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  Prologue




  THIS IS ALBION GIDLEY SINGER at the pen, a man with a weakness for a good fact. The first fact is always the hardest: you have to begin somewhere, and

  such is the nature of this intractable universe that the only thing you can start with is yourself. If I am nothing else, I am at least a link in the endless chain of proof which stretches back to

  a time when Albion Gidley Singer cannot even be imagined.




  Mirrors show me a tall man with a splendid head, and a mouth that would never weaken. That person in the mirror has been so many solid things. He has always been a gentleman, and in addition he

  has been a son, a husband, and a father. He has been a customer in shops where long yellow gloves were laid out before him on glass, he has been a drinker on sawdust, and in the hushed leathery air

  of the best clubs. He has been a man in plus-fours, a man in a wing collar, a man in a nightshirt, a man in a striped bathing-suit. He has even been a praying man, staring at the dust between his

  knees and looking forward to lunch. He has been all these things with exceptional completeness, and has convinced the world, and himself.




  I move from room to empty room in my house, inspecting the objects that I own. In the muffled air of the closed drawing-room I grasp a poker and hear it rattle against the grate; in the entrance

  hall, where no one enters now, I feel the marble of the hall-stand cold against my palm; in the gleaming dining-room I grasp the Dresden shepherd on the sideboard, and find the flute in his silly

  pink hand snapping off between my fingers: but these things remain strangers to me.




  That dining-room is all chairs now, drawn up tightly against the table with the spindles grinning at me. Now that there is no one to sit in them, those chairs are multiplying, and the blank

  sheen of the table fills the entire room.




  This is Albion Gidley Singer at the pen, locked in behind his mahogany, filling the silence around himself with the busy squeak of the nib across the paper. I will begin where I always like to

  begin, with a fact. Once upon a time, there was a man and his daughter, and all was well. There was a man and his daughter, that was a definite fact, and nothing a man need be ashamed of. I have

  never been ashamed of any fact, and I am not a mumbler: I like the way my face vibrates with the resonance of my voice as I declare a fact, and my chest swells. My voice fills the room completely,

  corner to corner and up to the ceiling like a smell.




  I am in danger of becoming irrational. At any moment I will begin tittering. Grip yourself, Albion. Tell the story.




  
 





  Part One




  A Son




  
 





  Chapter One




  I WAS ONCE long ago a fat boy, and in the privacy of the bath I investigated my rolls and folds with interest. ‘It is all muscle,’ Father

  said. ‘Do not slouch, Albion, muscle is nothing to be ashamed of,’ and I said nothing, for if Father wished to have a son of muscle, I would do my best to please him.




  I knew I was a disappointment to Father. He was a man of unbending lip, his fob-watch never far from his hand: stern reminders of how I must one day fill his shoes were never far from his lips,

  although he made no secret of his inability to imagine me doing so.




  ‘Albion,’ my father said, ‘you must never forget that God is watching you. You are never unobserved.’ Every tree, every fence and ditch, every soft sky above darkened

  houses, watched. God and layabouts watched from every corner. I was Albion Gidley Singer, son of George Augustus Singer, and had a position to maintain under so many eyes.




  But who was Albion Gidley Singer?




  He was a boy who learned early on how to tie his own bootlaces and not to cry when he spilled his milk. He was a boy who was always big for his age, a boy who had learned to call his father

  Sir, and his mother Mama, he was a boy who stood when any of his elders entered the room, who doffed his cap when speaking to a lady, who learned how to conceal the various sounds and

  discharges of his body, and to lie down with a camphor cloth when the asthma came on; he was a boy who learned to say thank you to servants in just the right way, and to put the sixpence in the

  plate at Communion, and say his prayers for the poor people. He was a boy who knew all this: his various skills and knowledges armoured him so that life could never flummox him.




  But Albion Gidley Singer was also a large and cumbersome suit of armour wheeled around the world, made to speak and smile and shake hands, by some other, very much punier person within: some

  ant-like being who did not know anything at all, an embattled and lonely atom whose existence seemed suspected by no one.




  The only comfort in the existence of that microscopic Albion Gidley Singer was the certainty of facts. In bleakness of spirit, and in the confusion and panic of those times when the breath could

  not be forced in and out of my chest, a fact was a rock to cling to. As other boys collected stamps, my joy was in the accumulation of facts: I cherished and polished my collection, poring over

  The Golden Treasury of Knowledge, Incredible But True, and Every Boy’s Encyclopedia until I ran at the mouth with greed for facts.




  What a wealth of facts were in the world! When I was dispirited, or confused by my sister Kristabel’s long green eyes and way of making me feel clumsy, facts were my best friends: in the

  uncertainties of childhood, facts alone could be depended on never to change, never to betray, and never to lose their charms.




  How it comforted me to know that the average human skin measures seventeen square feet, that there are forty-nine thousand words in the English language, that a single pair of rabbits can

  produce three hundred and twenty-four more rabbits in the space of a year, and that a man can live for a hundred and thirty-three days without food but only forty-one without water!




  Before I knew better, and reluctantly abandoned the scheme, it had been my hope to know every fact in the world by the time I died. This did not seem to me impossible: even the Encyclopaedia

  Britannica held a finite number of facts. I envied those who had lived before me – ancient Greeks, for example, who seemed to know almost nothing, and who could therefore easily digest

  the entire store of facts in existence.




