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I don’t know now if it was kindness – we do


and we do. But I wanted you with me


that day in the cool raspberry vines, before


I had loved anyone


Tess Gallagher Fresh Stain













Part One







Chapter One


Meetings


Nell has the nightmare about the fridge again and because of that she knows this job will fail. And as she takes that in, she smiles, in a cracked grim-ghoulish way. Because that’s what she really wants, to fail, so she can go back to the home in the dunes. The only place she is real and true. The only place she can run out on that massive beach with the wind whipping her hair painfully around her face. Fighting the wind, that’s the best, because this fridge scares her half to death.


Someone is pushing her inexorably towards it, a burning hot hand placed squarely in the middle of her back. The fridge is huge with rounded corners, a chrome, American-style monster. She squirms to escape and realises her mother must have been talking about getting one. She can’t get free, her feet are sliding uselessly in socks on the shiny, wooden floor. Just as she gets to it, the door swings open like a vault. Light shines out. It is packed with food, the most wonderful succulent food. There is crispy lettuce of all different shades of green and red with deeper reds veined through it. There is a sheaf of carrots, the feathery green leaves flopping over the shelf, limp and defeated. There are strawberries bulging against their plastic wrapper and cheeses and spreads with exotic names that her mother can’t resist. At eye level is a beautiful chocolate gateaux with a note on the top. She peers at the cake, at the obscenely dark, chocolate crunchy icing, the heart-shaped decorations, the swirls of chocolate-flavoured cream. She reaches for the note and her heart sinks. It’s always the same: ‘It’s all for you dear.’


It chills her because she must finish all this cake before they’ll leave her alone. Half her mind screams for it. But the other half is repelled, can’t even consider one tiny, icing heart.





I doze in this car with my knees up against the dash. My head’s juddering, just a little, against the seat belt fastening. This ain’t exactly a smooth car, but we’re going away, that’s all that matters. Away from this city, Bristol, and those people, to beaches I’ve never seen. I can let myself sleep, a sweet sort of sleep. But then I jerk awake and shift myself up and look over. And really look. I think, who is this Welsh guy, Haz, who I only met two weeks ago, who grins across at me like he kidnapped me and how did I let this happen?


Gut reaction – you know I never appreciated that expression, not until now. I’ve gotten the better of a taboo I didn’t think I held: I’ve puked in a public place. Right there on the street, in full view of anyone, this torrent of stuff. Sure it’s common in a student town, but not for a guy like me. I wasn’t drunk and I wasn’t sick, but I had a desperate urge to empty myself.


Minutes before, I’d stepped onto the low stage, like usual, the place where I normally stand and Duncan came across and spoke to me. I remember saying, ‘Me?’ and ‘Duncan, you mean this?’ He nodded. He was real stressed, sweat on his forehead, and I stared some moments at his face. Then I jumped down and I kept going. I was holding myself just so rigid and it was like everything was making me sick, the shiny wooden floor, the long drapes, those chairs that link together, tides of people staring at me. And there was Ben with his head almost in his lap, except for this weird final glance as I got to the door. A glance full of repressed excitement. I remember wrenching open the glass door, the rush of cold air over me and not looking back.


I am the sort of guy people confide in. I have that sort of face. Well, I think it’s my face. Sometimes I look in the mirror and try and push my features into a disinterested ‘man of the world’ type look. That cool, freezer thing. And then I get comments like, ‘Have you a cold today?’ or ‘Have you hayfever?’ I suffer from being confessed to. I didn’t ask for it, but it came anyway, like those slightly scary parcels at Christmas from indifferent relatives. People unwrap themselves – who knows what’s inside?


And here I am in this car, and I’m going to Wales with someone I hardly know.


Haz sat down beside me, on the curb that evening two weeks ago and asked me if I was okay. He put a hand on my shoulder and left it there. I noticed this chunky ring with a turquoise stone, and dirty fingernails. I had already been sick. I was shivering, weak, a sheen of sweat drying on my face. He pulled me up and gave me some tissues to clean myself up. He took me for a coffee. I liked that, he hadn’t even seen my face when he asked me, just that strong grip onto my shoulder.


He took me off and said it wasn’t good to stay there outside the church, they might come out and get me. I glanced at him and I half smiled. I didn’t tell him I came out of the church, not the pub two doors down. He has one of those decent hair styles, all mussed up where his fringe drops down thick and rough over his eyes. He tilts his head a little to look at people. He has deep blue eyes you try to catch a better glimpse of. And this accent, I placed it after a while, Welsh.


I’m thinking of growing my hair, but people would still look at me, I expect, still tell me things. I’ve changed my mobile, except I’ve copied all the numbers in. But they can’t reach me. I don’t understand them. I don’t understand Duncan saying I should have gone months earlier. And then I mutated into a virus they’ve walled themselves up against. So I’m not a people person any more.





