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To Brigid




▪ CHAPTER ONE ▪


The lush, green, horse-studded landscape was taken over by trees as he climbed. The road was now a narrow tunnel winding through rising sandy banks knotted with roots; it was as though the trees on either side had started once to march down to the road and their antlers had locked in combat. The pale urban boy, increasingly uneasy at the loss of light, tried to jog a little but the heavy army boots he wore were rubbing sore watery sacs along the backs of his heels and every painful step, it seemed, must burst them, glueing his socks to his feet. Raw khaki chafed his wrists and the insides of his legs and had raised a red semi-circle along his white neck. He had very white skin and his pale green eyes, like pebbles under water, flickered anxiously from side to side and over his shoulder at every crack of twig, rustle of bird or animal in the undergrowth. Two huge white eyes suddenly veered out at him. He flattened himself against the bank until he saw that they were the white ends of hewn tree trunks. He swore, the words hung like dirty smoke in the still air.


When he stepped out again, in control of his heart beats, there was a crashing, cracking of branches breaking, great ragged gasps; an enormous body plunged over him, a hoof clipped a burning line across his head, hooves cracked across the road and diminished in the sand and leaf falls on the opposite bank. The reek of sweat dissipated in the dampness.


His skull was falling apart; he sat in the road, holding the two halves together like a split apple. After some minutes, he removed one hand gingerly and ran a finger along the bloody parting in his hair; it seemed that his head was still intact. He lurched across the road and, grabbing roots, hauled himself up the bank and landed on his knees in a thicket of bilberry bushes and stood up to find himself in a little track beaten down by the horse. He examined the scratches on his hands, as one unaccustomed to such things, and climbed upwards through beech and birch and bracken; cold berries dangled against his face; now the ground changed into soft piles of pine-needles, invading his shoes, and the air was sour and fungoid. He was lost in a maze of pines. He blundered on, not knowing if he was awake or asleep in one of his dreams of wandering through strange landscapes; wide plains where prehistoric ruminants suddenly raised their heads from grazing to charge; or climbing endless intricate steel staircases, white-lit tunnels; fleeing through ornately furnished and brocaded rooms and tapestried corridors of empty mansions; sitting in dark trains and suddenly seeing the incomprehensible name of a wrong station flashing past.


‘If I am asleep I will wake up,’ he thought, ‘or perhaps I am dead – killed by that horse, and the dreams were a presentiment of the hell in which I am doomed to wander endlessly.’


His head was aching badly and the next time he tripped he rolled under a tree which spread its branches to the ground like a dark umbrella, and eased himself into the soft bowl beneath and, with no thought of why he was there, fell asleep.


He was half-dreaming of a black sky with two moons. He opened his eyes; the moon hung high above the leaves. He crawled out; stars shimmered among clouds and a crescent-shaped light shone from the window of a black house in the valley below him. He could see now that he was at the edge of the wood and if he climbed a fence and crossed two sloping fields he could reach the house.


Great drenched cattle lay in the grass and lifted their heads but did not attack as he passed among them. He longed to release his feet from the torturing boots and feel the cold grass on them, but the laces were tied in sodden sandy knots and he feared lurking snakes and thistles. His trousers soaked up the dew until they were soggy to the knees. His body felt light and empty like a skeleton leaf bowled along by the wind. At last he climbed a low stone wall, fuzzy with plants and lichens, and stood in the gardens of the house called St Cloud. Black trees rustled, black water glittered. Whoever had ordered the boxy burglar alarm jutting from the wall had neglected to close the little scimitar-shaped upstairs window lit from within like a crescent moon. The thick stems of ancient creeper provided an easy ladder. He landed on soft carpet in the soft air of the sleeping house.


