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To Elsa




Electric-Blue Damsels


YOU see them in the Underground with their schoolbooks and across the counters of shops and waiting on tables in restaurants, slinging burgers and pushing brooms; girls and boys in whom an exotic cocktail of genes has been shaken into a startling and ephemeral beauty: birds of paradise nesting in garbage, or captive tropical fish shimmering in the gloomy backrooms of dank pet shops.


At almost sixteen Fayette Gordon was not weaving blossoms in her hair, or diving for pearls in a green translucent ocean; she was a pupil at a comprehensive school, and in these summer evenings, which should have been heavy with the scents of frangipani and mimosa instead of those of melting tarmac and diesel fumes, she worked in a chip shop with the traffic’s surf pounding on the pavement’s crumbling shore. Her ancestry and origins were mysterious to everybody, except perhaps her grandmother with whom she lived, whose clenched teeth behind purple lips suggested the loss of a short-stemmed pipe. Fayette was breathtaking; at least her year-tutor Maurice Barlow always caught his rather pipe-smelling breath on catching sight of her unexpectedly in the corridor or on the tennis court. At once his teeth felt scummy and he put away the pipe which convention, if increasingly begrudgingly, allowed him; a round red burn on his fuzzy thigh and a singed pocket testified to his haste on one occasion; her teeth, her blouse, her socks were so white.


It had been the worst sort of weather, as so often, for exams; the sort of weather which inspired unironic comments on ‘flaming June’, when swotting sweating adolescents in rolled-up shirt-sleeves dreamed of sea and sand and returned from Sundays at the coast with the bruised purple fruit of love-bites on their necks. Fayette’s neck was unblemished and of course she did not sweat, except for a once-glimpsed row of tiny seed pearls beading her upper lip after a strenuous mixed doubles one lunch hour; her exam papers, although less than brilliant, would bear no unseemly smudges; she wore invisible white gloves. Maurice Barlow thought of white communion dresses, parasols and jalousies, iron lace balconies, guavas and jacaranda. Thin silver bangles rolled up and down her cinnamon-coloured wrist as she wrote, and if he was invigilating he listened for the little clink of silver on wood and agonized if there was a long silence. Her hair, he had decided, was cinnamon too, the soft pale colour of the most delicious Edinburgh rock, that he would never taste.


As he sat at his kitchen table with the back door open, writing reports on school-leavers, the radio throbbed out ‘Summer in the City’. He took a sheet of paper and attempted to compose a reference. Fayette, he wrote, is Fayette Fayette Fayette Fayette. He crumpled it and threw it in the bin and went out into the back yard. He pulled up a few tufts of groundsel that grew beside the gate and found himself ambling down the pavement. As he was out, he thought, he might as well buy himself some supper. The pockets of his creased Terylene trousers were weighed down with loose change, the key to the stockroom cupboard, a confiscated knife, a dried-out Tipp-Ex and other schoolmasterly impedimenta. The stain of a felt-tipped pen on the breast pocket of his shirt gave his heart a wounded look. She stood in front of the vats of boiling oil, leaning on the counter, brooding into the summer evening.


‘Ah, Fayette. Business slack, I see.’ Was in fact delighted to see.


‘Be busy later when the pubs close.’


He loved it when his pupils greeted him by name in the pub, except that most of them, he knew, were under age. They bought his silence in halves of lager. Good old Maurice. Pupils came and went but Maurice was always one of the lads. He watched Fayette dunk a basket of raw chips into the oil and wished that they would take for ever to cook and suppressed a desire to lock the door so that he and she might stay pickled in time like those eggs in a jar on the counter. The oil sizzled and spat while the closing music of ‘EastEnders’ was strained through the bead curtain behind which the proprietor and his family were watching television.


‘Isn’t that rather tactless?’


Maurice pointed to a tank of tropical fish, rosy and neon tetras brushing their fins against the plaster mermaid who reclined in the emerald green gravel combing her hair, in full view of their North Sea cousins dressed in overcoats of knobbly batter. Fayette did not answer.


‘I wish you’d reconsider staying on for A levels.’


Fayette disturbed a flock of butterflies of coloured ribbon as she shook the last eleven years of her short life from her cinnamon-coloured hair.


‘No way. I’ve had enough of school. I can’t wait to leave.’


His eyes bulged cold and hard as the pickled eggs as she doused his chips in vinegar, smarting with salt at her dismissal of him and their years together.


‘I think you’re making a grave mistake, and one that, believe you me, you’ll live to regret.’


He tapped the fish tank in emphasis.


