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For Skye




As God of the high road and the market-place Hermes was perhaps above all the patron of commerce and the fat purse: as a corollary, he was the special protector of the travelling salesman. As a spokesman for the Gods, he not only brought peace on earth (even occasionally the peace of death) but his silver-tongued eloquence could always make the worse appear the better course. From this latter point of view, would not his symbol be suitable for certain congressmen, all medical quacks, book agents and purveyors of vacuum cleaners, rather than for the straight-thinking, straight-speaking therapeutist? As a conductor of the dead to their subterranean abode, his emblem would seem more appropriate on a hearse than on a physician’s car.


Stuart L. Tyson, ‘The Caduceus’,
 Scientific Monthly 34, 1932


Not farre fro thence there is a poole which rather


Had bene dry ground inhabited. But now it is a meare


And Moorecocks, Cootes, and Cormorants doo breede and nestle there.


Lelex tells of Baucis and Philemon – Ovid’s Metamorphosis,
 Book VIII, translated by Arthur Golding




FIRST




Her key in the lock wakes us. It wakes the starlings too: they rise chattering out of the trees in the front garden and hurl themselves into the sky. They don’t fly far; before the door is open they have landed, disgruntled, on the roof ridge. We flutter at each other like leaves, finding the words for things, laughing, stiff as bark, too wooden to grab and hold on tight. 


Our? 


Our names. 


Yes. We are. We are. Dazed as newborns! The proprietors of this place. A respectable house. Netty. Jack. That’s what they called us.


She opens the front door. It’s stiff, and she has to push hard against the tide of free newspapers and old letters to get in, and when she does, she gasps, and looks around her at the old hallway, which is not as she remembered, its green-and-white-striped paper faded and hanging off the walls, and all the pictures gone. She closes the door behind her and stands, not moving, her breath making clouds around her face. It must be cold. Must be winter time. 


This is our house. And here is our daughter and the words for all our objects start to come back to us now, and with the words come the objects themselves: the house and the garden, and the town around it which unrolls like a map, right down to the salt marsh, and it is all ours and this is all we wanted and all we would have wished for if anyone had asked. To stay. To have it all back. To have stopcocks and light switches and – what are they called? plugholes – and sticking plasters and skirting boards and feather dusters. To have ourselves back. To be restored.


She kicks through the old letters, looking up at the damp patches on the ceiling and the strings of cobwebs around the light fitting. The glass shade furred with dust. We have the words for everything now. Lampshade. Light bulb. Doors. There’s one on each side of the hallway for the dining room and the sitting room, and at the back, one for the little kitchen, which has its own door that leads into the garden. And we see ourselves, too, the way we were before. Jack stringing Christmas lights around a plastic tree and digging in the garden and painting the dining-room walls, doing battle against the damp. Netty with her dustpan and brush in the hallway, putting lipstick on in the hall mirror, kissing Jack in the kitchen, dancing to the Light Programme in the dining room when the lodgers have gone to work, sitting in her pink armchair doing accounts with a spare pencil behind her ear. A black-and-yellow-striped pencil, vivid as a bee, with a pink eraser fastened to its tip, a bit chewed. And a hole in her tights that is bothering her toe and the smell of flounder – not unpleasant – in the kitchen, and a thought about the doctor, and aspirin, and one more fag before putting the books away and going to bed. The lodgers – our boys, we call them – are laughing on the upstairs landing. When was this? No matter – it’s all happening now. As if we were never away. 


The boys? 


There. Look. 


They’re traipsing in through the hall right past our daughter, who’s all grown up now, though she does not see them, and the house fills up with these young men in hats and ties and jackets, good boys, their rooms chock full with card games and cigarette smoke and Radio Luxembourg. The amount they eat! Constant trips back and forth to May’s, and the bill from the milkman has to be seen to be believed. It comes back: aftershave and soap bags and women being snuck in and Jack, helping himself to the Christmas whiskey, turning a blind eye towards the girls because he was young once too and what’s the harm in it now and again on a Friday night so long as they don’t use up all the hot water or give the house a bad name? 


This is what boys will be like. 


Will be boys? 


Yes. That’s it. There it is.


Our daughter (Annette, we called her, and we’d know her anywhere – we never forgot her) wipes the dust from the hall mirror and stares at herself, then examines the glass in the front door, a little cracked but still there. She notices a leaflet from the town council half poking through the letterbox and she pulls it out and looks around again, then lets it fall to the floor with the others. She has a rucksack and a carrier bag and a sleeping bag with her and she puts them down at the bottom of the stairs and goes into the dining room. 


The house empties again. Empties slowly, this house of ours, the overcoats and cardboard suitcases disappearing along the garden path and through the creaky gate and onto the street and off, until it’s just Jack and little Annette, eating Candy’s reheated stew and not speaking. Time passes, or it doesn’t. Now there’s just Jack, drunk in the daytime and smoking in front of the horseracing with the dishes not done. That’s My Lady’s Slipper very nicely turned out and up on her toes today looking a real treat in the paddock and here comes … but now the race is over and there’s nobody left at all. Just the damp and the trees and the leaks and the dust. The wallpaper falls off the walls and one of the little windows in the kitchen shatters. Time works differently now.


