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As she sat at the table: one bulb gone, I must fix that. She was reading. Two o’clock. And drinking. Poor Ben, poor tired kind. And drinking. Last year his heavy rough voice. Let’s go, what does it matter? and his shrug. And now sitting about in a dressing-gown, farting and groaning, wet-faced slack-lipped alone.




–Teyor    aaa    ’pmeh


And the right side of his face like a man after the dentist.


–Te yorrr


And the nurses coming, shifting him on to the bed.


–Yorr    ’p meh


drawing the curtains.







*





On the table before her lay a debris of demands. She observed them remotely. The windows on to the street flashed again and again with the passing lorries.    New Year.    She puzzled at it, shivering, looking into the darkness.


The reality that was the darkness. As she thought of that. The silver candles burned again in their first house, their blueberry-painted slum flat in Panton street over the old girl; garrulous persistent deaf old bitch. They sat up half the night talking in those days. But she remembered. 2 days home from hospital with her first child. Her beautiful son, first man, her red earth, face open as a peasant, the delicate lips smelling of milk, and her own tiny breasts plump and flowing for him. She was proud. Of her shape, of her perfectly formed son, of survival. She chirrupped on the telephone as she nursed him. Flew about the house, feeling pale and light while he slept.


Talking. Talking. Even now she could feel the blood and the heat rise in her together that evening, the sudden faint blackness the stream of blood released down her legs, the surprising wetness.


Darling    I’m bleeding.    I seem to be.    And lying on the bathroom floor the room she never tidied    strewn with books and old clothes. Looking up at the cistern. The blood in great slithering clots flowing out of her.    Don’t move.    Don’t move. The great bath towel between her legs and Ben phoning, phoning. My love    my lovely son    not frightened very still looking into the darkness.    And down the stairs and under the stars on a stretcher    looking barely turning her eyes    lying on the trolley    rubber pipes down her nose into her stomach    looking up at white mask and eyes.    Darkness    I don’t want to die I’m going to be happy. Praying. Into the darkness.




*





And the first day after, too weak even to talk, and the drip going into a bruised wrist where the board had been put on badly, her throat cracked and dry:    The baby at her side, the milk ready to come for him,    his eyes fringed with eyelashes red-brown and thick they closed as he sucked off to sleep    his nose wrinkling.    Ben said: I love you.    She remembered. As he sat by the bed,    his forehead on her arm,    his eyes reddening.


It was like a point of light that he’d said that, he was not so sure of it then, what he thought of her. And it carried her through the bad days at the hospital, the bloodless days when she sank so easily into sleep, and he behaved badly, forgetting to visit her, bored to sit by the bed as she drowsed. The nurses twittered over it. But she lay there happy enough, sure of him, of the words, of the darkness she was out of.


Perhaps it was something you couldn’t carry into the world outside that certainty, it hadn’t lived anyway. Back in her parents’ home, where she’d gone to be looked after. Sleeping still half the day, and waiting for the phone which rang so rarely. Perhaps he preferred her gone and the child also so he could work. And her father hating him: ‘If it was my wife ill as that’, so she was torn to defend him, stupidly; so that she got up odd hours, when there was no-one in the flat to call his lab and whisper: please phone please.


All the light was gone out of her, she wept quietly into her bed at night hating him and her parents equally. Somehow she got the strength to leave. She had to go. Back to him, even with her temperature going up every night still: because that nightly weeping was too dangerous, her parents’ sympathy too hateful, too destructive. She had frightening lonely dreams being lost and looking for someone    whose name she had forgotten    being old and unloved and childless with a strange memory of how it had once been different. Until one morning she woke dry-eyed and cool and got fully dressed right away, made up her face with red lipstick and combed out her hair properly for the first time in days and rang him to say:    I’m coming home.    She supposed he was pleased.    She went back anyway.


