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The intact frost of early morning


       and a blade of ice


              drawn from the tap in the stable yard.







The village as they drive through


                       half asleep under twisting chimneys.







The church     Victorian Doomsday


       moored to the hilltop edge


              with its pretty flotilla of graves.







The weathervane cockerel’s gold and flying eye.







The lane


       straightening beside water meadows


              under a thatch of bare chestnuts


                     shattered with daylight.







Gravel in the ford


              washed by the brimming stream


       the Blackwater


and pebbles magnified       tawny       beach colours


       with that other river       the river of shining tar


              shivering underneath.







Last night’s snowdust


       in suddenly wide-open ploughed fields.







       Flints like hip bones and knee bones.







              Clay clods supporting


miniature drift-triangles on their windward side. 







His mother silent beside him


       her yellow hair trapped and placid in a hairnet







her clean cream jodhpurs   red collar   black riding jacket







       her stock like a bandage







              her gold pin


                     adorned with the mask of a fox.







*







He is seventeen       confident       opinionated


              and definitely at odds


                                                     on this subject at least.







              He does not approve.







       But     when he glances into the footwell


and sees his mother’s narrow feet


                        fluffy sheepskin slippers


              paddling by turns at the brake


                        accelerator clutch


       he is silent.







He cannot bring himself


                        to have that argument again.







*







       In the car park of the White Hart


                            also the bus stop


he reminds himself 







       no one makes a scene          not at his age







              and condescends               tips his head a little


                            to kiss his mother goodbye.







              A skim of skin


                            is enough.







But he does see and cannot forget her hairnet in close-up


       a black cobweb          tougher of course







              and feels it


                     scratch


                            the tip of his nose.







Then he is out in the wind buttoning his overcoat


       the ankle-length       topsoil-brown       itchy


              war-time soldier’s greatcoat


                     the British Warm


                     borrowed from his father’s wardrobe


       without permission


                     stolen actually


which makes him        beside his holdall


              a soldier himself


                     he imagines.







*







Exactly as his mother grinds the Hillman back into gear


       the silhouette of his bus


              bulges over the hilltop beyond the White Hart.







He flinches away


       to discover his mother’s face is 







              already no longer her face


                     but an after-image


              hovering a little way behind her


as she guns the engine     and wriggles into


       the traffic flow.







       Her exhaust plume rapidly fades into the spectre of a spectre.







Dark petrol-dribbles escaping the pipe


              might well be a trail of crumbs


                     dot-dot-dot all the way home.







*







       The bus is almost past him now       except


when he hoists his arm


       the whole snow-filthy bulk amazingly







                                                                stops.







Double doors hiss open.







               Cigarette fug flops out.







And in he steps


       with too many hands


              or not enough hands


to pay the fare


       to manage the bloody holdall


              to hold                                       tight.







       It’s OK sonny it’s OK. 







Twirling up to the top deck


              stumbling as the bus surges and sashays forward


                      with a shudder through every one of its body plates


he lurches for a last glimpse of the lane back to the village


       and finds no car in sight.







*







From this height


       smearing the window mist with his sleeve


              the whiskery sleeve that makes an O


       fringed with delicate nettle-hair scratch marks


he can see across a whole cabbage field


       creased with snow.







              And no one the entire journey


       to notice even       let alone ridicule


              either the relief


                     or the alarm of solitude


he reveals by leaning his head against the glass


                     on the trembling chill


       and pretending he is asleep.







Although                     despite appearances


       he is still watching in fact           vaguely


the shadow of the bus shrink


       where it meets a burst of heavy snow


              then elongate as the snow weakens 







so one minute he sees himself not at all


       the next topples forward across hedgerows


       brick walls


              window panes


                     cars shawled at the curbside


                            shop fronts       mannequins


                                slopes of threadbare winter wheat







and below this the clay six feet deep


              malevolent pasty face


                     ash smears and ochre


a dead weight but in fact alive


       sluggishly


              waiting with all the time in the world


to sculpt its lead around gumboots and plough blades


                     to rear and obliterate whatever it can







until an hour has gone and the bus flusters


       into Sawbridgeworth


                     where its shadow abruptly


       falls in through the windows and sinks down


              among the other shadows already assembled


                            and is absorbed.







