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THE INVISIBLE WALL
Harry Bernstein

HUTCHINSON
LONDON


Part I


Prologue

Outwardly, I suppose, our street looked pretty much the same as any other street in the working-class section of a Lancashire mill town in those days. They were all dreadfully alike, with their endless, sad rows of houses facing one another across the cobblestones, the brick darkened by age and soot, the short, stubby chimneys jutting out of slate roofs into murky skies, along with the tall, slender stacks of the mills that were sometimes half buried in the smoke and clouds.

Early in the morning, when it was still dark, you would hear people going to work in these mills, their iron-shod clogs clattering over the cobblestones with a sound and rhythm that was like a symphony. It began rather quietly as the first few pairs of clogs stepped out of the doorways, then became louder as more people joined in and louder still, until it was like a storm of hail, finally reaching a crescendo with a simultaneous blast of whistles from all the mills; then softening as they entered the mills and dying out until there was absolute silence again.

I used to lie awake often in the bed that I shared with my two brothers, listening to these noises. I would hear them again when they came home in the evening, but it had a different sound from when I was lying in bed in the morning, quicker and more staccato, and if it was summer and still daylight I might see them, the men carrying empty dinner pails wrapped in big red-spotted handkerchiefs, the women wearing striped coloured petticoats and shawls, with little bits of white fluff stuck in their hair, looking like snowflakes, and all of them walking separately from one another, too tired to talk, probably, and in a hurry to get home. One by one they would enter the houses on the Christian side. One by one the doors would open and close. And finally, as in the morning, there was silence again.

Our street was smaller than most of them. It had just one long row of houses on one side and two smaller rows of equal combined length on the other, intersected by another street called Brook Street. It sloped slightly on a hill that began far up in the better section of the town. It was a quiet little street, hardly noticeable among all the other larger streets, but what distinguished it from all the others was the fact that we lived on one side and they on the other. We were the Jews and they were the Christians.

Actually, what we had here was a miniature ghetto, for there was an invisible wall between the two sides, and though the distance from one side to the other, geographically, was only a few yards, the streets being very narrow, the distance socially could have been miles and miles. There was very little crossing over from one side to the other; there was hardly ever any mixing. Not that there was ever any hostility shown on their part towards us. It was nothing like Back Brook Street or Bann Street or places like that where a Jew didn’t dare venture if he knew what was good for him. Nor were the Christians on our street anything like the Christians on those other streets, with their constant beer drinking and fighting, and their rough ways and foul language.

For the most part, our Christians were a quiet, decent lot, and the two sides got along quite well; and for our parents, most of whom had come from Poland or Russia at the turn of the century, fleeing the pogroms there, the little street must have come as a refuge.

Just the same, there was this distance between us and it was maintained by everyone, though with an exception or two now and then. Like, for example, when Mrs Humberstone used to cross over to gossip with some of the Jewish women she seemed especially to like, or when we had to go to Gordon’s grocery to buy a cob of white bread or a bottle of pop or ginger beer, or to Mrs Turnbull’s sweet shop on the corner at the top of the street. Otherwise, we stuck to our side and they to theirs.

But there are few rules or unwritten laws that are not broken when circumstances demand, and few distances that are too great to be travelled; such was the case on our street and I was to play an important part, unwittingly, in what happened. It started on a summer evening, when I was about four, perhaps a bit younger, but old enough certainly to be able to get involved in the drama that began that night.


Chapter One

It was one of those rare summer evenings when it did not rain, and the smoke cleared from the atmosphere, leaving the sky a deep blue colour, and the air soft and fresh and balmy. It was the kind of evening when people brought their stiff-backed wooden kitchen chairs out to the front to sit and smoke, and perhaps listen to the Forshaws’ gramophone. They were the only people on our street who had a gramophone and they left their door open so that everybody could hear. In the meantime the sun would sink, a huge red ball, behind the square brick tower of the India Mill. After it disappeared there would be fiery streaks in the sky, and these would fade gradually and the sky would become very pale, and twilight would fall gently over the street, and you would see the glow of pipes or cigarettes along both sides.

We had finished our tea, and my two sisters had quickly disappeared before my mother could get them to clear the table and wash up, and my two brothers were about to do the same. Having gulped down the last of their tea, and still chewing their bread and butter, they were halfway out to join their friends in the street, when my mother stopped them. ‘Take ’arry with you,’ she said.

They stared at her in astonishment, not believing what they had heard.

Well, I too was surprised. But my surprise was a pleasant one. Until now I had been the baby of the family, too young to be able to go out and play with them, though I’d always wanted to and had watched them go with silent yearning. But now, suddenly, all this was changed. I looked up at them, my finger in my mouth, waiting hopefully for my fate to be decided.

‘Him?’ said Joe. He was the oldest of the three boys, big for his nine years, a handsome boy, too. He spoke as if he couldn’t believe what he had heard. ‘Him?’ he repeated.

