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TO JOSHUA


All his beauty, wit and grace


Lie forever in one place.


He who sang and sprang and moved


Now, in death is only love.
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‘IT’S GOING TO SNOW for Christmas,’ called Mrs Marsh from the kitchen, raising her voice – unnecessarily since the house was so small.


The tone of cheerful kindliness annoyed her daughter. Mary felt rather like someone for whom a marriage was being arranged by people who doubted the suitability of the match but who could think of no seemly way of retiring. Her family and friends behaved like outsiders privy to a secret and dubious courtship, treating her with an arch, considered and wholly unnatural care, whisper ing together and falling silent when they remembered her sitting by the window and possibly listening. She supposed she must be dying, and wondered whether, if she touched the window pane with her cold finger, the cold would seep in from outside as though by osmosis.


The wind had taken over the dark winter garden, growing wilder as the morning passed, rattling through the bluntly pruned twigs of the rose bushes, which clanked like an armoury, and arbitrarily re-disposing the few remaining leaves of autumn, sweeping them past her gaze, lost and despairing – the unquiet dead taken by surprise.


No woman, well or ill, could sit in the garden today without looking foolish and feeling harried. The wind changed course, sycophantically smoothing the uprising mane of the cypresses and tearing away to flatten the common yellowed grasses that still stood, lifeless and fading, on the ridge.


Nor had the cat ventured out today. Most mornings he walked the ridge, describing his territory with a formal heraldic precision. A bold feral tom, striped like a flag, tail waving, he would stroll and lean and sway among the stalks, nose uplifted, sniffing, throat stretched, eyes half closed, absorbed and proud, the only thing to retain its fluidity, alive and warm and moving in the frozen grasses. Sometimes Mary sitting in the garden would hiss jealously from behind the philadelphus and watch him leap away startled, all selfhood lost in the indignity of fright.


Beyond the ridge, beyond the hollow, lay the old wolf-coloured woods, grizzled with snow: ground untouched by man, who could find no use for it. There would have been forest there when the Great Worm lay curled in the declivity, where now were raised neat and placid chimneys, and the Terrible Lizard moved along the cat’s ridge, ambulant architecture, a saurian cathedral, the Creator’s tribute to himself before he thought of making men to praise his genius. Mary raised her eyes higher to encompass her image of this reptile, vast and indifferent, confident beyond the need of pride, surveying the woods with his small eyes when the world was warm – before Robin had lived or died. It was more pleasant to imagine the manless irrelevance of prehistory than to regret the recent comely countryside supplanted by dull suburb. It was painless to dream.


The wind sprang like a dog at the eucalyptus in the hedge and the leaves turned their pale backs to its bullying, shivering and pulling away. Mary sat by the window thinking of wilderness, of wastes of ice and sky, of the long wide light, cold beyond sensation or reflection. She hardly noticed the sparrows hopping and picking at the crazy paving just outside the window, where lay crumbs and bits of chopped bacon rind under a bush still carrying a crimson rose that had stayed too long and hung frozen and shamed on a bare branch.


What does she find to stare at all day, wondered Mrs Marsh irritably, shaking out a tablecloth on the lawn with more crumbs for the poor birds and observing her daughter, as so often now, close to the window and surely cold. She trotted into Mary’s room folding the cloth.


‘Is that a book you’ve got there?’ she demanded.


‘Yes,’ conceded Mary.


‘Then read it,’ said her mother, dancing with exasperation, ‘read it.’


Seventy-two miles away Sam stared at the window of his mother’s drawing room, observing a fly that had dropped out of nowhere and appeared to be drunk. It crawled along the ledge and suddenly rolled over on its back, waving its legs. Sam wondered whether the faint buzz he could hear was the fly giggling, or possibly weeping.


Outside this window lay the university town which Sam found unrewarding save for the bus station and the caff where the men from the motor works ate their meat-and-two-veg and drank their tea. He yawned. His mother had roused him at 10.30, whispering that his father was about and would soon be asking what the children were doing. ‘Kate is tidying her room,’ she added, gazing round in reproachful comparison. Sam had listened stoically. If it hadn’t been for his sister he would have been a better boy. The urgent necessity not to resemble Kate in any way had led him into much trouble.


