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NOTE


Earlier versions of three of these stories have been previously published and earlier versions of four have been broadcast on radio. I am grateful to the editors concerned for permission to republish these stories, which have been re-written for publication here.



MUD


Every morning I walked in to work at the university from a nearby village where I rented a room from a sad widow. I was a widow myself, in a manner of speaking (I’d run off and left my husband), but you wouldn’t have known it to look at me unless you thought all women of thirtyfive were in mourning. Black clothes were fashionable at that time: we all wore them. I strode in my long black mackintosh along the muddy roads edged by fields, into the great park, and thence, following a footpath, to my place of work.

Every morning I laced up my shoes; flat black suede brogues, with a thick dimpled rubber sole, a pointed triangular toe, just two eyelets, and a black lace thin as a string of liquorice that I tied into a sharp bow.

My mother frequently scolded me for my childishness: you see everything in terms of food and eating. Those black suede shoes, when I’d spotted them, furry and glistening in the shop, had indeed seemed good enough to eat. At night, when I walked back to my lodgings, to my small front bedroom in my landlady’s cramped modern house, my shoes sat by the side of my single bed while I ate my bowl of spaghetti and drank my wine, and then I’d lift the shoes up, one after the other, wipe and brush them tenderly, scrape and fiddle off, with the tip of a knife, the caked mud that clotted them. Crusts clunked down, pale and dried. I liked knowing that earlier I’d left my traces along the road, that my footsteps had imprinted the scars of water-glinting gravel, the muddy ruts. In these depressions I could have cast reliefs of rubber, of plaster, of wax. I always liked seeing others’ footprints, the tracks of their journeys. I liked taking a bit of the road surface home with me.

It’s true I was childish. I wanted too much of everything; too much pleasure; my mouth opened to the world to kiss it and take it in. Children want to eat the world. It’s a way of knowing. Touch the world. Stroke it, grasp it, pick it up, cram it into your mouth. Children who can’t yet talk don’t understand metaphor; they want mud; the real thing. As a child I made mud pies, sitting outside Dad’s shed on his allotment. I watched him dig his vegetable plot; turning over the earth with his spade. Don’t dig too deep, he said to me years later, when he realised I could talk: a spit’s just right. One spit at a time, going from left to right; row after row; like writing. Worms like commas wriggled up and I gave them lifts in Dad’s barrow. Sometimes I chopped the worms in half with Dad’s spade to see if both halves still wriggled. I know it was cruel, but I like to know what things are made of and how they work. I prodded at my husband as I prodded earth and earthworms: let me love you; and he complained: don’t dig too deep. Mud on my father’s allotment held china and tin shards of memory, an agricultural past, and it held the repeated imprint of my thumb, the press of our Wellingtons. Now churchyard mud holds Dad, and Mum too. They’re baked in a holy mud pie; beaks sticking up out of the mud crust, mud blackbirds still warbling hymns at me. They’ve rotted to good compost inside me. I fork them up from time to time. I turn them over gently. Like leaf mould. Like the leaves of a book.

I flicked over the leaves of my story so far, felt at a loss, determined to begin my story again, took the job in eastern England. Most mornings, all through that autumn and winter when I lived with the gentle widow, I left her house to walk in to work, rather than hitching a lift, and it rained. Fine drizzle wetted my face. The ploughed fields formed long ripples of mud, as though they were a beach abandoned by the retreating tide. The sky gleamed opal and pearl, and white mist like mohair threaded the thorny black hedgerows. I marched along the muddy side of the gravelled road, its surface broken and roughed up, following the length of the field; one field after another; a soft strobe of mud; my eyes levelling with the deep furrows, the turned, buttery earth. When the fog dispersed, the sun burst out: each clod sparkled, cast a tiny precise shadow; the field glittered, shapes of pale brown and purple and coffee and black broken up, gleaming like chocolate; tilted blocks that stretched far away; and a fringe of hairy elms on the horizon. I passed a pink-washed farm, a clump of cottages with kitchen gardens neat as Dad’s, ruled with dotted lines of leeks. I studied the tall knobbed twists of turquoise Brussels sprouts; the pure pale green of cabbages, tight-waisted and frilly; about to bolt. (I’d bolted; donned my black suede shoes and run away.) Yes I could have eaten a handful of earth, dry-damp-delicious in my mouth, and I could have eaten the long woven hedges and the bright grass and the black thorns glossy as silver. I wanted to lick all of it, taste it and swallow it and be one with it. And then, dissolving, I wasn’t myself, I wasn’t myself any more. I’d gone. I was just part of the mud, fresh in the rain and the sun and I was fed by the world, mouth open, full, churning with joy.

