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Till mamma och pappa migliori genitori









Memory believes before knowing remembers.


William Faulkner, Light in August







Michael he whistles the simplest of tunes,


And asks of the wild woods their pardon.


For his true love is flown into every flower grown,


And he must be keeper of the garden.


Richard Thompson and Dave Swarbrick,
‘Crazy Man Michael’











PROLOGUE



He stops for a moment, turning the keys in his pocket. A single car creeps past and his gaze follows the beams of its headlights until they pick out one of the oaks at the bottom of the street; its bare branches are veins feeding blood to the dusk. Then the car is gone and gloom settles again over the village. He listens into the drizzle. Nothing.


He turns back into the fractured light cast from a couple of old-fashioned lanterns on either side of the door. Somewhere above, the wooden sign hangs heavily from its chain. He can’t see it now but remembers well the painted hare and fox. He pushes the door open and steps inside, on to a sludgy carpet. To his right, a fire is failing in the grate. There’s a faint smell of wet dog but the space in front of the hearth is empty now, where normally a beast or two would be resting after a walk on the moors. A thin man enters from the room behind the bar and for a moment, as the door swings open and shut, there’s the glare of strip lights and the hum of a dishwasher.


‘Evening.’


‘Can I have a pint of your local draught, please,’ he says, placing one arm on the polished wood of the bar.


The barman pulls the beer. ‘It’s very quiet this afternoon; must be this God-awful weather.’


‘Yes,’ he agrees.


‘Here you go, sir.’


‘Thanks.’ He takes his first sip of the bitter and looks around the room. It’s as good as empty, except for a lonely figure in the corner, reading a paper. A TV with the sound turned off is flickering above the bar and both men stare at it as the news comes on. There’s a photo of a man in his mid sixties. You can tell he is heavyset, although the picture is only showing his face. It’s a bit grainy and the eyes look dull. There’s nothing much to him.


He hears a rustle of paper as the figure in the corner looks up at the screen. It’s a woman – quite small and plump, he notices, but he cannot make out her features.


‘Good riddance,’ the barman snarls. ‘He was an unpleasant fucker; came in here a few times. Never liked the look of him.’


He takes another sip from his pint.


‘They sent him down for ten years. Apparently a new witness came forward. About time, too.’ The barman shakes his head.


‘Yes,’ he agrees, ‘it was about time.’


The barman looks at him. ‘You from around here, then – or just visiting?’


‘I’ve just acquired a house down the road.’


‘Oh, yeah? Which one would that be?’


‘Oakstone.’


‘I see.’ The barman falters and looks at him again, more intently this time.


Something touches the air between them, something damp and chill. He hears a dull thud behind him and turns towards the door. Then he stares into the corner again; this time there’s only a shadow – and a newspaper lying open on the table. There was something vaguely familiar about the woman, he realises now that she is gone.


He sighs. The clock behind the bar says five o’clock; two arms reaching out from the heart, one slightly shorter than the other, stunted, damaged.


‘I should get going,’ he says and feels in his pocket for some change.


‘Well, welcome to Mortford. I hope you will drink here again soon.’


He smiles and nods and then looks at the clock again. Five o’clock does not look right, he thinks for the first time; not quite balanced, slightly askew.








1


Mr Askew looked up from the bed into which he had just pressed a row of scillas and snowdrops – the fragrant kind. Normally he would have planted the bulbs in the autumn, but there had been little opportunity until now. He stretched his back and looked at the neat track of tender blue and white. Like the skin on the inside of a young woman’s arm, he thought. He had decided to divide the small allotment into two parts of unequal size: the larger area would be dedicated to aesthetics – to colour and scent – and the smaller patch to produce, if only for the satisfaction and comfort of the sprouting. He loved the show of stealth and secret strength as the fingers and ears of tender vegetables stretched up through the crust of earth. The previous allotment holder had planted a couple of roses and a viburnum. The latter for a bit of evergreen, he suspected, but he did not care for it – it was a crude plant with little elegance and it had a sweet scent borrowed from more distinguished cousins. The roses were another testament to his predecessor’s lack of imagination.


A woman was working in the allotment next to his. She wore a pea-green veil, partly covering her face, and a red dress with matching leggings showed from under an ugly padded jacket. She worked silently, methodically turning the fragrant soil. Every now and again she would reach for a bucket at her side and fetch a handful of orange peels, which she scattered over


the hummocks of earth. Her movements were gracious as she balanced and swayed like a line dancer between the ridges and furrows of her miniature field. The frail February sun that had come out to warm the earth, taut and exhausted by winter, picked out the flowing fabrics around the thin woman. It played with the folds of her green veil for a moment before swathing her in a shawl of warm light. Mr Askew blinked once and cleared his throat.


‘Ahem, excuse me, madam,’ he mustered, although his voice sounded hoarse. ‘What’s that you’re planting?’


The woman seemed to hesitate in her movements but did not look up, pretending she had not heard. Mr Askew felt the chill of the ground seeping into the bones of his fingers and stood up stiffly to warm his hands in his armpits. He was a tall man with long, heavy limbs and large feet. One shoulder somewhat lower than the other, it was as if he was leaning ever so slightly away from something looming over him. The face revealed less. Unknowable. And the eyes, too dark to read, quickly averted, as if from a mirror. His hair was dark too, almost black under a Coney Island baseball cap, and he wore a neatly trimmed silver moustache that seemed curiously out of place – as if from another era; a forgotten joke. At his age, his joints were a consideration but they had not yet become major indignities and there was no sign of real weakness running through his bones.


She was in her mid fifties, he reckoned, but surprisingly girl-like in her movements. There was a sapling in her lot – a young rowan tree – so tender it was barely distinguishable against the marbled winter sky.


The frosted caw of a crow lanced the air and broke. He cleared his throat so suddenly that she looked up for a moment and the cold light seemed to expand. ‘Did you know that the moor used to be forested, thousands of years ago?’ It was a remark rather than a question. ‘Where are all the trees now? Gone, I tell you.’ Yes, he was telling her and it surprised him. His life was mapped in silence these days. If he had left it unexplored, it was less from idleness than from not wanting to know. Like a box packed long ago and left unopened, the string still tightly knotted.