Barbara had spent the rest of the morning in the dining room wrapping up last-minute presents she had made her -self for people who would have been glad to be spared the necessity of saying thank you: the college porter who had been so obliging one day, the charlady, some ex-au pair girls, a few half-dead old aunts – not Aunt Gwennie, she’d lied.


Sam knew they would all have preferred bottles of booze or packets of fags anyway, but his mother said those things lacked the personal touch and went on packing pomanders and mittens and boxes of grainy fudge – hurrying and fumbling a little because some of Sebastian’s under -graduates were coming in for drinks before lunch. These were the dregs left over at the end of term who had had to make special arrangements with their landladies, while their more fortunate or popular fellows had gone to their own or each other’s loving homes or on skiing holidays.


Sam knew what they’d be like. His mother said they were delightful – which meant they’d be black, miners’ children, acned or similarly disadvantaged. He felt sorry for them. They had probably come to this place with charming visions of themselves attired in college scarves, blazers and gowns, floating down-river on punts, clutching armfuls of dreaming spires. Though he couldn’t under stand their hopes and aspirations, he sympathised with their disappoint ment. And he pitied anyone forced into regular confrontation with his father in the role of teacher. His own experiences of this had left a deep, lasting and negative impression.


‘Do find a book to read, Sam,’ his mother said when she became aware of him lounging behind the chesterfield biting his nails, but Sam had set his face against the academic world and had determined on a career in sound equipment.


His little sister came in with her writing pad and pencil. She was writing a book of verse and Sam wished her head would fall off.


‘Mummy,’ Kate asked. ‘How do you spell “ephemeral”?’


His mother made a telephone call before the first student arrived. ‘Ephemeral . . .’ she was saying. ‘Just imagine. Only a few days now, Mummy,’ she concluded. ‘All our love to Mary.’


‘That was Barbara,’ said Mrs Marsh, delighted with the news of Kate, her gifted grandchild. ‘She sends her love.’


‘I know,’ said Mary absently.


‘What do you mean, you know?’ asked her mother, suddenly cross again.


‘I mean she always does,’ explained Mary.


‘But how did you know who I was talking to?’ persisted her mother.


‘Extrasensory perception,’ said Mary.


Mrs Marsh looked at her suspiciously. ‘You’re silly,’ she accused; ‘you heard me say “Barbara”.’ She glanced round the room hoping to catch something in the process of untidying itself. ‘You haven’t got enough coal on the fire,’ she remarked, ‘and you haven’t got your cardigan on. I don’t know why you don’t have a nice clean electric fire.’ She had forgotten that she had herself insisted on opening up the fireplace when it became clear that Mary could no longer live alone and must come to be cared for in her mother’s neat, peaceful widow’s house. ‘So much more lively,’ she had said courageously, ‘so much more cheerful.’ She knelt and swept up a scatter of ash with a little brass dustpan and brush, asking, ‘What would you like for lunch?’


‘Anything,’ said Mary, aware that lunch was already prepared, and moving obediently to the chair by the fire.


Mrs Marsh hung her brush back on its tripod and looked up. There was a swift winged dispute on the sylvan bird-table and she jumped to the window, flapping the curtain. ‘These ones are doing it now,’ she said bewilderedly. ‘Last time I came back from the hospital over the downs all the birds were fighting.’


‘They do,’ said Mary. ‘Especially robins.’ She spoke that name with careful interest, as one in pain might move just to see how much pain there could be.


‘Oh, not robins,’ cried her mother, thinking of her Christmas cards before she remembered that Robin was dead. She liked the story of the robin who had tried to pluck the thorns from the crown of Jesus and soaked his little breast in red blood, and she couldn’t suppress a feeling of annoyance with Mary’s Robin for being dead. The event had upset her daughter out of all proportion. Of course it was a dreadful thing to lose your loved ones, but life had to go on. What would happen if everyone collapsed?


‘That’s why you never see more than one,’ said Mary. ‘He’s slain all the others.’


‘Don’t be silly, dear,’ said Mrs Marsh, who anyway had never cared for Mary’s view of nature – of what precisely flowers were, and why birds sang. ‘The poor little things are hungry, and it’s made them bad tempered. I’ll get your lunch, pet,’ she added, having taken to using endearments previously foreign to her. She didn’t dare tell her daughter outright that she loved her, since Mary was ill and might be frightened. All overt expressions of affection had terminal connotations: statements of love came at last moments – the ends of letters, farewells on railway stations, turning over to go to sleep.