We hear Annette coughing in the dining room. We were proud of the three-piece dining set. Table, chairs and sideboard, which we spent a year saving up for. When we finally got the set we realised it was all a bit too big and a bit too grand for the room, and either the table was out or the floor was, because it always wobbled. But having it was important, to give the right impression. To signal to the boys what kind of house we ran. Annette takes off her coat and puts it on the back of one of the chairs. The tablecloth is gone but the table only needs a proper scrub and it will be as good as new. She sees the little pink chair in the bay window. Not as pink as it was, but it could be rescued. She does not sit in it, but stares at it, frowning. She puts her hand against her throat, against her cheek. Rubs her eyes. But this is what the years do. 


We expected her to come home to us eventually but we never thought it would take her so long. We never thought at all, if we’re really being honest. It was a no-time, a dark-time, until the key in the lock jangled us back to the trees. But there she is, breathing in the stale air. She touches the walls, shakes her head. What did she think would happen? Time has not been kind – we know that – and we know there were things that should have been done in the house that were not done. Repairs and improvements should have been made that were not made. Things have declined somewhat. But what could we do? 


She tries the light switch once, twice, and yes, it works, she must have made arrangements. She’s taking in the ripped nets, yellow and sagging on their wires, and the black mould that has crept along the folds in the curtains. She covers her mouth and nose with one hand and pulls them open with the other. The light comes in. She sighs. She takes a notebook out of her pocket and starts a list – filler and paint, things to do, things to buy. She has plans. This is good. After a while she stops writing things in the notebook and takes a little silver box out of her pocket. She strokes it with her finger then holds it to her ear and starts to speak. A telephone? One that works without wires – her voice travelling silently through the air to someone else, someone far away. Of course things have changed but this, the sleek shiny box swallowing up her words and sending them elsewhere, this is … but what does it matter? 


Her voice. 


Her voice is. 


We’re lost for.


Well, the fact is, we have not heard her speak for a long time.




NEXT
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For the past two weeks Annette has been cleaning and sorting and moving furniture. She’s bought a new mop and arranged for a skip to come. We’ve been watching her. We know now that the envelope from the people dealing with Candy’s things was forwarded through a succession of Annette’s old addresses, frequently languishing, undelivered, at out of town sorting offices. We know that it zigzagged around the country for two months and finally found Annette between jobs, stuck with the rent, annoyed with her neighbours. She took the keys out from the envelope, signed some papers and came home. Her family is gone – even Candy – so the house belongs to her. There’s no work so what choice did she have, really? This is a cold house full of dust and the damp is making her cough but it’s in a nice area, not the best but nicer than anywhere else she’s lived and it should be worth something, she thinks, while she’s sweeping. 


See how it works? Sometimes we can hear what she thinks before she speaks. 


She’s busy sweeping leaves from the hall when someone knocks at the door. She uses the brush to push the leaves into the old sitting room. Closes the door on them and the ancient Rexine settee, too heavy to move by herself, split and disgorging its foam innards like guts. She hides the brush. She’s done her best to prepare the house. She’s picked up the piles of old post and free newspapers and she has opened the windows and aired the rooms and bought tea and biscuits. She has wiped out the kitchen cupboards and has taken meter readings. She has done what she could with the mould but if she is being honest, it is not what she’d hoped for, this homecoming. She opens the door and smiles. The woman standing there is a tree surgeon and she’s got one foot in the house, the other on the pale front step. She doesn’t come in, but half turns, eyes the sycamore trees, and whistles. 


‘They’re big enough, aren’t they?’


‘They’ve grown,’ Annette says. She sounds stupid. Corrects herself. ‘Since I’ve been away. They’ve got bigger. Come in. Have a look.’ 


She hands over her list and takes the woman on a tour. The doors and windows that won’t close, or refuse to open at all. The cracks and fissures zigzagging alarmingly from the edges of door frames. Gaps between skirting boards and floors yawning wide enough to fit your thumb into. The wallpaper, where it remains, rippling and puckering as if it is the surface of a lake disturbed by the wind. 


‘The walls are moving,’ she says, ‘I know they are. I’m worried the place is going to fall down on me before I can get shut of it.’ 


They stand together on the upstairs landing, still for a moment, trying to catch the house floating and juddering around them. We could have told them: it doesn’t work like that; it waits until your back is turned.


‘There’s a lot of repair work that needs doing, but you’re right to get me in first. Deal with the roots of the problem.’ The tree surgeon laughs and Annette does not. ‘Once we’ve dealt with the trees, you’ll have to get builders in. Plasterers. The place needs gutting. A rewire. It could take months.’ 


‘Months?’


‘If you want it done quicker than that, you’re going to have to pay through the nose for it. You’re staying here?’


‘Just for now.’


Annette describes the apartment in the attic that’s a little better, slightly more liveable. But Christ, even up there the damp is so severe that a paperback left out for a day or two grows its own lacy wreaths of mildew that knot and web between the pages and obliterate the text. Her sleeping bag is dewy in the morning. But it isn’t going to be forever. The tree surgeon follows her back down the stairs and the doors drift closed behind them.