Now, he thought instead of how the trees had been cleared by prehistoric farmers and how what remained had been used up later as firewood in the blowing houses for smelting the tin, or as timber for shipbuilding. The subject interested Mr Askew, the relationship between human industry and nature. He might have been grinning as he took a shuffling step towards the woman. She pulled her veil closer around her face, tucking in an escaped strand of black hair.


‘So, you see, Dartmoor forest was a wood without trees. You couldn’t see the trees for the forest, aye?’ The joke made him snort but then he grew thoughtful. ‘When it comes to nature, man has only got himself to blame.’ It was the truth as he knew it.


But truth was a tricky concept – one that he had never learnt to enjoy. He was used to being less certain. It was the state of trying to understand that possessed him. Perhaps this was why he persisted in wanting to tell this silently flowing woman about trees. ‘Do you know,’ he continued ardently, ‘that it takes two hundred years for an oak to mature?’ He could feel now that she despised him and that she wanted to leave but wouldn’t; for some reason of her own, she needed to know what he had to say. He said it quickly, as if reading aloud from a book. ‘So it grows for two hundred years, then it sits still, it rests, for another two hundred years and then it dies for three hundred years.’ He was gasping but could not stop himself. ‘I wish we were more like trees, you know. There’s so much in our lives we have to endure – and always in a hurry.’


She had stopped in her track and he knew she had listened. Yet, when he finished talking she gathered her tools into the bucket that had held the orange peels and turned to go. Her movements were soft and floating, defined by the loose fabric under the dull jacket.


‘Ah, well,’ the tall man muttered to himself. He bit at his moustache and pulled down his cap, hoping it would hide his inadequacies.


*


They had seen him, although he was so insignificant against the bleak air, and now Billy Dunford and Jim of Blackaton were leading the chase. Normally, he would escape quickly – or hang back at the end of the lessons and wait until the others had left the classroom, then he would saunter down the hill and sit on the riverbank where he could be alone, concealed by willows and alder. As the river whispered to him, he imagined other children like himself – ones that were different. The ones who, as Uncle Gerry would put it, were not to everyone’s taste. The wrong kind. He would speak to these playmates as softly as the rustle in the leaves and he would use all the words that did not fit into his normal talk: cheerful words like ‘want’, ‘pretty’ and ‘party’, and more complicated and brittle ones like ‘me’ and ‘father’. Once, after having looked around to make sure no one else was there, he said the word ‘love’.


But today, as Miss Simmons rang the hand bell, the underside of her large arm swinging like an udder with each flick of the hand, he had not been fast enough. Thoughtless, he had stopped in the middle of the yard as a flock of geese sculled north over his head.


‘Jump, Bunny-boy! Go on, you ugly freak. I said, “jump”!’


He looked around in panic and knew what was by now inevitable. Going back into the schoolhouse was impossible – it would only make it worse if they thought he was running to Miss Simmons for help. There was a gnarled oak by the furthest wall. He took a deep breath and started towards it. But his legs were not moving as fast as they should. It was like running in a dream, when you run and run until you’re exhausted but your legs do not follow your brain and you realise you’re still in the same place. He could hear them closing in. Part of him just wanted to lie down right there on the tarmac in the yard and let them gather around him. Let their winter boots thump into his flesh and smash his teeth until the pain was so intense it would block out the fear. To be rid of the fear. But he was not brave enough and so he ran. He stumbled once, grazing his bare knees and the heels of his hands against the loose gravel on the tarmac, but he was soon up again and the tree was getting closer.


‘Look at him run, the ugly shit! We are the foxes, coming to get you, Bunny-boy.’


He reached the tree and stretched to grab hold of the lowest branch but his hands were shaking badly. He was sobbing and wiped his wet face on his sleeve as he looked over his shoulder to see his pursuers closing on him. Whimpering with his mouth open, he managed to gather enough strength to swing himself on to the branch, hanging like a koala with his arms and legs clutching the limb of the oak. It made him feel even more exposed and, with a last, desperate effort, he managed to sit up and pull himself, hand by hand, towards the trunk. From there it was easier, so that, when the first of the boys reached the tree, he was already out of reach. Tears and mucus ran into his mouth through the open gap under his nose. It was appalling and made him want to throw up. He knew he was disgusting.


‘Look, he’s crying,’ he heard from below. ‘Bunny-boy is drinking his own snot again. What’s the matter with you? Why don’t you close your mouth like normal people?’


He hugged the tree, his cheek pressing against the bark, which smelt of lichen and dog shit. He closed his eyes, trying to imagine another place – a place where someone would keep him safe.


‘He’s so horrid, his own father couldn’t stand him – he just stayed away when the war was over so that he wouldn’t have to see his freak-boy again.’


Where was the whisper of the river?


‘Why don’t you stay up there until your face grows human?’


‘He’ll stay for the rest of his life, then!’


‘Yeah, that’s right. Let him stay there until he learns to speak properly.’


They all laughed at that and pinched their noses with their fingers, mimicking his voice, their tongues pressed to the roofs of their mouths: ‘Ga, ga, ga.’


‘Hey, gimp, tell us something funny. Ga, ga!’


They were looking up at him, the discs of their awful faces grinning. He might have thrown something at them, an old acorn perhaps, or one of his boots. He could have taken off one of his boots and thrown it down into one of those faces, smashing it so that there was blood everywhere and teeth and pulpy flesh. He would have, if it hadn’t been for Jim of Blackaton, bigger than the others, blond, handsome, holding back, watching over their heads, staring silently with that smile. Looking straight at him and yet somehow avoiding meeting his eyes. It made his skin creep, as if little black beetles with curly legs were walking all over it. What did Jim of Blackaton see when he stared like that? He whimpered again, although he had decided not to, and hit his head against the tree to make it stop making those revolting, vile noises.


‘Well, do you want to say something, eh? Ah, go ooon.’


There was the bell again, and the sound of the boys departing, their laughter and their feet kicking at stones and dry leaves. But he could no longer hear the river. He let himself down from the tree.


*

There was a chill in the air, as if winter had turned on its heels and come back, when he walked down the lane towards the cottage. The façade had been pebble-dashed to give it a durable finish. It made it look harsh and uninviting – like the kind of surface that would rasp your knees if you were pushed on to it. He would have found it less threatening if it had been washed in lime, like the other cottages along the street. He could see the light from behind the drawn curtain in the front room and knew that somehow he would be in trouble. Carefully, hoping to curtail whatever was in store, he pulled down the brass handle and pushed open the door.