To a cold house in a taxi, filth everywhere and the baby crying. Ben had to go out and get shillings for the gas before she could put a kettle on. I’m free, she kept telling him: he was already lost in the world of the lab, she could see, but she couldn’t help saying it.     Free. In the glow of it she almost recovered her energy. A light.    One of your little lights, as he said it to her, objecting; there’s no continuity in you, your ideas come on and off.    She had to hold to it privately, her euphoria.    And he was right, it didn’t hold.    Not even to the next night, their first and bleakest quarrel, as they set those early bills on the table to look at them, baffled, at their joint incompetence.




*





Before that before that.    In a boat lying in spring heat under yellow-green leaves the sunlight through them, the water silver and black in turns.    Damp smell of the boat wood and.    The acrid chemicals of his jacket, the skin of his neck.    His lips closing evenly, his eyes shut.    Was he happy then? Waiting.    His big soft kiss on her cheek his heavy hand on her neck.    She was sure of the salt on his lips, the sound of water, the wood creaking.    But the deserts in his head.    Empty, an empty day, he said to her, walking back through the fields.    To look for:    the paper, the cinema, the Radio Times, some hold.    On the shifting world.


Or he lay on the bed.    In his vest.    Torn aertex, his face expressionless.    On the unmade bed of their red attic room, and the electric light still needed at noon the cot in the shadows,    the baby still in her belly the head and buttocks moving under the skin. Nervous. Jittering.    Reasons.    Reasons.    And the baby rolling slowly, his lovely head downwards into the cervix, butting, butting. She listened.    In the circle of her own thought, listening.




*





It wasn’t rescue for him only that she’d hoped for, that she had always talked of, pushing for some outlet in the drab walls he was caught in.    She loved his hunger for somewhere else, because it seemed to determine, that there was some way of living, some place that could answer.    That it could be made to open for them.


So long ago it was that first time, they lay on a mattress in his bare room.    Watched the first light over West Ken slate roofs through dirty glass.    Smiling. As the grey light found the corners, the Sunday newspapers, the scattered sheets of music.    Talking.    And the morning that ought to have taken her to work or at least to phone her landlady, found them hopelessly asleep together, as though in coming together the world outside had been put away with a desperate gesture and had simply dissolved.    Could now be discounted.    As though all the other possible definitions of how things ought to be could be ignored now.    She felt:    safe with him, as though their dreams had joined in a common stream.


And now she stood looking out into the garden, at the trees black and shining with the kitchen light on them and the town lights colouring the wetness in the sky.


There stood the rotten pots of the last year’s dried up tomato plants still, their long brown stems trailing over the pavement.    Must sweep that up, to one side. Listening to the hiss of the rain, feeling the coldness coming off the glass against her drunken face. 


Last night she had walked the mountainside in a dream looking. For one of the children was it or Ben? She came on herself struggling her hair all caught up in some branches or was it her hair yes her hair and her coat caught in a tree    she was hanging swinging to and fro, like a tassel, she thought    and as she came up to the figure she could see the coat fell open—the bottom button was off, as it always was. Slut she thought,    even in dreams; just touched to laughter.


A sudden sharp cry from upstairs reached her.    It was Michael, the young one, eight years old, calling out for her.    At once she flew through the dark hall up the stairs guiltily to him, he called out so rarely. And now she remembered their supper-time quarrel, the stupid spite of it, the black sulk he had gone up in before she went to the hospital.


He lay his face wet    the sheet a narrow strip round his shoulders    deeply asleep when she reached him. He had got into bed without pyjamas and she could see how thin he was    the bones of his hips or the line of them.    Faintly she could smell urine, and she pulled tentatively at the blankets, thinking to change him. Darling. Darling. Wanting her love to enter his dreams.    I’m sorry    Mummy is sorry.    Thinking of him, his strange self-containment, his.    Bravery. Wide-lipped perky grinning. One foot on the washing bucket.    Holding the guitar, his clever fingers finding the chords, the thin wrist pausing and beating.    So simply he made it sing.    How had she come to? What was it, for saying what? That she came to hit him. Darling. She wanted her tenderness to reach him.


But his white face lay closed to her.    Even as she lifted his legs to take out the sheet, even as she covered his shoulders again, his face was closed, as all day she’d been closed to him she supposed. Lost in her own mind-wandering, her waiting.


