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1. SPACE




BREATHING ON THE MOON




Her feet are tender, and she never deigns


To set them on the earth, but softly steps


Upon the heads of men.


Plato, The Symposium





It was entirely because of Henry Miller that I came so early to be what you might call corrupt.


I didn’t start off with the character of a female adventurer. Nothing, you understand, in the style of Henry himself in Tropic of Capricorn, fucking his way through the universe, proselytizing about redemption on the indrawn breath while he lifts his head from between a pair of spread legs.


I first read Henry when he got unbanned, a cheap-looking American edition, originally $7.50, reduced (because of popular demand) to 95c. The paper was rough to the touch and the print too crowded, so that the letters and the words were constantly jostling one another in a way that made you feel sea-sick, and the text was in perpetual danger of dropping off the page.


It went yellow very quickly, that 95c edition, and then before too long around the outside edges especially the yellow turned to a fragile-looking brown. But you could still make out the words, they were clear enough, and I turned to it often as I was growing up, so that I would know about these things, love, men and women, the way people are to one another. Usage, bondage, subservience and need. It was because of Henry Miller that I got to know so early what other people didn’t seem to know.


Good old Henry.


My father was a Brooklyn Jew, so every time I read the word ‘kike’ it gave me a particular thrill. Kike, I thought, kike. Did it mean that I was one? My father had died when I was very little. He drove a yellow cab so my mother told me, and was out until all hours trying to get fares.


A good man, my mother would tell me sometimes. But no job for a man with a family. What kind of life did we have, I ask you? No life.


My mother was not Jewish, but she had lived with my father for a long time, so she sometimes sounded like a Jew. The more Jewish she sounded, the more her mouth moved. I wondered whether my father’s mouth had moved like that. I had a photograph of him, but his mouth was in a line with his lips closed.


He died, so the story went, of a heart attack, at one o’clock in the morning.


Thank God he wasn’t driving! my mother often said, even years afterwards, breathing very heavily and clasping, with a fine dramatic emphasis, her hands.


Thank God he had stopped for a fare.


My father died, so she told me, leaning across the passenger seat of his yellow cab, as though he was just about to open the door.


I thought what a fright he must have given his prospective passenger as his face contorted and he clawed at the air. Maybe it was that act of leaning forwards, doubling his heart up against his belly, congesting everything, that finally did him in.


He was very careful with himself, my mother often said. He knew, if you ask me.


I didn’t ask her, but she kept on telling me. All my growing up years were infused with the aura of my increasingly long dead father.


On the anniversary of that wet night when he leaned across the inside of his cab and something finally burst inside him, there was always lamentation, and an atmosphere. As I got older it occurred to me that the atmosphere was somehow manufactured. People, my mother even, seemed to have to try so hard at their grief. I’ve always found that grief is something inside you. The more you show it, the more adulterated it becomes. I think grief should be pure, as pure as you can make it. I think everything you feel should be pure, I mean, clean and sharp, like a knife when it cuts you, as separate from every other feeling as it can be.


I began reading Tropic of Capricorn on the day they launched Yuri Gagarin into those realms that neither man nor God can stake a claim to.


Space, we call it, that cold zone of nothingness from which we came and to which we will return inevitably.


I had looked at the sky every night in the previous week with a diligence that was not habitual.


Come away from the window, my mother said, It is past your bedtime.


My grandmother had died and I thought I might see her soul, or some sign of it, up where the stars were, for that is where souls went.


Did my grandmother and Yuri Gagarin pass one another like passengers riding in different time frames?


I asked this of my mother but she did not respond to me.


She was upstairs trying to find something suitable to put on for the funeral.


I have nothing in black! Nothing that doesn’t make me look like a scarecrow.


There was a knock on the door.


My mother said, Answer it. Answer it!


I opened the door and a man was standing there.


If Yuri Gagarin went up into space like some latter day god, Michael O’Shaughnessy seemed to come down out of it.


Descended, not quite like the angel Gabriel it is true, but came there among us like a visitation.


