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      1
         
            The City Changes Its Face

         

         Now

         The city changes its face as I tap at my teeth. Rain going delinquent beyond in the street and all over him, closing the door.

         
            
               Sorry I’m late.

            

         

         And in from the night. The winter on his body making inroads to mine. Cold lips white. Under fingernails, blue.

         
            
               Why’re you sitting in the window?

               Waiting.

               For what?

               Just for you.

            

         

         His smile then. And I smile back.

         
            
               Well   let me just get this wet coat off.

               Are you soaked?

               To the skin.

               You should get changed.

               I think I will.

            

         

         But first my cheek under his wet palm. His wet palm on my hair.

         
            
               How are you doing?

               Fine      you?

            

         

         The spareliest of nods and

         
            
               All right too.2

            

         

         Then kiss my mouth. His. Kiss again. The smell of his damp hair and rain on my hand.

         
            
               I’ll get dried off     then cup of tea?

               Yeah     I’ll put the kettle on.

            

         

         But my eye goes through him for his state of mind, and that quick glance – turned eyebrow itch, turned to yawn – is gauging, I think, when he thinks I can’t see. How is she? Fine. Or she seems okay. Good. Tick. Now? Fine. Good. Tick again. Out of care, I know, but dismiss as whim his carefulness of me. Sidestepping it so, and out of real interest, ask

         
            
               So     how was the show tonight?

               Not bad actually.

               Many people in?

               Full house, far as I could make out.

               And many round after?

               One or two.

               Anyone there you knew?

               Thankfully not!

               And the others?

               Were all heading out for a drink but       I didn’t fancy it.

               I wouldn’t have minded.

               Wasn’t really in the mood. Besides, it was pissing down,

               so …

            

         

         But already halfway down the hall. The frozen lank of him cutting the corner to vanish off into our room. I glass flaw rap. Time to relinquish the street. All those rushers in their dashes from the gutter spouts of taxis. It is downpour Camden. Drenching city. And night, like I like best.3

         Which is all to say, we are here again. Him having gone round in the subsequent time and me having gone round in it too.

         So unfold my legs to put feet on the floor. Quick shift my stiffened body into his brought cold. Let the curtain drop and the streetlight maraud where it wills beyond the pane – wide beyond and across those civic realms where all, but we, reside. Even to where I saw earlier’s white sky through. Above the leant chimneys and further off too to where the tube must be. Remember that? I remember it. Pigeons and gulls play-acting adrift but winging through dramas of their own. I think I watched them long. Now I leave all that out in the flood. Instead, make along the distance of his voice. Lino stoney-ish beyond the worn carpet I cross. Eye on the, ear on the. Move now, this moment. And call after

         
            
               Why didn’t you jump in a cab?

               I would’ve, but there were none to be had      you know how

               it is when it rains.

            

         

         And I do, in this place become so like home that it, improbably, is. Armchair. Sofa. Phone on the wall. Bills in his name. Letters to my own. A photo of his daughter. A photo of us. Fairy Liquid on the windowsill. Plastic washing-up brush. Streetlight gleam from below and more black sky above than I can see my way through. Nothing really but a brick box on the top of the town. Bedrooms though and a bathroom. Palatial in comparison to our formerly inhabited cram. And ours, I suppose – ish – by the month. Some entrenchment implied in the postcards stuck up, in the heap of kicked shoes – my sandals in there although it’s winter now. By my long-cold tea on his long-lacking shelves, and the books and the books and the books. Sideways. Longways. I am trying my best with an alphabetisation, which is not helped by the One more there and Stick that in the gap. So many writers with fixes for the grips we 4need to get. No. Neither bother with reading like that. Both, by osmosis, staying well out of it, favouring wild worlds instead. Now though, the same wild’s been walked in. Trail dripped and trod on. I kitchen-roll spread and sop it up until my socks wring too.

         
            
               Jesus! You brought half the Thames in with you!

               What?

               The floor’s swimming.

               What’d you say, love?

               You’ve dripped everywhere!

               Sorry about that.

            

         

         His regrets too loud because he can’t know I’m already there, hanging round the bedroom door.

         
            
               No need to shout.

               Oh! I didn’t hear you coming down.

               Well, at least your voice’s holding out.

               Yeah. Thank God it is.

            

         

         Tapping the top of his chest. Near blue in the chill of his near nakedness. Glancing to my arm but concentrating on my face. Me folding it over, pretending he hadn’t and him turning quick, also, away.

         
            
               Those cough sweets did the trick. That and taking care in the

               third act.

               I liked it when you did it louder.

               Me too but      my vocal cords weren’t so sure.

            

         

         Then fishing in the wardrobe until a hanger goes crack.

         
            
               Shit!

            

         

         5Pulling a broken one out.

         
            
               Here   give me the bits.

            

         

         When he passes, I knit the cracks. Fit. No good now though, even dosed with Loctite, so I see-saw it back into twigs.

         
            
               Mind, Eil     you’ll get a splinter.

            

         

         A last gristly snap. Abruptly so violent I wonder at it myself. And chuck it. There. With my inner curse – you’re broke, so be it and lie, unmourned, in that Sainsbury’s bag lining our bin. A plane passes over. A train shakes from underground. With unusual indiscretion, his eyes wander me down, asking after all the things he’d like me to clear up. For want of willing, I am flip.

         
            
               Those hangers were a swizz!

            

         

         Leaving him a single option then – to shrug and pull dry jeans over long cold legs. The circular silence revolving itself until he does his fly and I foot-flex to cramp.

         
            
               Ow!

               All right?

               Just my foot.

            

         

         Damp still on his neck. Dark hair on his stomach. Desire begins. For me. For us both? Immediately spurned by his dry jumper’s yank over. Compounded by a bid to wrangle totally free. Here’s our new world.

         
            
               Did you see that bill?6

            

         

         
            
               Which?

               It was there before – the council tax.

               I haven’t seen it.

               Bollocks!

 

            

         

         Down. Searching on his knees. Wet jeans pooling the floor.

         
            
               Here, pass those up, Stephen     I’ll put them with the basket.

               I’ll do it      fuck      it was there this afternoon.

               Just pass them.

               Don’t worry    I’ll do it.

            

         

         But I still go to go round him and our bodies touch, if only maybe chin to hip. Enough though he moves all the way back. Snap and

         
            
               Just leave them, I said!

            

         

         And clicked then so quick to some impassable him. The instant sorry in his eyes mere annoying accompaniment to the intransigence everywhere else. But here the matter is, nonetheless. On the tip of both tongues, almost destined to be said, or set upon, if we choose. I want to. I really could. Resentments assemble and ready in my mouth. Accusations of. Allegations of. Incalculable wrongs. I have so      Then it blinks and gets unsurer of its ground. Attempts a quick myther. Is forestalled. He shifts in himself. The moment goes over and

         
            
               I’ll put the kettle on.

               Ta.

            

         

         Again. I have said this again. ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’ So do it then. Depart this brink. Leave him to search for his bill with the tail-end drip of hurricane worrying down his back. And fuck him. And it 7all. And all of that. Don’t even wait for the Wait! I know will not come. But know too that neither are battle lines drawn. Rather, in a minute, he will come where I am. Prop himself up close by, start to be kind, and I will give readily in. To an idle comment. To aimless chat. Then we’ll skirt this dulling despondence we’ve recently learned how to share. Its dampening pace. The clog it makes in the air, which we knock against or occasionally stub toes off. However, before that minute arrives, there’s still this. Annoyance. I shake it by the scruff. Stomp the hall. Fill the kettle. Slap in the plug and bang it down hard in electric revenge but

         
            
               but      ever and always singing its song of

               I’m waiting. I am waiting for you.

            

         

         First Summer

         Flitter litter across the bare bed. Box-lugging bruises up your arms and chest. Laughing though, through your cigarette. So that’s about it then, let’s go! Old heat now in this soon old room. Yours for the last time. Next week someone new. Nevermore for us and we pity the fool. No. That’s only me. My body still covets what it was. Not yours. Not one bit. It is lax impervious, while mine insists we Look around one last time. Look around for what? At everything that once was. And because it never will be again. You are Mmmm. You are unconvinced. Won’t you be a bit sad even, to never be here again? Never see it? After everything? Nope, can’t say I will, I’d put a match to this place if I could! Don’t say that! But you won’t indulge me. Will barely loiter as I aspicate our past with Here’s the spot. There’s the place. This the window I looked out from when. Busted bedsprings. And farewell, sink. You just flick your fag end out the front. The last fag you’ll ever smoke, ever in this room! All right, Herodotus, enough, come on! No, I Wait! And gaze into the evening dust until my sentimentality’s 8thoroughly routed by your lack of. Jesus, come on, Eil! Which is fair. You’ve far further back memories than me of here. And they are      And they were      full with bites and rifes and      Let’s go now, love, it’s really time. So, spell unbinding, I dramatic Farewell! Then follow on out and down the stairs. But as you turn your key – last time too! – I am obliged to observe the earth staying on its axis just the same.

         Now

         The clack of the kettle as its sole duty’s done. I investigate for fury but, on finding none, consider clearing the breakfast bar now. The dish piles are getting out of hand. We’re clearly outwaiting each other again. Most often it’s him. But this time, it seems, I’ll be the one to break first. Very firstly though, I make the tea. Spoon-standingly strong. Two. Bit of milk. No thought for the hour or that I mightn’t sleep. Post-show skeins in him anyway before tiredness gets in – adrenaline tapped, probably, and slow at draining. Lately, besides, sleep for me’s become a thing for shrinking – with its runnels of dreams gnawing into my brain, pretending they know what for. Look at you, he says mornings Were you at it again? Implying I’ve spent the night hours replaying the lists of diseases I might get or failures I may yet commit. Worse, the existing shames I cannot escape. As some kind of warding off? he asks, but I only answer Yes, if in the mood for regret at the sight of his concern. Oftener I brassy No, for want of better deceits. Either way, my tiredness spirals and he always knows it. Just like I know all my revisiting yields no good, yet do it anyway.

         
            
               Mind if I turn the heating up?

               No      I mean      go ahead. 9

            

         

         And a tangle of hand at the nape of my neck. Freeze balancing out the affection in it, but I do not move away. Take the touch and what I can get. Lucky the actress he kisses each night, who probably does not care a wit beyond timing it properly, I assume. I assume.

         
            
               Thanks for the tea.

               No problem.