Uncle Gerry was smoking in the armchair by the peat fire, a glass at his hand, his long legs stretched out towards the grate.


‘Hello, Uncle Gerry,’ he said with relief.


‘Evening, lad.’ His uncle sounded cheerful. ‘Lost track of time?’


The boy shrugged and dumped his satchel by the door.


‘Good day at school?’


He shrugged again.


‘Hungry?’


He couldn’t say.


‘Isn’t this music sublime?’


He listened to the voice on the wireless. It was a big band and an American woman singing; she sounded beautiful and jolly. Every now and again she repeated, ‘Put the blame on Mame, boys.’


‘Perfection!’ sighed Uncle Gerry and leant back his head so that the lank hair stuck to the antimacassar. The boy’s hair was thick and dark, not fair like Uncle Gerry’s.


He nodded; he trusted Uncle Gerry to know about good and bad.


Then Mother was at the door. ‘Look at you. Do you have to get yourself into such a state every bloody day?’


He sighed.


‘Well?’ Mother sounded tired and he knew it was because of him.


Reluctantly, he turned his attention away from the American lady’s singing and back into the confined room. ‘Sorry.’ He tried to smile at her with his eyes, as his mouth was no good for it.


‘You fell out of a tree again, right?’ Uncle Gerry suggested.


He nodded again, too vigorously. There was blood, he could taste it but wasn’t sure whether it was coming from his nose or his mouth.


‘Aw, don’t let it drip on the floor,’ Mother wailed. She left the room but returned a moment later with the dishcloth. ‘Here,’ she said, thrusting it into his hands. ‘And look at those clothes – do you expect me to mend and clean them every night?’ She did look tired; her eyelids were pink but there was something disturbingly colourful about her too, something to do with the lips and the cheeks.


Holding the vile cloth over the hole in his face, he looked down at his clothes. He couldn’t see anything immediately wrong with them, but the wool of his socks had dark patches where his scabbed knee had bled through the yarn, and the bark of the oak tree had settled like dust over his shorts and school blazer. Mother took a step towards him; for a moment he thought she was about to stroke his hair but her hand took hold of his shoulder and turned him this way and that. She pulled the cloth from his face and scrutinised the damage. She avoided looking into his eyes. He let his own eyes drop to her feet. Her ankles in the beige stockings had swollen and bulged over the side of her courts. He felt very tired suddenly and wished he could have rested his head.


‘Filthy!’


The force of her remark made him blink.


‘For pity’s sake. Can’t you see that the lad’s hurting?’ Uncle Gerry’s face looked scrubbed and his eyes did not quite seem to have the room in their sights. It was like that sometimes in the evening. ‘You’re a bloody bitter bitch these days, do you know that? Where’s the old Celia I used to know? She was a really nice girl, and it wasn’t that long ago …’ he faltered.


‘Finished?’ She turned her back to them, smelling perhaps of rose water.


Uncle Gerry sighed and pulled a face; the boy smiled quickly, to make him feel better.


‘Right,’ she said, briskly, over her shoulder, ‘take those rags off and put on your pyjamas. There’s some stew on the stove.’


*

He ate his bowl of stew standing by the stove, his bare feet aching against the flagstones. The memory of blood in his mouth made the lamb taste of rusty bog water, of dark caves, perhaps of death. He shuddered every time he swallowed a mouthful.


Afterwards, he returned to the front room. Uncle Gerry’s chin had slipped on to his chest, but he recovered it as his nephew knelt to put some more peat on the hearth. The fire glowed and glowed, smelling of earth scorched in battle.


The boy spoke first: ‘Uncle Gerry, trees are good, aren’t they?’


‘Yeah, they are good, all right,’ said Uncle Gerry.


‘Nothing bad about them?’


‘No, not that I know of.’


They were quiet for a while as they pondered this; the only sounds the breathing of the peat, the wind in the chimney and the subtle wash as Uncle Gerry sipped his Bell’s. Mother’s resentment persisted in the scullery, as quiet and dense as packed snow. The boy moved closer to the armchair, cautiously resting his head against the older man’s leg.


‘Hey, lad.’


The boy looked up at his uncle, whose face had grown vague in the dull light.


‘You must learn to stand up for yourself, you know.’


Whatever could he mean? The boy was stunned and stared in disbelief. ‘What?’


The uncle cleared his throat and looked deep into his glass. ‘You know what I mean – not take any rubbish from them.’


‘Who?’ Suddenly he felt the old anxiety rising inside him, tightening its grip around his throat. It wasn’t meant to come in here, not into this room where he sat with Uncle Gerry by the fire, where sounds were low and words were soft.


‘Don’t play the fool; you’re a smart boy – the other kids, of course. Don’t give them any opportunity to be nasty to you.’


He felt hot behind the eyes. Was he about to cry? What a freak he was. Repulsive. How much did Uncle Gerry know? Had he guessed at something? Somehow this made it all worse and he wished he were back in the tree. He was choking and stared hard into the fire. He must be better; he must try harder to be normal. Don’t give them any opportunity. He could feel Uncle Gerry looking down at him and shifted away from the armchair.


‘I saw a lot worse in the war, you know,’ Uncle Gerry muttered. ‘At least you have never known another way.’


Never known another way? He had heard them talk about him when they thought he wasn’t listening. ‘Poor kid, used to be so carefree,’ they would say. ‘So anxious and withdrawn lately. Stiffening like a cat when you walk past.’ Stiffening? No, I’m just vigilant. Mustn’t let the guard down. Not now. Not ever.


*

A few weeks later, he was eating grass again. This was one of their favourite games. Billy came up from behind on the playing fields and tripped him so that he fell on to all fours. Jim then put his boot on the back of his head and hissed, ‘Go on, Bunny-boy, eat your grass, it’s the only dinner you’ll get today.’


From where he lay, his cheek pushed hard into the grass, he could see the new boy in the class below his own, watching from a few yards away. There was nothing unusual about this – their play often attracted an audience – but the look on the new boy’s face was different. There was no smirk; instead, his features were closed and unflinching. His eyes were dark, which made his face look very pale. Suddenly, he started forward. He was quite a small boy but his feet were fast and he reached Jim and Billy in a few steps. They were both taller and much bigger. The new boy pushed Jim of Blackaton hard in the side. ‘What are you doing?’ he shouted. ‘Let him go!’