Nell turns her face to the cool window again. She is too tired even to lift her hand. A terrible paralysing fatigue that she can do nothing about has swamped her. There is a sodden pile of tissues in her lap. All this is just a stupid reaction to the end of her job, the near silent drive with the Centre Manager from Llangrannog to Carmarthen. The train will come into Gowerton on Gower in about ten minutes and she’s glad now. Her Dad wants to pick her up there, in case she makes a scene. People know him in Swansea and nobody must make a scene. He should know by now that the way she looks, the way her clothes hang from her, catches at people’s eyes. And the way he always escorts her off, like he is her prison guard, her minder. She wears black winter clothes in July. Two girls are chewing gum and watching her over their teen magazines. Their T-shirts have blatantly rude messages on. Their nails are decorated with holographic hearts. They compare, snatching at fingers and laughing. Her own nails are bitten down, the cuticles ragged and dry.


She’d braved it out in the Centre Manager’s office yesterday, held herself erect with her chin tilted up. Only her hands betrayed her, gripping fiercely the material of her T-shirt under her arms.


‘Nell, we’re so sorry, we’ve given it serious consideration.’ The words started to drift past her, she’d heard it before. ‘Probably dealing with the same issues as some of these kids, not really suitable, must understand her position.’


Nell’s position seemed to be feeling pain, pain for the past jobs she’d failed to keep, pain that this one was going down the toilet too and pain because she was going home. She’d known from the very first meeting with the kids that it wasn’t going to work. They had towered over her, teenage lads from Rhondda who had stared at her for several minutes in silence, before asking questions she couldn’t begin to answer. Personal questions, questions her Mum never asked now.


‘Is it because you’re a Goth?’


‘What?’


‘The world’s ending, so why bother? With the eating?’ They’d sniggered, stared at her black clothes. And then ignored her, because she had turned away and not answered.


How could she explain that she was bothering far too much? Only the wind-rippled slopes of the dunes would console her. At home, on Gower, how she yearned for it.





When Haz and I got to have the coffee, I was disappointed: it turned out he’d seen me around at the uni. He’s on the technical staff and repairs the computers. I had been back to talk to one of my old lecturers only the week before.


‘Read that,’ he said, and pulled a book out of his pocket. It was the script of American Beauty, the second page of dialogue. I love that film. You start off hating everyone and suddenly you’ve got to see what happens to them.


‘Why exactly?’ I pulled the copy across. I paused and ran my hands over my face. I’d just walked right out of the best six months of my life, when things had a light, a special meaning, when Duncan would pull me into his office…


‘Cos you sound a bit like Kevin Spacey and I love his accent in the film.’


I stared across at him. Kevin Spacey? He just regarded me steadily and I realized he really wanted me to read it. Yeah, that first avenue of trees and that quiet self-contained voice over.


The girl at the counter kept glancing at Haz as I read. I read really badly, I remember that. He kept finding new bits for me to do. He had on a soft corduroy jacket over one of those retro-seventies tank tops and jeans with the hems all roughed up. He kept flicking these glances up at me as I read, crouched over his coffee, saying some of the words silently with me and taking the copy to find a new speech.


Kind of creepy. His name is shortened from Harry. He doesn’t know it, but he could have almost anything. There’s something about him, an expectation of being amused, entertained.





Later that week I went to the flat in Clifton he shares with these two girls. It’s where the rich students live, they’ve all got their own cars bought by Mom and Dad. It has a wrought iron balcony and high ceilings. My Mom would love it. One of the girls lusts for him so much, it’s like a tang in the air. She hovers around waiting, and he don’t respond to the attention, not at all. He’s got a set-up there to die for, they even do his washing. His mother rang and he was on the phone for a year, but he kept looking at me from his dingy Edwardian chair. Like I’m some sort of talisman, a special lucky charm.


Yeah, I’ve been picked up out of the gutter and I’m not sure what for. Truth is, it’s a long while since I felt this free. I kind of like it. It’s something I ‘m gonna let happen. Because it’s personal, human, he likes the look of me. I’m not a damn commodity to fit into his agenda. God, I hope that’s true.


Haz has got these pictures in his room. They stand out cos it’s painted this azure blue. And they’re weird because they’re such a mixture, eclectic. Some are like a front, straight hetero, Britney, in your face and then there are others, fine art photography, some Robert Franks, an Andy Goldsworthy. There’s one of an eight-year-old girl staring out of a big bay window with the rain pouring down. And then you look again because the rain is pouring on the child inside the room.


I leant down to have a closer look. There were drops on the outside of the window but the child was sitting calmly on a window seat in an internal downpour. Her hair was going into ringlets with all the water, but she was still serene. The lighting was beautiful, catching at her forehead and cheekbones.


‘Bri took that one,’ said Haz, coming in after his phone call. He stood close by me staring at it. ‘She won a prize on her foundation course for it. Good thing, it took a week to set up.’