Snoring mowed the air, cut swathes through the darkness, deadening the banging of his heart which, it seemed, must set the whole house jangling. His hands tightened into fists. A clock’s chime flattened him against the wall between two heavy chests but the rhythm of the snores was unbroken. He tried a little door at the end of the passage; it opened onto a narrow flight of uncarpeted stairs. They shrieked under his boots and the door at the top screamed back at them as he opened it and closed it behind him, wedging a chairback under the handle, and stood in a shaft of pearly moonlight. Beads from a broken necklace rolled under his feet as he stepped forward, dusty pearls; oyster satin dancing shoes pointed their toes, frozen in a ghostly foxtrot; the amber eyes of a fox fur dangling over a chair back glittered sightlessly at handbags, boxes, a chipped bowl and ewer. A table under the window was cluttered with candlesticks, picture frames, photographs, tortoiseshell combs, clips, rhinestones, a butterfly wing cigarette case, magazines, a sea horse, artificial flowers, a champagne cork; dead ephemera glimmering in the moonlight’s lustre. A baby’s cot was folded against the wall. He ripped off the intolerable uniform and stood for a few moments letting the moonlight lap his sore skin like cool water. A long chest stood against a wall; flakes of old gold paint fell from his fingers as he lifted its lid. He threw out a pile of mothy army blankets and heaps of photographs and then he encountered a heavy manila envelope and drew out of it a sheaf of papers, half-charred and stained, as if they had been pulled from a fire and soused with water. He knelt down to read them, then, shivering, reached for something to wrap round himself. He pulled a once-white satin and tulle dress from a chair and, putting it round his shoulders, stared at the blotchy words like drowned crane flies in dry pools of ink.


He had read the words before, but not in this form. He had seen this long-legged writing before, but not saying these words. He put two of the blankets back in the chest and climbed in, wrapping himself in the satin dress to ward off itchiness, pulled the other blanket on top of him and soon fell asleep. The blanket slipped back from his shoulder and he lay in the moonlight, mouth slightly open, like a drunken bride in a coffin.


Downstairs, in the master bedroom, Rex’s lips parted in a slight smile. He was swimming across a lake. The stems of lilies parted gently as he swam and closed slowly on the glassy green path he clove through the water, each flower incandescent, filled with light, opened to show golden filaments drenched with a sweet scent. He was aware of being perfectly happy. ‘Praise my soul the King of Heaven’ burst from his lips and the sound of a great orchestra swelled from the lilies and filled the air. He longed for the lake to be endless, suspended in eternity, so that he could swim like this forever through the music and the lilies, but on the bank stood his brother and then he was in his arms, weeping on his shoulder tears of pure joy. ‘Ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven …’


He woke to immediate disappointment so bitter that a thick tear ran from each eye into the pillow in which he buried his face to hide from the morning which had snatched perfect happiness from him. He was lured out by the smell of coffee rising from a cup on the little table beside the bed. Music from a radio downstairs drifted through the floor. ‘What’ll I do with just a photograph to tell my troubles to?’ Why were they playing that old song now that his father used to sing? Rex took a sip of his coffee and rose heavily and walked over to the looking-glass.


‘Weltschmertz,’ he said. ‘Angst,’ replied the tall blond tousled man in a striped nightshirt who stared back at him.


‘What’s it all for?’, he asked as he poured oil from a cut-glass decanter into his bath and stepped into the blue foam. ‘What’ll I do when you are far away and I am blue, what’ll I do?’ he hummed. Why should anyone play that old song now, that Father used to sing when Father and Mother, both dead, and brother, dead to him, were so happy; at least Father, Mother and he had been so happy; he didn’t know if Stanley had ever been so. ‘I was good then,’ he said aloud to the steam blooming round the gold taps. ‘I could’a had class. I could’a bin a contender.’


‘But I am a contender,’ he cried, springing up girdled with bubbles. What if everything he had written for the last thirty years, however successful in terms of sales, had been compared unfavourably by the critics to Silence. Work, work, work; that was his only salvation. Back in the bedroom his sleeve caught the rim of the cup as he dressed. The coffee spread in a slow stain into the washed silk carpet.