They were all stunned but there was something about the new boy’s gaze at that moment which made Jim of Blackaton lift his foot from his head. Jim spat on the grass, only just missing the new boy’s polished boots, and muttered some obscenities. ‘Ah, how cute. Look at them, Billy. Bunny-boy has got himself a fluffy little friend,’ he leered, but he was more uncertain now and, when the new boy continued to glare at him, he spat again – the corner of his mouth was a bit unsteady – and motioned to Billy. Together, they moved off towards the other boys who were playing football nearby.


During all this, he had stayed as he was, flat on the ground, but now the new boy bent over him and pulled him up by the arm. The new boy looked at him, intrigued rather than accusing. ‘Why did you just take it? Why didn’t you try to get away?’


He shrugged and shook the new boy’s hand off his arm. He looked around quickly. The others would not approve; they must not see.


‘Why were they trying to make you eat grass? It’s disgusting, I tell you. Even my dog wouldn’t eat it – he tried once, but it made him throw up. You should have seen the colour of the puke. He’s dead now.’


He would have liked to have a dog. He averted his face but knew that the new boy had seen it already.


‘I would have kicked back at them, if I were you,’ the younger boy persisted. ‘Right here.’ He pointed at his shins.


He didn’t know what to say but dug the heel of his boot into the lawn. Then, because he had no better alternative, he scrambled after the new boy, who was now walking back towards the schoolhouse. The situation was altogether unsettling and he did not know what to make of it. The boy had seen for himself; he must know by now that he was a freak.


‘I’m Michael.’


He looked up and then quickly down again. What did it all mean? He could feel a warm patch where the boy’s hand had rested on his arm.


‘What’s your name?’ the boy who called himself Michael asked helpfully.


‘Gabriel,’ he whispered.


‘What?’


‘Gabriel –’ this time a bit louder – ‘but my uncle calls me Gabe,’ he managed and at once regretted revealing the nickname. It sounded awful. And his voice.


‘What happened to your face?’


‘I am a mutant,’ he volunteered, in case this was what was wanted.


‘A what?’


Did this new boy, who looked so normal – pretty even – really not know what a mutant was? It amused him and he decided to take a more scientific approach.


‘I am a harelip. That’s why I have the face of a bunny. My palate is cleft. That’s why I speak like an idiot. Sometimes.’


‘Oh,’ Michael said, and after a moment’s hesitation, ‘Can I see?’


Gabriel recoiled as Michael’s face came up close to his. No one, apart from Mother and Uncle Gerry, had ever been that close to him before. He tensed as Michael looked at the hole that ran like a dark gutter from his mouth and into his malformed nose. Suddenly he wanted to protect Michael from it all.


‘It won’t happen to you,’ he assured him, and added, ‘I was born this way.’


‘Fab!’ said Michael.


They started walking again. A group of daisies had opened their eyes to the grey day but the March wind was chilly. Gabriel glanced sideways at the boy who walked beside him across the grass. His school uniform seemed very clean and he had thick brown hair that curled a little at the temples. It was like a tight woolly hat or like the painted-on hair of Pinocchio, Gabriel thought. His eyes were brown, almost familiar.


Michael looked up and smiled. ‘Would you like to come back to my place one day after school? You can try my friendship machine, which decides whether we can be friends or not.’


‘I’d like that very much.’ ‘Tomorrow then,’ he said and started running.


Gabriel remained, dumbstruck, but suddenly remembered: ‘Where do you live?’


‘Oakstone,’ Michael called back without stopping.


Then all was quiet again, apart from the river, which whispered to Gabriel. ‘Stick to your own kind,’ it sang. ‘He is too good for you.’


*


Mr Askew pushed open the metal gate in the low wall that surrounded his new home. He had left the gardening implements in the allotments, as he hoped to be back after lunch. He didn’t really need an allotment, of course – the garden at Oakstone was so large – but he preferred to keep the lawn, which stretched from the house to the garden wall, intact. It was the kind of lawn where gazebos were raised and ladies got their heels stuck after too many glasses of Chardonnay and where you couldn’t find your mini gherkin when it fell off the canapé. To Mr Askew, it served as a barrier and kept him apart from the community, perhaps even safe. It was fringed by a screen of ancient elms and oaks, which rustled gently in the summer and creaked hesitantly throughout the winter. He walked up the gravel drive and recognised that his old, beaten-up Skoda looked out of place. There were weeds in the gravel and the house itself looked curiously unlived in. The green door, so familiar by now, opened up on to the lovely hallway with its floor of diagonal limestone tiles inlaid with black marble diamonds. He sighed as he looked around at all the boxes still waiting to be unpacked. He lifted one, marked ‘my books’, and carried it into the drawing room. The drab winter sun filled the room with an acceptable light. He pulled out his penknife and cut the Sellotape around the box. There it was, the backlist of his academic career, thirty years of research, his only defence against the ‘publish or perish’ device. He smiled as he read their titles – how ridiculously pretentious and wide-eyed they all seemed now:




We Who Are Not Like ‘the Other’


Physical defects in England, 1250–1600


Once We Were Stars – changing perceptions of malformation


Display of Abnormality – malformation and the self


The Bequeathing Beauties of Biddenden – charity in the twelfth century


Duality – a social construct





He opened the last book at the title page, where he saw his own name: an apparent achievement. He hesitated briefly before moving on a few pages; there, solitary in the middle of all that whiteness, was the dedication. He could see now that it looked wrong, exposed and exposing. He shut the book and dropped it back into the box, pushing it into a corner of the room where he might forget about it.


He felt drained suddenly and settled into one of the armchairs by the cold fireplace. He might have nodded off for a moment and the room seemed bleak when he opened his eyes. No, my world is not dull, he thought to himself. It is alive with the thoughts I feed into it. In the shallows of my mind I paddle in the pools of memory. Will somebody come and find me here or have I been abandoned, left behind at the end of the day? Sometimes, he realised, he could not distinguish between the floating of his dreams and the wash of the wind across the moor.


