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			The Knife Drawer

			SHORTLISTED FOR THE AUTHORS’ CLUB BEST FIRST NOVEL AWARD 2012

			 

			In the house where Marie lives, the cutlery is running wild . . .

			 

			Madness and fairy story creep hand in hand in this darkly comic tale. At the top of a narrow driveway there is a shambling Victorian house full of dust and stairs. The walls inside are ancient emulsion, sloughing off the distemper walls in gorgeous ribbons.

			 

			The mice that infest the dining room chimney-breast are living out their own dreams and nightmares, learning voodoo and the meaning of love and forgiveness. In The Knife Drawer, dead bodies miraculously vanish as if scraped to nothing by pudding spoons. 

			 

			Marie’s mother has rather lost her wits since she did away with her husband. She could swear they’re out to get her; even the house gets messy on purpose, all by itself. Marie’s twin is living in a hole in the back-garden, small and round as a cherry pip, waiting to be discovered.

			 

			In The Knife Drawer the steak knives grow so hungry that they scream. When the children murder the rent man, things get a little out of hand . . .

			 

			 

			Praise for Padrika Tarrant

			 

			‘Padrika Tarrant’s imagination is not a comfortable place to be, but it is darkly addictive.’ —Sarah Bower  Ink Sweat and Tears blog

			 

			‘Her language is both precise and arrestingly strange.’ —Nicholas Clee The Guardian

			 

			‘Tarrant’s stories are images trapped and corralled, temporarily, and put on brief display before they slip off of the page and back into the wilds from which they came.’ —Laura Benedict Notes from the Handbasket blog

			 

			‘Man Booker juries like small publishers and début novelists, so how about this as the wild card? Tarrant is the author of a collection of (very short) short stories, ‘Broken Things’, which demonstrated her sensitivity, originality and keen sense of the darkness of life. All elements to the fore in this creepy, gothic first novel about a house and its mice.’ —Suzi Feay We Love This Book

		

	
		
			The Knife Drawer

			PADRIKA TARRANT was born in 1974. Emerging blinking from an honours degree in sculpture, she found herself unhealthily fixated with scissors and the animator Jan Svankmajer. She won an Arts Council Escalator award in 2005 and has been working more seriously since then. The Knife Drawer is her second full-length book; Broken Things was published by Salt in 2007. Padrika quite likes sushi, although she tends to pick the fish out. She hates the smell of money.
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			for Dawn Echlin and my darling little Jay

		

	
		
			Prologue: Titty Mouse and Tatty Mouse

			from The Golden Book of Fairy Tales, ed. Joseph Jacobs

			TITTY MOUSE AND Tatty Mouse both lived in a house, Titty Mouse went a leasing and Tatty Mouse went a leasing, so they both went a leasing. Titty Mouse leased an ear of corn, and Tatty Mouse leased an ear of corn, so they both leased an ear of corn.

			Titty Mouse made a pudding, and Tatty Mouse made a pudding, so they both made a pudding. And Tatty Mouse put her pudding into the pot to boil. But when Titty went to put hers in, the pot tumbled over, and scalded her to death.

			Then Tatty sat down and wept; then a three-legged stool said, ‘Tatty, why do you weep?’

			‘Titty’s dead,’ said Tatty, ‘and so I weep.’

			‘Then,’ said the stool, ‘I’ll hop,’ so the stool hopped.

			Then a broom in the corner of the room said, ‘Stool, why do you hop?’

			‘Oh!’ said the stool, ‘Titty’s dead, and Tatty weeps, and so I hop.’

			‘Then,’ said the broom, ‘I’ll sweep,’ so the broom began to sweep.

			Then, said the door, ‘Broom, why do you sweep?’

			‘Oh!’ said the broom, ‘Titty’s dead, and Tatty weeps, and the stool hops, and so I sweep.’

			‘Then,’ said the door, ‘I’ll jar,’ so the door jarred.

			Then, said the window, ‘Door, why do you jar?’

			‘Oh!’ said the door, ‘Titty’s dead, and Tatty weeps, and the stool hops, and the broom sweeps, and so I jar.’

			‘Then,’ said the window, ‘I’ll creak,’ so the window creaked.

			Now there was an old form outside the house, and when the window creaked, the form said, ‘Window, why do you creak?’

			‘Oh!’ said the window, ‘Titty’s dead, and Tatty weeps, and the stool hops, and the broom sweeps, the door jars, and so I creak.’

			‘Then,’ said the old form, ‘I’ll run round the house.’ Then the old form ran round the house.

			Now, there was a fine large walnut tree growing by the cottage, and the tree said to the form, ‘Form, why do you run round the house?’

			‘Oh!’ said the form, ‘Titty’s dead, and Tatty weeps, and the stool hops, and the broom sweeps, the door jars, and the window creaks, and so I run round the house.’

			‘Then,’ said the walnut tree, ‘I’ll shed my leaves,’ so the walnut tree shed all its beautiful green leaves.

			Now there was a little bird perched on one of the boughs of the tree, and when all the leaves fell, it said: ‘Walnut tree, why do you shed your leaves?’

			‘Oh!’ said the tree, ‘Titty’s dead, and Tatty weeps, the stool hops, and the broom sweeps, the door jars, and the window creaks, the old form runs round the house, and so I shed my leaves.’

			‘Then,’ said the little bird, ‘I’ll moult all my feathers,’ so he moulted all his pretty feathers.

			Now there was a little girl walking below, carrying a jug of milk for her brothers’ and sisters’ supper, and when she saw the poor little bird moult all its feathers, she said, ‘Little bird, why do you moult all your feathers?’

			‘Oh!’ said the little bird, ‘Titty’s dead, and Tatty weeps, the stool hops, and the broom sweeps, the door jars, and the window creaks, the old form runs round the house, the walnut tree sheds its leaves, and so I moult all my feathers.’