The boys used to hang about on the upstairs landing but they’d never come up the second flight to the attic. The rules were the rules. That was our place: the family quarters. They respected that. There they are, leaning over the banisters in their shirtsleeves, making plans for the weekend. Nothing to do here, of course, but they could take the bus to Morecambe or pile into someone’s car and zip off to the Roxy. They found things to entertain themselves. We locked up at eleven but it was only a small kindness to leave a key under the front doormat and on Friday nights we did, so long as they didn’t take advantage.


The tree surgeon – her name is Eve – is looking at the warped floorboards in the old dining room at the front of the house. She eyes the crazily cracked plaster on the bare walls and the ghostly shadows of damp blooming in the corners. And although her thoughts should be her own, we can hear her too. Is this an invasion on our part? Can she feel us? We can’t help it, we can’t help anything, and too shocked to speak, even if we could, we only listen: The woman actually lives here, she thinks. It takes all sorts, fair enough. But still. 


‘I’m going to have to get going, love.’ She calls through the open door. ‘I’ll send a quote through the post. All the details. Better to have it in writing, you know, for insurers and that. Miss Clifford?’


Annette appears with a tray from the dark hall, too suddenly in the room. She loads up Eve’s tea with sugar. Her hands are shaking.


‘I don’t understand why you can’t just do it tomorrow. Take them out. Get rid of them.’


Eve sighs. If only it were that simple. The sycamores are much too close to the house and they have grown far too big. They’re mature specimens now. One hundred and thirty years old, or more, is her best reckoning, judging by a one-eye-closed guesstimate of the trunk circumference and the width of their canopies. (Earlier, she’d paced out the length of their root-run in the garden and finished in the street.) The roots are all snarled up under the foundations, mucking up the drains, sucking the water out of the subsoil, shrinking it, pulling the ground out from under the house. 


‘They’re taking in two thousand litres of water a day, each,’ she says. No response. ‘Look. You’re right, when it comes down to it, getting the trees out is a fairly straightforward job.’ 


‘So you can start right away?’ 


She’s like a child, this woman, in her insistence. She dips into her handbag and takes out a chequebook. 


‘It’s more complicated than that. There’s all sorts to—’ 


Annette doesn’t hear – she’s talking too quickly about deposits and payment plans and the essential task of keeping the house upright. 


‘How much do you need to get going? Tomorrow, if possible.’ 


Eve will wonder about this woman later, as she stands in the twilight with the cool of the fuel trigger against her palm and puts petrol into the van. She’ll remember her skittish, pleading eyes and be glad she’s out of the place. The house was cold, colder even than outside. The mortar was crumbling; the bricks were holding the damp. Ivy had forced its way in through one of the upstairs windows and spread in green and brown tributaries over the ceiling, stems as thick as a child’s wrist. The name of the place – The Sycamores – is the worst kind of joke. She’ll get back into the warmth of the van, the heaters blowing hot air out like nobody’s business, and she will try to put it all out of her mind. But now she is duty bound to say, ‘It’s not as easy as that,’ even as Annette is waving her chequebook frantically between them. 


There are cowboy outfits who’d rush into the job, but she isn’t running one of them. Fair enough, the money is tempting. The woman could be one of these rich eccentrics, the ones who keep all their newspapers in piles and breed packs of feral cats in the garden and live on three pounds a week. Die with millions in the bank and a cellar full of tree roots and out-of-date cartons of milk. The school fees are due next month. But no. She’s got professional obligations. She sips the tea gingerly – certain, now she’s thinking about it, that the milk this woman used has soured – and starts again, more slowly this time. 


‘I can take the pair of them out. I can bring the stump grinder and make a nice clean job of it. Subject to there being no tree preservation order on them. No need to check for nests at this time of year. All being good with the council, we could just get on with it. But I have to tell you: if you get rid of the trees there’s a chance the ground will fill up with water. The drains will almost certainly be shot. The roots will have got into them. The house might, best-case scenario, pop upright again. The walls will spit all those buckets of filler that someone’s spooned into the cracks right back out at you. Subsidence can resolve itself like that, once the culprits are taken out. But more likely, if the drains really are knackered, and they will be, you’re opening up a whole new can of worms. You risk getting one good rainstorm and – whoosh!’ 


She chops her hand through the air and looks at the ceiling, the way the plaster bubbles and sags like the surface of a pudding. This is a wet place. There is nowhere to go in this town that will take you away from the smell of the bay and the wet slap of the damp Lakeland air against your cheeks. She puts the mug down and zips up her body warmer. Tugs at the cuffs of her shirt. 


‘The worst-case scenario is, you might not have any house left. You need a proper survey, Miss Clifford. What you need is a structural engineer. Someone to get a camera rod down those drains and see the state of play. You might be looking at underpinning, but I can’t advise you on that. Shall I recommend someone for you?’ 


‘How long?’


‘Depends who you ask.’ 


‘I want to sell the place. As quickly as I can. I need to get shut of it.’


The woman is getting worked up. On the brink of panic. Eve shrugs.


