asked.” You come from London. You must know.” 
 “Many moons ago perhaps, before I lived in Kent. So don’t ask me. I knew Whitechapel Road, Mile End and all round there.” 
 “The houses there only cost sixty pounds,” she went on, “it’s the East End, isn’t it? The poor part? The rent’s only two pounds! It’s the property Theo always ends up with.” 
 “Your mother and I make no bones about our humble origins or that we’ve come up in the world. No desire to slip back either, which is what happens to people who come bottom. Back to elementary school with the runny-nosed boys. Well, Theodore, any ideas? Or is it Einstein?” 
 He waited while Theo pretended to see which properties he could mortgage to pay Kay’s rent. 
 “Theo was wondering –” Rose began but Fred raised his hand. 
 “Let the boy speak for himself, please, Rose.” 
 “I’ve been wondering,” Theo said, “if I could try private tuition again.” 
 “Ah, yes. More of my dough down the jolly old drain.” 
 Rose said “That’s not very nice, when he’s ready to try.” 
 “But is he?” 
 “Yeah, Dad, I am, honest. I’ve asked some of the other bods how to go about getting coaching.” 
 “I seem to remember this avenue has been explored. Didn’t I fork out for extra maths and history?” 
 “Only from the same old teachers after school. But they’re deadbeats brought back after all the decent ones joined up. I meant someone from outside.” 
 He pushed the Monopoly money across to Kay and refused to meet the provocative gaze she gave him. 
 “Your throw, Mum,” she said, passing the dice. 
 “Oh, is it my turn? Oh my lord …” 
 “But if I fork out again, you must promise to make an effort.” 
 “I will try, honest.” 
 “He can’t do more,” Rose said, threw a double and got a Chance card which she dreaded as much as an ace of spades at rummy, a telegram or certain patterns in the tea-leaves. After her it was Gran’s turn and Kay had to throw and move for her and tell her what she’d done. 
 A few days after this, Inky gave him a lift home on the crossbar, saving a bus-fare to put towards a shared packet of five Woods. As they free-wheeled the last hundred yards past the orphanage gates, they were in a British war-film. 
 “Oi’d best be cutting along ‘ome nah, sir,” Inky said as in Richard-Attenborough’s cowardly cockney, “mustn’t keep the Missus whiting.” 
 “But what the deuce is she waiting for, Nobby?” asked Theo with Michael Wilding’s quizzical smile. 
 “She’ll ‘ave my cup o’ Rosie Lee on the toible, sir, or Oi’ll know the reason whoy.” 
 “Good show, Nobby, and nil carborundum.” 
 “Strewth, sir, what’s that mean when it’s at ‘ome?” 
 Rose opened the front door and called: “Hurry up, son, that tutor’s here waiting. I was afraid you’d forget and go to one of your blessed films.” 
 As Inky zoomed on down the avenue, Theo tried to pass Rose into the lobby. She grabbed his tie and pulled it straight. 
 “What a sight you are to meet a teacher.” 
 “Doesn’t matter what I look like.” 
 “Do try hard to please your father. He’s a good man, spite of everything. Cares a great deal for all of us.” 
 Taking off his raincoat in the hall, dropping satchel and gas mask, he gave her a reproving look. She pushed ahead of him into the front room. 
 “So here he is at last, the Wandering Jew, my son Theodore. And I know you told me but I’m no use with names. Missus – ?” 
 “Hampton.” 
 Hazel had dressed the part: the schoolma’arm hair-do, drab dress, flat shoes and glasses. 
 “Shake hands with the lady.” 
 Theo moved towards her, held out his hand and made Quasimodo’s ‘Ah’m so ugly’ face so that she had to look away for fear of laughing. 
 Rose only said “I’ve put up the Vono,” showing the card-table with Hazel’s books and writing materials already set out on the baize. 
 “Thank you, Mrs. Light. This will be fine.” 
 At the door, Rose told them they’d have the house to themselves, as Dad was in Penzance, Kay at her debating club, Gran with her Sister Harriet for the evening and she herself had a rendezvous with her cousin from Montreal. She went to dress and they did half-an-hour on British India till they heard the front door close behind her. Soon after, Theo watched the 21 pass, his mother’s silhouette quite clear on the lower-deck. Only then he led his tutor by one hand up the stairs to the front room. 
 While Hazel used a few drops of Rose’s perfume on her shoulders, arms and breasts and Theo stripped off, he asked her again if they weren’t pushing their luck by taking no precautions, there was a supply near at hand, in the third drawer down of his father’s chest. She shook her head and opened her arms to welcome him to the bed where (he thought) he’d probably been conceived. He was jumpy in case Kay came, as well as excited by the extra danger. 
 “We must be careful not to leave traces,” she said. 
 “It won’t always be this easy. Someone’s usually going to be here.” 
 “Then we’ll get more work done, shan’t we? I’m not taking your poor Dad’s money for nothing.” 
 “Nothing?” 
 And afterwards there was time to wash and dress long before Kay arrived. 
 Another time when they were alone, on the floor of his own room this time with a pillow on the carpet, he said: “D’you know, I reckon most of the bods at school are still tossing off. Old Charlton even likes dressing up in women’s clothes. He told us he wears his mum’s dresses and goes walking in the park.” 
 “Poor boy.” 
 Theo hoped at least to be the Porter in the 5th year’s production of Macbeth but wasn’t even an attendant non-speaking thane. They were all expected to see the performance so Hazel went with him to the university’s Victoria Rooms, the only local stage now that the Prep hall was gone and the Prince’s burnt-out. Charlton was so pretty in his lipstick and crown that Theo almost fancied him. 
 “Stop up the access and passage to remorse,” this teacher’s pet recited, “That no compunctious visitings of nature shake my fell purpose…” 
 Hines, Shaw and Lunceford were attentive in the front rows, Dolly Grey smiled with adoration while Sparrow nodded off. 
 “Come to my woman’s breasts,” invited Charlton, putting his hands to his flat chest as directed, “and take my milk for gall …” 
 In the interval, Theo was angry and tearful. 
 Hazel said: “Come on, you know why you weren’t chosen and he was.” 
 “Cos he lets old Dolly touch his tool?” 
 “Cos you imitated the king at a concert. Didn’t you say the head got told by that officer and then gave you a ticking off? You must learn that being brightest or seeing clearest doesn’t mean they’ll let you show it. Unless you’re a favourite. Or belong to one of their cliques or clubs. Oxford or Cambridge, –” 
 “Or the Masons, like my old man.” 
 “As for that, what choice has the poor man got? All part of a caste system to keep power in the hands of those who’ve done nothing to earn it but stood up for some degenerate old king. They’ll let you join as long as you toe the line. The whole country’s run like that.” 
 “The whole world probably. Except America.” 
 “The New World’s still being sorted out. It’s closer to the savage state. To belong to their gangs you’d have to kill or be killed.” 
 “Not fair, is it? And don’t say nothing’s fair in this world.” 
 “We’ll make it fair. That’s what this war’s about, though they don’t know it yet. They’re in for a shock when it’s over.” 
* 
For two of the seven weeks’ school holiday, the family went to stay in South Wales, where Fred had made friends with the local branch manager of his firm. Their pre-war summer stays in Paignton or Weymouth were only memories now that the entire coast was a front-line ready for invasion, the beaches barbed wired, cliff-walks bristling with concrete pill-boxes. He and Kay remembered those childish treats by the smells and tastes of vanilla ice cream, salt water, candy-floss, onions and vinegar, by the cry of gulls and the lapping of summer seas, by a residue of sand when they ran out bathwater in their ‘private’ hotel. 
 The remaining holiday was a chance for more tuition. Hazel’s elementary school had a month, as working-class children, it was assumed by the powers-that-be, wouldn’t know what to do with more leisure than that and would only get themselves into trouble. Whenever Fred asked Theo if he thought Mrs. Hampton was giving him his money’s-worth, Kay tried to make Theo look at her, both aware of his chronic tendency to blush. She’d nearly caught them one afternoon testing the strength of the indoor Morrison shelter, the steel box that doubled as a kitchen table. They managed to be back in their chairs when she came in but she can’t have failed to notice their flushed faces, short breath and disordered clothes. After that, Kay was far less scornful of him, even now and then showing some respect. 
 His first fortnightly report of the autumn term answered his Dad’s question. 
 “Top in English,” Theo read out. 
 “Yes, but that’s no real surprise,” said Fred, at the wheel of the Morris, after picking his son up at the school gates to drive him home. 
 “Twelfth in French –” 
 “Your second-best subject –” 
 “ – fifteenth in History, eighteenth in Maths –” 
 “Oh, well done, boy! And Science twenty-first. That’s ten places up in both subjects.” 
 “‘Yep, and about the best I can do. More than enough for a pass in School Cert. Credits in languages and history will get me a Matric.” 
 “I suppose we have to thank Mrs. Hampton for this? How many times a week is she coming?” 
 Fred rolled down the window to hand-signal a right turn at The Arches, then paused for an oncoming military convoy, and Theo was glad to look along Cheltenham Road without answering for a few seconds. 
 “It’s not only her. I’m hard at it too.” 
 “True. You’ve obviously made an effort. We must think of a reward.” 
 Some time later, turning the bend to approach Villa Borghese, they saw two cars drawn up outside. A uniformed policeman stood at the gate and several neighbours had gathered to watch. Had Gran been taken ill? But there was no ambulance. 
 Fred pulled up behind the other car, climbed out and asked an older man: “Hullo, Stanley, what’s all this?” 
 They shook hands. 
 “Your house, Fred?” 
 “It is.” 
 “I didn’t know. Our friends in H.M.Customs have had their eyes on this chap. They were put on to him by your neighbours.” 
 “Which chap?” 
 Two men in raincoats came from the house frog-marching Vince. The net curtains in the opposite bay fell back as Theo looked towards the Salvationists’ house. 
 “What was he doing in my place?” 
 The officer had opened the familiar cardboard suitcase resting on the waist-high wall of Villa Borghese, now stripped of its metal railings. He was studying Vince’s stock. He didn’t meet Fred’s eyes. 
 “We have to assume it’s a halfway house shall-we-call-it… where he colludes with his confederates perhaps? Very likely transpire that your good lady and her mother were just being used. Innocent victims.” 
 “D’you mean black market?” 
 “Pull the other, the whole bloody family knows me,” Vince began to say but the constable shoved him forward. 
 “Alright, that’s enough language, thank you. Let’s not play silly buggers, shall we?, Landing you in it even deeper.” 
 Fred stared closely at his family’s retail supplier. 
 “Never seen you before in my life.” 
 But, come to think of it, he thought, the face wasn’t quite unfamiliar. 
 As they opened the rear passenger door, Vince saw Theo still sitting in the front of Fred’s Morris. A slight smile crumpled his face even more and he gave a wink no-one else would have seen, before stooping to climb in, a constable’s hand on his head. Vince’s face looking from the car jogged Fred’s memory. 
 Tilda had pulled aside the net and thrown up the sash window. 
 “What do thee buggers want?” she shouted at the small crowd, “a saucer for thees eyes?” 
 “That’s enough now, mother,” Fred told her and went inside. By the time Theo joined them in the living-room, Rose was sobbing, Fred taking off his coat and Kay looking on as avidly as the neighbours. Through the net-curtained window, they saw Vince being driven off. One of the officers dispersed the onlookers by telling them the show was over. 
 “They bleedin’ gawpers with their h’eyes on stalks, they’m only jealous.” 
 “I’ve told you before, mother,” Fred said, “that sort of language may do for Mina Road but up here …” 
 “Mum,” Kay said, “the last I saw they were going to take you to the station too? So what happened?” 
 Theo said “I saw Dad give that policeman the handshake.” 
 “Not that I needed to,” Fred said, “so happens he was one of my sponsors for the lodge. So, you two, find some homework to do and, Tilda, make us a nice cup of tea.” 
 As they shut the door behind them, he was asking Rose if that wasn’t the same chap that used to drive her to the troop shows. 
 After that, Rose’s concert career (or comeback, as she sometimes called it) abruptly ended. There were no more requests for ‘Only a Rose’ or ‘My hero’. Vince’s arrest and conviction were reported in The Evening World but with no mention of the family. 
 Fred’s hopes of help from the Brotherhood came good and his new itinerary gave him more weeks at home. It was, Theo said, a fair exchange for the risk of having his tongue cut out and left halfway to Lundy Island. Fred resumed a routine from their earlier years, taking Rose drinking and socialising, usually in The Shakespeare, a redbrick roadhouse beside Eastville Park, though during weeks when he was away (now only one in five), she still sampled Sidecars and Daquiris in the Morry, saying it was unpatriotic not to make our Canadian Cousins feel at home when they’d come so far to help the mother country. 





FOURTEEN 
In the low-lying area towards Bath, the Avon still ran beside the main line to London, sometimes veering off on natural detours but always rejoining the railway’s course like a wayward lover clinging to its more sober mate. Meandering across pastures prone to flooding by the western Avon, passing the corrugated-iron boatsheds of Saltford, it was led astray by the chocolate factory of Somerdale. At last, though, the river ran off at a steep angle to be lost in the city’s muddle of man-made waterways before seeping out to sea through the mudbanks of its famous gorge. 
 From some Commie art-teacher, Hazel borrowed one of the narrowboats along the river bank near Hanham Weir. Theo worked hard pumping out the bilges and in later years remembered the weekend as a glimpse of Hazel’s Utopia. He would always be able to summon up the sounds of the whole barge creaking as the first sun melted Saturday night’s frost. Or of watching through a porthole how the motion of their ecstatic acrobatics made waves lap the bank. Reliance on Inky for an alibi meant his friend had to be told the partial truth, a risk Theo felt worth taking as the weather was perfect and breakfast of buttered toast and Maxwell House never tasted better before or since than on those bright cold mornings. The church bells of Keynsham village didn’t ring to remind them it was a wartime English Sunday, in fact. They didn’t chime again till late 1942 to celebrate El Alamein. This embryonic colony of quaint floating dwellings was among the first of a nationwide revival that saved the canals and opened the locks for sheer pleasure. 
* 
To reward him for his great improvement at school, Fred bought him a ciné camera. He knew which member of the brotherhood to approach for rare pre-war film-stock and made a formal presentation of both, with Hazel present, thanking her for bringing about such a change in his son’s class positions. 
 Almost at once Theo began shooting a record of their private lessons… Hazel half-wrapped in Theo’s dressing-gown or against the net curtained windows of his parents’ bedroom… automatic delayed-release shots of them both, smiling in the double-bed or on the floor of his own room… During the house-boat weekend, he added Hazel naked in the bunk, covering herself with a blanket as he approached, closing on her pouting mouth and long tongue touching the end of her nose, her eyes crossed like Ben Turpin of the Keystone Kops. 
 There was no chance of seeing even an inch of this footage at the time. Who could be trusted to process such an early example of the skin-flick? Once the whole length had been exposed, it remained in its can, an Index Expurgatorius waiting for his eyes only. It was to be decades before Hazel watched it, excited and appalled. 
 His family was shown a very different film – of family scenes and general views, though you had to be careful when you tried to shoot even ordinary wartime scenes in case some Bloody Sergeant decided a milkman’s rounds could be of interest to German High Command. There were limits to Fred’s Masonic immunity. In fact, Fred reported that Hitler was as down on Masons as he was the Jews. So what emerged was an arty and ambitious family snapshot, with all its priceless information about how life really looked beyond the paper-strip windows, a more edible madeleine than Proust’s. 
 “Isn’t it dangerous having that film around?” Hazel asked one afternoon as they sat doing simultaneous equations in the bay window of Villa Borghese. 
 “Why?” 
 “Well, your Dad knows which Brother can get it developed. So what if he found it and thought you must have forgotten it and got it processed without telling you, perhaps as another reward for being such a good boy… and you came home one night to find the front room all set up like the Odeon with your mum and sister and grandma, and you all had to sit there watching me in the altogether in their bed upstairs and –” 
 “Mum and Harry in the taxi, yeah.” 
 The very thought made his scrotum clench with fear. 
 “I don’t know,” he said, “Dad might enjoy it. He keeps a nude photo from Men Only over his bed and came twice to see the snake-dancer.” 
 She shook her head. 
