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There is a lipstick on the dresser





There is a lipstick on the dresser, by the cracked and clouded mirror. A tube of mock-tortoiseshell, twined with a relief of blossoms, a dull gold band where the lid can be drawn off with a sucking pop. In faded letters, just legible, on its base: Miss Firecracker. Two twists and then a finger of scarlet wax: red as blame. My breath blurs the air. It is cold here. The fire makes only a little warmth.


Whose face in the glass? It could be hers. I have tucked the photograph into the wooden frame: a black and white portrait, formal, a string of pearls, eyelashes retouched with a long fine brush. A closed-mouth smile, like mine. A dark clean gaze: you would call it candid, perhaps, unless you knew it was not. Our bones. Our eyes. Our throats.


I take the lipstick and press it to my mouth. Age has congealed it, made it sticky and chalky all at once, but I stretch my face and press, staining my lips with the colour. How easily we read wavelengths into monochrome: I know my lips match hers. I don’t remember that mouth kissing me. I don’t remember the smell of her perfume; I don’t remember the click of those pearls near my ear as she kissed me goodnight. I have none of it. A sweet, chemical taste on the edge of my tongue.


I have something else, now.


My eyes half-shut, I tilt my head. Twins. The sky is  leached of colour so that out of the little window there is only black and white, the trees shadows against the shrouded sky. This could be a cut-out landscape, a set. The sea, with its secrets and seals, beyond. Here is my red mouth, here is blood unwashed from the blade of his knife, and his perfect stillness, his closed eyes.



















CHAPTER ONE





Stephen whispered into her ear as quiet swept across the gathering in the vaulted chambers below the street: ‘Vintage, that dress?’ A question, but the kind of thing he would know. The place lit with tall iron candelabra and tea-lights serried against the edges of the brick. The slight smell of damp was not unpleasant; it was cool and pure. There weren’t many of them, sixty or so guests gathered on a sweep of black seats; she held her hands in her lap, nodded in answer to his question, her hair brushing against the line of his jaw.


The bride took her place in the centre of the aisle, her long back with a fishtail of ivory silk flowing down it, an exclamation in the muted light. Here I begin, here is what is new, here is the truth. Janet shifted; her shoulder pressed against Stephen’s and then she leant away, took a deep breath of the moist air.


He turned his head, looked at her, raised his eyebrow. She smiled.


No dearly beloved. The groom, his thick beard oddly lupine on his youthful face, reading Whitman. One of the candles on the floor guttered out, and pale smoke floated up past the brick. The greatest of these is love.


She felt it all begin to recede. A breath of cold metal, high in the back of her throat. The wrong end of a telescope. Was he watching her? She dug her nails into her wrist to hold herself in place, felt her chest rise and fall. She would not go over the edge of it. She would resist.


He was not watching. Janet saw his lifted face, his carved profile, his comfort that had made her so comfortable, the ease that had brought her ease. She could see it all, but from a distance, the distance of herself as she made her own electricity, this lightshow that she couldn’t control. It flickered and ticked, thrummed in her, danced itself. She remembered the long metal tube she’d lain in, the hammer of magnets, frozen in the noise and then the picture of her brain, laid out in grey and black slices against the blinding fluorescence of a hospital lamp.


She must have moved, or drawn breath: he heard and shifted. What did he see? Even in this opening of time she could imagine her face changed into some other, an animal’s, a creature’s, something not human. Her eyes wide, the long slits of pupils, her teeth against the air. No. He put his hand over hers where she cut at her own skin; hard, she whispered, and felt his pressure increase, holding her still, holding her down, holding her into herself. The greatest of these is love.


There was applause. Something had happened. The metal breath drew back, a steel sea receding, and Janet relaxed, her body let out of itself, suddenly tired, suddenly warm. His arm around her shoulder, his mouth on her temple. Again? And she nodded.


Her hands flat and limp. He pushed a lock of her hair behind her ears, as if she were a child. There was enough noise now, a scraping back of chairs, they could speak. ‘Do you want to go?’ he asked. ‘Was it bad?’


‘It’s always bad,’ she said. ‘And not bad. I know what it is. There’s nothing to it. It’s just – bad, that’s all. Not good.’ She sighed. ‘I didn’t think they’d start again. I thought they were over.’


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’ll take you home. No one will mind.’


‘Of course they will,’ she said. ‘I used to look after Adam. They’d mind. We’ll stay to dinner.’


‘All right,’ he said. He brought her a glass of water, which she drank. She wondered at the comfort of water, given in extremity to the bereaved, offered in the face of distress. Here: it’s what we’re all made of. We’re just the same. Was that it?


At dinner they were seated at opposite ends of a table. Soup to begin, fish, red meat, good wine. The seizure had left Janet with a thin ache behind her eyes and she knew she should not drink, but she did. Not too much. Two seats down from her, the groom’s mother, Janet’s friend Shelley, all in black with a stack of white pearls at her neck, glowing with – achievement, perhaps. Janet looked around, the paintings on the walls, the moulded ceilings, the red and cream roses strewn on the mantelpiece of this grand room that had once served some authentic purpose but was now a venue, an echo chamber of celebration. The marriage of Adam, yes, but also the achievement of this evening, something crystalline and perfected. No mess: what was before, what would come after had no place here.