‘You might have brought your cup down,’ complained Daphne, his wife, looking up from the newspaper. ‘It really isn’t fair on Mrs Finch.’ He sat down opposite her at the breakfast table, savage because she had got The Times first, and poured himself another cup of coffee.


‘Oh! isn’t that nice,’ she cried. ‘To Penny and James, twin daughters, (Lucy and Emily) sisters for Piers, Dominic, Toby, Edward and Christian. Deo Gratias.’


‘I don’t see anything nice in that. In very poor taste, advertising such incontinence, I should think.’


‘They must be so happy. How they longed for a little girl to complete their family. And now they’ve got two – what a blessed bonus. I can just see the little boys, filing into the nursery, Piers, his little face all solemn and screwed up, very much the elder brother, has his finger on his lips as they peep into the twin white cradles bedecked with pink –’


‘If I might be permitted to glance at the Deaths,’ broke in Rex.


‘I think I’ll write a story about that little family,’ Daphne went on. ‘Only I think I might make the babies handicapped,’ she added thoughtfully, staring into the marmalade as Rex snatched the paper from her. ‘That’s the difference between us – I read the Births first, you read the Deaths. I wonder whose death you hope to see anyway? I admit to being snobbish enough to assume that anyone I know would be in the obituaries. Well, I’ll leave you to it, you old ghoul.’ She pecked dryly at his forehead. ‘See you at elevenses. Thank God I’m on the side of Life!’ she flung back at him.


‘I notice neither of us reads the marriages,’ he muttered as he found she had eaten all the toast. He picked up a spoon and was caught eating marmalade from the jar by Mrs Finch when she made her silent entrance.


Upstairs in the attic a boy was wrestling with the two problems of the bathroom and breakfast. As Mrs Finch stood at the kitchen sink she thought she saw a figure dodge behind a tree in the garden but when she opened the back door she could see no one.


At eleven o’clock she carried a silver tray of coffee and biscuits into the morning room and rang a little bell to summon Rex and Daphne from their respective rooms. They almost scampered in like children released from lessons, tall, elegant children freed from spilling words out of their coiffured heads.


‘Ah, coffee. Nothing like it for restoring the old parched grey matter!’ said Lord Muck, rubbing his hands as he did every morning.


‘Choccy biccies! Mrs Finch, you spoil us!’ said Lady Muck, taking two, as if she hadn’t written chocolate biscuits herself on the shopping list she left for Mrs Finch on a melamine board on the kitchen wall, so that Mrs Finch had to copy it down on a piece of paper.


‘Get much work done?’ asked Daphne.


‘I’ve given the kitchen a thorough going-over and done the stairs and the bedrooms. I managed to get that stain out of the Chinese carpet. I took a J-cloth and a bit of …’


‘Dear Finchy, I’m sure you’ve done lots of marvellous things. I don’t know how we’d manage without you, but I was actually speaking to Rex….’


‘Pardon me, I’m sure,’ said Mrs Finch and left the room.


‘As a matter of fact I haven’t.’ Rex had stood by the window watching the clouds drift across the lake. St Cloud, which he had inherited from his father, took its name, he had imagined as a child, from the clouds mirrored in the lilies and rushes of its small lake. His father had stipulated that the grey house, hung with green creepers that burned scarlet in autumn so that it seemed that flames ran up the walls, go to his elder son; in fact his second son Stanley was only five minutes younger than Rex.


He had been standing watching the clouds when the telephone rang.


‘Maud rang. It seems that Seamus has disappeared.’


Daphne fitted a black Sobranie into a black and marcasite holder and waited for Rex to light it.


‘What a bore,’ said Rex, voicing their joint verdict. ‘What does she expect me to do about it?’ They both knew he would do nothing.


‘When she insisted on calling him Seamus I didn’t realise he would take it literally.’


