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            PART ONE

         

         
            Room 205, THE CHELSEA HOTEL,

222 West 23rd Street, Manhattan, New York City

            
                

            

            Early morning to late night Wednesday 4th November, 1953

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         Elizabeth Reitell – Liz – hears his key fumbling in the lock, the snap and turn of the barrels tumbling as he stumbles bear-foot dancing into the next room. She listens to his mouthings and mumblings through the wall, trying to measure the drunkenness of the man. She has not undressed and lies still in her coat on his side of the bed, keeping it warm for him.

         ‘Do you know?’ he growls.

         ‘Know what?’ Liz says under her breath.

         ‘Do you know I have seen the bottom of the glass of eighteen whiskies in an hour?’

         (‘Well, I never!’ says a voice somewhere in his head and it might be his mam’s and it might be himself.)

         ‘I think now it must be a record,’ he says.

         It is a fantastic lie for he is a fantastic liar.

         Liz gets up off the bed to see to him. It’s what is expected so it is no surprise to the man when she waltzes him out of the hotel sitting-room and into the bedroom.

         He is sweating though it is November in New York and a winter wind makes moan at the window and the banshee howls of police cars on the streets below send a shiver through him. She says not a word. Removes his jacket and unbuttons his shirt collar. His breath comes heavy and snatched and like it is a labour of Hercules. He reaches for his nebulizer in his pocket and sucks on the glass nipple of it, sucking hard – ‘Like a hungry babby at a full tit,’ he says to himself.

         She sits him on the end of the bed and tugs his feet out of his shoes without untying the laces. Then she loosens his belt and unbuttons his trousers.

         ‘Did I ever tell you about the time…’

         And he probably has but it is no nevermind to him for he has started the story now.

         ‘… when I tickled a brown trout out of the river Tawe in Swansea, water the colour of builders’ tea in the pot. It was a gipsy boy taught me how. His hair, all tangled and torn, smelled of autumn leaves burning and dirt found at the bottom of potato sacks and engine grease. He knelt behind me on the bank of the Tawe, two sinners at church-prayer, so close I could feel the shape of his cock pressing against me. ‘Like this,’ the boy says, his voice small as a wisp, and he takes my hand and slips it slow and careful into the cold, brittle waters of the Tawe. There was a fish nestled into the bank, see, and the gipsy boy, his kissing lips to my ear, tells me to feel for its breast and to stroke it like it was a breathless, undressed girl. Tickling it’s called, isn’t it, and the fish drops its guard, relaxes, its small, cold dug-weight settled into the palm of my hand. ‘Easy now,’ the boy says, and he licks my cheek, the soft burr of his cat-tongue rasping on my skin. ‘And when I tell you,’ he says, ‘quick as start or sting, you jerk that fish out of the water. But you got to be quick, mind.’ Well, that’s what I did, isn’t it, like an improbable conjuror and a rabbit pulled sudden out of an empty hat, the silver and rainbow-glimmer fish kicking and gasping for breath on the dripping green bank and the gipsy boy punched it in the head till it lay still as a felled or sleeping drunk.’

         His words in the telling of the story come out bitten and broken, hissing and spat and coughed.

         ‘Should I call Doctor Feltenstein?’ she says.

         He lays back on the bed, sucks again on his nebulizer and he says she should lie with him for without her he is lonely.

         ‘I once tickled a girl like I tickled that trout. In the dark shut back of a butcher’s van when I was just fifteen. Her kisses were wet and blowing like the sea and she was heaving. She lifted her dress… let my fingers slide… under the tight elastic of her white cotton pants. I forget the girl’s name or how much she charged a boy for such tender and tendered transgressions – forgive me father for I have sinned; I’d filched the money… out…’

         ‘…of my mam’s purse.’

         Liz speaks the last of his words for him for he is already falling heavy into sleep.

         
            *

         

         ‘There was a countess, I think. All my thoughts swim in amber liquid so I can only imagine. She called me genius and she put one hand on my chest, see, just where my heart is. Maybe she was checking that I had a heart, fancied she might haul it out from me and hold it, proof of the pudding, warm and beating and bloody in her grasping hand. Was there a countess, Liz? Do I only dream?’

         She assures him that there had been a countess.

         ‘She took me upstairs on the pretext of having something she wanted to show me. I am not a child, though she called me sweet and pretty and soft. My sweet Mr Thomas, she said, my pretty and soft Mr Thomas. I told her that I had once been all those things and maybe too I had once been good. Do you think I lie when I say that, Liz?’

         ‘We all of us were good at one time,’ she says.

