
Saints and Communists 

 

 Heh.  What you doing down there? 

 I was slouching with my back up against the stump of an old oak tree.  I could 

not see Jake but I knew from the tone in his voice that he had been looking me over 

for a long time. 

 Heh.  What are you reading? 

 He came over and sat beside me in the tall grass. I had been studying the palm 

of my right hand for some few minutes but a book lay open on my lap.  Distracted, I 

looked at the book.  He lay back in the warm sun, smiling. 

 

 

I never felt as if there was a war.  It never felt like a war.  I read in books about men 

and women and war, but nothing seemed to fit, none of it seemed to relate to any of 

those things that happened in the village.  True, many of the young lads had gone.  

There was Paul Stevens from Rose Avenue.  He had gone.  And Andy Connelly, who 

had lived in the bungalow at the end of our terrace.  And there was my Daniel who 

had left me in January. There were blackouts and the low drone of the high bombers 

and Mrs March's shed, which was doodle-bugged, only it wasn't a direct hit.  Just 

near enough to clear a space between the vegetable patch and the clothes line and turn 

up most of her potatoes.  But it never really felt like a war.  I could never be sure that 

Germany was a worthy enemy.  My mad aunt Hadtje was aus Munchen and though 

she did get me mad occasionally and on one particularly nasty occasion in particular 

which I won't go into now for reasons of brevity and propriety, I had liked her a great 

deal.  Of those who had gone, Paul, from Rose Avenue, had grown moody and blue 

and his father had said he was very proud.  I am proud. His dad had a habit of talking 

to me in the Post Office queue, which irritated since I disliked taking to anyone 

outside of my own age group, especially Paul's father.  The queue, however, was 

usually reasonably short and the quick service made the ordeal more bearable.  Andy 

Connelly on the other hand, was full of stories about how dandy it would all be and 

his mother got sick and had to have the doctor out before he left.  Daniel came later. 

 

Gone to war.  War to me sounded like an exotic country with palms and beaches of 

white sand.  The films at the cinema were an army of unfocused flickering grey 

images of marching soldiers and their rolling tanks.  You could never be sure if the 

trees were palms or if the beaches were white in Algiers or at Dunkirk.  Most of the 

footage of this dramatic retreat had been shot at the location of various Dunkirks of 

the British coast.  My father had said as much. 

 

Still all this was sacrilegious or unpatriotic or whatever.  I had to keep my head down 

and had to keep myself mum about everything and about these things especially.  

There were experiments going on in Germany and atrocities beyond even the 

imagination.  How I tried to imagine.  I had been trying to imagine when Jake had 

found me at the tree stump.  It could be said that I had experimented myself.  I was 

sure that my parents could never have imagined, and yet they had.  Such is the nature 



of the imagination.   

 

 But there was a war on to be sure.  My dad certainly believed so. And yet there 

were these thoughts exploding in my head that it never felt as if there were any kind 

of real war.  This was a war where the only fighting was in the school yard, or outside 

the pub. It was a war where sheds were demolished and the young lads went away 

and never wrote however often you wrote them.  It was no kind of war.  Still if we all 

pulled together, we would pull through and things would return to normal.  And if I 

think back over what was normal then everything appears to have been odd always.  I 

certainly do hope some things return.  Like my Daniel and fruits.  Oranges at 

Christmas.  Sometimes was seemed to be a tedious thing, dull and devoid of all 

pleasure.  Though what it was dull and devoid of was Daniel only. Truth be told, war 

was full of the new found pleasures of the unusual and the unpredictable.  A fullness 

of life and a sparse spread at Christmas.  And adventure.  And Jake.  And me. 

 

 

 Jake was my American GI.  Jake was sensible.  The sun had disappeared 

behind a wedge of black cloud.  There was a storm brewing. 

 Shall we go in? asked Jake. 

 Jake was too sensible always.  Daniel and me would have weathered any storm 

under this tree.  We called it the tree though it had been chopped right back when I 

was still quite small. 

 But it's only a stump now. 

 He had a point.  We began to walk back towards the village.   

 I thought Jake was a fine figure.  Slow and strong and adept at making things 

work.  Being with him made me feel good.  Not at all at ease, you understand.  Only 

good.  I kept this mum.  Jake fancied Bess Chillum.  And then I suppose I had to 

fancy her too.  Only I couldn't comprehend why.  It wasn't her legs.  They were fat 

and stumpy and her arms were long thin arms.  Nonetheless my GI friend and I found 

her very attractive.  I didn't ask him for any kind of explanation.  I simply agreed with 

him when he lay on his back and in his mock American accent said, 

 She's gonna make me mad wearing a skirt like that. 

 Which made me giggle. 

 I knew it should be obvious as to the whys and wherefores of her 

attractiveness.  Perhaps he didn't really know for sure either or perhaps if I did ask 

him it would explain itself away.  Anyway, I didn't.  And when she came one day and 

sat beside the stump with me, I was bored and fidgeted. 