            

         

         And his long fingers go round it. Heat bringing them bluish to white. Nicotine-stained to the knuckle. Brown between the top joints. Years of hard work in getting that hue. Pulling and drawing. Blowing it out. I miss it and him at it as well.

         
            
               Don’t mind those dishes now. Come sit, Eil I haven’t

               seen you all day.

            

         

         So leave thoughts of his smoking and kissing in the sink. Hop up instead on the high stool opposite.

         
            
               Did you tube or bus it back in the end?

               29 but it broke down, so I ended up walking from Euston,

               hence the lateness      and the soaking.

            

         

         Tip my fingers to the tips of his.

         
            
               Jesus, your hands are still froze.

            

         

         He looks to them. Under his lids. Still, fuck it, I see and, before he can withdraw, cover them with my heat. Warm hands, cold heart. We all know what that means. But he just lets me. Good.10

         
            
               Yeah, I wouldn’t be surprised if there was snow.

               Too wet for it to lie.

               I don’t know      it might freeze.

               But    you’re still glad you took it?

               What?

               The play.

               Yeah    it’s good being back in the theatre again.

               Different?

               Maybe      a bit    do you mind me being out every night?

               Sometimes.

               Sorry.

               Don’t be    it’s fine.

               Well   I like having someone to come home to from it for a

               change.

               But is that ever     annoying?

               No      why would it be?

               Just

            

         

         And the past goes stutter, reminding me of his Come here, as I barefooted up the bedroom wall. Uncivil in our new room. Upside down and hanging off. In the mirror behind, his bare shoulders above and my hair all the way to the floor.

         
            
               Just what?

               Knowing I’m      waiting      if you’d rather go out.

               I would never rather, so don’t think that. I’m just     tired

               when I get back.          I always want to see you, Eily

               sometimes I’m just ffff

            

         

         Then seeing how he means it, and much, it’s all right to pass on into further domestic.11

         
            
               Are you hungry?

               Starving.

               I don’t know why you don’t eat before.

               I do     just not too close, so by afterwards it’s     late.

            

         

         And still not a pick on him to stave off that while it eats at me, his nightly famishment. As if more hunger’s in there than I’ve ever managed, even on my leanest day. Even in my only bread and jam from Kwik Save. Like tunnels endlessly construct beneath his skin and while awaiting their purpose keep riddling him with more, and yet more, gaps to stop. Right up until I want this, I really want this, engulfs. A wanting greater than anyone could possibly content. I dwell on the coulds of this hazard, now and then. On how the slyness of his thinness is only a blind for those vast diggings within. He knows too I know, and so why I am, eternally, wishing he’d eat – to, at least, start finding his fill.

         
            
               What, Eil?

               Nothing.

               No     what?

               Nothing. What do you fancy? That’s all.

               I don’t know.

            

         

         Up he gets.

         
            
               Let’s see what there is.

            

         

         Between this then, and the lingering by the fridge, I would happily bet we are now on a countdown to cheese.12

         First Summer

         High white van scraping under trees. Driving like you know. I do know actually; you’ve just never seen me do it before. When’d you learn? Years ago, it’s handy, you should learn. Sure Stephen, I haven’t a car. Well, maybe I’ll get one and teach you? God, I’ve no interest in that. A decisive No then? That’s right. Fair enough. And it is too. This much is enough for me, feet on the dashboard and a smile from him snatched between Amber and Go. So for now, I’ll just Clyde him to Bonnie me, smoke waltzing from our mouths, slipping in through the traffic and ready, and ready to

         Now

         
            
               Cheese sandwich.

               How did I guess?

               Should’ve gone to Oxford.

               It’s their loss.

               The world of telepathy would’ve never been the same.

               I’m a woman with many contributions to make.

               And I don’t doubt that’s the case, but would you reach me out

               the piccalilli please?

            

         

         So now I’m mistress of piccalilli and slices of bread.

         
            
               Toasted?

               No, ta.

            

         

         Going for the knife and piece plate himself.

         
            
               The very last clean one!

               Congrats!13

               Christ.

               What?

               If you’re waiting for me to wash this lot up, you’ll be waiting

               a while.

               Oh, too grand for it, now you’re in the West End?

               I’ve been in the West End plenty. It’s just your turn. I’ve been

               doing it all week!

               Sure what was I doing when you said to sit down?

               True. Apologies, madam.

               Apology accepted.

               Still      that was experience talking.

               You shut up!

            

         

         But I like this skitting about as his bare foot rocks me back and forth on the long-legged stool.

         
            
               Don’t make me spill my tea!

               Don’t yourself!

            

         

         Slurping. Then buttering. Piccalilli-ing. Cheese on top.

         
            
               And what did you get up to, Eil, while I was out?

            

         

         Keep still. The pages flitter over in my head, arrange and rearranging themselves. It’s got so much further, but I’m not there yet. Undotted. Uncrossed. Although those aren’t the risk. I’m just not arrived at admittance yet, to anyone, even you. So pull away from the sheafs, with their chaotic reach, back to here and its precarious real.

         
            
               Not much     read     went over some lines.

               For the Priestley?

               Yes.14

            

            
               Go in all right?

               I think.

               Do you want me to be on the book?

               No, thanks.

               But you’re         ready to go back? You feel you are?

               I suppose.

               Well, that’s good.

            

            
               Full stop.

               Or not.

            

            
               So            you feel like your concentration’s coming back?

               Yeah      it is now      I think.

               That’s      got to      feel better.

               Yes      it does.

            

         

         But a hooked pause now sits before a difficult next. And where are international incidents when you need a hindrance? Never coinciding with an awkward instant, that’s for sure. I can tell though, it’s coming, by the way his fingers curl. Just the moment before       and then       it officially begins.

         
            
               Speak to anyone today?

               Wasn’t really in the mood.

               Go out at all?

               No.

               Eily.

               Sure you got soaked.

               I know but

               I just don’t want to. Don’t fuss.

               I’m not fussing, I only   I worry you’re on your own here a

               lot and

            

         

         
            
               15You’re at the theatre.

               But what about seeing your friends? Alison? Danny even?

               I don’t feel like it, Stephen.

               I know that but

               And neither do you    be honest.

               Yeah but     I’m working and besides

               You’re twenty years older, I know!

               I know you do, Eily, but

               And yet still a fuck-up!

               As we both know       but

            

         

         A douse of silence on top of that. Shit. I’d scrape it back if I could turn the page. But no, and winnowed, as we already are, by mistakes, I suppose I must swallow this too. I can say awful things for which he never holds a grudge. But even for me, Fuck-Up was a fuck-up. And crass, although his fingers look supremely unbothered amid their halving of slices of pan. Good, I think, Eat. Fill up. Then note the fingers curl into his palms. Pausing for thought more than effect. Effect’s not really him. Regret, however, is suddenly high on my list. So I smooth the knot vein on the back of his hand. Press, in reparation, the run of blood through his veins and invent something kinder to say.

         
            
               I love that     the shape of that vein.

               Eily, I just     I worry about you.

               I know   but don’t.

            

         

         Doubt remains around his eyes, so I press it again.

         
            
               Really      don’t worry     it doesn’t help.

               If you promise me that you

               I promise      all right? 16

            

         

         Because I can’t let the end of that sentence arrive. Swallow. Swallow. Right down to dry.

         
            
               Okay then, love    I’ll try.

               You really don’t need to worry, Stephen    I swear.

            

         

         He doesn’t believe me, but enough’s been said for his fingers to reopen. To relax. To dive back into action, fast, and gather all edibles in one great sticky salvage. Then that sandwich’s hour has come.

         First Summer

         Dropping boxes, one and two. Sweat, more than sentiment, gilding this threshold, but none the worse for that. Just in! Room. Rooms. Ours. Length and light. Sitting room. Hall. Bedroom for the mattress. These alone, this stuff and us, but plenty for pioneers. Astronauts almost, on our approach – if only five minutes traversed from down the road. But for you all this normal is so alien, foreign, that I hanker after snaps to play. I have none though – parallels. For I can’t stop being at the start or seeing only as Next what you look at with wonder. For me, this is only a new flat. Other plug points. Different sinks. For me, new’s you, this you and me, this you and me and here. But for you this is the balance of your past going sunder. Plus the getting of a witness and a co-conspirator in whatever flounders shall be. Doubtless those’ll be many in our inch along as uncommon people who hope, beyond all reason, for the unlikely best. Do we accept? We accept. And all of it. Excepting none. Que sera, sera.

         So we took and turned the key. These new rooms going groan for learning – window latches, floors and ceilings. Today and night we will. What doors need shoulders? Which taps go drip? How loud this stretch of Camden and rowdy this street? How little we 17cared for each of these potential annoyances then. And, it turns out, never really will although, right now, that remains to be seen. Instead, between the future and our boxes stacking the kitchen, the print of the shabby lino got mapped. Square to square, by your knees and my back. Again and again until it rubbed nearly smooth. I do I do I do I do think everything’s going to be fine.

         Now

         Bite.

         
            
               Good sandwich?

               Cheese’s a bit stale.

               I thought it looked a bit curly.

               Oh well. I’ll just get some more tomorrow.

               Piccalilli still okay?

               Yeah.

               It’s nearly done.

               Remind me when I’m going out.

               Are you going somewhere tomorrow?

               Just round the corner to get a few things in. Maybe take a

               turn around the park if you fancy it, Eil?

               If it’s not raining     I might.

               Okay.

            

         

         And press my thumb into the crumbs on his plate.

         
            
               Want some?

            

         

         Offering share of his terrible sandwich that I wouldn’t touch for love nor money.

         
            
               Oh no   God, no.18

            

         

         And cock my snook.

         
            
               Well, don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.

               That’s what they say.

               And I agree      with the traditional caveats.

               Obviously.

               Obviously.

            

         

         And smile at our own blackness. Swig for swig of our teas. These chancier moments are actually easiest. Prodding a little. Showing we know the past but aren’t stuck in its say-so. Not any more. Like it’s never had dominion and, although it’s had it all, here in its shadows can be a nice place to play. To rearrange. To claim Here we are, still, and mostly unharmed. Saying and saying it, even if it’s not true. It’s a life, however anyone cares to think, with every possibility for happiness permitted, no matter when we’re blind to which way. Thunk, then thump. His stool rocks me back to now again. Too easy here, on the leeside of the sun, to trip, topple and fall.

         
            
               Did you catch Grace in the end?

               Just before the half.

               What time was it there?

               About eleven, I think.

               Morning?

               Yes.

               Did she not have a class?