‘He’s only a baby,’ screeched Saul in his high-pitched voice. Saul was a bare year and a half older than I, but considered himself my senior by far.

‘He’s not a baby any more,’ my mother said firmly. ‘He’s old enough now to go out and play with you and the other boys.’

‘But he’ll get in the way,’ they both wailed. ‘He doesn’t know how to play.’

‘He’ll soon learn,’ my mother insisted. ‘I don’t want him to stay inside on a nice night like this and I’ve got a lot of work to do in the house, otherwise I’d take him out myself. Go on, now, take him with you, and mind you keep an eye on him and don’t let him wander off by himself.’

They had no choice, and each of them took a hand savagely, bitterly, and pulled me out with them. But once outside, and once they caught sight of the other Jewish lads from our side a little distance off, they dropped my hands and rushed towards them, forgetting all about me and ignoring my mother’s warning completely. I trotted after them and that was about all I was able to do throughout the evening. I was not able to participate in any of the games they played; I simply hung on at the fringe of the group, but I was ecstatic at having that much, at simply being allowed to be with them, and I shouted when they shouted, jumped up when they jumped, imitated all their sounds and movements.

I forget the games that were played that night, but the locale was constantly being shifted from one part of the street to another. We drifted down to the bottom, then back up, and eventually we landed at the very top, at the corner in front of the Harrises’ house, where they began a noisy game of hopscotch.

This one I do recall, and also that it had grown darker. Twilight would linger for a long time yet, until almost midnight, but it had reached the stage where the two sides of the street were becoming hidden in shadow, and the glow of pipes and cigarettes stood out strongly. The sky looked almost white in contrast to the earth, and the outlines of roofs and chimneys were etched sharply against it. We could barely see the chalk marks that had been scribbled on the pavement, but that made no difference and the players hopped madly from square to square, screaming and shouting to one another.

In that moment of our midsummer night’s madness we had failed to see the two people who were seated outside, a little way off to the right on the other side of the doorway. These were the two Harrises – old Mr Harris, who could not have been much more than forty, a squat, heavy, bearded man wearing a bowler hat beneath which was a yarmulke, squinting down at a Jewish newspaper in the fading light, and old Mrs Harris, barely forty perhaps, a little woman wearing the orthodox Jewish woman’s wig, beneath which tiny hen’s eyes peered disapprovingly across at the Christian side.

The Harrises were possibly the most religious couple on our street. Mr Harris was an important official of the little synagogue over on Chestergate Avenue that we all attended; and the yarmulke that he wore beneath the bowler hat was concealed only because such things could draw laughter or jeering remarks from the Christians. Especially from the direction in which Mrs Harris’s eyes were cast. This was the Turnbull sweet shop. Nothing had to be feared from the immobile figure of the man seated there next to the window: Mr Turnbull, who had suffered a stroke some time ago, who was brought out here by his wife to sit for hours and wait until she was good and ready to bring him in. And at the moment she was in the back room drinking beer with her boarders.

The sounds of their raucous laughter and the clinking of glasses drifted out into the street now. The boys Mrs Turnbull took in were a rough lot, a blot on the street’s reputation: they were young navvies, the ones who cleaned out the middens, or chimneys, who drank and swore, and who, when they were out on the street and in a ripe, sodden mood would not hesitate to hurl a few slurring remarks across at the Jews, and at the Harrises in particular if they happened to be sitting out, as they were now.

Tonight, fortunately, they were indoors, but the lovely summer evening must have been marred anyway for the Harrises by our noisy presence. However, they said nothing and tried to ignore us while the game proceeded right next to the window. As usual, I was kept out of the game, and simply added to the din by joining in the shouting and screaming now and then. But after a while I must have grown tired of this – and perhaps it was getting a bit late for me – and my attention began to wander away from them, and suddenly it was caught by a movement from the window. The blind was being drawn up, and the white lace curtains were being parted, and a face showed dimly. It was smiling right at me and a finger was beckoning.

I didn’t need to be told who this was. It was Sarah, the youngest of the six Harris girls, and a favourite among us and among everybody on the street. She was a sweet, gentle, perpetually smiling girl with lovely features, dark hair and an oval face that had a smooth, delicate complexion. She had been ill lately, and was recovering now and spent much of her time on the red plush couch in the parlour right next to the window, reading one of her little yellow-backed novels and dipping her fingers daintily into the box of chocolates that was always at her side.

Sometimes, during the day, if we happened to be going by, she would open the window to smile and speak to us, to send some boy or girl off on an errand for her perhaps, or simply to talk and to pop one of her chocolates into a lucky mouth. I had often been one of those lucky ones. I think I was one of her favourites. I know, when she was younger, perhaps even as little as a year ago, she used to come into our house to play with my sisters, and she would always hug me and kiss me and call me her baby. Then she had stopped playing with my sisters and she had put her hair up, which on our street meant you were grown up and could go to work. Well, she had gone to work for a while in one of the tailoring shops where all the Jews worked, and then she was taken ill, and here she was convalescing, and I was staring at her stupidly through the semi-darkness, wondering what all those signals meant, for she was also putting a finger to her lips and shaking her head.

