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The Blue


The woman had lived through the longest day, which was boiling hot, in the city, pressing and sieving her into tiny pieces. She had five children; they all needed something, though the elder ones were at university.


‘Mum!’


‘Mum!’


‘Mum!’


‘Mum!’


‘MU-U-M!!’


‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘Sorry.’


She worked in a dry cleaner’s, cleaning other people’s clothes. That day, two of the machines had broken down. She had lost three ties and an expensive jacket. A woman came in and said she was a thief. A man had called her an idiot.


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Sorry, sir.’


The air was dry and chemical. She wished she could wash the clothes in the river. She and her mother used to do that together.


At three, the woman cleared up to go home. Cleaning other people’s clothes made her dirty; she itched from the solvents; she smelled of sweat. She pulled a white hair from her dark cotton shirt. Now she must go home and cook for her husband.


The traffic was a solid wall of metal. In her own metal box it got hotter and hotter. She hung one arm outside the open window. Then she saw a man in the car alongside, making obscene gestures and grinning at her. She drew in her arm and closed the window, but she heard him yell ‘Bloody women drivers!’


‘Sorry,’ she muttered, feeling small and frightened.


But then something inside her began to expand. Something like a distant pool of blue water. She heard the traffic horns, the revving engines, the man who thought she was a bloody woman, but inside her head there was a great pool of quiet. She drove off the road and left her car.


She began to walk down the familiar track. All her life she had been too busy, she hadn’t come here since she was a girl, but her feet remembered the way to go.


A beggar sat by a baking wall. ‘Give me money, rich woman,’ he said, reproachfully.


The woman had worked all day for almost nothing.


‘No,’ she said. ‘No, sorry.’


She kept on walking; he shouted after her. A cloud of blue butterflies drifted towards her across the dry fields, and danced alongside her, so she could no longer see his small cross shape.


A little further on, by a ruined temple, a gang of teenagers were howling with laughter. They had painted slogans on the walls. ‘Have you got the time, old woman?’ they shouted. ‘Tell us the time!’ They pulled at her wrist. They didn’t want the time, they wanted to hurt her.


‘No,’ she said. ‘No, sorry.’ A butterfly was spread where her watch had once been.


Now the track led on past the elaborate back gardens of the large new houses that faced the sea. People had erected gates and fences where she had once wandered with a troupe of goats. A uniformed man with a revolver suddenly stepped out from behind a hedge.


‘What are you doing here?’ he asked. His dark glasses bored into the hole in her sleeve, scraped up and down the dust on her legs. ‘We don’t want beggars here, woman. Get back where you belong, pauper.’


‘No,’ she said, ‘No, sorry,’ and the cloud of butterflies bobbed up around his head, making him shudder and flap his arms, while she slipped past him, on down the path.


A tiny snicket led off to the right past a sweet-scented patch of reseda blossoms. She remembered, with a pang, her mother’s grave. Her mother lay waiting in the little cemetery, pleading for something that life had not given her. Her thirsty voice whispered ‘Please, daughter.’ But how could she make things right for her mother? How could she ever bring enough flowers? The cemetery lay in the wrong direction. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Sorry, dear one.’ She picked a tiny spire of sweet reseda, and the hot wind carried it towards her mother.


The last part of the track was beyond the arch of the new white university. She was proud that her elder children went there. An ancient scholar sat bowed to the ground, reading a heavy tome, in the shade of the arch. He wrinkled up his eyes at her, over gold glasses.


‘Where are you going, young woman?’ he asked. ‘This place is only for those who love learning.’


‘My children love learning,’ the woman replied.


‘Where are your books?’ he insisted, sharply. ‘None of the unlearned come through here. Go back home and study, young woman.’


‘No,’ she said. ‘No, sorry,’ and two of the butterflies flew from her shoulders and landed, one each, on his spectacle lenses, so he could no longer peer at her.


