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Anthony James was born in 1956 and graduated as a mature student in English at University College Swansea in 1991. His poems, short stories, reviews and essays have been published in a large number of journals. After travelling widely in Europe, including Arctic Norway, as well as Russia, Turkey and North Africa, and living in Spain for two years, he wrote three books of non-fiction. The Happy Passion: A Personal View of Jacob Bronowski (2011), Amputated Souls: The Psychiatric Assault on Liberty 1935-2011 (2013) and Orwell’s Faded Lion: The Moral Atmosphere of Britain 1945-2015 (2015) are published by Imprint Academic. Two books about his childhood and early life in South Wales, Dream Forest Diary (2008) and Life and the Limestone Dragon (2010) were published by Green Arrow.


An admiration for the novels of Joseph Conrad and Graham Greene and an interest in current affairs and modern history, together with impatience at easy moral labels, led him to write The 1917 Bloodline.


Anthony James has been a frequent guest of Pippa Jones on her outstanding and uncompromising programme of current affairs and contemporary culture ‘Radio Jones’ on Talk Radio Europe.







For Antoinette





I would take liberty from any hand as a hungry man


would snatch a piece of bread.





Joseph Conrad





The characters in this novel are invented and the


events described in it are imaginary.


However, writers cannot escape being part


of their world and their own historical period,


and so all fiction reflects aspects of the real world.




ONE


There was something wrong with the sunlight. The engine of the car settled to a whisper and became silent within a moment. Moistness. Her hands left a slight film of moisture on the steering wheel. Helen got out of the car and locked it and looked around at the early morning light. Frantic downpours of rain and floods of sunshine had alternated, almost hourly, for three days now. The last days of September and the beginning of the fourth week of the school term, a time of resigned optimism. At fourteen Helen had been a rather good cross-country runner. She remembered how the lungs and the stomach settled down after the first quarter of a mile and her body accepted the prospect of a prolonged, steady, punishing exertion. The end of September each year was a bit like that. I was good at everything at fourteen, she thought, eager to please, pleasant, conscientious. I’m much the same at forty. Helen the pleasant pupil, Helen the Head Girl, Helen the Head Teacher.


There was something oily, toxic about the quality of the sunlight this morning. She still had not moved away from the car or started walking. The September light was somehow suffused with dread, a faint stink of fear of what was to come. Helen’s mother had once told her about the day the news of the Cuban Missiles Crisis had come out and how even the daylight seemed different, full of fear of nuclear war. That would be 1962, about four years before Helen was conceived.


Now she smiled her sensible smile for her own benefit. The mild, calming Helen smile which she had used to confront too much anger, too much passion and everything that was wild and extreme all through her life. Standing here in the car park, she smiled for her own benefit and found that the smile comforted her. She began to walk away from the car.


The school buildings were new. A new concept, a new design, expressing in concrete and glass the new political correctness. The car park was an exceptionally long distance from the school buildings.


Helen was aware of herself as she walked, she might almost have been watching herself on film. A small, neat woman, still glamorous at forty, pretty enough to influence people, walking across the empty grey car park, wet from the storms, the sunlight reflecting off the ground and dazzling her.


Fluttering, the fluttering of colours on the ground.


She could hear her heels click as she walked over to the thing on the ground. The middle pages of a magazine pasted down by the rain. It was a sex magazine probably brought in by one of the older boys, although there was nothing vicious in the large photograph spread across two pages. A young woman wearing only a little pair of white knickers and a tanned young man leaning over to whisper something in her ear. The young man was naked but the view of his body was blocked by the young woman’s right arm. The picture was coy rather than sexual. Mechanically, Helen bent down to pick it up and remove it but decided she could not find the energy.


She walked on as a huge stream of wind rolled across the car park, making her blonde hair fly around her face. Her skirt was too close fitting to be disturbed by the wind and she did not even put her hand down to hold it in place.


The magazine picture. The young woman with naked breasts. The skin of two bodies close, touching.


Helen felt something press against a place vaguely located between her stomach and her spine. The despair cube. The little block of hopelessness. She had smiled her mild, sensible Helen smile when the man who later became her husband wanted to have sex with her. Smiled the sensible smile again when he wanted her to get pregnant. She had been smiling all through her life, everything was bathed in the mild, amiable light of the Helen smile. Or was the light poisonous after all? Was there something tainted in it, just as there was in the sunlight this morning.


Inside her office she shocked herself by beginning to cry. She could not ever remember having cried during the working day before, even in the last two years when the despair cube was heavier inside her and she felt it more frequently. To distract herself she looked out of the window while she carefully dabbed at her face with a tissue from the box on her desk. At the very edge of the school grounds some old trees had been left standing, their leaves now slashed with yellow and red. There were no trees near the buildings or overlooking the play areas. There were a lot of CCTV cameras, several screens on which to make announcements instead of notice boards and gates which automatically locked. The whole of the science block was impossible to use on sunny days between May and July because the glass sided buildings churned with heat, even after blinds had been fitted. Three separate air conditioning systems had broken down in fourteen months.