‘God,’ I said. ‘It’s creepy and amazing.’


I looked up at him and he stood with a smile hovering. ‘Come to Wales.’


‘What?’


‘Take a break. Come to Gower. I’ve two weeks off but my car’s ate all my money, ignition system. There’s only my Mam there and Dad at the weekend. Holiday home. I know they slag us off here, but it’s all there, in Wales. Massive beach, surfing?’


‘I don’t surf though.’ I stood up, frowning. Why me, some weird guy who was sick outside a church?


‘So? Come on.’ Haz dragged a hand through his hair and picked at the edge of a poster. ‘I’ve seen you tinkering around that garden centre doing sod all. You’ve changed your mobile so no one can ring you and –’ He paused, for effect.


‘What?’ I couldn’t stop this embarrassing grin. He don’t miss much for a guy with a long fringe over his eyes. He’s known me exactly six days.


‘Sod them,’ he said with a challenge. ‘You’re the only guy I’ve seen kick his pile of post into the corner of the hallway and leave it there. Opened any yet?’


‘No.’


‘So come.’


It is July and this sky is worth a look. I crane my neck to stare out of the car. There’s a sort of steady blue, coming in, slicing through the morning cloud. He said come to Gower and I said okay. I didn’t even know where it was exactly. I haven’t even hardly been to Wales. I ain’t into rugby, I don’t really drink. He’s relaxing, I reckon because we’ve got to see the sea.





At the station it’s all just a bit worse than she thought it would be. Her Dad’s lips are a thin line, clamped in his face. His attempt at a smile is painful, mirroring her own failure of one, as are his frigid attempts at spontaneity. He grips her elbow painfully when he realizes how weak she is, pulling her bags roughly onto his shoulder. Relief swamps her for a second and then his voice. ‘Just to say, Nell, bloody bad timing. Haz is bringing a friend today. Clara’s so pleased he finally asked someone.’


The whole speech makes Nell feel she’s a bad dose of flu, a bad smell her Dad has to deal with.


She slumps in the car. Haz acts lately as though he hates her guts. Really has a go at her, something that confuses her. Usually she can count on one member of her family being mildly nice to her. Her mother doesn’t count. Her father changes gear badly reversing out of the station car park. The muscles in his neck and shoulders are rigid. She can feel rather than see it and she ducks down. She knows he is looking her over. Her own cold fingers hurt her as she twists them together. Then she lifts her head a fraction. She can taste the ozone in the air, the sea is getting nearer. This is her place and they can’t take it away from her.


‘Is it Owen?’


‘What?’


‘Haz’s friend?’


‘No, someone new, someone he met at the university.’


Another student then. She’ll keep out of their way. They’re so full of themselves somehow.





Haz is laughing, as we are going past the factories and the refineries at Swansea. He is pushing his little Fiat to its limit. That’s not saying such a lot, some of this vibration I could do without.


‘My mother,’ he says, hands draped casually over the steering wheel, ‘she’s got this magazine. How to make your holiday home a place to remember. She doesn’t need it, really, she’s got loads of style.’ The ‘really’ gives him away, a bit of a Welsh roll.


He laughs again and I start to come awake. It’s like a real Haz has pulled the curtain back.


‘Unlike my sister Nell, who is a style-free zone.’


‘What?’


‘She takes life too seriously, daggy bag lady clothes, she gives Mam the run-a-round.’


‘But she’s not there, is she?’ I’ve seen no recent photographs, only one at about fourteen when Nell looks okay, in a group with her brother and sister. She has fly-away hair and caring eyes.


‘No, no, some God-awful holiday centre caring for disadvantaged kids. Latest in a long line of pathetic jobs.’


I am quiet. He glances across, eyes glinting. ‘Well, someone has to say it, you know, it’s usually me.’


I stare back. A guy who blurts out the truth on those must-do occasions – there’s something of that in him.





As she gets out for the second gate Nell takes a deep breath. She’s going to have to face her mother. She kicks at the path with her boot until she gets at the wet earth under the gravel. She wants to feel like that, raw, exposed. The sun is burning off the haze. She has had a bowl of porridge for breakfast and an apple on the train. The feeling takes longer but it dredges up somehow and she feels her chin tilt. For a split second she wishes the inevitable wouldn’t happen, that she could run in and hug her mother. But that hasn’t happened for years. All she wants is to get down on the beach.


Still, she falters in the doorway. Her father pushes past her with her bags and she doesn’t bother to stop her hair falling over her face. Her mother is in the kitchen sorting shopping off the table into the fridge and cupboards. She has on her long linen skirt and jacket and the beautiful necklace of stones that Haz bought her last Christmas, a smoky blue agate. French breadsticks fall onto the rug by mistake and she bends to pick them up. Nell can see her hand is shaking as she lowers the bread onto the table again.


Horror swallows Nell up and she knows she shouldn’t have come. They don’t want her and her coming is ruining their plans.