               They’re already off.

               Oh, right. So what did she say?

               The transfer’s gone through now      officially.

               Well, that must be a relief.

               It is.

               How’s her mother taking it?19

            

         

         Shrug and a lip twist.

         
            
               She’ll survive.

            

         

         There. Showing only small rise at what’s owed off the back of the past. He keeps those grudges low down – though they nip and can strike – from a born inclination to leave all that behind. And whenever some, like now, hangs out, he’s quick to snip the loose thread.

         
            
               I’m sure she’ll be fine      it’ll just take a while to adjust.

            

         

         But this excess of equanimity makes even me cough. Whoop. And cough again.

         
            
               What?

            

         

         Giving me innocent eyes despite, surely, being far from. Mustn’t he want to go wreaking? Or maybe I want it because that’s what I’d definitely do.

         
            
               Nothing.

               No, what?

               Nothing, just it’s ironic the shoe’s on the other foot.

               It’s not like that, Eily. There’s nothing to win.

               Because you already did?

            

         

         A laugh and reluctant, lopsided lip lift.

         
            
               Eventually      I suppose.

            

         

         Then I have what I want so can flip it away.20

         
            
               And what else did Grace say?

               She’s looking forward to seeing us next week.

               When’s she getting in?

               Thursday night. Half nine, I think.

               You won’t be able to meet her this time.

               No     but I might ask Rafi if he would.

               I’m sure she’s fine to get the tube.

               I’m sure she is but     you know I’d be happier if she had

               a lift.

            

         

         The insistence of fatherhood getting me again by surprise. Yet will fade, I remember, to commonplace across the days she is here. So discard the thread and go from there.

         
            
               Excited to see her?

               God, yeah     August seems ages now.

               Will she make the show?

               Last night.

               That’s grand     she can go to the thing with you     after.

               So can you.

               Mmm     maybe.

               Doesn’t have to be a big deal. Just stick our heads in     say

               hello and

               We’ll see.

               Eily.

               Stephen.

               Okay         but have a think?

               I will.

            

         

         Cheese falls out. He puts it back in. Bites more off than he can chew. Has trouble with it. Then bows his head to spare me the view. Fingers on lips. Chew. Chew.21

         
            
               Does she know?

            

         

         Chew. Hand staying in situ, followed by a nod on repeat.

         
            
               Uh-hm. She does.

               What exactly?

               Only the essentials.

               Good.

               Well, I thought you might not want

               When did you tell her?

            

         

         Chew.

         
            
               Just after.

               Right after?

               Pretty much       she could tell there was something up.

               What did she say?

            

         

         Chew. Swallow. Swipes last crumbs from his mouth and gulps more tea.

         
            
               That she was sorry       That she hoped you’d be all right.

               What else?

               Nothing really.

               Really?

               I don’t really remember, Eil     I was pretty preoccupied

               at the time.

            

         

         Fingers dance the Formica with their own roll of sound. I’ve gone closer to this than I care for, but now     since I’m here

         
            
               Who else knows?22

            

         

         Don’t even know if I want to know that. And know anyway he rarely tells what can be left. To anyone. Even to me. Still, the question’s asked, so

         
            
               Well, obviously the cast know     at least some of it. Rafi.

               Grace.

               No one else?

               Only whoever you’ve told yourself.

               The school because    you know I’m supposed to be there.

               And I’m sure you will again, Eil      soon enough.

               That’s why I’m prepping the Priestley for next term.

            

         

         And look to each other without saying it. Will I be there? He hopes, as a hope of improvement. Of me acting again. Back to art as to life. Resuming myself. Or how I was. But I can’t think much of drama school now.

         
            
               Anyone else?

               Alison.

               Of course     but

               No      that’s about it.

               So     not your mother?

               No.

               Why not?

               Why would I?

               I don’t know     might help?

               I doubt that very much.

               Okay     I just thought

            

         

         I don’t want to know though, so snap that shut.23

         
            
               Since when are you so misty-eyed about family stuff?

            

         

         See him take it in and step right back.

         
            
               That’s fair enough     that’s fair, Eil.

               Yes      it is.

            

         

         First Summer

         Tilt. Cigarettes, and plastic ripped from mattress dips. Mind yourself! Should’ve probably done this first. Too late now so let’s call it inducted. Ah yeah, we’ll call it that. Wound all round my wrist. Stuffed into bags. Venus of Bubble Wrap, me – doing your accent. What accent’s that supposed to be? It’s clearly Sheffield! Is it fuck! Ah, you know it is, shut up! And just laughing us both, either way, as the boil outside makes sloth of in here. What unpacking must get done. Let’s do it! Yes! Quick! But useless together in the face of this inescapable, organisational imperative. For we are lazy and gone shag weak. Lacking the discipline or character for one true great unpack! Because I’ll not move, despite the sweat. And you’ll not move me because you only ever say yes to any old offer to fuck. And the fucking’s all good, all fucking day. We even got to the evening on just sandwiches and tea. Then in pagodas of our boxes, after forks of sweet and sour, we played mandarins on duvets strewn in peaks upon the sofa. And though the far world crept towards us, looking for invites in, with the phone still dead and no post yet, we were an atoll of our own. In the midst of the city but on the outside of time, if only for this little while. Screened from the futures we could not yet see – or my share of them anyway. Your future didn’t reach so unknowably far, only to when London would swap for Vancouver. Not that you minded. You’ve had plenty endless future before and never liked it so much, you said, as this foreshortened 24now. Or how it was getting lived. And how different we were in those hours and minutes. Ones we’ll never repent of or want back again. Freely given, shared and taken. Just starve-eyed urchins at a groaning table who could not look away. Instead we squandered our time properly, on the finer things, for as long as we could. But eventually, brutalling up from the food and the fuck, the great unpack resumed. Ah don’t, Eil! What? Move – don’t get up yet! Stop putting it off, and don’t think for a second you’re leaving it for me to do while you’re away. That hymn of conscience galvanising you then, just like an I-knew-it-would charm. Bollocks! All right! Here I am! Creaking up. Buttoning your fly. Manhandling a box of novels. Will you be all right, Eil, while I’m away? All cursory but threaded with underplay. Ah Stephen, don’t dump it there! Sorry, then where? Over there in the corner. Okay, but will you, Eily      be okay? Of course, it’s London, what can go wrong? Plenty, believe me, so double check the locks before going to bed. Ah, come on! No, promise me? All right I will, but will you? Will I what? Be all right, Stephen. How do you mean? Over there, in Canada. And then your face. I don’t know, Eil. I’m hoping for the best but I … I’m not sure what to expect.

         Now

         I dice round fingers again in his crumbs. Not too many. Maybe enough for neat-freakish piles – if I was of a mind, which I am certainly not. Such interests extend only to the piccalilli on his thumb so, to rub it off, lick my own. Do it then. Scrub. Work my nail in round his. Leading to the smile, somewhat tired, from him while surrendering to a harmless

         
            
               Ta for that.

               So did you find the bill for the council tax? 25

               I did.

               Where was it?

               Down the back of the drawers.

               Must’ve been a draught when you closed the door.

               Yeah     probably.

            

         

         Gulp. Down. He makes short work of that tea. Now, backing from the stool, he’ll lope to the sink. Rinse his mug. Dump it to drip. Swipe crumbs from his piece plate and repeat. I reflection-watch it be exactly this – grease-spat glass notwithstanding and thwart of the light. Brightness above. Darkness without. Then a strained chew of his lip. In-camera perhaps but still boding ifs. If he. If she. I wish I. Shit! As he loses the rinsed plate to a slip. Just catches it too, before it breaks, but in the pane our eyes meet. So my seeing his doubt is also seen by him. Looking at. Looking at. Waiting for. What? Anxiety denied in the form of a laugh? A kiss and reassuring sweep off my feet? Fat chance of either of these. But my kingdom for any fix to this trap we are both staring at, yet so careful not to spring. And although we are rife, with knowing this thing, how soon till we both look away? I’ll not. I keep looking. Look and look again. Then he just turns. Please stay, I’d scream but don’t even say that. Or Please keep looking at what we are both looking at. Keep on looking until there are fissures and cracks, because I’m all for the shatter and what might ride in on its back. I also don’t say that. Then turn too from conflict, with its many tempts. Wait! One last ditch where I      but relent and mostly just fancy a drink.

         
            
               Do you fancy a drink?

               Is there anything?

               Not sure     maybe a beer?

               Well, if there’s one in the offing.

               Let me see.26

            

         

         Hoist on over from my stool to the fridge. Half a ring of Holstens. Here! Chuck his. Ta! Caught and cracked. Drinking long glugs as I help myself. Loitering vaguely in front of the shelves. Grey eyes drifting our gluts of titles. Now and then, cocking his head. Beer cooling, and no more than a sop to the mad but I’d say we’ve both earned that. So follow along with his line of sight. Loads, his of old, interspersed with mine. Mix the books, we elected the summer we moved in. Side by side, his scruffed Kafka now with my new Sarah Kane – from an afternoon of standing tired-legged in French’s. This is who you wanted, Eil, wasn’t it? Let me get it for you. No no, don’t. But still, he did. I’d go back to that past, in a flash, if I could. Our whole first summer and right to the next. Not without knots but definitely without wrecks. Except starting again is an itch with no scratch. Better to head towards possible nexts, with their aims of forward, or at least absence of stand-off. From where he is stood though, across the room, how to offer him invite in? What ‘Come into my parlours’ have I learned? Mainly his and mainly to make me laugh. Don’t know if I’ll manage that. We’re too lost in our detours, and so totally map-less, that funny’d probably stretch us to snap. So what’s next’ll have to emerge from this obstructive past, whatever else I might want to do.

         
            
               It seems so long ago now.

               What does, Eil?

               That first time you phoned Grace      from this flat.

               I suppose it’s      what      a year and a half?

               If not a bit more.

               I remember it being pretty near to when I went over.

               Was it?

               Maybe even that week. Took forever to get the line

               connected up. 27

               Did it?

               Drove me mad      using the phone box on the end of the road.

               I don’t remember.

               Always trying to hold on to pound coins?

               Oh yeah, but did it really take long?

               Weeks!

               Didn’t seem like that to me.

               You didn’t have a long-lost daughter you were trying to

               speak to.

               No      I suppose not.