In the distance, under a spreading tree, her elder children were debating with others. Usually they only saw her in the kitchen. They spotted her just as she was leaving the campus and heading on down towards the wide white sand.


‘Mum,’ they called, astonished. ‘Mum! MU-UM! Where are you going?’


Her heart tugged and pulled, but the core of her was deep blue certainty, an ocean of water.


‘Nowhere,’ she whispered. ‘Sorry, children,’ and the butterflies swarmed into a flickering, glistening veil of blue air that hid her from sight. She was alone; all the voices faded.


She padded across the blazing sand. Glad, glad: everything was glad. She knew she could only bear it for a few seconds, but a few seconds would be enough. She took off her clothes. In the distance, people shouted. But the butterflies covered every inch of her body, floating up like blue steam as she slipped into the water. Cool, edgeless, it became her skin. A blue cloud hung on the blue sea wind. She was invisible. She was her soul. Mysterious, liquid, endless, whole.




The Artist


When Boris had only been with her a month, he came in from the garden holding a rose, a dark red complicated knot of velvet. Bowing slightly, he placed it in her fingers. ‘Broke in accident’, he explained (he was repointing the brick at the back). It was her own rose he was offering her with that graceful, cavalier flourish. ‘Put in water, Emma, please.’


‘Beautiful, Boris,’ she said, inhaling deeply, once, then again. The scent of the rose was so intense it shocked her, made her throat catch and her eyes prickle, as if life was suddenly all around her, as if she was breathing for the first time in years. Emma had hay fever, and avoided flowers. ‘So beautiful, I shall write about it.’ (She wrote novels, which had never been published, but she had a study, and told people she wrote.)


‘I am artist’, said Boris, grinning at her with self-deprecating, dark-eyed charm. His teeth were very white, but one was chipped; he had a handsome, cherubic face. ‘I am artist, you see, Emma. I am artist like you.’ He jabbed his brown finger towards her, laughing. ‘I make beautiful house for you.’


‘Wonderful, Boris. Thank you. But really I just need the tiles laying out in squares. One black, one white, and so on.’


‘Emma, I like you very much. I make you a beautiful floor, it is my present to you.’ He bowed extravagantly, a knight. How old was he? Forty, fifty? ‘I am artist, Emma,’ he continued, showing her a piece of paper on which he had sketched an elaborate black and white design. ‘You don’t want one square – two square – one square – two square, black, white, same thing always. Very boring. No good!’


She took the paper from him, folded it narrowly, and slipped it back into the pocket of his jacket. ‘That’s just what I do want. Black, white, black, white. Like a chessboard. Simple. The tiles are in the garage. Now, I must go and work.’


Boris smiled at her forgivingly. ‘Yes, you do your work, Emma, you write your books, beautiful. I like this very much, to work for an artist, like me.’


The rose was lovely, though slightly battered. She kissed it lightly before throwing it away.


‘He’s impossible,’ she complained lazily to her husband as they lay in bed with their books, looking at Edward over her glasses, his familiar pinched profile in the cool blue room. She wanted to tell him, she wanted to tell someone, that Boris had given her a rose. ‘Impossible. Edward? I’m talking to you.’


‘Who is? For heaven’s sake, I’m reading my book.’


‘Boris,’ she said.


He sat up and stared. ‘Why do you keep talking about this person? Get a proper builder, an English one.’


‘I tried, if you remember. You said the price was outrageous. When you heard Boris’s quote, you were very happy.’


‘You found him, not me.’


‘You agreed we should ask him.’


Edward couldn’t deny it. He changed tack. ‘You can’t manage tradesmen, you never could. The cleaners never do what you tell them to.’


‘The cleaners always leave. Because you won’t let me pay them enough.’


‘I’ll talk to the fellow. I’ll sort him out.’