 “So,” he consented, “hadn’t you better keep it in your flat ?” 
 “And if Geoff comes home on leave?” 
 “We all believe in free love, don’t we? We could watch it together. If it was developed, which it isn’t.” 
 “All three of us?” 
 She stared at him for some time, so that he finally asked: “You don’t think he’d mind, do you?” 
 “Wouldn’t you if you were in his place?” 
 “Dunno. Not sure… No.” 
 “I think you’ll find that’s unusual. Sometimes I wonder about you, really I do. You seem to have no possessive instinct.” 
 “Isn’t that good… what we all want?” 
 Hazel had no answer. This was taking common ownership too far. 
 “Wouldn’t you be jealous at all?” 
 He looked at her across the text and exercise books. 
 She asked: “Does it never strike you your lack of jealousy is just lack of feeling? Some would say you’ve been set a bad example. Perhaps we don’t feel love for someone unless we’re given lessons.” 
 “I’ve done alright for that,” he said with a smile. 
 “I’m talking about love,” she said. 
 “Free love, yeah.” 
 “Love’s not only taking but giving too. Would you mind, say, if I was in a film like that with another man?” 
 She could see him mentally lining up the shot. He answered by asking: “What about me with another woman?” 
 “It would break my heart, “ she said. 



FIFTEEN 
When the real invasion came, no church-bells rang. They were supposed to be allies but few Englishmen saw the Americans like that. 
 Villa Borghese’s wrought-iron front gate and railings had been taken, it was claimed, to make Spitfires, inspiring a dialogue where Theo, Inky and Jake as three F-for-Freddie types looked at the new fighter they’ve just been asked to fly. 
 “What the deuce do they call this crate, Skipper?” 
 “Odd sort of kite, eh Johnny?” 
 “I’ll say. How in hell’s name are we supposed to get a dekko at Fritz through all these cast-iron railings?” 
 “Haven’t a clue, Johnny.” 
 “And do these eyes deceive me, sir, or is that rear-gun turret a galvanised bath?” 
 “Old Togger’s not going to like it,” said Jake the Jew. 
 Then Inky would brilliantly raise one eyebrow and look at Jake askance, letting the camera and audience know he thought Skipper had cracked with the strain of so many ops. 
 “No, sir, don’t you remember, poor old Togger bought it last week. Pranged in the drink.” 
 “So he did.” Solemn pause.” Jammy bugger, eh, Johnny? At least he didn’t have to fly this perishing contraption. What are all these kettles for?” 
 Fred foresaw a serious dogshit problem as the local hounds at last gained access to the tiny and now unfenced lawn in front of Villa Borghese. He thought for a while about trying to get the house exempted from railings requisition through the brotherhood but a friend advised him it could appear unpatriotic. 
 Hazel volunteered for any service that would accept her. None would. Her pre-war record of I.L.P. week-end courses and summer schools made her a security risk so she became a warden. She passed on to Theo the rumour that the metal was useless as anything but railings and the whole business was only a stunt to boost morale. She said she’d believe anything of that Fascist Beaverbrook but didn’t care, because the unintentional side-effect was an early erosion of privilege, the padlocked residential squares of Clifton at last opened to the people. This turned out to be a false dawn. Once the G.I.s came and made the parks into outdoor petting parlours, littering the lawns with Frenchies, wooden fences had to be put up to replace the iron ones. 
 But such setbacks never dampened her spirit for long and he loved her for this blind optimism. A battle lost, she’d say, but the war still being won. She quoted Oscar Wilde: a map that didn’t show Utopia wasn’t worth looking at. 
 Theo passed this on to Jake while they were waiting for old Shaw to arrive for a period of geography. And brawn-and-no brain Coxie overheard. He was always borrowing ideas from others to make out he was as bright as them. So, as soon as Artie arrived, Cox put his hand up and asked to have the position of Utopia pointed out on the globe and Artie thought he was taking the piss and had one of his brilliant outbursts like a land-mine going off, throwing the stuff from his case all over the room – books and rulers, sandwiches and apples – while creeps and sissies ran to retrieve them and Artie finally found the detention card he was looking for, which would be no real punishment for Cox, only for whichever poor member of staff was on duty the day he was kept in. 
 Everyone was scandalised when the orphans were evacuated and the first black Americans came to occupy their dormitories. One subjected class replacing another, Hazel said. Canadian cousin Harry, before being posted away for a training course, had warned them it would be the end of a real nice district. Tilda said again she was more scared of them blessed Doughboys than Hitler. Like any English husband and father, Fred had been concerned at the rumoured Yankee invasion, as he’d feared Americans would appeal to his wife even more than Canadians had. So it was a relief to him when the first contingent turned out to be negroes, as obviously even she would draw the line at them. 
 Frightened at first, shrinking back as they passed, the locals soon warmed to them, their politeness and their wealth, their sexy vehicles and tight trousers, unlimited gum and Lucky Strikes and a sensational way of marching that was more like the chorus line from a Hollywood musical. They brought the manners of sub-tropical deltas or lawless northern slums to this drizzling suburb. Theo and Inky marvelled at their likeness to the only royalty they admired – Duke Ellington, Count Basie, King Oliver and Earl Hines. 
 The loss of face brought about by Vince’s very public arrest at last persuaded Fred to move house. Even lesser neighbours from Schubert and Gainsborough Villas smirked when they passed him and refused to give the time of day to any of the Light family. A member of the Lodge was bolting to mid-Wales, his house in Henleaze going for a song. This was Rose’s Nirvana, the land of her dreams. The detached house –”‘in its own grounds!”’ she told Kay and Tilda – was one of a crescent lined with flowering cherry trees and with a serving-hatch from kitchen to dining-room. It wasn’t far from The Downs and, for Theo, close to The Orpheus, one of the new smarter suburban cinemas. The local shopping parade had a broad pavement with a decorative pillory and plaque notifying residents of its history as a mediaeval village. The nice neat labour-saving garden had a swing and krazee-paved terrace where she and her friend Laura Tombs could take tea. Laura and her errant hubbie lived only a street or two away. Best of all, their outlook was no longer that blesseéd Victorian orphanage with its sequence of air-raid wardens, auxiliary firemen and first coloured and then white Yanks. 
 At Rosemount, nothing was older than ten years. 
 Theo and Hazel were on the bus across The Downs to Henleaze. Dusk had given way to dark during the bus-ride from The Embassy where they’d seen ‘Down Argentine Way’ that afternoon and done a Nicholas Brothers dance across Queen’s Road. Carmen Miranda’s fruity hats were a promise of post-war plenty. But between the Brazilian singer and the negro dancers came stretches of tepid boredom featuring the white stars. 
 “It’s what the Yanks believe in that interests me,” he said, “not just their advantages, but Freedom, everybody doing what they like.” 
 “You still think they do, after all I’ve told you and all you’ve seen at the orphanage?” 
 “I know they exploit the rest of the world but don’t we English too?” 
 “Of course. That’s what empires are about.” 
 “But ordinary English people don’t get much share of all that, do we?” 
 “Only because it goes to Churchill and his friends.” 
 “Okay. So why do ordinary Yanks get so much more than us? The coloureds are supposed to be their poorest people but anyone can see they’re far better off than our so-called posh in Clifton. A negro private earns more than a British officer.” 
 “Abroad, yes. When they want him to give his life to save capitalism. It’s a different story at home.” 
 “No, that’s not right. Even teenagers over there have got cars.” 
 “In films.” 
 “No. I read it in the Yank mags I get secondhand in the arcades. One out of every five Americans owns a car. Well, Fred’s Morris is the only one in our whole avenue.” 
 “Not now you’ve moved to Henleaze. Every bungalow’s got a garage and every garage a car.” 
 In practice, Fred’s was still one of few on the road. Most were laid up for the duration, wheels removed, standing on piles of bricks, waiting for post-war petrol. 
 “And is car-ownership your only criterion for heaven on earth?” Hazel asked. 
 Theo went on: “One in seven Yanks has got a phone. But everyone in our district near Villa Borghese uses the public box or that one in the shoemaker’s shop.” 
 “That’s an economic accident. Their millionaires are richer than our lords and ladies, in terms of money. Ours value privilege more. Land. Rent. Power. For them, this war is about hanging on to their property. That’s why they wanted to be friends with Hitler, thinking he could beat the Russians for them. That didn’t work, so now they’re pretending to fight Fascism. And they’ve got another surprise in store because after the war Churchill will be voted out.” 
 “Who says?” 
 “Geoff knows how the men are thinking. The soldiers want no more of all that. He’s organised a Soldiers’ Parliament in Cairo, the people’s voice beginning to be heard. Our salvation lies with the common people, not tagging along behind the Yanks.” 
 Dusk was falling on the blacked-out streets as they covered the distance between Embassy and Orpheus. From the lower deck, the conductress called out the landmarks: Whiteladies Road, Blackboy Hill and, across the Downs, the White Tree. Their stop. They got to their feet and made for the stairs. This was the darkest stretch of the route, skirting the great unlit open common that ended at the Avon Gorge. From the rear window Theo could just make out a black G.I. belting after the bus like that one in the Berlin Olympics, as though his life depended on reaching it. 
 “Mother-fuckin’ nigger!” someone shouted some way beyond him. 
 Theo paused on the steps, Hazel behind him. Now they could see the white soldier chasing without much hope of catching up. 
 “Think yo’ can fuck with white women, .. just because yo’ in a foreign land, boy?” 
 The black leapt for the moving platform. From their high position they saw that the white had stopped running and was standing in the road. 
 “Yo’ heah me, boy?” and there came the crack of a single gunshot. A window splintered. Another shot and the first soldier fell, trying to grab the bar. As the driver braked, they were thrown forward. 
 “Go ‘ead,” shouted the clippie, “keep goin’!” 
 Theo saw her try to push the collapsed and injured body off into the road. 
 “What are you doing? Stop the bus!” Theo shouted, climbing down. 
 “No bloody fear,” the woman said, “this b’ain’t no business of ours. I got my passengers’ welfare to think of.” 
 “He’s been shot,” Hazel told her, “he may be dying.” 
 Theo went behind the conductress, rang her bell and kept ringing like rapid fire. The clippie was more appalled by this than the shooting. 
 “Go ‘ead, Stan!” she yelled, “keep goin’!” 
 The driver accelerated, pitching off the wounded man. 
 “You can’t leave him there,” Theo said. 
 “Tis Yankee business. Let they sort it.” 
 Hazel moved up the gangway towards the cab. All the passengers had faced front again after a brief look-round. 
 “Didn’t any of you see that?” she asked.” A man’s been shot. You must have seen the other one on the road with the gun?” 
 Theo stood on the platform watching and admiring her, waiting till the bus slowed enough to risk jumping off into the dark. 
 “You bloody cowards, you should be ashamed,” she went on, “you deserve the lives you’ve got, the miserable existences your bosses have decided you’re fit for. And for once I agree with them. You’re too bloody feeble for anything with a bit of guts to it.” 
 She pulled up the concertina-shade on the driver’s window and knocked on the glass with her wedding-ring. 
 “Stop the bus, you bastard! A man may be dying.” 
 One of the women passengers, stung at last, said: “Them Yanks is turning this city into Chicagawl.” 
 “We never asked ‘em over yer,” said a man across the aisle, “They can bloody go ‘ome soon as they like, for I.” 
 “I don’t mind them,” another said in a posher accent, “it’s those white ones they brought with them I can’t abide.” 
 The conductress followed Hazel. 
 “You let that light out and we shall all be bombed.” 
 “There aren’t any bombers any more, you dunce. Haven’t been for a year,” Hazel told her. 
 “Right, that’s it.” 
 “And if there were,” Theo asked her, “d’you really think some Jerry half a mile up there can see some little glimmer on the ground? You’ll swallow any shit they give you.” 
 “That’s enough of that language. Off you get, you two.” 
 “We want to get off, to help that man. Tell the driver.” 
 As as the bus slowed enough, they both jumped clear and ran back to find the injured G.I. A jeep had since arrived near his body and two white military police in blancoed gaiters and webbing belts were attending him on the verge. 
 “We saw it happen,” Theo said, coming close. 
 “Okay, buddy. Got hit by the bus, huh?” 
 “No.” 
 “Looks like he already had a skinful.” 
 “No. The other one shot him.” 
 “Other what?” 
 “G.I. American Soldier.” 
 “A white one. We saw him fire and this one was hit and-” Hazel was saying as they lifted the injured soldier into their vehicle. 
 “Okay, guys, we’ll handle this. Sorry you were bothered. G’night, ma’am, sir.” 
 And, giving them no chance to answer, they drove off the way they must have come. 
 Hazel was coming home on the pretext of an hour or two of maths and physics. This late, the family would either be at home revelling in Rosemount’s splendour or about to arrive home from their various jobs so there’d be no chance of practical biology. In fact, when they reached the house, having walked the rest, they found Kay and Fred listening to the news. The shooting incident had left Hazel and Theo shaken and they blurted out the whole story and asked what they should do – ring the police, The Evening Post, or the orphanage near their old home where that dead or dying man was very likely stationed, or what? Military phone numbers wouldn’t be in the directory, would they? 
 Fred advised them to keep well clear. 
 “What?” Theo barked at him, “pretend it never happened?” 
 “Best not get involved.” 
 “You’re no better than those people on the bus. Eyes front and minds dead.” 
 “Hold your tongue, son.” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “Hush your mouth,” Fred told him. 
 Theo stepped up to him and put one hand across his face, the other behind his neck, as though to squash his head like an egg. 
 “Hush your mouth? That the only answer you can make? Uh? You pathetic bloody clown!” 
 “Theo, easy,” Hazel said, moving to grab his hands. 
 And “Stop it,” said Kay, helping to free her father, who fell back on to an upright chair. “Dad’s right.” 
 “What?” 
 “You can’t do anything useful, only cause trouble for yourselves.” 
 “What do you know about the Yanks ?” 
 “More than you.” 
 “You weren’t even there,” Hazel said.” That poor coloured man could be dead. It’s like the Ku Klux Klan.” 
 “Right. And do they ever get caught?” Kay asked. 
 “They’re not in Alabama now. This is England.” 
 “You don’t honestly believe they’d take any notice of our police? If an English person had been involved, they just might –” 
 “An English woman was, from what we heard. The coloured man had been with a white girl.” 
 “Then he knew the risks he was taking.” 
 “How d’you know what he did to her?” Fred said from his chair, “how d’you know she was willing? The sight of a white woman drives them wild, they say. You surely can’t –” 
 “Shut up, Dad, don’t show your ignorance,” Kay said, “you know nothing about it.” 
 “I’m on your side, girl.” 
 “No, you’re not.” 
 “The whites are right. I’ve nothing against the blacks but the races must be kept apart. God wouldn’t have made oak trees and chestnuts different if he’d meant them to grow together.” 
 “That’s not what I said.” 
 On the tablecloth in the bay, various condiments and sauces always stood ready for the next meal. Theo took the tomato sauce bottle, unstoppered it and held it above his father’s head. Fred always eked it out by adding malt vinegar to the dregs, so when his son banged the end a splodge of the stuff was squirted on to his balding forehead and a scarlet mess dribbled down his face. Theo threw the bottle across the room and stormed out. Rose met him in the hall, arriving back from a drink with Laura. Theo passed her and took the stairs three at a time, roaring like an animal. Shaken and confused, she went on into the living room at the back. Her husband came towards her, head and face a gory mess. 
 “Oh, my God, what’s happening?” 
 “Your son’s gone off his chump,” Fred said, bending down to retrieve the ketchup bottle from under the sideboard. 
 Rose said “I thought it was blood. I thought he’d cut your head open.” 
 “All but. Look at this. All down the wall.” 
 Rose, already bewildered, now heard Hazel’s laughter from the far corner. Kay laughed too and soon Rose joined them. Fred stood staring, the mixture dribbling down to stain his shirt. 
 For Hazel, that wasn’t all. The last half-hour’s events had epitomised two nations at this crucial point in both their destinies: America murderous, divided, callous, all-powerful; England cowardly, long-suffering, its former grandeur reduced to slapstick comedy, the family headman stained with Heinz’s most popular variety. 