‘Believe you me,’ mocked Fayette. ‘Don’t do that, it frightens the fish.’


‘Fat lot you care.’


*


True to her word Fayette left school without an expression of regret. Maurice could remember the days when tearful girls had queued outside the staffroom door clutching damp autograph books and farewell gifts, but that had been before everything was so uncertain, before teachers were fallible and world leaders exposed as murderous liars and frauds; when girls like Fayette could step out into a secure and radiant future of physiotherapy and nursing, and teaching and secretarial posts, and then babies in coach-built prams. Fayette had announced her own plans to the careers master: she had decided to be rich and famous. Her education had ended in four minutes of ecstasy for Maurice at the leavers’ disco.


‘I never realized this record was so long,’ she remarked as they danced.


He sat gloomily in the pub afterwards with a group of his colleagues, his Palm Beach party shirt exhibiting salty circles of drying sweat, nursing a tepid beer and dreaming of a Caribbean of the heart where he and Fayette could dance forever, of a room with a frilly iron balcony looking out over the wide Sargasso Sea. Or Fayetteville, Arkansas.


‘Cheer up, Maurice. School’s out for summer. Made any plans for going away yet?’


‘I was thinking of the Caribbean …’


‘On your salary? A likely tale.’


‘Room for a little one? Budge up, you guys.’


Sally Molloy swung her large tanned knees under the table, so that Maurice’s and her thighs sighed against each other, nudging memories of gruelling sessions of dry-skiing in East Grinstead. He had conducted a desultory affair with her over the years; he supposed he ought to ask her to marry him, she wasn’t getting any younger, but something always happened to prevent him from popping the question; one of them got hiccups or cramp or the toast caught fire. He feared now that she was about to suggest a take-away, so while Patsy Armstrong, who taught social studies, engaged her in a discussion of the relative merits of the graffiti in the girls’ and the boys’ loos, and they laid contingency plans for the next term’s half-day strikes, he stepped over Sally’s designer trainers, and slipped into the night, hardly able to believe that the summer stretched before him without a prospect in sight of a cycling holiday in Holland, pot-holing in the Peak District, or following in the footsteps of St Paul; three unappetizing carrots which had been dangled in front of him earlier in the year.


He had managed also to decline, by the inspired invention of a crop of verrucas, an invitation to stay with his married sister and her four small children and enjoy their new swimming pool. His refusal had been accepted with alacrity. Uncle Maurice was whistling, albeit a melancholy tune, as he set out early with his swimming trunks in a neat towelling Swiss roll under his arm for the local pool. The company of the school rat, who was with him for the holiday, was all that he desired or found congenial in his bereft state. Fayette had given up her job in the chippie on the day that she had left school. It was to buy food for this rat, whose name, coincidentally, was Maurice too, that he entered the pet shop with his hair still wet, cleaner and red-eyed from the chlorine. His heart stopped, and stumbled on its way again.


‘So this is where the rich and famous hang out.’


‘Hello, Maurice.’


‘What are you doing here?’


‘I work here, don’t I?’


‘Do you?’


She was all in white; a white T-shirt under white dungarees rolled to show the delicate bones of cinnamon ankles above white plimsolls, a smudge of sawdust delineating one cheekbone, and a small net sticking out of her chest pocket. Fish tanks glimmered like televisions with the sound turned down in the gloom of the back room. A man in a brown overall was serving a customer with biltong, or knotted strips of hide for dogs to chew. Maurice went into the back room; Fayette followed.


‘Small cod and chips, open, salt and vinegar, please,’ he said, then stopped. It was like walking into a gallery and being stunned by wonderful paintings by an artist whose work he had never encountered before, or entering a cave of moving jewels, rubies, emeralds, topaz, diamonds and sapphires on black velvet; like looking into Chapman’s Homer. He dismissed from his mind any comparisons between keeping birds in cages and fish in aquaria.


‘What are those?’


‘Electric-blue damsels.’


In a flash of sapphire Maurice saw how he could get his heart’s desire. They were the deepest, glowing, electric blue; slender and swift in the water.


‘Abudefduf uniocellata,’ said Fayette.


‘What?’


‘Formerly known as Pomacentrus caeruleus.’


Was this the girl who couldn’t tell hake from huss?


He stood entranced in front of a tank of sea-horses twining their prehensile tails around thin poles rising from coral fans; with their equine heads and long sensitive snouts they were as ancient and mysterious as fragments of sculpture found after centuries in the ocean among starfish and the waving fronds of anemones. The only sea-horses Maurice had seen hitherto had been dry and faded curiosities in the Shell Shop in Manette Street, across from Foyles. These were moist and living, magic and mythological, undulating and grazing the water.