			‘Then,’ said the little girl, ‘I’ll spill the milk,’ so she dropt the pitcher and spilt the milk.

			Now there was an old man just by on the top of a ladder thatching a rick, and when he saw the little girl spill the milk, he said, ‘Little girl, what do you mean by spilling the milk, that your little brothers and sisters must go without their supper?’

			Then said the little girl, ‘Titty’s dead, and Tatty weeps, the stool hops, and the broom sweeps, the door jars, and the window creaks, the old form runs round the house, the walnut tree sheds all its leaves, the little bird moults all its feathers, and so I spill the milk.’

			‘Oh!’ said the old man, ‘Then I’ll tumble off the ladder and break my neck,’ so he tumbled off the ladder and broke his neck; and when the old man broke his neck, the great walnut tree fell down with a crash, and upset the old form and house, and the house falling knocked the window out, and the window knocked the door down, and the door upset the broom, and the broom upset the stool, and poor little Tatty Mouse was buried beneath the ruins.

		

	
		
			PART ONE
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			Knife

			THE GREATEST AMONG creatures is the knife. Metal is old as planets; knives are the most primitive living things. A knife is a locked disaster, dormant for centuries, mostly safe enough for chopping vegetables. One might even forget that a knife is alive.

			Dormant things have no hunger; they have no need at all. This makes them invincible, for they can bide forever if they want to. Knives are lying in wait for the end of the world. A torpid knife doesn’t give a damn what it is used for, nor what meaty hand grips it, however vulnerable; however soft. They are more patient, more dangerous, than stars.

			But sometimes a knife might slice itself awake and sing with the glory of blood. It almost never happens. It’s an unhearable thing and cruel as a dog whistle. The keening of knives sours the milk; it makes dogs howl; causes foxes to devour their young. It gives nightmares to persons who are incapable of speech; it ruptures stomach linings; induces cancer.

			It wakes up other knives and causes scissors, forks and spoons to wail in unison, thinly as tinfoil. The change folds through a population, quick as licking. And it gives them a need. Suddenly, they are hungry.
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			The Mother

			WHEN YOU ARE bitten right through with guilt, it gets so that you daren’t say a word, just in case you blurt out a confession instead of the offer of a cup of tea. Everything with eyes might just be able to see inside you, to the thick-molasses gloop that you are trying to conceal. If you are guilty, it becomes a little harder to see; harder to focus on your hand in front of your face; harder to understand the instructions on a packet of soap powder; harder to chase an idea from its beginning to its end.

			Halfway down the hall the mother halted, straightening her back to catch her breath and, irrelevantly, to check the time. It was a quarter to one and her mind was wandering; she found herself worrying about the stains on her dressing gown. They might never come out. She pulled it around herself where it had begun to gape, and then she took the cord in her fists and knotted it tight.

			It was ever so quiet now. You would almost think that there had never been shouting, that the enormous sounds of five minutes ago had been the radio up too loud, or a drunk bellowing at his demons out in the lane, or a figment of a nervous mind. She shuddered and began to wring her sticky hands. The sensation of wet on them made her stop and push at her face instead. Her eye socket was becoming numb; she could feel the swelling purpleness of it, like Ribena poured into a glass of water. In a while, the whole lid would force itself shut, as if it couldn’t bring itself to see any more.

			His shoe got stuck against the corner of the telephone table. When she began to haul him along again, it slipped clean off, leaving the laces still double-bowed, holding tight to an invisible foot. The mother sighed, tired of this hard work already, and let him slump to the floor. She leaned forward, fingers against the tabletop, and fetched it from the carpet by the laces. When she lifted her hand from the varnish, her fingerprints remained there, invisibly filthy.

			The mother stepped over her husband and trod shadows all along the hallway runner, ruining the wallpaper, making the floors a little damp. She stood for a minute, thoughtlessly untying the laces on the shoe, as she realised that she did not have the first idea what to do. Panic set in, quick, like nausea; for the first time, the mother began to quake. She could hardly leave him out for the bin men. Then she scurried forwards, impulsive, desperate to rid her hallway of this thing, and she wrenched open the door to the dining room. The light bulb blew as soon as she flicked the switch, with a sound like a spit. The mother flung the shoe inside and turned away, staring down the length of the bottom landing at the smeary carpet and tatty Christmas trimmings, and the low step that led down to the kitchen, and the body of her husband, gouged right through with her best Sheffield steel.

			A print of The Crying Boy hung slightly outwards from the wall, suspended between picture rail and hooks on either side. A huge, elaborate cobweb threaded the child to his frame as if he had been sewn there with rotten grey yarn. It grew a little as she stood, thickening whenever she looked away, stopping whenever her gaze sharpened. She turned her head quickly, twice, and almost caught it happening.

			The dining room was astounded, full of mice, all crouching very low. The shoe rolled a long way in, the laces flung out sideways. They turned to one another in the dark and wondered. The father was sprawled like some forgotten thing, half looking at the skirting board. He was a heavy weight to lug through a house. Some buttons had popped off his stripy pyjama shirt, and now he looked more ridiculous than brutal; more ridiculous than brutalised, his smart mouth wide open and slack. Suddenly, he didn’t have a thing to say, not one word.

			As the mother looked down at him, as he turned from bully to helpless, she found her energy evaporating, until she could hardly believe what had happened, as though she was lying. She crept up close to the tinsel-wound banisters, taking in the top of his head, the prematurely thinning hair, sweat drying on its crown. Now that he was only meat, she couldn’t imagine what he had been like when he used to be able to move; the mother stood and shook. She could feel her justification oozing through her feet and into the carpet; it left her a tiny bit less solid, a tiny bit translucent; it leached a shade of dye from her lovely salmon dressing gown.