My mother is busy now, I said. Can you come back later?


Quite the little lady, eh? The man said. Tell your Mammy I’ll come back tomorrow. There’s grief in this house, I’ve been told, so I’ll thank you kindly to pass on my condolences.


Then he gave me a letter which said on the front in neat copperplate writing, Mrs Esmé Hamilton, The Old Rectory.


Up in the top right hand corner the instruction in capitals BY HAND was appended.


By the time I looked up from the letter, the man had gone again.


What remained was a shadow at the back of my eye, like when you have been looking at the sun too long and the whole world comes back to you in a strange kind of negative.


Ah Michael, that first time I saw you is as fresh now as it ever was. Though the years have passed, and all that is associated with you has been turned to dust.


Rose had written, soliciting a kindness for her sister’s son Michael.


Rose is the one who keeps that old place going, was what my grandmother had said very often, with her fingertips resting on a black and white snap of the house she had left so many years previously.


A devout man, is he, your lodger? Mrs Broadbent from the shop asked Momma, measuring out a pound of sausages onto greaseproof paper and folding the ends in.


Handsome in a way, if you like that look, all teeth and eyebrows.


He comes with the highest recommendation.


It was all right in that case, if you knew where a person was from in those days that was all you needed.


Michael is not afraid of hard work and can turn his hand to almost anything.


I went downstairs and into the garden where Michael was bringing it back from wilderness.


He was cutting through the gobbets of red clay soil with an even movement.


With all the respect that is due to you and yours I send my best wishes and hopes that we may meet again in this world or another.


Will you tell me about Ireland, Michael? I said to him.


Ireland? There’s nothing much to tell about Ireland, he said.


The house that we lived in was out in the country, at the edge of a village in the middle of nowhere. My grandmother had bought it when she left Ireland after the war that would end all wars and before the start of what became the next one.


She had come back there to that strange border territory, where you look to the west and see legend rising, while behind you in the east the well tended fields of grain and prosperity stretch back to London, that old seat of empire, where fortune is waiting to hand out her spoils to those who are deserving.


My mother had all the old Irish songs, though she had not been back there since she was an infant.


It was too long ago and too far away and the beloved shores were eternally distant.


My Bonnie Maid a’ Brownlow go. The Flag of Enniskillen. The Rising of the Moon.


She sang those old songs in a haunting soprano that was filled with low notes.


Your Mammy has a very fine voice, Michael said.


He accompanied her sometimes on a little wooden whistle that he kept in his pocket and had fashioned himself in some foreign clime that still lingered in the wood when you put your hand on it.


He hadn’t got the carving quite right, the F-hole I think it was, so no matter what you did, the note came out on the sharp or flat side.


He brings back the life that we lost, Momma said.


He brings back Ireland right up close to me.


And was it not a good thing that Michael O’Shaughnessy was there in the house, a man to attend to things?


Was it not a good thing that he was there as company on the long evenings as dark came down on us?


Was it not a good thing he was there to take me out of myself in this time of bereavement?


A young kind of uncle, in a way, for it was all family over there in Ireland, that is what Granny had used to say, we are all in it together, no matter what class or affiliation.


Hold on tight! Michael said, as he leaned his motorbike hard on the corners and I put my arms around him.


The fields went by shoulder high and the buds on the hedgerows were breaking out into something indefinable.


There was grit in my sandals and my hair was tangled.


His hand was warm as he helped me down again.


Nothing like a ride to shake all the megrims out of you, he said.


Michael O’Shaughnessy had thick black hair that came onto his ears and eyes that took on the flicker of the flames as we sat by the fireside, listening to God Save the Queen on the Third Programme, and hearing how the wind was massing itself at the walls and windows, on the top of that hill, on the edge, whoever heard of building a house in a place like that, much less living in it?


Shall I draw the curtains?


Leave them open, surely.


For the moon was rising and great brittle clouds were fashioning past it.


Time for bed, is it?


It is getting late now.


It has been late always.


