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A Long Story







1 A Midnight Walk





I set my alarm for midnight, and took


a midnight walk. This was years ago,


when I was a child first sent away,


bemused or stupid in unhappiness.







Ludicrously wigged ancestors;


Keats and Hazlitt hot under the collar


in a copy of Haydon’s Christ’s Entry;


the granite judges of Charles I







interrogating a child on a footstool:


all these told me I was off my head


just by the way they looked askance


or scathing in the glum stairwell.







On the other hand, the empty hall


and the furious white atom-storm


I survived with such comfort – these


proved I was able to come and go







as I pleased. So I pressed ahead,


ghosting into a classroom where desks


crouched like boulders in a stream,


and the parching smell of Quink










had stained the air Dark Blue for ever.


The window, where I sat by day


not noticing a thing, revealed itself:


cream frame with greenish chips,







and a handle like a cross between


a spanner and a can-opener. It worked,


and was mysteriously oiled, and that


was that. I slipped out to the world







I knew, where I had never been before.


A gust of wet air made the lawn


enormous, bulging like spilt mercury


which wanted to go wobbling off in other







smaller spills. Left, into the Wilderness?


Or right, towards the Lake? I took the Wild-


erness, plunging through its yew trees


with their oozing, too-soft tassle-berries







(red, but grey like in a negative), my eyes


tight shut, then wide. The bamboo clump


had turned into a vat of clicks and hisses,


eruptions of its single waving stems







too hard to contemplate. The Wellingtonia:


a rubber giant which might send me mad


by taking all the punches I could give,


not feeling them. The gardener’s shed










beneath its mesh of sweet-pea tripods,


rakes, witch’s brooms, and string lassoos,


was somewhere I would never leave alive.


Where was the clearing I had stood in happily







before? Just here, and now a perfect circle –


moonlight focused in a single blast


exactly onto me, exactly, so the Wilderness


around me melted, and I might have been







a body underwater, waxed and purified,


waiting to wear out whatever held me –


chains, a stone – before I broke the surface


in a cavalcade of weeds and bubbles …







After that, the Lake: the stepping-stones


a curved parade of broken paving-slabs


on wobbly brick supports. A small-scale


swamp was sweating round the first,







churned up by people who had jumped


and landed earlier, and lumps of coal


were sunk in it – no, conkers, from the chestnut


overshadowing, their polished skins popped open,







stinking, and the eyes inside pure ivory.


I held my breath, and made my get-away,


clinging to a bulrush clump and wrecking it,


then finding each step coming at an easy pace










just as it should, so with my own eyes down


and seeing nothing but my feet spring smartly


to attention, then divide, I reached the centre


sooner than I thought. I raised my head again.







The house I lived in, which was not my home,


took up the distance – cut-out chimneys


and a cartoon tower. Next, the Wilderness –


from here a pinned-up pelt, and bristling.







Closer still, the lawn, which might be ice.


And all around me, which was everything,


the Lake – its silver rippling into pearl,


its stars skedaddling as the night-







breeze swelled and died.


This was what I wanted, though


I had not guessed it: fragments of the world


in place, yet muddled, and me floating too







between the earth and water. Out of nowhere,


moorhens gave their nervous, metal squarks.


A golden orfe, aged almost white so maybe


I imagined it, rolled over sluggishly







and sank. Neither one of them


could tell that I was here, and did not care.


A water iris with its rumpled purple flag,


and that thing like a giant rhubarb – they










persisted with their own lives just as quietly.


The one thing that had found me out was me


my footprints jumping step by step across


the stones behind me, skips and scuffles







coming close and clearer with each leap,


so I could see how they were being made


by what I had been then and was not now.


Which meant that I would feel my own hand







tap me on my shoulder soon, and lead me


back across the lake again, the swamp,


the lawn, towards the window – open


just a fraction, as I left it – and so in.





 





2 Territorial





The war ended. My father’s war went on


in a Territorial twilight: one-off dances


(which meant scarlet jackets and drainpipes)


and dull drill at week-ends – close by in Colchester,







or further off and more exciting on Dartmoor.