A bird was singing outside the French windows, perhaps an optimistic blue tit or a blackbird showing off. He thought about what to have for lunch. His appetite was no longer what it once was and food now bored him. Ah, well, he thought, I’ll have some soup from a tin. Retirement didn’t bother him – in fact, he relished it. All those years of commuting on the bus from his flat in Swiss Cottage through the congested capital had been hateful. The bodies of strangers, pressed against his, their morning breath on the close air. He had been a timid teacher and the various institutions, departments and centres that had hosted his subject over the years had realised that they would be better off keeping him on research grants. He had never been ambitious in the way his colleagues were. Nor did he feel that his time in academia had been wasted – his focus had always been on finding things out. And it was so much simpler to live in the intellect. His accomplishments, which were largely based on an early experience of what his colleagues called ‘fieldwork’, had been achieved over a long time. His reputation had initially only been acknowledged within the small group of academics who shared his interests and so he had somehow managed to hold on to his privileged position as a relatively vague, easily forgotten and anonymous figure on the periphery of academia. It was easy to convince others that he lived for his research, so that no one ever asked the question, ‘What else?’ His natural curiosity and urge to understand had resulted, almost accidently, in an international reputation.


Mr Askew smiled grimly as he thought of his leaving party the previous year. It had been held in the senior common room at his latest hosting institution. A bewildered group of staff and a few postgraduate students, whom he may or may not have come into contact with, had turned up to slump against the wood panelling. A selection of drinks had been put out on a table, closely monitored by Mrs Bail, the secretary who was unusually good with figures. The furniture was the usual mix of standard-issue convenience and mock medieval. On entering the SCR, he had shuffled straight to the drinks table and asked for a glass of red wine.


‘Will that be Cabernet Sauvignon or Chardonnay, Professor Askew?’ asked Mrs Bail, pulling at her cardigan to cover her large bosom.


He looked down at the dismal array of bottles and Tesco juice cartons and sighed. ‘I’ll have the Cabernet Sauvignon, please.’ Lowering his voice, he suggested, helpfully, ‘The Chardonnay is white, my dear.’


Mrs Bail looked up at him with steely eyes. ‘Is it, now,’ she muttered. ‘I can’t quite see why one has to make a fuss about it.’ She poured the wine. ‘The nibbles are over there.’ She pointed towards a table at the other end of the room where a couple of the postgrads had lost themselves over plastic salad bowls of salt and-vinegar crisps and Bombay mix.


He thanked her and looked around for somebody to speak to. Professor Bradbury, the current head of department, was being talked at by Dr Chatterji, an eager visiting researcher specialising in transvestites. Bradbury, who was a head taller than Dr Chat-terji, was looking far into another world where people did not bother him. He had a great vision for the department but no one quite knew what it was. His near-black hair was permanently tousled, as if his gebiet was adventure sports rather than the early history of leprosy.


Dr Rochester, wearing ostentatious red corduroys and a green tweed jacket, was sharing a joke with one of the male research assistants, Mr Wilson, who wore a low-cut T-shirt, showing some of the hair on his chest. Rochester was the current star of the department. His professorship would not be far off, although he was still in his thirties. He had written a book on the inter-breeding of Neanderthals and Homo Sapiens, which had been made into a TV documentary by Channel Four. Rochester himself had presented the documentary, striding tall along dried-out wadis in Jordan. He had worn a linen suit and a panama hat, which, at the time, struck Askew as pretentious, but which had earned him – Rochester, that is – quite a following amongst the postgraduates. Presently, he was leaning over the handsome Mr Wilson, whispering something very close to his ear.


‘Professor Askew?’ Askew recognised one of the postgraduates he had supervised on occasion. Was it Catherine – or Kate? He smiled at the young woman, who could helpfully be described as frumpy; he thought he recognised in her dress his own efforts at indistinctness.


‘I just wanted to say that I’m very sorry that you’re leaving.’ She said it quickly, but could not prevent the blushing spreading from her throat.


‘Oh, well, that’s … that’s very nice of you.’ He was taken aback. ‘Thank you, but I’m sure this will be a livelier place without my dead freaks.’ It was meant as a joke, but Catherine or Kate looked up, appalled.


‘How can you say that? Your research has changed my life,’ she said earnestly.


Askew didn’t know what to say; she looked like a normal enough person. Was she mocking him? He frowned and she saw it.


‘Now, I’ll have to deal with him.’ She nodded towards Rochester.


He followed her gaze. ‘Dr Rochester is a man of some standing now, you know –’ he did not know what else to say – ‘and of such positive colours,’ he managed.


She suddenly looked close to tears and, to soothe things, he added, ‘Quite on the make.’


‘Well, exactly,’ hissed the earnest girl. ‘He’s a self-obsessed, narrow-minded prat who sleeps with everything in trousers.’


‘Oh.’ Without thinking, he looked down at her full skirt and sensible shoes.


‘You, on the other hand,’ she continued, ‘are an awkward dear with no ambition and that’s why you have never been of much interest to anyone except people like me.’


‘Oh,’ he said again.


‘And I mean that in the best possible way,’ she added.


‘Yes, yes, of course you do,’ he said politely, but wasn’t quite sure.


‘Ah, well, I must dash,’ she said, suddenly cheerful. ‘Mustn’t miss my karate class.’


He nodded; he had obviously got her wrong.


‘Anyway, it was great talking to you – I feel a lot better now.’


He watched with a sinking heart as she left the room, her wholesome canvas tote bag bumping heavily against her thigh. Too enclosed from the beginning, the senior common room seemed further reduced by his sudden loss of poise. Yet he could not bring himself to leave; something was expected of him. He needed to stay so that they could settle their minds and do their reluctant duty towards him. He swallowed the rest of the wine and looked towards Mrs Bail, who was still guarding the drinks table, her face and body blown up with the importance of her task. Fortunately, he caught the eye of Dr Lamont, a sweet man of insubstantial presence, red hair and intelligent gaze. Lamont winked at Askew and picked up two glasses of red from the table.


‘That Bail woman is a fearful old brute, isn’t she?’ said the wizened Scotsman as he handed Askew a drink.


Askew raised his eyebrows and took a sip of the wine.