‘Hippocampus kuda. Did you know that they are unique in the animal kingdom in that the male becomes pregnant and bears the young?’


‘No!’ Maurice was enchanted at having become the pupil.


‘He incubates the eggs placed there by the female for four to five weeks in a special pouch and hundreds of perfect tiny seahorses hatch out. Can you imagine? I can’t wait to see that!’


Her eyes were shining at the thought; an enthusiastic hand fluttered a moment on his sleeve. He caught sight of his reflection in the side of a tank of black mollies in viridian weed, an albino rat displaying long teeth in an ecstatic smile, and remembered the purpose of his visit.


‘Are you an arachniphobe, Maurice?’


‘I don’t think so. Why?’


She directed his gaze to a tarantula, but the sight that stayed with him was a pretty speckled eel curvetting upwards through the rocky water to nibble from Fayette’s fingers.


His brain turned to coral: emperor and clown, harlequins, rainbows, unicorns, angels and devils, queens, jewels, damsels, glowlights, butterflies, cardinals, swordfish, surgeons, anemones, starfish, sea-horses, dancing shrimps, golden rams and silver sharks, flying foxes, albino tigers, lyretails, parrots and corals; freshwater and marine tropicals from the Indian Ocean and the Pacific swam through its branches. He took out a stack of library books. He joined the local Aquarist Society. He had to make frequent visits to the pet shop to be initiated into the mysteries of aeration and filtration, heating and lighting, salinity, and ultraviolet sterilization, ozonizing, feeding, bacteria and parasites. On one glorious evening Fayette allowed him to pick her up in his Morris Minor and drive her to an Aquarist meeting in the upper room of the library, but as there were no fish present she was bored and fidgeted and watched the clock, as in a dull lesson at school, watched covertly by the flock of old goats who, until then, Maurice had considered a pleasant bunch of chaps.


The summer holiday was almost over. Maurice wondered how he would find the time to go back to school. He went into the pet shop intent on persuading Fayette to come with him to the aquarium at the zoo, and thereafter perhaps to Brighton, to all the aquariums in the country, in far-flung cities where they would have to spend the night.


‘She’s not here.’


‘When will she be back?’


‘She won’t. She’s gone.’


‘Gone?’


He could have wrenched the tanks from the wall, screaming in splinters of glass and the gush of water and floundering fish, dying jewels drowning in air. But only for a second; he wouldn’t hurt a fish.


‘I only came in for some Daphnia.’


‘Of course.’


He walked out of the shop, drowning in air.


One afternoon he encountered Fayette’s grandmother in a tobacconist’s but she did not remember him from the one parents’ evening she had attended, in Fayette’s first term, when she had been a shy and heartbreaking twelve-year-old, and he could not bring himself to enquire after his former pupil. He had had to tell his disappointed fellow-Aquarists that Fayette would not be joining them again. It was after one of their meetings as he was walking home through an evening made unbearable by night-scented stocks and nicotiana mingling with the smell of diesel and chips that he saw a poster attached to the wall of a cellar wine bar, advertising live music by the Electric-Blue Damsels. He descended the steps and swam through the rocky interior where young people clung like limpets to the recesses in the walls. Now he did not want to be hailed by any pupils or ex-pupils; good old Maurice no more, he shunned the company of all but the rat, his fish and his fellow-Aquarists.


The Electric-Blue Damsels were bad by any standards. The sound system was appalling. Dominating the all-female quintet was Fayette, now leaping to pound incompetently on a synthesizer, now screeching into a hand-held mike which splattered her voice on the damp cellar walls that threw it back in echoes through the cave. The audience loved them. Her cinnamon hair was a shock of electric blue and the long bare legs under the tiny vinyl skirt ended in blue shoes with spiked heels that could tear a man’s heart out, sharp as the weapon of the surgeon-fish, that has a retractable scalpel at the base of its tail. As he stumbled out he remembered that electric-blue damsels are sometimes known as blue devils.


When he did not appear on the first day of term, Sally Molloy and Patsy Armstrong went to his house after school. There was no reply to their knocking so they went round to the back. A pond had been set into the yard, almost filling it; the tragic overbred face of a bubble-eyed goldfish mouthed at the surface as they picked their way past the edge, making them gasp. The back door was open. They couldn’t believe what they saw: the kitchen had liquefied. At first they thought it had flooded, then they saw that an enormous tank had been sunk into the floor. A Japanese bridge spanned its length, rising over the floating weeds and waterlilies, and at its centre stood Maurice scattering meal and watercress to a circle of the most enormous, most beautiful, metallic fish they had ever seen, phosphorescent gold and silver, monochromatic, pure white, black with reflections of scarlet or yellow, splashes of colour like ideographs and sunsets, a blazing red triangle on a snow-white head.