Seamus was the result of an affair he had had some fifteen years ago, now much regretted. Daphne never forgot to send a birthday card to Seamus; some of them still withered dustily, unopened, on hall tables in various rooming houses in North London. She had once intercepted an ill-spelled request for football boots and had purchased a pair two sizes too large to allow for growth and with plastic studs instead of the metal ones he had stipulated, for she assumed that Seamus was an unsporting little boy who would kick his opponents, and posted them off. There had been no acknowledgment. Nor had there been any thanks for Rex’s old copies of Bevis, the Story of a Boy and Stalky & Co. Daphne every year also wrote his birthday in large black letters on Rex’s engagement calendar lest he forget either his sin or her forgiveness of it.


‘I told you it would be unkind to take him away from that council school,’ she said now. ‘It was obvious to me that the poor child would be a fish out of water among nicely brought-up boys.’




▪ CHAPTER TWO ▪


Three red-brick villas, Faith, Hope and Charity, stood together in a back street in Dorking. Stanley Beaumont leaned against the window of an upstairs room in Hope Villa, as inappropriately named a domicile for him as either of its neighbours, a caricature or cheap copy of his brother Rex. Whereas Rex’s legs were long and slim, Stanley’s were thin and slightly bowed; Rex’s hair was still a golden crown, and his brother’s dry brown curls were tipped with grey; large blue eyes looked out of both faces but Stanley’s were a paler blue and blinked behind a pair of glasses which at some time had required first-aid with elastoplast. Rex’s body, lissom from regular games of squash, was clothed in soft silks and cashmeres; Stanley’s corduroy trousers had come from Tesco and his yellowed linen jacket and shirt were from the Help the Aged shop and still bore a faint sour smell from rubbing shoulders with the clothes of the dead. A white coat, blotched with tomato sauce, and a pair of checked cook’s trousers hung on the back of the door. It was always raining outside Stanley’s window; a dripping overflow which he had failed to fix and no one else had bothered to, splashed down relentlessly. He had let his watch get into the steam of the kettle; its face was blurred like an old servant in tears, and foolish tears started into his own eyes at the sight of a young mother with a pram in the sun. Bright chrome wheels rolled, the baby laughed, birds sang, bees flew in and out of the purple irises whose green blades stabbed his heart; all getting on with their lives, all with a purpose. He turned away from the window, wiping the mist from his glasses. To face, each morning, at his age, this brown carpet, this chipped veneer chest of drawers, to scrape the face staring out of a speckled glass balanced above the sink behind a curtain hung on a rusty string, to heat little messes of food on a Baby Belling in the corner of a rented room, and use a shared bathroom surreptitiously; to know that his body has proved worthy of this stained moquette chair and that at the end of the day it must subside into this narrow, lumpy bed, to know all this and to rise again each morning demands a sort of heroism.


The overflow dripped; reedy music wailed from the radio. Stanley, anticipating the high spot of his day, assembled the constituents of happiness: the Times crossword, a sharp pencil, a packet containing two cigarettes, a book of matches bearing the name La Golondrina. Downstairs the clock struck nine. Transitory pleasure. At nine-fifteen he was faced with that deadest of artifacts, a completed crossword puzzle. Before ten o’clock he had composed an alternative set of clues. He smoked his second cigarette. He read the paper; births, deaths, marriages, wars, sport, business, courtrooms; all in another world from his little cell. He made some Camp coffee and washed his cup and saucer. He washed a shirt and pair of pants and socks and hung them on a string across the window to dry. At last, there being nothing else to do, he reeled a piece of paper into his old black typewriter.


‘I’m here.’


He typed a swear word without looking up and then a row of xxxs over it.


‘Me’s come,’ the voice amended, perhaps thinking that a cuter statement would elicit a response.


‘So I see.’