‘– No, Edward. It’s fine, really.’ She knew how Edward would talk to Boris. He would send him away, as he had threatened to do. Then the house would be empty every day. She liked Boris’s voice, and his accent, which spoke to her of strange wide spaces somewhere far away in southeast Europe, hot stony fields, bright market-places, somewhere she would never go, she supposed, since now she so rarely went out at all. She could never tell Edward about the rose. Her memory of it wilted, faded. ‘It’s okay, Edward. Boris is – different.’


‘What the hell does that mean?’ How scornfully he spoke. Had he always spoken to her like that?


‘Boris feels he’s an artist. He isn’t, of course. But he wants to be.’ She enjoyed this thought. Poor Boris. What Emma did, he only dreamed of.


‘Fraud and con man, like all the others. I want him out by the end of the week. Now could I please get on with my book?’


But she saw he was reading his Antiques Almanac, which surely could not have much of a plot-line. ‘He lost everything, you know. In that bloody awful war. He didn’t choose to come here. But now we can help him.’ Saying it, Emma was suffused with love.


Edward sighed with irritation. ‘He’s just an illegal. That’s why you’re using him. Because he’s cheap.’ He snapped his book shut, lay down abruptly, and presented her with his navy silk back, taking off his glasses, clicking down the arms. ‘A guy in the office said Afghans are cheaper. Good night, Emma.’ In minutes he was snoring.


In September, when he should have been clearing out the drains, Boris had brought round his wife and daughter in a rusty, dust-covered grey saloon.


‘Van break down. Very sorry.’


‘Never mind, come in and get started.’


‘No can do. I am in car, with wife, daughter ... I can come in for cup of coffee, Emma, only.’


Boris loved her real coffee, which reminded him of home. ‘Actually, I’m writing,’ she protested, but he had already barrelled past her, sighing.


‘What about your wife, your daughter?’


‘They are well, thank you, Emma. Except only daughter –’


‘I mean, you can’t leave them out in the car, Boris.’ It was a bore, but good manners demanded it.


‘Yes, they love it.’


‘Of course they don’t love it. Go and ask them in.’


They trooped up the path, very straight-faced, in front of Boris, who drove them before him like sheep, looking off contemptuously to one side with a smile that seemed to say to the neighbours, ‘I know, but these were all I could get.’ ‘Wife,’ he jabbed one finger towards a thickset, grey-faced woman with hostile, uncomprehending eyes. ‘Daughter,’ and he put his hand on the girl’s shoulder, but this time his voice was tinged with love and regret. ‘Anna,’ he added. ‘Seventeen’. She was pretty, with her father’s white teeth and cherub nose, but her skin and lips were pale, too pale, her eyes had a slightly sunken look, and she was leaning on her mother.


‘Hallo Anna,’ Emma smiled at the daughter. To the wife she tried ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know your name’, but the woman’s reply meant nothing to her. The words were guttural, unfamiliar.


‘Will they have tea or coffee?’ she asked Boris.


‘No, they don’t like,’ said Boris, pushing them into the drawing-room, while trying to shepherd Emma back into the dining-room where the serious business of coffee would go on. ‘Maybe daughter will have water.’


‘Lemonade? Biscuits?’


‘They don’t want.’


‘Water? I can hardly give them just water.’


Emma had broken away from Boris, doing her duty, reluctantly, and followed the two women into the drawing-room, where she found them standing together in front of the fireplace. ‘Sit down,’ Emma said, and they did, too promptly. ‘Cake? Fruit juice? Milk? Herbal tea?’


The daughter took pity on her and explained. ‘My mother speaks nothing,’ she said. ‘We like water, thank you, only water.’


‘Water, okay then,’ Emma said, reluctantly.


She got two glasses, but forgot to fill them, dreaming while Boris’s coffee brewed. In the dining-room, Boris was inspecting, with what was surely self-conscious over-emphasis, the prints on the walls, frowning upwards, pursing his lips, nodding judiciously. ‘Yes, very beautiful,’ he said aloud, looking, not by accident, she thought, at a Lucian Freud of a naked woman. He must want her to see that he liked bare flesh. Such a terrible flirt! Though of course, she was flattered ... He made as if to notice her a few seconds later. ‘Daughter is ill,’ he hissed.