Then, at last, I understood. She wanted me to come in to her, but to do it quietly and secretly without anyone seeing me. That’s what it was and I hesitated. It was much easier said than done. In the first place there were her parents seated right near the door, and in the second place you did not walk into the Harrises’ parlour that easily. It was the only real parlour on our street, thanks to the fact that all the Harris girls and the one boy, Sam, were working and bringing in money. It was furnished in red plush, including even a red plush carpet, a truly elegant place, but reserved only for members of the family and for special occasions. None of us had ever been invited into it and all we knew of it was what we’d glimpsed through the window and what we’d heard of it being spoken in awe.

But there was something else. There was Sam’s bike in the lobby. It stood there, shiny and gleaming, when Sam was not using it and we’d often peeped in at it when the door was open. It was Sam’s great treasure and he guarded it as fiercely as a lioness her cub; and let one of us so much as dare creep an inch beyond the doorstep towards it and he’d come roaring out from the back of the house, his bushy red hair standing up like a wild golliwog’s.

I’d seen it happen two or three times already and I was terrified of going anywhere near it. Yet I’d have to pass it if I went into the parlour. I stood, hesitating for a long time, my finger in my mouth, my eyes glued on her face at the window and the beckoning beseeching fingers, while the lads hopped and screeched madly over their game of hopscotch and the light on the street grew dimmer. Then finally I must have decided to chance it and I slipped in.

Old Mr Harris was still peering down at his newspaper, closer to the print than ever, and Mrs Harris was still burrowing with her hen’s eyes through the dusk at the shadowy figure seated across from her, so they did not see me. I saw the bike the moment I entered the lobby, silvery highlights gleaming on the handlebars, the rest scarcely visible in the darkness. I flattened myself against the wall and crept slowly towards the parlour door to avoid touching it, and I held my breath as I went. Once I halted, hearing a sound in the back of the house, a cough, the movement of feet. But then it grew silent again and I crept on.

I groped for the doorknob, found it, turned it slowly and went in. The room was quite dark, save for the patch of light that came from the window at the front. There was a rustling and I saw the shadowy figure sitting upright on the couch. ‘Over here, luv,’ she whispered.

I stumbled past bulky furniture and found my way over to her. She grasped both my arms and stared at me for a moment through the darkness. ‘You’ve grown so,’ she said, keeping her voice down to a whisper. ‘You’re so big. You’re almost too big to kiss. But I will! I will!’ And she did, passionately, drawing me close to her so that I caught the familiar scent of lavender that came from the sachet she always wore tucked away in her tiny bosom.

Finally releasing me she whispered, ‘Does your mother know you’re out so late, ’arry?’

‘Yis.’

‘Would you like to go on an errand for me?’

I nodded.

She gave a glance over my shoulder first, as if to make sure nobody was there, then said, ‘I want you to go to Gordon’s to fetch some ginger beer for me. Can you do that for me?’

I nodded again and I might have felt some surprise. It was not an unusual request, and there seemed to be no need for all this whispering and secrecy. I may not have gone to Gordon’s myself before this, but I had gone often with one of my brothers or sisters. Especially when somebody in the family was sick, because it was believed that ginger beer had medicinal qualities.

However, she did not lessen her whispering tone and in fact glanced over my shoulder once more before she resumed. ‘Take this empty back with you,’ she said, thrusting a bottle into my hand. ‘But first, ’arry’ – she brought her mouth so close to my ear as she went on that I could feel the warm breath coming from it – ‘before you go in the shop look to make sure Freddy’s there. I don’t want you to give the bottle to anybody except Freddy. Not Florrie, not the old man. Just Freddy. Do you understand?’

‘Yis,’ I said, speaking this time because the urgency of her tone seemed to demand it.

‘And here’s a thripenny bit.’ She put the tiny coin into my other hand. ‘There’ll be a penny change and you can keep it.’

My heart leaped. A whole penny! I couldn’t wait to be off. But she held on to me a moment longer and whispered in my ear, ‘Be very careful, ’arry. Don’t tell anybody where you’re going and remember what I said, don’t let anybody wait on you except Freddy. You look through the window first to make sure he’s there and if he isn’t you just wait until he comes along before you go in. Do you hear me now?’

‘Yis.’

Then finally I was off and I made my way out of the room much faster than I’d come in. My excitement over the penny was so great that I bumped into Sam’s bike and immediately there came a great roar from the back of the house: ‘Who’s there?’

I must have flown out of the house. I know I put all caution aside as I dashed out and the two Harrises, catching a glimpse of me as I went past them, must have been utterly bewildered and were probably never able to make out what had happened, or where I’d come from, or even who I was. All they saw was the small figure of a boy dashing across the street and disappearing into the Christian darkness.

