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Kill not the Moth nor Butterfly


For the Last Judgement draweth nigh.


                                      William Blake
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Chapter 1


When I came to notice it, it must have been going on for some time. I remember many things about that realisation. Small hints in the organisation of the earth and air, the city. Everyone was noticing things, remarking on things around them, but for me it was critical. Change and decay seemed to be the condition. It wasn’t always like that, people would say while waiting for the white bus or circumventing the mounds of refuse that littered the pavements, but from the tone of their voices it seemed just a topic of conversation; the way once they talked about the weather, now they talked about how ‘things’ got worse. It was during a summer that it all quickened. There was the heat, first, that came in the beginning and then stayed. Then fools who for as long as I had known them had been complaining about wet Junes and Julys began to wonder when it would end. The pavements began to crack in places. Streets I had walked on all my life began to grow strange blooms in the crevices. The stalks would ease their way along the shop-fronts and thick, oily, unrecognisable leaves would cover the plate-glass windows. And of course the timber on the railway-lines swelled, causing the metal to buckle so that the trains were later than ever. The uncollected bins festered but after a time grew strange plants too, hiding the refuse in rare, random shrubberies. So they had plenty to complain about, no doubt about that. For my part though, I didn’t mind too much. I had always liked the heat. I took to wearing a vest only, under my suit, and walking to work along the buckled tracks. Those trains that did arrive I took advantage of, but for the most part I took advantage of the walk.


But then I’ve always been a little simpler than those around me. By that I mean that people somehow, even friends of mine – perhaps mostly friends of mine – would find plenty of chances to laugh at me. I had never minded their laughing. I accepted it. Things they seemed to take for granted I found difficult, and vice versa. Tax-forms, for instance, I could never fill out properly, so I would put them off until the writs began to arrive. Neither has gardening ever been my strong point. But give me a set of elevations, give me a thumbnail sketch, give me a hint of a subject even and I can work wonders with it. I often wondered: had my eyes been given a different focus to most others, so that while we looked at the same scene all right we saw quite different things? And of course people laughed, they will laugh, even get indignant, as when the tea you make is weak or you burn the toast only on the one side.


So when other people noticed the heat, what I noticed were the soldiers. I often wondered if they thought they could control the heat by having more of them around. Or were people succumbing to the leaden days in ways that were alarming? They were getting younger too, with that half-shaved look that kids have in their teens. Mostly on their own, never in groups of more than two or three, you’d see them keeping guard by the tiphead shrubberies, or walking the opposite way to everyone walking home from work, as if obeying some other plan. Is there a reason for it all, I wondered, that they don’t know but that those who have plotted their movements know? And my memory of the time of my first realisation is connected with one of them.










Chapter 2


There must have been a white bus that day. I didn’t walk along the tracks anyway because I was walking up the roadway from the concrete path by the sea. I was walking up past all the gardens to my left and there was the sound of all the sprinklers hissing when I saw one of them inside the gate. He was as young as the rest, and dark-cheeked, bending over a rose tree. His khaki shirt was damp all over the back and under the arms. I could see his nostrils almost touching the petals. He is as alert as an animal, I remember thinking, or something inside me thought. There was the smell of just-cut grass. All the gardens stretched away from him, like wrapped boxes waiting to surrender the scents of their rose-trees. Then a door in a house opened and the soldier straightened himself, but not fully, for he slouched out of the garden and down the road. Underneath the rose-tree, I could see now, there was a pile of cut grass and a dog curled in it. I saw his long cheek and his glistening nostrils. They were flaring with the smell. Do they smell more keenly than mine, I wondered? Then suddenly I knew that they didn’t. I was riddled with this extraordinary scent, moist and heavy, like a thousand autumns, acres of hay longing to be cut. I stared for a long time before walking to the house.


My garden curved, like a segment of fruit or a half-moon, from the gate to the front door. The house itself was square. It had been built in the days when houses were getting rarer and the ones that were built assumed ever-more-manageable forms. I walked through that curve of garden, past our roses, carrying that strange new sensation. I stopped then, just beyond the roses. I became conscious of a sound. It was a whispering, liquid and lispish, and it grew. I was carrying a briefcase, as I always do. I looked down to my left. All the gardens seemed to sing at once, a symmetrical hum of praise to that afternoon that would have been forgotten by anyone but me, and even by me, had the thing not begun. They curved away out of my vision and I imagined the last garden overhanging the sea, the same dullish hot blue that it had been for months, ivy trailing down a broken brick wall and touching the glimmering water. There must be a reason, I thought, the gardens are opening their pores. Then I walked towards the glass door, realising that the smell was cut grass and the sound was the hissing of sprinklers.










Chapter 3


Of course I wondered would Marianne’s friends be there, talking about the heat, about the weather. I would not have been surprised to see, through the hallway and the open living-room door, the Ambroses sitting round our glass-topped table drinking weak coffee from our long, thin cups. I would have said something inconsequential I suppose, and retreated to the conservatory to think. There I could look out on the back garden and watch the shadow creep round the sundial, the broad leaves of the knee-high grass glistening in the hot light, the garden which was by now a whispering, torrid tangle of olive-green. I could think there about the changes, without panic or despair.