At work, in the white university building beyond the great park, in the office attached to the campus gallery, I turned over words. I dug into language, I moulded lumps of it between my hands, it formed half moons under my fingernails. I picked at these earthy crescents until they broke into crumbs which I swept together until they formed sentences I could edit; the introduction to an exhibition catalogue. Outside, students and lecturers tapped from one concrete tower to the next. I studied the artist given the job of curating the show: his blue eyes, his big hands. He walked me round the gallery. I could look, I could touch, I could talk, as much as I wanted to. On some canvases, the work of a woman painter who cherished the texture of flesh, the oil paint creased so heavy and thick that when the paintings were first hung the paint began to slide off, down towards the floor, and the artist had to catch the loose body of the paintings in his hands; cradle it. Shrugs and ripples of paint like the ripples of mud in the field, the ripples of mud in the estuary when the tide slumped out.

Springtime inched and shivered in, pigeons and gulls twirling above the estuary in a grey metal sky. With the artist I went for a walk along the river. A bottle of red wine in his coat pocket and camembert sandwiches in mine. We lay on the muddy river bank, kissing, at three in the afternoon. We rolled each other over and over like cylindrical seals, we rolled our trousers down, we pressed each other into the mud, we imprinted our names our bodies, we stamped ourselves into each other into the mud then heard cries and laughter, a boat going past, two men leaning on their oars and shouting to the artist good on yer matey.

Before coming to this eastern county I’d been in a sad, a sorry state, like a mould split in two, broken open, but no precious casting inside. A mussel shell with no mussel. An oyster lacking a pearl. At night in my rented room I knocked, clumsy and speechless, between four plasterboard walls. My arms flailed empty, shaped to a body that had gone. Now on that chilly picnic on the riverbank I had earth in my mouth and that meant I was alive and I could taste mud and I mouthed to the artist and nibbled and licked him and we were each other’s camembert red wine mud feast and we waved to the men gawping from their boat and blew them on their way with gales of laughter.

Hurricanes of laughter. We both remembered the hurricane a few months previously. I’d walked about in the park, watching the men inspecting the damage, tidying up with chain-saws. A heap of lopped trees, thrusting their maimed limbs forward. Amputations. Traumatic, like the end of a marriage. The chopped trunks of the fallen pines were blue; bracts of blue; black; pearl. People bunched together and peered down into the caverns of mud left by the uplifted roots. The hurricane had twisted through, stood the park on its head and then sped off. An honest, delinquent wind, enacting its rage, creating havoc, accepting no responsibility.

In March the scarred landscape furred with green, as soft and tender to touch as the suede of my shoes. I rode around the flat countryside on the back of the artist’s motor-bike, exploring. He showed me his rented room, at the other end of the village from mine, and his temporary studio in the lean-to shed next door. At the moment he was making pots. I remembered Dad on his allotment, and the clay shells I’d made and given to him which he broke with one stomp of his Wellington boot. The artist was making pots like little mud babies. Experiments. Some, the successes, he painted with slip and fired in a kiln and others, the failures, he took down to the estuary. He laid them flat on the sheeny mud and abandoned them to the tide; mud to mud.