‘Yeo-boys’ was my mother’s word for them,


‘Yeo-boys; soldier boys; his boys’, half resentful


and half in awe, which in turn meant whenever







I heard the brusque gravel-squirt of his car


swirling home into the yard, I felt the same,


caught between a thrill and a warning.


Live up to him. Think what he went through.







Then the car was hushed and he filled


our whole doorway, waiting for me to go to him –


my father, his uniform smart as a shop manikin’s,


the Sam Browne slashing his chest like a sword-cut.







What had I been doing, he wanted to know,


which I see now was fair enough. In those days


it meant: do you deserve the life you’ve got –


and made me stare beyond him silently










at post-and-rails glimmering outside,


at the deep hay field, at the drowsy fuzz


of elders and other weed-trees by the road,


and feel my head empty. When I came to







we were still in the dark hallway, him


gripping my shoulder now, scanning ahead


for my mother in her kitchen cooking supper


with the light off, appreciating the money saved.







Another time, we would all be away to Dartmoor,


my mother and I sheltering under a tall hedge


and protected – out of the wind –


as well as the posse of sharp uniforms







which haw-hawed and jaw-jawed with her,


and now and again tousled my hair heavily,


telling me one day I too might ‘like to have a go


in that’ – ‘that’ being the Armoured Personnel Carrier







which had my invisible father bouncing inside it


as it nipped about on the ochre-green below us,


giving bucks and stumbles when it hit tussocks,


and occasionally firing off rounds of blanks.







I could tell this, because the perky gun-barrel


sometimes coughed a cigarette-smoke breath –


though the bang only reached me seconds later,


and anyway the thing was too like a toy










to be true, or like a film, or a run-together series


of frames in a war comic – the kind I often read,


where I knew how the war ended, but never saw


the end itself, only the same faces fighting on







over the same black ground, where days rushed


forward in jagged frames but always stood still.


It felt like my duty, but how could I hope


to join their story? That was just one question







I could not settle, and there were others as well.


Was I brave? Would the son be less than the father?


What was the father’s gift to the son? Recently,


it so happened, a small silver-plated pen-knife







which I loved – practicing miniature bayonetings


and stabbings in our hay-shed, where the bales


were stacked floor-to-roof each late summer,


the top ones whiskered by spiders in the rafters,







the bottom ones squashed. They wore down like soft rocks


as we carted them off one by one to the stables


after mucking-out, and I sliced on with my virgin blade


until in due course the knife slipped from my hand







into a scratchy hay-ravine, its silver winking back


while it vanished, reminding me at once of a horse


my father had told me about, a cavalry horse


with one of his Yeo-boys up top, hauling a gun-










carriage full tilt across a flat patch of Dartmoor,


which one minute was brilliant and flying in glory –


glossy chestnut mare, gleaming green gun-barrel,


spattered but polished carriage, spangling wheels







with their red inside-rims, and the fellow astride


swaying masterfully, reins taut but not too much so –


and the next was catapulting into a bog


hidden for centuries under its furry moss lid,







where skinny-legged birds had landed safely,


nothing else, and which now swallowed horse,


gun, carriage, and last of all man – his wild white eye


the final thing to go, but soon entirely gone.





 





3 The Aftermath





I am a child again, going walkabout by day


for the first time, packing everything I can imagine


to take with me: one cheese sandwich, one tomato,


one Cox’s apple, one pack of cards, and one torch.







It is not much, but it is enough. I shall never come


back and I shall drink from a stream. In fact I am


thirsty already, and only half way over the village


green, where the butcher sees me, Mr Wilkinson,







lifting one red arm in his doorway; I can just


make out his blue-striped apron, and imagine


the sawdust with its patterns of coming and going.


He doesn’t know I’m off for ever. He thinks







I’m carrying a bag with fruit and bread


for Mrs Reynolds, whose husband died.


Sunlight bores from the hard centre of the sky,


and the butcher melts under his awning –







he is the last thing I see before the main road,


which in those days was not main, and soon


dropped behind me with a meagre lorry-rumble


and quick car-fizz, when what I’d hoped for










was the stupendously huge thunderous passing


of a combine, the tarmac wrinkled by sheer weight,


and a queue of drivers behind wanting to feel angry


but in truth children like me, entertained and patient.







It was that time of year, the aftermath, and when


I scraped over a barred gate on the far side of the road


a field they had already cut was lying entirely open.