            

         

         First Summer

         Other stuff merited notice, probably, I just never thought of it. Only when the man from Cable & Wireless showed up did we realise it was purely track of time had been lost. That, out there, life in its many facets was still waiting for us to return. But amid his mealy-martyring about missing sockets, or crucial leads, was your sharp I don’t care, just sort it, mate! Then I realised the realising was only mine. You’d been waiting this whole time, distracted perhaps but waiting all the same. Meaning, from that landline epiphany on, life in its many facets was here.

         I did not know those gears though, or how to move, and could not work out what you knew. Here it comes. Ratchet. Set for change. Click. Me there inside the mechanism. Tock. Then tick. Up you got. Set. Ding ding and off! While I rose unready, hovered foot to foot. After the Cable man left, you said you’d call her, first. Of course you did, and why wouldn’t you? Except. Somehow it gave me a land. So to unrush all my blood, I offered to hang our unpacked clothes. Clothes, remember those? But you’d already turned away. Steeling. Composing. Closing over the door. Going to the kitchen in your old robe. I listened and didn’t listen. 28Didn’t want to think I would. Knew I couldn’t not. Couldn’t tell if you’d disapprove – having closed it over, not tight, after all. Then pondered too the novelty of putting something on after what had been days and days. So I did. T-shirt over. Knickers underneath and, thus wrapped in my decadence, leant in and an ear. To? Your falter at her first Hello – a Gracie, is that you? The way her name was said and how Hello love, it’s your dad, brought another broke road to its end. Along with So now our landline’s in, you can call me any time … any time at all. Over-tipping, I banged my toe on the unbuilt bed. Fuck! Hopped and tried not to disrupt closeness being made. Still, my bished body – unused now to lone – itched to see yours again, for a moment. So it did. Looked out. Looked up the hall, towards it in the kitchen where it leant against the wall. All kind with the receiver. So happy at her voice. Yes, I’ll see you very soon, it’s really no time now. Weight on your left hip, as you lit up. On your right, as you exhaled, while I watched from the dark. Saw you heard every word and, if I’d asked for repeats, know you’d have had her by heart. And where was I or could I be in that? Jacobean tragedies not much resolved by young women in T-shirts. Or young women at all. But. Then. Oblivious to my ruminations, you looked for where I was. Saw. Becked me up. A finger come hither all it took, and I took you up on it. Happy to. Eager. Pulled into your pit. Cheek against your hesitations, hearing your toil to get it right. And beating through your ribcage, every response to her voice. I strained for it but couldn’t quite hear. Felt my knicker trim found by your fingertips. And twanged a bit, I think on instinct – like fig leaves had just made their debut. Then, doubtless for thought of her, as swiftly withdrew. And I was handed the phone. Grace, I’m passing you to Eily now. Expelling me then, from the hideout of your arm, off you went, to get more on.

         I took the receiver, wondering what? Her Okaying, as you wandered off, without even casting back. Trusting we’d be fine? Or to 29goodwill? Prematurely, surely, but still. Here be gulfs – perhaps you thought – may as well wade in.

         Hello, I to her, and she Hello’d then. Nice to meet you, Grace. And you, Eily … as well. Beat. And wait. And who’ll be next? Her – ha! – with You’re all settled now, Dad said? Yeah, but the phone line’s only just gone in – adding, as a gift – which makes you the maiden call from this flat. Happy phone line then! she said. And I liked the ice-breaking of that so stole further. It’ll be nice to call your … father now … whenever you fancy, I’d say? Which did sit strange on my tongue. Your father. Her father. Yeah it will, but … we’ll have to work the time difference out. Oh yeah, Vancouver’s nine hours behind London, is that right? Eight actually. So what time’s it now? After midnight! Oh, Jesus! Both us starting to laugh. Does he know? I don’t think so but it doesn’t matter – when it rang so late I knew who it would be. Oh, did you now, needles but keep it inside me. Weird how she’s already forecasting him well, even after a decade of nothing at all, like she’s some old hand at him down on the level of blood. Daughters guess their fathers, I suppose, though what do I know about that? I’m just caught in their current now and can’t swim against. Appeased by its purity but unprepared for its strength. I need to get a grip. And, after all, you remain where you’ve always been, stood in the gap between me and those places where the past runs in. Holding and helping me hold the line. So now that your history’s showing its wares, I should … I should … I should and do say Sure then, you already know him well. Do you think so, Eily? And she seemed so thrilled I extended it to You sound just like him as well. Really? My mother says that but she means it … you know … less positively. And I’ve education enough in that wild mess to dig no further, especially when we’ve gone for friendliness. Well, I mean it as a compliment, Grace. I know, she said, and That’s nice to hear. Which drew us right to the end. We hadn’t broached the strangest thing but how could we yet? Enough we’d exchanged some things 30and sidestepped cause for complaint. I thought. I hoped. And kept to myself what I could suddenly see – that I’d never be so simple for him as she’d be, belonging, as she must, to that other side of him which was, of course, the other side of you.

         Cued up then, span and neat, the wanderer returned. Eyeing my efforts, tugging your T-shirt down, giving me a corner of smile. Bloody cheek of it! But I said only He’s back, I’ll hand you over now. Her suggesting that we’d probably talk again soon. I’m sure. Nice to have … met you. Phone met you. You too. Here. Bye. Give and take. Still smiling your own thanks when the floor went shake and I panicked back into you Fuck! What, Eil? What’s wrong? Didn’t you feel it? The whole flat just shook! That’s only the Underground below us, love, haven’t you felt it before? And I couldn’t say I had, but wondered if that was the result of being so much on the flat on my back? A speculation I could not, just then, air. But What happened? she must also have asked because then there was No, nothing. The tube passing under us just gave Eily a fright. There’s more shudder up here than in the old flat, that’s all. Comfort given. Problem solved. On the outside of them though I missed those old walls and all the time shut in. Stock in their sturdy. Private with our past. If I knew, if I’d known, would I leave them now? But we were both set for leaving so there’s no way to tell. Jammed tight in with the here of it then, I took the bait of your smile. And smiled it back. And, for want of interest in causing other wrecks, went to the window to look. Day. Another. London city and world. There before me as you were. I still see you as I saw you and long to be you, as I was you, all the way over again.

         Now

         Going by his side, I flick through that time and wonder how remembering it’s doing in him? Very active or not? Either way those eyes 31just keep drifting books, as he sips at his beer, and thinks in himself of things I can’t quite guess.

         
            
               How many times have you been to Vancouver now?

               Three. It’ll be four      after January.

               And then, I suppose, you won’t be going back again much.

               Well, Grace will be here and it’s not like I love that flight.

               Long.

               And a fucking killer on the legs.

               That’s what you always say.

               Because it’s always true and      anyway

               What?

               I don’t like leaving you.

               Stephen      I’m always fine and I will be too      this time

               as well.

               I was just thinking     maybe you’d like to come with?

            

         

         I just give an eye roll and fun it off.

         
            
               What, to meet your ex?

               You’d be with me and Grace and      so what if you

               met Marianne?

               She’d know how old I am.

               She knows how old you are and, even if she didn’t, do you

               think I’d care?

            

         

         But really it’s the other thing which now I have to ask.

         
            
               Does she know?

            

         

         Which turns him about. Neither Kafka nor Kane interrupting that subject.32

         
            
               I haven’t told her.

               No?

               Why would I?

               Has Grace?

               I don’t know but      I’d be surprised if she has.

               Why?

               I think part of their truce is      not discussing me.

               Haven’t things      improved there?

               A bit. I don’t ask though, so I only know what Grace

               says.

               But you and Marianne are

               Fine. We can pass ourselves but, you know, she isn’t

               a friend.

               Fair enough.

               Any more of these left?

            

         

         Him shaking his empty. Going to the fridge. Looking for another and, on finding there is

         
            
               You too, Eil?

               I’ve still some left.

            

         

         Glad of the beer fur running under my skin, getting into sore muscles. I like the leeway it lends them to ache and to still be fine. Right. Push a spine to tidy in a book. Then a whole row. I swear it’s the tube, shuddering under, shuffles them out – my only remaining notice of it now as it races beneath my feet. More noticeable his long legs going crack as he settles in the armchair.

         
            
               Jesus, Stephen, that doesn’t sound good.

               I know      it’s like I’m falling apart.33

               Does it hurt?

               No     it’s just the sound.

               Must be getting old.

               No way back from forty, Eil.

               Too bad for you.

               You’re laughing now but, before you know it, you’ll be

               staring it down as well.

               Ah, it’s a long way off yet.

               I thought that once.

               Still     must be better than your thirties.

               That remains to be seen!

               Oh, come on      you’ve got Grace     and your film.

            

         

         I’d like him to add me in, but he’s just eyebrows up and a nod of agreement. Why are all our journeys so hard? To be fair, he’s smiling more now than before that first flight. Happier in the memory – all ifs long gone poof! I remember myself then as snagged between the torturing wait for him to leave and the thought of his being away.

         First Summer

         After the Grace call, misgivings settled in. Their primary nip being who’d return in that skin, the one I never wanted changed? Feeling it as I passed the shirts you’d badly ironed. Getting worse at the zip of the case. Continuing on through the Tickets? Passport? Money? I endlessly incanted until Okay I have them, Eily, I think I’ve got everything. And then the time was right there, no longer coming. Not a single other night or day or hour in the future. The whole of me urging to faint, or shout Pax! Just to keep      You were going though, and right for it. So I was left to a stammer of So … so then I’ll … just wait? Would, apparently, as you grasped your case with a practical I’ll see you then, in a week. Can I not come 34to the airport? No, it’s late, and you don’t want to be alone on the Piccadilly line coming back. Actually, I do. Eily. But. Eily, don’t, you’re better off staying put and … I don’t want to be worrying about you, which I would, all right, love? All right. Bastard world flashing Let Go Of Him! Let Go Because He’ll Go Even If You Don’t! Come here to me though, is what I got. So I went. Arms and arms around with lingering intent. Tipping the sierras of your bony spine, wondering how will I do without them? But, rigged for pragmatism, by then you had already gone. Remained with me in your body but out the door in your mind. Already striding off into Camden, soon to be followed by this same skin and bone. An old trick of yours I knew from before. So knew too to just take it and watch to the end. Bye. I love you. Had it said back the same. Meant as well, I was sure, but that was the end. On out the door and the door loudly shut. And all at once then the flat was so fucking hot – for a place this suddenly empty and soundless. Left alone, I stood in the midst of our stuff but suspended in some third act of yours.