I parked my black suede shoes at one side of the low double bed in his attic bedroom. I lifted them up, tapped them on the floor, knocked them until flakes of brown mud fell off the soles. I picked up the curls of mud and balanced them on my palms. Loops and half-circles of mud. Mud words. Mud commas and full stops. Bits of writing, broken apart, like the pieces of an old pot you dig up when going over your allotment. I’d piece them back together again, make something new with them.



COLETTE LOOKS BACK


I was my mother’s youngest child, her darling. I was her Rapunzel and she my tower. Her arms encircled me, swooped me up to bed at night, held me safe.

Every evening she unravelled my hair. Loosened, it reached my hips. She brushed it out. It sprang alive, crackling and flaring, and she struggled with it, subduing it, tugging at knots. I was a meadow of dried cut grass and she raked me up and I snapped back. Then she twisted the crisp mass into two thick plaits which lay docilely on my shoulders, ready for the night.

My mother called my long, rippling hair her treasure. But my hair was my own treasure first, and then JeanLuc’s. In the barn that day I held the tips of my plaits in my hands, stretched them out and embraced him. I tied him to me with my ropes of hair.

I’d followed him in to find the cat and her new kittens. Stacked golden bales loomed over us. White sunlight knifed in through the half-open door from the yard outside. Grain dust, soft underfoot, silted up the corners. Fragrance of hay: sweet, almost fermenting. Heat pressed onto our shoulders, felled us. Down we dropped. High above us, the branching timbers of the roof. We lay on a bed of parched stalks covered with empty flour sacks. Coarse linen paler than his brown face, brown hands. I want to kiss you, I said. We were eleven years old. I’d never yet kissed a boy. He was the first.

The village school was just two streets away from my parents’ house, near the church, on the far side of the market-place. Childhood meant wildness, going barefoot all summer if I wanted, freedom to roam the woods and fields on my own; tearing madly home at dusk after staying out too late. In the school yard, in between lessons, boys and girls played together. Once we turned ten years old, however, new rules issued up from nowhere and constricted us, separated us. We ran and swaggered in separate gangs, stuck to different games. Boys no longer joined in girls’ elaborate hopscotch and skipping rituals. Girls who, a year before, had linked arms with boys, screaming and whooping, to play wars – a line of children swooping towards the opposite enemy line, determined to crash into it, crush it – were banned now from kicking balls about or leapfrogging over rows of bent backs. Girls whispered in groups by the black stove in the centre of the classroom. Boys hunted in packs outside.

I’d always been a tomboy. I didn’t have to care about pleasing grown-ups. My father, the tax collector, accepted me as his fellow dreamer, his companion on trips in the horse and cart to outlying villages and farms. My mother, the goddess of the hearth, acknowledged my temporary freedoms, tolerated my scabbed knees and dirty face as long as she could grasp me between her knees at night and re-do my hair. My long plaits might fly out behind me when I ran pell-mell down the cobbled hill to our house, but to me they simply meant I was a runaway horse with reins trailing. I scowled rather than smiled when casually-met grown-ups chucked me under the chin and cooed at me. My black school overall was always ripped, inkstained, with buttons missing. My boots were always scuffed.

I wanted to remain a tomboy, not to have to grow up, turn into a mincing young lady with corsets and hair pieces and rouge pots; not to feel forced to compete with my friends. I felt girls begin to betray me, lining up for the prettiness-and-pleasing stakes. They frightened me too. They seemed like sleepwalkers. In turn I frightened them: they considered me too rough, and backed off. When I seized them by the hand and whirled them across the playground they’d fall over and start crying. I leaned against the wall, sulking, watching the others play. Part of me wanted to be like them, and so not to be excluded; that made me run faster and shout louder than ever. I heard them talking about me once: oh, she’s weird, but not a bad sort, if only she didn’t use such long words.