*







Clambering out


                     holdall thumping the door


he forgets himself


              the instant he sets eyes upon her.







Juliet.







       Her face and love-name coinciding. 







Her black hair        black


              not a black enough word.







              Her red mouth.







       Her skin white        but mainly full


              ripeness.







And she is looking straight at him.







       She is.







              Glittering and


       ignoring her fluttery mother beside her


which he should not.







       He shakes her mother’s hand


headscarf        specs       face-fuzz powder.







       But for Juliet







              their cheeks brush-collide


and he smells


                     mint.







       Should have thought of that.







Never mind.


                     Just find the car


                            boot tricky


                            crammed already


with a clutch of decapitated shopping-bag fledglings.







       It’s OK sonny it’s OK. 







Then next question.







              Front seat or back.







              Back.







But hunching forward               laying one forearm flat


       on pale-green clammy plastic


Juliet’s black hair a swelling wave


       trapped inside her collar


              until they set off







                     and the heater cranks up







and Juliet


              slips her hand


       inside this wave of black to set it free


              and it flood-slithers


over the shoulders of her coat onto his hand


              which jolts in the electric shock.







*







       Afternoon              already              somehow


and Juliet’s mother has disappeared thank you God


              she has work to do


       while              despite the cold


the clouds and snow flurries


       shovelling west from Siberia


              he and Juliet leave the house for a walk.







He spares a thought for his own mother. 







       Will she be home already


                            defeated


she would say that


                     defeated


                            by cold.







Her voice stays with him through the back yard


       ghosting







                     boiler shed


ghosting


                     dog kennel


ghosting


                     wood shed


ghosting.







       But he cannot hear what the ghost says.







*







They step from the lee of the house


              immediately into ice puffs


where cold slits his eyes







       and he sees ahead              guesses rather


a dead prairie sprinkled with snowstones


              his greatcoat


                     not so ridiculous now







       no more than Juliet’s white fur hat and


Afghan or              Doctor Zhivago number


       fur blustering at collar and wrists


              while she butts into the wind 


                     arms folded tight        hugging herself


       one blue vein pulsing in her porcelain neck.







*







As for his own face


              he cannot                     dare not


       what with eyes streaming               whole face


stiff like a stroke       but still


       blathering                            this and that


                            this and that


              their destination of all things


next year’s Christmas trees


                     dimly darkening the horizon.







*







       Well


                     they do ask for it farmers


              ripping everything out


       hedges               hundreds of years


                     shelter.







*







              And yet he still does manage


to lead her on.







                     As she leads him


              down the long narrow headland 


       snowflakes glued on the winter wheat shoots


                     dithering beside them.







*







       Jesus though


              laughable this cold


                     laughable and


       suddenly it gets the better of him.







So he veers







                     leaf blown


                            back the way they came.







But Juliet is deliberately standing in his way.







                            And his mouth


       did she mean this


              obviously she meant this


                     his mouth


blurs runnily back to life in the warmth of her mouth.







                     For a moment there is







       pure darkness.







              Pure slippery deepening wet dark.







                     And heat


       as his hand slides inside her coat.







Astounding radiator heat. 







       When he touches bare skin


              between the waist of her jeans and her jersey


and Juliet slides her mouth from his mouth to his ear


       where she pours into him


                     the blaze of his own name.







*







                     He wants her now.







He wants her


       among the snowdropped wheat tips


and flints


       gleaming between the seed drills.







              In the slicing snow swipes.







Under the weightless silk cloud sheet.







                     A perfectly ridiculous idea.







Although


       when they bow towards the house


              arms looping each other’s shoulders


against the wind opposing


       they realise       what they have promised each other.