‘Hi,’ said Sally at last.


‘Hi-utsuri,’ Maurice replied.


‘What?’


He blinked, staring at them, and did not explain. He wondered for a moment who they were.


‘Did you want something? I’m very busy.’


‘We just wondered if you were all right, as you didn’t show up at school,’ said Patsy. The woman who had once been his lover was speechless with affront, then she noticed something helping himself to what looked like a nut rissole on the bridge. ‘That rat’s school property, you know.’


‘I wouldn’t play Emil Jannings to her Marlene Dietrich.’


‘What on earth are you on about?’


‘The Blue Angel.’


They were none the wiser.


At the end of the bridge, in the front room, they could see the glitter of small fish in glass tanks.


‘Did you get planning permission for this?’


He did not answer. The circle of koi fanned out and scattered like fragments in a giant kaleidoscope.


‘Wouldn’t they make wonderful dresses?’ cried Sally. ‘For “Come Dancing”. Did you sew on all the sequins yourself?’


He took a threatening step towards her as Patsy was adding, ‘Or curtain fabric. Gorgeous!’


‘There’s only one new girl in your form,’ said Sally as she retreated. ‘Scarlett MacNamara.’


The combination of the exotic and the Celtic was suggestive of the name that caused him pain.


‘What’s she like?’


‘Dark. Pretty. Very shy.’


He turned to watch his koi.


‘I think I should tell you,’ said Sally, ‘that Patsy and I are leaving at the end of term. We’re setting up an aromatherapy centre.’


‘Good.’


They left Maurice standing on his Japanese bridge, staring out over the water like a man who was waiting for someone to come home.




The Most Beautiful Dress in the World


THERE are houses which exhale unhappiness. The honesty rattling its shabby discs and dominating the weedy flower bed, the carelessly rinsed bottle still veiled in milk on the step from which a tile is missing, the crisp bag, sequinned with dew-drops, which will not rot and will not be removed, clinging to the straggly hedge, are as much manifestations of the misery within as are the grey neglected nets, respectability’s ghosts, clouding the windows like ectoplasmic emanations of despair.


The woman in the back garden of such a house, although with her uncombed hair falling on to the shoulders of an old pink dressing gown belted with a twisted striped tie, she looked very much in keeping with her habitat, was not, that morning, unhappy. She was lifting a mass of honeysuckle that sprawled over the grass, trying to disengage the brittle red stems without breaking them and winding them through the almost fragile zigzags of trellis that topped the fence. The bed beneath the honeysuckle had been a herb garden and its last survivors trapping and trapped by the serpentine stems with their little ophidian heads of furled leaves, released the scent of chives. Harriet’s movements were slow, with the hesitancy of one weakened by a series of blows and wounds both delivered and self-inflicted, but now, although the healing sun bathing her dressing gown and the smell of the chives on her hands could provoke weak invalidish tears, she felt convalescent, as if she had taken her first shaky steps from an asylum gate, leaving pills and bottles in a locked cabinet in a dark corridor behind her.


Other people’s gardens were refulgent with sunflowers, and dahlias riddled with earwigs; the glutted trugs of Surrey bulged with late and woody runner beans. Harriet had found, at dawn, a green and yellow striped torpedo on her own step with so hard a carapace that she knew in advance how the breadknife would break as she tried to cut it and the blade would remain embedded in its shiny shell. The early October sunshine had an elegiac quality that reminded her of the slow movement of a cello concerto, still golden but foretelling full-blown autumn melancholy, the tomatoes that would never ripen, the last yellow fluted flower of the barren marrow, the falling of the leaves. The narrow lapis lazuli bracelet that rolled up and down her wrist as she worked had lost some of its stones. She had worn it for so many years that she had ceased to see it but on the rare occasions on which it had been lost, caught in a sleeve or sloughed into a shopping bag, she had been aware at once of its absence circling her arm like a bangle of air. Her daughter had played with it as a baby, had cut her teeth on it, and it had become a sort of talisman to them both.