But there were no Ambroses and Marianne was standing alone in the dark of the hallway. She glanced up when I came in and mouthed my name with that slight diffidence in her voice which was by now familiar to me. There had once been nothing diffident in our love. Her red hair was falling around the nape of her neck, so white that it always reminded me of china. She was turning and turning on her finger her band of gold.


Matilde is sick, she said.


I touched her neck, where the hair curled round it. She withdrew slightly, and shivered.


She’s been calling for you.


Marianne walked through to the living-room. I turned upstairs and saw my fleeting shape in the mirror over the first steps. I stopped and walked back down. That shadow had for some reason disturbed me. I saw my shoulder enter the left-hand corner of the mirror and stared. I hardly recognised the stranger who stared back at me. Had I not looked for so long, I wondered. I stared for a long while and concluded that I mustn’t have. Certain moods of self-loathing had in the past kept me from mirrors, but never had the gap between what I remembered and what I eventually saw been so large. Marianne moved into the living-room. Matilde called my name. I left my image then, carried on up the stairs and into her room.


Matilde lay curled on the bed, her hair tracing the curve of her child’s back. I touched her forehead and felt the heat there. She turned and looked at me, her eyelids seemed heavy with the weight of her long lashes. The almond green of her eyes was flecked with gold. They stared at me, knowing more about myself than I ever could. She lifted her head slightly and her lips brushed the hairs on the back of my fingers.


I was dreaming of you, she murmured.


She seemed not yet out of sleep, or feverish. I could see my reflection in her pupil, ringed and flecked with almond. I was curved there, my cheekbones and forehead were large, the rest of me retreating into the darkness of her gaze.


Read me a story.


The stories she favoured were of unicorns and mythical beasts. She would drink in every detail of those creatures, the bulging arch of their brow, the skull the skin of which is so thick it could have been scaled, the luxuriant hair along each arm and palm of hand. So I read once more of the merchant with the three daughters, the sunken ship, the sea journey to the garden and the waiting beast.


After a while her eyes closed and her breathing became a long slow murmur and the blush on her forehead faded a little. I looked out through her window and saw the sun had vanished from the fronds of grass. I made my way out there and listened to the hissing of sprinklers from neighbouring lawns. I could see the mauve haze descend on the town, somewhere beyond my garden. There was the hum of night machines beginning, taking over from the last roars of day. I touched my finger off the sundial, so hot with the day’s sun that it burnt the skin. I rubbed the burnt spot, noticing how hard it was. I rubbed finger after finger then and found each of them hard. Again I wondered how long since I had done this, or had this leathern hardness suddenly appeared? I looked around for no reason other than impulse and saw Marianne in the kitchen window, staring at me. I saw what she saw then, which was me, hunched and predatory, bending over a sundial to stare back at her. Her red hair glistened and her eyes shone. I shambled towards her through olive-green growth. There was the smell of burnt meat.


The radio was crackling when I went in. Let me help you, I said to her. I took the hot plates from the oven. Again my flesh stuck to the surface, but I felt even less than before. The meat was smoking gently and the smell of flesh drifted round the room. Sit down, I said to her. The word love, which I wanted to utter, froze on my lips. When I touched her neck, just where the red hair met the white, she pulled back sharply from my hand.


We ate the vegetables first and then the meat. The voice on the radio crackled on, bringing as it always did the slight panic of the outside world. Turn it off, I asked Marianne, but she didn’t want to and so it drifted on like a voice between us, making our conversation for us. What is happening, I asked her after a while. I don’t know, she answered.


While I washed the things, I heard her inside, tinkering on the bass notes of the piano. It was quite late by then, since we always ate late. I walked from the kitchen into the living-room. Can I play with you, I asked her.


She made room for me around the higher notes. We played the Chaconne in D minor, in a duet form we had worked out in the first months of our love. She played the bass as smoothly as ever, almost without a thought. My fingers found it hard to stretch, though, and an awkward rhythm crept into the tune. She was annoyed, understandably. She stood up swiftly after the end of the tune and lit a cigarette. I stared at my fingers, which were still holding the white keys. I heard the note hang in the air long after it should have died. Will you come to bed, Marianne asked me.


We made love of course. I watched her undress and thought of all the words to do with this activity. My mind soon exhausted itself. I took her white throwaway pants in my fingers. She was lying under the featherdown sheet waiting for me. She turned off the light. I buried my face in her paper pants, then took off my own clothes.


There is a halo round you, she said. I looked down at myself. There was light coming through the window. Each hair on my body seemed isolated by that light like a bluish gossamer, a wrapping. It is a trick of the light, I thought. I made my way to the bed and felt her hand reaching out for mine. It rested on my arms.
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