			He was heavier still as she went to pick him up again. When the mother hauled at his arm, the joint at the wrist let out a click and her belly heaved. The mother thought that, just as long as she didn’t have to look at the meat of him any more, she might cling to a shred or two of anger, of having been within her rights. So, she hauled the corpse along the floor and almost put her shoulders out getting it into the dining room. She was lost for breath when she finally heaped him up alongside his yellow-toothed piano, all made silly with paper chains and a cardboard snowman.

			The mother stood, breathing the spilt light from the hallway and gazing blankly at the Christmas tree. One mouse, whose curiosity had bettered him, craned his scruffy neck to see around the piano and stiffened in surprise at what he saw. As he looked from the body to the mother, his eyes caught the light and shined red for an instant. Mother and mouse caught each other’s gaze; both flinched.

			Then the mother dried her palms against her hips and listened to the cooling silence of her husband and the sleeping silences of the babies upstairs. She heard the judder of the wind against the windowpane, and the tension in her muscles. She did not hear the breathing of the magpie that hunched against the shadow of the window frame. The mother held her fingers in her other fingers, as if for safekeeping, and she turned and left the room.

			When the door was shut, the mice came sneaking out,to perch on the dead man’s knees and chest cage, and they stood and gawped and chattered, gleeful and terrified. Delicately, like wine-tasters, they sniffed and nibbled at his hair and sampled the odours of Vosene shampoo and grease, and the sort of criticism that could poison a whole watercourse. His eyes were fixed and dulling, with wide, blown-out pupils. They reflected the dim twinkle of fairy-lights and the shiny plastic garlands that stretched across the ceiling. The curl of his hand was almost pointing at a package tied up with penguin Christmas paper and lumpy Sellotape. Inside it were two identical toy rabbits. The mice had unwrapped a corner.

			The mother dithered on the other side of the door, hesitating among the stains, and she sank to the floor to touch the carpet with her fingers. Then she straightened up and tiptoed out to the scullery for rags and upholstery cleaner.

			When she was done it was nearly dawn and she had pressure bruises on her knees. After that, she wondered what to do, and while she was wondering, she crept upstairs to look in at the children. In the nursery, in a large cot, two babies lay side by side in identical romper suits. One, with nothing but a wisp of white fluff on her head, was sleeping like a china doll. The other had coarse hair and brown-black eyes to match. She was lying in her blankets, twisting the edge in her fat little hands and staring at the mother; staring right through to the thick molasses gloop in her.

			And the mice, crowded now in a mob around the body with the knife in it, froze solid still when they felt its blade begin to whine like an ultrasonic violin. And then, as if they’d been held by strings that had all been cut, they split and scatted in every direction, dashing for corners and shadows and safer places.

			Outside, it began to hail.
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			Mice

			THE LIVES OF mice are quick as clouds next to the lives of people. The lives of mice are brief and fragile, and their tiny thundering hearts do not have very long to beat. They say that there are only so many heartbeats in a creature, that when they are all drummed out, the creature is spent and it dies. This is only half-right. A creature is limited in time by fear, and mice lead oh-such frightened lives.

			The children of mice learn fear before their eyes open, while they’re still poor little blind things with spaghetti tails. Before a baby mouse has whiskers on its nose, it is afraid, and it digs in tight against the soft hugeness of its mother. For twenty-one nights, each mother holds her mouselings close, whispering to them of death. Then, on the twenty-second, she gives birth again.

			Mice live suspended lives, hanging in the spaces where water pipes run, where the wooden joists are dry as thighbones. They grate their teeth against the lead-work and worry in the darkness. They make their houses out of wire and mattress hair and knitted dishcloths, and the tin can roofs are sharp enough to cut a throat.

			Mice are mesmerised by death. Their skeletons are splintery and fragile. They run along the picture rails for a year, or perhaps two, and then they’re gone, just like that. They make their spindly houses and they buy and sell their scraps of leather and razorblades. They hope and hate,and gnaw their teeth short and nothing much after that. And, in a certain crevice, in a high-rise wedged inside a chimney breast, a mouse is eking out her life, as mice will. Outside her front door, the thoroughfares seethe with mice and filth and the busy sounds of every night.

			The fireplace in the dining room is never used and the chimney breast is full and full of mice. They live in cardboard bits and lollipop sticks, in ramshackle, towering slums. Their stink is bright and sharp; the reek of afraidness and urine.

			The grey mouse, seventh in a litter of ten, is polishing her face and waiting to push her children into the world. Female mice are always pregnant. This is what mice are for; they hold eternity at bay with procreation and sacrifice. That is the oldest religion.

			Until tonight, this mouse has made forty-nine mouse children to shore against nothingness, and she has clung to her skin for twelve trembling months. Even so, although she is leaking drops like Nestlé’s milk, she has no young to feed. Yesterday there were ten of them, weaned and furred, ready to scamper off towards the corners of the kitchen and cling to their own skins. Yesterday, in the sleepy, witchy hours of the afternoon, she licked and comforted her children as she watched them die, one by one. They died of nothing at all, as if all the fear of their lives leapt out on them at once; they grew rigid and shook and then turned floppy, with blood on their muzzles. No amount of nudging or pleading could make them lift their heads. These things frighten mice.

			The grey mouse scrubs at her face again, snuffles spit in her paws and grooms her little seashell ears, then sniffs at her own back end. Her nest is made in a stolen Bible: a Gideon’s New Testament and Psalms, tooth-ripped and hollow, with a gold-embossed front door. And then, with a squeak of effort, the grey mouse begins to give birth. The first is bright as a skinned prawn. It is born dead.

			What evils foretell the birth of a monster? And what strange events might presage it? The night before, the fridge was left open in the vast kitchen. The mice dragged massive, raw rashers of Danish bacon underneath the dining room door, leaving greasy scent trails that will last for months.

			The night before, it hailed so hard the roof might as well have been pelted by marbles. The night before, a stoat sat up in the garden, with its pale belly smeared in rabbit-gore. They saw it gazing through the window, a long-backed nightmare on the concrete patio, and they all stood still until it ran off, laughing.