On the underside of a curled-over leaf, cocooned so that she could not tell if it were alive or dead, lay a caterpillar. ‘The caterpillar on the leaf / Repeats to thee thy mother’s grief,’ she thought as she placed the leaf gently against the trellis. As she reached up the bracelet slid down to rest above her elbow and a fly, with a bravado that suggested that it knew its days were numbered anyway, alighted on the knob of her wrist bone as if it would await its quietus grazing there among the fair down. A movement of the hand sent it flying heavily on to the silvered leaf of a blighted rose. As the glassy facets of the fly’s wings sparkled she felt one of those painful flashes of joy, engendered by the natural world, which have no foundation in circumstances or power to change the lives which they illumine so briefly and which give a momentary vision, too fleeting to analyse, of the universe as benign. A long arm of honeysuckle encircled her neck in a gentle green-leaved garotte. She thought she had never known an October so golden, and that if she had not emerged from so black a pit of horrors that still writhed half-forgotten in her soul she would not have been able to appreciate the gold of the day.


As she went into the house Auden’s prayer that his sleeping love might find the natural world enough came into her head. That wish, that the beloved might face the light with eyes unshielded by spectacles of alcohol or dope seemed the best that one could ask. There was only one person for whom she would ask such a gift, and that was her daughter, Miranda. She had unconsciously adapted the quotation, as she discovered when she looked up the poem in the blue book whose spine had faded to dun in the dusty bookcase: it was the mortal world which the poet hoped that his love would find enough. That would do, she thought, smiling as she replaced the book, running her finger along the shelf. Today even dust did not look like an enemy.


She felt the brush of a warm coat on her bare legs as Bruno lifted his head from his bowl and trotted past her to fling himself in a pool of sun on one of the beds. Her apparel and the state of the kitchen, strewn with breakfast debris, belied the fact that Harriet had been busy since seven o’clock that morning but the black rims of her nails, as she rinsed Bruno’s bowl, and piled dishes into the sink, testified to the fact that she had repotted some house plants; the loaf and margarine and smeary knives suggested she had made sandwiches for somebody; in fact for Miranda, who had caught an early train for the college where she was starting, that morning, her career as a fashion student. The sandwiches, though scorned, would, Harriet hoped, be welcome if they could be consumed in secret, out of the sight of fellow students posing as day-trippers and professors masquerading as ticket collectors and secretaries.


This was the first whole day that Harriet had had to herself for a long time and she determined not to waste it. She was going to paint, which was not only now the only activity which gave her any pleasure – and there was an enchanting tangle of flowers and leaves of berries hanging over an old wall down the road that she wanted to preserve on paper before it was desolated by winter – but was also the occupation which engendered the sluggish trickle of income which kept them afloat in the poverty to which they had become accustomed, of which Miranda did not always hide her resentment. The summer had been filled with Miranda’s friends and alternately with Miranda’s boredom and excitement, neither of which Harriet found conducive to working even on those rare occasions when the kitchen was empty; and she found that, as those who work at home know, the anticipation of arrivals and departures creates an enervating limbo peppered with frustration and irritability, and the failure of an awaited letter to arrive, or the telephone to ring can sour the day as hope curdles to despair.


She decided to wash the curtains before she started work and as she gathered the smoky clouds of net in her arms to place them in the machine she was reminded of Miranda’s dress.


‘Don’t you think it’s the most beautiful dress you’ve ever seen?’ Miranda had said, pulling handfuls of grey tulle from the plastic carrier bag, a radiant conjuror about to produce her most brilliant trick. ‘Isn’t it the most beautiful dress in the world?’


Harriet had stared at the crumpled greenish roses mouldering on the boned bodice, with yellow stains under the arms, that rose from vapours of mothy gauze hanging over a skirt of grey tulle that time had turned to perforated zinc.


‘You might be a bit more enthusiastic …’


‘It’s perfect for the party. It’ll be lovely when it’s had a wash.’


‘I’m not going to wash it!’


Miranda beat the air from its folds and shovelled it back into the bag, and the thud of her feet on the stairs told Harriet that she had deflated and disappointed – why could she not have dredged up some spurious enthusiasm instead of flinging her own fear like a handful of grey dust over that grey dress?


The truth was, she hated the dress. It had dangled like a spectre, a mocking memento mori against her daughter’s young face; the whisk of its skirt brought a whiff of the grave, of black lips of earth and churning worms.


It was the sort of dress that Harriet had fled from in her youth, hurtling herself down the path that had led through the years to the defeated house; and in Miranda’s eyes it had the charm of an antique. Later Harriet had tried to repair the damage by praising the dress exorbitantly and asking too many questions about the party for which it had been bought.
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