Her mother pushes herself up from the table as though she’s stiff. Nell waits. ‘Hello Nell,’ her mother says in a quick husky voice.


‘I’m sorry,’ says Nell mechanically, giving the words no tone. ‘They were awful, they wouldn’t…’


‘Listen, Nell.’ Her father comes in from the veranda that runs along the sea side of the house. His words are softly spoken but his face is hard. ‘Their job is to run a camp for disadvantaged kids, not listen to you, do you understand? Not listen to you bleating on and on and on…’


‘David! Please.’


‘I’ll go to my room, you needn’t bother with me at all.’ Nell stops. Her parents have exchanged weary glances.


‘How much?’ Her Dad’s question is brutal. Not low enough, she wants to shout, I need to go to a place where I’m not hurting.


‘David, not that now, please…’





We are right by the sea and now I can see it’s a wide bay, sweeping away from us. We pass a modern designer bridge, a Sainsbury’s, a prison, a park where swan-shaped boats are all tied up at one corner of a big pond. There’s the university before we head along to the Mumbles with a more touristy seaside feel. It’s such a mix of seaside residential and then suddenly beaches and bays that I sit up. I’ve never been somewhere like this before.


We go around a rocky point and Haz stops the car in a lay-by. There are a little row of shack-like shops selling rubber dinghies and buckets and spades and sweets. Just a few surfers in wet suits are out on the waves. The beach has decent yellow sand, at the bottom of some steps.


‘This is Caswell Bay, we can come here to surf, but it gets really crowded, our beach is better.’


‘Our beach?’


‘Oh yeah, sometimes you are the only one on Oxwich, our end, it’s brilliant.’


I love the way he says ‘brilliant’. ‘“Our beach, our end”. You mean you own it?’


‘No.’ He shakes his head and grins quizzically at me. ‘That’s how it feels, in Wales.’


I start to get uncomfortable, the way he looks me over. ‘No people,’ he says softly. ‘No fuck-ups.’


Thoughts flutter down his face like falling autumn leaves. Then he punches my shoulder and pushes the car into gear. We carry on, turning inland again past bungalows and pubs and then into open countryside. We go past a tourist centre and woods and then without warning Haz takes a sharp turn left, just past a campsite and we fetch up at a farm gate, no sign for a house at all.


I get out to open it and Haz speeds past me, not stopping the car for a while. There’s a smell of wild garlic and something else is in the air. Through the trees I can see the beach and the sea. It’s a great big bay and I can just make out a tiny church perched at the end. We bump along the sandy track to another gate. I get out again for this one and walk on up. The house sits, stuck up on a little hill. It has sash windows and a slate porch. On one side there’s a few stunted pines and a monkey-puzzle tree. There is a low stone wall at the sea side and then a view of the whole bay. If the house was wooden I’d be back, back on those summer vacations with Mom at Chesapeake Bay.


As I walk up the drive in the heat, Haz is out of his car and staring at a dark blue Rover parked behind a clapped-out Range Rover. ‘That’s Dad’s car, he shouldn’t be here till Friday.’ He stops, looking intently up at the house, hesitates and starts to move towards it.


Something don’t feel right, I don’t want to intrude. ‘I’ll take a look at the view.’


He turns briefly and nods.





Nell hears steps on the veranda and they all turn as the outer door is pulled open. Haz stands there, eyes a deep shade of blue. ‘My God, should have known it. Hi, Nell, been sacked again?’


Nell feels tears surging into her eyes and starts to walk out past him.


‘Hey!’ He follows her out. ‘Mam, tell her to go to Gran’s in Cardiff! Nell!’


Nell runs onto the grassy slope and stops abruptly. There is someone by the stile. It must be Haz’s friend. He turns to look up at her, squinting in the glare. He’s not like Haz’s usual friends at all, older, maybe nearer her age, with short blond brown hair. Such a relaxed face, she thinks, like he’d know all your worries even before you said them and keep your secrets. She breathes out.


‘Nell! Come back!’


Nell comes on blindly, barges past Haz’s friend and feels again the smooth wood of the stile. She could almost kiss it, that warm wood. She jumps over and goes down.





I walk down to a stile I’ve seen. Haz is walking up to the house in quick straight strides, his hands deep in his pockets. Down below me is a sandy path that twists out of view around some big clumps of yellow iris, and stunted alder. There are more trees below, a wood really. Then there are dunes scattered with plants, a final bank of dunes, the beach and the sea. Something about the view makes time stop. I don’t know how long I lean there.


As I turn to look up at the house again, there’s a loud shout. It is Haz’s voice. ‘Tell her to go to Gran’s, in Cardiff! Nell!’


This girl runs out onto the lawn. She’s wearing a long deep-purple skirt over boots and a black long-sleeved baggy T-shirt. She sees me and comes up short, staring at me like a frightened horse. I’m dazzled by the midday sun, I can’t see her properly.