SIXTEEN 
The other flats at Charlotte Street became vacant one by one, as tenants found safer places to live. A few were requisitioned for serving officers or rarely-seen ministry men. So Hazel thought it safe to give Theo lessons there again, on the way home from school or on half-days when he should have been kicking or hitting balls on Golden Hill. Mostly, though, she still came to Rosemount. His mother too had been requisitioned, after her brief stay in the aircraft factory, now as an incompetent two-finger typist for the Board of Trade in a big house on The Downs. Fred had failed to arrange her exemption with a few grips of influential knuckles. In the event, she found she could manage some simple filing and tea-making and enjoyed getting out of the house. Soon she was accepting lifts home in the Regional Controller’s Humber and once Theo, watching from the front upstairs as she arrived, saw him give her a kiss before she got out. He’d just put the cine-camera down after practising some really crazy angle shots of the crescent they all thought so beautiful but by the time he’d retrieved it and got the car in focus, she was walking up the front path between the laburnum and lilac. 
 He still pestered Hazel to write to her husband about their affair. Liking and admiring Geoff’s letters and his serious face in the bedside photo, he couldn’t wait for the day he’d come home and all three of them would share a new life. Many a time, in the bedrooms of Henleaze or her attic flat in Charlotte Street, he’d remind her their world of sharing and free love would be worthless if not be based on truth. Lying was what old people did, even dear Gran who had to lie to Fred for Rose. Hazel no longer seemed able to grasp the simple purity of this and he had to remind her that it was she who had first shown him that marriage was only a nicer form of white slavery. The abolition of marriage (and therefore the family) was a consummation devoutly to be wished. When he insisted, she told him there was no rush. Then Theo would declare them revolutionaries, not gradualists, guerrillas not Fabians,and press her to write one of those air-mail forms telling Geoff she’d been going to bed with this boy for more than a year and that both of them could hardly wait for him to join them. 
 Hazel stared. 
 “D’you mean literally,” she asked, “in bed?” 
 They were in Rosemount, she in the living-room, he mixing milk-shakes and passing them through his mother’s beloved serving-hatch. 
 “All three?” The suggestion puzzled him. He saw that one man would have to wait for the other and that would cheapen Hazel in his eyes. She’d be like one of those good-time girls or Yankees’ hussies his Gran was always cursing. Also the thought of Geoff being that close, perhaps undressed, was actually grotesque. He liked hairless bodies of his own age, like Swifty’s, whom he’d sometimes kissed and cuddled, but not a middle-aged man of over thirty. 
 “What would be the good of that? No, I meant, it’ll be something for Geoff to look forward to. If you don’t, I will.” 
 “No! Not till I say.” 
 They’d made love in Theo’s bed that afternoon and were now ready for whichever family member came home first. This was one of Fred’s one-in-five weeks away so Kay was most likely. 
 To change the subject, she asked how he felt about having a new brother or sister. 
 “Why?” 
 “What, they haven’t told you yet?” she said, opening a textbook.” I overheard them talking to your gran.” 
 “Heard who?” 
 “Your mum and sister.” 
 “Not Mum? She can’t have any more, can she? At her age?” 
 “Forty? It’s not common but quite possible. Don’t they teach you biology either?” 
 “Only the sex life of the axylotl.” 
 “Well, why d’you think your dad keeps Frenchies in his drawer?” 
 The grotesque image and the possibility of a baby brother made trigonometry even harder to grasp and Hazel finally turned to revising Clive of India, whom she used as a cogent denunciation of The East India Company. Theo sucked his glass dry, making the gargling sound that was part of the pleasure of a milk shake. 
 “Mum gets pregnant – at her age! – and you never do. Is it me, d’you reckon? Am I – what is it ? – impotent?” 
 “That you aren’t, darling. And you must mean sterile. I’ve told you: it’s me. As Dr.Johnson said, Madam, I cannot conceive. Let’s thank our lucky stars.” 
 Within the family, nothing was volunteered about Rose being pregnant and he was too appalled to ask. A doubt he didn’t even divulge to Hazel was the identity of the father. It was repulsive but not impossible that Vince had sired his future brother/sister. A thought on the same lines as imagining Geoff undressed. ‘Sire’ was a word he and Inky had learned lately and used as a euphemism for any sort of sexual doings. ‘“Hell, man, what about siring Margo?”’ was followed by the usual grandiloquent groans. After Hazel had gone that evening, he evaded Kay’s sly digs about the teacher’s tuition by retreating to his room. He hadn’t raised the matter of Rose being in the club, in case Hazel had misheard, but he now thought about other possible sires – cousin Harry, the Regional Controller of the Board of Trade… even Fred. 
 By this time, the war was on the turn, Hitler was losing on the Russian front and in England anyway Stalin was far more more popular than Roosevelt. Rommel had lost in North Africa and all likelihood of invasion had passed, Fred relaxed the ten inches-per-couple water economy and allowed four separate baths a week. 
 Sometimes he found his mother, sister or grandma sniffling or outright weeping. Conversations lapsed as he came upon them. A week later, while Fred was on his rounds of retailers close by the city, Theo was taken on one of the family’s rare visits to Tilda’s side of the family. Her flat was near the rented house of her sister Harriet, who shared this two-down, three-up place with daughters Gwen and Dora, son Stan and son-in-law George. This city’s poorest parts, as in other bombed cities, had caught the worst of the air-raids and gaps in their mean Edwardian terraces showed the damage where they’d been strafed by sticks of incendiaries or H.E.’s. 
 The front parlour was reserved for rare visits by doctors, rent-collectors and vicars and for Christmas and so Tilda, Rose, Kay and Theo were received in the back room. Though it was a dazzling day outside, the only source of light here was a small coal-fire, glowing in a black iron basket in the lower half of a miniature kitchen range. The window on to a few square feet of brick-walled rear yard was so festooned with plush and net that only a glimmer came from there. The old woman didn’t get up as they moved in, only sat straighter in her ancient fireside chair. As he bent over her, Theo had to steel himself for the touch of her lips, cold and dry, working to control a double-set of dentures. Like Tilda, she was so simian, he told Inky, they were living proof that Darwin had got it right. She smelt of camphor, linen, naphthalene, Dettol and a funeral home he’d been in once to see one of his London aunts laid out. It was as though death clung to Harriet, biding its time like a patient undertaker. 
 Rose, Kay and he were given upright chairs by the weird sisters (‘Fair is foul and foul is fair’), who then retired to the penumbra, leaving the elders and guests to form an inner firelit circle. Brother and brother-in-law stood even further off, visible by their glowing pipe and Capstan. Glasses of ruby British wine were poured for Tilda, Harriet, Rose and Gwen. Strong drink didn’t agree with Dora’s legendary dyspepsia. A martyr to wind, she stood belching gently, catching the expelled gas in her raised fist and begging their pardon. Beyond the men hung sepia studio portraits of Great War tommies in oval frames. Middle-aged Stan stood before the jaunty image of himself when young, just recruited, in khaki, cap held in one hand and a putteed leg resting on a footstool, smiling for a man beneath a black hood in 1915. One of the very much wanted millions, he survived Flanders and wasn’t required again till the next time. Today, when he smiled, he dribbled. His sisters attended him, dabbing his mouth and taking his hand when his mind wandered and his stammering speech lost its way. 
 “Tell them who thee had come through the station, George,” Gwen told her amiable bushy-browed husband. 
 “The king did come. And Churchill,” he said, “and she from Americawl.” 
 “Who is she, Theawl?” Gwen asked, “the wife of he in the wheel-chair?” 
 “Mrs. Roosevelt ?” 
 “Aah, that’s her. George do see all they nobs down the station. That’s what do come of being a porter, see.” 
 “And Ernest Bevin, he they’ve made Labour Minister.” 
 “Best thing for’un,” Tilda snapped.” He do talk with a West Country twang thee could cut with a knife. Who’m gonna listen to ‘ee except labourers?” 
 “They reckon he used to drive a dray for that mineral water company,” Rose said and Gwen, Dora, Tilda and Harriet all joined in on the last three words. Theo had been waiting for the first example of this and wondered if there was an appropriate grammatical or musical term for it, like recitative or antiphon. He’d make sure to ask old Jimmie. Not only Tilda’s family but neighbours at Villa Borghese who had gossipped to Rose over their garden walls all knew the knack of completing each other’s sentences. He’d been hearing them do this all his life and none ever stumbled or guessed wrong. He knew that something similar went on in church, from the few occasions he’d been unable to avoid going; and in school assemblies the swots joined in with old Hines on Amens and That-Art-In-Heavens; and in troop concerts, Rose had brought them all in for reprises of ‘When the lights go on again’. But those were familiar responses in communal liturgies. This trick was another matter and meant anticipating impromptu speech. Or what was supposed to be. 
 “We do never see none of they over yer,” Dora said in her voice of doom, “though this part’s had the worst bombing. They toffs from London do only ever get as far as the centre.” 
 “Well,” Rose said, her accent getting more Mina Road by the minute “the king came to Theawl’s school.” 
 “Well, that do be near the centre,” Dora said. 
 “And he did play the big drum in the Hofficer’s Training Corps,” Tilda added. 
 “De king did play de drum?” asked Stan with his idiot grin. 
 “No, dear. Theawl. They had a parade on the playing-field while he inspected the hair-raid wardens. Dissn’t?” 
 “The king, yeah,” Theo said, “not me. I missed a whole hour of Tommy Dorsey on the AFN.” 
 “The what?” 
 “American Forces Network.” 
 “Tis all Yanks with them,” Tilda said, half-apologising, with a look round that included not only Theo but Kay and Rose. 
 “What?” Stan asked in his giggly voice, “bist thee gonna be an officer when you’m called up, Theawl?” 
 “Time he’s eighteen, t’will all be over,” Rose said. 
 “That’s what they do always say,” Dora lamented, “that’s what they did –” 
 “Say last time, yes” chorused Tilda, Harriet, Gwen, Dora and Stan. 
 “If you do get called up, best go as a h’officer,” said George, “Stan and me was both privates in the last.” 
 “That’s how me and George did meet,” Gwen said, “when he come yer to visit Stan after.” 
 “They do say tis a hill wind,” said Harriet. 
 “But s’right what I said, eh, Stan?” 
 “What?” 
 “Best be an officer.” 
 “Aah. Mind, more of dey do get killed dan we.” 
 Dora could just be discerned in the darkness taking her brother’s hand. 
 “When dey said I had to go home, dis medical officer says to me, ‘You’m swinging de lead, my man’… I tawld him no, I never asked for medicawl repat, only my sergeant reckoned I’d had enough. I tawld him I’d –” 
 “Sooner carry on, yes,” said the chorus. 
 Stan’s smile had gone and he was complaining like a beaten child, looking for help from face to face. 
 “That’s alright, Stan,” Dora said, “tis all over now.” and kissed his hand. 
 Before the women got down to serious talk, Theo noticed a sequence of hints and nudges worthy of Dad’s Masonic rituals, which soon led to the uncles leading him to the back yard for a look at Stan’s fowls, kept in laying boxes between George’s push bike and a mangle draped in tarpaulin. The space was too small to accomodate a shelter so in the raids they either huddled under the stairs or left by a door into the back lane leading to a communal brick one above ground. Or had, before the night when – a street or two away – one of these had got blown down, killing everyone inside. 
 “So what dost they teach thee up that grammar school then?” George asked while Theo peered at Stan’s birds. 
 “Maths, History, Geography, Art, English, French, German, Science, stuff like that –” 
 “What’s de wanna learn German for?” Stan said. 
 “We did never learn none, did we, not in three years?” George said, “No French neither. Only a few words, like. Handi Hop. Parleyvoo. Silver play.” 
 In the semi-darkness beyond the window panes, Theo could make out the women in conference and sense the agitation as the old ones nagged and questioned. He composed it as a long shot from the yard’s back wall, a picture within a picture, wide enough to include himself and the old men in the yard, with the domestic fowls, like shepherds in a crib, and the women inside framed by the window, all in deep focus. The net curtains would have to be left out to give the camera a clear view of the interior. He’d told Hazel once that the camera always lies, the better to tell the truth. 
 “What are they talking about in there?” he asked. 
 “That’s women’s troubles, son,” George said. 
 “D’you like a few hagues to take ‘ome, Theawl?” said Uncle Stan, actually cousin-once-removed because Aunt Harriet had begat him and she was Theo’s mother’s aunt. And Uncle George wasn’t family at all, only married to Auntie Gwen, also begat by Harriet, and George and Gwen begat no-one and had now left it too late. The prolific families of the last century had ceased with that war. On both sides, few children were now begotten. He and Kay had only two cousins. He imagined Harriet’s branch of the family tree lopped off, the stump painted black with tar as he’d sometimes seen on pruned beeches beside country roads. 
 “Dey laid a few today,” Stan said, one arm hand reaching beneath the hens to find their eggs among the straw.” I got a couple more in th’ouse. I’ll leave that one yer cos she bin and got broody. Might have a chick or two ‘fore long.” 
 Theo took the eggs into his hands.” They’re warm.” 
 Stan smiled, showing his false teeth. 
 “Dey do come from a warm place.” 
* 
While Theo was still outside with the men, Rose and the other women agreed not to tell him what this visit was in aid of. The three went home by way of two buses, a double-decker and a grey utility, on which the conductress sat on a front bench beside the driver, telling him when to stop and start. Tilda stayed on with her sister, where she seemed most at home. As they walked to the first stop, Kay said it was time her brother was told. 
 “He’s only a boy, bless him,” Rose said. 
 “That’s what’s wrong with Gran’s family,” Kay said, as Theo strode ahead, evidently glad to be out in the air and away from the gloom of Harriet’s house.” All secrecy and net curtains and poor old slobbering Uncle Stan.” 
 “Don’t be unkind.” 
 “I’m not. The War turned him simple and now he’s a sort-of family shame, like a village idiot.” 
 “Ssh! Someone’ll hear.” 
 “Let them. Time they did too.” 
 “Aunt Harriet’s a trained midwife,” Rose said.” She’ve delivered more babies than she could count. And brought off a good few too –” 
 “Though that can only be talked of in whispers once the men are outside.” 
 “Because, if that had got around, she’d have been struck off. D’you think she wants it broadcast on the news?” 
 Theo had reached the stop and held the bus, which arrived as he did, while Rose and Kay hurried to catch it. 
 Back at Rosemount, they still talked in undertones, as though the walls had ears. 
 “That house smells of the grave,” Kay said.” Those aunties, they’re like death-watch beetles.” 
 “The hens at least are still giving birth,” Theo said. 
 He had placed the cooled eggs one by one in a pudding basin in Rosemount’s larder. They had one each for tea, boiled, though as always he only ate the yolk, not the rubbery white part, and actually preferred the dried sort that came in tins. 
 “Not unless they’re fertilised,” Kay said, “by the cock.” 
 “You’ll put me off my tea,” Rose said. 
 “D’you mean, if they sat on these eggs we’re eating there wouldn’t be any chickens?” 
 He seemed to remember Inky telling him old Birdie had done Reproduction one day when Theo had been at an Embassy matinée. 
 “If only this was as simple as a few eggs, and now that’s enough,” Rose said, silencing Kay and closing the subject. 
 Theo went for a swing in the garden and thought again about what it would mean to him to have a baby brother and whether Fred was the father and if not who? Would old Laura’s husband Tombs of the Brylcreemed hair be among the possible candidates, known as he was for having a wife in every branch? 
 A few days later Fred drove them to a red-brick pub beside Eastville Park. A swinging sign outside showed a bald man sucking a quill over the words Shakespeare Free House. Rose looked nervous as Fred parked the new Wolseley 14 business car with two others at the kerb. When she told him surely Kay and certainly Theo wouldn’t be allowed in, her husband smiled at her simplicity. The landlord came forward with a frown but, after shaking Fred’s outstreched hand, smiled and showed them to an outside table in a garden overlooking the park. He served beer for his brother-in-need, gin-and-lime for Rose, a sherry for Kay and a shandy for Theo, who noticed the familiar look the publican gave his Mum, which she ignored. Christ, not him too? 
 “What’s this all about?” she asked when he’d gone. 
 “Don’t you think a celebration’s due?” Fred said.” Is it every day a member of our family rises so far above the general level? It’s to drink to Kay’s achievement and her equally wonderful future.” 