I trotted. I half ran. Perhaps this was due less to the hurry I was in than my fear of being on the Christian side. I had never been here alone and certainly not at night. The doorways were open as I trotted along and strange odours came out of them, the smells of bacon and lard and ham and other forbidden foods. I caught glimpses of crosses on walls and pictures of Jesus. Fires glowed inside, with kettles boiling on them. I could hear the Forshaws’ gramophone further down the street.

The people sitting outside glanced at me curiously as I went by. A Jewish kid running down their side at night. It must have seemed odd to them. But they said nothing. Christian children were playing just as noisily as the ones across the way. I wove my way among them and hurried, clutching the empty bottle in one hand, the thripenny bit in the other. The sound of the gramophone grew louder, and then I came to the Forshaws’ house and simply had to stop.

The gramophone was placed right near the open doorway on a small table, with the Forshaws sitting on either side of it. I had often stared fascinated from across the street, listening to the squawking sounds that came out of the big green horn. Close up, I found it even more fascinating. I could see the disc twirling round and round, and the voice coming out of the horn, singing, was so real I thought perhaps there was a man inside. The two Forshaws were watching me, though they were pretending not to, and they were smiling a little. Mr Forshaw was holding a mug of beer in his hand and took a sip every now and then, and wiped his moustache with the back of his hand. Mrs Forshaw simply sat erect with her hands clasped in her lap, a tall, slender woman with dark hair tied in a bun at the back of her head.

It was rumoured on our street that they’d once been well off and it was Mr Forshaw’s drinking that had brought them down to our street. Anyway, they were decidedly a cut above the rest of us and they seemed to have very little to do with their neighbours, though they were friendly enough with everybody, and nodded and smiled, even though they never said more than a word or two. They had just one offspring, a boy, Arthur, who’d won a scholarship to the Grammar School. He was a nice-looking boy, about fourteen at the time and big for his age, and friendly like his parents, but one who minded his own business and was studying all the time.

He was sitting in the room behind his parents, reading at the table under the gaslight and scribbling notes, and my attention wandered over to him and away from the gramophone for a moment.

Watching him with his head bent under the gaslight coming from the mantle above, I couldn’t help thinking of the argument that had taken place between my mother and Lily, my older sister, earlier that day. It had been on account of Arthur. Lily, who was twelve, had never spoken to Arthur in her life, but she fairly worshipped him from a distance, and that was chiefly because of his accomplishment in winning a scholarship – something nobody on our street had done before – something she intended to do herself.

Yet she must have spoken of Arthur once too often and my mother lost her patience. She had been struggling against it all this time, saying nothing when Lily had mentioned him, but now she burst out, ‘That’s enough. I want you to stop talking about Arthur Forshaw. I don’t want to hear his name in this house again.’

My sister looked at her in astonishment. Well, we all did. We had never seen our mother so angry before. ‘Why?’ Lily asked. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

‘What’s wrong? He’s a Christian, that’s what.’

Lily gaped in astonishment for a moment, then said, ‘Of all the stupid things to say. What difference does it make if he’s a Christian?’

Then my mother slapped her face and Lily ran upstairs crying.

So I was thinking of all this and looking at Arthur when Mrs Forshaw’s voice interrupted, saying, ‘Would you like to sit down on the doorstep for a little while, ’arry, and listen to the gramophone?’

‘And have a sup of beer while you’re at it,’ Mr Forshaw put in, winking.

‘Oh, you shut up,’ Mrs Forshaw said to him, then turned back to me. ‘Go, on ’arry, sit on the doorstep.’

‘I’m going on an errand,’ I said.

‘You are?’ She seemed surprised. ‘All by yourself? Does your mother know you’re going?’

‘Yis,’ I lied and instinctively cast a glance across the street at our own house, which was almost directly opposite this one. But my mother was not sitting outside.

‘Well, go on then,’ Mrs Forshaw said, smiling. ‘You’re going to Gordon’s for ginger beer I can see, and you’d better hurry before it gets too dark.’

I hurried on. I ran, trying to make up for the time I’d lost standing in front of the Forshaws’ house. About to pass the Greens’ house I stumbled and fell. Mrs Green was sitting outside with her daughter Annie, who was holding her baby (the fatherless one that had caused so much whispering on the street). Mrs Green was the toothless old woman who made up our fire on Friday nights and Saturday. Every Jewish family on our side had someone on the Christian side to do it for them, since Jews were forbidden to light a fire on the Sabbath that began Friday at sunset. We called them ‘fire goyahs’ and Mrs Green was our fire goyah. Seeing me fall, she let out a cackle of amusement.

But Annie, always a nice, quiet girl, who sometimes substituted for her mother on the Friday nights and Saturdays, sprang up at once to help me, holding her baby under one arm.

‘Did you hurt yourself, ’arry?’ she asked, pulling me up with the free hand.

‘No.’ I’d landed on my knees, but my only thought was for the bottle that had fallen out of my hand. Fortunately, it was one of those durable stone bottles and had not broken. I picked it up and, without bothering to thank Annie, ran on.