			The night before, the corpse of a man fell onto the dining room floor and grew cold and hard. The night before, they heard the queerest thing, a thin keening from the steak knife in his chest. As they hid beneath the table, it was answered by small metal scrapings from the sideboard, from the knife drawer.

			The second and third mouslings, pink as plastic as they come loose from their mother, are born dead. The mother carries on heaving. Deep inside her, the prophet is waiting his turn. In front of him and to the side, his sisters are lined up like sweeties. They are all dead.

			A female mouse pup is like a Russian doll, filled with children and grandchildren, every one a tiny million, a Hamlyn plague. A dead female mouse pup is the end of potential, a story untold.

			A male mouse pup is something different; wilful, not productive. A male mouse pup tells his own story. Inside his foetal sac, the universe is wet and safe and filled with the liquid murmurings of pulse and blood. He bunches up his limbs, hunkers his body, curious for the outside world and waiting for that final shove.

			The seventh pup does not know he is a monster, as he’s squeezed into the dingy warmth of the nest, the only flailing, crawling one amongst his six dead sisters. He finds their bodies underneath his paws and doesn’t comprehend their soft resistance. He cannot see, but the light that beats against his tight eyelids is alien and cruel. The seventh pup, the prophet, is albino and his eyes, when they open, will be raw-pink.

			The grey mouse, his mother, is nosing among the newborn, testing them, one by one, understanding that each is dead. Then she comes to the seventh and chews his birth cord through, feeling a new kind of fear through the claws on her toes. After a pause, she lets him suckle.
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			House

			THE LIVES OF houses are ruinously long next to the lives of people. Although the hearts of houses are strong, they are terribly slow. The heart of a house beats only four times a year and every pulse takes a whole weekend. The infrasonic din of it is loud enough to frighten dogs, audible only in migraines. A creature is pinned in time by sadness and houses are the tiredest, oldest, saddest things there are. This makes their lives very long. Nothing is sadder than a very old house, staring backwards through history at the kilns and quarries of its making.

			Houses do not understand the future because they are stupid and their brains are made of Artex and lath. Houses only see things as they happen, and then afterwards they gape and furrow their roofs and try to make sense of what they saw. Houses are packhorse-dumb and patient and exhausted. Houses are afraid that they will live forever.

			The house was watching August unravel in sticky heat and overgrowth. Hours flickered by as it saw dandelions writhe on the lawn, exploding suddenly into seeds and fluff. The sun was soothing on its rough old hide, sore for a century with chisel wounds. Limestone is eaten a little every time it rains, but the summer seals its skin for as long as it lasts.

			The cherry tree was thickening at its middle, sucking up the rot of mud, drying out and dying at its centre as the sap grew outwards and up. The ivy on the building’s face was bristling in the mortar cracks, clinging like lice, itching and picking holes.

			This house was already elderly; it was made from old things, defeated before the foundations were gouged in. Bricks are young, and curiosity keeps them going for the first hundred years, at least. Stones, on the other hand, bear the baffled memories of mountains and a world before men and raised voices and slammed doors.

			Houses like each other, they keep each other going when they’re planted in terraces; they lean together like pissed old navvies, and hold one another up against the sky. This house though, was alone, dug in the side of a steep track that a car could barely pass. The house didn’t have a number for its front door because there were no other houses to confuse it with. It used to have a name, but nobody could remember it after all these years.

			When the house had known its name, it was a grand house, with a maid-of-all-work and a housekeeper, who lived in the attic and lit their evenings with candle ends. It had protected its inhabitants from the cold, the spiders and people and mice, and it was stiff and dignified like a duke whose mind is on the wane. Over the years, its aches have multiplied, and its lumpy insides are driven with carpet nails, and choked with Polyfilla, and screwed right through with rawl plugs and picture hooks. When they put the electrics in, they smashed the plaster and hid the welts with pink rough-coat. When the parlour door swelled and sank, they tore it off and put another one there instead. When they slapped gloss on the mantle piece, it filled up every pore. When they took out the scullery window, they broke the glass and put in a new one that ached like a crack in a tooth. Now it hunches on the hillside, dark-faced and glowering, and very, very sad. As it sits, the night unfurls and a hand punches a face inside its hollow belly, and the house is sick at the feel of it.

			The life of a house is measured out in cruelty and weather. The only things that register on its bricky nerves are the massiveness of sky and the mean, sharp actions of the things that infest it. It struggles to keep up with blooded creatures with their squishy, boned bodies. They streak along like chattering drips of colour, but before it can ever focus on one, it has moved. Gentleness, soft words and long, slow touches are just too weak to fire its nervous system, so it seems to the house that blooded life is all violence and kicked woodwork. Even laughter is hard and brittle like broken saucers. The house tries to love the vulnerable things that live inside it, but all they repay it with are scuffed skirting boards and the awful slap of swatted flies.

			September had begun when the house blinked. A woman in the top bedroom gave birth, but the house didn’t understand; it sat in the garden like a terrified child, rocking and subsiding on its foundations as she screamed and screamed all night.

			Then, all there was for months was a different type of crying, as though the children of people were born despairing, as houses are. This made it sadder than ever. And, being just a poor stupid house, it didn’t notice when the cries diminished into contented sleep.

			When the fruit on the brambles had gone, the cherry tree began to drop its leaves in the cold. The house was sympathetic in its way, when it wasn’t paralysed by baby noises, or the bawling to-and-fros from the man and the woman who carried the babies from room to room, or the vicious teeth of mice on its joists. The house regarded the cherry tree and wondered what it thought about. Then the shouting people climbed on chairs and jabbed it all over with little pins and Christmas trimmings that tickled like string down a throat. They shouted at each other and at the babies. The babies cried and its life was more confusing than ever, until one astonishing night the shouting reached a peak and was answered by a silence that was worse than shouting.