I opened Tropic of Capricorn and read the following:


Death is behind me and birth too. I am going to live now among the life of maladies.


I wrote in my notebook as the wind was rising, The house that I live in is at the end of the world.


On a table in the drawing room was a picture of the Queen Elizabeth. We had come back in it from America after my father died.


A fine-looking ship, the Queen Elizabeth, Michael said knowledgeably.


I don’t remember anything about the voyage except the dislike it gave me for enclosed spaces. And a feeling, perhaps, of extent and motion. Of the horizon always taking itself off from you, and the land of promise, never quite got to, beyond.


Momma had fallen a little in love with a ship’s officer.


How could it be otherwise? She was young. She was a widow.


With me trailing behind her, she must have looked enticingly forlorn, in one of those dresses that you wouldn’t be seen dead in when you got back to England, ruched at the chest and pinched in at the waistband, so brash, so American, so – inappropriate.


She had left with her new and disapproved of husband before the war ended.


If only I’d been here! She would exclaim often, sniffing into a handkerchief that was much too sturdy for the version of the English gentlewoman she was always attempting.


I ran out and left them, she would say on her bad days.


I’m worse than a traitor.


The truth of it was, that my grandmother prospered.


My mother had gone, but she still had Constance.


If you see the old photograph of them together, Esmé and Constance, they do not look remotely like sisters.


Esmé, the copper haired, dark skinned Spaniard, some kind of throw back.


Constance, who narrowly escaped through some mischance the God-given opportunity of being fair and ethereal.


Was my mother jealous of all that she had missed?


The good war?


Was that it?


Even in Kodak’s best black and white you can see fire in my mother and my aunt’s solidity.


And the past and all that it contained and implied rising up through them like tidal water.


Are they fact or fiction?


The fact is, they are dead now.


And the life they bequeathed me may be no more than a Romance.


My mother met my father on the first day of the blitzkrieg. She had just come out of her last singing lesson when a ripe ten pounder dropped from the sky and demolished a house immediately in front of her.


How strange to see the stairs all naked and the wallpaper hanging. How odd to see a bedstead with its feet over the abyss.


She had been practicing an aria from Turandot and her teacher had complimented her on a fine vibrato.


You will go far, Miss O’Donnell, very far indeed with the right coaching.


She could have sung anything. Handel. Verdi.


The world was her oyster.


But the bomb had dropped and there was the man who would become my father not two feet away in his G.I. uniform.


His hat blew off in the blast and he stood there bare headed.


I knew as soon as I saw him, she said. For all that he was shorter than I was, and had an odd way of twisting his shoulder.


The door of the house had swung to and fro as they turned away, but no one came out of it.


Was it love that waylaid her, or some more nefarious interloper?


The heart that beat inside her chest was not meant to beat there in isolation.


That door, swinging to and fro on its hinges.


It was that, more than anything, my mother said afterwards, that sealed her fate.


Nat King Cole sang out on the wireless and my mother sang along with him.


Wenn I faal in lurve


It will be com-pleet-lee


I joined them sometimes in a clear, high voice that echoed right to the top of the house, past the room in the attic where Michael was now, up to the roof where the bats made their signals in the raftered darkness, and emerged with blind certitude into the velvet night.


Or-rile never faal in lurve


Not the Third Programme now, but the Light Programme, that rich honey voice melting the airwaves.


In a rest-less world like this is


Lurve is end-ed bee-fore it’s bee-guun


What woman is this who stands before me?


The everyday mother who is ageing and fading, and something beyond that, a symbol, touched if not with divinity then with aspects of the divine.


Too maa-ny moonlight kiss-es


Seem to cool in the warmth of the suun


Will you sing it again, Esmé, Michael says to her.


I pick out the tune on the piano and sing along with Michael in a duet.


Come up, she says. It is getting late now.


I close the lid of the piano and follow her.


Dear God, I intone, kneeling with my bare knees on my bedroom floor while she watches from the doorway. Bring into my life something really important. Grant me, O God, in your divine mercy, the gift of True Love.