         Now

         Remember too though that that was AGO. Here in this night, all cycled forward, I cross to sit down by his legs. Stretched just a little. Rest my can on his knee, circling the cap where it indents in. A sympathy of bodies, and if at sixes and sevens, now mostly kindness and tiredness between.

         
            
               God     I’m done in, Eil.

               I can see. It’s been a long week.

               It’s been a hard run and, with the film and everything, I’m

               kind of running out of steam.

               Not long now though     until the break.

               No, but running it out is difficult. 35

               At least tomorrow you can stay in bed.

               I’m not moving before eleven!

               Well     you’ve nowhere to be.

            

         

         Hitch though, where I’d not anticipated it. A small rock tossed in the shallows and from a distance.

         
            
               Did you really not go out today, Eil?

            

         

         Baulk. Ripple. Ripples. Segue and siege. I    am reluctant for admissions and what ruptures they’ll seed if     if     I say what I was at. No. Not ruptures. Questions without clear answers as yet. Jesus. And not mysterious. Only private. That’s all. Still it’s a rare word between us and will last     until? I don’t know but assume I will tell it some time. Then stare at my notebook under his chair. Unremarkable cardboard but I also      wonder      when I might get that far? He’s waiting though so, as a less troublesome answer, I let its insides become some sort of truth. The kind that will do      for now.

         
            
               Actually      I did, I     just forgot.

               Oh yeah? Where did you go?

               Kentish Town.

               What? Really?

               Yeah.

               That’s good      why didn’t you say before?

            

         

         White sky malevolent. Vast and immune. Above. Above everything. And some starting at finding myself, from back then, now all dissolved into air. But I’ll maybe not      let on to that.

         
            
               No reason      I forgot.36

            

         

         Twisting to me then, for eye catching. That’s what he’s at. Glimpse it from the corner of mine and know he’d like to be let in. However, my eyes have other things to busy with and from which they’ll not be easily deterred. For example, that rug over there. The frayed-up curl where it flicks. More pronounced now even than it was last week, and a trip hazard if ever there was. I toe-tap it like that vein of his hand. Veinlike, it compacts then plumps again so that’ll be a matter for tape.

         
            
               Eily?

               What?

               Tell me?

               I just forgot.

               Okay, so now you’ve remembered      how was it?

               It was good.

               I haven’t been up there in ages      maybe not since you

               moved.

               Me neither.

               So     was it changed much?

               A fair bit.

               Did you go by the old flat?

               Yeah, but the front is being rebuilt and the Blockbuster

               below is gone.

               What’s there instead?

               A grocer’s or something     I couldn’t quite see.

               I must walk up some time and take a look.

               Really?

               Of course. I often think about that flat.

               Do you?

               I don’t know why you’re so surprised. I mean it was kind of

               a memorable time     wasn’t it?

               I suppose. 37

               Well, don’t do me any favours!

               I didn’t mean it like that      of course it was.

            

         

         And I give in, to ensure there’s not the slightest of slights. From the look of him though, I’d say that was a fix. Wily. So wily and credit where it’s due, he’s engineered my eyes right into his. But I wonder if he understands I think You’ve got me looking at you, but I know it’s you who’s looking at me? Tallying it together, probably. How is she? Fine. Good. Tick. Now? Fine as well. Tick. Or sort of. Or wavering. Or      whatever. These palliative circuits are no surprise, quack, and easily undermined by my looking away. So, I look away and return to the admission of Kentish Town, as seen this whitish afternoon in my head. An inner goad whispering not to, but why is that? Surely, my earlier silence was just a matter of tact about a weird hour I spent imagining there? Yet it does seem to cleave to the tongue, glue-ishly almost, so perhaps that’s a sign? Why did I even say? I should’ve scratch-needled on about staying in the flat. How I stared out the window until stark weather mad! And ignored what I know are his not unreasonable fears – that I am styliting it up here. Hermit on a pillar. Sealing myself for acts of I know what. Calculations boil over each night at this, in the dwindling moments, before he gets in. Always trying to think of better answers to give him. For I hate to serve in the cause of blame – his, although he’ll do it anyway – because I’ve whys and wherefores to answer myself. Plenty. It’s just not the time for them yet. This is only the time when he’ll fish for evidence and I’ll say whatever I choose. But, with my eyes drifting from his, it’s only seconds surely until Five      Four      Three

         
            
               Go on, Eily. I’d love to hear more.

            

         

         Two One Go.38

         
            
               Okay.

            

         

         But how will I do that, ragged and rolled over, as I was, by that glass and parky day? Try one word at a time as each image remakes and lines up with its match from the past. So.

         Now, Imagined Earlier

         I stood in a place I was once known and knew and, from that same spot, touched time. Then it ran like a tipped spill over the edge. Liquid and visible. Middle of the day. Eyes ranging from the concrete up into the sky. Blue always in that past. Nowadays white and blind. Old eras opaqued or elaborately rimed with a dust beyond polishing off. I blew on it anyway. Brushed past by strangers but aiming for intimacy with those good times and bad times again. Memory repacking around still-live veins, goading dulled clots into liquification. Active. Activate. Activation. Then I saw it.

         Then see.

         Yes, the drain there where I dropped a key. Further, the tube. Nearer, the library. Greggs. Blustons. Costcutter. Owl Bookshop. Proof, if only in hearsay, of my former occupance. Of a time when I moved through this place, said and did. Sensibly sometimes and often its opposite. With conviction too, but alongside a self ignorant of how soon it would have passed on. Also of how I’d always remain, in part, alive in that time. Gliding invisible although the updraught was gone and only particles swirled through the air. That first, never finished, version of myself that haunts the old haunts of was. Today my eyes followed where the past led. From there to here. Same some ways. Others different and unexpectedly. But before that pricked too deep, a 214 passed, leaving me once more in the street. Boring and literal but realising how even this 39live moment strives to its finish – whether I will it or not. Every moment but a crease where time bends itself before, finally, folding right in. So, at that very fold, I left to make my way home. Leaving all I had once left, again, where it was. An experience of afternoon not easily told and definitely no simple hop off the tongue. How to say all this so? But whenever I’m lost I go to the body again because the body’s always waiting for me. Alternatively, show the notebook. Let him see what he sees. Beyond the past, on into meaning, or the page where meaning might get made. Where I unsafely know, yet still dream myself, as though each has hope of becoming true – by the next punctuation, perhaps, if not now. In the meantime, remember pressing until the words break. How that breaking reveals what language they’ll make after their inelegant transferral from me into the world. Then, how I shook the biro. And put it down. Dry enough to rip.

         Now

         His knee. In his now near kneeless jeans. Piths of black hair. Rough knee skin. Chill at the rip. From the night? Or my can? What a waste of examination when, for countless times, I have catalogued all of him before. But purposes, like bodies, serve themselves and today’s is only resetting to safety again. I, however, have lingered far beyond when my answer to his question should’ve ricocheted back. So now he’s looking for what I’ve been looking at. I must arrange what it was – without owning only to fright at the vastness and passingness of time. Yes. Flippant it for everyone’s sake, and don’t weigh myself under water calling Help! Which, anyway, he could not, being himself a whole half of the sea. No. I’ll work it the other way with a light touch and curlicued penwomanship. Excise the void. Fuck existential angst and slide only the most temporal through. 40

         
            
               It was just weird, that’s all. To think of us then.

               What about us?

               Not just you and me. Everyone. The Mrs Danny. The Mrs’s

               Boyfriend.

               Yeah     he wasn’t so bad.

               Danny either.

               I suppose not.

               Really?

               Let’s just say     I’m fonder of him now than I was.

               Because he’s so brilliant in your film?

               Doesn’t hurt.

               Playing you.

               In a fictional version.

               I believe you     thousands wouldn’t.

               And so the smart alec returns!

            

         

         I could fall into this banter. I could do it all night because now a hair couldn’t be passed between us. However much I go there though, the body isn’t right. I can know or unknow that truth all I like, but if I place my hand where it can only mean invite, he will refuse to pick up the slack. That’s where we are at. And I know where we are at, so I say the other thing. Or maybe it’s just on my mind. Or maybe I’m not so great at telling straight lies, especially those he’s not asking to hear.

         
            
               It freaked me out though as well.

               What did?

               Kentish Town.

               Why was that?

               I don’t know   a 214 passed and suddenly I wanted back.

               To live in that flat?

               No      I don’t think it was that.41

               What then, Eil? To where?

            

         

         I was so turned then. Head facing back. I was so for anything and yet couldn’t say what. Felt myself going fleet. Back to where indeed? Maybe it was back to then? With its antics and wiseness to all angles of next. Being of the. Who was the. Even the drugs? Again, it’s a maybe but I’ll not tell him that. I’m not after raised eyebrows and I don’t think it’s really right, really that, anyway. Maybe more the lure of my former certainty. How I knew, later, after, and convincedly, what shape life would take by my mid-twenties. How lately’s derailments have put a stop to that and made dank wallows of once hallowed designs. Made hollows in me too till I’m half drill-riddled with unallowable truths. Like the new thing that sits in the corner of my eye? That mouths itself to existence so readily now? Except if I’ve not told him, how real can it be? The notebook, with its cover, and the life within? Ssssh. Shush it and better not. Admit to a weird afternoon where time within me crashed. Lung-whelmingly so, like it was waters I swam and, drowning, woke from with flailing hands. But how I still returned to here, with its sound sense and breathable air. Yes. Easier to make the answer I offer a mere I remembered when. Besides which, the bus was soon gone and the wickedness of that white sun also revealed other treacheries of Kentish Town. World that I had loved so long. Now I won’t love it at all. So, piss off ‘Become a Somerfield’, I remember what you were once too. And with that decided, I return

         
            
               Sorry. Say again?

               Where did you want to get back to, Eil?

               I don’t know      to how much simpler I was     perhaps.

               I don’t remember you being simple.

               How do you remember me?

               Well    I’d say     you were more    hard work. 42

               Lovely!

               But hard work I couldn’t resist.

               You can’t unsay it now, backpedal all you like.

               I don’t want to backpedal, Eil. In fact I’d add, there was

               nothing

               What?

               You wouldn’t come out with. Nothing you wouldn’t ask.

               So I was nosy too?

               Undeniably.

               Right. Like how?

               Like ‘How many women have you slept with?’

               It was a valid question.

               Maybe but    I’d never met anyone who didn’t know not to ask.

               Really?

               Yes     who just asked     and expected an answer.

               Now I’m mortified!

               Don’t be          you were          lovely.

               Lovely?

               And new      a person like that     like you     to me.

               You mean a fucking eejit?