 “In that case,” Kay said, “I’ll need something stronger. Can’t I have a Sidecar?” 
 “I doubt mine host would know what that is,” Fred said, staring out at the park beyond the terrace, “this isn’t the Mauretania.” 
 The word’s satanic associations silenced mother and daughter. 
 “To our young Kay!” he went on, raising his mug, “and to what we all know will be a career of great academic distinction. What d’you think of her, Rose?” 
 “Wonderful. I always have.” 
 “And you, son? Aren’t you proud of your sister gaining an Exhibition!” 
 “I didn’t even know what an Exhibition is till she told me.” 
 “I’m none too sure even now,” said Rose. 
 “Try not to flaunt your ignorance. It’s a scholarship to an Oxford college.” 
 “College?” Rose said.” I thought Oxford was a university.” 
 Fred looked to Kay for help but she wouldn’t meet his eye, only swirled her sherry about in the dinky glass. 
 “Well, which is it, my girl?” 
 “The whole business is a clique,” said Theo, “a club or cartel, like Eton or Harrow.” 
 “Hallo hallo?” Fred said. 
 “To make sure the top people stay in charge.” 
 “I must say, son, you can talk some eyewash when you choose. How can it be that if Kay’s got in? She’s hardly Milady Muck.” 
 “That’s one of the crumbs they throw the rest of us to keep us in our place.” 
 “Enough crumbs add up to a cake,” Fred said, making Theo look up. That was worthy of Hazel, or even old Lenin himself, whom she’d quoted as saying he and his comrades didn’t want a slice of the cake but the bakery. 
 “Wait till I tell those snobs at the Lodge,” Fred went on. 
 “Better not, Dad,” Kay murmured, still peering at her glass. 
 “Why not? I’ve already told mine host here who was only boasting the other day about his son piloting a Spitfire.” 
 “Well, leave it at that because I shan’t be going.” 
 Fred stared at her then at Rose, who said in a stage whisper: “She’s expecting!” 
 “Expecting what?” 
 “It must be plain to everyone but you, the way she’s plumping out.” 
 Kay began: “And it’s no use you talking, Dad, because –” 
 “Just a second. Hadn’t Theo better wait in the car? Or walk down by the lake, son, while we –” 
 “Good grief,” Kay said, “he’s fifteen. He’s probably guessed anyway. Haven’t you?” 
 Theo shook his head. So – not a brother or sister but nephew or niece. He’d be an uncle and Kay a Mum ! 
 Fred was silent. At last he sipped his beer and shook his head.” So we’re the last to be told.” 
 “We didn’t want you worrying,” Rose said. 
 “Worrying? A seventeen-year-old schoolgirl –” 
 “Eighteen, just –” 
 “ – with a future of dreaming spires within her very grasp! I suppose this happened at that damned Youth Club? I’ll have it shut down. Well, I think we can safely defer this celebration till the matter’s been dealt with. Come along home, all of you.” 
 “Dealt with?” Kay said, staying seated as the others started to rise. 
 “Well, of course. It’s got to be got rid of! Toot sweet before it’s too obvious to hide. Then it would be all round the neighbourhood and we’d be upping stumps again before we’ve hardly arranged the furniture.” 
 “Dad means have it adopted,” Rose suggested, “don’t you?” 
 “Adopted? Aborted!” 
 “Don’t use that word. Say ‘Brought off’!” 
 “No,” said Kay.” No bringing off. I’m having it.” 
 The publican came up to ask if all was well and congratulate Kay on her scholarship and to offer another round on the house. Fred couldn’t face him and Rose avoided his eye again. Only Kay was equal to the occasion, gave him her Vivien Leigh laugh, enquired in vain about a Sidecar and settled for another sherry. 
 Back home in Rosemount, his dad drank more beer and stood staring through French windows into the back garden with its concrete sundial and crazy paving. Enjoying his righteous mood and needing to chastise Kay, he pointed at Theo’s wonderful example. Comparatively backward, certainly no natural genius, he’d managed to pull himself up by his bootstraps, taking every advantage of Mrs. Hampton’s tuition. At this, Theo felt his sister’s eyes on his face and blushed. 
 “No, son, fair do’s,” Fred went on, “no need to look bashful. Learn to accept praise where it’s due. As you know, I had my doubts but since she took you in hand there’s been no stopping you. But for Kay, with all her innate gifts, to throw away such a golden future…” 
 Words failed him and he drained the glass. Kay still said nothing, only examined the silhouette picture in coloured silver paper of a Regency fop posing beside a spinet. She’d known about Theo and Hazel since finding them in their parents’ bed in Villa Borghese when she rushed in straight from school to steal some fags from the drawer, but had never mentioned the incident, just stored it up against a rainy day. 
 “Well,” Rose said, “this is no time to rub her nose in one silly mistake. She needs sympathy and help.” 
 “Oh, I don’t blame her,” Fred’s tone became ironic, “I pity her. She’s suffering from an inborn failing. An inherited characteristic, shall we say? And I need hardly add she didn’t get it from the old man’s side. What with our friend Whatsisname, – Convict 99? – and Cousin Harry and various members of the U.S. forces you’ve been seen with at the Mauretania – ..”“ 
 “Come on, Kay,” Rose said, “we needn’t sit here listening to this.” 
 “You should! You might learn something.” 
 “I’ve heard it too many times.” 
 “And young Theodore will tell you you can’t revise a good lesson too often.” 
 The spectre of family shame and failure appalled Fred only slightly less than the prospect of his little Kay having that done to her by some ping-pong champion at the Youth Club. So he welcomed a third option: that she should have the baby but allow it to be adopted by some childless couple. She herself agreed there was nothing to be gained by throwing away her life for the sake of a child fathered (she said) by one of two possible soldiers who’d both been afterwards posted elsewhere in readiness for the invasion everyone felt was coming soon. Fred’s liberality was tested to its limits as he learnt more about the tragedies of global conflict. Stalin, now as popular as Churchill, had been demanding a Second Front ever since Germany invaded Russia. Fred still sold goods to retailers in seaside towns where the beaches were barbed-wired while others were being used for trial landings on the French coast. 
 Theo and Jake Swift the Jew did sketches where burly allied soldiers from Poland, Holland and Canada queued for donkey-rides, sucked sticks of rock or shouted ‘“He’s behind you”‘ in outlandish accents at Punch-and-Judy shows. They mimed Negroes from Harlem pairing off for the valeta in end-of-the-pier ballrooms. Free French in pom-poms had their palms read by Gipsy Rose. 
 Overhearing part of their rehearsal for these turns, Fred told them it was no laughing matter for the few remaining native families to be overwhelmed by hordes of rude soldiery. 
 Leaving the room, he slammed the door. 
 “What’s up with him?” asked Jake so Theo told him. Jake had always forlornly hankered after his friend’s sister and suffered her scornful airs with tight-lipped dignity. His suntanned face flushed even redder. 
 “Bloody hell, man! Is it true ? Old Kay a good-time girl? A brazen hussy?” 
 Jake spent that night in dark depression, wishing he’d been more of a man, remembering Lady Macbeth’s words to her hubbie ‘“letting ‘I dare not’ wait upon ‘I would’ like the poor cat i’the adage”’. The cat who wouldn’t catch the fish for fear of getting its feet wet. 





SEVENTEEN 
Theo passed his School Certificate Exams with three credits and four passes and prepared to join the grown-up world, wear a trilby and openly smoke Capstan Full Strength. Fred said his progress showed he was capable of gaining a Higher like Kay and was unlikely to spoil his chances as she had. Another year at school and Credits would become Distinctions. What for, Theo whined, how far would that get him in the film business? Fred said he could try what crackpot schemes he liked as long as he had these results behind him so that, once he’d seen sense, he’d be able to get a decent job in the civil service and start earning an old-age pension. Alone in the family in opposing his son’s ambitions, he played the heavy father and insisted he stay for another year. When Rose pointed out that in two more he’d be called up, Fred said these same credentials would make a commission a distinct possibility. Didn’t she want to see their son an officer ? 
 Perhaps, though, it would all be over before he reached eighteen. The end of the beginning had long since been followed by the beginning of the end. Hazel lectured the whole family about the lovely day that was coming tomorrow, just as Rose had sung about it to the troops. It could only be a question of time now before they could feast their tear-stained eyes on tomorrow’s bright new skies. 
 Spring was giving way to summer in Rosemount’s garden. The four family members and Theo’s private tutor sat with the French windows open, eating and drinking a nice tea at the stained-oak table with double leaves and knobbly legs that had once stood in the bay window of Villa Borghese. Theo focussed his cine-camera on Hazel, lit by a sun still high but setting, reflected in her green irises between long lashes that seldom failed to stretch his trousers. She always took her glasses off as soon as he raised the camera. The exposed films of their passionate afternoons were still undeveloped and hidden in Charlotte Street. 
 “Of course it’s important to win,” she said, “but more important still to know why. The Russians do but does anyone here or in America, really?” 
 “Well, I certainly don’t want a lot of Germans telling me what to do,” Rose said. 
 “But think, haven’t they as much right to be here as we have to occupy India, Malaya or Burma? Or as little? After all, the Japanese are Asians and only want somewhere to sell their goods in their own part of the world. Isn’t it all about trade? Commerce? Mister Light, you’re a commercial traveller.” 
 “I prefer to say a representative in Household Goods.” 
 “Your job is trying to colonise the shops, just as nations do for markets and to get their hands on raw materials like rubber, petrol, iron, coal …” 
 “My promoting the sale of Hoovers hardly amounts to global war, dear.” 
 “No, not you alone but millions of you doing it on a global scale…” 
 “That’s not very nice, Fred.” 
 “I suppose I’m entitled to say my piece in my own house?” 
 Hazel spread lemon curd on a slice of greyish bread and Theo’s camera followed her hand to the table, ending the shot on the teapot as Rose poured another cup. Kay and he had milk-shakes. Rose added sugar and frowned at a wasp that came from the garden and hovered over the jam. 
 Fred pointed to one wall and a Daily Express war map, where tiny British, Russian, American and German paper flags showed how the war was moving on all fronts. Beside this, a poster of a landscape of rolling hills, a shepherd and his flock, a village and a distant church, with the slogan ‘Your Britain – fight for it now’. 
 “There’s your answer. We’re not fighting for rubber or petrol but our own dear homeland…” 
 “There’ll always be an Eng-land,” Rose sang, as she passed back Hazel’s cup, “and Eng-land shall be free…” 
 “D’you think it really belongs to you?” 
 “To all of us.” 
 “Try walking across it,” Hazel went on, “you won’t get far before someone tells you it belongs to them. Trespassers will be prosecuted. Beware the dog. Get off my land, it isn’t yours.” 
 “Wherever there’s a country lane,” Rose sang on. 
 Hazel smiled.” It no more belongs to you than to the kids I teach or the men who are out there fighting in deserts and jungles to preserve it.” 
 “Like your husband,” Kay said. 
 Theo had begun another shot of his dad beside the poster, below the map, and panned south through Europe to Egypt where a cardboard British flag fluttered on a pin. He was now standing and moved in for a close-up of the word Cairo. 
 “We shall fight in the fields and in the hills,” quoted Fred. 
 “Churchill,” Hazel went on, “was born in a palace, so yes, that’s true, a fair whack of it belongs to him and his lot.” 
 “Anyway, Dad,” Theo said, “you don’t give tuppence for fields and churches, only for driving through to the next town, and you wouldn’t get far without the petrol and rubber Hazel talked about.” 
 “A lot of the time these days,” Rose told them, “your father goes by train.” 
 “Which needs coal and iron,” Hazel said. 
 “Oh, you’ll make my headache with your blessed politics. I wish we’d never started.” 
 “Don’t blame me,” Fred said, “it was Hazel telling us about the wonderful world we can look forward to once all this is over.” 
 “You don’t believe me?” 
 “Well, if it’s to depend on support from your average working man –” 
 “Or woman,” Rose said. 
 “-or woman indeed, it seems a mite far-fetched. Bricks without straw. I came from such a class and I know.” 
 Which was Hazel’s cue to tell them again how education would change everything, the people were only what they were allowed to be. When Geoff and the other men came home there’d be different rulers and a new spirit in the land. The people’s war would be followed by the people’s peace. 
 Theo had turned off the camera’s motor by now and rewound the spring. He had plenty of footage of Hazel talking and the family answering back and, as there was no sound, in years to come no-one would have a clue what they’d all been saying on that faraway autumn afternoon. 
 “Thanks all the same but no,” Rose said.” It’s taken all these years for Dad and me to work our way to a lovely house like this and you want to let in all that riff-raff again?” 
 “With their runny noses, eh, my dear?” Dad said, catching the wasp on a plate and squashing it with the flat of his knife blade. 
 “Look no further than Kay,” said Hazel.” By the time she goes to Oxford, she won’t find herself among a load of chinless toffs and snobs but men and women like ourselves.” 
 The silence that followed was ended by Kay. 
 “I shan’t be going.” 
 Theo had, of course, told Hazel that it was his sister who was pregnant, not his mother, but no-one in the family knew she knew. Now Kay brought the matter into the open for reasons of her own. She wanted to insist again that there was to be no operation. The baby would be born, never mind what followed. She explained her reasons and Theo sympathised with her fear of Aunt Harriet’s death-house, the Great War ghosts, the spinster aunt and her shell-shocked brother, with only the hens producing eggs. If her baby was to be a secret, she would not add a backstreet abortion to the universal carnage but do a bit to redeem it with a new life. There were some minutes of lamentation from Fred and Rose and more obstinacy from Kay. 
 Theo kept silent, as indifferent to babies as to Prep School titches. They all looked like Churchill or Mussolini anyway. 
 Hazel listened and drew general conclusions before leaving for a shift of duty as a plane-spotter. There’d been no bombs of any kind for some time but the country still lived in darkness and scanned the sky in vain for enemy planes that were too busy on the Russian front to bother with Britain. 
 The Light family’s move to Henleaze meant Inky and Theo now lived two miles apart. They still met at school and several times a week outside, making the hilly journey between Schubert Villa and Rosemount via Horfield Common and Golden Hill. The friends still kept their skits going, inventing new ones on the same lines, chasing favourite films to outlying districts with exotic bus-numbers where unfamiliar sergeants guarded the doors. For awhile they revelled in ‘Hellzapoppin’, which seemed to them the craziest film ever made. Theo took Hazel, describing it by one of the new words she’d taught him: anarchistic. As a committed Communist, she spurned Anarchy as a dead end. She laughed a good deal but said the film lacked purpose. Its references were solipsistic, self-concerned, referring only to Hollywood movies. More broadly and intelligently applied, the wild inversion of logic could have gone so much further. Theo already sensed this and was caught between the abject enthusiasm he had shared with Inky and Swifty and his new awareness of how much deeper everything could be, even comedy. 
 Especially comedy. 
 The Marx Brothers were always ‘U’ certificate so there’d be no need to ask adults to take them in. Anyway they could both pass for eighteen, with school caps and scarves hidden. Both had deep voices and smoked with assurance. Theo’s Hazel experience made the first crevice in the fabric of his friendship with Inky, one that grew wider with every meeting. They both knew that one was growing up faster than the other, even at times back-pedalling so as not to move too far ahead. Their intimacy, the closest male bond either would ever know, was prolonged beyond its natural death by clinging to old ways, Theo keeping one foot in a trivial, comforting past. Inky had always worshipped Kay and it was sad to see him drooling over this burgeoning woman, whose belly and breasts swelled more every week. While Inky had loved her abjectly, spaniel-eyed, it seemed more forward bods in Sixth Forms or men awaiting call-up had sauntered with her after Youth Club evenings on Purdown, joining the seething fields of black and white G.I.’s and their tarts from one of those common districts named after a saint. 
 Fred fulminated, saying that, if he ever discovered which spotty oik had done the deed, he’d throw the book at him. Theo and Kay evolved a sketch where their dad identified the father and tried and failed to hit him with one of the few books he had. One was Don Bradman’s ‘My Cricketing Days’ and one about the mechanics of birth control, which Theo had found in the drawer not far from the packet-of-three. He’d spent some time studying the rudimentary diagrams and now wished he’d passed the manual on to his sister in time to save her from this unfortunate fate. 






