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PART ONE
WINTERING: 1947
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CHAPTER ONE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘There’s nothing on the fiddle.’

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

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

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

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

‘Come on then, Joe.’ He knelt down.

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

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

The boy skipped around a father in rare indulgent mood.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER TWO

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

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

‘I’m next door,’ she said.

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

‘Are you seven?’

Joe nodded again.

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

‘That’s my cat.’

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

‘You can hold her any time you want.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Mam won’t have cats,’ she said.

Tenderly she placed Blackie on the ground.

‘Can you do this?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

How could he get her to do that handstand against the wall again?
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Speed was a hero and sometimes a friend. His advantage in age was almost three full years. One of Joe’s multitude of ambitions was to be as old as Speed, to be ten, to be as brave as Speed, to be as bad and as dangerous as Speed. To have Speed in him. He envied his slight squint and tried to copy it.

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

‘Put them on.’

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

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

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

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

‘Seconds out. Ding!’

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

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

‘Good lad!’

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

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

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

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

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

‘You’re hardly warmed up.’

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

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

‘This is boxing,’ said Sam.

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

‘He can hit me and I won’t hit back.’

Joe gave a little jig to show willing.

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

Liberated, Speed muttered a lie of excuse and fled.

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

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

‘Bella wants to see Blackie,’ said Mary.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He went to find Blackie.

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

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

Joe handed Blackie over to Mary.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ellen did not reply.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Yes.’ She hoped it sounded casual.

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

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

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

‘Oh, yes.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘They can’t hurt. Take my word.’

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

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

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

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