‘You’ll get a better price if you get this sorted first. Even if you do have to wait a while.’


‘I don’t want to wait a while.’


There’s that tone again. Petulant. Childish. And Eve does not have time to argue the toss any longer. She needs to be in the van, right now, or she’ll be late to pick up Tom and if Maddy has to down tools early to collect him herself Eve’s life will not be worth living. 


‘All right. I’ll put a quote through your door. Next couple of days – definitely before Christmas.’


What harm can a quote do, in the great scheme of things? She goes. 


Sell the place? We wait at the bottom of the stairs and test our voices in front of the mirror. 


No. This is a family house. 


Nothing comes: it is like calling for someone underwater. Our throats are clogged, our lungs filled with seawater, the air is heavy and pushes our sounds back at us. How can we have everything returned to us but our own voices? We cram ourselves onto the kitchen windowsill and wait, feet dangling, as she sits at the table and frowns.


We can hear her again. Every hour more clearly. She thinks of what Eve said – the house, spitting. Horrible. As far as she knows there’s no insurance and only the slimmest possibility of borrowing funds – against this badly listing building? With a credit history like hers? – so saving the place might be impossible. How has she become so enmeshed in the fate of this house, and so quickly? She’s not set foot in it for decades. 


Her father, Jack, died six years ago. Comfortably in hospital. The ties that bound them to each other had always been loose, but she had tried to come home. She’d made it for the funeral and stayed in a bed and breakfast. Candy had organised the wake and the pub was crammed with old people Annette didn’t know and she felt suddenly shy and teenaged, even though she was well into her fifties. There had been a terrible, embarrassing moment when Candy, her skin sagging, the circles under her eyes larded with make-up that settled into the creases on her face, had tried to hold Annette’s hands, patted at her hair and clutched her by the shoulders. Before Annette could slip away, Candy had asked her to come home to the bungalow in Ulverston for a few days. That’s where Jack and Candy had gone after they’d abandoned The Sycamores. 


‘At least consider it,’ she said. ‘You can see if there’s anything of your father’s you’d like? You know we never sold The Sycamores. Maybe you could …?’ 


Annette made her excuses gently, kissed Candy on the cheek, and left her in the care of her nephews. Their friends hadn’t recognised her – the unreliable prodigal step-daughter – and it had been a relief to leave.


‘I’ll come and visit,’ she’d said, at the door of the pub. Candy had half nodded, smiling sadly, her hair dropping out of her chignon and falling around her face. Neither of them had believed this, and Annette hadn’t visited. She’d not asked for anything either, though she could have done with some money, and she’d been surprised – was that the right word? – when six years later the keys to this spare house that nobody wanted to live in had arrived from Candy’s solicitor. Peacefully and after a short illness. Her nephews were taking care of things. No need to visit, there was only a paper or two to sign. Annette had never called Candy ‘Mother’. 


To have this house back, though. To think that Candy hadn’t sold it. Had saved it for her. Surprised was not the right word, she decides. Puzzled, perhaps, is closer to it. Her only memories of herself here as a child are vague and confused. Her mother was sick. There was a period when her father would arrange days out, special occasions for the three of them. Now she knows with an adult’s understanding it was probably because he was trying to make memories for her of them all together. 


This is a part of her life she has not thought about in years. Shedding these heavy memories is a benefit of living in big cities where nobody knows or cares about her past, only her ability to turn up on time, to pay her portion of the rent and to take her turn at cleaning the bathroom. She’d considered different kinds of lives. The kinds containing men and children and sets of matching soup bowls. But she had never wanted them badly enough and knew without knowing how she knew that she could love only imperfectly. Her father had told her – sometimes – that she was too erratic. Unpredictable. Not like other girls. 


One of those special, memory-making days comes back to her now, though why this particular one, she doesn’t know. She’d been little – just a child – when she’d seen her dad talking to a man at a swimming pool. A decent young man, new to the town, in need of help. That’s how her parents explained him, later. They had all that empty space. Why not share it? A full house is more fun. That’s the story they liked to tell. And this man – he’d hit her father, right there at the pool. The man had curly hair. She knew his first name, remembers the knowing of it, if not the name itself – she must have known it, mustn’t she? – but yes, she was too young, so she wasn’t allowed to use it. He hit her dad then came to live with them, and she was told to treat him like a cousin. To show respect. To be friendly. And that is when the days out and special occasions stopped.


She’s hungry. If the walls are bowing and the roof really is slipping then maybe the pipes are cracked and she shouldn’t be using the gas. She turns the knob anyway, lights a match and waits, looking out at the darkening back garden, the bindweed and bramble choking the place where the vegetable plot used to be. She strikes match after match, pinching the flame out with her fingers and thumb, then blowing on the burned out end to light it again. The little flames leap between her fingers and flicker in the ashtray. A party trick. Also unpredictable. The blue reflection of the lit gas under the pan floats on the glass. White sheets hang limply from the line. The water boils and the window slowly clouds over with steam. 
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Our fine house lies on the outskirts of a little town, the grey houses and hotels and hydros huddled on the gentle lower slopes of the fells, tucked between them and the northern edge of Morecambe Bay. Grange-over-Sands looks out across the River Kent right where it leaves the land and disgorges itself into the sea. A perfect place to settle down. Rest for fell walkers, respite for the sick and a perfect place to bring up children. It’s what we’ve always said. We have a duck pond and some nice gardens and all kinds of things for guests. The lovely cast-iron railings saved because the civil munitions people didn’t get this far north when they moved across the country stripping towns of iron during the war. It’s not late yet, but at this time of year it gets dark early. The narrow, jumbled streets are deserted. The fells are dark. It’s the off season, and the promenade is empty. There’s the lido, boarded up. No way to get in, but the water’s still in the concrete bowl of the place, an old supermarket trolley in the deep end, and the little yachting pool bright green and thickened with algae. 