Stephen’s dark head was bent towards the woman on his left. She liked to watch him, always, the grace of him: the music he made was in his body and never left him. She could not hear what they were saying, but she could see the calibration of his smile, just enough, not quite the real thing; enough for the woman, a stranger with a chiffon scarf. He was good at this, charming those who required it, for whatever reason, in whatever circumstance. A memory of the first smile he had given her; then, she had not seen what it was. When it had changed into what she told herself was true – she couldn’t have said, not quite. For a second her own distance pulled her from him, from his affection, his regard, his love. Then he caught her eye, and there he was, the one she knew. She was sure of that. His gaze cooled and relaxed her.


Silver on glass: speeches. Janet sat back. There was champagne in front of her now, rasping in her throat when she drank. She shifted her chair to listen: to the best man, sweet and loving the way men, she thought, are rarely loving to each other any more; the groom, loving too of those who had come here, those who could not, grateful and charming in his concern. The maid-of-honour, with her story of a long late drive, a small car, a chance meeting. The silence of the guests opened to let in their words and the words rose and filled the room.


Only the bride was silent. Janet watched her. She was a very pretty girl. Not beautiful, but very pretty, her neat face and small chin, her hair swept up plainly. Although she wore a wedding dress she looked unadorned. Janet had met her once before; they had spoken briefly. Janet had liked her, well enough. Now, with the ache behind her eyes, watching her silence, the bride’s silence, she grew hot. Heat blossomed at the base of her throat and pricked her eyes: the heat of rage, at this silence, at this column of white, of dreamt purity, of the thing given away and taken again. The will abandoned, and gladly. Tears ran out of Janet’s eyes and Shelley leant across, patted her hand, mouthed: How many years ago? and winked. Janet stretched her mouth to smile back. She was being ridiculous. Don’t be ridiculous. It’s a wedding. Everyone loves a wedding.


‘Now let’s go,’ Janet said to Stephen as the guests rose and milled. He had come to find her, put his hand on the small of her back. ‘I could use some air.’


The night was warm. Summer was not quite over, and a breeze came off the river. They walked east, in silence, through crowds and then into streetlamp half-dark, crossing puddles of light and shadow. They walked all the way home. By the cathedral, her shoes began to hurt, and so she took them off and felt the pavement rough under her feet.


‘Be careful,’ he said. He was a careful man.


‘I will,’ she said, and put one foot in front of the other, steadily.


It was nearly midnight by the time he turned the key in the lock. Egg-yolk light in the hallway, empty coats waiting on hooks, yesterday’s newspaper on the kitchen table. Nothing remarkable, nothing strange. The storm in her head had left her with its particular exhaustion; the headache had gone, but she was drained, and as she shed her clothes – draping them as she went, carelessly, her shawl over a newel post, the dress over a chair, her shoes left by the door – she imagined that without them she might be invisible, or at least translucent. She pulled herself up the stairs, trailing her hand along the smooth dark wood of the banister shining with wax, with years of palms. Strangers holding her hand through the wood, through time.


Stephen was pulling off his tie, standing by the blinking eye of the answerphone. He took off his jacket, set it neatly on a hanger.


‘Go ahead,’ she said to him, jutting her chin at the message machine, and he pushed the button.


‘Hey Janet, hey Steve,’ Jill’s voice. ‘Just wondering if you’d had a chance …’


‘This is old,’ Janet said. ‘It’s about that lunch she wanted to arrange. It’s all set. I’ve written it down.’


‘Good,’ he said. ‘Thanks.’ They functioned smoothly as a unit; they hardly had to think about it. Back and forth, forth and back. It all just happened. It was good. Fast forward, he pressed.


‘This is a message for Janet Ward,’ said a voice she did not recognise. She looked at him: Someone you know? A shrug. ‘My name is Ernest Jackson. I’m with Jackson, Thomas and Strang, solicitors. Would you do me the favour of telephoning me?’ Smoothly Stephen reached for a pen and a piece of paper, wrote down the digits in his graceful, slanting hand. A hiss of tape, for a pause. ‘Thank you very much, Miss Ward. I’ll look forward to your call.’


The machine switched off. They stood and looked at it, as if it were keeping something from them.


‘What’s that about, do you suppose?’ she asked.


‘Message for you,’ he said. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Something from work, is all I can think,’ she said. ‘To do with – I don’t know, the planning permission or something.’


‘For the Centre? I thought that was sorted.’


‘So did I,’ she said. ‘But you never know. Christ,’ she said. ‘I’m shattered. That poor woman.’


‘Who?’ He’d gone into the bathroom, his voice against the tile.


‘Alex.’


‘The bride? Why? I thought you liked him … liked them all.’ The sound of water running. Janet slipped a T-shirt over her head, too tired to shower.


‘Oh, I do. It’s just the silence that gets to me. She sat there. Got given away. Everyone talking but her.’


‘They don’t have to say obey any more, you know.’ She could hear the smile in his voice; only now she found herself wondering which of his smiles it might be. His words were so easy and clean. ‘Anyone would think you were some kind of feminist.’


In bed now, she pulled the duvet over herself, settled her reading glasses on the end of her nose, looked at the stack of funding reports on the bedside table and sighed. He liked this conversation, one they’d had before in different forms; themes and variations, as in his music. She was tired, and suddenly wanted nothing at all. Stephen came out of the bathroom and saw her leafing through the reports.


‘For heaven’s sake,’ he said. He put his hand over hers, took it off the papers, kissed it.


‘I guess I am some kind of feminist,’ she said.


‘One that works too hard. You know those things mean that at least you should take it easy.’ Things. Not seizures. A deflection, a diminution. ‘You know – a wedding like that –’


‘What?’