The little figure of his landlady’s three-year-old grandson Jason, who lived with her, his mother being absent more often than not and his father unknown, stood in the doorway, thumbs stuck in the straps of his dungarees, the sun making a golden aureole of his curly head.


‘Wotcher doin’?’ said Jason, coming in and putting a tiny grimy hand on the typewriter. Stanley wondered, as often before, how he could be so dirty so early in the morning.


‘Incha got nothin’ to do?’ he asked kindly.


‘Yes.’


‘Can I have a drink?’


‘No.’


‘I’m firsty.’ The soft lips trembled threateningly.


‘I haven’t got anything you like – only coffee.’


‘I like coffee.’ Jason jumped heavily up and down in a display of enthusiasm.


In a second Stanley saw himself rising, making a cup of coffee and handing it to Jason who gulped it, scalded his mouth, howled and dropped the cup, scalding his chest. Ambulance, accusations, remorse, remorse.


‘I’m going to get my bottle and you can put some coffee in it for me.’


Stanley recalled having seen a baby’s bottle of greyish brown liquid suspended from Jason’s mouth.


‘No,’ he roared.


Jason opened his mouth and emitted a prolonged wail which gradually trailed away round the bend of the stairs.


Stanley heard a woman’s voice shout, ‘I’ve had just about enough of you! Get to bed!’


After this Stanley couldn’t settle to his typing; Jason’s misery oozed like heavy vapour through the floorboards. He took his shopping bag and set out for the shops. Involuntarily he glanced up as he closed the gate and saw a little face, thumb in mouth, finger in nose, resting against a fluffy animal at an upstairs window. As he closed the gate, the front door opened and his landlady, head bristling with rollers under a chiffon scarf shouted, ‘You’re wanted on the phone!’


‘Me? Who? Why? Thank you,’ gasped Stanley all at once as he fumbled with the gate and barged clumsily back in with his shopping bag, tripping over a hoover. In all the years he had lived in this house he had never had a phone call.


‘I hope you’re not going to make a habit of this,’ said Mr. Herring, standing in the doorway of her lounge to witness this unprecedented occurrence. As Stanley picked up the telephone anxiety suffused his chest so that he could hardly croak ‘Hello.’ A strong cosmetic scent came from the receiver.


‘Stanley Beaumont?’


‘This is Martin Timothy.’ He paused as if expecting a reaction but when only the sound of a hoover came from his earpiece, went on ‘… I’ve had an awful job tracking you down. No one seemed to know where to get hold of you.’


He might as well have added, ‘Everybody, if they had heard of you, assumed that you were dead.’


‘Then I hit on the idea of contacting your brother. I’m sorry, did you say something? Anyway—I’ve just taken over the poetry list at Wimbush and Plant. I’m compiling a new anthology of Second World War poets and I thought it would be nice to include some pieces by conscientious objectors, to give the other side of the picture, as it were; I wondered if we could have lunch? How about Tuesday next week, do you know Feely’s? Good. One o’clock on Tuesday then. I look forward to it.’


Click. Stanley was left standing with the dialling tone boring into his ear.


‘I hope this isn’t the thin edge of the wedge,’ said Mrs Herring in a voice full of dust.


‘The other side of the picture,’ said Stanley in his room.


He saw as if in an old film Rex and Daphne at the altar, Daphne in a white dress, Rex’s arm distinguished by a sling. Behind them, in the front pew, his parents, Ronnie and Boy. Ronnie bidding to outshine the bride and Major ‘Boy’ Beaumont in dress uniform. His own nails, still grained with coaldust on the prayer book, a bubble in his throat blocking the cry that it was he who should be standing there with Daphne, that Rex had stolen his girl. The reception, and Ronnie plucking a white feather from her boa and handing it to him in front of all the guests; her disgraced son who was a conchie and had been sent from prison down the mine. Ronnie and Boy had been killed when a palm tree crashed onto their car on the Corniche and Stanley was left unabsolved.