Reminds us of the times we used to come here. The summers, getting in early before the tourists arrived and took the whole place over, leaving no room for anyone else. We could walk there – ten minutes from the house it was, and easy enough to pop back in case something wanted doing. Looking after the boys – a full-time job. Not much time for recreation. And look: the day brightens and the sun comes out and there’s Jack. We watch him lie back on his towel. Eyes closed. Nothing but the bloody orange glow of the too-bright sun through his eyelids. It has been nagging at him: the fact Annette hasn’t had much of a summer holiday, but he thinks she likes the lido, that it will do for a day out, that it is near enough to home to be all right for Netty. And Netty lies next to him; keeps nudging him with her thigh. Strange to see ourselves like this. But it is what it is.


‘Look,’ Netty says, but Jack keeps his eyes shut and despite his cigarette burning steadily – its heat glowing between the knuckles of his first and second finger, the whisper of dropped ash on the back of his hand – he lies still. He keeps his brow smooth, his mouth loosely closed, and pretends to be dozing. The sounds of splashing and laughing don’t disturb him, but he’s about at the end of his tolerance for Netty’s wittering.


‘You might as well of stayed in if you’re only going to lie there and kip.’


He can smell her sun cream. Some pinkish concoction that makes her face shiny and her hair greasy. It gives her spots and he’s warned her off of it but she insists on wearing it anyway. She’s fair and freckly like he is, with mousy hair that she bleaches blonde. She says the cream helps her get a bit of colour but the stink of it makes Jack’s head hurt. There’s a splash as someone jumps in, the slop of water over the sides of the lido, the laughing and ‘oohs’ from the people sitting on the lower terraces – the people here early enough to get seats within spitting distance of the damn pool.


‘Whew, that was a good one,’ she says, half under her breath. She must know he’s not really listening to her running commentary about the jumping and diving, but she can’t help talking anyway. The woman never has a thought she doesn’t vocalise.


Jack has been lying there thinking happily about the cash gone from the mail train. About the audacity of the thieves and about where that money might be now. Sacks and sacks and sacks of the stuff. More money than one person would ever need in his whole life, probably. Best thing since The Dam Busters. He’s half smiling with his eyes closed, turning details from the newspapers about HVP carriages and the bridge – what was it called? Bridego? – over in his head. He tries to make a list of things he would do with a great whack of cash like that – the prize for a fearless, decisive act. There’d be no more trips to the lido, that’s for sure. They’d have decent holidays, off to Spain for some proper weather, maybe even Cyprus – though he’s heard you can’t trust the water there, it would probably be all right in a hotel, a really, really good hotel, and they could, in this fantasy life he’s creating for the three of them, afford the very best. First, though, would be a proper doctor for Netty. An American one, off Harley Street. That’s where all the best ones have their clinics. He’d drive her there himself, in a big posh car – an Aston Martin in gunmetal grey – park where the hell he liked and let the steady, endless flow of his money cure her, and every other aching desire they had. They’d never have to want for anything ever again.


Netty jostles him. In his mind’s eye he sees her moving, tugging the front of her strapless swimsuit upwards as she flips over onto her stomach, her frizzy head by his feet. The light is gone, water patters onto his face and chest and finally, he opens his eyes.


Annette. She’s already a big girl. ‘Solid’ is the word he uses when he thinks of her. Cow-like. Netty says she was the same at that age and that the girl will grow into herself once she gets a bit of height and not to worry. He looks at her squat black shape against the sun, shields his eyes with one hand and hoists himself uncomfortably upwards. They were too late to get deckchairs, and Netty spread their faded bath-towels out on the rock-hard and lumpy cement of the upper level: a ‘grand view’, perhaps, of the amphitheatre-shaped terraces, the pool itself, lopsided and shaped like a mushroom, and the queues meandering away from both changing wings and the refreshments kiosk, but one without a speck of shade.


‘Is it your ears, love?’ Netty asks, and Annette nods, spraying more water over Jack. 


‘For God’s sake, girl, get out of it, will you?’


Netty tuts at him, smiling, and leans forward on her knees to rummage around in the straw bag. It’s stuffed full. Spare towels and softening chocolate bars, magazines and packets of cigarettes and her knitting, coiled around it all, spilling out of the bag and onto the beach towels. Annette has her finger in her ear, digging about and moving her weight from one foot to the other. She goes over to her mother, leaving a ring of wide blotchy footprints around their towels. No point lying back down again now – he’ll never get off to sleep with this racket.