‘Well. It might make a certain kind of fellow romantic. But “that poor woman” is somewhat off-putting.’


Outside, a siren; a too-loud television across the street. Late night talk, footsteps, laughter: a voice saying, you’re joking. ‘You’re not going to ask me to marry you, are you?’ She pulled her glasses down lower on her nose and stared hard at him, smiling.


‘I guess not,’ he said.




*





I dreamt I went to my mother’s grave. I knew where it was; there was no journey, I was simply there, in a cemetery, a place not distinguished, orderly, with clean stones and young trees. Nothing gothic or spooky: the sort of cemetery you pass as you’re heading out of town on a train, iron railings that go on and on, neat rows of stones, all much the same size and shape, regimented loss, regulated grief. Or a reminder of the absence of either: for as I walk between them, along the grass to where I know she is, I feel nearly nothing, or only what one might feel on an errand of obligation, the emotion of a tea-time visit to an elderly aunt. My mother. Her grave. There it is.


She is sitting up. I can’t see what is written on her gravestone because she is resting against it, as if it were the headboard of a bed. A carpet of grass is laid over her lap like a rug, and her hands are folded on top of it. In the twilight – for it is twilight, I remember that now, and there is a narrow slice of moon hanging above the anodyne plane trees – I can see manicured threads of damp, green grass tufting through her fingers. A gold wedding ring, loose below her knuckle. How old is she? Do I peer at her, to see? That I can’t remember. Black hair, falling loose around her shoulders over a plain white nightgown, trimmed with delicate lace. I have never seen her in such a thing, of course, never even seen a picture of her in such a thing: have never owned one myself. Yet there it is, its square, worked neck, its ruched sleeves. There is no rise and fall of her chest, no breath as I approach her: but when I come closer, in the air-tread of sleep, she blinks her dark eyes at me and smiles. Pale, her skin. But I am not afraid. She is not a corpse; that is not how it seems to me. I stand over her. Her head tips up to look at me. Then her mouth opens and she speaks, although her lips do not move. Then I am afraid, standing on the border between dream and nightmare.


‘You found me,’ she says.


‘I wasn’t looking,’ I say.


‘But here I am.’ She lifts her hands from her lap, holds them out, gesturing at the headstones, the trees. ‘All this.’


‘All what?’ Do I recall this right? Do we know, in our dreams, what we do not know, or ought to know?


‘Everything.’ The tilt of her neck is like a marionette’s. It is so quiet, and I wonder if she can see something I cannot: surely she can, for she is dead and I am not. Her eyes gleam in the wan and fading light. I squat on my haunches to be closer to her, but I do not reach out to touch her. The thin print of lines on her brow, just visible; her fingernails, like opals. She is beautiful. Her beauty makes my fear fall away, and I lean into her, turn my head to see where her gaze is directed. White gravel between the trees, shining. ‘Look,’ she says.


A rush, then. An opening, as if all the blood in my body has run into my heart at once. A wind rises up lightly and blows against my face: someone is walking along the gravel path and I can hear the even tread, though I can’t see anything, whether because of the gloom or because there is nothing there to see, I don’t know. But I can feel the steps like the beat in my chest, and what I know then is hope, a blind surge of it, a flight rising up and making me reach out to take my mother’s hand as she sits so composed, so still in her grave, where I can be near her at last. We are about to touch, and then I wake.




*





Ernest Jackson: Jackson, Thomas and Strang. Janet had scribbled the number down on a slip of paper, stuffed it into her wallet; the next morning, pulling out a note to buy her morning shot of coffee, there it was. It was midday before she rang him, though, the day scrambling out of her grasp.


‘Jackson, Thomas and Strang,’ the syllables almost without meaning in the telephonist’s chant.


‘Ernest Jackson, please.’


‘Who may I say is calling?’


‘Janet Ward.’


‘Hold the line, please.’


She held, moving the phone just away from her ear so the tinny Vivaldi was less insistent. Below, someone was walking across the square below the Centre, eating a sandwich; two paper napkins fluttered off behind like doves.


‘Miss Ward. Thank you for calling. Ernest Jackson.’


‘Ah – thank you,’ said Janet, realising she had given very little thought to what she might say. ‘May I – may I ask what this is about?’


‘Of course you may. That’s the point of this, if you’ll forgive me.’ What would Ernest Jackson look like? A light voice, slightly nasal, assuredly professional. A trace of an accent that did not belong to this city, an accent not completely eliminated but suppressed all the same. French cuffs or button sleeves? She had nothing to go on. She knew nothing at all.


‘You are the daughter of Mr Benjamin Nicholls Ward and Mrs Margaret Justice Ward?’


The room grew very still. To be sure, there were the sounds of the street, the sounds of the corridor, Ellen and Nick at the coffee machine, she could hear them, Ellen laughing suddenly, the gurgle of the ancient plumbing, a train on its track. The quotidian. But a hollow within it at the sound of her parents’ names.


‘I …’ She almost put the phone down. Later, would she remember that? It all could have stopped. She could never have known. Two sides of a coin. Choose one path, choose another. Travel this way or turn back. A figure waiting at a crossroads.


‘Miss Ward?’


‘Yes, I’m here. Yes. Yes, I am.’


‘Consequent to your mother’s death, you’ve inherited a small property. That’s what this phone call is about. We’ll need to arrange a formal transfer of the property to you. When would it be convenient to meet?’