It seemed that since then he had dedicated his life to becoming the poor specimen they had thought him, as if he might redeem himself by proving them right. When Ronnie had read the story of the Sleeping Beauty to her twins, Rex’s golden head nestling in her lap and Stanley coffined in his sheets, fingering his eczema, it seemed to him that at their christening the good fairy hadn’t known there were two babies and had given all her gifts to Rex and then the bad fairy had flown in and pointed at Stanley and screeched, ‘He shall have glasses and eczema and keep falling over and nobody will care when he hurts his knees.’ His father came into the nursery.


‘All aboard the Dreamland Express!’


He hooted like a train and put his hands round Ronnie’s waist and they chugged out of the room.


Stanley had sent Ronnie and Boy a copy of his book of poems entitled The Profane Comedy, a set of cantos based on his experience in the pit; it came back by return post with two pages still uncut. Rex, healing his father’s disappointment that he had not made the Army his career, brought glory to the family name with a novel which was said to speak for wartime youth. Rex and Daphne inherited St Cloud and embarked on their famous series of detective stories; they would sit at opposite ends of a polished table which reflected their silver inkstands, writing with feather pens, with bright young faces as their quills tore into the piles of white paper. A baby’s crying disturbed their work and a young woman named Finch was brought in to quieten it.


The telephone call from Martin Timothy, absurd youth with two Christian names, had come several years too late. Stanley was like a prisoner who after years of trying to claw his way out of a dungeon has resigned himself to the darkness and crouches in a corner, hiding his eyes from the light when the cell door is at last opened. He had no intention of presenting his grey face at Feely’s, whatever or wherever that was. How right Ronnie and Boy had been in returning ‘The Profane Comedy’ unread. He wished he had not read it himself. Even after all these years its memory brought a blush to his cheek. He cursed the publisher’s lack of judgement, and cruelty in pandering to a young man’s vanity. If he had not been taken in by those worthless vainglorious verses, Stanley might have been a happy man today instead of his brother’s distorted shadow. He might have a wife and children, a little shop. He saw himself dipping a metal scoop into a bag of grain, harvests running through his fingers, gardens flowering in his hand. He might close the shop at night, pleasantly tired from a useful day’s work and, over supper, amuse his wife with funny anecdotes about the customers. They would work in the garden together on Sundays and take the dog for walks and visit their grandchildren, for the children would be grown-up by now and they could look back and laugh over the worries and sleepless nights spent over measles and exams, and unsuitable boyfriends. A son might even join him in the business, and they might expand and take over the premises next door. A signpainter in white overalls put the finishing touch to the sign ‘Stanley Beaumont and Son’. The family stood on the pavement looking up with pride. His wife’s eyes were misty. Stanley knew what she was feeling and put his arm around her shoulder, giving it a little squeeze. His own eyes were not guiltless of moisture; he pretended he had got a fly in one of them, but she saw through him. She always did.


‘You bloody old fool,’ said Stanley aloud.


He stared angrily round his room. Why on earth had he thought he wanted that pink soapstone elephant, bought for a few pence at a jumble sale? Hadn’t he known how it would stand on the dusty shelf trumpeting loneliness through its pink trunk?




▪ CHAPTER THREE ▪


Four months earlier Seamus and his mother had emerged from the darkness of Archway Road tube station into sunshine splintered by pneumatic drills and the sound of breaking pavements; the only flowers here blossomed on the canopies of high glittering prams. They walked for some time before turning into a side street, checking house and shop numbers as they went until they stopped between a small handbag factory and a Cypriot grocer’s. Maud rooted in the canvas sack she carried for a piece of paper. Crouching down while lipsticks, cigarettes, books, papers, a comb, an old orange, blue-green with mould, more poisonous puffball or mossy tennis ball than fruit, flowed onto the pavement beside her.


‘I think this orange is past its best. Put it in a litter bin, would you, Seamus?’ As he kicked it into the gutter, a greenish powder rose from its skin.