               I didn’t say that     and besides     it worked!

               Worked how?

               Well     we’re here, aren’t we?

               I suppose.

               You see? Then it wasn’t so bad.

            

         

         Wry advance into glances across this bridge. Eyes meet to mock audit our various hits. Find we are nick-wounded only, so smiles linger a sec. Then he drinks more of his beer while I rest my cheek on his cold leg – which I find I am allowed. And the night isn’t so far gone. I’d bloom at its promise if it weren’t for Kentish Town – the dread it caused, sitting above. Maybe I should go further back? 43Because, whatever my memories of it, he’ll have his own and I bet they’re resurfacing now. What might they be? The miles he trod up there to see me? To sprawl on the sofa or knock on the glass, prevaricating into a future more implausible than obvious. There on the pillow, asleep in my bed. Life filing down his ambivalence, in spite of himself. Whiling us towards where balance might strike – despite any railing against or unbearable lightness. Or maybe I romance it too much? He doesn’t, wouldn’t. Never thinks like that. The hike here took too long to have forgotten escaping his past. Besides which, we’re here, aren’t we, like he’s just said, and I am convinced of his honesty whatever else. Those words ring inside me anyway as true, refuting we’ve veered off so far it can’t be returned to. Not when neither willed nor wanted this. When it all just arrived in unexpected hitches and then more awrys followed suit, like tectonic shifts when the Underground shook. So what? The world shook. It’s shaken before. And haven’t we just been poking at each other now? Prodding? Provoking to laughs? He’s so close I will the beer to work wonders this night. I still hoard memories of when change was little more than that and lay coiled in its doze like some quiet cat. Claws in but on Wait. For now.

         First Summer

         I woke up. Flies. Flight. Morning. Dream sweat. The chatting of magpies. Where from? Regent’s Park? What do you think I      but I was by myself. In sheets alone and shivered by it – a back left cold in the dark. All night since the going, the real going and gone – although I don’t think the flight was till five in the morning, whatever use that news to my spine. Made no matter soever to these environs, which maintained their water tricklings and heel clacks on the stairs. Outdoors already aware, growing loud with street speech. Truck sweepers’ spray and the vacuates of buses across the 44ankles of impatient queues. Dioramas of rush hour except here, above, where I lay by the alarm clock I’d chosen not to wind up because      summer, et cetera. And because what fool aspires to waking into What will I do? All only placing distance, of course, before the arrival of how you were not, really not, there. Instead I gave into imagining where you were in the air. The skies of London. The skies over Vancouver. Or no, not quite yet. So let my knees turn me over and up I got. Crossed to the window on un-hoovered carpet and looked high. Leftwards. And there. Jets or vapour trails tracing where you might’ve gone beyond. Ally Pally? Hampstead Heath? Or way over the Atlantic, passing Iceland or something? Not that I knew much of those tracks. I was just keeping you close in a contrivance of imagined goings-on – consisting, admittedly, of how long-haul flights looked in films. Not disaster movies though. Didn’t even think that, and also pressed skip on you striking up chat with whoever you were sat beside. I didn’t hesitate to deny them your smile or the easy-goingness that’s your favoured lie when out and about in the world. People always so charmed by how you keep them away. Liking your eyes but not knowing how they, even lowered, see more than most eke from a stare. Reading not only them but everyone there. The man of the boy who had to learn. Wouldn’t have minded a spot of your reading right then. Guess what I am thinking of now? Christ. Already? Don’t be at that. Reminded myself I was fine alone and not remembering you pressed on my stomach. Your mouth in my hair. No. Think folded paper sickbags and legs aching with length. Or you seeing past your reflection to the white and blue below. Otherwise, calculably, deep in a book. Thinking of your fingers, I arrived at my body’s burning to smoke and went from there to cigarettes. Lit one while considering if you’d ever gone so long without? Of course, you’d bought all those patches. By now you must be really slamming them on. Finicketing peel with fingers. Smoothing them down. Annoying for 45anyone sat beside. And what about the tic by your mouth? Would it return, when you got there, if she started to ask? What could you tell her? Or want to? I wouldn’t think much. More like, with the years of heel cooling suddenly stopped, now’s when you’d be pondering practical stuff, like how you should be with her? I wondered too. Cautious? Unwary? Sorry for the past? Yes, certainly, you’d be sorry about that and asking her about all you’d missed. Finding her again. That’s when it hit, once there, would you ever      be tempted to fuck it tempted to remain? No. Definitely, definitely my thought, not yours. Still. What bad things can’t come true? No. No. Not this, with the whole of a week to go. That way madness lies. So I lifted eyes back to watching the sky. How trails turned to clouds. Got so intertwined that one big huff would wipe them away. I didn’t though. Distracted myself instead with What’s it like there? Summer too? Just a further off summer. Further than the Caucasus, say, and, map-wise, much to the left. But from whichever direction, beyond my best stretch. Where you’d tread through accents unknown, alongside foreign feet, through alien gates, then onto their strange streets and more far-flungedness yet. Exaggerated somewhat to condole with myself and forget that, for you, their strangeness would hold something precious. Closer than I could share. Closest blood. Nearest family member – not counting your half-siblings, which I was not. They were many. She was one, and the only one of her type. In a diamond isolation where I’d be out of sight. All the way back here in London. In this bed. On our sheets which still hold your smell. The crumbs of your toast. Where your tea spilled when you rolled me. So, to keep those things near, I announced to our room I was happy, completely, for you. Which I was. Nose just      out of joint      somewhat. Fuck!

         Then got hold of myself for the loads more to come. Breakfast would help, I decided, as well as tot up the time. Negotiations between carpet and brick still the same, wherever or however 46you’d be. Cupboard and wardrobe. Toilet and sink. The sight of yesterday’s socks stuffed down the mattress. Well, I’d have to do something about that. And if I still only knew some things, you also only knew part. Taking comfort from a lack of belief in predestination, I dropped the net curtain and went.

         Did some living. Bought a bag of pasta at the shop. Alphabetised our novels. Some. Looked for a summer job. Arranged a pint with the lads. And made it to the pit of the afternoon, aided by chicken noodle cup-a-soup. By three though, I was thinking of your body a lot. And of the split ends I nicked then flicked onto the rug. Let light in everywhere too, whereas you were more shade. What glorious revolutions your travels occasioned! Reading then, with curtains left wide, I baked until after five, when sunburn ran up my legs. Didn’t even notice the heat until rub became scrape and suggested the hour for lotion drew near.

         Later again, I listened to London tick back down. Mix of market-goers going as the clubbers crept out. Camden taking its moment before re-revving up. But I, above, was on the outside of that, wolfing down Pot Noodle. Getting out the old black and white. Twiddling for reception and persuading myself The Poseidon Adventure was a fluke. Besides which, it was a boat and the seventies anyway. Moreover, I guessed by now you were there. Had already stared from a cab at the new of Vancouver. Had already smiled at a receptionist as you checked in. Even unpacked perhaps. Showered? Would you give me a quick ring? Or consider it too late? Or would you only call her? And I wished that you wouldn’t. But took another book from the shelf and made other plans. How I’d read myself loose of my pathetic hanging on. Or at least back into different times, when different Englishmen did other stuff. Better being helpless to them, than the one of my choice, and pitying the English girls who’d had none. For a while it was enough. While after, less. While after again, just slumped down into sleep. And how stilly I slept. 47Reminding myself down there, somehow, I did not want to wake. Also feeling inside it how hot that first day alone in August was. When the hours went around with heels dug in. Resistant to change, both sleeping and waking. And how I dreamt of branches. Growing fastly. Out of control. Upwards. Into pearling air above. Entangling chimneys. Dislodging slates. Out from where I was, to unknowable lengths. Then, from beneath, the ringing. Wake Up. Wake up. Eily! Wake up now!

         Now

         
            
               Jesus, your leg is still froze.

               Yeah, as I said     it was cold.

            

         

         I am loath to leave his knee to get a blanket though, so cover it over with my palm.

         
            
               Such warm hands, Eil.

               You always say that.

               Because it’s always true     one of the first things I ever

               noticed.

               How hot my hands were?

               That very first night in bed. The room was so cold and we

               were     at odds, I think it’s fair to say.

               At the very least.

               I still remember their heat     when I put my arm around.

            

         

         I remember that lonely moment. His hand on mine. In the dark after I’d started to cry. Way back now in earlier times before the commoner occurrence of quilt above my head. The airlessness under and curling myself all over his ribs below. Sleep soiled. Night dulled. Intimations of sweat. There, behind my knees. At the in 48of his elbows. Falling between us. Hands passing all sorts. Comfort. Heat. In its own good time, love. Once we let it. Then did, on repeat. This has not only been imagined. Nor would I mind that history riding again. And, as God loves a trier, you never can tell, although it seems a while since God bothered with us. So long I wouldn’t even mind the Holy Ghost lending his chicken claw to this. Or fluttering all the skipping cogs back into sync. I am tired, and know he is, of all this getting there. Almost. Then just      slipping from where we’d both rather be – loose of the hard hours of these last weeks. But failed grips remain failed grips, and even chance barbs sore. How long have we been at this? And how much longer until

         No.

         I refuse that, right down at instinct, and besides, everything he’s saying is kind.

         First Summer

         Flat out and hot boiling, centre of the mat. Ring Ring. Somewhere here. But far near or far off? What’s even eligible to be making that noise? My brain did it slowly – unrolled slowly to up. Here’s here. And it’s now. The phone’s there. So, at last, I stirred to its plastical chime and made sense of distance in my dozed mind because, if it’s ringing, it must be him. Then I was up at that. Spry as any deep-sleeping eighteen-year-old might – nineteen in a few weeks all right but, by any measure, pretty spry. Wrench-wresting dead legs. Uncradling it and Hi Stephen? Is that you? And you then Eily? It’s not a great line      is that you? Of course it is!