EIGHTEEN 
Half Hazel’s working life was spent as a Civil Defence planespotter and firefighter, the other in the elementary school in Bedminster. The sun of her optimism shone on children who usually lived in the shadow of the redbrick tobacco factory where their parents mass-produced the cigarettes so vital to the war effort. In her radiance they blossomed for awhile and a few, she believed, with a helping hand from her, would bloom well into adulthood, avoiding the destiny designed for them by their betters. 
 Sessions with Theo came between, whenever time could be stolen. 
 Just as Theo was edging away from Inky and Jake, she was losing sight of Geoff. Before the war, they’d become lovers more from conviction than ecstasy. Ideas of shared love had come down to them from the last century, from utopian puritans, Mormons and other radical communes in the States. Polygamy was only rarely on their agenda but free love as an ultimate ideal was as fervently believed in as the withering away of the proletariat. She’d been the more sensual partner in their hesitant and obligatory pre-marital affair. Now able to compare him with Theo, she thought Geoff more dutiful than ecstatic. As war approached, they were wed in a register office because, of course, Geoff would be joining up to fight Fascism and this civil contract would ensure a married allowance to support her while he was away. Thus, for the best of reasons, they avoided having to affront the bourgeoisie by anything as brazen as living in sin, a step she now saw he’d been reluctant to take. His presence, like his absence, had always been felt more as teacher than husband. His long, regular letters seldom mentioned love. They were empirical diaries implying (to a sensitive reader, though not to the military censors) how unjustly Society worked, the Empire supported across the globe by the native poor. She was included in his wide embrace, with the huddled masses yearning to breathe free. The usual SWALKs and eandearments of correspondent lovers and pen-friends would have embarrassed him by, as he saw it, insulting her. Throughout their courtship, sitting together through many lectures on contraception as a social imperative, she’d never raised it as an issue between them. Malthus, Bradlaugh and Stopes could be discussed without much feeling of shyness but their acts of love were far from earth-moving. Hazel had known better screws with other more carnal less committed Utopians. With Geoff, she’d used no method, persuading him they should start a family well before he went to war. When nothing happened, she had to wonder about his infertility. Both were examined at a special clinic, to be told the biological trouble lay with her. Neither ever spoke of this again. He saw that she felt her womanhood rebuked but his parental urge was never strong and he was covertly relieved. His educational ideals were mostly to do with adults. Anyway he felt that to be concerned about fallopian tubes and hormones was self-centred and trivial when the world was about to tear itself apart. She raised the matter of adoption but was persuaded it was best to wait till afterwards, as they surely wouldn’t want a child to grow up in his absence, a stranger to his own father. As Geoff’s physical presence faded, replaced by Theo’s, the end of the war now promised for her not bluebirds over the cliffs of Dover, apple-blossom time, the lights going on again, but more soberly the advent of the brotherhood of mankind, her husband’s homecoming and a lifetime of lies. And, sooner rather than later, Theo had to be told that, though yes of course marriage was only legalised prostitution, she was still Geoff’s wife and they’d both have enough to do helping to build the new world without learning to share their domestic life with a Sixth Former. In due course they’d come clean about their affair but for the time being Theo should best concentrate on his own life. 
 Scanning the sky in vain for Heinkels in her look-out post or dozing while her class traced the map of Canada, her mind fed on recent disclosures at Rosemount. She allowed a full week to pass before making her proposal one sunny afternoon in June. Rose had been home all day so Theo had to derive what fun he could from Hazel’s tutorial on The Peasants’ Revolt. Fred had picked Kay up from school and dropped a few of her friends at various points “‘on their way home”, as he called it, though in fact making detours as far afield as their old district, where they saw the whores now sat on the front garden wall of Villa Borghese for the white Yanks who’d replaced the negroes in the orphanage. Over tea, Fred raised the question again of the logistics of Kay’s delivery. He was as obsessed with it as someone planning a bank robbery. Obviously she must be taken conveniently ill before her state became too protuberant to be hidden from their posh new neighbours, then go for the final stretch to his broader-minded London relatives before coming back at the last to have the baby secretly delivered in Rosemount by Harriet the midwife. After that, said Rose, she and Kay would bring the baby up, here in Henleaze, perhaps passed off as Rose-and-Fred’s. Their new neighbours were nothing like as nosy as the old ones at Villa Borghese and preferred to keep themselves to themselves. Sometimes Rose pined for the old companionship they’d known there, the chats over the garden wall and in the queue for the Co-op. But this lack of interest was now a blessing. 
 Kay sat with eyes closed and lips pursed. Hazel saw this as her chance to put her case. She was nearing thirty, childless and barren. With a baby to care for, Kay couldn’t take up her Exhibition. The obvious solution was for Hazel to adopt it/him/her/even them. Her class study of Canada had kept the Dionne quintuplets in her mind. Great-aunt Hattie had concealed enough unwanted births to know the ropes. No-one need ever find out. 
 “D’you mean hand over the baby to you?” Kay said. 
 “You could see it again, of course, any time. But a clean break would be best. I understand what often happens is the mother’s happy to let it go till it appears, when she grows too fond and can’t bear to part with it.” 
 “But,” Fred said, a male floundering in murky feminine waters, “will your husband agree?” 
 “I’m sure. When I found out I couldn’t have my own, we did discuss adoption. Of course I must write and put it to him but why on earth wouldn’t he?” 
 Kay was staring at her hands on the damask tablecloth. Hazel took them in hers. 
 “Kay, love, you owe it to your sex – and your class – to take up this opportunity to go to Oxford.” 
 “I don’t know what class has got to do with it,” Rose said, taking umbrage, “plenty of middle-class people go to college.” 
 “Not lower middle class, Mrs. Light,” Hazel insisted, “and even fewer girls. You mustn’t let this pass. It’s a blow for equality.” 
 “It makes sense, my dear,” Fred said, sitting beside his daughter, embracing her with one arm.” Here you are in a club you never wanted to join, about to miss your entry to a life among the powers-that-be. And here’s Hazel wants to be a mother and can’t – um –” 
 “Conceive,” said Theo. 
 “Though not for want of trying,” Hazel added and Theo blushed and they avoided each other’s gaze. 
 “‘But hasn’t your husband been abroad for ages ?”’ asked Kay. 
 “‘There was time before he went,”’ said Hazel. 
 “My Lord, girl, it’s heaven-sent!” Fred said in conclusion. 
 Next time he and Hazel were alone, Theo wanted to know how this outcome would affect their future. Given that Kay and Geoff agreed, in seven months their families would be drawn even closer. As well as their intended ménage à trois – another new phrase she’d given him – she’d be mothering his niece or nephew, and as uncle and part-time father he’d have a hand in the baby’s upbringing. He offered help in writing the letter to Geoff, to introduce himself as Hazel’s surrogate lover and outline their future domestic arrangements. But she told him to stop talking, sit still and listen to her for a minute. 
 The old plan wouldn’t do any more. Surely he could see that? 
 No, he couldn’t see at all. The kid’s parentage was neither here nor there but, if she thought it mattered, there was no need to tell Geoff the mother’s name. He himself thought all that was okay and quite like the new Preston Sturges comedy where Betty Hutton’s pregnant by an unknown G.I. Watching it one afternoon at the Whiteladies’, the similarity struck them both. 
 Hazel repeated an old truism: films weren’t like real life. And Theo gave his old reply: high time they were. 
 But they aren’t, she insisted. He was wrong anyway: the child’s parentage mattered a great deal. Given that Geoff agreed, the adoption carried through, the child becoming theirs, it was too much to expect him also to share his wife with the baby’s uncle. The far more dangerous possibility was that Kay would want to keep the baby once she saw it. 
 Theo found all this possessiveness beyond him. His this, her that, their something else. Aren’t we all members of the human race? Didn’t they believe in common ownership, an end to marriage, family and property? Hadn’t she’d explained to him that’s what the war was all about? A new start, building a better world from the wreckage of the old, like the last shot of ‘San Francisco’ with Clark Gable and Spencer Tracy marching forward while Jeanette MacDonald and everyone else sang their balls off about Golden Gates? He and Inky had done that bit many a time in Blaize Castle Woods once they’d got bored with duelling like Errol Flynn and Basil Rathbone in Sherwood Forest. 
 He now grasped for the first time how much he stood to lose. He’d agreed to share her with Geoff and in return had never promised to be hers alone. Or asked that she be his. Such an arrangement would be against all their beliefs. As well as which, put the case, far-fetched as it may be, that the sublime Margo Carpenter offered herself one day, without reservation, perhaps on the promise of a starring role in one of his films,. Well, he could hardly be expected to turn her down, could he, just because he was involved with Hazel and Geoff? He knew Margo was almost as remote a planetary body as that old galaxy of starlets and ravaged Miss Europes that used to decorate his bedroom wall. She was as cool as ever when their buses coincided, still more beautiful and unattainable in her Observer Corps uniform, and Hazel was thus far his only lover. So, if her adopting Kay’s baby meant they had to separate, this plan was totally duff. If life really had been a film, he’d have re-shot the whole sequence, editing out that sub-plot. Give up Hazel for the sake of some midget Churchill that all babies resembled? Not Pygmalion likely, as Fred would have said. His tears and entreaties moved her so much that this first episode ended in her reassuring him in bed. Next time they met, he had at least accepted the possibility and by degrees came round altogether. At that point, she confessed she’d already written to her husband and he’d replied agreeing in principle, though felt they should defer any action till war was over and he was home. She now had to hurry him pronto into saying yes. Without naming her, she told Kay’s story, showing how urgent the expectant girl’s predicament was and how vital to the cause of progress that she should be free to take up the offered place in the enemy camp at Somerville College. 
 The social argument bore fruit where the personal one had fallen on stony ground. Geoff consented. Soon after this news, Fred drove mother, Kay and Hazel, with Theo to keep him company to Aunt Harriet’s house. Father and son waited outside in the Wolseley while urchins milled about examining the bodywork. Fred called to them to clear off and finally climbed out, threatened them to call a constable and stayed on guard, polishing the chromium wings above the bonnet with a damp shammy. The kids scattered, jeering and calling out a series of vowels that Theo noted were undivided by consonants but full of archaic vocatives. 
 Hazel described for him later how uncles Stan and George were again sent to the back yard for a smoke while Tilda, Harriet, Rose, Kay and Hazel drank tea poured by Gwen and Dora from their usual dark corner under the Great War portraits. Harriet, the aged matriarch and midwife, first gave a homily on modern morals and how in her day this would have meant a spell in the poorhouse for Kay and – for the baby – a life of orphanages like the ones opposite Villa Borghese. Rose was blamed for setting a bad example with her Vinces and Canadians. 
 “But Cousin Harry was family,” she insisted, close to tears. 
 Harriet shrugged and Tilda shook her head while the daughters sat with folded arms and pursed lips. 
 “Like those hags round the guillotine in The Scarlet Pimpernel,” Theo put in as Kay described the scene. 
 This done, Harriet had explained procedures. As Kay refused to come there, the delivery would be at Rosemount. One of Fred’s medical brethren had agreed to provide a certificate. Hazel would take the child home from there and in a few days Kay would recover and see out the last of her time in Sixth Form before going up to Oxford for the Michaelmas term, whatever that was. The former Theo (and Inky) had seen universities as places where swots studied unborn babies. Or where toffs sneered at Yanks before being beaten by them in some race that was mostly run by bods of the sort Sergeant drilled on the playground. But now he knew how much more serious it was: a class conspiracy where Kay and other girls like her were going to form a sort of Fifth Column in the class war but with any luck do it a hellish sight better than Eric Portman did in converting Canada to Nazism in ‘49th Parallel’. 
 For Kay’s sake, Hazel did all she could to help dispel the gloomy air that hung about Harriet’s murky living-room. Whenever the expectant girl seemed daunted by the daughters of death, Hazel made faces, smiled or rolled her eyes. Once the urgent business was done, Gwen read the leaves in their cups. The auguries were all of ships coming home, sudden fortunes and the return of long-lost family members. When Kay was promised a meeting with a tall dark stranger from a faraway land, she gripped Hazel’s hand tighter and closed her eyes, an odd gesture Hazel only later understood. 
 The last brought from Rose a reminder that that’s what Gwen had predicted for her too before the Canadians came. On this occasion the cards weren’t consulted. Leaves were more equivocal, more open to agreeable interpretation. Once turned up, aces of spades could not have been misconstrued and no-one wanted to face more bad news. The leaves brought ambiguous promise of better days. 
 Hazel praised the family’s tenderness to Stan and the way Dora stroked his hand and said “hush now”‘ when excitement muddled his speech and brought panic to his eyes. Once there was a thunderstorm and Tilda gave a little cry and asked if it was them Hun buggers back again. A bit later she stared through the window and asked George to send away the monkey that had been hanging about there all day. He drew aside the net, tapped on the glass and made vamoose signs. 
 Once outside, Hazel embraced Kay, saying she saw why she’d decided to bring the child alive into the world after spending an hour in that charnel-house. Watching his sister and lover weeping on each other’s shoulders, Theo felt excluded. These were fundamental feelings he’d never shared but was carefully observing in case he ever had to direct such a sequence. 





NINETEEN 


The series of codgers Hines invited to speak at the weekly Jaw reached its nadir with some old chums of his droning on about stamps or scouting while the Great Hall echoed with massed murmurs, the scribbling of flickergraphs and compositions. At longed-for intervals, the clock below the organ-loft struck every quarter-hour. By frowns and outraged glares, Hines and his staff held down the lid on this seething pot till the bores finally gave up and everyone could bawl three cheers when the head swot shouted hip-hip. The entire mob pelted to the playground to fight, chew gum, light up behind the Fives Courts or boast of epic self-abuse. 
 Spring term was almost over, exams done with, Theo refining the scripts for his farewell cabaret in the Science Room, promising to be the most trenchant and merciless ragging yet of the wartime staff. Prizegiving was still to come, when most swots would be going either to university, some theatre of war or officers’ training college. Now that the baby’s future was fixed, he could swank about Kay’s exhibition and groan with derision at bods who didn’t know what it meant. 
 No-one could decide which was deadlier: another hour of some old boy – or Old Boy – telling how he explored an outpost of empire or the double-history they’d be missing on the Treaty of Tilsit. All but the swots had furnished themselves with light reading or writing materials and Theo had to pause from jotting down his new short story – about a jazz musician in Storyville’s New Orleans – to stand with the rest as Hines led in this week’s yawn. 
 He could hardly believe his eyes, except that, even if the guest speaker had worn a mask, there’d be no mistaking the walk, turn of the head and distinctive way of hiding one hand inside the double-breasted blazer. A murmur travelled like bush-fire. Once he’d mounted the dais and taken the seat Hines offered, even the swots knew who it was. Theo looked across at Jimmie Lunceford who caught his eye, smiled and nodded, so the staff must have known beforehand but been sworn to silence. 
 “Good morning, School,” Hines started, though he’d already seen them all at Prayers. “It has been your very great good fortune to be privy to the thoughts of an impressive roster of eminent men – and even a few ladies – from many of the professions and useful arts, though today’s is our first from the theatre and in some ways the greatest fish we have so far landed. If I may use such a metaphor.” He paused to give the guest a creepy smile before turning back to the school. “A metaphor being a figure of speech that not merely compares something with something else but pretends for the sake of vividness that it is so. He has won unrivalled acclaim with his Romeo, Mercutio, Hamlet, Iago, Caius Marcius in Coriolanus… the list is endless. His Henry V at the Old Vic was a stirring rendition of that soldier-king who is such a hero for these, our own stirring times.” 
 Go on, you poxy snob: so what the hell’s the Old Vic when it’s at home? And all these stage plays and no mention of his films: The Divorce of Lady X, Q Planes, Lady Hamilton, 49th Parallel… Theo looked across at Swiftie and both mouthed their favourite line from Rebecca: “That’s not the northern lights, that’s Manderley!” 