He’d brought her his tin    of insects, fat worms and sloe beetles gathered from under the stones. They were his friends he told her; each of them had a name and he pulled grass from the winter mud for them to eat. (What did they eat, she wondered ignorantly.) All day long he followed her about to show her his tin,    how these creatures would do what he said, that they knew their names.    Or he crouched over them carefully dropping dirt into the tin, gently preventing the squiggly ones from escaping.    By late afternoon they were all beginning to die from.    Was it water they needed? She didn’t know. But he was so saddened, so sure they liked their new home.    Even when the fattest beetle lay on his back, legs in the air, he insisted on that. She’d shrieked at him suddenly: seeing the silly feeble legs move and stop.    You’re running some kind of torture chamber.    But no, they were his friends.    If it was water they needed, what could he put it in. Could he use a doll’s saucer or. But she hadn’t listened, her mind had closed to him.


Now the older child woke, and turned to her, lifting his neater head, his long cheeks placid, his mouth open.


Mummy I’ve just thought, it’s football.    Where’s my shirt?    She said:    Don’t worry.    We’ll find it.


–How’s Daddy? he remembered. 


She swallowed. Fine. Go to sleep. And tucked in the top blanket, as well as she could, his feet stuck out at the bottom. How tall he was getting, how handsome she thought. And his eyes. Eager to know.


Through sepia    the false pink of the tints she thought of Ben’s childhood face in his mother’s photograph album, delicate lips, and serious eyes: the expression. As though his whole being looked out with hopeful curiosity.    What field near the slums streets he came from was he in. Or was it some convalescent trip after childhood illness. Illness that took him away so often, so happily as he remembered it.    Into that sweet world of snuffling    woodsmoke smells and enclosed country lushness    he’d never found again.    Or was it together only they had failed to find it, the joyous world those young eyes looked for?    Was it there for no-one? Or only the young. Did the senses turn off somehow unnoticed so that it was. All about them even now and unvalued, unreachable.


How to. Begin again, to begin again. Up, under the wire the grass heads high as armpits, stinging the bare skin, knowing the ground the dips in it    the burrows    the sour berries    bits of wood that stick in the tongue and the smell of brown paper soaked with red juice. Down there through the leaves, powder hurting the eyes and.    The trees: each one its own route up and the lovely pear tree.    Twelve year old arms reaching up for the lowest branch, fondling the smooth wood, swinging up.    The tendons stretched under the skin.


Fiercely she thought what he would say, Ben, how there was nothing of that in her, or left in her, he knew that, even if she looked in cold puddles and the black trees in them and the pale new stone of the re-built Boots building, it was not his meaning. The shape of their present landscape precluded it. And back he went, back where she could not follow him, into that world 3 months long in his own childhood country he still looked for, snuffling for it, even in the Fen country, never finding it.


Her sons slept deeply.


But the shirt. That was a problem. She hesitated at the top of the stairs, wondering where. It could be washed if only she knew where. The alcohol was going out of her blood. She was cold and weary. Down the stairs she looked at the empty hall. Were they villains at the hospital, saying. All may yet be well? She felt. A ripple of superstition. Steadied herself on the stairs. Ben. And she went down them, her head aching. The laundry basket, was it, the cupboard under the stairs? And Michael’s pathetic tin in the way of her feet.




*





The cold came from under the door, ice-breath of a slow January morning. She thought: how often Ben stayed up all night, working, writing, liking the tension of it. Or not caring. What damage he did himself. As he would not notice the cut in his toe, or the fungus that grew once over the skin of his shoulders. Or the pains of travelling. South across Europe, one pound in his pocket, desperately: looking.


In the Dordogne through green valleys, hot feet aching, she remembered: long rolls and cheap tomatoes that got crushed in their bag leaving stains on the seats of friendly cars, eating the sand that gritted on the surface of their unwrapped cheeses. Waiting for lifts, talking, the second child not yet stirring in her but making her fretful, peevish, sick.