My mother tucks in the sheet a little too tightly and bends and kisses me.


That kiss is long gone, sloughed off with a skin so small and tight that it was even then impossible for me to accommodate it.


Lights out.


The house at the end of the world is sleeping.


But the moon shines a way up the twisting stairs that I mount on the tips of my toes like a ballet dancer.


Michael?


I’m here sure enough.


The rustle of bats wings, then his breathing.


Then lowering myself, narrow and naked, into his arms.


Critical Triumph for a Long Banned Book!


The type-face was artlessly simple and in tune with itself, pronouncing an age that has entirely gone from us, when you took yourself and everyone else more or less seriously, and sex was a bit like eating lemon sherbet in the playground, you contemplated your discoloured finger for a long time afterwards, and remembered the taste and scent of it ages after the guilt and the pleasure had faded, and the way the decadence sizzled on the surface of your tongue.


A grand paean to all that is still joyous, healthy, happy and affirmative in this age of atomic bombs.


The exclamation mark was missing, but it was very much implied.


Michael, I said, what does paean mean?


There was no answer.


Michael, are you listening?


But he wasn’t listening, he was watching his hand and the circle of it compassed by my ribs where the skin went down tight and shiny over my diaphragm, and that little bony hillock to the south, as yet almost unforested, that the heel of his thumb bumped up against sometimes and sent a tremor out through my hip joints and down into the tender greenwood of the bones of my thighs.


Miller has once and for all blasted the very foundations of human hypocrisy – moral, social and political.


I looked at the front of Michael O’Shaughnessy’s pyjamas and I knew what was coming.


Will you get on top of me, Michael said.


It was a very good thing I had read Henry Miller because I knew what to do when Michael asked me.


Or I knew what I thought I should do, and what he did himself came as no surprise to me.


I understood, which I wouldn’t have done otherwise, when Michael seemed to be getting beside himself. I had never seen anybody beside themselves in that way in my life. His eyes shut and his face screwed up and he jerked about as though he was having a fit. But that was alright because it was what Henry described as transports. It was pleasure, not pain, I was clear on that much.


He held me very tightly as I lowered myself on the way he had taught me.


It felt interesting, that was all. I knew from reading Henry that something else was supposed to happen. I had been particularly struck by the passage about the Jewish girl, the one that goes, Suddenly I could feel her begin coming, a long drawn out orgasm such as you sometimes get with Jewish cunts.


I didn’t know what the words meant but I knew from the description you were supposed to moan and shudder. I had been pretty silent in the times up to now when I had straddled Michael, content to watch him rock backwards and forwards, until, after an interval which got a bit boring, he’d sit half upright and hold still for an instant, and jerk his head back, and shout.


Shift up a bit.


Now down.


It seemed to take a long time for his face to start to get contorted. The bedspring squeaked and I counted to a hundred. I thought perhaps I should do something, so I began to moan.


Michael said,


Hush.


The concentrated look had just about come to him when I started to get uncomfortable through being so long in the one position. The way he was holding me kept all the weight of my body on the fronts of my knees.


Keep still, Michael said.


Almost immediately after, something hurt for a second, and I jumped and said,


Ow.


Michael groaned and said,


Come off me now, quickly.


I lay on my back, grateful to be able to stretch out my legs, and he set about things from on top of me.


The bedsprings were squeaking, frantically, frantically.


I heard a bat up above me in the rafters on its nightly journey.


I saw in my mind’s eye it’s stretched out wings transparent on the roof struts.


Squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak.


Michael, I said after a minute, very politely. Excuse me. You’re lying on my hair.


Christ! Michael O’Shaughnessy said.


I was brought up in that peculiar twilight zone that is life under threat of annihilation.


The war was over, but a yellowing ration book with a few pages left in it came to the surface sometimes in the kitchen drawer.


Hiroshima was a name engraved on the age, and next to it, in smaller letters, Nagasaki.