 At last Hines ran out of flannel and asked them to welcome Mister Olivier. The incredibly handsome but surprisingly short international star leapt up and began by remembering his last visit to the city when he and his wife Miss Leigh had flown back from Hollywood through Portugal to Whitchurch airport. (His wife! Jesus, so beautiful she’d even made it to Theo’s pin-up gallery.) He remembered Hazel passing on her special gen as a plane-spotter that this route was known earlier as the Chicken Run, by which wealthy cowards could escape wartime England. It was kept open by the Nazis as a conduit for spies and V.I.P.’s to and from neutral Lisbon. And poor old Leslie Howard had been on the outward leg when his plane was mistaken for someone else’s and shot down. The Oliviers had come the opposite way, returning at the height of the war, he was telling them now, and staying overnight at the city’s Grand Hotel which had no heating or windows, after just being blitzed. 
 There followed an hour of stories about the stars and directors he’d worked with, with names like Tony and Johnny. He called Hitchcock ‘Alfred’ for Chrissake! He ended with a trailer of his forthcoming film : ‘Once more, unto the breach’, managing even in the hall’s railway-station acoustic to make the hairs stand up on Theo’s neck and at ‘England – pause – and Saint Geooorrge!’ everyone shouted and stamped as though they were about to rush off straight away and kill all the French they could find. Except that the present filthy swine were Germans. Schweinhunds really. 
 Head Swot couldn’t still the uproar and looked for help to Hines who stood and made simmer-down signs and at last there was quiet enough for a vote of thanks to be proposed and three cheers that had a somewhat randy bass note as a good few of them were wondering what it was like to do it to Vivien Leigh. Wait till Kay heard her favourite star’s husband had been here in his school! 
 Hines gestured his guest to go before him and Head Swot followed. 
 Theo had already opened his desk and rummaged among the stacked text and exercise books. He pulled out the leather bound autograph pad Kay had given him for Christmas the year BBC Variety had been evacuated to this safe city. He’d long ago given up that pastime as unsuitable for a man nearly seventeen years of age. While they waited for the deputy head to signal school to dismiss, he leafed through pastel-tinted pages, scrawled with signatures of comedians, vocalists and compères, till he found some blank ones at the end. 
 He loitered by the main door while Sergeant whisked his cane at passing buttocks until the bell rang for Double Art and Inky went in with the rest. Theo ran to the bogs and hid there, eyes on the empty playground, till Hines came out with his visitor, blatantly calling him Larry. Theo scampered forward and thrust his book at him. 
 “Sir, can I have your autograph?” 
 The mouth slightly smiled, the eyes remained half-closed as they had when confessing he hadn’t loved Rebecca but hated her. Hines was trying to shoo him off but Olivier looked at the pencil, shrugged and winked and took out his own fountain pen and signed. Quickly Theo babbled on, saying he wanted a start to his career in films and would there be anything he could do on the shooting of ‘Henry V’ that he’d mentioned in his talk? The famous face became wary, the eyes assessing him, his forwardness, his worth. 
 “Mmm. I wonder how keen you really are.” 
 “Try me, sir.” 
 “Enough to start at the bottom? Runner, tea-boy, go-fer.” 
 “Go-fer, sir?” 
 “Go-for this, go-for that…?” 
 He literally had his tongue in his cheek while the eyes remained half-closed. 
 “Anything, honestly, sir!” 
 The actor had returned the book but now took it back and scribbled a name on the page facing his own. 
 “Write to this chap at Elstree Studios. Say I told you to. He might have something. No promises.” 
 “Now get along to your class,” Hines snapped and drew Olivier across the playground to his waiting taxi. 
* 
Olivier’s say-so led in a few weeks to a letter proposinng him as one of a team of dogsbodies on the picture. The production manager agreed to meet him in July, after school had broken up. With this in view, The Treaty of Tilsit seemed even more irrelevant and even Jenkin’s Ear had lost its magic. 
 Fred ran him to Temple Meads and warned him not to be disappointed if he came away empty-handed. The theatrical business was notorious for fair-weather friends all saying ‘Dear Boy’ and ‘Darling’ and Mister Olivier may not be any different from the rest of the fraternity. He wished he could have come to London with him and tried a few handshakes on the right people but he was expected on the morrow by the manager of Gloucester branch. Theo stayed overnight with the aunt in Barking who would also be lodging Kay during her confinement. She lived about as far east as Elstree was north-west, a journey by tubes and buses that took at least two hours. Theo didn’t care. He loved the capital’s hugeness, a city that never seemed to end however far the trains took you. He gaped up at the high buildings in the centre, some of them rising six storeys into the sky. Rose had packed his overnight things in a small case Fred sometimes used for samples. 
 Not to waste tuppence on a platform ticket, Fred said goodbye at the station’s gothic entrance, wished him good luck and palmed him four florins he could use to hand out as thanks for favours. 
 On the London platform he was asked by grinning Uncle George if he wanted his case carried. He showed him where to stand to get a good seat when the train came in. Lowering his voice and looking sideways, he enquired after Kay. Theo hardly answered, more bothered by the first example of a problem that would stay with him for years: when and to whom and how-much to give as tips to people Kay called menials. Should he hand a florin to his uncle? Before he could embarrass them both by trying, the Paddington express arrived. 
 At Hayes, the first signs of real civilisation prepared him for London: the Horlicks Malted Milk and Decca record factories, the last one redolent of blue-label discs and swing bands he had jumped about to when he was a mere titch. Not long after, he changed to the tube, then again at The Embankment, reaching Barking after twenty-five stops. 
 His first visit to a film studio hardly brought on dizzy spells. The great sheds he would later learn to call stages looked more like the hangers at Filton aircraft factory than the promised land he expected. The film was in post-production so he saw no shooting. The few people he met weren’t much different from those in Dad’s wholesale depot. Though Fred boasted about his son’s first job when on the road, at home he advised his son to start putting in for a decent pension. The film wouldn’t last forever. 
 “Yeah, but in a year or so I’ll be called up.” 
 “Let’s hope the war will be over before that.” 
 “They haven’t invaded France yet. And even when it’s over they won’t just suddenly sack all the soldiers. They’ll probably go on calling bods up for some time after. Even years. So Geoff says anyway.” 
 “Who?” 
 “Mrs. Hampton’s husband.” 
 “Of course. Kay’s child’s father-to-be.” 
 They were sweeping and raking the fallen leaves on a Saturday afternoon. Autumn had struck Rosemount’s garden, a season Fred found more sympathetic than spring, when all the burgeoning bewildered him. Rose badgered him to sweep up all the blessed leaves like the neighbours had and he recruited Theo to give a hand. They both enjoyed the smouldering fires that slowly reduced the pile to ash. Rose wouldn’t allow a compost heap, saying they harboured vermin. 
 “I gather Mr. Hampton wasn’t keen on the idea at first,” Fred said, “which I find hardly surprising.” 
 “I was surprised,” Theo said, helping with a rake. 
 Fred shook his head.” A man likes to feel his children are his own.” 
 “Does he?” 
 “You will, in time.” 
 “I don’t want kids at all. Can’t stand them. Horrible oiks, always messing and yelling.” 
 He especially had in mind the way titches played up in cinemas, just like they did in school, which showed how stupid they were. He’d later find the same when the other bods in his service corps watched a film in the camp cinema. They lacked the sensibility to be a proper audience but that would change in years to come when they’d been educated like everyone else. 
 “That only goes to show how young you are.” 
 “Kay feels the same way about babies.” 
 “Now. But wait till hers arrives. And that concerns me, I must say. The birth of her maternal instinct. Will she stick to her intention of going to Oxford? Don’t just dump them on the heap like that, son. Let the air get to the fire.” 
 For awhile they worked in silence. Fred rested and, for the first time ever, offered his son a cigarette. Theo imagined a similar scene when he handed out the other contents of his drawer. 
 “No,” Fred went on, sounding like Bernard Miles being the dependable countryman on a warship or C.H. Middleton doing In Your Garden on the Home Service, leaning on the rake or digging for victory on plots where once had been herbaceous borders, “I imagine your lady tutor’s not the sort who’d take no for an answer. Wouldn’t stand any old buck. Wears the trousers, I’d say.” He gave Theo a sly glance.” And looks pretty good in them too, those slacks she sometimes favours. Very attractive, I’ve often thought, but she wouldn’t be the sort to grant her favours to any Tom, Dick or Harry. Anyone who came sniffing round her would get short shrift, I imagine. Behind that severe demeanour, you know what I mean, son, once aroused… what d’you think?” 
 “Dunno.” 
 “No? Well, no, I’m glad you don’t. You naturally think of her as a teacher. She’s a bit on the mature side for you but from an older man’s point of view… “ 
 “I don’t see much of her now, since deciding to leave school. Now I’ve passed School Cert, I’ve got no more use for algebra and history. And she wants to make a clean break with our family.” 
 “Much the best, especially for young Kay …” 
 He tossed his fag-end into the steaming, flickering heap. 
 “No, I can quite imagine her husband’s eagerness to rejoin her… also his reluctance to admit they can’t have a family of their own. A man wants to feel his line goes on, his children are his own seed that can bear his likeness as well as his name. Given that you and your sister and I aren’t always on the closest of terms, you are at least my progeny, not fathered by person or persons unknown. Which is why, however we may differ, I shall always love you both.” 
 What saved Theo from rushing to his room in a fit of embarrassment was that during all this Judge Hardy stuff at least Fred never met his eyes. Next he grabbed the handles of a barrow and wheeled it up the path. “Understand, son? Flesh of my flesh?” 
 To cool the hellish blush that came to his face, Theo did Mickey Rooney as Andy Hardy, moving his scalp forward and making his Adam’s Apple go up and down like old wossname used to at the Film Society. What was his name? 
 At which moment swollen little Kay pushed open a French window and called them to tea, thank Christ. 
 Was it Moss or Stone? Forgetting all that already. 
 The shared cigarette was symbolic, a rite of passage. So much of Theo’s old life was being cast off now. His last end-of-term show had included a vicious send-up of the bollocking he’d got from old Hines after Olivier’s visit.” To importune an eminent guest in such a cavalier fashion,” he said (or that’s what Theo wrote him saying, which he thought more important), “was a gross impertinence, a social solecism of the most heinous nature. Solecism, by the way, means …” 
 He’d enjoyed taking the piss out of that but somehow the mock-Gothic place and all its mock-Gothic characters were already ancient history, along with crazy comedy. Imitating Olivier’s way of talking was great but the thrill of those words in that voice was greater. It gave you a sense of something huge, going back centuries, that was still there in the present and would continue into the future. 
 He and Inky saw each other still but only at school. when his old friend was free from his insurance office. Then Inky blurted out breathless accounts of how he’d kissed the breasts of one of Margo Carpenter’s plain attendants one evening up on Purdown. Once the first anguish was over, Theo found he was able to tolerate Hazel’s absence, reminding himself that after all she was quite old. For his remaining weeks at home, he avoided Charlotte Street and was watchful on walks down Park Street to the Central Library beside the Cathedral. He spent hours poring over the few books on cinema he could find in the reference section. This was before the era when film buffery became a profitable market, when every small-part player rated a full-page obit in the posh papers. At home he learnt most of Henry V by heart and even swotted the actual battles of Harfleur and Agincourt. Much as he idolised its maker, by October he doubted whether this wizard battle-cry of a play could ever make a decent film. If it did, how many of the sweaty-nightcap brigade would pay to see it ? 
 His months on the production were a foretaste of National Service. In later years, when younger people wondered why British films went on fighting the second war for twenty years after it had ended, he told them how alike the military and movie worlds were. In both, a huge number of idle serfs supported an elite of actual fighting men; the long-awaited battles, when they finally came, were mostly a few hectic skirmishes followed by more periods of inertia while a hundred crew and cast awaited a burst of sun. The forces also embodied and codified a class system that appealed to the social climbers who ran the movie industry. Within twenty years, the dialect the actors spoke would be as archaic as sedan-chairs and top hats. 
 He never exchanged words with Olivier again but was often near him when editing decisions were made. He thrilled again to those great soaring harangues before the battles. Till now he’d felt little about the war, taking for granted that we had to fight it and would certainly win. Now he found the best words for that in the unlikely but wonderful scene when the king talks with the common folk on the eve of Agincourt.” His cause being just and his quarrel honourable.” Of course Hazel was right in saying Henry’s hadn’t been just in any way, only land-grabbing and empire-building, quite like Hitler in fact, but – whatever the origins – she conceded that this second global set-to was as permissible as war could ever be. Old Swiftie may have got their goats, bunking off prayers by being a Jew but you couldn’t imprison an entire race in camps just because a few of them were jammy sods. 





TWENTY 
To cut down on travelling time, he left his Barking aunt, digged in the north-west suburbs and heard only by post that Rose and Kay had moved to stay for a spell with the Aunt in Barking. On one occasion they managed to meet, all three – mother, son and sister – in Lyons’ Corner House in Oxford Street. Rose brought some smarter new shirts and trousers Fred had scrounged from the buyer of Men’s Outfitting,. so he’d feel more at home in the big bad world. By now Theo had learnt a bit about ordering food in a restaurant and played the father’s part far better than Fred could have. 
 In November, a letter from Fred at Rosemount told him Kay’s baby had ‘come along’: a premature boy, four pounds five ounces, mother and child both doing well. When the contractions became regular, Aunt Harriet and Tilda had come to Henleaze from Newfoundland Road on two buses as Fred was away in Dorset and couldn’t give them a lift. When he returned on Friday, he made another bonfire in the garden to burn the placenta, wrapped in a newspaper. This part of reproduction hadn’t come into old Sparrow’s lessons on the axolotl. Cold-blooded salamanders didn’t breed that way. 
 The male child, being small, came easily and no-one was any the wiser. As planned, Hazel was there as soon after the birth as possible, to take it away before Kay could change her mind. A fortnight later,. a sunny weekday, Theo went home for the first time since taking up the film job. At Temple Meads he managed to avoid having his bag carried by his uncle and took a taxi to Charlotte Street. Hazel had been warned by a postcard. She appeared at the attic dormer and tossed down the front door key in a small cotton bag with a drawstring. He’d brought only a weekend grip and climbed the fifty stairs as he’d done so many times in so many different moods, always wanting love and sure of finding it. 
 Hazel had already opened the flat door and stood not far inside. Fred, he thought, would have been pleased to see her wearing the trousers and he himself thrilled at the white angora sweater that he’d often removed over her head, pulling her eyes back, making them look Chinese. The outline of her breasts caused him a passing pang of desire. He didn’t know how to behave but she helped by offering a sisterly kiss. She led him by the hand towards the bedroom half. They approached a free-standing cot and he looked in at his new-born nephew. 
 “Jesus Christ,” he said, “he’s a negro!” 
 “Eugene,” she said, smiling.” As soon as she saw him, Kay knew who the father was and insisted he be named after him, though he’ll probably never see him.” 
 “No-one told me,” he said, “not Dad or Mum or even Kay. Too ashamed, I suppose. Poor Mum. Did Kay expect him to be coloured?” 
 “She reckoned it was fifty-fifty, judging by the dates.” 
 “What about the Youth Club bods?” 
 “That was a red herring. No, it had to be one of two G.I.’s. one white, one negro. She thought there was no point telling anyone before she saw which came. It was only the once. He was posted away soon after. He’s training somewhere to take part in the Second Front.” 
 Taking the tiny hand between his fingers, Theo looked at the pale palms and nails. The infant gripped and kicked. and smiled. 
 “Oh, ma babbie,” he remembered Rose singing, “ma liddle darkie babbie …” 
 “Gorgeous, eh?” Hazel said, touching the dark hairs at his fontanelle. 
 She lifted him and held him at arm’s length. “Just look at him. Isn’t he fantastic!” 
 “Fantastic.” 
 “Yes, he is,” she went on, swinging him from side to side, “he is, he is, oh yes he is …” 
 “Quite like Fats Waller,” Theo said, “or a clean-shaven Count Basie.” 
 “Thank you,” Hazel said, and began putting words into the baby’s mouth: “I’ll take that as a compliment, he says, knowing your love of jazz, he says. Yes, he does!” She put her face in his belly and blew with a shuddering sound, making the baby laugh and Theo smile..” Take him and hold him.” 
 She passed Theo the swaddled boy and for the first time he held a infant and found how little it weighed. He looked a sight better than white kids of that age, all boiled cabbages or drunken Churchills, more a wrinkled walnut, hands and arms twitching, his face practising a range of expressions for later life – pleasure, outrage, welcome, fear, pain… 
 “That’s all wind. Support his head more,” Hazel advised him. The skull already had a light shroud of tight black curls. 