‘So, do you think the Dark Lord will make a speech?’ Lamont nodded towards the head of department, who had managed to detach himself from Dr Chatterji and was currently training his opaque eyes on Caroline Manners, an American postgraduate with ample endowments, including a healthy grant from a Midwestern college.


‘I’m afraid he might …’ Askew sighed unhappily.


‘Ach, cheer up, old pal; you’re out of all this now.’


He frowned.


Lamont clinked his glass against Askew’s in a solemn toast. ‘Congratulations. You have survived thirty years in the beehive of academia.’


‘Yeah, well …’ Perhaps he and Lamont could have been friends; the thought made him feel sad.


‘What are you going to do with yourself?’


‘I’m going back to where I started to try and figure things out.’


‘Ah, this is what we all hope to extract from retirement: an end – a conclusive end – to the long wait for fulfilment; a revelation of truth …’


Askew laughed. ‘Well, it’s either that … or I’ll go for long walks on the moor and sit down and look at it as I imagine one would look at the sea.’


‘You’re lucky to have learnt how.’ Lamont looked at him closely with curious blue eyes. ‘I imagine our childhoods to have been quite similar,’ he tried. ‘How did you grow up?’


Askew didn’t answer, but the wine trembled in his glass.


‘Where were you at school?’ Lamont pressed on. This was a common enough question and one that could even be expected between two people who had been acquainted for several decades.


‘I cannot remember where I was taught – or what – only what I have learnt.’


‘Aye.’ The dried-up Scotsman nodded, but still he would not give up. He tried another avenue: ‘Anyway, you protected yourself well; your strategy of integrity is one of the most successful I have ever witnessed.’


He looked up, surprised.


‘How do you do it?’


‘It takes some practice,’ he said vaguely. He never wanted to fail Lamont.


It was the Scotsman’s turn to laugh, but kindly. ‘Yes, I imagine it does.’


They were quiet for a moment, looking into their wine.


‘Would you have wished it otherwise?’ Lamont asked softly.


‘There was no other way.’


‘There always is, in the beginning,’ he proposed.


‘There was never a beginning.’


‘What about later on? You had a wife …’


‘Well, no,’ he admitted, because Lamont was the only person he had been this close to. ‘That is, never in any proper way. There were girlfriends … early on. Not that many.’ Very few, in fact – if any. It was not that he wasn’t able. No, nothing like that. Nor was he disinclined; he still woke with an erection most mornings. It was just that time had passed him by, so that now, when he was asked what he had been doing with that time, his time, he could not answer. It was as if he had taken a running jump forty years previously and never landed.


‘Well, conventions are of little importance these days.’


He could not offer more, but Lamont was bolder.


‘The important thing is that you loved.’


‘Yes,’ Askew agreed elusively.


‘Not everybody is that fortunate.’


‘No,’ Askew realised, and looked up at his friend. ‘Were you never in love?’


Lamont shook his head slowly. ‘I’m not sure … but I did get married and we had a couple of children – they make it all worthwhile, you know.’


Askew looked miserable and Lamont tried to compensate: ‘I used to envy you so; you seemed always to have some other purpose – what was it … a hobby of some kind?’


‘Oh,’ he hadn’t realised that anyone had noticed. What else? He looked around the room as if he might find an answer. ‘I was … gathering information for a while … Private research, if you like – trying to clear some old debts,’ which was more to the point than it sounded, he knew.


Dr Lamont looked surprised but did not press on. He searched instead for safer ground. ‘Any other relatives?’


At one stage there had been suddenly many. ‘There is someone –’ this was more than he had admitted before – ‘somewhere,’ he added.


‘Well, I may drive out to see you some time. It’d be good to get out of the city,’ said Lamont, who had finally realised that this was as far as they would go.


*

Now, in the armchair at Oakstone, Askew thought that perhaps he should ring Lamont and ask him to come down for a weekend. He sighed – it was so difficult to know about friends. How did you know for sure that somebody was your friend? It was not as if it happened by general agreement; there was no certificate or decree to make it credible.


Suddenly he remembered something from long ago and got up from the chair. His limbs were a bit stiff, but no worse than could be expected at late middle age. As he climbed the stairs to the first floor, he was glad of all the running he had done as a child – all that exercise had kept him fit. Another flight of stairs, not as grand as the first, brought him on to the second floor, which had once housed the servants. He faced a narrow corridor of closed doors, each one opening on to an identical small room, but he knew which one to go for. He hadn’t been up here since he moved in – there was no need with so much space to heat up elsewhere. He turned the handle but the door did not give. He put his shoulder to it and tried again. This time the door budged and opened on to a dark room with a single, curtainless window facing the moor. The paint on the windowsill was chipped and there was dust and dead flies on the floor. There was no hint as to what the previous owners had used the room for – if at all. He looked around, almost expecting to find a superhero poster on the wall. And the broken club chair as it had been on that day, pulled into the middle of the otherwise-empty room. The friendship chair.


*


‘Right,’ said Michael brightly, ‘this is where you sit.’ He gestured towards a large leather chair in the middle of the room. The seat and armrests were torn in several places, but it was still an impressive piece of furniture and Gabriel hesitated.


‘Go on; there’s nothing to be afraid of. I assure you that the procedure is very safe.’


Gabriel wondered where Michael had learnt to speak like that. ‘All right,’ he said and sat down in the chair. It engulfed him and his feet did not touch the floor but stuck out at an awkward angle.


Michael looked sceptically at his plimsolls that were dangling in mid-air. ‘Ah, well,’ he said, ‘it would have been good if your feet touched the floor so that you were earthed, but there’s nothing we can do about it now.’


‘Earthed?’ Gabriel asked anxiously.


‘To ground the current if something goes wrong,’ Michael said with all the confidence of his age and added, ‘Not that anything will, of course.’


Gabriel swallowed and wished he could hear Michael’s mother somewhere in the large house. Michael was rummaging about close behind him and Gabriel climbed on his knees to look around the high back of the armchair. A Little Electrician’s kit box lay open on the floor. There were red and black leads scattered around it and next to them a black box with buttons on it and some metal clips.


Michael raised his head and frowned. ‘You’re not supposed to look – it may ruin the experiment,’ he said with a hurt expression.


Gabriel settled back into the chair, his heart beating harder now. The palms of his hands were cold and clammy.


‘If you pass the test,’ Michael was saying from behind, ‘we can have some pancakes for lunch.’