			That night, the house felt itself drench with blood as its feet grew wet from a haemorrhage in the water pipes underground, and the woodworm sang like midges. After that, the house grew resentful and guilty and full of fear, like a dog awaiting a kick.
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			The Mother

			THE ROOM WAS dim as the mother drifted out of sleep. For twenty minutes she rose and sank between smokish layers of dreams and waking, dreaming of a magpie that pecked at the kitchen window to be let in, and of the fading paper chains on the piano. Then she dreamed of eyes, and for a second she saw her husband’s, wide and blind and collapsing into his face. Suddenly, she was awake and felt as if she had never slept. She lay on her back and turned her face sideways, cheek against the cold side of the pillow. In the dark, on the other side of the wall, the baby with black hair was staring at her again; she could feel the jab of her stare. The sky was wheezing in the chimney and a woodpigeon on the roof set up its pretend-cuckoo chanting.

			The mother lay a while, crucified by the corners of the bed, gazing at the shadow-patched wall, watched by a child she couldn’t see. With an effort, she rolled upright and gulped at the water in the bottom of a glass on the cabinet. It was old and had turned nasty and it filled her like a stagnant pond. She coughed, hard, and then she dragged her fingers through her hair.

			The mother’s hair wanted to be curly, but it wasn’t washed often enough, and the dye and relentless brushing made it stand against her scalp like sheep’s wool. She picked up her glasses from the cabinet top and smeared a fingerprint off one lens with the cuff of her nightie. Her glasses were harder to see through these days, and all the while she could never think properly with that awful child staring at her with something like disgust. The mother groaned softly and stood to get her dressing gown. The stains never did come out, not quite.

			When she opened the curtains it was getting light and the sky was white. The mother rubbed at the corners of her eyes and opened the window, feeling the damp give of the rotten frames under her thumb.

			Suddenly the mother saw that she was alone in this great mouldering house, alone with these two unknowable babies. She found herself wishing like a child on a star. She wished against the wet morning and the sodden hedgerow and the woodpigeon. She closed her eyes and wished that her mother was there. Or a godmother. Someone to help her breathe all this air. Her eyes spilt over and it seemed for a moment that the atmosphere was chiming with birdsong. Afterwards all she could hear was the coo-coo of the pigeon. When she walked to the twins, her slippers made the floor creak.

			The blond child was curled on her tummy, bottom in the air, breathing soft. The curtains were not quite shut, and the light escaping though the gap made the room warm and dark, dark pink. For a moment, the mother found herself in love; she reached into the cot and stroked the down on the baby’s face with the knuckle of her finger. ‘Marie,’ she said, her voice low. ‘Marie.’ The other baby was awake, of course, and watching; the mother felt a slap of guilt at the sight of her. She sighed and shook her head and then she gathered a baby onto either hip and struggled down the top landing.

			Downstairs, the house was gloomy and uncertain. The mother deposited her children into bouncing-chairs on the kitchen table, and began to squish up Farley’s rusks with milk. But somehow these days her attention seemed a difficult thing to muster, as though it leached out of her lungs with each exhaled breath. There was a constant thickness in her mouth; her hands felt as though she was wearing gloves. And there was a persistent stink around the place that she had just noticed. She drifted out towards the back door, spoon in hand, staring blankly through the scullery window, trying to think. The cherry tree stood on the muddy lawn like a tragedy; testimony to nothing at all. The scullery reeked.

			She looked down at her hand, holding a spoon over the ancient sink, and she realised with horror that she had missed Christmas, for here was the turkey, defrosted weeks ago, lying there and turning the horrible colours of a corpse.

			The mother thought then of her husband, face up in the dining room, and the guilt rose in her like sickness. Frantically, she grabbed at piles of old newspaper from the floor and dirty washing waiting for the machine, and unrolled black bin bags and covered the wretched body so she would not have to see it any more. She could not disguise the smell, though. And, when she was done, and her heart had slowed, the mother looked around her at the chaos of paint cans and heavy oily tools and unwashed bedding, and found she was confused to be there, standing by herself in all this mess, as though she were hunting for something.

			She held herself around the rusk spoon and concentrated very hard and then remembered that it should have been Christmas and that she had children, and that she had forgotten them again. And finally, she realised with a guilty burn that she could hear them crying. She was a mother again then, and so, sulkily, like a twelve-year-old put upon by the grown ups, she returned to them, changed their nappies and gave them breakfast.

			Two were just too much to keep track of. And the black-haired one, the one that did not look like her, was not pretty and did not coo or kick her legs. The black-haired twin barely even fed or cried; she simply stared at her mother like a prosecuting witness. The mother regarded her for a long minute, fuddled and moving her lips. She tried to recall what her husband had named this one, until she was distracted and went to run the bowl under the tap, without quite washing it properly. Then she picked them up, chairs and all, and struggled into the parlour to light the fire, even though the house was already warm. Afterwards, she rubbed her fingers against her dressing gown, leaving sooty marks, and she told her children that it was Christmas Day.

			The mother yanked a silvery garland from the wall, as if to prove the point, and gave an end to the nice child. Marie opened her mouth like an O and whooped in delight. Clapping her hands, the mother jumped to her feet, making the black-haired baby start, and she began to sing: ‘Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way . . .’ She trailed off, wondering where she had mislaid the Christmas tree.

			In the hallway, she dwindled to a halt and put her fingers in her mouth, staring at the invisible trail along the carpet. Finally, reckless and sick-kneed, she eased open the dining room door, braced for a greenish cadaver like a turkey. There was nothing to see when she bobbed her head inside, so the mother scuttled in like a little crab until she was turning in circles where her husband had lain. There was no body there; there was nothing at all. She dropped down and brushed her fingers at the floor; there was a thin black layer, like spilled paint. It described the perfect shape of a man, and the carpet was worn right through as if it had been scraged at for decades with knives and forks and spoons. The mother began an anxious, sobbing sort of giggle, and she heaved up an armful of Christmas presents from the stack beneath the tree. Little eyes watched her go.