The gaslight had been turned on in the Gordons’ shop, and it spilled out on to the pavement. I stood there in the light and looked through the window. Old Mr Gordon was seated close to the window, dozing over his newspaper, his head on his chest, his glasses slipped down to the end of his nose. He was a very fat man with a huge, sagging belly that heaved up and down every time he wheezed and coughed asthmatically in his sleep.

Otherwise, the shop was empty. There were no customers inside, no Florrie and certainly no Freddy. I had been warned by Sarah not to go in unless Freddy was there, so I waited. I glanced uncertainly round the corner. There were two entrances to the Gordons’ place. The one round the corner led to the taproom and this one appeared to be busy. People were coming and going, some with jugs in their hands that they’d had filled up, and every time the door opened the noise from within came out along with the smell of beer.

Freddy was almost certainly in there, waiting on customers, but it was one place I would never have dared to enter. It was a place where only Christians went. I turned back anxiously to the grocery window and suddenly, to my relief, I saw the door at the rear that led to the taproom open and Freddy came backing out of it, lugging a heavy case filled with bottles.

I went in at once, the bell on the door ringing as I opened it. Mr Gordon awoke with a start and began struggling out of his seat, but Freddy, who had swung round at the sound of the bell, said quickly, ‘Don’t you trouble yourself, Da. I’ll take care of him. You just sit there with your paper.’

The old man didn’t seem to mind staying where he was and settled back in his chair, wheezing and coughing. Freddy’s hand reached out across the counter. In a low voice he asked, ‘Did Sarah send you?’

‘Yis,’ I said.

‘Gi’ it to me,’ he said.

I handed him the empty bottle and watched him as he half turned away from me with it. Freddy at that time must have been about eighteen, a rather short, stocky fellow with thick blond hair. Ever since their mother had died, he and his sister Florrie had been running the shop and the taproom, and it had kept them busy. The old man was too sick to be able to do much. Freddy’s face was flushed, and perspired right now from the exertion of rushing about and lugging the heavy case in, and though his back was partly turned towards me I could see it clearly, and I could also see what he was doing.

I know it struck me as a bit odd and my mouth must have opened a little, as I saw him take the cork out of the empty bottle I had given him and slip a finger into the opening. He seemed to bring something out. It was a small slip of paper that he unfolded and read. Then he did another peculiar thing. First he gave a swift look at his father, who had already dozed off again, then he bent over the counter and wrote something on another piece of paper, which he folded up into a strip. Now, he took a bottle from the case he had brought in, opened it, spilled a little of the ginger beer out of it on to the floor and began pushing the slip of paper into it.

In the midst of all this, unseen by him but seen by me, the door leading to the taproom opened and Florrie came bustling out. She stopped short at sight of him and stood watching. Florrie was about two or three years older than her brother, a buxom girl with the same colour hair as he. She had been engaged to a man from Birmingham for several years, the wholesale grocery salesman who serviced their shop, and it was believed that it was the responsibility she felt towards her sick father and the shop that kept her from getting married.

She had entered in time to see all the strange things I had seen, the writing of the note, the spilling of the ginger beer, and it was just as he was thrusting the note inside that she burst out, ‘What the bloody ’ell are you doing, Freddy?’

He swung round sharply at the sound of her voice and the red in his face deepened. ‘What’s the matter with you, Florrie?’ he muttered.

‘Oh, you bloody fool!’ She had started to shout, but suddenly remembered her father, glanced towards him and, seeing that he was asleep, went on, but with a lowered voice that was filled, nevertheless, with passion, ‘I know what you’re up to, and maybe you think you’re smart, but I warn you you’re not messing around with any mill girl or with another Annie Green. Those people across the street wouldn’t let you get off easy like Mrs Green did...’

‘You shut up, Florrie,’ hissed Freddy, also glancing at his father and at me too. ‘You just shut your big mouth and mind your own bloody business.’

‘Mind my own business?’ she said, her voice almost choking. ‘And whose business is it if you go to prison, which is what those people across the street are going to do to you if they catch you messing with one of their girls? Who’s going to have to run this place and take care of Da? It’s me, that’s who. Me, who could be married by now and living in Birmingham with an ’ouse of me own if it wasn’t for this place.’

Freddy didn’t answer her this time. He was afraid that I was hearing too much and he hurried to finish what he was doing. He put the cork back into the bottle of ginger beer and gave it to me. He took my thripenny bit, handed me the penny change and said, ‘Be sure you give that bottle now to the one who sent you here and be off with you.’

I hurried out and as I closed the door behind me I heard their voices again clashing sharply in anger. But I was no longer interested. I was in a hurry now to get back and spend my penny. I was clutching it tightly in my hand. I ran back up the street. Now it had grown darker still and a few pale stars were visible in the sky. The lamplighter was going round with his tall tapered pole. He had lit the lamp on the upper corner of the street and was now marching down to light the one at the other end. The lamp, right next to the Turnbull sweet shop, cast a thin glow of light around its base and hardly touched the buildings.