 “Have you told Geoff?” 
 “Oh, yes. He’s quite alright about it.” 
 “Why wouldn’t he be?” 
 “Some men wouldn’t.” 
 “Small-minded bastards,” he said, making Hazel look up sharply. On the film-unit he’d already learned how to use a wider vocabulary. “But not Geoff.” 
 He cradled Eugene in his left arm and walked to the dormer. 
 “In some ways,” Hazel said, behind him, “his being negroid works to our advantage. When Geoff comes home I mean. He couldn’t possibly be yours and mine. In case anyone ever did drop a word, you know, about us.” 
 “Would that worry Geoff? Any more than it would his adopted son being brown?” 
 “I just meant it could make him wonder if I’ve told him the whole truth.” 
 He held the baby up to the window and showed him the panoramic view. There was little sign of the damage they’d seen done during that first raid. Most buildings in the city centre still stood. Gaps in terraces had been filled with wooden buttresses, shoring up the houses till they could be rebuilt when the men came home. Everyone’s minds had now turned to invading Europe and beyond that to bluebirds and bananas. 
 “But if this was really your baby that you’d had by a coloured Yank, Geoff would really like that, wouldn’t he? All part of the new world-state of brotherly love and without all those shitty ideas our parents had. How did Mum and Dad take it, by the way, him being negro?” 
 “Oh, shocked, but mostly because they’d been so easily deceived by Kay.” 
 “Mum too? Talk about people in glasshouses.” 
 “They didn’t have long to form a view of any sort. As soon as he was born I went over to Rosemount and found Kay giving him the breast. White against brown. A pretty picture.” 
 “Will you feed him that way too?” 
 He turned to find her shaking her head at him and smiling. 
 “Why don’t those schools teach you something that matters?” 
 She explained the biology of lactation as she’d earlier done that of ovary, sperm and the menstrual cycle. Eugene started niggling and she took him back. 
 While she gave him his bottle, performing the rituals of motherhood with amazing ease, she told him a corporal from Geoff’s unit had come on compassionate leave and brought an uncensored letter from him. He was expecting early repatriation. He’d proved too troublesome in Egypt, organising a Soldier’s Parliament which encouraged Other Rankers to ask the wrong sort of questions. The authorities had made life tough for him but hadn’t broken his spirit. He’d committed no offence against King’s Regulations, only encouraged the men to think. This hadn’t fomented mutiny and there was no chargeable crime. So now they’d decided to get him off their backs by an early release. 
 The presence of baby Eugene made it easy for Theo and Hazel to exchange no more than the most formal gestures of parting. Though his cine-camera didn’t take professional film-stock, Theo had scrounged several reels of the right stuff at Elstree and now exposed close-ups, long-shots and slow pans of Hazel and the baby. He only once referred to their former intimacy, when saying how these pictures would differ from those he’d taken at Villa Borghese and Rosemount. She smiled but didn’t encourage more talk on those lines. It reminded her, though, of those undeveloped reels she still had hidden in a space beneath the roof. Now that Geoff was liable to arrive without warning, she wanted Theo to take them with him. Following her directions, he squeezed through the low door and brought them out. While wrapping them in an old copy of The Daily Worker, he promised to call again on his next time home, which would be after ‘Henry V’s completion or, as he called it, wrap. There’d be some months for him to wait for call-up, unless he volunteered and went in under age. Most likely by his next visit Geoff would be home and Theo would meet him and hear all about the Soldiers’ Parliament and the brave new world that was about to begin. And perhaps he and Hazel would tell him how they’d practised all Geoff’s ideas about free love. 
 ‘“And perhaps not,”‘ Hazel said, took the bottle from the baby, let him lean forward and waited for his quiet belch and slight seepage of milk. 
 “Of course,” she said, “I’ll always like to see you and I know you’d like to meet him, but don’t you think Eugene changes everything? You and your family should really keep away. Kay’s going up to Oxford and that will put her out of temptation’s way. Only – if you went on visiting me… d’you see what I mean?” 
 He put the wrapped reels in a brown paper carrier. 
 “You saying you don’t want me to come again?” 
 “Want? I very much want you to, never doubt that, dearest, but you can surely see how things are changing?” 
 Yes, he could. In his inner self he knew. He’d left school and was a man. He’d worked with England’s greatest actor. The career that would take him to Hollywood had begun. He was lucky to have had what he’d heard an officer-voiced location manager describe as ‘a good war’, but there would come a lovely day when they’d all feast their tear dimm’d eyes on tomorrow’s clear blue skies. And when he thought about those cowards and rich sods on the Chicken Run, he found Shakespeare had got them on the nose too for ‘he which hath no stomach to this fight, let him depart… we would not die in that man’s company that fears our fellowship, to die with us.’ Though he’d been aching to be on that boat to Canada when war started, now he was hellish glad things had turned out the way they had. He had nothing to be ashamed of. He’d been a patriot without trying. 
 Hazel was careful to busy herself with Eugene, mopping the milk he’d spilt down his bib, so that she could only offer her cheek to be kissed as Theo left. She heard his footsteps skipping down the long stairwell. By the time he’d reached the front hall, she was at the dormer, looking down for him, the baby laid back in his cot. She watched the top of his head as he emerged on to the high pavement and waited expectantly for him to turn his face upward for a last look and a wave but he only walked off to Park Street, grip in one hand and in the other a carrier bag that held that pictorial unexploded bomb. She’d forgotten exactly what he’d filmed. Standing in the narrow window space, she remembered leaning out to watch the fires and how he’d raised the skirt of her gown and would have taken her from behind if those men in the street below hadn’t shouted to ask if she was needed help. Help ? No, she knew how all right. It wasn’t the actual sensation she remembered but all that happened around it, the fires and thunderous noise and lights and a feeling that nothing would ever be the same again. 
 A groaning bus took him up Whiteladies Road and Blackboy Hill, then relaxed into top gear to travel across the Downs past the White Tree to Henleaze, where the negro G.I. had been shot as he tried to jump on the bus. 
 Rosemount’s front garden was bare at this time, but with a few new shoots showing, crocus and snowdrops opening. To help with the baby, Tilda had moved in to his old room, so Rose had won that battle too and Fred had had to accept the old woman’s presence during his weeks at home and when he came back on those Fridays of the regular week away. 
 Kay let him in and kissed him, another first, at least since they’d been kids themselves. 
 He told her he’d called at Hazel’s and seen Eugene and both were fine. Rose asked him to agree the boy was lovely. He did and added that he liked his name too. It had an American sound: Eugene O’Neill the playwright, Gene Krupa the drummer, Gene Tierney the film actress… 
 That first name was all she knew of the father. 
 “In fact it’s more Irish but from the Greek for ‘noble’ and ‘well-born’,” Kay said. “Could have been some cruel sort of joke by the slaver who owned his great-great-grandparent.” 
 “Or just a hope he’d turn out well?” 
 “‘Reckon so ?”’ 
 “‘Not really.”’ 
 “She only went with him once,” Rose said, as she often did when defending what remained of her daughter’s good name. 
 Kay said: “And he’ll go to war not knowing he’s got a half-English son.” 
 He said he’d heard it had been an easy birth. 
 “Oh, yes,” Rose said, “she’ll be fine to have lots more when the proper time comes.” 
 He could see moist patches on Kay’s blouse. 
 “Oh, fiddle-dee-dee!” she said in her Scarlett O’Hara voice and made him laugh by showing him the weird breast-pump Aunt Hattie had lent her to draw off the milk. 
 “And Dad? How did he take it?” 
 He had an image of Fred, already making every effort to accept the idea of a bastard grandson, then finding the boy was a picanniny. This family always somehow reduced the man’s ambitions to slapstick. 
 “We thought it best not to tell him,” said Rose.” He was away when baby came along and Hazel took him off almost at once. By the time Dad was home on Friday there was no trace.” 
 “He still doesn’t know? In this day and age?” Theo rapped out. 
 “What’s it matter?” Kay said.” He’s happy I’ll be able to go to Somerville without any shame attached. Why spoil it for him?” 
 “There were a few tricky moments,” Rose said, ‘“when Dad wanted to know Hazel’s address so as to go and see his first grandson. We had to persuade him it was best to make a clean break.” 
 Was it only the baby Fred was eager to visit? Theo thought of his furtive admiration for the sight of Hazel in slacks, admitted man-to-man in the garden he now looked out on. 
 From the kitchen Tlda brought a tray which she nearly dropped when she saw him. Now almost deaf, she hadn’t heard him arrive. 
 “Where in the world did thee spring from?” she said, then to Rose: “I did think ee’d gone for a sawljur, to fight on the front in France.” 
 “Well, Gran, I have in a way, at the Battle of Agincourt.” 
 He kissed her, holding his breath against the smell of age and death that always hung about her. 
 She held him at arm’s length.” That case, you better go out and take off your clothes in the garden, not to bring they lice in th’ouse.” 
 “It was only in a film.” 
 “We told you, mother,” Rose said, “several times we told you he was coming home for a day or two.” 
 “I didn’t yer. Thee’awl be wanting a cup too,” she said and made her slow way back to fetch one. 
 Rose offered him a cigarette and they all lit up. He wished the baby could be there then he could have got the four generations in a three-shot, closing in on Eugene’s brown head at his sister’s pale breast. 
 For the rest of his stay he bragged about his new life, dropping names and technical terms he himself hadn’t known a few weeks before. 
 They laughed at his imitations of Olivier and Robert Newton. It struck him as odd that it was he who was now being the sophisticated Londoner, which had till now always been Kay’s role. She still gave tinkling laughs and pinched her vowels like Vivien Leigh but that fell rather flat beside his first hand stories of her famous husband. Once or twice he found her gazing into space. 
 Another job followed as go-fer, on a romance with plenty of Grieg concerto. He soon learned that this was no way to climb the slippery pole of big-screen success but would at least earn him a living while he waited to be called up. A few weeks later, at his Elstree lodging, he received a note with his home postmark, in Fred’s writing. 
 “Trust you’re well and fighting fit. 
 Your mother’s asked me to let you know that your sister was evidently more affected by the baby’s birth than we had thought. A day or two ago she was only just saved from throwing herself off the Clifton bridge. A passer-by got suspicious of her behaviour, as she kept approaching the metal railing and drawing back. Then she crossed to the other side and was trying to clamber up when he vaulted the barrier, ran forward and pulled her away. No bones broken but we’re all in a state of chassis here and, though I know they’ll probably finish off the war for us, I can’t help wishing those damn Yanks had never come to use our island as a stepping-stone to Europe. I enclose a cutting from the Evening World reporting the incident, so some busybody must have phoned. How they got that unflattering snap of your sister is a mystery but our old Salvation Army neighbours at Villa Borghese are not above suspicion .after that business when I had to testify that they were dealing in stolen goods.” 
 In spring he was called up and had to read about ‘Henry V’s triumphant opening. His two weeks’ embarkation leave was a chance to see how Kay was coping. Well, it seemed. Rose thought it was silly not to tell Theo where he was being sent. Fred explained that there was still a war on and all troop movements were top secret. The second front was launched from further along the coast and thousands were being evacuated, Rose said she was sick of hearing about the brave Cockneys and their blessed blitz doodle-bugs, as though the rest of the country hadn’t suffered too. 
 Theo looked up Inky, now going steady with the same plain member of Margo’s entourage. Theo wanted to say that beauties always had beasts in attendance but held his tongue because it was clear Inky didn’t see it that way. The boyhood friends took her to eat in Carwardine’s restaurant and, as he hoped, she brought Margo along. It was the first time Theo had seen her since the day she fell in the street and the first time he’d heard her speak since the episode of the half-price ticket. He could see she was impressed by his work in films and by his having got so close to the stars. 





EPILOGUE 
Extract from Theo Light’s diary, 1st June, 2000. 
This morning, before catching the train to Bristol, I reread a few of Hazel’s old letters, ending with this one welcoming me back after my years in the US. 
 24th November 1963 
 Dear Theo, 
 Wonderful news that you’re coming home! As you see, we’ve moved back near the city centre after so many years in Rosemount your old family home. It was good for Eugene while he was a boy, with the large garden and swing. But now he’s at the main university building, a central flat will be handier and anyway I never did feel at home in suburbia. It was good of your dad to let us have the place after your mother died and Fred went into the twilight home but not really my style. So, when you arrive in a month or so, you’ll find us not so far away from Brandon Hill and Charlotte Street. Nor for that matter from Fred’s place near Blackboy Hill. 
 Your feelings at returning home are bound to be mixed. I know you thought you’d never be coming back except as a conquering hero. And perhaps you see yourself as having failed. A serious mistake, believe me. From an English viewpoint, that’s not how it looks at all. And you too should try to see your Hollywood experience as a rebuke to that whole horrible side of American capitalism. It’s their loss. Obviously those philistines wouldn’t welcome you with open arms, wouldn’t ever recognise your brilliant potential. How could they, when your whole thinking is critical of their most fundamental assumptions? Remember the day we met and saw ‘Mister Smith Goes to Washington’? Such wonderful technique and talent devoted to such a well-meaning but banal ideology! Twenty-odd years later, that propaganda machine is still mangling its most gifted members in the interest of archaic ideas – or ideals, as they say here in your hometown. To the rest of the world, Hollywood now looks obsolete. Its wasteful cars, tight-gusseted and corseted women, its Disney world-view, those grotesque religions. The paranoid fear of anyone who doesn’t kowtow to the mighty dollar. 
 The American era’s over and done with. It’s history, while Europe – particularly England – is buzzing with future. Once you’re here again, you’ll see that you went off to a periphery and are coming home to an epicentre. Our new films and television plays are intelligent, critical, rebellious and based on reality. Theirs are comic-book dinosaurs. 
 Kennedy’s murder the day before yesterday is being seen across the world as the death of a new kind of zeitgeist, but not by me. If we must read such insanities as portents or symbols, why not as the end of a gangster dynasty? Let’s not forget that the head of that family was a Fascist bootlegger and Nazi sympathiser. Old Joe K thought we hadn’t a chance against Hitler and advised us to surrender and save the world for capitalism before the Nazis blew us all to buggery. I’m sure all those other sons of his are only waiting to take the throne but their star’s not in the ascendant, it’s falling, burnt out. Rugged individualism, kill or be killed, is giving way to a new sort of sharing. If we can’t have all the world you and I dreamt of, let’s at least rescue some flotsam from the wreck and piece together a new homeland. We’d better, before they drop the bomb. We just about survived the Cuban missile insanity, in which the late and much-lamented hero took us to the brink. We just can’t trust James Stewart to see us through. 
 And that ugly villain wasn’t reassuring either, though he finally did the right thing, despite his Kremlin bosses. Having to recognise, with great sadness, that the Russian state was only another form of slavery, we must not grow bitter or cynical, as your tone of voice suggests you’re about to. Here there’s a new eclectic consensus. Eugene was fathered on your sister by an unknown Afro-American father who came here to fight in that just war. He’s doing his doctoral thesis on this city’s slaving past and uncovering a terrible story. Of course, though there’s no detailed history and almost every physical trace of it’s gone, his ancestors were kidnapped and taken in chains from their tribal homes to labour in the southern states, to enrich with bananas, chocolate and tobacco the most respected merchant venturers of this faraway city where he was born and has grown up. The terraces and crescents of Georgian Clifton are stained with his people’s blood. The raw stuff that made possible our cigarettes and chocolate factories was harvested from their lifelong suffering and tears. The attics in which you and I first made love were the servants’ quarters of such a house. Oh, shit, I’m teaching grannie to suck eggs. You’ve written it so well in your screenplay. Come home and make the film in the right locations. They’re still here, mostly, but won’t be much longer. 
 Your biological nephew has just come of age. I’m not sure whether the lack of even an adoptive father has done him any lasting damage. I’ve never burdened him with the details and it occurs to me this may be the time. Though Geoff was glad at first to have made such a symbolic gesture, he wasn’t big enough, man enough, to adopt a black bastard in the post-war years when racial prejudice was rampant here. Or perhaps it was more personal and he was ‘normal’ enough to want his manhood confirmed by siring his own children, which has since happened with his second wife. A man of fine idea(l)s but not the strength to live them, all mouth and no trousers. As well as which, choosing my words with care, he wasn’t half the man you were at half his age. A fact I evidently didn’t hide well enough. He suspected there’d been someone else but, of course, never knew exactly who. I could conceal your identity alright but not your effect on me and on my character, desires and expectations. When I remember our fond hopes – well, yours mostly – that he’d accept a ménage à trois, I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. 