‘Nell, come back!’ It’s Haz coming down some wooden steps.


She hesitates and then pushes past me, hitting my shoulder. She jumps in an agile movement over the stile and is gone. Her boots have these clumpy buckles and ties, they look so strange and heavy against her white, thin legs.


Haz comes on down to me, hands still in pockets, slipping a bit on the short grass. He stands beside me and runs his hands roughly through his hair.


‘See those irises,’ I say, watching him, ‘just beyond the stile? They’re linked to Osiris, god of the realm of the dead in Egyptian mythology. He was the first one to be embalmed. He married his sister Isis, goddess of the earth and moon.’


‘Did he now?’ Haz is smiling at me. ‘Not something I’ll get into. Didn’t say hi, did she?’


‘It don’t matter.’


‘It does. Come up anyway, meet Mam and Dad.’


We climb up and this time go up a few steps onto a wooden veranda. It runs the length of the sea side of the house, it has a solid rail, the wood bleached and grooved by the sea and wind. There are some of those cane chairs, a bit ruined, halfway along. We go into the kitchen.


Haz’s mother takes my hand. I take in a lot of colour and pottery all around the walls, in cupboards. Every piece is chosen and placed, it’s not cluttered.


‘Hello, Jason, you’re very welcome. Let’s hope the wonderful weather holds. It’s worth calling in sick for.’


Her voice is low and pleasant. She gives my hand a little squeeze and then moves away. She’s quite tall, with hair like Haz’s but drawn up off her face. She has beautiful grey eyes, flecked with almost white but very dark around the rims of the iris. Grey flecks are through her hair too.


‘Well, apologies for a funny start.’ Haz’s father is much fairer, blue eyes and white hair cut quite short. He has a powerful, stocky build. ‘Come and sit down, d’you want a cup of tea?’


‘Thanks.’


He pulls a chair out for me, stares at me a moment and then goes to help his wife. Haz is searching for a cat, calling a name that sounds like Topee. She appears from the hall and he scoops her up, a big fat tabby with sleepy yellow-brown eyes. Topee takes me in and then settles herself with care onto Haz’s knees. I can tell right away, they won’t mention Nell. She must be walking by the sea. I envy her those breaths of sea air. It strikes me now, she is thin, real thin.


‘Hey, I reckon I need some cat therapy, hand her over.’


‘No way.’ Haz strokes her. ‘You have to be here a while first.’


‘Here kitty, kitty, be nice, come here.’


The cat stares at me disdainfully and I have to settle down.


‘I’ve got to go, I’m sorry.’ Haz’s father has made the tea and his hand is on his wife’s shoulder. I can tell she’s exhausted, a defeated slant. She is thin too.


Haz looks over at his parents warily. He throws a smile my way but really he’s waiting. As his Dad goes to sweep up his car keys he gets up too. The cat gives a protest and stalks away. ‘Dad, can I have a word?’


‘Okay.’


They go out. Bright sunshine is streaming in over the sink. Things for a salad are lying on the draining board. There’s a home-grown lettuce, its outer leaves sandy and shriveled. Inside is the fresh green. I get up and look at the view. Dots representing people are moving at a slow rate along the edge of the sea.


‘Lavender,’ I say and turn, ‘I can smell it.’


‘Yes, under the window.’ Haz’s mother comes up.


‘This is a nice place.’


She lets something relax in her face. She looks at me properly. ‘Thank you,’ she says, slim brown fingers edging over the lettuce.


I smile back and the door creaks in the wind.







Chapter Two


Shower


Nell sits below one of the stunted hawthorn trees, her legs stretched out in strong sunshine. It’s still and close, sheltered. She has been down on the beach and up again, every step sinking and falling into the loose sand on all the myriad little paths through the dunes and trees. The dune area is called the Burrows. A  family come by on the path several yards away. They are German and the children are very blond. They must have come from the campsite. All of them are carrying something and commenting – it must be their first time down. She feels too hot and pushes off her heavy boots. Her bare feet are bony and very pale in the hot yellow sand. Some flies discover her and she bats them off. She lets the strong heat sink into her and lies back in the shade, pulling her skirt just above her knees. There is real strength in the sun’s rays and it spreads into her skin, nudging into memories of a long ago heat. She can hear the waves faintly running up the beach but the birds are louder, all around her. She rubs her sore shoulder and remembers, she barged past that boy, that friend of Haz’s. He has blond and brown hair, a mixture, coming a little onto his forehead. She thinks of his lips and nose and chin, trusts herself to do so because she hasn’t fancied boys for years. Well, not as though they could be connected to her. She rubs her shoulder again and thinks only of his tasteless T-shirt, because a jolt of unease runs through her stomach. She is so very hungry, but she’s going to push it away. Now there are so many people to avoid. She pushes her toes, ankles and calves into the hot sand, reaching down for the cold and damp.