‘Ah! here it is. Yes, this is definitely the place but I can’t think that …’


It was a tall peeling grey-painted stucco building with the name ‘Magic Carnival Novelties’ in faded fairground lettering on a painted sign above its door. Behind its dusty window lay heaps of glittering excelsior, red, green, gold, blue, silver foil trumpets, feathered squeakers, paper fans, black eye-masks and animal faces, a skull, peashooters, magic daggers, tricks, jokes, little silk Chinese drums, paper accordions, flutes, indoor fireworks, joss-sticks, balloons, spangles, sparklers, sequins; gimcrack geegaws, evanescent glitter.


A father, a mother and a child stopped beside Maud and Seamus for a moment.


‘Look at that! Oh, I wish I could have one of those!’


The parents on the hot pavement in the diesel fumes saw with jaded adult eyes that the mouths of the trumpets were dimmed with dust and their gold paint was cracking and the skins of the balloons were wrinkling and perishing in the sun.


‘You don’t want none of those – they’re a waste of money,’ said the father, pulling the child along. ‘Load of rubbish,’ said the mother. ‘Well, no use standing here melting in the sun,’ said Maud and pushed open the shop door.


It seemed appropriate that the proprietor of this emporium should be a giant, the false nose he wore barely covered his own. When they entered he was demonstrating a set of fragile windchimes to a potential customer; the glass splintered at his breath. He picked up a paper fan which tore in his huge fingers and let it fall in a melancholy way to the floor; he shuffled through bits of broken toys as he escorted her to the door when she left without buying anything. His wares seemed designed to make any party a disaster. ‘Good morning, Madam – may I help you?’ he asked, turning to Maud. Her head just reached the expanding steel armbands he wore on his shirt-sleeves. Maud started to explain about the advertisement for accommodation when a bold balloon bobbed across the floor perilously near his feet. He stepped back on it. ‘Ah! yes,’ he said, ignoring the small explosion. ‘If you would care to look at the rooms.’ He led them up a broken wooden staircase to the top of the house; through open doors they could see stacks of old gilded picture frames, dusty stone figures of cherubs and nymphs, dry fountains, broken marble-topped tables, a tail-less rocking horse who stared at them with amber glass eyes.


‘Would you look at the darling Dobbin,’ cried Maud.


Seamus, who had been looking, averted his eyes. On the third floor the giant stopped in front of a closed door and turned the handle; it came off in his hand. He stuffed it in his pocket.


‘Oh! dear.’ He rattled hopelessly at the door.


‘Never mind – we’ll take the rooms,’ said Maud.


‘Of what does the accommodation consist?’ she enquired in their new landlord’s kitchen, where they had adjourned to talk terms.


‘Two rooms, cooking facs, share bath,’ he replied, pouring tea from a black pot which had a green rubber spout like that on the dripping tap. ‘Your poor finger!’ cried Maud, spotting a bloody bandage pierced by a nail. ‘It’s nothing – just a bit of fun,’ he said, pulling it off to reveal a perfectly sound finger.


‘Yours must be a very interesting business,’ she said, paling.


‘As businesses go,’ he answered, taking a lump of sugar from the bowl and dropping it in his tea – ‘as businesses go it’s not what you’d call a going concern. As for being interesting, I suppose if I was more interested I’d be concerned about it not being a going concern. Or if I was busier I’d be less concerned and more interested.’


The sugar lump in his tea dissolved and a black plastic fly floated to the surface. He drank it. Seamus laughed.


‘Seamus!’ said his mother in a shocked tone.


‘I see the boy’s got a sense of humour – well, this is just the place for him. Dead flies?’ He pulled packets of them from his pocket. ‘Fool your friends, eh? Trick spider? Drop this one in your mother’s tea – always good for a laugh. Rubber pencil – looks real doesn’t it? Fool the teacher. Go on – try it!’