How could I help it if I loved reading? I loved my father, and loved being near him. He let me into his study, let me read whatever I liked, and I worked my way through his complete library. Botany, geology, biology, I learned about them all; learned their vocabularies. Such precision, a kind of poetry, fascinated me. The tiniest part of something had its own distinct name. I learned this through living in the house, and also through living in my father’s books. My mother named plants, animals, foodstuffs, implements, my father the stars and the layers of the earth. They named and separated things; that was how you knew things. You had to keep them apart. They weren’t in charge of explaining girls, explaining boys. Those words didn’t matter to me while I was still a girlboy, a boygirl.

I noticed Jean-Luc because sometimes he too hung about on his own. How do you know what first attracts you? I’d known him all my life as one of the boys who came in to school from the farms outside the village. We learned our hierarchies early on: the sons of shopkeepers fought the sons of peasants, just as the girls from the village looked down on the girls from the outlying hamlets. Jean-Luc managed to keep a certain distance from these feuds. I began to see him as himself, not just part of a group who chased and tormented any girl crossing their path. He had a thin, bony face, brown as a hazelnut. Fair hair cropped short, hazel eyes, a beak of a nose. He was wiry, but not tall. I began to notice other things. How he used his nimble tongue to get out of trouble with the bullies but fought when he had to, fierce as any driven terrier worrying a rat. He could be funny. He had a way of cracking jokes quietly, laughing without making a sound, lips pressed together, laughing with just his eyes, his whole body shaking with mirth. I tried not to laugh, not to acknowledge I was listening to repartee directed only at boys, but I could tell he knew he had my attention.

He lived with his father and mother, on a farm two kilometres outside the village, a little way into the forest. Wild boar ran to and fro in its depths, emerging to trample and eat the young tips of crops. The men hunted them down, shared out the meat. The forest gave us chestnuts, and mushrooms, and bilberries. The deer trotted out of it, seeking water, and could be shot in season. In late winter we cut young birch branches there, dragged them home, sorted them into bundles that we tied with wire to make brooms. We picked up kindling from the sides of the paths. The forest provided for us: larder and playground; boundary. Beyond it lived people we didn’t know. Another country. Beyond that: Paris.

One July afternoon, Jean-Luc arrived at my parents’ house in the village main street with a wooden-topped basket containing two dead cockerels sent by his mother as a gift. Gifts knotted our little community together in a tight mesh of obligation and gratitude. Perhaps the gift had something to do with the fact that my father was the local tax collector. I didn’t know. Jean-Luc flipped up the two centrally hinged lids of the basket to show us the contents. With my mother I inspected the two red combs, the glossy feathers, the limp, gnarled legs, the bunched claws. Jean-Luc said, in response to my mother’s questioning, that he had killed the cockerels himself. In our household it was my mother who slaughtered the poultry, hanging them up by their trussed feet from a hook on the back of the shed door and then slitting their throats with the knife she kept in the pocket of her apron.

Wait, my mother said: let me find some pots of preserves for you to take back with you.

She vanished up the outside steps to the grenier, the granary turned store-room, where all such things were kept, and Jean-Luc and I stood in the back garden at the top of the flight of stone steps that led down to the flowerbeds and vegetable plot.

I studied him. How clean he looked. Scrubbed up for this visit, as though he were off to Mass or catechism class. Ironed blue shirt and blue trousers. Well-blacked boots. Suddenly my arms wanted to open, take him in as knowledge: he was part of the gift. His mother had sent him to me.

I pestered him with questions. He told me that yes, he knew how to handle a gun, how to kill and skin a rabbit. He’d helped his father with the lambing, had watched cows give birth.

Our cat’s just had kittens, he said.

My mother stepped rapidly down the wooden staircase from the grenier, heels clacking. She held out two earthenware jars of redcurrant jam. She didn’t want to be too beholden for the gift of the cockerels and so she wished to send something back in exchange. Presents worked like that. They went back and forth instead of money.

My mother sent me off with Jean-Luc, the basket and the pots of jam. Her arms closed against us, her hands clapped and she shooed us away. I was my mother’s treasure and she was giving me to Jean-Luc.