‘Consequent to my …’ For one irrational moment she wondered if he was speaking another language. Or if there was another Janet Ward, daughter of Benjamin Nicholls Ward and Margaret Justice Ward. They were not such uncommon names. ‘My mother …’ And then she laughed.


‘You were saying?’ Ernest Jackson was not laughing.


‘Mr Jackson, my mother died years ago. Why is this just coming to light now?’


‘Your mother died three weeks ago, Miss Ward.’ His voice so flat, so matter-of-fact. ‘I’m sorry if you were under a different apprehension.’


Her own hand was cool on her hot forehead. She did not speak for a little while. This time, he did not try to coax her into words. Had he done this before? Perhaps this kind of thing happened all the time. Perhaps he made several of these calls every week.


‘I was,’ she said. ‘I was under a different apprehension.’ Apprehension. Apprehensive. ‘May we meet this evening?’


In the early dusk she walked to his office, heading west instead of east, as she had walked with Stephen the night before, through the blue-orange pall that fell over the city as the evening drew in. It might rain; the dingy trees, cramped in their concrete pens, showed the undersides of their leaves as if they were still wild things.


Jackson, Thomas and Strang was in that part of the city where such offices are, where the grey stone buildings were old and not too tall, and where narrow alleyways scuttled away from the broad streets. Through one such alleyway she found a courtyard, a door, a brass bell and wide wooden stairs worn down in the middle of their treads. By the time she arrived it had just gone seven; everyone had left except Ernest Jackson, who stood at the top of the stairs and waited for her.


French cuffs, then. Not that she cared any more, but she noticed, the cuffs and the neat beard around his mouth. ‘Come in, come in,’ he said, extending an arm past her shoulder but not touching her, a phantom embrace. ‘May I get you a glass of water?’


Water again. ‘You don’t have anything stronger?’ She tried to smile, caught between the self she was at work and the self she would have to be here – but which self was that, exactly? The motherless girl no longer motherless – or at least until three weeks ago. Who was she?


Jackson raised an eyebrow. ‘Tea,’ he said.


‘Tea would be lovely.’


He showed her into his office and went to boil the kettle himself. Janet lowered herself into the chair across from his desk, a big old leather chair with wings that looked much more comfortable than it actually was. A window looked out over the darkening yard; she could see the face of a clock. Five minutes past seven; six. No second hand, no jerk of the minute hand. She did not see the clock move but still it did. Things changed. You didn’t see them changing, but they changed.


He knocked before he entered, knocked on his own office door. But he didn’t pause, just knocked and in he came with a single cup of tea, a proper cup with a saucer, and nothing for himself. He set it down on the far edge of his desk, where she could reach it from the chair, and settled himself down across from her.


‘I hope I didn’t keep you too late,’ Janet said.


‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about that.’ He glanced down at the pile of papers on his desk. He reminded Janet of a dog – a good kind of dog, clever, like a red setter, perhaps, but a dog all the same. It was not a bad quality in a solicitor, she thought. Dogged. There must be a good reason for the word. He had an open face. She would like to think she could trust him. But she did not know if that was true.


He took a folder from the top of the pile, a brown folder tied with a brown ribbon. He pulled at the loose knot; it gave itself up, and from the opened folder he took a stiff bound sheaf of papers which he handed across to her. Janet looked down at it, but didn’t see it.


‘What is this?’


‘Your mother’s will.’ He spoke slowly now, as if he were talking to a child. She felt like a child. She would allow him to speak to her in this way, she would not object. I am a grown woman with responsibilities, with a job, with a life, my own life which I have made: but suddenly that life seemed provisional, rescinded. She looked not at the paper, but at his calm brown eyes. ‘Frankly, there wasn’t much to leave,’ he said. ‘But this property is – well, not insignificant, at any rate. And it was left in trust for you.’


Janet leafed through the will; all she saw were legal terms, stiff as coffin timber, that meant little to her. Heretofore. The above-mentioned. The aforesaid. Black and white lines like marching ants.


‘What property? What does all this mean? How did she – how did you – find me?’


He breathed in, as if sorting and ordering her swift questions before he ventured his answer. One thing at a time, she could almost hear him think.


‘It was simple to discover your whereabouts,’ he said. He dusted some invisible speck off his sleeve, brushing off the accomplishment of finding her. ‘In fact, all but your most recent address was included in the documentation.’


‘She – she knew where I was?’ Janet could not hide her astonishment.


‘Apparently,’ said Ernest Jackson. Your estrangement from your mother is not my business. ‘And it means – well, it means, if I may say, that you have an unexpected little windfall.’ See? Good news. Always look on the bright side. There was a box of tissues on his desk. Her cup of tea was getting cold. She took a swallow, downing the hard crust of her anger, her surprise.


Now the clock outside the window said twenty minutes past seven. Stephen might be home; she had left a message that she would go to see the lawyer after work. She had not told him about what. Planning permission was what she had left him with. He would be calm, as he always was; he would begin to make the supper. What was there for supper? Cold wine in the fridge, the beading of moisture on the bottle as it sat on the kitchen counter. Stephen pouring a glass for himself, turning on the radio.


‘If you turn to the last page,’ said Mr Jackson, peering over his desk at her hands holding the document, ‘you’ll see. It’s about –’ he looked at some notes he had on his desk, ‘three hundred miles from here. North. By the sea. It has a name, I think. The Shieling.’



