There had been four or five children in the outside recreation area even before Helen had arrived, brought by impatient and over tired single mothers on their way to work, voices as pinched and colourless as their faces.


Helen repaired her make up and brought up the revised costs for each of the school trips for all of the age groups between now and Easter on her computer screen and worked for twenty minutes. Doing this kind of task helped her to feel nothing and compose herself to face the morning assembly and the rest of the day. In assembly she read a newspaper report about two Rumanian lorry drivers who had rescued a mother and child from a burning car and then retold the story of the Good Samaritan. She had always tried to make her morning assemblies provocative, as controversial as possible for a primary school and years ago she had even dreamed of being attacked in the popular tabloids and becoming a national anti-racist heroine. These days she knew that she would never be attacked and never be a celebrity because of her anti-racist beliefs or for any other reason. She was too … amiable. She would never stand her ground if attacked, she would just smile and defuse the situation.


It was after assembly that she took the mail from the pigeonhole outside her office door. A little further down the corridor a girl of nine, closely chased by a large boy, threw herself around a corner, both in the red sweatshirts bearing the name of the school which were identical to those worn by all the children. The boy pushed the girl and kicked her.


‘Do you mind!’ Helen shouted with elaborate outrage. The children froze into stillness looking down at their feet.


‘Are you in school or somewhere else?’


‘In school, Miss.’


The answer came in a dull mumble, the two voices blurring into one.


‘Were you there when I told everyone that running in the corridors is not allowed?’


‘Yes, Miss.’


The children spoke with a mixture of uneasiness and smirking amusement.


‘I don’t think this is funny!’ Helen shouted. She was barely thinking of what she was saying, but the tone and clarity of her own voice at full volume impressed her. At fourteen she had been a good singer as well as good at sports. Pleasant. Conscientious.


‘Yes, Miss.’


‘Where should you be now?’


‘In Miss Gibbs’s class, Miss.’


‘Then go there!’


‘Yes, Miss.’


But as they turned away, Helen shone the pleasant, amiable smile at them for a moment, the smile that disarmed the resentment of children and adults alike and made them eager to please her. Outside, there was the venomous clatter of sudden, abnormally heavy rain.


*


Helen had left the handwritten brown envelope until last in the hope that it might be something interesting. The rest of her mail was not interesting at all. Confirmation from the local police of the date and time of a visit by an officer to the school to give a talk on road safety. A letter from the local council maintenance department about upgrading an access road a mile from the school, which as far as she could see had nothing to do with her. A letter from the education department, long and tedious, on the recommendations of a working party which were in fact disguised directives she must carry out.


The frenzied rain which had bounced back off the surface of the ground had suddenly gone and strong sunlight, harsh and almost aggressive, filled her office.


At first, she thought she had been sent a page from a book intended for schools which was still at the proof stage. The single photocopied sheet appeared to be a love poem. Nothing interesting after all. She glanced at it briefly and then looked in the envelope for a covering letter. There seemed to be no letter. The surface of the words caught her attention again. Perhaps the publisher or author had written to a number of teachers asking whether they thought this poem would be too explicit or erotic to be used in schools or to ask what age group should study it.


She looked at the poem again.


Conversations of the Eyes


to H


We have had the clearest conversations of the eyes


Since that October day a year and a half ago.


We have had a clear communication in respectful smiles.


And meanwhile carried on in words


Polite, constrained discussions,


Formal as the straight grey skirt you wear.


My mouth tingles when I see you


My ribs ache in sympathy with the sound of your voice.


We cannot have, cannot even admit what we want…


Helen tore apart the envelope with an anger that surprised her. No letter. The other side of the photocopied sheet was blank, empty, an open space, like the empty car park she had crossed this morning. As if from a distance Helen saw her own hand moving quickly and shaking slightly, carrying the thing to the waste paper basket beside her desk. No. Her hand stopped, holding the thing out to one side of her body. Already she was thinking of it as the thing. The Thing. She saw the capital letters in her mind. She placed the sheet blank side upwards on the desk in front of her. Her hands were sweating just as they had when she had parked the car that morning and she tried to force herself to breathe more slowly.


On Helen’s desk the phone began to ring, she ignored it and would not even look at it, sitting perfectly still.


When she was ready she turned the sheet over like a student who has waited for the beginning of an exam and went on reading at the place she had stopped.





‘The simple wish, urgent as thirst which I feel


To lift your skirt around your waist,


To part the white blouse that hides your breasts,


To relish with my hands the sensible black nylon


Stretched over your legs.’


Helen stopped reading and felt small flame tips of excitement touch the inside of her stomach as she looked at the poem again.


Conversations of the Eyes


to H


The knowledge was sudden and iron in its certainty. This poem had been written about her. To her. To H. To Helen. Again she picked it up and her hand moved towards the waste paper basket and stopped. Already she would find it unbearable to do that with The Poem. She went on reading.





‘I want to see your blonde hair damp


To see you drenched, drained from lovemaking,


To begin again,


My scarred, greying body at forty-two


Spreading into every inch of you,


To look at you, define you inside and out


Through a long, hourless day


In a bed that is the whole world, the only world.