The street was quieter too. The children had disappeared. Fewer people were sitting outdoors. Yellow light showed at windows behind drawn shades. When I reached the Harris house it was empty there too. My brothers and his friends had gone, and the chalk marks on the pavement were vaguely seen through the darkness. Old Mr and Mrs Harris were no longer there either. I was half afraid that I’d have to go inside again, but suddenly the window opened and I heard Sarah whisper, ‘Right here, luv.’

Eagerly, glad to see her, I turned towards the window with the bottle. She reached out for it, took it from me and asked in another whisper, ‘Did you give the empty to Freddy?’

‘Yis,’ I said.

‘Oh, that’s wonderful. Thank you so much, ’arry. Here, let me give you a kiss.’ She drew my face to hers with both hands, pressed her lips against mine and held me tightly, smothering me in her lavender smell. Then she let go of me and said, ‘You’d better hurry on home now, luv. I think your mother is looking for you.’

Indeed she was. My whole family had been scouring the street for me and Sarah knew that only too well, but hadn’t dared say anything to them for fear of getting involved. However, I hadn’t the slightest intention of going home yet. Not with that penny burning a hole in my hand. I ran back across to the Turnbull shop. Mr Turnbull was still seated outside and he threw me a beseeching look as I went past him into the shop. I don’t think I even noticed him.

Inside, I stood uncertainly. The shop was empty. From the back room came the sound of men’s voices, hoarse guffaws, the clinking of glasses, with Mrs Turnbull’s own hoarse, almost masculine voice dominating the others.

I tapped on the glass counter with my penny to get her attention, timidly at first, then louder and bolder, until one of the men must have heard me and peered round the doorway, for I heard him say, ‘There’s a little Jew boy in th’ shop.’

‘The bloody little buggers.’ Mrs Turnbull’s voice came to me, bitter and complaining. ‘They’re always bothering me. I don’t get a minute’s peace.’

She appeared in a moment, shuffling in slippers, a large, heavy woman with thick arms folded over a massive bosom, fleshy face creased with displeasure, her breath smelling of beer. ‘Now what do you want?’ she snapped at me. ‘Y’ought to be in bed this time o’ night, instead of bothering me. You’re always bothering me, the whole lot of you. Go on and pick what you want and don’t take all night at it. I’ve got lots of other things to do.’

I gazed down through the glass case at the assortment of sweets, with the usual dilemma over what choice to make, but more frightened and flustered than ever at her impatience. My eyes went from one to the other, the clear mixed gums, the aniseed balls, the licorice allsorts, the Kali suckers (with a balloon included), the Devonshire caramels, the Turkish Delights and the bon-bons and the humbugs, the big humbugs and the small humbugs and the chocolate dragées. And all the time she chafed and muttered, and finally burst out savagely, ‘I’ll gi’ ye five seconds more...’

I jumped at the sound of her voice and in sheer panic made a random choice, the humbugs, the large ones. She filled a bag with them, took my penny and almost pushed me out; and as I left her gaze must have fallen on her husband and reminded her of him, for I heard her mutter, ‘There’s him, too.’

Outside, I crossed back to my own side, but paused to open the bag and pop one of the humbugs in my mouth. It was so big it caused both my cheeks to bulge and I slowed my pace as I went on, because I wanted to finish it before I entered the house. I had no intention of letting my brothers and sisters know I’d come into possession of a bag of humbugs and be forced to share it with them. In fact, I immediately thrust the bag deep down inside my trouser pocket.

But by the time I reached my house I was in trouble. I’d only managed to whittle the humbug down a fraction of its original size and my cheeks still bulged. Yet I knew I could not delay entering much longer. Sounds came out of the house that were ominous, my mother’s angry voice berating my brothers and the latter wailing protests, and I knew it was over me.

There was only one thing to do. I took a deep breath and swallowed it. I nearly choked as it entered my throat, but I managed to gulp it down and it sank into my stomach like a rock. Then, wiping off the tell-tale marks from my mouth with the back of a dirty hand, I went in.

My mother was still shouting at them, blaming them for letting me out of their sight, and they were both sniffling and protesting, and she was preparing to go out herself and search for me, when I walked in and stood for a moment blinking in the light, unseen as yet and listening to the argument raging.

It was Saul who saw me first. ‘There’s the bloody little sod,’ he shrieked.

All eyes instantly turned on me and Joe glared hatefully, then strode towards me and gave me a clout on the side of the head. ‘You bloody little bugger,’ he said. ‘Why’d you run off?’

Saul would have followed suit with another clout if my mother hadn’t stopped him, pushed him and Joe aside, grasped me by both shoulders and said, ‘Where have you been? We were looking all over for you.’

I hung my head and muttered, ‘I went on an errand.’

‘Who sent you on an errand?’

‘Sarah.’

‘That’s where we saw him last,’ interjected Joe. ‘That’s where the bloody little bugger was standing when we were playing hopscotch outside the Harrises’ house.’