I had never been there before, and had never felt







such emptiness under a wide heaven. With hedges


grubbed out, and close-cropped stubble swelling


and sinking for such a blinding distance, and sky


lifted yet at the same time crushing onto me







– with all this, my head was travelling


at ground level, hunting for a sense of balance.


Did I keep moving forward? I did, at a snail’s pace,


hauling myself up the speckled crest of a dock-leaf,







then roller-coastering into a rubble of dry earth-crumbs,


ant eggs and wheat husks. Everything was fascinating


but an obstacle, and I had to examine the least detail:


a straw stem, a flint scale, a wormcast like wet ribbon.







How did I miss the spinney, moored there in mid-field?


By keeping my head down, as I say. By not looking


at the larger thing, or what was happening. But these


were real and solid trees which squeezed round me:










satin-skinned beeches; disgruntled oaks;


and a birch with leaves like grease spots.


Everything was as it should be, yet the dead twigs


went so quiet underfoot I might have been on air –







and it was cold, too, though the sun still danced


round the spinney on all sides, sticking in thin pins


and knife-blades, trying to get at me and failing.


I found a fallen tree near the centre, a young ash







with its leaf-hair mussed and threadbare, its root-ball


like a stubbed-out cigarette, and straight away


sat down, dizzy in the fug of mushroom-rot.


A collar dove landed in a flurry, then came back







under control with a display of wing-origami;


a bright orange spider abseiled from the root-stub;


the sun-blades kept up their dare-devil lancing


but missed me by so much, I might not have existed.







I had never planned it, but I felt myself dissolving –


my heart slowing to nothing, my brain running out,


all of me adrift in a mote-dance of dust and spores


and happy, until the sunlight sheathed its blades,







the spinney cooled and blackened, and the duller


silence told me I was hungry and expected home.


The thing I could not see, stumbling through the trees,


across the ditch, and then the stubble-spread, was how










it would still be going on years later, still going on now,


in the long aftermath since I have tried to reach there again,


setting off in secret across the hot village green


with the butcher lifting his red arm, the plastic bag







cumbersome and sticky in my hand, the traffic quiet,


and the enormous field opening before me, in which


there was never a single tree, much less a spinney,


but the whole expanse just clear and flat for ever.





 





4 Serenade





There were the two ponies –


and there was Serenade, which belonged


to my mother. Though ‘who belonged’


would be better, in view of the girlish head-lift







she had, and her flounce to and fro in the lumpy field,


and that big womanish rump I always gave a wide berth to.


When the blacksmith came to shoe her, which was seldom


in summer, but otherwise often, she would let him hoist







and stretch out first one hind leg, then the other,


with a definitely melancholy, embarrassed restraint.


The blacksmith was ferret-faced and rat-bodied,


hardly man enough to keep aloft the great weight







of one-foot-at-a-time, though he did keep it sort of


aloft, crouched over double, and bent at the knees,


to make a peculiar angle which held each hoof still


on his battle-scarred apron. He would set up shop







under the covered entrance-way between


our house and the stable block: a ramshackle


clapboard affair, black (or black weathering to green),


with swallows’ mud villages proliferating in the rafters.










I liked it there in the drive-through,


which was also where we parked the car (but not


on his days) – for the oil-maps on the dusty cement


brilliant as the wet skin of a trout, and for the puzzling







swallow-shit patterns, and most of all for that place


by the corner drain where a grass-snake had appeared


once, an electric-green, sleepy-looking marvel


which, when it disappeared, left a print of itself







that stayed in the mind for ever. The blacksmith


always did cold shoeing, prising off each thin moon-


crescent, then carving the hoof with a bone-handled,


long-bladed knife. The miracle of no pain!







Serenade gone loose in her skin, her strength


out of her, so she seemed suspended in water,


her hypnotised breathing steady, the smell of piss


and musty hay and ammonia sweat coming off her,







her head dropping down, eyes half closed now,











OEBPS/9780571263714_cover_epub.jpg
ANDREW

saMOTION "=
PUBLIC PRORERTY -

Inclades thePocr Lagreate pocms

T~ ==
- P cand
. @0
N
I
- -
Y e ~






OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