‘Oh dear, Boris.’


‘Yes, I take to the doctor. But she need clean air. Air here very dirty. She cannot breathe, Emma. London very bad. Is dust, where we live, damp also. No good.’


‘Oh, has she got asthma? What a shame –’


‘Asthma, yes. In my country, she hasn’t got it. Now she pray every day to Virgin, but she get it very bad.’


‘I am so sorry, Boris. But don’t worry. I myself have atrocious hay fever. They’re all allergies. Have you considered acupuncture?’ She mimed little needles jabbing into her arm. ‘Maybe aromatherapy?’


He shook his heavy, curly head mournfully. ‘Injection? No. Too much – never mind. More coffee, please, Emma.’


Invited in, at first, on a strictly limited basis, to repoint the fireplace, then repaint the drawing-room, Boris’s role slowly became a roving one, as different parts of the house demanded his attention. He would announce these impending tasks to Emma, with a mixture of sorrow and glee.


Their relationship progressed in fits and starts. Boris nearly always complimented her. She had striking blue eyes, she had always known that, but he noticed the effect of different colours that she wore, and one day told her he would like to paint her. ‘First paint my house,’ she said, fondly, and he looked at her with a strange regret that made her think he was a little in love. It wasn’t so surprising; she was still quite pretty, and his benefactor, and a writer. But her books became a stumbling block. Boris took everything literally; she had told him she wrote books, when he first came to the house. After a few months he asked if he could see one, just to flatter her, she thought, of course, and she deflected it. But he kept on asking, becoming more pressing, and in the end she had been forced to explain: she hadn’t actually published any books. He seemed unreasonably disappointed. Was there a slight dimming of his admiration?


Boris was doing the exterior paintwork when Edward put his foot down. ‘When will this clown get the job finished?’ he raged at his wife.


‘It’s been very wet.’


‘It isn’t now. Has he been here today?’


‘His daughter’s been ill this week, so he’s hardly been in,’ Emma said, placatingly, but Edward glared at Boris’s paint-pots straggling across the patio, and his brushes in tins of cloudy white spirit, sticking up at the sky at an irritating angle.


‘He’s never going to darken my doors again if he doesn’t get the bloody job done and this mess out of the way before Friday!’ he exploded. ‘I mean it, Emma. Don’t think I don’t. We’ll get in a decent English builder at last.’


Next day Boris arrived around four, looking worried. After giving up for months, he smelled of smoke again. ‘Anna is in the hospital,’ he explained. ‘I just come to tell you how she is, Emma.’


She didn’t make him tea. ‘Edward says you have to finish the job by Friday or never come back, and he means it,’ she said.


‘She is very bad, Emma. Tea with sugar, please.’


‘No, he is serious,’ she said. ‘You have to get it done.’


But Boris suddenly clutched her fingers, with an odd little moan. ‘Last night they make us stay with her in hospital. Daughter’s face goes blue ...’


She pulled her hand away. ‘Boris what are you going to do?’ she yelled at him, feeling her power at last, losing her temper with his handsome tanned face, his white broken teeth, his thick stupid curls, his foreign problems, the swamp of his need, sucking down tea and coffee and kindness, the scruples that stopped him making love to her, his pallid, boneless daughter and grey hopeless wife, the way he’d made her husband cross with her.


He looked shocked. ‘Not to shout, Emma. I am sensitive, like you. I am artist. Not to shout.’ He looked as though he was going to cry.


‘All right, Boris. But you must get the job done.’


He rang on the door at seven thirty next morning, half an hour earlier than ever before. Emma was bleary and vague, in a hastily donned jade silk kimono. Boris’s eyes ran automatically over her body, but his mouth was a line, and his eyes were bloodshot. ‘Daughter very sick last night,’ he said. ‘Van is no good again. And I haven’t car, because wife must have it to visit hospital. Emma, you will drive me.’
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