‘I’d like that,’ Gabriel said in a small voice.


‘Well, then you need to do your very best.’ Michael was standing next to him now.


‘Yes.’ This was always the case.


‘’Cause you do want us to be friends, don’t you?’


‘Yeah.’ He nodded and, because it suddenly felt very important, he added, ‘Yes.’


‘Put your arms like this,’ Michael instructed and pulled Gabriel’s arms along the armrests, ‘and your legs should be apart, like this.’ He stood bowlegged like a cowboy who had just got off his horse.


‘That’s it; hold it like that and remember not to move, as that may mess up the results.’


Gabriel nodded carefully so as not to move his body.


‘And, by the way, you must keep your head still.’


He tried to sit absolutely still while Michael attached one of the red leads with a metal clip to his finger. It nipped a bit but did not hurt. Michael looked up and smiled encouragingly. ‘There; it’s not too bad, is it?’


He blinked his eyes as a signal.


‘Good. I need to put the electrodes all over your hands and feet and ears and chest ’cause these are the best places to measure.’ Gabriel was aware of his heart beating harder and he had a thick sensation in his throat. Michael was leaning over him and he could feel his warm breath as he tried to attach one of the electrodes to his ear. He smelt of buttered toast and sand. ‘Hmm –’ Michael stood back and held his chin – ‘I think I’d better use some tape to attach it to your temples. That’s how the guy did it in Frankenstein.’


Gabriel had never been to the cinema, but Uncle Gerry had told him that Frankenstein was a horror film. He frowned involuntarily.


Michael patted him on the shoulder. ‘It’s nothing to worry about; it’ll just make it a bit more real. Just wait here for a minute – and try not to sweat; water and electrics don’t mix.’


But Gabriel was sweating now. In spite of the chill in the un-heated room, he could feel his flannel shirt under the slipover sticking to his back and a bead of sweat was trickling along his temple. He breathed deeply and tried not to move. There was a Captain Marvel poster pinned to the wall in front of him and he wondered where Michael had got it; he had never seen a poster like that at Wilkinson’s. The poster showed Captain Marvel, the gold flash glittering on the chest of his red bodysuit, fighting against a giant spider. Gabriel looked away quickly and his eyes fell on a low stool on the floor below the poster. There was nothing special about the stool – Michael had probably stood on it to attach the poster to the wall – but something about it made Gabriel feel peculiar. It was painted light blue with a slit in the middle so that it could be carried around. In a flash he saw an image of himself trying to climb on the stool and heard laughter as somebody picked him up and carried him away. It was an odd sensation and he wondered if it had anything to do with the electrodes that were attached to his hands and feet. Just then, Michael returned with a roll of tape.


‘All right, let’s get going.’ He bit off a couple of strips of tape and stuck them to his left index finger while his right hand fitted one of the remaining electrodes to Gabriel’s temple. At first, the tape wouldn’t stick to his damp skin but on the second attempt it worked and Michael quickly attached the last electrode to the other temple. He stood back and admired his work. ‘Perfect!’


Gabriel was not altogether reassured, but remembered the pancakes and strained to smile with his eyes.


‘Now, try not to swallow while I attach the leads to the battery.’


The saliva was collecting in his mouth and his throat was aching as he waited for Michael to stick a black and a red lead to each of the metal tongues of the large battery.


‘There! Now I’m going to switch it on – only a little, at first – and you must tell me when it hurts; these are dangerous things to play with …’


Gabriel’s throat made a strange sound and he stared in panic at the black battery box as Michael turned on the switch. He shut his eyes and waited for whatever was in store. But nothing happened. He opened his eyes.


Michael was looking up at him expectantly. ‘Well?’


He could not answer.


‘Blink once if it hurts and twice if it doesn’t.’


Gabriel hesitated and blinked twice.


‘Darn!’ Michael muttered and turned the switch to the next setting. ‘If you don’t feel anything, it may not work and we cannot be sure to be friends.’


Gabriel wanted to cry but knew he must not. His entire life depended on this.


‘Now, you ought to feel this.’


He shut his eyes again and tried to feel that sensation that would herald their friendship. It wasn’t there. His eyes were welling and he shut them harder.


‘Remember, blink once when you feel it.’


Perhaps there was a slight tingling in his spine? Oh, was there? He couldn’t take it any longer and, abruptly, he blinked – once.


‘I knew it!’ Michael shouted. ‘Jolly good. I knew we could be friends.’ He jumped up to the chair and shook Gabriel’s hand as if they were bankers sealing a deal.


Gabriel swallowed at last and looked down at his hand where the electrodes were still attached. He hoped he really had felt enough. But, as he looked into Michael’s beaming face, he pushed all his doubts aside and laughed a throaty laugh. ‘Can we have pancakes now?’ he asked and pulled his sleeve across his face that was still damp with sweat and perhaps tears.


‘Yes.’ Michael was bounding with joy, either from the success of the experiment or his new friendship. ‘I’ll tell Maman we are on our way.’ He ran out the door and along the corridor, leaving Gabriel still attached to the chair. Carefully, so as not to damage anything, Gabriel picked off the electrodes one by one and put them on the floor next to the open box.


The kitchen was bright but quite chilly when Gabriel entered. The light from a single overhead bulb was grating against the weak daylight that sieved through the diamonds of a row of leaded windows.


Michael’s mother was standing by an Aga cooker. She had soft brown hair, styled in waves around her face, and she wore a stripy apron over a green woollen dress. She was very pretty, Gabriel thought.


‘Ah, there you are. You found the way on your own, then?’ Her eyes were large and deep like a deer’s.


He nodded. It did not occur to him that this might be odd.


‘Come and sit down; Michael is just fetching the jam from the scullery. The maid is off today but I hope you will like the pancakes, all the same.’


He hesitated for a moment; he could not remember ever sitting at a table other than his mother’s or Uncle Gerry’s. There was a nice smell of frying butter from the stove. She looked up at him and smiled with her doe’s eyes. Michael must have warned her about him but he looked down just the same, letting his fringe fall over his face.


‘Hurry up – they are almost finished; you can have the first one if you sit down now.’ Her voice, too, was different and beautiful – it sang at the end of each word, like some small animal might, and her lips pouted in pronunciation. He thought of his own mother’s lips that grew thin and white when she scolded him.