 


I’ve taken a walk. I wonder where she is, Nell, I expect she has her favourite hideaway places. I’ve left Haz with his Mom. They chat in a real nice way, as though there’s never been a gap. I love the way she comes up to him and smoothes down his hair as she talks and then when she leaves off he musses it all up again. It’s amazing here, like being on the edge of the world. I’m by the monkey-puzzle tree with its wrinkled bark like an elephant’s leg. There is a sort of cup at the base where the trunk starts, a kid of eight could be real snug there. You could sit there hunched up and never wish for anything else ever, just this view and the gentle breeze and the sun. The spiny branches are swaying. Shadows like ropes come falling over me.


And as I stand, something goes quiet and slack inside of me. As each branch loops and re-loops over me I feel my face drop and I lose go. Haz has brought me to such a beautiful place, where my thoughts can edge out of my brain and tumble down the slope. Nobody will sing here, will they? I don’t think so.


I remember my Mom, cracking up over some Nina Simone song. She stopped the car in a bus-stop and hunted for a tissue in her bag. She was gasping. I smiled at first but that seeped quickly away as the tears came. I reached to turn it off and she stopped me, gripped my wrist so tight. How could she bear that music, tracking her into her losses? How could I bear to be so open in that church? Crying and praying with people I didn’t know, what sort of a dumb-ass is that?


 


Nell pauses by the stile and sees he is standing over by the tree. He is standing very still, turned away from her looking out along the beach. She feels quite faint but it’s a light-headedness she likes. A state she craves. She glides into the kitchen carrying her boots. Her hair is stuck to her face with perspiration. Her mother has been talking at the sink with Haz. She comes forward hesitantly.


‘Have a drink, Nell. You do look tired.’


Nell turns to the fridge. It is just like the one in her nightmare. Her arm feels too heavy to reach up and open it. Her mother comes forward and, getting out the jug, pours her some juice.


She turns away to drink thirstily, a whole big glass. Haz gives her an assessing look but says nothing, his face serious and watchful. There is salad on the table and Nell quickly grabs a plate and puts a few things on, celery, a tomato, some lettuce.


‘Thanks Mum,’ she whispers and backs out of the room.


Later she can hear them laughing downstairs. Her Mum and Haz and Jason. Jason has a low-pitched American accent. He speaks in a slower way but it is obviously quite funny. She goes to her bedroom window and opens it. Now she can hear, like she always does. The kitchen door and window are open.


‘And then the next week they brought this other back, this escallonia. It was totally dead. I’ve never seen a couple kill plants so quickly. Some people have a gift.’


‘Did you give them their money back?’


‘Sure,’ says Jason. ‘I gave them a whole packet of grass seed and said grass it over.’


‘Weren’t they offended?’ Haz is asking with his mouth full.


‘No way, I said it was the new minimal style. Just grass, gravel and boulders. Boulders can be so exciting, when you get into it. The shape, texture, very low maintenance.’


Nell listens to the laughter of her mother and brother, the innocent, rich shock of it. Half sitting on her desk by the window, she goes over in minute detail what else is on the ash table between them. She knows she is distracting herself. She is ashamed of her childish habits, listening at the window, the other side of the door. Little Nell, always listening in.


There’s a quiche with melted cheese and cherry tomatoes cut in half and scattered on the top. There is a big slab of brie cheese and a local Welsh one. There are Welsh cakes and fruit cake with cherries in and two sticks of French bread, warm from the oven. There is butter in the butter dish Nell painted for her mother in another life. Nell used to love butter, as a child she would run her forefinger in and lick it straight like that, when no one was looking. A whole little curve of butter, melting onto her tongue.


Nell can tell from the voices that they’ve fallen into an easy intimacy with Jason and wonders why. She wishes she could look at him without being observed. So that she could understand how people manage to have a place in the world when she does not. Because all the oblivion-seeking tactics in the world won’t stop the blunt, inevitable, dreadful question from her father, ‘What are you going to do next, Nell?’


*


‘Reckon we’ll go and swim, Mam.’


I like the way he calls her Mam. Haz is clearing the plates to the sink. ‘Dad’s said Jason can have his wet suit if it’s too cold for him.’


I protest, ‘I’m okay with swimming in the sea, no problem.’ I’m lying my face off but I’m not risking all the jokes. I’ve had them before. I suppose I can run to warm up.


I bring up some glasses for Clara. ‘Will you come?’


‘What? Oh, I’ll walk down. Maybe Nell will too?’


‘No Mam.’  Haz is definite. ‘Leave her. Come with us.’