			And so, all that day it was Christmas in the parlour, whilst the trimmings on the ceiling gathered dust and the poor bewildered house tried to understand. The mother wrenched crackers and filled the babies’ resisting hands with cuddly toys. For lunch she let them suck on chocolate, and in the afternoon she hollered out every carol that she knew.

			The mother was a mother, as hard as she possibly could be, and when it was time to put the children to bed, she took the pretty one first, with her bundle of lovely new things. Somehow she forgot to return for the other baby. Somehow it barely mattered. Marie was sleeping by the time the mother came back downstairs, exhausted. She slept like an angel, like the child of an angel; the mother had stood over her, watching, until her legs ached with standing. She went to the kitchen and ate a bowl of cornflakes at the table, and when she was bored of cornflakes, she went to bed. She slept well for the first time in ages, without the pointed staring of the black-haired child digging through the wall at her.

			In the parlour, at four in the morning, the fire had burnt down very low and the draught from the hallway was tearing the warmth away in strips. The child that was not Marie was jerking with shivers amongst the wrapping paper. A coffee-brown mouse who had come in looking for matches, saw her and fled. After a few minutes, when it was clear that she was not going to give chase, he came back, to brush her with his whiskers and sniff. The baby unrolled her hands and raised her arms as if the tiny creature might be able to pick her up. His nose ruddled-up in sorrow and he skittered off to fetch another mouse. Then the two examined the sad little thing, and she gazed at them with her great black eyes and risked a smile.

			In half an hour, there were three-dozen mice busy in the house, hunting out scraps of cloth and discarded socks, and even a crocheted winter scarf, anything soft that they could carry between them. Before the sun came past the windowsill, the other child was swaddled in a cosy nest of bits, warm and sleeping, and perfectly content.
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			Mice

			THE NOISE OF a teaspoon eating bones is a kind of scraping, a blunt, dull zith. The sounds of a whole cutlery service devouring a man, teeth and hair and buttons and all, is busy, relentless, like the seething sound of a nest of ants. There are days and nights when all that the mice can hear is the zith of chewing. Finally, as the body dwindles, the noises ebb into silence.

			 The mice in the chimney breast are hopelessly inbred, so it is a matter of course that mutants are born; sad, stunted creatures that are not quite the full shilling. These are the outcasts, the singing mice. Singing mice are happy and suicidal; they twitter constantly to themselves as though they have tiny songbirds stuck in their necks. To the mice, they are holy fools, closer to the gods of death than other mice; they are revered and shunned and sneered at. They do not cling to their skins as living things should. They want to be killed.

			Singing mice have gentle, dense heads, and their eyes are much too glittery. They see the beauty in evil; they see it too much and it makes them die. Singing mice weave and stumble as though they have nibbled rat poison; they sing of the gorgeousness of bright lights and the holiness of owls. They sing about Death and her mercy, and the ivory architecture of the teeth of foxes.

			Singing mice do not have long to live. They rarely survive forty days from nest to nothingness, so enthralled are they by the draw of the gods. They fling themselves at candles and jump upon unbaited traps, or else clamber up on garden walls and call for cats to come and make love to them. The lives of singing mice are all glory and joy, and the hopeless hope of an afterlife of breadcrumbs.

			The albino is a singing mouse, but he is not a singing mouse like these. His eyes are the colour of meat, and his fur is ghastly white. His paws are like hands, slender and pink and his eyes blink at things that no mouse should witness. His mother sees it as he grows from struggling newborn to mouse, shovelling his face and paws against her, shouldering his place among the ghosts of his missing sisters. The albino mouse has whiskers as clear as spit, and the scales on his tail show the blood running underneath.

			By the tenth day, his mother understands the monster he is, as his coat grows out of him like mould on bread. After fourteen days, the cutlery has finished eating and the quiet rings out in the dining room, making her skull ache. At fourteen days old, his eyes open; they are red and round as puncture wounds. And he whispers to his mother, this baby who has never seen the world. His song is grief itself, uncorked; his throat is full of it and he dribbles it out like music. She begs him; his mother begs that he’ll not sing, that he will hold his peace. She asks him, please, to close his eyes so the other mice may not see their wildness. But, in the daylight he cries like a nightingale and every mouse for yards around can hear him well enough already. One might even think that the sound of the knives had been better.

			And now, long after, the albino is still living, and singing, not of the brightness of death, but its horror. He scurries between corners all day long and he carries fear in his paws like a hazelnut. He makes the flesh of other mice creep. He will not give any of them peace; he will not jump up on the gas hob, nor drown himself either. The prophet has wailed his song for six nerve-clawed months. The prophet sings of metal, metal, and he says the house will burn up like a firelighter; that the chimneybreast itself shall cave in like an egg box. The prophet yips and squeaks of more suffering than mice can guess at, of lives that are worse to live than deaths. They hate him.

			But things have been almost quiet since the man was snip-snipped up. Nobody comes in here any more; the dining room belongs to mice alone, to their filth and their nests and children. The people get on with whatever people do in the parlour and the kitchen, and the cutlery is calm and sated, occupied with nests of its own.

			The market is held in the bay of the window, every seventh night, between the veneered flanks of the piano and sideboard. During the snipping weeks, the mice sat tight and listened, but as time went on, they grew less afraid of the nickel silver slitherings. For these metal creatures had never done them harm, after all, and if one took the long view, had done them a positive favour in disposing of that big nasty corpse. They are simply a new thing. The washing machine had seemed to them like the sound of falling bricks when it first clicked into spin. The house had not collapsed then, nor would it now. Fear is only healthy, but the mice were no longer terrified. So, they groomed their faces and ruffled their fur, and set up the market.