Remember, you’re to be back well before it’s dark, she instructed me. Remember your manners.

We went the long way round to his farm. In order not to waste time we should have gone direct. We should have taken the main road between the fields where everybody was out harvesting, but we chose the back route: more interesting and more private. In fact there was so much to see that ours turned into the very longest way possible, rambling and roundabout with plenty of stops. I encouraged these. I didn’t want our walk to end. Mindful of how girls were supposed to behave, I pretended the opposite. Fiddling my fingers over the cool twist of the basket’s handle, I tried to sound indifferent whenever I spoke to him.

We turned off the path by mute consent and plunged through a thicket of cow-parsley down towards the stream that ran between banks of wild mint.

Won’t you get into trouble for dawdling? I asked: your mother must have been expecting you sooner than this.

We were stabbing sticks through the green scum of water weeds clogging the edges of the lazy stream. Crouching next to him I felt the sun strike, scorch, burnish the back of my neck. It burnished him too. The sun made us equal, as did the fact that we were the same height. Both of us skinny and sturdy. Both able to run fast, whistle, and use our fists.

He shrugged.

I don’t care.

We had made our way through the leafy tunnels that formed the lanes linking meadows, the hedgerows growing so high that their tops met overhead. Every spring they were cut back to keep the path clear for moving herds of cows between pastures, and every midsummer they sprouted full and thick with greenery again. They would become overgrown in a single season if allowed to grow unchecked, like the briar hedge swallowing up Sleeping Beauty’s palace. Swinging the basket, bumping it rhythmically against my thigh, I liked the feeling of dissolving into all that green. We picked bunches of coarse weeds and whipped each other’s bare legs with them, then bandaged each other with dock leaves. We held buttercups under each other’s chins, tickled each other’s wrists with thorny twigs, tied our feet together with laces of vetch and tried to run three-legged. Horse flies wove buzzing clouds above our heads and we had to slap them away. I smelled cattle, and cowpats, and wild garlic in the ditches, and hot grass, and him, very close to me as we dawdled along the rutted track, our elbows brushing. He smelled of carbolic soap, and of his own sweat breaking through. Fresh sweat’s a good smell. Like on horses. I snuffed it up.

Finally we reached a path that skirted the forest on one side and had fields full of grazing sheep on the other. We pushed through the rusted iron gate and into the yard. The dog barked and bounded up to greet us. His mother, summoned by the dog’s joy, came out of the kitchen. Heat stained her face red. Escaped strands of scraped back hair caught under a plain white cap looked lank and wet. She wore a faded blue-checked dress with a grey pinafore over it.

Where have you been!

I could tell she felt she had to be more polite to me than she wanted; as a result she spared Jean-Luc a scolding. She took back her basket, studied the jars of redcurrant jam in it, thanked me unsmilingly.

I’ll bring the jars back to your mother once they’re empty, she said.

So it would go on. Back and forth. Back and forth. Jean-Luc’s mother was a tall, thin woman, with deepset blue eyes. A faded blue, like the colour of her dress, like the pattern on old plates after many washings. She wore her sleeves rolled to the elbow, hooked back with pins. Her arms were wiry and muscled as a man’s. How strong she seemed. My mother was strong too, but she hid it under bustles and trailing skirts. This woman, standing legs apart, feet planted in clogs, looked tough enough for anything. I glanced at her big hands, her floury knuckles, her short fingernails crusted with dough. If you tried to get near those kneading hands you’d be clouted away. Mind my pastry! Whereas my mother’s hands captured me, caressed me, knew me, clenched me close, didn’t let me go.

Say thank you to your mother.

She nodded dismissal, stalked off towards her kitchen. I looked at her back, the determined set of her shoulders.

Jean-Luc was due to bring the cows in for milking a little later on, but first of all he took me all around the farm. Deserted: his father and brothers were out working on the harvest. He’d been let off to come over to my house, but tomorrow he’d have to work extra hard to make up for it. Patiently he showed me everything I wanted to see: the donkey, the pony, the hens and ducks, the sheep. Patiently he explained what everything was for: the harnesses, the tools, the tubs and buckets.