He handed Seamus the pencil and a scrap of paper. Seamus scribbled on it. ‘It is real.’


‘Fooled you, didn’t I?’ cried the giant.


‘Excuse my asking,’ said Maud, ‘but you have a wonderful way with words. You haven’t a bit of the Irish in you by any chance? I’m Irish myself.’


‘I’m by way of being a bit of a poet,’ said Seamus quietly, in imitation, expecting her to continue as she always did, but Maud had stopped speaking and only his voice was heard.


‘A bit of a poet, are you lad? Well, I could tell that you were Irish. The boy has the features of a Paddy and the red hair!’


‘My hair was twice the colour at his age,’ said Maud, nettled, but Seamus looked as if he had been stung, red running up his neck fusing his freckles to the roots of his tight red curls.


‘They say suffering takes the colour from your hair.’ She patted hers which, by nature or henna, although darker than Seamus’s, was still bright enough and lay in flat coppery tendrils on her shoulders. Seamus wondered how long it would take before she added their landlord to her circle of slaves.


‘You must have a great time fooling your friends,’ she said.


‘I have no friends.’


‘You’ve two friends now,’ cried Maud. ‘Hasn’t he, Seamus?’


‘Has he? Who?’


‘Us, you fool!’


‘Oh!’


‘Excuse me – I think I hear that rarest of sounds, the ringing of the shop bell. You must show me some of your poetry sometime; only if you’d like to, of course,’ he said to Seamus as he stood up.


‘It’s me that’s the poet,’ called Maud. ‘I’m Maud Mandrake’ – but he had gone. Seamus doubted if, anyway, he would have seen any of the slim pamphlets in which his mother’s work appeared.


Later that day they moved in. A friend of Maud’s brought their belongings round in a small van, then he and Maud set out to investigate her new local and Seamus was left to unpack. All day the sun had filtered through the grey lace curtains at the black window and baked the walls and spars of linoleum on the floor, which was neatly patched in places with squares of tin. A small sink with a rubber-spouted tap stood in a corner and there was a large wooden bedstead with steel springs but no mattress. The smaller room was seven feet square and held a camp bed and a paraffin stove.


Maud became full of energy. She got a job with a firm of jewellery repairers in Hatton Garden and sat all day at a bench threading tiny beads and seed pearls and cultured pearls and river pearls like babies’ teeth under a dim bulb. The job was poorly paid but sufficed to pay the low rent. Seamus was enrolled at the local comprehensive. After work Maud would change into a pair of old trousers and scrub and paint and rip up the old splintered linoleum and lay new floor covering. She bought remnants in the market and cobbled two pairs of curtains and filled bottles and jars with flowers. She held a housewarming party; Seamus staggered home under a mountain of silver foil dishes from the Indian restaurant. He had declined to invite anyone.


‘Never mind,’ said Maud, ‘you shall have a party for your own friends next month on your birthday.’


‘My birthday was last month,’ he pointed out.


‘That’s what I meant, you silly – a belated birthday party.’


Their landlord, Geoffrey Cruikshank as they learned his name to be, turned down Maud’s invitation. His door was always shut. He had three records which he played regularly on his wind-up gramophone. In the morning while he dressed Maud and Seamus breakfasted to the strains of ‘The Sun has got his Hat On’. Between one o’clock and two when the shop was closed for lunch, Seamus, if he happened to be playing truant, would turn up the volume of the television to drown ‘Happy Days are Here Again’ which after the twelfth hearing seemed to him to embrace all the sorrows of suffering humanity, and in the evening they imagined him capering heavily about his room in a toy helmet to the tune of ‘The Laughing Policeman’. Despite the music, Seamus was very happy. Then, unfortunately, a string of pearls was found in Maud’s handbag and things began to go wrong, as they always did.


OEBPS/images/9780349007090.jpg
SHENA
MACKAY

A Bowl of
Cherries