–You aren’t enjoying it, he accused her, and she sank back in herself sullenly. Missing Alan from whom she had longed to be free. Stupidly craving the expensive hot coffees that ate into their little money.


–I’m lonely, he would say. Because you don’t want to see these things with me.





And she wanted only to sleep. In lovely Tarragona where they came at 2 a.m. to a pink city the streets crowded with dancers, she wanted only to lie down sickly in her room. And he left her to it. But she couldn’t sleep without him and lay there listening to the shouts in the hot streets, and the peculiar thud of car doors in hot dry air, the open streets. And when he came back, he seemed resentful, where she had wanted him guilty.


She made him lonely, she remembered. And he so much wanted to find some place where there was life going on. He would have gone further south in pursuit of it, and she wanted only to go home, to go back at least to Perpignan and pick up a letter from the poste restante to see how Alan was. And the chance of a lift decided it, she won her point, and he followed her. Feeling it one more trick, not her trick, but his own, on himself; that always he cheated himself out of what there was could reward him.


Up from Marseilles it rained all the way and the lorries wouldn’t stop. They used more francs than they wanted to buy plastic mackintoshes from the Uniprix stores; and then stood out in the cold the rain lashing at them. More companionable then, as she remembered it, than in the sun; dourly friendly even, as they withstood the absurd situation of days going by in their attempt to get north. Only occasionally he remembered what might have been further south and she felt her resistance going. In the front of the big lorry that finally picked them up they sat over the engine, catching their flesh on the hot metal at intervals, and shaking with the vibrations. They took it in turns to speak to the driver over the screaming noise. And to one another they said little.




*





There was the shirt. And clean enough she decided. How would she get it dry if she washed it now, so nearly morning? She began putting out the lights. She could hear the milk bottles going down on the step, the whirr of the milk cart starting up. No light yet. Late January. the streetlights still lit the hall as she went up. And lay on the closed bed shivering dry eyed. Under the eiderdown.    Waiting for seven o’clock.
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Michael woke reluctantly between hot wet sheets. Tentatively lifting his head and bare shoulders, he looked over to his brother’s bed. Which lay open and empty, in daylight, pyjamas sprawled across it. Sinking back, Michael blew a long stream of air into the chill room, sadly watching the cloud of his own breath.


Late: and cold. And the heater at the other side of the room.    He closed his eyes and hoped the problem would disappear.    That his mother would come, or perhaps his brother if he were feeling friendly.


But no, his brother was not friendly. He was dressed already even to his scarf wrapped twice across his face.




–No, you can’t have the blower on, you just sit in front of it. And it’s late, he said. Michael smiled and shut his eyes at this, because now he came to think of it, he didn’t care if he was late or not, and Alan did.


–If you don’t put the heater on, I won’t get out at all, he pointed out. Alan glared and then moved to set up the heater, gathering as he did so two socks and a pair of underpants quite usefully. 


–Now get up.


But Michael lay there listening to the air from the blower.


–Get up. Alan’s voice broke with irritation. He left the room and began calling, Mummy, Mummy. 


Michael threw off the sheets, and rushed to the little grey heater. And crouched there balancing on his heels and buttocks taking the hot blast of dry electric heat straight on his thin belly. And hung there, his arms supporting himself round his knees. Thinking he did not want to go to school at all. Not even to drive to school with the neatly dressed Parsons children in the back seat, making silly jokes about his hair, and telling him what nice parties they were going to have, and not inviting him. Not to go into the schoolroom and have the other children look up at his entry, and nudge one another and giggle at him, as though he were some kind of monster because. Now he looked at his socks and remembered. They didn’t match. A great despair overcame him at the thought.





And now the first strained call of his mother came up at him from the kitchen.




–Michael, aren’t you ready yet, your egg’s on the table.


–Have you got a sock with a red stripe at the top? he called back, without much hope.


There was no reply. Perhaps, he thought, if he turned both the tops down twice. And was standing there naked but for his socks, looking down at his thin legs when Adam returned, looking more unhappy now than angry.


–Oh god do come on    Michael, she’s very cross this morning.