I looked up at aeroplanes crossing the sky and shaded my eyes so that I could see their markings.


I imagined how the moment of attack would be, and threw myself down in the grass and covered my head with my arms in the way I knew you were supposed to.


I picked up a thin-looking leaflet at the dentist’s, with diagrams in it, that said, What to Do in the Event of a Nuclear Attack.


The Winds of Change were blowing through Africa, though they didn’t seem to reach us there on the top of that hill where we lived as though on an island, marooned or shipwrecked.


I’ve been to the doctor, Momma said, and he’s given me something. Let’s hope it works this time.


Harold MacMillan had assured us that a new age was dawning. Austerity was ending. We had never had it so good.


Parcels came sometimes with a New York stamp on them.


Brown paper parcels tied up with string and sealed with a red blob of sealing wax where the string crossed over.


Imagine the Polanskis remembering us still!


Remembering their old neighbours all this time later.


Tins of ripe peaches in a golden syrup.


Cans of Fray Bentos with a key on the side that you wound to open them.


How kind it was, how thoughtful and considerate.


Just a little something to help out in these difficult times, the appended note said.


And a chocolate bar and a ten dollar bill for the little Babushka.


They were thinking of us still. How that warmed the heart!


But I heard my mother saying later to my grandmother, That’s the fucking Yanks all over. Don’t they just like to grind our noses in it. Come in at the last minute and think they’ve won the war.


If any man ever dared to translate all that is in his heart the world would go to smash, and no god, no accident, no will could ever again assemble the pieces.


I used to believe that each person is responsible for whatever has befallen them, that the living and breathing self that has taken this choice or that choice and left the others in the gutter of existence is what determines things.


But lately I have come to understand that we are subject to forces, or at least to the culmination of events that occur in the wider scheme of things that we have no control over.


The official Soviet news agency Tass has announced that a Russian astronaut, Major Yuri Gagarin, is the first man in space.


The end of the horizon as my grandmother knew it.


Imagination could no longer be what it was, the perspectives were different.


And the Annie that I was?


If you reel time back then nothing at all would be as it has been.


No Henry Miller, no fucking and carousing, no war, no British Empire, no America.


No Momma. No Daddy with his hands clutched to his chest in a rictus.


No capsule up there with the human frame impaled on the instant of man’s greatest achievement.


I am crying for more and more disasters, for bigger calamities, grander failures.


Make the wind blow more strongly, O God, I prayed, make the gale attend, make the waves lash up, make night more dark and day more dazzling, make eternity more eternal than it is, but please do something!


I looked at the face of the saviour with the halo suspended, and transposed the visage of Henry Miller onto those features with the light behind them.


Do anything, but let it produce joy. Do anything, but let it yield ecstasy!


Was it love that I wanted?


Or was what I wanted action, action, to be doing, not done to, in a world that was spinning towards its own conflagration at every sunset?


I lay in my bed with the moon coming in through the undrawn curtain.


I heard Michael’s voice and his step on the stair and what I was and what he was and what the world in all its splendour could be were all amalgamated there in the vortex of dream that I went down into.


I heard the door click, and Michael’s motorbike revving up through the remains of the night that hung like a web still, just above the driveway.


Where there was silence, I would make sound occur, where there was stillness, I would make movement.


Inner and outer have changed places. Equilibrium is no longer the goal – the scales must be destroyed.


I got up and went to the window and watched as Michael rode away through the gates that were always open and along the lane to where the walls took over and the hedges obliterated him.


I turned back into the room that was mine, and the house, and the life, and I heard the first sounds quite a long way off of my mother stirring.


Oh Henry, make me other than I am, I said. Make me something remarkable.


My mother called Annie, Annie! and I knew from her voice it was one of her bad days.


Henry had not answered immediately, but he would do.


He was out there waiting. I was hand in glove with my fate.


My grandmother had a lock of her husband’s hair with her mother’s, in a mourning brooch.


It makes them seem nearer, somehow, Momma said, cradling the brooch in the palm of her hand as though it was liquid.
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