         All torpor blown by missing too much. Right through my whole body and yours so far off. But wakeful enough not to make a phone scene, I sedately enquired How are you, Stephen? Then hung on your hoarse I just got in, had a quick shower, ordered some tea. 49And I loved that tired voice. It was nowhere near me but I felt it just the same – its usual manoeuvre and beat under my skin. How was the flight? Pretty fucking long. So how are you, how are you feeling? Jetlagged mostly, I think, but      I don’t know      I suppose I’m here. And I could hear all around you the size of that room. Echoes off its shallows. A reverb from windows. The insulation of adjacent other rooms going endlessly on, offering other conclusions to other women and men. Us merely one cross-reference, on this line, living out what grain of world history came next. And, for us, it was the grain in which I asked Are you nervous? And the grain in which your answer was Yeah      but tomorrow I’ll probably be worse. Is that when you’re meeting her? That’s right. What time? Around eleven o’clock. Do you know whereabouts? Down in the foyer – her mother’s dropping her off. Do you think she’ll come in too, to say Hello? I don’t know      I. What? Can’t believe it, Eil, that I’m really here. That all those years have passed and      now she’s seventeen. Last time I saw her she was only      well      you know this anyway. Then I thought of all the other men on your floor, probably contemplating young women in ways more annoying. Or obvious. Or insane. A daughter last seen twelve years ago won’t feature for many. Maybe not any others at all. Thankless to be so original though, especially over there on your own. Not that I’d be of much use, with my far flimsier flitch of experience. What distractions could I offer as a party piece? Lame jokes while opening your shirt with my teeth until you started to laugh? Well, I could at least have done that. Or willingly lain there with you, in the dark, as you re-dotted the dots of those twelve years without. I would’ve, if you would’ve and not preferred to pilgrim alone. Not that I don’t get the reasoning, but I wish I was with you now. The simplest so is simplest said – not always of course, but in this instance. Stephen, I wish I was there with you. Me too, Eily love, but        another time. And knowing you meant it, I soldiered on into What do you 50think she’ll be like? Silence. Wait silent. I don’t know, Eil, which seems such a weird thing to admit given we’ve exchanged letters for years, but      I wish I knew her more. And then I thought Oh no, I’ve caused you pain down this shitty phone line. Because every nerve of your waiting, over all that time, must sit exposed now the end’s finally nigh. So don’t fucking poke.     I     can’t imagine her, Eily and I’ve spent so long doing just that that I      I      just      I don’t know what she’ll be like. I just want to see her as she is. Stephen, I KNOCK. Hang on, love, that’s my door. It’s probably the room service so     I’ll just      No, go on, get it, I’ll wait. The Bakelite clunk and. Footfalls away. Me imagining your bare feet on the carpet in there. The work of a latch. Just a minute, you said. Then opened. Then.

         Silence.

         Then.

         Nothing.

         At all.

         And attentive as I am, I don’t hear Where do you want it? or Where should I sign? – not that I’ve ever stayed in a hotel, but I watched it back in 1980-something, I think. So, in my mind’s eye, that’s how it must work.

         But.

         Then.

         A thing.

         A catch?

         A cough?

         An

         A

         
            
               Oh      oh my God      Grace      isitreallyyou?

            

         

         For an age, for an hour, for a minute or two I couldn’t hear beyond the muffle and was trying so hard to. Staring right into 51it. Sick with the wait. Wishing to be there and not witnessing like this. Overhearing though, whether I wanted to or not, some vast suspension of disbelief in your voice that I did not recognise. Had not heard before. And I’d heard all your voices – or so I’d thought – from the finest of times as well as the awful. But actually never quite this.

         
            
               Oh      oh my God      Grace     isitreallyyou?

            

         

         I couldn’t hear the answer, although there must have been one because       you didn’t ask again. Except      then I realised     you were crying. I knew it. As I knew one damp hand secured your towel while the other probably gripped her. And I went from here to there. To that room where she was, perhaps, crying as well. But, interloper that I was, I couldn’t be sure. Inventing. Guessing. Eavesdropper. Spy! I should’ve hung up and yet found it impossible. Even to move. Never mind press the thing. Could only participate, if surreptitiously, in this long-overdue cumulation. Surely it must’ve been for you both. Two sparks striking from a past of cannots and don’ts. With me, unelectric and surplus to requirement, just hanging nosily on. But if I imagined sight, I couldn’t the sound. Only the image of water dripping down your back. The image of her face against the palm of your hand. But I knew, in a moment, you’d have enough. Would step away from her body to straighten yourself, then reach far into your deep wells of detached. Its impassivity long being the greatest weapon you have and, even in the worst – as I’ve no need to learn – the one you favour first. All of which she couldn’t know. Yet. And then there it was, down that bad line.

         A breath.

         The first of you becoming your private self, inside your private body, once more.

         A step.52

         You withdrawing into the room, where I still was, and on the threshold of which she still stood.

         A word.

         
            
               Stay there, Grace. Let me get something on? I was only just out

               of the shower.

            

         

         And I heard her nod, if only in my head. Heard you cross back to me. One knee on the bed. Then fumbling up the receiver Hello? Eily? Yes? Sorry, it’s     I have to go     she      Grace has     just shown up so      she’s here and I should

         I know. Go. Call me later, all right?

           Okay, love   I’ll     talk to you soon.

         
             

         

         But pictures kept making inside me to match with your sound. The beige room and dark door. Tall girl in the hall. Your wet hair pushed back and Stephen, I      No. No. You’d already gone and couldn’t know how I’d hurt my ear on the phone in case you hadn’t really hung up. Hung on until the buzz disconnection droned me into your distance and the dead click assured it was true.

         Abroad then, in Canada, you were in that room. Somewhere in Camden I was in ours alone. But I chose it. I choose it and I’d choose it again. Chose to replace the receiver and look around. Streetlights right across the borough gone on, and so the night had come! And what if all action was yonder with you? If all I was was half sunburnt and Pot Noodle perfumed? Well      so be that too. Time remained on the go and the same went for life, whatever seras would be. In that spirit then, I tuned back to the street. Saturday night below and already active in its various states of hell. Tidals of. Roars of. But also its heavens and me alive there in its midst. Sometimes snatching at eddies. Other times in its flow. Always tugged by its current. And if the stillest time was now, 53really, before every tide turned, I could not know that yet.

         Now

         So I run my nail against the grain of his jeans. Lay my palm on the fray.

         
            
               Well then      here’s some heat.

            

         

         The cold of him going live beneath the warmth of me. Even I can tell that.

         
            
               Actually Eil, that’s really good on my knee.

               Superpowers at last!

               Apparently.

               I’ll thaw you out in the end.

            

         

         Going clang with its incidental double edge. Will he pick it up? No. Just traces my fingers, then chooses to leave it there. Meaning I can’t tell what’s with us or against. But I like this touch and have a sense he kind of likes it too. Go on. Go on so, I goad within.

         
            
               You know you’ve got a hole in the seam there, Stephen?

               Really? Big?

               About an inch.

               Huh      never noticed it.

            

         

         And bends himself over to see. Uneventful but a little more between, so worth the eking out. Yet I can arrive at no obvious next. If I stay still though, will we stay like this? Close as got by weird attempts? I don’t know. His long fingers lift to the ends of my hair. Also trying? Maybe also as help? Twirling in through what’s left of 54a wave. Earlier’s plait so tight it started a headache and had to be undone. Worth more now, anyway, between his finger and thumb.

         
            
               I like it when you’re curly.

               It’s just bumpy from a plait.

               I know. Just      saying I like it.

               Do you think it looks a bit pre-Raphaelite?

               Yeah     stretched out in the bath you’d be a right

               Ellen Terry, Eil.

            

         

         Lips giving too to a laugh as I fold hands across my chest and gaze into romantic realms beyond.

         First Summer

         I was in the cold and how cold it was, waking again to the early. Phone hanging, uncalled. Staring at its greenness, there on the wall. And wondered if I could have slept through? Doubted that but imagined her with you. Having a coffee. Or rather, you tea. Probably you’d take her out for a meal. And if you did, that’d be a Chinese. If I knew anything. But I didn’t know, and wouldn’t have guessed, the boardwalk you were lingering along right then, looking out at the harbour and bay. Looking out while playing out the dream and game. At last in the flesh, instead of thought, as before. Did the wishes of years surface in those long-conjured talks? Did you notice her teeth while she laughed at your jokes, remembering when they first came in? Later you told me you did. Feet up on the stead of our bed, saucer of fag ash balanced on your chest. Eyes though, fixed there, at then. Showed me photos too but like searching for cracks, little hunches of what the future might let leak back and asking always Will we be okay? On that morning I knew hope was cardinal for anyone who’d ever had to entrench, even to the 55damning of their present – as you had, with your drawn-out wait. Why do it? – the reasonable might’ve argued from their reasonable perspective. Advocating you let the past let up and let go. Grieve. Lick wounds. Accept. Move on. But confounding all that, you’d stayed in it instead. Stretched yourself in a glue trap, all glistered with pain, waiting for the rip in your skin. Alive, even after it did. Then continued waiting, with all those missing welts. If you could do that, what was my small interval of wait? Although I told myself this, the mute receiver jabbed. Reminding me how you alone knew what sleeps in my body, in our bed, and can hatch from the night into nightmares in my head. As I know yours. Have long known them. But if that’s so, how come you’ve become the island while I’m the one with the sea all in me? Recast by this tie to your other girl’s       what is it? Just to your other girl.

         Then the phone did ring. And every day after it. Filling me in with as much detail as long distance permits. There was some I’ll tell you more once I’m home. But enough She took me to this place and I found something you’ll love, to make up for the trim. Certainly enough to know that missing was my only cause for concern. Even that last evening, before the next day’s flight. After my I wasn’t expecting you to call again, I still got I’ve just said goodbye to Grace and I wanted      no      really needed to hear your voice, Eil.

         Now

         Long finger-spun ringlet unfurls on my cheek and wonder what he thinks of when he thinks of it? Of Grace’s hair and the even less curl in it? Funny, how on that night I imagined it long and lank. Exactly as it proved in the months to come. In the photographs after. In the descriptions often given. So often I can’t remember any more if I do remember or it’s just become what I know? Maybe he’s thinking of all that. Or maybe he’s simply saying he likes 56it. If so, I’d do well to take a leaf from that book. I can drive myself halfway to Bedlam in a blink – and not the new one, the original down by Liverpool Street, thronging with the stark staring mad. Even when I am searching for OFF, it’s an elusive thing – a feeling-around-in-the-dark type of switch, which I have no true talent for. I’m more wind up and keep winding, right the way to snap! Which is why, unbeknownst to him, this may not be the best time for

         
            
               What are you thinking about, Eil?

               Nothing really.

               No      say.

               Just remembering that first time you saw Grace      again.

               What about it?

               How I heard it      accidentally      on the phone.

               That must’ve been weird.

               It was.

               I don’t even remember what I said.

               ‘Is it really you?’

               Really?

               That’s what I heard.

               And what else?

               Then you cried.