*







There is an hour before they must change


                                                             for the party. 


       Juliet insists


                     they have to go.







       After she has dragged the curtains shut


after she has lit the fire


       after she has flicked through her box of LPs and chosen


                     Music from Big Pink







                            soul mate







       he stands to one side of the room by the curtains


              a proper       young       man


beside the floor-length wall-to-wall expensive blue velvet curtains


              with snow falling outside


                     and agrees.







                     Of course they must.







       He stares flagrantly at her in the armchair


              to show he would rather not.







       Knees drawn up        legs curled round like


              a mermaid on a rock







       not that







                            like herself


                     right hand shielding her eyes


       concentrating on ‘The Weight’


                            I pulled in to Nazareth


left hand        square-tipped fingers 


       tightening round her bare ankle


                     and the little vein mesh there


              the blood delta


                            pale lavender.







*







              When he has made his point


he collects and removes himself to the spare room


              as ordered


the soft-lit       oak-panelled


              low-ceilinged spare room.







              Here he prepares himself.







       He takes time


              shaking out creases


       from his new white shirt with the jabot collar.







       He sounds       with all he dares of his weight


                     the nervous springs in the high bed.







       He begins to imagine







                     or will it be her room.







*







A knock


              the polite wood-knuckle sort.







       Juliet. 


                     Has she       what


                            has she


              changed her mind.







              Is it now.







Then the door creaks and


              he sees not Juliet


Juliet’s mother


       and the look of her makes his smile


                     stiffen.







He thinks


                            is she


       peering into his head.







              Is she       about to forbid.







But that would not explain why


                     she is crying.







       It would not explain why


              she is wiping tears from both eyes


pinching her nose as if she might sneeze


       dimpling the eiderdown with her fingertips


                      the silvery blue eiderdown


                      stitched into lumpy waves


to occupy herself with the patterns she makes.







*







       A grown woman


                      talking as she is crying. 







Like suffocation.







                     But she does say clearly enough


              methodical for a moment at least


       his father has called on the telephone.







His father has called


              and his father.







              He interrupts.







With the inspiration of dread


              a mind-burst


       like a sapling


twigs      branches         quick green flickering


       instantly becoming a tree


              he tells her       he already knows


                     what she has to say.







And true


       there is nothing like surprise in his voice.







       Brain juddering.







                                   Turbulence.







       But even that soon settles down


the air he breathes becoming perfectly smooth and steady again


              and him dry-eyed







at one remove from himself admittedly


       watching himself


as Juliet’s mother tells him 


       squinting at her watch


              restraining the frilly white cuff of her blouse







his mother now


              just exactly now in fact


                     as they are speaking







his mother is in surgery because







       she is still not looking at him


              she is still studying her watch







his mother is in surgery at St John’s Hospital in Chelmsford


       where his father has already arrived.







Because of the accident        he tells her impatiently


       and wants to add


                     but does not add


              takes pity on her


                     as she backs away to the door


              both hands covering her mouth


adds to himself at least







              he has expected this all his life


feared would be better


       he has feared this all his life


and the only surprising thing


              but he cannot say this


       the only surprising thing is







              he wants to know more than anything


                     where Juliet is


the corridor       her room       waiting 


       not waiting any more


                     how could she be


                             waiting


or him


       how could he wait for her


                             after this.







*







But they do go to the party.







                            It is explained


       he cannot return home


there is no one







                     and his father


       Juliet’s mother says


              his father thinks the party will stop him







              what







worrying.







              He doubts very much


                     worrying is the word


       and that


              is another thing he will not say.







Instead


       he will do as his father wants. 







He will       because of this


              seizing the new word        new to him


                                      injury.







*







       He tries it again under his breath


              injury


when Juliet’s mother ushers him


                     injury


       and Juliet out of her car at the party


              then spins away


                     in a red-flare exhaust-ghost snow-flap







              relieved


              he understands







while he and Juliet


       not escaping the icy lunge


              of a magnolia hand by the front door


                     injury


so he is soaked along the left arm of his new white shirt


                     the shirt his father hates







while he and Juliet


                     duck into this stranger’s house


       he thinks might not even exist


except as a stack of crammed and shining rooms


       bolted together with injury


              with bars of very loud music.