 You gonna kiss me then? 

 Sure am.  I said. 

 And I did too. 

 

 

 What you been writing?  asked Jake.  Your mam says you was writing. 

 I thought about writing often but actually did very little, so it came as a surprise 

to Jake to find me magicked away in my room.  But when the words came to me, I 



would write.  Then I wrote often and keenly for days at a time.  And when the words 

no longer came, I would get lonely and blue.  They came and went.  But I never tried 

to force the words.  Never to manipulate or overdo them.  Always I knew, they would 

return with new stories and then I would plot their journeys. 

 You ben writing about Bess? 

 I hadn't.  Actually I had been studying my grimy nails, hypnotized by the 

wonder of accumulated detritus, having used all my words writing myself letters from 

Daniel. 

 Daniel says: Whatever happens we are still both really special people.  That is 

what is important, you and me, he says. When I think and I am thinking of you. I am 

thinking how important it is that you are important to me. And very special, he adds.  

And then he looks into the middle distance shrugs his shoulders casually and tells me, 

 I need more space. 

 What sort of space do you want? I can give you space. I say but am thinking,  

There are so many things he doesn't yet know.  So much we can do together. 

 That is not the kind of space I need, he tells me. 

 And he is right.  I am such a crowd.  

 I am not like you, he says, there it is. 

 I do no think that he understands. 

 

 

 

 I'm sorry.  It's no good. 

 Bess was being soppy again.   

 What's no good, Bess? I asked. 

 I've been seeing someone else. 

 There was a pause while my mind slowed to take this in.  Bess didn't pause 

often and never for long.  She began again. 

 I'm sorry, she said and started crying. 

 What's his name?  I suddenly felt like one of ten most important people in the 

world.  I was the president of the United States of America.  The Fuhrer.  Stalin.  I  

wanted to make my peoples dance to my tune.  I felt the need to run amok across half 

of Europe.  I didn't even wait for an answer.  There she was mumbling apologetic 

over the broken vows of our teenage infatuation, and I?  I was freed for all eternity.  

But my feelings of elation did not last out even the afternoon. Within the hour they 

were spent.  How lonely the president of the United States of America must feel.  

Until then I had always been looking upward and now I found that it wasn't the 

heights I truly loved. Dizzily I returned home and wrote Daniel, hoping that eternity 

wasn't to last all that long after all. 

 On the second day Jake came round. 

 Heh, where've you ben? 

 Jake, aren't you sore at me? 

 Over Bess?  Naw.  She's not worth it. 

 And so we went out, down to the stream behind our row of houses, and built a 

dam to fill the already fading afternoon with boyhood just as it flowed away from us. 



 

 

 

 What can you tell me about Daniel? 

 I was sitting with my back against the scaly bark of the oak stump.  I was 

asking myself questions that I couldn't answer, the stump couldn't answer, Jake 

couldn't answer. 

 Can you tell me that he is dressed?  That he is cleaning his bike?  That he has 

taken down the Valentine's card I sent him?  Can you tell me he still has itches and 

urges?  Can you tell me that his skin is soft?  Or sore?  Can you tell me that he is 

happy?  Can you say how to make him happy?  Are you sure that he is still searching 

for someone very very special?  Searching for someone with whom to spend all of his 

time. 

 What can you tell me? 

 We were still sat beside the stump with the sun beating upon us sunnily.  Jake 

was retelling me what we thought was an extraordinary love story.  In it Jake's sister 

had decided to marry.  The groom was thirty years her senior and Jake's parents, who 

were not known for their liberalism had threatened to kill him.  She was brave.  They 

were unreasonable.  I had heard it all before.  I began to listen to myself. 

 I had not known that Sally Partridd, “Partridge” would be the one to take my 

Daniel away.  I had sat next to her in class. How I hated those history afternoons.  

How could I have known.  I certainly wouldn't have sat with her. Talked to her. 

Questioned her. Sat with her. Smiled at her.  But these questions I asked. About her 

Daniel.  About somebody else's Daniel.  Great great great argumentative saint Daniel. 

 

 

 

I am glad that I finished with Bess.  I think that Jake was as well, though he says that 

he wasn't ever jealous.  He is such a communist.  Always so practical.  And to think 

that I thought he could be my American GI.  It wasn't to be.  He was born the wrong 

side of the Bering Strait. 

 The fact is,  I still like Daniel too much.  That is the terrible truth.   I write to 

him and in his way he writes back.   That is of course in the widest possible sense.  

He lifts his pen but he has nothing to say.  Or he cannot find the words.  There are 

these letters of his that I never receive.  Empty letters.  Imaginary letters. 

 I doubt we could ever be anything other than special friends.  

 And in its way, war clears its throat and speaks to me:  In our village I am the 

only one to have felt the full impact of the war... this pulling away when everyone 

else is pulling together.  This emptiness. 