               Yeah      I remember that all right. She just gave me

               such a shock.

               What did you think when you saw her?

               Honestly? Fuck! I’m not ready for this. And then, I’m not

               even dressed.

               I’m sure she wasn’t fussed.

               Wasn’t exactly a dignified reintroduction though, was it?

               It all worked out anyway.

               Yeah, thankfully it did, but      why’re you thinking about

               Grace? 57

               Not her so much as about how stuff can still happen      even

               when you’re alone.

               I suppose that’s true.

               Although that was pretty fucking dramatic      when you think

               about it.

               Yes      sorry about that.

               Wasn’t your fault, Stephen. Just     how it turned out.

               So      is something dramatic happening now too?

            

         

         And realise I’ve tripped my own self up as his eyes slope over, in cautious alarm, searching for signals he’s failed to discern. Wise to those eyes though, I offer only

         
            
               No. There’s not.

               Really?

               There’s been enough drama, don’t you think?

               I do, but      that’s no guarantee, is it?

               I suppose not.

               And you know why I’m asking, so if there was     you’d tell

               me, Eily, wouldn’t you?

            

         

         How many matters under that? Worst of which, the midnight horrors he was left mopping up. I wish I hadn’t been quite so      but I was. So now he must ask things I realise he’d rather not.

         
            
               Stephen, there’s nothing to worry about.

               But, Eil

               I mean it, there’s nothing like that     Honestly.

            

         

         First Summer

         To the day of your re-arrival. My last night’s expedition now 58through. Lairy stag nights entwining those hours with endurance as I travelled each province alone. There for tired. Now for bed. Here in changed sheets I endeavoured to wait. Impatient mind sleepily lifting itself by galvanising your rate of return. Hurry at the airport. Leg it to a plane. Reverse race what vapour trails brought you away. Packed with unknown treasure, and doubtless tales, still came those unwelcome early galleons of sleep – which I shook from by stepping down non-existent steps. Or discovering a dead arm that needed its mate to work pins back out and blood in. But awake or asleep, waiting all the while. Waiting for, waiting for you. And I missed it. Fuck. In the somewhere off dawn. Your key turned, must have, in our front door. Bags must’ve been left before you came down the hall. My first steal to aware being a whispered Eily? I’m home      sorry      didn’t mean to wake you, love. Against the hall light. Prevaricating my reach. Wait, I should shower first, I stink. But I did not give a shit. Just offered myself to you. Here you are. You’re really here. Searching you for differences too but finding none there. Same, how you looked at me through your too-long-again hair. How you touched my cheek. Then my mouth. And kissed it. And straight after, got down to business with Get off that T-shirt. Slid fingers to breasts and cued by my hands all over the place. Nails already in your back. Mouth at your neck. Hitching by the hip into pelvis to pelvis. Ow! Take it easy on that – it’s been half ready for hours so it’s aching a bit. You should know better then, shouldn’t you? Definitely but      I couldn’t stop thinking about you. Charmer! Vamp! Actually, you don’t smell so bad. Well, you smell fucking great, Eil, I could smell you all day! And your new fag smell over old sweat, felt against mine like it’d never left. Just like it knew mine exactly the same. Just as I wanted. Just as you’d said and I believe it now. So get your pants off and give me a break! Creak. Belt buckle. Jeans heeled to the floor. Eily, I. Come on, get them off! I missed you, love. Getting back against. I missed 59you too, Stephen, so much. And quick with the feeling we’d better get quick to it before the sun showed up – due any minute. So do. Only holding. Barely a kiss. My thigh over your thigh for simplicity’s sake. Fuck and. And there it is. Clamped to by want but so stricken by miss, it was over half a gasp from the start. Bollocks! Oh no. No, you keep on. Can you? I can      for a moment. Okay okay okay. Go on. God, Stephen. Yeah? Yeah      there it is. Slip and finish. Feeling already the sheet’s a mess. Both laughing and Sorry, that was rubbish. Nah, did the trick. Well, I’ll sort you tomorrow, properly, I promise. And I will hold you to that. Breathing like I couldn’t quite, into your neck.

         That’s better. Much better. I can’t believe you’re really here. Ah Eily, where else would I be? I didn’t know then or like to think. Besides, we were right on the edge of a sleep so deep I soon forgot it began. Only how, once we got there, we fell right in. My nose in your armpit. My crown under your chin. Lullabyed off by the last dregs of night bus revving, crossed with one-legged pigeon chur. Bodies having already what dawn bodies could want. Comfort. Rest. Breathing quiet. Satisfied that the answer to Where have you been? was Away but always coming home to you.

         Mingled, hours later, I woke into the day. Already being looked at. Hey. Smile. Oh, hey. Right, I’m getting in the shower before anything else, okay? And that was okay with me. Content to lie, pushing out the kinks, eyes drifting to your exit, stiff with the travel and sleep. Although I wondered what your else might be? Then I heard the shower and you fffttthhh through your teeth, evidently having forgotten how slowly it heats. I sat up too and contemplated making tea. Decided to so, after, it would be ready and you’d just get back into bed.

         Made mugs. Made toast with jam on it. Made haste when I heard you flush the toilet. Made sure I got back before you did. And succeeded. What’s this? Tea and toast. You’re a fucking star! 60Wet hair and nothing on. A whole half slice in your mouth while working your towel and glugging back the too-hot brew. Fuck! Careful, it’s hot. No shit! Jetlagged? Yeah, I can hardly see straight. I’d say it’ll be a couple of days before I’m right again. Have you much on? Not today, but tomorrow I’m supposed to be meeting Nick. Film stuff? Nod. Just a quick catch-up. He’s had a few thoughts for locations. Just London, isn’t it? Yeah, but the actual shooting requires being a tad more specific. Ha ha, yes I know that, I just thought you’d use the Holloway Road. We will, where we can, but there is the period element too. Late seventies? Yeah, so it’s changed since then, which we have to take into account. Fair enough – watching a long drip escapade down your left – Missed a bit there! You towelled it up. Then pulled me to my feet. So what have you been at this last week? Nothing much, this and that. Pining much? I thought about you occasionally all right, did you think about me? Once in a while. Fucker! Smile, and an arm slap for that. Ow! Okay! I thought about you a lot! Every day in Vancouver? Even more every night. Fronting to front then to get to kissing your mouth. Tea to the fore. Jam a step back. So what was that else then? What? You said you were going to have a shower before anything else. Oh, that … no, I just meant. But across you, abruptly, a startle of guilt I had not been expecting. Stephen? What is it? Cold going down me. What happened? No, no, nothing like that      Eily no, really      I mean it. So what’s the matter? As all the light I saw around you went strange.

         Now

         His nod then, like a reluctant accept. But the suck in of thin cheeks suggests lack of faith. Eyes searching about mine for spots of deceit. Finding none, though his thoughts must still alight and alights on 61

         
            
               You know, love, it’s all right.

               What is?

               Whatever’s going on      it will be     all right      eventually.

            

         

         Oh, will it now? So must I take, or not, this singular balm? It’s all right. It’ll be all right. I swim in its sound. Breathe its waters and swallow its charms while its pin-prick bubbles buoy me up – at least until blood hits the surface and my ears go Pop! I am not, nor will I accept to be, the only one of us in difficulty here.

         First Summer

         Releasing you, I stepped back from not yet knowing what. Fast-emptying lungs making ache out of talk. Eily, don’t look at me like that, it isn’t … it’s not … But forthright legs took me back to the bed. Got me up against the wall. Knees to my chest. Started preparing balance against every traitorous thing, from philanderous thoughts to philanderous doing, and faced the face I’d been dying to see but now had tales to confess.

         All right, Eily, I’m just going to tell you, then you can say what you think … and you mightn’t even think anything of it so just hear me out, okay? Loosed somewhat, I What is it then? You turning but, on afterthought, turned back again. Okay … okay … so Friday … night, just after we spoke, I was packing when there was a knock and … And? It was Grace. But hadn’t you just said goodbye back at her house? Yeah, after the world’s most awkward nut roast with her mother although, actually, her little brothers were a laugh, ten and … Stephen, get on with it! Right, yes, the point is, we’d said our goodbyes so I was surprised. Before I could ask though, she just said Can I stay the night? And she looked so plaintive I said Come in. But I was thinking there’s no room! Only the 62bed and not even a sofa or     Please, she said It’s been so long and I remember how it was when I was three or four. So I asked what she remembered? She said Not a lot, but I remember you reading to me at night, how you’d fall asleep beside and it felt so warm … Grace, you’re seventeen, I said, We can’t pretend now those years between haven’t passed, and what about your mother? But she she said What about yours? Sorry, Stephen, she said what? Gracie said What about your mother, Dad? I want to ask about … what she did … And you know, Eil, I’d been waiting for it all week. Maybe not for something quite so      specific, but when she didn’t bring it up I just thought lucky escape! But then    there it was, and asking to spend the night and      I said You know what happened and that’s enough. Then she asked Does Eily know … all of it? So I had to say Eily does, but that’s different and nobody else ever has. Dad, you don’t have to keep it secret, she said. She’s part of you so she’s a part of me as well.

         Fuck, Stephen, I     fuck!

         But already you were up, blindling out into the corridor, fast as you could. Wave-warding me back as the bathroom door, luckily, gave. And over you went. Your length doubling while everything ingestible ascended, tea, toast, jam, bang into the bowl. And again. Jesus, Stephen, are you all right? One more. Rubbing your back. It’s all right, it’s all right, get it all out. Which you did until there wasn’t one retch left. Flushed then, boneless-bodied, sank to sitting beside. Head in your hands. Hands on your knees. Mine sinking down. What was that? Something you’ve eaten? No, that was      that’s what happened then too. When Grace said that to you? Nod. It was awful, Eil. She saw every gag and just kept saying Sorry. I kept waving her out but she wouldn’t go. Stood and watched me from the door. Yet another excellent memory of her father. Stephen, you worry too much about that. You’ve found each other again, that’s all that counts and I bet it’s all that matters 63to her. And then your hand took mine. All right, so what happened next? Well, obviously, eventually, I stopped. Got up. Washed my face. Rinsed my mouth. And then? I said You can stay if you like, but you can’t ask about that again. She is not allowed in any room we are ever in. She isn’t a part of me, or you and that’s how it has to be. What did she say to that? She said Will I ever be allowed to ask? I said Maybe one day, perhaps, but not yet. It’s enough that you know at all. And? And she understood what I meant. And she accepted it? Yes.
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