			Initially, the Christmas tree had been an inconvenience, to say the least, planted in plaster and strewn all over with shiny things. Still, in their new spirit of optimism, the mice resolved to make do. So, they climbed among the unlucky branches of Twelfth Night and made the tree into a gigantic hanger. They smashed up the glass baubles and ate the sugar candy. They bit the Christmas angel limb from limb. Every careless flick of tail or jump, made needles scatter down, until by the end of the third week the tree was bare, but for the tinsel, which they could find no use for, and the glowing ropes of fairy lights. After a couple of months, the very oldest mice will die off and the younger ones will not be able to imagine the dining room without their naked, twinkling tree.

			Tonight, the dustbin had been splendid with gone-off food, for the mother had had a moment’s guilt and stripped the kitchen of all the rotten stuff. The mice spent hours hauling home their paper bags and greenish slices off the cheese, and then a long time more arranging their displays in the tree, to haggle and swindle each other. Now that nobody ever opens the door, the society of mice has begun to truly flourish, with such a lovely squalid house and a whole Christmas tree to name their own. This is a tiny golden age. And yet, in the middle of it, is this damnable white mouse with gore in his eyes, who will not kill himself as singing mice should, who sobs and chants about disaster. Tonight, he staggers about the foot of the market tree and he’s driving them mad and he will not, will not, shut up. The white mouse says they all will die and not by fear, but by dinner forks and fire. He will not quieten, not when threatened, or ignored, nor even when roughed-up by two-ounce heavies with long yellow teeth. Before anyone knows how it happened, tempers have been lost and his ear is torn and bleeding. And still he sings.

			Now, mice are hardly given to murder, but a singing mouse is barely a mouse at all, having no wits to speak of and not a chance of making mouse children. This is what they will tell one another when the deed is done. Things happened; it was as though a wave moved among them; yes, a wave of evil, not one of them was quite to blame. It was a kind of insanity. They were provoked. He was begging them for it.

			They will say that they really had no choice, with the monster screaming like a mad thing, loud enough to attract rats. He wailed like a seagull as they pulled him down; he wept and sang as they dragged him under the door; he filled his chest and he sang as they broke his tail and stained his bone-white fur. Even then they would have stopped, if he had only asked for mercy, they are sure they would have stopped. They carried him to the parlour fireplace and he sang of fire and catastrophe from the jumping evening flames, until the singing turned to crying and then to silence. They will hang their heads and recite this story in knots of two and three. He made them do it.
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			The Mother

			THE MOTHER WAS feeling very hot by the time she got back home. She wasn’t used to the outside any more and tended to bundle on jumpers and cardigans and layered nylon tights, just as if she were bound for the Arctic. Her wish, on that false Christmas Day, had come alarmingly true, for the morning after she had made her voiceless plea to the garden, her own mother appeared in a cloud of feathers. Or, and now she frowned, sweating with wool against her skin, this woman seemed to be her mother. It was hard to be sure. Still, at least there was now a grandmother for little Marie and (her vision clouded), the other one as well. Surely, though, the grandmother was a tad taller than she had any right to be, and was more assertive, more resolutely there than her own mother had been, especially as she was almost certain that she had attended her mother’s funeral many years previously.

			The casket in the church had been an open one, and although she had been just a child at the time, she distinctly recalled there having been her mother’s body in it. Or a body, certainly. Perhaps she had been mistaken.

			The mother unwound herself from her winter clothes and made a trail of them from front door to parlour, stopping in front of a fire stoked against the un-chill of June. The mother rummaged among her carrier bags and, retrieving shiny-dirty lumps of coal, she dropped them into the flames, one-by-one. When the blaze was positively raving, she mopped the water from her forehead and took brand new string and needles from her shopping. Then, chuckling with cleverness, she moved the big red armchair as close as she could to the grate without actually risking a blaze. The mother placed the knitting things on it, this lovely chair that was hers, now that she had no husband to hog it any longer.

			Things might just be looking up at last. She could hear her daughter from the kitchen, and the happy clatter of kettle and spoon.

			The very first morning had caught her by surprise, when she had come yawning down the stairs with Marie in her arms. She had taken her straight to the parlour to get the fire going, as it was only Boxing Day, even if there were daffodils in the garden. Lying, peaceful as clouds on the floor, she had discovered a black-haired baby, curled mouse-like in a nest of rags and mittens. When it dawned on her that the baby was hers, she had been annoyed and scooped both children up to feed and change them.

			The grandmother was up before them and was discovered in the kitchen, scrubbing her way through a stack of dishes, digging the stuck bits off with a spoon handle. She looked up and smiled a greeting as they came through; the smile was not altogether friendly. The mother had been caught on the wrong foot, but the old woman was so familiar, so easy with the house, with her, with Marie, that she shook her head and thought that she must have lived here since forever. A week had passed before she concluded that she had not, and by then it seemed too late to do anything about it. At any rate, the thought of aloneness was too bleak to contemplate, so she had held her tongue and took to making cups of tea in multiples of two. And, since then, this woman, this grandmother or godmother, or whatever she was, had made her home with them, participating with life a little, but preferring on the whole to stand in doorways, practising her faint smile.

			The mother carted her shopping bags through the parlour door, which she shut behind her to keep in the warm, and lugged them through the house. Marie and the other one were sitting on the lino, fat little legs splayed out on either side. Marie beamed up at her mother; the other child just looked at her and through, to the thick dripping core of her.

			The grandmother handed her a steaming mug. Her hair was tied in a chignon, stuck through with quills. The mother gulped and looked away. She had, the mother conceded, been good for the household; she had forced a sort of order to the days. She had made her cash her Child Allowance and had even, mysteriously, produced a widow’s pension book in the correct name. The mother had been terrified, expecting some explosive discovery of her crime, but it became apparent that the grandmother was perfectly aware of the situation, and that moreover, she didn’t give a damn.