He pulled out a chair and sat down. ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ he whispered at the table.


‘I’m Mrs Bradley, but you can call me Amélie, if you like. Michael told me that you’re his new friend at school. I’m glad you met; it’s not always easy to move into a new area.’


He was baffled. She wanted him to call her a name he couldn’t possibly articulate and she was glad that Michael was his friend.


‘What are your parents called?’ she asked and put a measure of batter on the frying pan. It frizzled for a moment.


‘My mother’s called Cecilia.’ It felt strange saying a name he used so rarely.


‘And your father?’


‘I don’t know,’ he said truthfully. ‘My father went away before the war and didn’t come back.’


‘I am very sorry to hear it. So many died in that awful war …’ She had turned away from the frying pan for a moment and her eyes looked at him in a sad way. It worried him and he wanted to put things right.


‘Oh, but he didn’t die,’ he tried to explain. ‘He didn’t want to come back because of my face.’


She looked at him oddly. ‘Who told you that?’


‘I don’t know … Everybody, I suppose.’ He couldn’t remember who first told him.


She was quiet for a moment. ‘What does your mother do?’


‘She works as a secretary for Dr Lennon,’ and, in case she did not know the word, he added, ‘She answers the telephone and takes notes on a pad and pops to Wilkinson’s for the milk.’


Mrs Bradley put a plate with a beautiful golden pancake in front of him. It smelt delicious and he suddenly remembered: ‘I have an uncle – he’s called Uncle Gerry, but his real name is Gerald Askew. He used to be a doctor too, but he’s no good after the war and now he does odd jobs on the farms, taking care of sick animals. He lives up on the moor in a cottage, but often comes to see us.’


He heard a clattering as she dropped the spatula on the floor. ‘Askew, did you say?’


He nodded with a mouthful of pancake and got off his chair to fetch the spatula that had left a greasy skid mark on the tiles, but she had already stooped to pick it up. When she stood again, she took a step closer and looked carefully at his face. He felt uncomfortable, remembering he looked a fright when eating, and backed a little towards the table, but her eyes held him. Suddenly, she reached out her hand and stroked his cheek. So soft. He flinched and looked up at her in alarm. Just then, Michael burst through the scullery door with a jam jar in his hand. There was some jam on his face too.


‘I tested all of them,’ he said earnestly, ‘and this is the best one.’ He looked from Gabriel to his mother. ‘Honestly, it is.’


‘Is it, now? Well, that’s just splendid.’ His mother laughed. ‘Why don’t you two sit down and eat your pancakes before they get cold?’ She seemed normal again and Gabriel was greatly relieved.


When they had finished their pancakes, Mrs Bradley asked, ‘Does your mother know you’re here today?’


He shook his head. It was a strange question; he rarely told his mother where he went after school. ‘Where’re you going?’ Mother would sometimes ask. ‘Nowhere,’ he would answer, and it was usually left at that.


‘Tell her you’re welcome to come here and play with Michael at any time, will you?’ she said, her eyes ablaze again.


He was beginning to feel a bit sorry for Michael, who had such a strange mother, but then he remembered her warm touch on his face and the flash of the deer. ‘Thank you, Mrs Bradley, I will,’ he said, knowing he wouldn’t.


*

But of course, Mother found out anyway. Gabriel had just got back from Michael’s on a damp evening a few weeks later when it was made clear, as he had always dreaded, that Michael’s house, with its strange and yet familiar feeling and the soft, beautiful mother, was too private and positive an experience to last.


‘You’re never to go to that house again, do you hear me?’ Her hands were hard on his shoulders and her face was too close; he could see the pores around her nose and smell the frustration on her voice.


‘But why?’ For once, he felt he needed to assert himself. ‘Michael’s my friend.’ He was careful not say, ‘my only friend.’


‘Your friend?’ A drop of her spit landed on his chin. ‘He cannot be your friend – it’s … unnatural.’


This was an argument he had heard before, although never from her. Suddenly, he wanted to shout, ‘It’s all your fault – you’re the unnatural one, giving birth to a freak!’ But he didn’t; he had learnt to control his impulses and never blame anyone else for his shortcomings. Instead, he stamped his foot and bleated, ‘But he is! He is my friend – he has said so himself – I passed the test.’


She sighed and let go of his shoulders to cover her face with her hands. ‘Have you met Mr Bradley?’ The anger had gone from her voice, but he could sense that this was somehow more important, and it frightened him.


‘No.’


‘Mrs Bradley?’


He hesitated; she was the most private part of it all – he did not want to give her up.


‘Answer me, Gabriel. What is she like?’


Her body is still and her face is alive. She moves like a tree in the wind … or like a deer with the moon in its eyes. ‘She’s lovely,’ he whispered. How easy it was to betray under such threat. And still the blow, when it came, surprised him. She had never hit him before. His cheek burnt and he tried to swallow down the tears. He was trembling now and could not make sense of it all. In what way was he wrong now? He tore away from her and out of the house.


As he turned off the road, it began to drizzle and the lane was soon muddy underfoot. He didn’t stop to open the gate on to the moor, but scissored over it, supporting himself with one hand. The turf and heather squelched as he ran. The wind that was blowing into the hole in his face resonated with his panting. Sheep huddled uselessly amongst last year’s bracken, scattering off with empty panic in their inane eyes as he passed. He crossed a river that sang of the sea and hurried its white water under a clapper bridge. He climbed a tor and the rain seemed to lift for a moment as he crested the hill and dug his heels into the slope on the other side, where Uncle Gerry’s cottage came into view. The longhouse was built into the hillside, facing a narrow valley of enclosed paddocks. A dirt track passed the cottage along the valley and connected it to the Stagstead and Mortford roads on either side. Uncle Gerry kept a few sheep in a pen and chickens in the yard, which had left it mucky with dung and wet straw. Gabriel didn’t stop to knock but burst through the door, which opened straight on to the parlour. A peat fire was fading in the large flagstone fireplace and a kerosene lamp stood in the globe of its own light on an oak table in the middle of the room. The stone walls were lined with books and a dark oil painting hung over the mantelpiece. A stuffed buzzard, perched on a peg, watched the door, flanked on the other side by a set of stag’s antlers. The gramophone was turning without music.
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