CHAPTER TWO





At five o’clock Tom pulled himself out from underneath the car. He didn’t wear a watch, and from where he was he couldn’t see any natural light, only the white fluorescence from the strip on the garage ceiling, the light from his lantern underneath the chassis. The hiss of the kettle told him the time: five o’clock and Pete always made the tea. The cupboards in the tiny kitchen – it was hardly that – opening and shutting; the cellophane racket of a packet of biscuits, the squeak the fridge door always made. He reached back, switched off the lantern, stood up and stretched his back.


‘There you go,’ Pete said. Handed him a thick white china mug that already had a stripe of grease on it. A rag to clean his hands: he picked it up from the cement floor and only smeared the oil into his fingers. The inside of the mug was clean; the tea tasted fine. Pete held out the packet of biscuits.


‘Penny for ’em,’ Pete said.


No answer. No answer to give. Only this sense, like a wind from a different direction. Nothing to say. He shook his head. Get out of it. ‘Might go for a drink tonight,’ he said. ‘At The Fisherman. Fancy?’


‘Could be,’ Pete said. ‘Got to ask the wife, I reckon.’


‘Right you are,’ he said.


Pete slurped from his mug, set it down on a tottering stack of old Yellow Pages. The place was a mess, mostly, strewn with bits of metal, gleaming and rusting jumbled together, cans of grease, cans of paint, brushes whose bristles had hardened until they were stiff as their wooden handles; jacks, spare tyres, a couple of rotten mufflers. Pete’s beard scraggled down his neck; he was a hoarder, a pack rat. It was useful. Things could go unnoticed. He didn’t care, as long as the work got done. ‘Better pay you, then,’ Pete said.


From a drawer he pulled a stack of old notes, counted the cash, handed it over, put the cash straight back in the drawer.


‘You could get robbed sometime, you know. Anyone could get at that.’


Pete laughed. ‘Place is locked.’


‘Locks don’t keep anyone out.’


‘’Spect not. You would, though,’ Pete said. ‘Scare the crap out of any robber, you would.’


He felt the blood rise in his neck.


‘I don’t care,’ Pete said. ‘If you were going to rob from me you’d a done it by now, I guess. Don’t you?’


‘I could be biding my time,’ he said. Ventured a smile. Held the mug tight in his hands.


‘Oh yeah,’ Pete said. ‘I guess you could be. Well.’ He grinned. Reached back in the drawer, took out the cash, wadded it, stuffed it in his pocket. ‘Feel better? Guess the drinks are on me tonight, then.’


‘Guess so.’


Pete clapped him on the shoulder, hot moist hands, the thud of flesh. A hollow in the pit of his stomach. He was hungry. Better get something to eat before he started drinking.


Pete handed over the key to the place. ‘Lock up, will you? See you – I don’t know. Nine?’


‘All right,’ he said.


‘Watch yourself, Tom,’ Pete said. ‘See you later.’


And so Tom locked up, the windows, the doors. Turning off the lights so there was nothing but a thin swim of twilight drifting through the dirty window glass – the openings high and small – to make the metal shine, what metal there was that wasn’t eaten and scarred. He heard the slamming of Pete’s car door, the engine turning over, the scrape of gravel, the machine-sound fading to a whine over the little hills, inland, where Pete’s house was lit and warm. Winter was coming. Already he could feel the threat of it coming off the sea, the cold breath, the knife-edged damp.


Round the other side of the garage was a shed; he walked there now. On its swollen door was a combination padlock, brand new. He clicked the numbers with his greasy thumb and the bolt sprang; he left it hanging off the latch and entered. In the darkness, he moved easily, finding the oil lamp that sat on a shelf by the window, through the pane of which came, now, deep violet light. A lighter in his pocket. The glass chimney of the lantern lifted off, the wick lit, the orange flame with its heart black-and-blue. He closed the door behind him and pulled it shut. There was a latch on the other side of the door, a padlock too. This he clicked home. He knew no one would come. Still, he would not take the risk.




*





Once upon a time, a time as long ago as never and near enough to now, a woman stood at a threshold and looked out at the sea. The wood of her own door was smooth beneath her palm, the stone of her own floor was firm beneath her feet. But on the horizon she could see a ship, the white sails of a ship against the sky – like flecks of snow against the sky, though it was high summer and her garden was thick with roses, the red and the white twined together.


Who was in the ship? the boy, Tom, says.


I’m coming to that, she answers. Shhh.


She stood at her threshold, watching the sea, watching the ship. And soon the ship came into harbour, drew up to the dock: a fine ship she was, the decks scrubbed with holystone, the rigging tight, canvas mended with the neat fast stitches of sailors. The woman cooked a supper, she scrubbed a shirt, she rocked the baby that lay in the cradle cooing and crying, but all the while her mind was on the sea and on the ship.


Was it a boy or a girl, the baby? asks the boy.


A girl, she answers. A little baby girl. And she kisses the top of the boy’s head.


She had her back to the door when the knock came, but she felt it in her spine, in all the bones of her legs going down to the wooden soles of her shoes. It knocked against her ribs and shoulders: against her breath, against her heart. The baby was sleeping. She opened the door.


My husband’s at sea, the woman said to the man who threw his shadow into her house. The morning was behind him, edging him with light but setting his face in darkness. She didn’t need to see his face: she knew it like her own.


So he’s at sea, came the answer. And now I’m not.


Seven years is a long time, she said.


Were you counting the days?


Only the hours, she replied. Their talk came easy and free.