‘I thought we were here to relax.’


‘Don’t be like that, Jack,’ Netty says. ‘You should have sorted her out before she went in.’


Jack looks at Annette again, her wide doughy face, a strand of brownish seaweed sticking to her shin, the costume pink and white and threadbare; too small for her across the chest. Netty is still emptying out the bag. She’s wearing heart-shaped sunglasses, and Jack sees his reflection in them: squinting in the bright sunlight, overheated and bad-tempered.


‘Here it is, here it is, love,’ she brandishes the packet of cotton-wool balls, ‘it was hiding from me, but I’ve got it now.’


Jack finds another cigarette and lights up. There are shouts and splashes coming from the pool. A group of men, boys really, taking turns at the diving board – doing fancy flips and tricks and risking getting their heads split open just to impress a gaggle of girls sitting along the edge of the shallow end, dangling white feet in the water, all headscarves and hats and blackened eyelids. The boys are drinking too; stubby brown bottles of beer are lined up along the tiled edge under the diving board, waiting for their owners to surface, water streaming from every limb, and claim them. A noisy lot, and spoiling the place for families. Probably trippers come over on the steamer. Lads from out of town. The water is dark and greenish – there’s weed and sand in the shallow end, and the surface is a rainbowed slick of sluiced-off suntan lotion and Brylcreem. There’s something else in the water too; some shining slips of silver that Jack thinks, just for a second, might be little fishes. 


Netty is still fussing over the girl. She mustn’t overdo it. She reads his mind and shakes her head, smiling at him.


‘Light me a ciggy, will you? And see if we’ve any more lemonade. I’m gasping.’ 


Annette sits in front of her mother and tips her head to one side, allows Netty to dip little tufts of cotton wool into a tin of Vaseline and screw them into her ears. Jack looks past her, across the concrete steps and ledges, crowded with women in sundresses and swimming costumes, men like him, shirtless and with their work trousers rolled up, or lying back in deckchairs, their heads hidden under newspapers. The headlines are too blurred for him to read – his eyes have always been useless – but they’ll all be about the raid. Over a million pounds, they reckon, though it’s still too early to tell. 


A million pounds would be just the thing. Get the house sorted out. The sanding and scraping and painting. The leaky pipes and gutters, crumbling with rust. Get help in for Netty – a housekeeper and a cleaner at the very least. Netty working her fingers to the bone and at the beck and call of the lodgers even in the state she’s in. She couldn’t get out this afternoon without making two trays of butties – one beef, one ham – and a Victoria sponge for their afternoon tea. The plates are waiting on the kitchen table under damp tea towels with a note propped against the teapot. Help Yourself. A million pounds would be a very fine start indeed. He smiles briefly and reminds himself to buy a paper on the way home before looking back down into the rocking, dark water of the lido.


One of the boys Netty has been cooing over jogs along the diving board, jumps, hops, feints a dive and then turns back, waving his hand at the crowd. He didn’t bottle it; it’s a game; he’s going to carry on faking hesitation until every eye in the place is on him. People are laughing and waving at him. Someone shouts: ‘Get on with it’ and the boy laughs, bows (his head a dark wet mass of curls) and then makes a small dive, almost off-hand, as if he can’t be bothered to do anything impressive today after all. Except he’s gone then, like a hot blade through butter, slipping into the water almost without disturbing its surface. 


Jack holds his breath involuntarily as he traces the pale shape of the boy powering through the water. With just two strong kicks of his legs he passes like a sleek white dolphin straight underneath some old dears doing laps. One more kick gets him past some kids messing about with inflatables, then he surfaces at the shallow end, hardly gasping for breath at all. There’s a couple of half-hearted claps from the lower terrace, some giggles from the girls, but out of sight means out of mind and most of the people egging him on a minute ago have now forgotten him. He gets out and stands on the edge of the lido, running his hands over his hair, the water trailing down his spine. He’s got his back to Jack now, perhaps surveying the queue at the refreshments kiosk, or trying to remember where he left his towel. Water runs down his legs and puddles around his feet on the terracotta red tiles around the lip of the pool. Jack realises he’s still holding his breath and blows out a great stream of smoke.


‘He’s been doing it all afternoon,’ Netty says, and taps Annette on the backside, ‘Go on, love, you’re watertight now. Have a nice time.’


‘Who has?’ 


Jack rolls a bottle over the towel to her and hands her a lit cigarette. Netty sits cross-legged, grips the bottle in the crook of her knee and finds the bottle opener.


‘You know full well who,’ she laughs, and then points with the opener, ‘that one there.’ Jack doesn’t look. Just some cocky youngster showing off in front of his mates. A nobody, the same as the rest of them: he’s just not realised it yet. He massages the bridge of his nose between finger and thumb. Netty has been putting out her cigarette ends in a pop bottle, the half-inch of warm lemonade in the bottom stained yellow with nicotine and the blackened, screwed-up butts floating like dead bluebottles. He flicks his ash in its direction and looks back at the board.


‘It looks lovely and cool.’ Netty sighs out smoke. ‘I might go down in a bit.’