We all walk down with towels and costumes. Just a bit of heat is leaving the day and I feel that intense British thing: making the most of it. Cramming things in because you never know it may rain all tomorrow. We take a circular route through the woods to the left. We come out on a small clearing where some young people are playing on a swing. It’s a single rope with a makeshift seat tied to a big branch of a sycamore tree, about fifteen foot above us. The girl is giggling with a bit of hysteria because two boys are pulling her back up the steep sandy bank to give her a big push off. They keep slipping but one always has her. They push her forcefully away and as she goes her hair streams out behind her. We have to edge past carefully as she swings out over our heads. Then we head down a sandy path, edged with gorse and bramble.


At the base of the dunes Clara lies on the towels, slipping her sandals off. ‘This is wonderful,’ she says lying back. I notice her feet, so slim and vulnerable, perched on the sand.


We strip off and run to the sea, jumping in. It’s not too bad once you get used to it. Haz swims quite a way out and I don’t keep up. When he comes back to shallower water he’s grinning, water dripping from his hair. ‘Just as good as always,’ he says. Then he tries to dunk me.


 


On the way back up the dunes I comment on all the wild roses and cranesbills. I even see some orchids. Clara has gone on ahead to cook.


‘People would kill for these plants,’ I say. ‘This is special.’


‘It’s Gower,’ says Haz. ‘Protected a long time. The first Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty was here.’


‘Does it get real crowded? People from Swansea?’


‘Yeah, but they have to walk to this end. There’s a stream Nicholaston Pill in the middle of the beach to cross. School’s not finished, not just yet, thank God.’


I pause before a steep bit up into the hawthorn and oak trees. ‘Will Nell swim?’


‘Shouldn’t think so, no, too cold.’


‘She has that thing, huh? When you don’t eat?’


‘Anorexia nervosa, yeah, since she was fourteen.’


‘How long?’


‘Well, she’s nearly twenty-seven.’


‘She don’t look that age, much younger.’


‘She might never get better.’


‘That’s pretty sad.’


Haz shrugs his shoulders. ‘Sad but true. We’re used to it.’  He pushes his hair back, there is sadness around his eyes. ‘If she speaks to you, it’s a bonus.’ He turns and I follow him up.


Most people speak to me in the end.


I take a shower downstairs. It’s good, strong and hot. That’s one habit I’ve got that I’m not changing, a liking for good showers. I dry myself off and put a towel round. My clean clothes are upstairs in Haz’s room. As I slip out, Nell is there, scooping up the cat. He’d been resting on the washing machine. She turns to me with this cat and I’m the focus of two pairs of unblinking eyes. One pair yellow and one pair like Haz’s. I can tell you, it’s pretty unsettling, a thin skinny girl with a fat cat.  I realise she smells, a sour perspiration smell. It’s sourer than normal, makes me think of that Atkins diet, ketones, that’s it. She has an interesting child-like face, her eyes are real big, dark lashed. Her hair is lanky and in poor condition, escaping from its tie. It’s only her lips that make you realize she ain’t a strange fourteen, they’re wide and would curve if she smiled. Her lower lip is cracked, maybe a cold sore.  I have this feeling half of repulsion, half of fascination. Like I’m looking at a wild creature. Feral girl, domestic cat. It’s the way she’s staring at me, blankly, like I’m a different species. Her skin isn’t so great but she has a beautiful neck. All the rest is covered and bare feet, dirty bare feet.


‘Well it’s free now,’ I say and she stares a moment at me and goes out.


 


Nell’s mother has been up with a little tray of raisins and nuts, ever hopeful. Nell sees her note to her mother has gone. The one in which she has listed what she can possibly eat for breakfast, lunch and dinner. For dinner, only salad and boiled fish, porridge for breakfast, and scrambled egg on toast for lunch. It’s what she’s been eating for the last month. That’s why the camp was so utterly hopeless. The woman in the kitchen was harassed, overworked and did not do fish. Well, only the sort with glutinous batter desecrating it.


Topee goes stalking across the bed, gives a huge stretch and curls up in the window. Something that was in Jason’s face makes Nell smell her own T-shirt. It isn’t so good, she must have a shower. She picks up a raisin and rubs it between her thumb and forefinger. She had been watching a drop of water drip onto his neck from his hair and run slowly into the crevice above his collar bone. Watching it fixedly and with determination. He is smooth skinned and tanned and completely male. She takes a deep breath, concentrating on remembering the drop of water, and eats the raisin. 





Chapter Three


Drinks


He’s given me this drink with ice and lemon in it. I take a big gulp – it’s a gin and tonic, real strong, and I choke. Alcohol makes me so boring. Haz on the other hand is bright-eyed, laying out the table. He moves with a sleepy but controlled energy, sure of himself here. He has on a blue T-shirt that matches his eyes. His hair is curly after his shower. I’m sitting in this armchair by the stove where it’s warm but Haz comes up to me. I’m sitting cross-legged with bare feet up, feeling the heat in my face after the sun. ‘Don’t get too comfortable. That’s Nell’s chair.’


‘Exclusively ?’


‘Pretty much. She eats here instead of at the table.’


‘Anything else I should know?’