He didn’t step over the door. He looked her up and down, this seven-years-gone man, and saw her clothes a little patched and darned, her hands a little rough, her hair pulled back tight from her forehead, good wife that she was. She looked him up and down and saw the dark wing of his hair, the velvet at his collar, the gleaming skin of his leather boots with their fine thin soles. And then this man smiled, and this woman smiled, and in that one instant each reached for the other’s hand.


You’ll come? he said.


Of course. And she wiped her hands on her apron, stepped back into the room, banked the fire, folded the cloth on the table. The baby still slept, swaddled tight, rocking, and she knelt down beside the cradle and laid her hand on its wooden edge but did not touch the child. She watched the baby breathe. Then she stood. She walked out, over the threshold, she shut the door behind her and the morning sun shone on its closed face. The man saw the set of her jaw and as they walked away from the house he did not speak a while. Finally he said: It’s all for you. All I have. All I’ve got.


I know, she answered. And on they walked, down the winding path to the harbour, to the sea, to the ship.


She left the baby? The boy stares up at her in the quiet she has made.


She did, the woman says.


You won’t leave me?


Never. She kisses him again. I’ll never leave you. But the story’s not over, she says.




*





There were lights, too, in the shed; it wasn’t just the oil lamp. He knew perfectly well that was a conceit: he liked the glow of its flame and its slick hot scent. Sometimes he switched on the light; but not tonight – the last light from the sky had not yet gone, and he liked, too, to work just by the blue-white flame of the torch. On the wall hung his mask, the thick glass over his eyes, hooking over the back of his head; heavy gloves, a leather apron scarred with burns, black spots and streaks. When the sparks fell on the apron the smell was of burning skin, staining the clean white flare of the acetylene.


On the metal bench he’d made were shards and scraps of iron and steel, not so different from some that lay in the garage; but these had mostly been salvaged from dumps and bins – and sometimes too from the sea. He liked the sea-saved metal, bleakly pitted by salt and rolled by the waves: he always imagined more stories in the scrap he lifted off the shore. You had to pick the stuff up carefully – more than once he’d gashed himself on some hidden jag, the red iron of his blood flowing over the rust-red of his find – and then you could turn it over and guess what had made that tear, that series of holes, that dent as if a spike had been driven hard into the side of something. The side of what? You could never tell. Piracy, a wreck, something sheared off suddenly in the night, in a heavy gale, a driving rain, the men with their oilskins (a weird, daisy-bright in the light from flares and emergency generators) fighting the heel of the ship, the drag of the sea. Splitting, sinking. Nothing would change the nature of the sea. It would fight back, harder. So he liked the sea iron.


The bent steel door of a pickup. Stray piping from someone’s new kitchen. He was not indiscriminate. Some metal spoke and some didn’t, some louder than other sorts. He would listen to it all. He gathered and trawled until the shed looked like a kind of hangar where some machine of unknown use and origin had been dismantled. Perhaps that was true. Now in the half-light he moved among his finds, choosing and discarding, kicking with the toe of his boot, finally bending to pick up this one or that one. A piece of fender, still streaked with paint the colour of woad; a fine coil of copper, greening at its edges. The torch fired up, the hard pop of the acetylene gas; hot orange bluing as the oxygen flowed into it. A feather of turquoise heat and a ball of whiteness as the metal cut, heating up through violet, to red, to white and then falling away from itself. With his gloved hand he reached for one of the brazing rods he kept by the bench; when he joined metal to metal he liked to watch the thick seam form like a scar. The flame, nearly silent, streamed from the torch, from his hands as he turned the material this way and that, finding where the seam asked to be.


He went into the work. He didn’t wear a watch, but he would emerge in time to meet Pete for that drink at The Fisherman. He wanted a drink, though he didn’t always. The last weeks hadn’t been easy; he knew he stood at the edge of something, but he couldn’t see over, couldn’t see what was on the other side. Just as he thought it was getting better, it got worse, and now the buzz in his head was almost constant, making him clumsy and careless. Pete’s voice calling out: Tom? Tom? Three times, or four, before he heard.


A year since he’d been here now, a little more. It had been good. He hadn’t wanted to keep away any more: he’d wanted to see the beginning of it all, that’s how he thought of it. When he looked back it was the ordinariness of everything that had startled him. He had spent those first days looking, lurking, as if something might be revealed to him or about him – but nothing. He went about his business. They went about theirs. Stopping by the garage for a fill-up, Pete’s wary greeting, the gradual acceptance. Someone had brought in a little MG, needed it fixed by the day before yesterday – this was last spring, when it was just getting warm and the southerners started to come to play on the links by the water or eat hot fried fish sitting on a sea wall. I can do that, Tom said. It’s your oil pump. Look. And he showed the man, who stood leaning on a big golf umbrella, his face flushed from the wind or something else, Tom couldn’t know and didn’t care. I don’t mind, he said to Pete. I’m cheap. Then he laughed, and so did the man with the MG, too loudly.


Pete scraping at his beard, a characteristic gesture, he knew by now. That was it. Pete paid him cash and didn’t ask many questions. Money to eat, money to drink, enough to do and the ground under his feet, the sea always in the edge of his vision, the blue-grey of its great eye on him. He’d never liked living inland; it was like living behind a high wall to him. As he worked, the hiss of his torch echoed the hiss of the waves on the sand, rushing up, falling back, always allowing of another possibility, another opportunity. Come and go, ebb and flow.


He bent and turned the cock that stopped the flow of gas; the white flame sank back and died. Under his mask the sweat ran down the side of his face and his palms were damp in his leather gloves. In front of him his shard of steel, not too much altered yet; the gash in its centre gazing up at him blindly. He ran his thumb along its edge, felt the bite of it against his skin.