‘Don’t,’ Jack says.


‘It’ll do me no harm. I feel like a roast ham up here, and I’m going to look like one if I sit on my arse in the sun much longer.’


‘Netty,’ he touches his thumb to the back of her hand, just so she knows he means business. 


‘Look,’ Netty elbows him, ‘there she is.’


Annette is climbing down the ladder into the shallow end of the pool, all jutting elbows and ungainly feet. The water slices her in half and she takes a breath, shivering, before making the final plunge. Netty has tucked the girl’s hair and the cotton wool neatly inside the pink swimming cap without him noticing it, using some womanly sleight of hand that makes Jack wonder what else he misses. He’s left his spectacles at home – he doesn’t like wearing them out of the house, not in any weather, but especially on a day as hot as this – and in no time at all he loses Annette’s bobbing head and can’t distinguish the fuzzy blob of her cap from the others.


‘Did you tell her not to swim under the board?’


‘She’s not a cretin.’ Netty pokes her cigarette into the neck of the bottle. It meets the liquid in the bottom with a short-lived fizz.


‘They’re big lads. Not always careful about what they’re doing. High spirits. They’ve had a drink. And in this weather.’


‘All right.’ Netty slips her feet into her shoes – some white, strappy things with pointy heels that she complained were rubbing her all the way here. That’s why they’d arrived late, and to top it off he’d had to carry all the bags himself. She stands up, gets ready to click along the terrace, past the pump house and down the steps to the lido.


‘No, you wait there. I’ll go down. Give me a minute.’


Netty smiles. He wants to reach over and grab her hand but he bends down, dips into the bag, lying on its side with its contents spilled across the towels, and finds his wallet, thumbs out a pound note. ‘Do you want a choc-ice? Some chips?’


She’s still smiling, looking down at him like he’s her child. The sun is straight overhead, a photographer’s nightmare. It’s harsh on her, showing every bit of sagging skin under her chin, the fresh crop of pimples along her hairline. Her roots are coming through, a shock of ashy hair against her scalp, and every time he notices it he wonders afresh if he should have a look in her address book for the number of the woman who comes to the house to do her hair and leaves that powdery stink of peroxide all through the kitchen. He could telephone her and get her to come, as a surprise, but then he thinks if Netty wanted – what was her name … Fiona? – to come, then she’d ring her herself. She might take him calling her the wrong way, as a criticism. He’s better leaving it, he decides. Like he always does. 


‘Go on then,’ she says, and he gives her his arm as she sits back down, ‘go and tell them. And get Annette a lolly too. A strawberry split, if they’ve any left.’


He nods and sets off, then hesitates, looking back, but she catches him and waves him away, laughing and – when she thinks he’s not looking – putting her hand to her side and wincing as she roots about in the debris from the straw bag for her magazine.


By the time Jack has picked his way through the couples and families on the terraces, the boys have stopped their diving and are leaning against the side of one of the changing wings. From somewhere, perhaps high up on the terrace he’s just come from, a child squeals, but he turns his head too late and sees nothing. There’s a portable radio going somewhere, and he recognises the song, all the stations have had it on non-stop. Annette likes it, he remembers, and thinks of her singing alone, in her bedroom. 


It might have been better for her if they’d had another one – a boy, maybe, though it won’t happen now, not with Netty the way she is. He’s not sure he’d know what to do with a son anyway. He had no brothers, no sisters. Neither had Netty. It hasn’t done them any harm. The child cries out again. He shakes his head as if the sound were water trapped in his ear canal and he could dislodge it that way, like a dog, then gathers himself and strides over to the boys, aware of his wife’s eyes on his back, the freckles and peeling red skin on his shoulders. He wishes he’d slipped on his shirt.


‘Everything all right, lads?’ he asks, feeling naked and foolish. He turns his damp pound note over in his hands and envies the boys their brown bottles of beer, the labels peeling off in the heat. That’s what’s in the swimming pool, the little silver fishes. Labels, from the beer bottles. ‘Nice day for it, eh?’


He laughs at himself, anxious to demonstrate he is a concerned father and husband, a citizen and a reasonable man, not a spoilsport. There are four boys in all; the one who was larking about on the diving board is standing furthest away, towelling off his feet, and the other three are leaning against the wall and pretending not to hear Jack – though they cut their eyes at him and his pound note then glance away, towards the fourth, with looks on their faces that suggest they’re trying to suppress laughter.


The fourth looks up, meets Jack’s eye and then straightens slowly, swinging the towel over his shoulder and smiling. The boy’s smile is so brilliant, so guileless and shining and so, so, clear, as clear as a glass of water, that for a moment Jack is completely refreshed; the stickiness of the day blown away by a stiff cool breeze.


(How strange that was, he’ll think later, once the boy has moved into the room they always have trouble letting because of the damp patch on the underside of the bay window and the way the moisture makes the paper peel and the room smell like old sheets, no matter what they try to do about it, how utterly strange and unexpected it is to think of a smile as refreshing, as if a smile is a crisply ironed tablecloth or an opened window on a hot train journey or a fizzy drink with crackling ice-cubes in it.)