         ‘She smelled of roses, the countess, in her spindrift flung hair, and sweet behind her ears and in the furrow and fold between her breasts. I was dizzy from the smell, I tell you. The whole room tipped and it was as though I was at sea. Can you swim, Liz?’

         She mops at his brow and makes the sounds of doves. ‘There there,’ she says.

         ‘Once I nearly drowned. I don’t remember when but I recall the water closing over me and my slopping, liquid-breath thick as three-day-old soup. It was the same feeling lying naked beneath that countess, naked except for my socks and my tie. And she was fully clothed so that her dress – a great suffocating sea of taffeta – ballooned and billowed over me like a storm and the weight of her took my breath from me.’

         He looks pale and almost green, his lips swollen and all his spittle words spilling onto his chin.

         ‘I did not love her, Liz. You must know that. I swear I did not love her. I love you… and I love Caitlin… No other now.’

         It is as though he is drowning a second time, she thinks… if his story of the first drowning is to be believed. He sucks at the air as he might were he drinking through a straw, his lips making kiss shapes in the near dark. She guides his hand to his nebulizer, the glass nipple to his lips.

         ‘She was a veritable succubus, I tell you,’ and his voice is shrunk small as a tremulous mouse-squeak. ‘Sucking the life from me. And underneath the smell of roses was something sour and sulphurous and singed. Her dress was yellow – I think it must have been. Was it yellow, Liz? Do I misremember?’

         She holds him close, this bloated manmade misshape of a man. Maybe she loves him – as mothers must love their children even when they have done wrong. ‘Hush now,’ she says. ‘Try to sleep.’

         
            *

         

         ‘I am to work with the great Stravinsky, you know. He asked for me by name. A libretto for an opera is what he wants. We shook hands on it. If only I can get my mind on the writing. I have the idea. It is about a girl and a boy finding love in a world ruined by Hiroshima. Mr Stravinsky likes the idea, his face lit up like he was full of candles when I told him and he nodded and pronounced it a wonder.’

         She strokes his cheek and calls him sweetheart and says now is not the time to be worrying about the writing of a libretto.

         ‘He will pay handsome, half up front and the other half on completion. Then there will be royalties forever and unto the day of judgment. I am sorted Liz, do you see, and all my fretful fussing days are behind me.’

         His words are now so chopped and chipped that they make little sense to her. He is hot as baked bread pulled from the oven and he smells of sweat and piss and old fish.

         She goes to the bathroom and runs the water till it is cold and sharp as gravestones. She fills a glass and takes it to him and helps him drink.

         ‘Maybe a little beer, there’s lovely?’ he says.

         If she laughs it is no sin that she does.

         
            *

         

         He sleeps till the middle of the New York screaming morning, though you would hardly call it sleep. He shifts in the bed and calls out the names of dead poets, mutters lines from half remembered prayers or sings the titles of spent hymns.

         If she gets up from the bed he misses her at once and calls her urgently back to him.

         ‘Don’t leave me,’ he says. ‘Please don’t leave me. I shall not one day be forty and this is already my thirty-ninth year. If I should go gentle and sudden into that good night – not raging as I had urged my father so to do – then who will know I am gone if you are not here beside me?’

         She understands that fever does not ever speak sense but she feels uneasy when he talks of death like this. She holds a little tighter to his hand and leans into him so as to hear each sluggish breath and the pregnant space that comes after.

         ‘If you please, I have a fancy for some bread sops like my mam makes me when I am sick or sad or sorry. Warm the milk first, not so hot it might blister my lips but warm as babies’ breath when they are rolled up and asleep in their beds. Top of the milk is best. And the bread must be cut neat into white squares, without their crusts mind you now, with a little rough salt sprinkled over the sodden sops and a silver-lick spoon to eat it with.’

         An impostor lucidity, but there is no pattern or plan to his utterances each time he surfaces.

         ‘Did I tell you she was a dancer, my Caitlin? I have a picture of her somewhere, wearing a gossamer dress and her legs kicking and her arms spread wide like she’s embracing the whole world, her gold-spun, honey-pulled hair flung careless like a flag over her shoulder. You can see the shape of her through the cloth of her dress for the light is behind her. If I had the picture by me I swear you would love her too.’

         Like a butterfly he flits from one buddleia thought to the next.

         ‘I have seen an un-breathed child, early-fruit picked from its mother’s womb, bloody and buggered and slopping in a metal bowl. And it was my child, or hers at least. A hundred green Bank of England pound notes lighter I was afterwards.’

         She weeps.