‘Where did she send you?’ my mother asked.

‘To Gordon’s.’

‘What for?’

‘A bottle of ginger beer.’

‘She’s got some nerve sending you there alone,’ my mother said angrily. ‘I’m going to have a talk with her when I see her. And I’m going to tell her mother, too. She shouldn’t be sending you off to Gordon’s for ginger beer all by yourself at night. Now, all of you go up to bed.’

She was very angry, otherwise she might not have said that. On summer nights she always let the older children sit up a bit longer to read after they came in from play, and there were loud protests from my sisters and Joe, from Saul too, who considered himself an older one already, but especially Lily. She was the oldest in the family, but besides that she had a lot of studying to do. She was always reading books and preparing herself for the scholarship exam.

‘It’s not fair,’ she protested. ‘It’s just not fair.’ And then, notwithstanding the argument she’d had with her mother earlier that day and the warning that had been given her, she said bitterly, ‘I’ll bet Arthur Forshaw’s mother didn’t tell him to go to bed early when he was studying for his exam.’

Perhaps if she hadn’t said that she would have stood a better chance of staying up, but now my mother was doubly furious with her and in no uncertain terms ordered her to go up with the rest of us, adding, ‘I thought I told you not to mention that boy’s name in this house again.’

Lily said nothing and the rest of us were a bit subdued, seeing the anger on our mother’s face. It was not often she became angry; she was more likely to be soft and gentle with us; but when the anger came it was always respected.

In silence, we all began to troop up the stairs, and as we did so my mother called out, ‘Don’t forget to throw your clothes down.’

This was a ritual that we went through every night and my poor mother, though it would mean staying up longer into the night to wash and mend the dirty, torn clothes that we would throw down at her, had made a game out of it for us, to give a little touch of fun to the bedtime hour, and perhaps to serve as a bit of an incentive to this least happy of all our moments. She was already regretting her anger; there had been too many outbursts from her that day and she wanted to make up for it.

It worked that night, as it always did. We scampered up the stairs to the bedrooms, took off our ripped, dirty trousers and shirts, our evil-smelling socks and, clad in our underwear, made our way back to the landing with the bundles of clothing in our arms.

She was standing waiting for us at the foot of the stairs. ‘Are you ready?’ she called up to us.

‘Yes,’ we shouted back to her, giggling with excitement and anticipation.

‘All right. One, two, three...’ She counted slowly and our giggling grew. ‘Go!’

We hurled our clothes down on her simultaneously and screamed with delight as they fell on her. Some she managed to catch with her open arms, others rained down on her head, hit her in the face, or scattered on the floor round her feet, to be gathered up by her, the rest of the game to be played by her alone under the gaslight, sewing and mending and washing until late into the night.

As for us, we scampered off to our beds, the two girls to theirs in one room, the three of us to the one we all shared in another room. It was not comfortable sleeping, especially for me, since my place was at the foot of the bed where their feet stretched out to me and often caught me in the face. There was a lot of wriggling and twisting and shouts of protest before finally we settled down to sleep.

That night my two brothers soon fell asleep, but I remained awake, still excited by the events of this strange night in my life. They passed through my mind as I lay there in the darkness, all those kids playing out on the street, running from one spot to another, jumping and shouting and running, the hopscotch game in front of the Harrises’ house, old Mr Harris and Mrs Harris sitting out there in the dusk, then that face at the window and the finger beckoning to me, and slipping into the house, and the lavender scent that came from Sarah’s bosom. Then crossing over to the Christian side and seeing crosses on the walls, and the Gordons’ shop and the argument between Freddy and his sister, and finally Mrs Turnbull, and her boarders and the sweets. And suddenly I remembered my humbugs. They were in the clothes hurled down the stairs at my mother. Instantly, I shot up in bed. Luckily, I was on the outside of the bed and did not have to step over one of my brothers. I got out swiftly and padded out of the room. I went past the bucket placed on the landing for nocturnal use and down the stairs, and turned into the kitchen. I halted for a moment in the doorway.

There she sat, her back towards me, at the table under the gaslight, the mantle turned down low to save on gas, the light so dim I don’t know how she could have seen. She was surrounded by the clothes we had thrown down at her, her head bent over them, her right arm going back and forth with the needle. She had not heard me coming down and did not know I was standing there. Nor did I give her a chance to find out. I dashed forward suddenly and began tearing at the pile of clothes, scaring her so that she jumped violently and put a hand to her heart.

‘ ’arry!’ she gasped. ‘What are you doing here? What is it? What are you looking for?’

I was tearing madly at the clothes, throwing them aside, scattering them in all directions, in an effort to find what I wanted. ‘I’m looking for me trousers,’ I said.

‘Well, don’t throw everything about like that,’ she said. ‘I’ll find them for you. What do you want them for?’

‘I’ve got something in them,’ I muttered.

‘All right, here they are.’