‘Tim.’ The boy puts his hand out and they shake, formally. ‘My name’s Timothy Richardson.’ 


A Scottish accent. Something soft and well-bred about it. A gentle voice, with a smirk to it, as Netty might say. The boy has put his tee-shirt back on, but rolled up the sleeves tight under his armpits. He’s only wearing his swimming trunks and the tee-shirt and there’s something faintly obscene about it, much more than the bare chests of his friends. It’s as if (the refreshing sensation fades along with the boy’s smile, the heat closing in on him again and giving him trouble marshalling his thoughts properly) he’s wearing the shirt to underline the fact that he isn’t wearing any trousers. There’s a packet of cigarettes tucked into his rolled-up sleeve in some complicated, fashionable way that Jack can’t quite make out – his eyes getting worse every day, especially in this blinding light. 


‘What do you want?’


It isn’t as rude as it would be if someone else said it. Just confident. People always would want something, and he may as well get the transaction over with. What does he want? Nothing. Everything. The boys are looking at him expectantly and he’s got to say something, so he does.


‘My wife,’ Jack gestures behind him at the area where he thinks Netty is sitting, though the rest of the lido has diminished, somehow. ‘My wife was a little worried about the diving.’


He becomes aware of two things. One: the boy has a tiny tattoo – small as a halfpenny – on his upper arm (it might be the letter J, or an anchor, or perhaps an insect of some sort) and two: Timothy Richardson’s friends are laughing at him.


‘Come here,’ Tim says. Jack steps forward. The light is really terrible now, his eyes and throat dry. The boy’s face blurs; a portrait smeared before the paint has dried. A familiar drumbeat starts up at the back of Jack’s neck. It makes smart time across his teeth and the fine bones in his nose and around his eyes. 


‘It’s the sun,’ Tim says, and grabs Jack’s face, roughly. For a brief moment – two or three seconds at the most – Tim’s fingers are pressing into his right cheek, his thumb into his left. He can smell the salt water on the boy’s skin, feel the coolness of his palm against his nose. The heat and light and the pain in his head subside and a vibration starts in his chest, a little thrum downwards, across his belly and upper thighs. Tim takes his hand away.


‘Will that do you?’ he grins.


Jack blinks, takes a step backwards and then sits down on a ledge, heavily. The heat of the bare concrete doesn’t bother him and he decides he needs to breathe slowly until the last of those vibrations pass along his legs and disappear. Tim squats in front of him but Jack finds himself blushing and quite unable to speak. His vision – can that be right? – is just a notch or two clearer.


‘We’re done with the diving now, don’t you worry.’


Jack takes a while to find his tongue. Better to be at home, locked into the downstairs lavatory and able to inspect himself in the shaving mirror in private. There’s no pain at all, not anywhere, but he resists the urge to rub at his face and expects, when he gets back, to see Tim’s red handprint across his cheek, a livid imprint, as humiliating as a slap. The other boys are still there, warm and unruffled, as if what has just happened is unremarkable, or as if it didn’t happen at all. Jack is at a loss to explain this himself but already he knows he would like it to happen again. He buries that thought and replaces it with another, the one that should have come to him first. 


‘My wife. She’s called Netty. Mrs Clifford. Mrs Clifford has a trouble. The doctor can’t do anything for her. You could …’ He doesn’t dare ask. ‘Look. She’s sitting up there.’ He points. 


Netty is waving. What has she seen? What might it have looked like? He wouldn’t want her thinking the boy struck him. Nothing like that. They wave back at her, the two of them.


‘You might like to come to Sunday dinner. Tomorrow afternoon, about two? That is if you don’t already have plans, of course.’


‘I’ll come, of course I’ll come.’ Tim rubs his hands together, as if he’s warming them up, and Jack writes down his address on the back of a bit of card torn from a cigarette packet, with a pencil provided by one of the boys. That’ll wipe the smile off their faces, he thinks, without quite knowing what he means, but feeling quite recovered and pleased with himself. He’d taken some swift decisive action there, in inviting the boy to dinner. Didn’t let the opportunity slip though his fingers, but used his noggin for once. Help Yourself. That’s more like it. He walks over the terraces, leaping from one level to the next without taking the steps, hopping jauntily over the hot concrete to where Netty and Annette, who is wet through and shivering, are waiting for him.


When they get home from the lido Jack scurries off and spends an hour looking at his eyes in the shaving mirror. He tries on his glasses then folds them and puts them away. It doesn’t get dark until past nine o’clock, and when the sun begins to go down, he’s marvelling at the clarity of the view from the attic windows. Grange is famous for its sunsets. Of course the sun sets everywhere – he’s not an idiot – but here it’s a local peculiarity. Something to do with the wide, uncluttered horizon, the miles and miles of flat wet sand and some unique quality of the visibility caused by the Gulf Stream and the cold air rolling down to the bay from the fells. He stares at every orange and purple inch of it, waiting until there’s not an ounce of light left on the horizon. When the sun has gone, he goes down both flights of stairs and finds Netty watching television in the sitting room. His mind is made up. He asks her to stand next to the hall mirror at the front door. He gives her the newspaper.
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