 Does all that embarrass you, coming from a fifty-year-old woman? Well, you ignored the difference in our ages when it was far more crucial than it seems now. When we had to end our affair because of Geoff’s release, you pretty soon chose someone your own age, or close to it. And, though it hurt me deeply, I couldn’t blame you for marrying Margo. She was (and for all I know still is) a great beauty, though her life between leaving school and becoming your wife was far from reassuring. Photographic modelling then was more glamorous than now and the sort she did was perfectly proper. She looked beautiful on those page-three bathing beauty shots, which took her into what your sister would no doubt call the demi-monde, a crowd that hung around that roadhouse out on the A38 to Bridgewater. To her credit, she pulled away just before the shooting-match that led to hubby being locked up. And I dare say Fred helped her elude the law by a few handshakes with the right policemen. So that you could both make that long westward journey at last. You must have seemed glamorous to her, coming home from those freelance jobs in films. And, as you put it in one of your early letters, she opened like a flower to California. So suitable for her, though not for you, despite your lifelong infatuation. Given all this, it couldn’t have totally surprised you that she went from small parts in B movies to soft-core modelling and finally the hard stuff. I dare say if you’d got a foothold in films sooner, she’d have stayed with you as long as your success lasted. But beauty like that must be as much a curse as a blessing. I’m trying to write about her with kindness but you see I can’t, I sympathise too strongly with the pain she caused you. I can share the bitterness, shock and shame of your inadvertent first sight of her performance in that blue film. 
 Speaking of which, and of course only between us, did you ever have the old ciné footage developed that you took of us in Villa Borghese and Rosemount? If not, I suppose it’s mouldering somewhere in those cans. Is it acetate or nitrate stock that decomposes like that? You told me once but I forget. Not a pretty thought but even less pretty would be the prospect of its being passed around and shown somewhere. I was reading in a life of Cary Grant that he kept his childhood mementoes of this city in a Hollywood vault, his scout-uniform and snapshots of his poor mother before they locked her away in the madhouse. We’re all more or less haunted by our pasts, even heroes like him. 
 Fred’s looking forward to seeing you, of course. It’s an excellent sheltered home. I call on him at least once a week and find him being waited on by all those old dears, his fellow inmates, like a bull grazing in a field of cows. Except, of course, that Rose was the only woman he ever really loved and his flirtations with the other residents are mere gallantry. Soon after your mother died, he came round to Charlotte Street one afternoon and made an inappropriate pass at me. An odd experience, you can imagine, as he resembles you a good deal and for some moments it was as though you’d overtaken me in years and we were about to start again with all the advantages of youth being with me for a change. As gently as possible, I let him know that his gesture wasn’t welcome. He begged my pardon and suddenly sobbed, saying he couldn’t bear life without his beloved Rose. Of course, his memories are mostly of a younger woman, before her dementia. Not that she ever had much of a memory, did she? In old age her mind began to play tricks with time, allowing her to relive stretches of her past as part of the montage that became her natural element. You caught that beautifully in her last scene in your script. 
 There are at least fifteen years left till they let me retire. They and I know only too well that headteachers like me don’t grow on trees. I’m still called Mrs. Hampton at school – that’s when I’m not ‘Miss’. Eugene came and gave our mixed-race sixth-form a brilliant talk about our city’s past dependence on slavery. He showed them how those ‘merchant venturers’ who founded your grammar-school were forebears of today’s Wall Street sharks and City bankers. I hope you’ll do the same about your Hollywood years when you come. Has the present head invited you to take the dais? At least you’d know how to dodge when old Quasi positions his hairy arse among the hammer-beams! I’m hoping, when Gene graduates with the good degree he expects, that he’ll get a teaching post at that same school, though he’d prefer the sort of school I taught in and I won’t say he’s wrong. 
 We make too much fuss of old age. Life’s long enough for most of us and getting longer. Perhaps Kennedy was lucky to be killed young, while such high hopes still clung to him and before life wore away his shine. 
 Last Sunday afternoon I walked with Eugene from the shell of St. Nicholas across the bombed centre around the gutted towers of Mary-le-Port and St. Peter’s, a space they’re already covering with insurance offices and other squalid crap. The best you can say of them is that they look temporary and won’t last. Here, if there ever was, is an opportunity to do what Wren did after the Great Fire. Or will these bomb-sites, up till now weedy, rubbly car parks, become in time a victim of the gods of commerce, not even beautified by age and sentiment? 
 I showed your nephew where the Regent stood. He knows little of our relationship, of course, only that we were tutor and pupil. One day I may let him know more. He probably guesses your screenplay is a garbled version of some sort of reality. He can’t believe those Hollywood idiots aren’t jumping at it. He thinks that opening sequence during the two minutes’ silence would be a cinematic gem and laughs like hell at the scenes where I ‘took you in’ and bought you a milk shake in the cinema café. Of course, if they had filmed your screenplay, they’d only have spoilt what has become for me a precious memory. Could you bear to see it taking place in Arkansas or New Jersey, complete with car-chase and schmaltzy music? Such stories belong where they happened. They exist in the detail. Marx was always hot on that. Come home with that script in your hand and you’ll find the new sort of producers here will be fighting to film it. And, Eugene agrees with me, you should rewrite the downbeat ending. In spite of all they’ve been through, let your audience hope for that better world you and I knew so well. It’s coming, darling, trust me. 
 Love, 
 Hazel… 


Such high hopes! Of course her letters can never be seen by anyone else, though there are times when I long to do an Ancient Mariner and read them to some total stranger in a bar or train. All those concerned have either died or moved so far from my orbit that they wouldn’t welcome my return anyway, especially not to read such a doomed testament. 
 Sister Kay’s not geographically far away but a nunnery isn’t easily approachable and she clearly took the veil to retreat from all that had gone before and from the temptation ever to seek a meeting with her natural son. 
 Having seen the news of Hazel’s passing in the papers and on line, I was pleased when his invitation to the funeral came and readily put aside a day from my idle semi-retirement to bid her a last goodbye. 
 The most frequent trains to the city now stop at Parkway, the suburban station that’s the embryo of a new conurbation beyond Filton where Rose worked for a time at the aircraft factory. But I chose instead to go by one that ended at Temple Meads, the original terminus near the city centre, that lofty Victorian Gothic shed from where I’d made my first journeys to London to work on ‘Henry V’. And where my uncle the porter had tried to carry my suitcase and see me safely on to the train on platform nine. 
 Hazel’s son opted for Cremation, of course, no superstitious clapped-out mumbo-jumbo. Whom did I expect to meet on this sad occasion? She’d been in her eighty-eighth year so most of her friends and relations had preceded her to the ovens or their graves. Even Geoff had gone before and his second wife and children would hardly bother, perhaps didn’t even know her. Or of her. 
 Who then? Pupils and staff from her long teaching career might send a delegate, though it was twenty-five years since she retired after a long tenure at the huge Comprehensive she’d turned into a brilliant educational success. I knew nothing of her own biological family, only that she’d had no siblings, just a few distant cousins she seldom saw. 
 Eugene greeted me at Canford Cemetery and introduced me to his middle-aged wife, adult son and daughter. What did they know of me? He himself only saw me as his mother’s favoured private pupil who later became a good friend. His true parentage remained a well-kept secret, even from him. In those days there were so many skeletons hidden in so many closets that the shameful vagueness everyone practised helped keep it all in the dark. Now only Kay and I were alive to tell the tale, though of course never would. Perhaps it’s as well that, despite Hazel’s hopes, the screenplay Lest We Forget, in which we’d all appeared (but heavily disguised), had never become a film. A dozen producers had toyed with it, shown some passing interest, played the enjoyable game of fantasy casting, solicited a few star names and, when they declined or ‘passed’ as the current euphemism has it, finally moved on. I’m still finessing it, looking for the right ending that can say enough about Utopia, the real subject, not just about our affair. The many drafts fill a sizeable box on the shelf with twenty or more similar scripts, all promising, none made. And on another shelf almost as many volumes of this Diary that began in the sixties and continues like a tapeworm, covertly fed by my daily stint, growing ever longer. I’m prouder of that than my other stuff. It’s the story of a life no-one will ever read, yet which I always write with a semi-awareness that someone might. As it were, with a pair of eyes behind me, another mind always needing to know what I already do. So who else would be interested? Not Hazel now. Eugene, of course, impossible. Kay certainly not. 
 And there she was, in one of the front pews, my big sister, now also Sister Cathérine! Or Soeur to be exact, as her Trappist order is in south-western France. Not far off today, of course, a mere ninety minutes from the local airport. How had she heard? Not from me. Well, nowadays (an old man’s word) everyone knows everything, instantly, easily, and her death must have been posted, the funeral announced in the sort of periodical or linkage she’s allowed. Do nuns have Internet? In our national press on the obit pages she’s ‘Hazel Hampton CBE for services to education.’ 
 She looks pretty good for seventy-seven, in her neat grey habit with the smart headdress. Studious-looking rather than pious, spectacled and upright, but given to the old sudden bursts of tinkling laughter, once the service was over, a sound echoing down sixty years and more. No pious solemnity then. Eugene led me over and was evidently pleased to effect our meeting. My sister, his unbeknownst mother, any resemblances hidden by age and their different skins, – hers pallid, his light brown – and his close-cropped curly receding hair, hers hidden by the modern cowl, he with a satisfied paunch, she skinny as ever. She’d had a dispensation to make this journey, tying it to a visit to another to some convent in South Wales. When the delegates from Hazel’s old school moved away, she and I were free to stroll, pretending to look at the floral tributes laid out near the chapel, most from people in Education, some from old pupils and their children and children’s children, generations my first lover had helped towards better lives. 
 “What d’you think of your son?” I asked when we were out of earshot. “I guess this is the first time you’ve met since you let him go.” 
 “Not mine. Hers. And a credit to her. A living tribute. Even more telling than those people just moving off.” 
 “He’s a real champ, yes.” 
 “Oh, that’s a grand one!” she said as we paused to read the written card beside an expensive wreath. From the much-married Inky Black in New Zealand. 
 I filled her in on his later life. 
 “Clever old dog, I understand, retired rich as Croesus. Spotted a gap in the market, decent airport meals all over Australasia. Much of his fortune went in alimony but there’s plenty to spare for his many grandchildren. You know he was always mad for you.” 
 “T’was not to be. And you? No regrets not to have had a family?” 
 “I never wanted kids. A factor left out of my make-up. A genetic lacuna. Unnatural, I guess. An inborn lack.” 
 “Or d’you think perhaps an instinct that was aborted by too much too young ?” 
 “Meaning what ?” 
 “Oh, come on, the late-departed taught you more than imperial history.” 
 “I was never sure you knew.” 
 I followed as she moved along the grassy verge with its border of bouquets and wreaths. Eugene was thanking and bidding goodbye to those guests who weren’t going on to a reception at his house beside nearby Blaise Castle. 
 “Of course I knew. From soon after she came to tutor you at Villa Borghese. Sometimes you both looked as though you’d just run a marathon.” 
 “Whereas I hadn’t a clue about you and your American friends.” 
 “Another life, isn’t it ? Don’t you feel that now we’re pushing eighty? We’ve lived more than one life each?” 
 “Many more. Though mine less than yours. Look at you-Academic. Theologian. Author. Convert. Religious politician. What’s the job description for that bit? Papal Legate ?” 
 “Hardly. A lowly functionary.” 
 “Like me on the film of Henry the Fifth ? A papal go-fer?”


“Pretty much. But you – soldier, screenwriter, husband twice, lecturer and teacher – in Film, is it ?” 
 “Media Studies, yeah. Those who can do, those who can’t blah-blah… How d’you feel about him ?” 
 We were saying more in this slow saunter than in the previous sixty-something years. 
 “Happy he’s turned out well. His life seems blessed. Otherwise he’s a stranger. Seeing him doesn’t make the earth move. It’s all so long ago, Theo.” 
 Old age, I wanted to suggest to her, has its consolations, not least a loss of interest in what goes on. But that would be to pretend as usual to be resigned to the living death of an empty life and the loss of my lust and love. She’d clearly replaced her early appetites with a wilful celibacy and a love of God. Or by being as dishonest as I was. Nor did I admit that my libido’s not yet entirely quiescent, that the sight of a pretty woman can still arouse ghostly urges, a tentative rising-to-the-occasion. They look at me these days, head on, no evasion, often smiling, knowing I’m unlikely to jump on them, though in fact they still rouse symptoms of the appetite I had for Margo and for poor dear Hazel. 

Poor? What was poor about her ? So Utopia never came. So she was deceived about the way the world wags? So what? When that great world let her down, she lowered her sights, changed her targets. Disillusion came slowly. She never quite lost the optimism that made her believe in my future as a maker of marvellous movies. Or education as universal healer. When I failed her, she accomodated that too and was even proud of my pathetic years in adult education. Media studies! The history of film. Film itself a mere pebble on the beach of Art and I was only passing on a few views and a little knowledge to kids who’d decided Film School beats working. 
 Later, at the reception in Eugene’s pleasant home, he asked me again to address the Sixth Form of my old school on Political Cinema. It’s where he now teaches History and runs the film society. To stand on that same podium where old Hines bored us rigid except for the one occasion when he introduced Olivier ? No. I couldn’t bear the thought of today’s back-row boys, the wits of Five C, sniggering over their flickergraphs while as I struggled to hold their interest. Flickergraphs? Do me a favour ! All those miniature cinemas they can hold in a hand and operate with their thumbs. What could I possibly tell them that they don’t already know? So no, Gene, not fucking likely. To have old Quasi releasing a load on my balding noddle, I don’t think so. 
 Do I envy them their ease, their multiple options? No need to forge excuse-games notes, wait for films to be shown in cinemas, or hang about outside picture houses for a likely adult to ‘take them in’. 
 Kay and I went together to the station for our trains, hers to Wales, mine to Paddington and home. 
 Before sitting to write up the day, I ran the only movie I’ve actually made, the compilation of me and HeatherHazel, Fred and Rose, Rose and the Canadians, all of us at tea, that I privately call Villa Borghese. That wholesome wickedness that others would have seen as sinful, a thirty year old teacher fucking a fifteen-year-old boy. The grainy monochrome images will soon self-destroy so I’d better copy it first. Or download. The day in my home city when Hazel gave me the cans I returned later to the high bridge and stood a long time considering throwing them over. I couldn’t. No-one must ever find and project such pictures of shameless joy. And, having replaced it in the can, I ran the Hollywood version, the soft-porn skin flick Margo made when her attempts at an acting career had failed, just like Hazel’s brave new world. There she is, with excellent lighting, forever beautiful, giving a flagrant performance well within her narrow range. On the track her whimpers and simulated (I hope) cries of joy never fail to rouse my lust, even now, the last hurrah. She was a lost soul, cursed with a beauty she couldn’t handle. Not at all a bad woman either. Good and generous in a way but undiscerning, easily led. By me among others. No regrets though. The part of me that loved her on the 21 was alive still in L.A. and for some time after. Without that erotic adventure, I’d have been merely good, perhaps always regretful. For both of us California was a barren land, as Hazel always feared it might be. I guess I needed both. 


How to deal with disillusion, that’s half the battle. Hazel’s letters remind me that the end of Communism didn’t cause her the anguish I’d expected. It was as though she’d known for years and kept the secret to herself that such a vision couldn’t ever become reality. She rode with the punch. 
 Her ashes are being delivered to Eugene. She asked him to scatter them over the gorge from the bridge. This reminded me of old Jimmie’s teaching us about Daedalus and Icarus, the boy who flew too high, melted his wings and fell to earth. “Mister Light,” he said one Tuesday morning, “I shouldn’t try it if I were you.” 
 “But, Sir, what about it’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all ?” 
 “No. Feet on the ground then you won’t be disappointed.” 


THE END
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