It was dark now, time to go. The oil lamp guttering, needing more fuel. He pulled a wool jacket off a hook on the wall and went to the lock on the door, turned its barrels, unclasped the shackle. Shoving his hand in the sleeve of his jacket he lifted the glass of the lamp and blew on the wick. The darkness was heavy around him. He didn’t mind the dark; he liked it. Though more than once, tonight, as he walked along the edge of the metalled road towards The Fisherman, he turned to look behind him as if he might see someone following. There was no one, and no sound of footsteps other than his own. But the feeling of something coming would not go away.




*





Tell me about the ship, says the boy.


You like the ship, the woman says. You always like the ship.


I do, says the boy. Tell me.


Shipshape, the woman says. Shipshape, that’s what they say, isn’t it?


And so it was. You remember: the decks – holystoned bright, the rigging tight –What’s holystone? asks the boy.


I don’t know, she says. I don’t. But it’s what you use to clean the deck of a ship. Shhh. Listen.


Holystoned bright, the rigging tight, black paint, the canvas sails so well stitched they looked as fine as silk. And what was in the ship? All sorts. Fine things to eat –


Like what? The boy is always hungry, greedy.


Ham. Jam. Cream. Roast chickens. Fruit from the far corners of the earth, mangosteens, rambutans, durian, mandarins; dried fruit too, figs and apricots and sweet black cherries. Cheese, strong cheese, with thick veins of blue running through, and smoked fish, salmon the colour of the dawn and sable like fine-grained wood.


Candy?


Chocolate. Dried orange peel dipped in chocolate. Turkish delight. Liquorice whips. Sherbet lemons. What else, do you think?


Peppermint sticks.


Peppermint sticks, then, there were certainly peppermint sticks.


And when the woman climbed aboard the ship, that was the first thing she saw – peppermint sticks in a dish, set by the mainmast, and she took one for her pocket and one for her mouth. But it wasn’t only good things to eat on the ship; there was gold, too, and jewels, in chests and boxes and barrels, and beautiful silks for the woman to wear and dainty leather shoes. She had never seen the like.


You’ve done well in seven years, she said to him.


Except that I was missing you, he said, and stood at the helm. It was a bright day with a good breeze that pushed against the canvas of the sails; the ship strained against the anchor, as if she were longing to go, to be set free, to ride on the wild green sea. And the woman was so pleased to be aboard – with all that candy, all that gold, all those dresses – that she didn’t think to wonder how the ship might get under way: for there was no one on board but her and her handsome, dark-haired gentleman. There were no sailors to climb the rigging or run below; there was no cabin boy; no cat. Love is blind. You don’t always see what’s in front of your eyes.


Tom says nothing. The woman, the storyteller, is not looking at him, but at something far away. He is in his bed, with his feet warm under the sheets and woollen blankets. He is happy. He is not going to break the spell. He will not think about the baby left behind. He thinks of the candy and the gold. The spell is a good one, strong.


No cat, no cabin boy, no sailors. And the woman didn’t see. That night, as she slept in a bed with white satin sheets and a cover of fine goosedown, the anchor chain rose up into the belly of the ship, the sails filled with a good wind, and with the moon riding high in a dark sky streaked with rags and scraps of cloud, the vessel with its two passengers and rich cargo slipped away from the harbour and set out for the open sea.


The boy blinks. She kisses him.


Finish the story, he says.


You could have another story, the woman says. I don’t feel like telling the rest tonight.


You promised, he says. I want to know what happens.


You already know, she says.


The boy doesn’t say anything. He knows and he doesn’t know. That’s how her stories work. He never knows. He loves her.


There is quiet. She puts her hand to the blanket around him, tucks it, tidies it, though it needs neither tucking nor tidying. It’s not a very good bedtime story, really, she says.


Still he doesn’t say anything, and the woman smiles.


For seven days and seven nights the boat sailed away on the open ocean. The woman slept and the woman woke, and when she woke her fine gentleman stood at the helm, steering the ship out towards the horizon. The sails, silver-white, were always perfectly set to catch the wind. Sometimes she would stand at the ship’s bowsprit, right where the waves breasted against the prow, the water falling and unfurling ceaselessly, invisible patterns that near-hypnotized her with their surge and draw. She had a fur cloak now to draw round her: the darned, patched clothes she had left in had vanished. Although it was brisk the sun was warm and pleasant on the nape of her neck, and warm too was the knowledge of her fine gentleman’s gaze upon her as he stood and steered the ship. The days were high-cast, blue, perfect: her heart had been let from its cage. The sea and the wind stirred her and changed her and the thoughts of her old life were blown out of her like morning mist.


But on the eighth day she emerged from below in her silk dress, her warm cloak, and drew the fur close about her: something had changed. Cloud smeared the edge of the horizon, grey and dirty like wool just cut from the sheep. She wore slippers of watered green silk; her toes were cold against the decking of the ship.


Not so fine today, she said to him. Still he stood at the wheel. He turned his head to look at her and the cold ran up from her feet to her heart, jarring on the rutted path of her spine. His face the same but not the same; his grin like something tossed in a corner of a graveyard, bone and tooth and hollow eye. She looked him up and she looked him down and she saw the crack in his fine leather boots, the calfskin buckled and split by what was within. Split, like her heart; cloven, as she had been from all that she had left behind. The baby cried, her little girl. Miles away, leagues away, across a wide, wild ocean, and yet the cry reached her over the wind so that she fell to the deck and screamed.