 But every time I turn, he is still here.  Talking with Bess.  Smoking with Bess 

in the bunker.  War that might have taken him away from me, has left his memory 

behind.  My dad says simply that Daniel is too young to fight.  That they are all too 

young. 

 How long do you think it will last, I ask him. 

 Perhaps four or five years, he says.  I know that he is exaggerating.  Nobody 



thinks it will be long like the last war.  I cannot imagine. 

 Four or five years of Sal and Bess and the bunker. Four or five years of 

emptiness and Jake. 

 I wrote to him, if you forget about me, you might just as well forget about 

yourself. 

 

 

 

 Mam says, Can you take these apples round to old Mrs Ammity's at number 

53? 

 I dunno.  I was going round to see Jake.   If you give us one've them I might. 

 But I had to take them round without reward.  She stared at me hard and long.  

I was lucky to have apples and Mrs Ammity wasn't so lucky not having any.  My 

mother had many such faces and always she was keen to employ them.  I had to take 

the apples and I had to check that Mrs Ammity wasn't suffering from any ailments 

and I was to ask if she needed any jobs doing or errands to be run. 

 And remind her, I'll be round on Saturday, finished Mam. 

 These speeches were well rehearsed and always left me feeling cheated.  Bitter, 

I left the house and walked down the street in silence.  Yet, I quickly forgot about Mrs 

Ammity and her apples and even the sight of her face at the window of number 53 

that last time, failed to remind me.  Soon I found myself at the tree.  I polished an 

apple and began to eat. 

 

 

When I am waking it is to a waking world where he has forgotten me and I have not 

forgotten him.  Where I can imagine our war romance with dances and train platform 

farewells.  Where I can really believe he has gone off to fight in some war, in some 

foreign land, some far off place I have never heard of.  Where I can believe that he 

may return, though he may never return.  And I can believe that I will marry an 

American GI with American cigarettes and nylon tights.  And I am proud.  I have my 

pride.  My medal.  His life.  And though I have my new romance, my American GI, I 

will always be thinking of him. But the war and its endless newsreels can only ever 

be the battle between him me everyone else played out large in the nations of the 

world.  Four or five years. 

 What you thinking of?  asked Jake.  He was leaned up so close beside me I 

could smell the milky socialism on his breath.  We sunned ourselves beside the stump 

and ate from the bag of apples meant for Mrs Ammity. 

 The war, I replied.  The war was all we ever talked about as if this was all that 

we had in common.  The war, I repeated.  And having thought a little I added, bombs. 

 Heh,  said Jake, do you think they'll drop any more bombs here? 

 Jake had been quite excited with the sight of Mrs March's potato patch.  He 

told me that his father, who always said that the war was an awful waste, was 

thinking of organising a potato collection in the village for poor Mrs March.  So they 

were all communists, I decided, the whole family. 

 Bombs, I mused. Perhaps, I replied. 



 And as the bombers in thick clouds swarmed overhead, drawing their 

hieroglyphics and dropping their punctuation marks, I felt guilt.  That week I saw a 

full stop drop.  From the pages of our friendship, down the line of acacias in 

Pankhurst Avenue to number 53.  Mrs Ammity was in her shelter.  She survived.  And 

so did the ruin.  Her ruin. 

 Daniel had said, I cannot be friends with you in the way you ask STOP you are 

impossible STOP 

 It's true FULL STOP   I added. 

 And Emily Ammity's house came crashing down. 

 We came to call No.53 the house, though it was only a ruin and we came to be 

here almost as often as we had gone to the tree which was only a stump.  Somewhere 

in the rubble and confusion the apples were forgotten.  But not by me. 

 I started going to church to ask God to take away these feelings.  I told 

everyone that mam made me pray for some distant cousin who was fighting, except 

that distant cousin was me.   And perhaps that is why I didn't get better.  There was 

worse to come; whole cities in Germany, communities in London. 

 

 

 Those days of youth meant much to me.  They were hard, but not very.  And 

they taught me to expect much of love something I have never been able to 

completely correct.  In those days when I said love something always happened; I lost 

a friend, I was in a fight, I got a detention, my parents sent me to the doctor.  My 

relationships brought with them their casualties.  In time knew it was better to say 

nothing. 

 

 

 

 Jake. 

 I had initiated the conversation for once. 

 Yeah? 

 Did you really hate me when I was seeing Bess? 

 Naw, said Jake, she's just a gal.  Don't get me wrong.  I still fancy her an all.  

But you're a friend and that's different.  Special right. 

 Right,  I agreed. 

 We shared an apple.  I thought about mam and I thought about Mrs Amity.  The 

sun bent lower between our shoulders.  The stump began to make my back ache.  I 

decided to force the moment to its crisis. 

 Heh, Jake? 

 Yeah. 

 Race you to the house, I shouted and I was already up and running. 

 Didn't have the words.  Then.  

 

 

 