Hopelessly Michael put on his trousers, shirt and tie, what did it matter who was cross. He shrugged at it bleakly, and yet there was a qualm too. Going down the big staircase after his brother towards his mother in the kitchen.




*





White face    green-coated    her black hair flying    she appeared to him at the base of the stairs, and he looked at her gravely, determining: if she screams at me I will fold in here and sit like a spider. But she was not looking at him, she was tearing at the letters in her hand, thrusting some of them unread into her coat pocket.




–Are they bills? he asked her curiously. She looked up savagely then for a moment.


–I won’t have any breakfast, he suggested, coming down past her, looking for his coat.


–Don’t be silly.


But he shook his head, saying: I don’t deserve it.


–Nonsense. She seized him passionately, pushing her face against the back of his neck, kissing him again and again. He was bewildered, obedient. Followed her into the kitchen.





It was very confusing. Some days she loved him. Mysteriously. When they lived by the sea. One winter’s Sunday they went out together along the wooden pier, past the closed up arcades, sharp salt wind on their cheeks, sky brown as snow slush. And the sea was brown, too, they looked down at it together through the cracks in the wood, and over the rail to confirm it, the brown river-colour of the water moving in over the sandy pebbles, the foam of the sea drying into the sand.


She hadn’t wanted to go on to the sands, it was cold, it was January, they only had a few moments, she told him; and then suddenly agreeing, they had climbed over the banked up pebbles together, on to the beach, and were running, hand in hand, the strong weed smell and the sea smell warm in their faces, no wind down there with the pier behind them. Shouting. You can shout all you want on a beach. Lovely, she was shouting, they were dancing together, their feet crunching on the pebbles, slipping and laughing together on the little stones, dancing.


Now he munched his rice crispies, one eye on the clock, and his mother flew around looking for the keys to the car. His brother was muttering after her for his bus-fare so he could go off alone, and she gave it him, absent-mindedly as she searched.


–I will be very sensible today, Michael thought, and not quarrel with anyone. And stood blue with cold on the pavement waiting for her to back the car out of the garage, repeating that, his fists poked into his pockets, his mouth pursed with determination.


But as soon as the two Parsons children got in, each one in blue peak cap and carrying their shining satchels he knew that was useless. Slumped in his brown duffle coat he gave them a shy smile, and then kept silent.




–Do you know, began the elder boy, taking up a conversation of the previous day, my Dad has lots of cows and sheep.


–of our own, added the smaller one


–and 2 big cars, and a milk lorry, and 4 tractors, finished his brother triumphantly.





Michael met Lena’s warning eye in the mirror.




–My father, he began, nevertheless, has a centrifuge. And that cost £10,000.


–What’s that, said the younger boy.


–A machine.


–Well, we’ve got LOTS of machines. Machines that dig big holes. We’re going to dig a big big hole and put you in it.


–Then I’ll just climb out again, said Michael. 


–Oh no, said the older boy. We’d put a wire net on the top and you couldn’t.


–I’ve got special clippers, said Michael. That’s all right. I’d just cut my way out.


But the little one insisted. –No, we wouldn’t let you. Lena from the front seat interrupted, tensely. –That doesn’t sound very kind, does it? Do you think your mother would like that?


As they passed the garage: it was three minutes to nine.


–Are we late? The boys asked together.


–A bit, she had to confess it.





On Michael the full weight of the day descended.


And when he got to school he remembered three other things: the fountain pen, a spelling test, and a reply he was supposed to bring from his mother. The last day, Mrs. Taylor had said on Monday, and now here it was, how could he have forgotten again? He didn’t know, found his desk and sank behind the open lid, shuddering.    Entered his own dream.




By ten o’clock: I’m ill, he thought hopefully. Put his hand to his head. Hot burning. Perhaps he had proper spots, like chicken pox, at first no-one had believed him but when the spots came.