And if this is lust then there is friendship in it,


Along my arms veins crawl with an acid craving


To shield you from the dull thud


Of misfortune and life’s spite.’





Helen began to laugh loudly, but the laughter was forced and artificial and she knew it. The name of the poet did not appear with the poem. Anonymous. There was one clue, of course. The poet was forty-two when he – was it a he? Yes, somehow she knew it was written by a man. Forty-two when he wrote the poem. Presumably he was about forty-two now. She reviewed the men of that age who might have sent her The Poem. None of them were possibilities, they either had no interest in her or would be incapable of writing something like this. But then, why should she know this man? Perhaps he was watching her, stalking her. A dull chill of fear touched her upper arms. No, there were conversations of the eyes, polite discussions. This was someone who saw her frequently. At least in his fantasies. If this is lust then there is friendship in it …shield you from the dull thud of misfortune and life’s spite.


Again the phone rang and again Helen ignored it.


No, this man would not harm her, or harm any woman. Quite how she was sure of that she did not know, but she was sure. For God’s sake! It was a joke, of course! One of the staff, or someone in the education department or even an ex-pupil. No, there was something too dense, too rich in the language, too heavy with regret for a joke. It was too elaborate. Even so, why the hell was she sitting here like a sixteen year-old schoolgirl, thinking about this? Alright, poor man! Too bad, I’m married! Except that sixteen year-old girls would laugh at this, or ignore it. A cool text or an email might make an impression, but not a poem in an envelope.


The next few hours were the worst time Helen could ever remember in her career. She repeatedly wanted to punch the people who took up her time in the face, though she gave no sign of her feelings. The caretaker came in to explain about the heating system. A man from the PTA, ginger haired, with a soft pale face and slowly blinking eyes, who was actually a security guard at the local county court called in to discuss what the school’s attitude to firework displays should be. For an insane moment, Helen wondered with horror if he had written The Poem and felt a greasy sensation of revulsion spreading from her throat and down between her breasts. Then she reminded herself that he was only twenty-nine.


She ached with a murderous frustration at everything which kept her from reading and re-reading Her Poem. The capital letters seemed to glow inside her skull. Her Poem.


During the lunch break she did something so crazy, so uncharacteristic in her own eyes that she became frightened of herself. The school had a changing rooms and showers which were for the staff only, mainly for use on sports day at the end of the summer term. Helen had a set of keys to every locked door in the school and after walking through the grounds with a nervousness and guilty awkwardness she felt sure that everyone could see, she unlocked the staff changing rooms and locked herself inside. White, pitiless light flickered into life as she pressed on a switch. Blank white tiles. There was a full-length mirror here. Helen undressed down to her underwear like the young woman in the magazine picture that morning. She stared at herself for minutes on end in the mirror, shivering slightly in the unheated room. The wind made an odd clawing sound in the roof above her, like a giant dog pawing at some huge closed door.


What would a man see in her body if he looked at it now? Could a man really feel what the writer or Her Poem seemed to feel? She spoke tonelessly to her own reflection.


‘Well, Helen, you don’t really know, do you? You haven’t had sex in nearly three years.’


As for the man who had written Her Poem, there was something there, something in the poem itself, or in her memory that would tell her who he was. She only needed time and concentration, then she would find it. And find him.


*


Driving home was dangerous. Her mind was so distracted that she moved out into the path of a vehicle behind her without checking her rear view mirror, went through a red light, and was in the wrong lane for the turn off leading to her home. The driver of a delivery van, a man with a heavy grey beard and bad teeth, flashed his lights and shouted obscenities at her. It was not only The Poem which filled her thoughts so much that she could barely remember how to change gear. There was Patrick. Her husband. Her marriage. How had they arrived at this? Clearly, he still liked her, though he obviously found her a little boring. He was a kind man. A decent father. Patrick was sensible. They never argued. He kissed her when they left the house each morning. He kissed her on the cheek when they arrived home. He worked for a large pharmaceutical company. They had friends over for dinner twice a month. He liked to say proudly that no area of work that he was involved in ever had any connection with animal experiments. He played squash on Saturdays. In their house he had a large study of his own in which he spent his evenings. There was a long, comfortable sofa in the study on which he often slept through the night.


The last three times she had tried to have sex with him he had gently pulled away from her…


‘That damned shoulder is playing up again, Helen. It was a hard game on Saturday, I think I pushed myself too far. I’m just going to have a hot shower and rub some of that stuff on it.’


And that was that. Nearly three years. How, how had they become like that? Their marriage was like a warm bath on a Sunday morning when there is nothing special to do. It was comfortable, pleasant. Too comfortable to get out of. Perhaps the bath water had been made by her own pleasant, amiable, Helen smile.


The sun was now shining warmly and treacherously, evening light the colour of carefully matured cider, a soft, blue sky and the gentlest of winds moving the rich yellow leaves. Helen glared at the world as she locked the car. All too perfect. Within an hour the wind would be tearing at everything and metallic, slanting rain would hammer at every pavement and window.
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