Now Mary could no longer see the brief wilderness – only the garden, the wide border that in the summer shone with flowers, the shrub-enclosed lawn that stopped at one side in a rustic fence to support the sweet peas that would screen the vegetable plot, melancholy now with rimed bolted cabbage stalks and blackened stands of beans. The people of Innstead concealed their vegetable gardens, preferring to contemplate in season the useless glories of aster and delphinium, petunia and pelargonium, lobelia, lupin, chrysanthe mum and mesembryanthemum.


The sky had darkened when Mrs Marsh came back with lunch. She pushed open the door with her bottom, balancing a tray covered with two cloths, one under and one over the food, lest germs should leap on it in the few feet between the kitchen and her child.


‘Why didn’t you turn the light on?’ she asked, though if it had been on she would have asked why Mary hadn’t called her to do it, or remarked that too much light was bad for the eyes. Life had so treated her in recent years that she couldn’t trust it to itself for a second. A solitary magpie – vain, god-cursed bird, clad in its eternal half-mourning – flew forever across her mind’s eye and had to be propitiated or cunningly foiled with constant changing and re -arranging. By questioning and vigilance fate might be deflected.


She pulled up a small round table and unveiled the tray with its lidded pot of tomato soup, lightly boiled egg hidden in a cosy, strips of toast ready buttered, banana and glass of water. The cosy was painstakingly embroidered to match the roses and forget-me-nots of the egg cup, as this was a district where the members of the Women’s Institute were dainty rather than robust, embroiderers and flower-arrangers rather than makers of chutney and whole-grain bread.


‘Or you could have an orange if you preferred?’


‘This will be perfect, thank you,’ said Mary, who though she didn’t feel at all guilty about imposing on her mother tried to give as little actual trouble as possible.


‘Won’t it be nice when Barbara and Kate are here?’ urged Mrs Marsh. ‘And Sam and Sebastian too,’ she added with less enthusiasm.


‘Lovely,’ agreed Mary.


‘A family Christmas,’ continued Mrs Marsh dreamily. ‘All of us together.’


Later, at the kitchen sink, she convicted herself of tactlessness and, as punishment, washed the dishes in water that was slightly too hot for her little white hands, for assuredly had things been otherwise Mary would not have been here.


But I am coping very well, she thought, comparing herself with her daughter and torn between pride and pity. She missed John very badly. She permitted herself to weep a little each morning in the bathroom before she put on her eyeshadow, but she knew and accepted what apparently Mary did not – that life had to go on. Mary had gone far, but had been wounded and forced to return; and her mother felt the ever so slightly spiteful vindication of the keeper of the cage. The bird had come back, if only to die.


Mary was at the window again, watching the antics of the wind.


Sam was eating a bowlful of peanuts and some pickled gherkins. He had hidden half a bottle of sherry under the valance of the chesterfield, and he sipped from it when he was sure he was unobserved.


On the chesterfield sat two undergraduates: a Ghanaian who couldn’t afford the fare home and a lad from a northern grammar school in similar straits. This lad, after a while – perhaps to show his lack of prejudice, perhaps because he resented the relentless hospitality to which he was being subjected, or perhaps simply because, like most people, he disliked Sebastian Lamb – had a further fatal sherry and remarked, ‘Old Lamb looks shagged out. He probably spent the morning screwing the Thrush.’


Their gruff, knowing laughter had thinned slightly as they shifted and descried Sam in his hiding-place behind them. One, at least, had paled a little, realising too late that this was indiscretion.


‘Screwing the Thrush,’ Sam had repeated to himself musingly throughout the afternoon. ‘Screwing the Thrush . . .’ Round about tea time he had remembered that the Thrush was what they called the wife of the Professor of Music, and he had blushed until he thought his skin must shrivel.


‘Move away from that radiator,’ his mother advised. ‘Or take off your sweater. Drink your tea.’


‘Another cup?’ asked Mrs Marsh, glancing with disfavour at the now ebony-gleaming windows. ‘Anyone could see in,’ she complained.


‘Not a great many people frequent other people’s gardens,’ said Mary, wary of curtains – for what if tonight should become the day of resurrection and Robin stand unseen in the garden? Dies irae.


‘Dennis does,’ said her mother, speaking of the retired police officer who lived next door. ‘He’s always creeping round people’s gardens.’


‘Dennis is crazy,’ said Mary.