We circled back to the yard and went into the hot, dark barn. No cat and kittens visible. Cats moved their kittens from time to time, to keep them safe, I knew that. Picked them up, one by one, by the scruff of their necks, shifted them to new hiding-places.

Let’s play horses, I proposed.

Jean-Luc seized the ends of my plaits as reins. I galloped, neighing, around the central space inside the toppling bales of hay, pulling him after me. Then I turned round, and snared him. I stretched out my hands, holding the tips of my long plaits, and caught him. I tied him to me with my ropes of hair.

We sank down together, winded. Under our different clothes, under our skins, we were alike, that was what I felt, we were kin, we belonged together, and so it was natural first to hesitate and then to lean closer, to say: I want to kiss you. I touched my mouth to his. Immediately he gripped me and kissed me back.

Later on his mother screamed for him and he went off to fetch in the cows and I walked home. I helped my mother pluck and draw the cockerels, pull out the gooey red mess of their insides.

Jean-Luc and I played together all through that summer, whenever he could skive off his various jobs around the farm. On those occasions his mother spotted me, she tolerated me frowningly. Watched me with a suspicious eye. He and I kept out of her way as much as possible. We climbed trees, made dens in the hedges, set traps for mice and rats, fished in the stream, explored the tumbledown sheds behind the farmyard. He showed me the disused cottage at the edge of the property, where his grandparents had first lived, before they built the farmhouse. The forest towered over it. It seemed to me like a fallen tree-house, surrounded by a beech hedge, dandled among greenery, nettles and brambles twining it into themselves. Soon it would fall into complete disrepair. I wanted to make it go the other way: I wanted to mend it. I wanted to change it into a house people could live in again. I didn’t like seeing it turn to rack and ruin.

Every so often we ended up in the barn. I learned him, like a geography lesson at school. I recited him, like tables. I spelled him out, tracing him with my finger. We learned each other: speechless, mouth on mouth, arms round each other, legs wound together. Then at length I’d sit up, drowsy with heat and kisses, smoothe myself down, race across the yard, run home along the forest path.

Late one afternoon, when I’d spent too long at the farm, when Jean-Luc should have been helping his brother muck out the cowshed, his mother came searching for the truant, caught us hugging each other on our bed of straw. A clip round the head for him, a cold shoulder turned on me. Scolding furiously, she drove him towards the house.

My mother frowned at my flushed face.

Where have you been? What have you been up to?

Nothing, I said.

I glowered.

What a mess you’re in, she said: your hair’s all undone and full of bits of hay.

She pulled me onto her lap and began unbraiding my plaits. She smacked the brush through my tangles. Little wretch, little tearaway, little rebel, oh my bad girl, my precious one, my treasure.

After that, Jean-Luc and I made the tumbledown cottage our hiding-place. The forest held us, all summer long, until autumn arrived.

Years passed. Once we both left school I hardly ever saw Jean-Luc. I went on knowing him: my hands knew him and so did my mouth. My skin still knew him. My plaits remembered how they had twirled round him and captured him. Did he remember me? I didn’t know. I knew he was going to get married to a local girl and bring his bride home to his parents’ house. I glimpsed his fiancée at market one day, when I accompanied my mother there to help her with the shopping. My mother casually pointed her out, standing next to a big basket of eggs. She wasn’t anyone I remembered from school. The spitting image of his mother she seemed to me: tall, slender, fair hair pulled back in a bun, neat feet in polished clogs. I saw her glance at my young lady’s get-up: smart serge skirt, sailor blouse, beret with a rosette. She’s called Agathe, my mother said, noticing me looking. A saint’s name sounding like agate; hard and burnished as a jewel. Jean-Luc chose her as his jewel. I thought that perhaps I remained the secret pebble he carried in his pocket; a souvenir. Jewel in one pocket; pebble in another.
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