			That first week, after the mother had ventured to the post office, the book money had mounted such that there was a huge wad of cash. The grandmother had taken it all, every penny, and had made the boy from the grocer’s bring round a whole larderful of tin cans. The rest she packed in envelopes for the rent man. Afterwards she poached a goose from the duck pond and plucked it on the kitchen table, making spiky drifts of feather and down.

			She had watched the mother’s mothering, the favouring of the one, and the neglect of the other, and barely raised an eyebrow, although she did see to it that the black-haired child did not starve. Over the months, the mother found her presence comforting, if a little unpredictable.

			There were chicken joints boiling in a pan on the stove, turning over in water that was foaming and greyish. The mother found a jar of Hellman’s in the fridge, along with a dish of cold potatoes that she sniffed at, warily. The grandmother laughed and stood in the middle of the floor, as Marie was slotted into a high chair, and the mother tried to mash up chicken with a fork. The other child, abandoned on the floor, did not seem surprised, nor even to care that she had been left there; instead she sat, impassive, whilst her grandmother tore up meat in her hands and dropped it underneath the table. The mother was busy with Marie and did not notice. The other child glanced quickly up at the old woman, then tipped onto her knees and hands, and squirmed towards her dinner.

			Marie was a long time eating, turning every morsel in her fingers, delicately, as if astounded by it; her twin had a full set of teeth already and she choked the food back like a fox. The grandmother marched off into the scullery without a word. She must have climbed out of the back window, because after half an hour, the mother wondered where she had gone, and went to see. The window was ajar, moving on its hinge in the warm air, and the cherry tree was full of little birds, none of them singing. The mother closed the window against draughts and pulled her shawl close.

			It was late when the mother took Marie up to her cot. It was almost dark, and the mother had been carrying her child towards the staircase when she heard a noise from the dining room like a fork against a cheese grater. Marie was all but sleeping, her fist wound up in her own hair, and the shudder that went through the mother was enough to make the baby open her eyes for a moment. The mother quickened her pace, and jittered up the stairs just as fast as she could, turning left before the bare-wood steps that led to the attic rooms, where the air that came out from the keyhole stank faintly of ammonia and the feather-dust of crows.
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			The Mother

			IT SEEMED TO the mother that Marie was growing right before her eyes. She had even managed to scrape enough of her hair together for two stumpy pigtails. They made her adorable, like a little doll. The mother would forget them, sometimes for a few days, and then remember with a guilty jump. Then they’d be all knots, tangled round the hair bands, and the poor mite would howl when she unwound them and brushed the hair through.

			But the mother was a good mother; she whispered it, over and over, like a memorised Bible verse. She reminded herself often, to make it true; she muttered it to herself as she waited for the kettle, or when she was sitting on the loo. And she was, in her way; she would make up long and complicated stories to tell her little one. These were strange fuddling tales that began with princesses and unicorns and dark woods, but that always wandered off along the way, until by the end they were other stories altogether, with completely different characters and settings, and endings that seemed to be the poached beginnings of something else, or shopping lists and laments about the piling laundry.

			So, even if Marie was not entirely clean, she would always have on a pretty dress, and if the mother forgot to feed her, at least she would have sung her nice songs, and the next day she would feed her twice as much to make up for it. Marie began to lose the softness of babyhood, becoming more fragile, with tender hands like white stars, and a questionless, guileless smile that made the mother know for certain that she was good. Marie gazed at her mother’s face, the loving thing she tried to be, and not at the dripping gooey part.

			When her first word came, she was sitting on the kitchen table, in a sea of dirty cups, banging the china against the wood, as the mother pottered around her. Holding a dishcloth that she had knitted all by herself, the mother dithered cheerfully. She opened cupboards and drawers, one by one, and closed them again, wondering where best to store it, ready for its first use. She decided that she wouldn’t dirty it up straight away, not until she had made a couple more, made a nice little stock of them. In the end, she decided to leave it neatly on the floor until she had decided. Then she picked it up.

			Marie had been rolling syllables around her mouth, like grapes, for months, beginning with musical cooing to proper, measured-out-saying, the Lego bricks of talking. Her first word, which she spoke from the table-top, was ‘Mouse.’ Her mother was looking at the dishcloth, perfectly, perfectly, happy, and so she didn’t notice. The grandmother came in just after, holding the black-haired baby like a puppy, before she plonked her down on the sticky floor.

			It’s a fact that every day, we evolve a little more into what other people expect. The other child had become mute, she didn’t bother to cry anymore, which made things much easier. Whilst Marie was learning to balance against table legs, and to sometimes risk stumping into the middle of the floor, precarious as a pencil balanced on its point, the other child spent her time warily, low to the ground. Marie chattered happy baby-talk all day long; the other, who was never asked her opinion anyway, said only as much as could be uttered by her hard, dark eyes.

			Marie bumped her cup a bit harder, smashing thick, blue, white-edged fragments over herself. The mother smiled, and began to pick the bits off her; the grandmother spoke. ‘It’s her birthday, you know. The twins are a year old today. You are going to have a special day.’ She beamed at the mother. The grandmother had a smile like a razor.

			The mother was elated. She had no reason for disbelief, after all, and dates and numbers had never really been her thing. Even so . . . she glanced upwards and found greasy dusty tinsel pinned to the ceiling and pretend snow sprayed on the lampshade, and then she looked back at the slowly-nodding grandmother, and she knew for definite that it was a special day. Of course it was. She rushed out with Marie, leaving her in the parlour, awaiting her surprise.



OEBPS/font/Palatino-Roman.ttc


OEBPS/image/9781844719846.jpg
In thefiﬁéﬁsév'wh ;






OEBPS/font/Palatino-Italic.ttc


OEBPS/font/Palatino-Bold.ttc


OEBPS/image/9781844719846ttl.jpg
k ife

I‘EIWQI‘

padrika tarrant

TTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT

RRRRRR