‘Loads of crap,’ he says grinning, ‘but I don’t want to put you off.’ He stares at me leaning, over me in a sort of intense way. ‘You could be Matt Damon.’


‘Could I hell. Well, you’re that guy out of Muse, except you ain’t got the voice. Your singing stinks.’ Haz smiles and walks off like he’s a celebrity. He looks good.


Clara puts a big bowl of salad by the baked potatoes and smiles briefly, tautly. ‘That’s it, then. I’ll call Nell.’ She goes to the bottom of the stairs and calls. She has some quiet conversation with Nell on the stairs.


‘Sit down,’ says Haz as I hover around the dining chairs and he starts pouring wine.


Nell appears. She’s had a shower, her hair is halfway decent and she’s changed her T-shirt for another similar one with jeans and socks. Socks! I feel warm in my shirt, shorts and bare feet.


‘Hi Nell,’ I say.


She nods briefly as she darts a glance and we start. Clara gives her some small lump of boiled white fish on a plate with salad and she sits back to eat in the armchair. Little on-the-side observer Nell, who doesn’t have to say anything, she can watch from the shadows with her legs tucked under. I feel a sort of concern fizzle out and be replaced with resentment.


People watching from the shadows ain’t something I’m comfortable with. They should be up-front, it’s dishonest somehow. Duncan came up to me, stepping out from the back of the church. I’d been flattered then, well he is the minister, but now, now I was chilled.


‘I’ve been watching you,’ that’s what he said, ‘you’ve got something special, things are going to happen for you.’


Happen for me, hell. Why didn’t he have the guts to visit me in person when it was all kicking off? Every day my hope was seeping away and Haz just made it so simple.


I put my glass down with a jerk and Clara looks across. I smile slow. They’re all so tense and I want to enjoy this food. ‘So, you got your own special wreck on the beach?’


Haz starts laughing but it’s Nell who answers. ‘Not this beach, Rhossili, at the Western side. The Helvetia and the Vernani.’


‘Did they get rescued?’


‘Yes.’ Her voice is husky and high as though she’s not used to speaking.


‘That would be a sight,’ I say. ‘Watching a boat in trouble on these seas. Do you come here? In the winter?’


Clara nods. ‘Well I do, much more than David. He lectures in Cardiff.’


‘Oh?’


‘Physics. He should be here now, but they’re installing some new computers, he wants to be there, in the department.’


‘What do you do?’


Clara takes a big drink of her wine and pauses, as though she has to apologise or rationalise what she does. ‘Quite a few things really. I help in a gallery in Cardiff and some secretarial work and, well, I come here and do the garden, because it’s beautiful. Not a lot grows, you know, of conventional plants.’


‘Unconventional plants, I like that.’ I smile. ‘There are some beautiful plants here, don’t say you want hybrid tea roses and hanging baskets and all that?’


‘No, but you can help me, Jason. If you know plants, help me with the garden. You know, some suggestions.’ She looks at me tentatively, but as though she’s expecting a polite rebuff. There is a lot of resignation in her that intrigues me.


‘Sure, I’d love to. There are some great lavenders you can get.’


As Clara and I smile, there is silence from Haz and Nell. As though they’re not sure they can share their mother out. It’s a bit weird.


‘My Mom’s in the Lakes, a tour, all that historical stuff. She’s gonna go and swoon over all those National Trust Houses and Wordsworth’s cottage and Beatrix Potter.’


‘You didn’t want to go?’ Haz asks sardonically.


‘No, not my cup of tea.’


After tea Nell brings me a book, just hands it to me in silence. It’s some history of the Gower and I’m real pleased. I can’t ever get out of wanting to read. Haz has these stacks of computer mags but that’s not for me. He’s all for going to this pub along the beach but I’m so tired. I’m going to sleep on a small sofabed in the study downstairs. I sleep so bad now I don’t want to disturb Haz. I talk in my sleep. There’s another bedroom belonging to a sister Briony but it’s in chaos or something.


‘Can we just take a stroll, just round about here?’


‘Sure we can. Mam’s done the good deed and stocked up, beer and wine, we’re okay.’


Nell has disappeared again and Clara is examining what she’s eaten. Her plate is all clean and Clara looks pleased. I feel so sorry for her, having to fuss as though Nell is a child. Nell has been ill for over ten years. I can’t imagine what that’s like. But I can tell she isn’t all that ill. I won’t say though. I’ve never met a girl like her. Maybe I’m wrong.





Nell selects her running trainers and the loose light trousers that she likes. She’ll get out on a run as early as she can. She will run along past the stile by the camp-site along the top of the cliffs to Little Tor and then round and down onto the beach, along to the stream called Nicholaston Pill that cuts the beach in half and then up the woods again. It’s around three miles but she’s been training. She has heard Haz and Jason go out and feels smug. They will have gone to the pub and won’t be up for hours. She will have the place all to herself.
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