* 







       In the emptied-out dance room







empty apart from the Stonehenge sideboard


       which will never be the same again


              after that fag-end gouging a ruby furrow







in the space-trip spangling disco ball light







       in the profound heat


                     and rock-thrash







he must tell everyone


              he has this new distinction


       at the top of his lungs if necessary.







His mother is dying              probably


              even as he stands here.







       His mother is dying.







But the room       the entire house


       decides this is not important


              and the music drowns it.







The music              the dancing


       the talk of nothing


                              of everything but.







Juliet will not have it either.







       She is under orders


       and motherly a bit. 


       He must be cheerful


       he must be occupied


       he must be distracted.







So







       here she is now     refilling his drink


       here she is now       introducing him


       here she is now  mouthing his name


       here she is now  finding a side room


       and settling herself      onto his knee


       on both knees now            in his lap


       with her     slippery weight and heat


       moulding him  through the dusk-red


       satin trousers she  has  made  herself







and


                        in the run-up to midnight


       after someone has dimmed the lights







in the maze of a slow song







       fatuous lyrics        he can hear that        fatuous


              but who cares







       laying her long bare arms on his shoulders


              allowing him to breathe


the sleepy vanilla scent in the crease of her elbows


       linking her fingers behind his neck


              resting her forehead on his forehead


                     her black hair


                            her skin sealed to his skin 


       as if her thoughts could fill him


                     as if she could flood him


with the perfect blank of her superior happiness.







*







It is embarrassing


                     or something


when they slither into the deep cracked back seat


       of her mother’s Rover


because at midnight sharp she has come to collect them.







He wishes the meat of his neck and shoulders


       were bruised by the weight of Juliet’s arms.







He wishes his whole body had scorched


       when she nested on his knees


              in her sleek satin.







He wishes his mind had received her mind


       like a lake swallowing the stream that feeds it.







He wishes.







                     And yet.







Although they are leaning together holding hands


       welded in the sublunary capsule of the car


he discovers after a mile or two


       Juliet is not noticeable to him.







       Not really. 







       Not compared to the silence


              hardening between the three of them


as witch trees weave their way home into a tunnel.







Not compared to the doubly darkened air


       sharpening polar blue dots


              and pin-prick foxy eyes


in the fuel gauge and speedometer.







Not compared to Juliet’s mother sparking a cigarette


       then milling open her window


              the smoke tugged outside


                     like a streak of chalk


while at the same time


       allowing shavings of the night flying past them







to curl in


       pure                     sharp







despite the blurry cigarette whiff


       which he discovers


gives him a feeling of drowning


       of sinking below the frozen surface of the world


but also of rising


              of becoming a ghost himself







until        when he turns his head


               now ignoring Juliet entirely


he sees in the tunnel of the lane behind them


       in the tail lights


where gravel flares under the narrowing branches 







a wreckage trail


                     made of his mother’s possessions


              her riding jacket     her red collar


              her jodhpurs           her sheepskin slippers


              her Teasmade         her Ring of Bright Water


              her pair of pretend tortoiseshell hairbrushes


                                   and mirror


              her stock      her gold pin with the fox mask


              her black velvet hard hat


her whole wardrobe of everything in fact


                     not much for a life


vanishing along with the moment he sees it


                            as the pasty clay hand stretches


from underground and grabs.







*







The Rover whooshes in


       between what must once have been gateposts


the gate itself long gone


              as Juliet’s mother flicks her cigarette


out through the window crack


                     and winds the handle backwards.







The cold stops at once.







The snow


                     slows down.







The snowflakes in the headlights


       cleverly assemble


              into a swivelling cone


                     centred exactly on him. 







He deliberately resists


              their attempt at hypnosis.
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