         ‘There’s a book on my table in the boathouse at Laugharne. It is not mine, Liz, but belongs to a friend who was once kind enough to offer me a bed for the night when I asked. I fear I took advantage of his kindness and stayed almost a month. I pissed in his flowerpots one night and touched his wife’s breasts when she was sleeping in front of the fire. Then when I left I stole that book. It would be better if it were returned to him, I think.’

         He sleeps till the middle of the morning, if you can call it sleeping: fitful and fretful and false. Then when he wakes he is gasping like a landed fish, like a trout jerked out of the river Tawe.

         ‘It’s as though she’s still sitting on my chest, the bloody countess. I can hardly breathe.’

         She asks him if she should open the window.

         ‘There’s something subterranean about New York, don’t you think? There’s so little sky and not enough air.’

         He sups again at the glass teat of the nebuliser. Then he leans into the girl beside him in his bed.

         ‘Sometimes it’s all so bad I just want to die.’

         
            *

         

         ‘Maybe a hot bath would do you some good,’ she says.

         ‘I have a bath once a month whether I need it or not,’ he pronounces. ‘Last Sunday of the month, regular as train-clock time. It is, by my reckoning, a little early for a bath, I think.’

         He sits up and smacks his dry lips and says he needs to get out of the hotel.

         ‘For some air and a drink.’

         She dresses him in a clean shirt – not his own but one he has stolen – and yesterday’s trousers. He runs his clammy fingers through his hair.

         ‘Once I was a god, you know. And nothing was beyond me. Even, I could fly.’

         She laughs.

         ‘Oh do not see me as I am now, Liz – almost but not ever forty and swollen into a medicine ball of a man with pouched cheeks sagging and a polished nose. When I was a boy I was slim as a birch stick waving and all my bones like the bones of birds. I swear I weighed next to nothing at all and so I knew I could fly – bumbling like the bee perhaps, but flying all the same. I took myself to the roof of a garden shed, stood tall enough I touched the sky with the tips of my outstretched fingers. And below me was a pretty atheist girl – was she kneeling? She scolded and said I should come down and not be just a silly boy. I leapt from the roof of the shed and actually flew.’

         She unties his shoelaces, slips his shoes onto his feet and reties them.

         ‘Oh Christ, cried the kneeling, praying girl.’

         She gets him to his feet and helps him into his jacket.

         ‘Of course, flying is easy enough when you believe you can. It’s the landing is hard. I broke my arm, see. The nonbelieving girl brought me flowers the next day and she kissed me soft and holy on the cheek and I swear she said she believed me now.’
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            *

         

         Outside the air is sharp as broken glass. It is November after all. She fastens the buttons on his coat and turns up his collar against the cold.

         ‘Fussing like a drab hen with her chicks,’ he says to himself.

         She takes his arm and they move away from Manhattan’s Chelsea Hotel and off in the direction of The White Horse Tavern. He tips his hat at the man sitting on the busy street shaking an old china cup half-filled with pennies.

         ‘So many people,’ he says, ‘beetle-backed and bristling. Their eyes always turned downwards, watching their feet so they do not trip on the bucking, buckled pavement, not ever looking up. Do they miss the sky, Liz, even if it is only grey?’

         Everything he says is a stage performance and he does not care who hears him. She catches the eyes of passersby and the look on her face is an apology of sorts for what he is saying.

         ‘In Laugharne sometimes there’s only sky and nothing beneath your feet but clouds. No wonder the saints there are said to levitate, floating easy up to the roofs of churches. New York is without saints, I think, and I think it must be to do with the banishment of sky.’

         It is a short walk to The White Horse Tavern, but longer this day than on others. He, tiptoe-walking and stopping to catch his breath and looking up at the concrete cracks of sky, wears a look of yearning on his face.

         ‘I should like to be with you in Laugharne, Liz. Not now but before, when I was young and green and you were a girl kneeling in church – no, not in church, but maybe in a churchyard, with a daisy-chain crown and a dress as thin as Winter breath. Oh if I could have loved you then, hot as ovens and breathless fast.’

         He stumbles on the uneven sidewalk and she catches the dull weight of him, keeps him from falling.

         ‘And Caitlin?’ she says when he straightens.

         ‘Oh, I love her, Liz, but she’s a corn-haired devil when she’s roused. One furious day she beat my head against the floor, so hard, again and again till all my Babel babbling words were shook up like cats in a sack and spitting and spat. But you, Liz, are like an angel. Some nights I run my fingers over your back when you are sleeping, certain there must be wings to be found, or the memory of wings at least.’
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