Well, perhaps he was a little, thought Mrs Marsh. Dennis had nothing to do and she knew he missed her husband. John had been kind to him with his unchanging warm politeness so unlike the chilly manners of the other people in the Close. But she never let herself think too long of her dead husband, for that way lay resentment and depression.


‘Ah well,’ she said, pouring the tea into two copiously floral cups. ‘Do you remember the teas Mrs Lewis used to give us at Melys y Bwyd?’ she asked after a while, her memory stirred by the wild flowers stitched into the tray-cloth.


‘No,’ lied Mary.


‘They were lovely,’ lied her mother.


She had been so happy with John and her two little girls, holidaying, content in the high-hedged, stone-walled cottage safely away from traffic and the mad rapist. The tractor and the village idiot had worried her not at all – nor even the farm cockerel and the road-lumbering cows on their way to be milked in the reassuring presence of the farmer and his boy. Like everyone else, she. had transferred her atavistic terror of the woods and wilderness to the city. Great Pan had left the deserted places, put on black face and gone into the streets to become a mugger. The fearful desolation of the tower block had supervened upon the awful terror of the grove. It was to the country that people now went to seek the safety that they would once have found in the company of their fellows. People who double-locked and chained the doors of their town houses slept contentedly in fields in open tents.


‘You loved them,’ claimed Mrs Marsh, misled by her daughter’s protestations of forgetfulness. Her little girls had been so sweet in their summer frocks, walking up the lane to a Sunday farmhouse tea, believing her answers to their every question. ‘It will be strawberry jam for tea and homemade cake,’ she had told them; and ‘That little white flower is called coltsfoot’; and ‘It will be perfectly all right. Its mummy will come and take it back to the nest and make it better.’


Wandering fondly down this memory lane she came to a sudden halt – even recollection shadowed and chilled by the black yews that crouched enormously in the churchyard. Robin, she thought angrily. It was so difficult to remember the sequence of events – she must be getting old. She glanced guiltily at Mary, but her daughter looked perfectly composed, eating bread and butter.


Mary remembered the lane, pretty as a wedding, when she was a child: great laces and nets of umbels flung joyously down, meadowsweet and cow parsley; the wind whispering sentimentally on the crisp bosom of the blackthorn and sighing through the handkerchief-scented grasses; wild roses every shade of bridesmaid from riotous, hoydenish pink to the frailest nervous pallor; the matronly mother-of-the-groom purple of foxgloves; the urchin trails of ragged robin; something borrowed in the straying rape, something blue in the garter button of speedwell; new leaves, old trees ranged like solemn guests, and blown petals floating in the dark puddles.


It was a long time ago. Since then, down that wedding lane, dazed with summer, Robin had come, borne in a slow black hearse sorrowful with dying wreaths – Robin passive beyond understanding, disguised as stone. Stone-faced, calm, closed and cold; marbled with dissolution and grave with the gravity of earth, all flowering ceased.


How brave I was, thought Mary derisively – consoling those who loved me, for my loss. You must never let the bugger think he’s got the upper hand, she had told them, speaking of Death, and burning with crazy joy like a torture victim who must feel something and can only feel pain. She had carried a carnation which a friend had stolen from the wreath of someone else, recently interred, to enliven her blackness and cheer her up. She had bent each of its little knees the length of its stem so that it genuflected while the words went on and the holy water was sprinkled. She still had it – brown and flattened between the pages of her missal.


‘You caught a chill at that funeral,’ accused her mother, growing crosser and abandoning the pretence that neither knew what the other was thinking.


‘It was eighty in the shade,’ said Mary.


‘Why you had to have a funeral in the country . . .’ her mother was saying. ‘Father’s buried here . . . all that way . . . so tiring . . .’ Mrs Marsh had imagined for a while that bereavement would change Mary, that Mary would now understand her and grow closer, but Mary had burned, as remote as a salamander in a blazing exaltation of grief, seeming to draw energy from what should have devoured her, and when she emerged she had, it is true, changed, but she was no closer.


‘A waste of money,’ concluded Mrs Marsh. She looked almost with dislike at the strange woman in whom her little daughter was now subsumed. Not for the first time she mourned that daughter as though she were already dead.


‘Put your cardigan on,’ she said. She took the tea things out – a bright, cross little woman, brave as an officer. ‘Supper soon,’ she promised.
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