She had found them without any difficulty, and she handed them to me and watched curiously as I dug into pockets, first one that was empty except for a rusted nail that I had been carrying around for several days, then the other in which I found the bag of humbugs. I pulled it out quickly, and I would have turned right round and gone back up to bed with it if my mother hadn’t stopped me. ‘What is that?’ she asked.

I showed it to her, opening the bag for her to peer in. ‘Why, they’re humbugs,’ she said in surprise. ‘Where did you get them from?’

‘I bought them in Mrs Turnbull’s shop.’

Her eyes widened. ‘Where did you get the money?’

‘Sarah gave it to me. She gave me a penny for running the errand.’

‘Oh!’ She was not altogether displeased and it was a relief to me. I had somehow felt that she might have objected to this as much as she had to the errand itself. But she even seemed interested in the contents and kept peering down at them. ‘Can I have one?’ she asked.

‘Yis.’ I let her take one, then asked, ‘Can I have one too?’

She hesitated a moment. ‘You should be in bed sleeping not sucking humbugs this time of the night, but I don’t suppose you’ll be able to sleep until you do have one, so go on and take it, and I’ll let you sit with me for a while until you’ve finished it.’

The first one I’d swallowed down in such a hurry had long since been digested and forgotten, and I was good and ready for a second one. I dipped into the bag eagerly. The next half-hour or so was a memorable one for me, not only sucking a humbug late at night, but being alone with her and having her all to myself for once. How often did that happen in our busy household with her love shared among five of us? She let me sit on her lap too, and went on sewing as we talked and sucked our sweets, and we talked of various things.

I told her of my trip to the Gordons, and how I’d stumbled in front of the Greens’ house and nearly broken the bottle. I didn’t tell her anything, though, about the strange things Freddy had done with the piece of paper, and the quarrel between him and Florrie. I don’t know why. I hadn’t forgotten it, but somehow I felt I should not mention it.

My mother smiled, paused in her sewing for a moment to stroke my hair and said, ‘You’re getting to be a regular big boy now. And soon you’ll be going to school.’

‘When?’ I asked, not too sure that I wanted to go.

‘In the autumn,’ she said. ‘In September.’

‘Will I go to St Peter’s?’ I asked.

‘No, I don’t want you to go there. They have too many little batesemas in St Peter’s.’ We called the rough and more openly anti-Semitic Christians ‘batesemas’, a name that has no origin in any other language and that Lancashire Jews must have coined. ‘I want you to go to a better school,’ she said, ‘and I’m going to try and get you into the one up the park, the big one called the Hollywood Park School.’

I listened to her open-mouthed. It was the first time I’d heard of her plan and my feelings were mixed. I would much rather have gone with my brothers and sisters, yet I’d heard so many stories of the beatings they and the other Jewish children got from the ragamuffins – the batesemas – who went to St Peter’s that I had been dreading it also.

‘Who’ll take me there?’ I asked.

‘I’ll take you,’ she said. ‘I’ll take you every day until you learn to go by yourself. I’ve already spoken to the headmaster there. He’s half promised to take you in, although he says they don’t take in many Jews. But he warned me you’re going to have to wear nice clothes and that means you’re also going to need a pair of shoes.’

‘Can I have clogs?’ I asked eagerly. I’d always wanted a pair of clogs, the kind the Christian boys wore, the same as their parents wore, wooden with iron soles that could make sparks fly up into the air if you struck them across the cobblestones. How I’d always envied them!

But my mother shook her head firmly. ‘No, clogs are for batesemas. Jewish people don’t wear clogs. Although they’re much cheaper. No, I’ll have to get real leather shoes for you and I don’t know where I’m going to get the money from. I suppose I’ll have to ask your father for some.’

An unhappy look spread over her face as she said this and she seemed preoccupied with her sewing once more; and watching her I knew of the thoughts crossing her mind and the worry she felt over having to ask my father for money. I’d heard her trying often before and I’d shivered at the repercussions.

Yes, clogs were for Christians only. Jews considered it beneath them to wear clogs and I was the one exception that my mother reluctantly made, chiefly because she had no choice and clogs were better than nothing. The shoes my brothers wore were those handed down from my father, save for the rare times when my mother could scrape together the money to buy new ones. The more children that came, the less money there was to scrape together, and I was last in line.

And just as I was thinking of this, I heard the sound outside, the heavy footsteps in the street, the halt at the door and the temporary silence before the faint clicking came of a key being fitted into the lock.

She heard it too, and instantly put down her needle and thread, and pushed me off her lap. ‘Go upstairs, ’arry,’ she whispered. ’Go to bed.’

I didn’t have to be told twice. The fear had rushed through me at those very sounds, and I dashed up the stairs once more and got into bed.

It didn’t take long before I knew he was in the house. I heard the rumbling of his voice, then the faint pleading sounds of my mother’s. She would be asking him about the shoes, I thought. The rumbling grew louder and louder, and erupted into violent roars and curses.

The trembling went through my body. I did what I always did during these moments. I pulled the covers over my head to shut out the sounds.
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