Into a lovely white bed, he remembered. His mother gently tipping him into it. And tidying round his room, so that it was clear as a little box: flying, at the level of the trees, at the level of the sycamore. You could see the birds on it, he liked to see them hop, but the light hurt his eyes. And his mother looked after him and brought him. Chicken soup, that’s right, hot golden soup. He had a sore throat.    She sat on the end of his bed and. Looked through his Brighton pebbles, feeling their smooth shapes the way he liked to, loving their mineral patterns. Old as the earth, she said, holding them up, looking deeply into them, their strange browns and blue blues, the lines on them, from the heat of all those years ago.




–Michael, did you hear me?


He stood into the exposed glare of Mrs. Taylor’s eye. As the break bell went.


–Can I stay in, for break? he asked her. I’m getting flu, I think.





And was permitted.


But not alone. There was Jane Ellis, he saw, when the class had roared out to the playground. She had one dainty wrist tied in a white bandage, but Michael knew that must be an excuse really, and as Mrs. Taylor left they exchanged sly grins.    She sat on the desk: as neat and gentle as a little animal. White socks and red shoes swinging as she looked at him.


There was a Kit Kat he remembered, unfinished from the day before.


Shyly shyly –do you like it, this stuff? he pushed it over to her, and she smiled at him, her fingers willing to remove the silver paper that had somehow melted into it, her teeth biting crisply on the biscuit.


Encouraged, he opened his desk fully and looked for things to show, brought out his pink Origani gondola, said




–Can you make these?


and she took it from his fingers, delicately, wrinkling her nose


–What is it


–A boat.


She put her fingers under the seat of it, very carefully, and then gave it him back.    In desperation he brought out everything he could find. Boxes shells stones. And she went on sitting there,    licking the chocolate with her pink clean tongue, smiling and swinging her legs while he laid out his treasures for her.







*





–Hey, look who’s in here?




Michael’s head lifted swiftly. The voice belonged to the elder Parson boy    Colin. And there he stood in the doorway with two other boys from a bigger class.


–What are you doing with him, said Colin.


Jane swung her bottom off the desk and said: It’s so BORING in the playground.





The boys came into the classroom and stood round her, themselves uncertain. One of them grappled Colin from behind, and then fell noisily to the floor with an exaggerated howl of pain. The other pulled at the neat red bow in Jane’s hair and she shook her head, and began to do it up again. But she was not cross, Michael could see that, though she pushed the boy away from her.




–Look. Colin picked up the little pink boat


–Leave that, said Michael, unwisely.


–Oh: it’s yours, is it, said Colin. Holding it out for inspection at arm’s length.


–Yes. Michael could feel his heart beginning to bang very fast. But he didn’t care he didn’t care. –Put it down.


Colin investigated it with his blunt finger almost as carefully as Jane had done. He seemed to be wondering what to do next.


–Catch, he said suddenly. And threw it over Michael’s head to the boy behind him.


Michael refused to jump up for it. He said: as reasonably as he could manage. Don’t spoil it, will you?


–It’s only a rubbishy bit of blotting paper, said the tallest of the boys, who now had it in his left hand, holding it up out of reach. Michael remembered. No fighting. He’d promised. Anyway, there were three of them.


–It’s my piece of paper, he argued.


The gondola flew again over his head, and floated to the floor. Colin put his foot on it, and looked around him. Jane was biting her hand, watching avidly.


Michael looked at the clock. Five minutes till the end of break. He could hear the ticking. I don’t care    I don’t care    I’ll kill him. His hand found one of the heavier stones on his desk.    Which the three boys saw: and closed in on him.


–Colin, screamed Jane.


But Michael didn’t care, he didn’t care he couldn’t feel he didn’t care what hurt him, his thin desperate wrist would find some mark and there.    Was the softness of Colin’s astonished mouth, he could just feel someone pulling his hair to lift him off but he didn’t care.    If his knuckles were torn.    He wriggled and kicked. Eyes streaming.    There was blood between Colin’s teeth.





As the bell rang. And solemn black-eyed furious: Mrs. Taylor stood over all of them    I don’t care, thought Michael.    And surreptitiously with his foot scooped towards himself the still unharmed pink gondola from the floor.
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