Hush, dear, he said, dropping near. His breath was hot in her ear. There’s no one to hear. Look.


His hand gripped her arm above the elbow hard enough to bruise and he pulled her to her feet. The pain brought her back to herself and only then did she think: No sailors? No cabin boy? No cat? The blade of her wondering ran her through. Like a blade the ship cut through the dark sea, all sails set, though now the sky had gone from grey to brown and was darkening to black, rain flinging itself down and striking her nearly as hard as hail, soaking the white fur of her cloak, flattening her hair, running down into the hollow of her throat. The ship began to bow and plunge, and it might have been thunder or it might have been laughter she heard out of the ruined sky ripped by white electric glare.


He was a giant, says the boy.


That’s right, the woman says. He is holding her hand now, their fingers twined like ivy.


She looked up. Her fine gentleman had become a giant, his head above the sails, his head above the topmast, his great feet – his hooves, splayed and clawlike – straddling the breadth of the poor little ship which still fought the tide but more sluggishly now, yawing with a drunken, damaged lurch, her belly filling with the sea.


The baby slept in her cradle. Her husband tended the fire. His tears fell on the embers and sizzled away, leaving nothing but salt.


She screamed again when he stamped his foot but her scream got sucked into the cold green sea that filled her belly too. A great crack and the keel of the ship split, a rending like the lightning that cut the air; then silence. She noticed the silence as the waves closed over her head and her silk dress clung heavy to her white skin and her eyes saw the last of the light as she travelled down and down, quite peaceful now in the stillness and the cold that was no longer cold but only what was familiar.


The baby slept in her cradle. Her husband tended the fire. She would be home soon. She would be home soon.


For a while the boy and the woman sit with their arms round each other. His hair, so unlike her own, is the colour of straw, almost of snow, and so fine; she curls a lock of it round her finger, over and over, twisting, twirling. His little mouth is against her neck; his every breath against the quick pulse in her throat.


It’s a good story, he says at last. She shouldn’t have left that baby.


No, says the woman. No.




*





Tom drank whisky; Pete drank beer. Tom couldn’t be doing with all that liquid; every ten minutes Pete was out the back to piss. It was a Wednesday night and the place was quiet. The pair of lads from Home Farm down the road; Earldean polishing glasses behind the bar, a couple of golfers, they looked like, with their two big parrot-coloured umbrellas propped beside them. Just as Tom had approached the pub it had begun to spit a little with rain, cool flecks on his neck and forearms.


The lads played pool, then got bored, neither of them managing to pot the black as the two balls hared around the table at the end of their two games. They bought more drinks and Pete put his pint on the corner of the table. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘For the next round.’


One eye shut, imagining the trajectory of the creamy ball. He liked the game, though he wasn’t that good at it; he liked the stark colours and the good weight of the balls, the crack of the break like something opening up. After two drinks (Pete won the first game) he felt more relaxed, and so he won the next, and the whisky warmed and loosened him. Stretching his arms, stretching his back, click and click and click.


‘Like Paul fucking Newman,’ said Pete, when he potted the black again, right in the centre pocket. ‘Go on,’ and he walked to the bar. ‘One more.’


‘No thanks,’ Tom said. ‘I should go.’


‘If you’re late tomorrow, you know,’ Pete said, ‘I won’t tell the boss.’ His head back, laughing. His wet, yellow teeth and thick tongue.


‘It’s all right,’ Tom said. ‘Bit of a walk.’


‘Don’t be a fuckin’ idiot,’ said Pete. ‘Wait. I’ll give you a lift.’


‘Don’t want one,’ said Tom. ‘It’s not raining any more.’ He peered out through the window to see if that was true. Almost, anyway.


‘Daft beggar,’ said Pete. ‘Don’t blame me if you catch your death.’ Then he laughed again. ‘Listen to me. Like your mother.’


Tom’s jacket slumped over a barstool; he shrugged it over his shoulders. ‘Night, then,’ he said. ‘Thanks for the drinks.’


Pete said nothing. Sucked at his pint. Nodded.


The door of The Fisherman banged behind him. There was no echo; the sound drawn down into the dark. Through the village there were yellow streetlights, throwing their waxy pools on the road; beyond the sign where the village’s name was painted, there was only black. He kept a little torch in his back pocket, but he didn’t need it. He knew the ruts and curves; he walked in the dark, one foot in front of the other, his steps almost lulling him to sleep. Some time passed. Closing time at the pub came, and for a little while his back was swept and lit by the light from the cars that rushed by, the glare diffused by the thin mist that surrounded him, lowering weather, not quite rain. Pete’s car. Honking, his voice shouting out of a rolled-down window, dragged away with speed. But Tom barely heard, walking, walking, his neck tucked into his collar against the mist. He was tired now. The weariness pushed through him like a kind of warmth.


When he came to a gate in a wall, a little opening, he passed through into a field. He walked more slowly, through the stubble; he’d stumbled once, long before, and twisted his ankle. Still he didn’t pull out the torch. The ground rose, and then dropped, falling away towards the flat black sea. Thin streaks of light on it, spilling away from farther down the coast, orange and yellow. The red eye of a trawler in the distance; the sweep of the beam from the lighthouse on the rocks. There was no real dark any more. Maybe there never had been. But he would have liked it. True black, the black of a deep cave. You could disappear into that dark. Yes, he would have liked it.
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