  But I began to see that there was one fact I would never know: the fact of myself. I watched myself in mirrors, and saw how broad of shoulder, deep of chest, imposing of height I was, how

  utterly solid within all my fat, or muscle: I was a well-built young fellow, and anyone looking at me would have been sure I was as solid as I looked. They could not know that for all my

  massiveness, I was as insubstantial as a dandelion: and for all my appearance of strength, I could be reduced at any moment to a failed pair of bellows wheezing and squeaking.




  I did a lot of watching of myself, and told my reflection its name: ‘You are Albion Gidley Singer, you were born on the twelfth of January eighteen seventy-five, you have brown eyes and a

  mole under your fourth rib, you live at Rosecroft, 7 Palmer Street, Bayview, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia, the Southern Hemisphere, the World, the Galaxy, the Universe.’




  This did not help: the reflection in the glass was unmoved, but the speck within was thrown into turmoil by the thought of all those stars, and the spaces between them that made the human brain

  reel to measure. There seemed no way to attach any kind of fact to that speck: the fact of its existence – the fact of myself – could be deduced only from my reflection in others.
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  From Mother, for example. She brought comfort to my hollowness, filling it slyly every night. ‘Here, Albion,’ that lavender-fragrant mother would say, and bring a

  bag of fairy-cakes from behind her back. ‘I know these are my boy’s favourites.’ I sat up in bed, watching her over my nose as it moved, set in motion by my chewing jaws. She

  watched every mouthful, and sighed when I had used a wet finger to pick up the last grains of sugar in the bottom of the bag. ‘Sweet dreams, darling,’ she murmured, ‘the

  night-light will keep the ghosts away,’ and she tucked me in as I lay down, queasy from such an engorgement of cake taken too quickly late at night.




  Mother was something I never seemed to get quite enough of, delicious but unsubstantial like those cakes she offered, for it was borne in on me early that a manly sort of boy does not wish to

  spend time with his soft mother. I read and reread the thick pages of the Boys’ Own Annual, over Chums and Ripping Yarns, soaking this knowledge into my pores like a

  stain. I could not have pointed to the page where I learned this, but it was very clear: females did not feature in the world of boys except, now and again, as objects to be rescued.




  I knew that the correct sort of behaviour for a manly young chap was winning blue-striped marbles from other lads, poking cats with sticks, and swashbuckling around with a wooden sword. Boys

  shouted each other down, boys jeered if you gave them a chance, boys could not wait to tell you what a dill you were, what a thick-head, how yellow, and how you

  couldn’t run for nuts.




  Mothers, on the other hand, did not wish to engage in any kind of bold action: they were people always sitting down, with a bit of tatting in their hand or a silver teapot, and soothing phrases

  always on their lips: Never mind, not to worry, it is not as bad as it seems. Mothers were people who spent their time in the company of other women, and if sons wished to be near their

  mothers it seemed it could happen only in those private moments when the world had its back turned. But oh, there were times when I longed to be spared all that marble-winning, all the cat-poking,

  and all that swashbuckling, all that puffing-up of yourself like a frog, to impress the others with how big you were, how fierce, how fearless.




  No one needed to tell me that Mother’s cakes were one of the things that were not to be spoken of to the other boys. No one needed to tell me – somehow it seemed I was born with the

  knowledge – that they would mock. Had Mother ever said, ‘Do not tell your father, Albion,’ as she handed me cakes, or had I always known this was a secret between us? Those cakes

  were the currency of the love between us: sweet but flimsy, a private transaction of which the evidence soon vanished.




  When Father was present, Mother suppressed her sighs as well as her smiles, and only watched when Father prodded me in the chest and exclaimed, ‘No mollycoddling for you, Albion. I will

  not have you malingering, it is just a matter of will-power.’ So I straightened up and tried to please by being board-like in erectness and blankness of feature, and kept my eyes on the

  middle distance, concentrating on keeping the breaths steady in and out of my chest, and on not letting Father see that his poking of me made me want to cough.




  I certainly had no wish to be a cissy, in spite of that longing to feel Mother’s arms around me now and then. Father said, ‘No cosseting, Angelica, the boy will become a

  milquetoaste!’ and Mother would agree, ‘I would not dream of it, George,’ but later there would be a bag of cream puffs, or bull's-eyes, and her soft eyes watching while I

  ate.
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  Then there was my sister. Had we been a pair of brothers, Kristabel and I might have got on, for we were alike, but as it was she could not forgive me. I was the boy, so I was

  sent away to one of the top schools, and was given the benefit of Greek and Algebra, and I would be groomed for the business, later on.




  Because she was a girl, Greek and Algebra were kept from Kristabel, and she did not have to master anything more baffling than a little polite French chit-chat, a few Kings and Queens, and a

  tuneful tinkling on the piano. Perverse as she was, she did not see her good fortune. ‘Why does he get to do all the interesting things?’ she would demand loudly of Mother. ‘I am

  better at sums than he is, any day of the week,’ and she sulked for all that Greek and Algebra, and did not believe when I told her she would not want to have anything to do with it. She

  envied me, and was sure she could have done better than I. ‘Say something in Greek, Albion, go on,’ she would say, and sneer when I tried.




  Mother did not seem able to warm to her eldest, that skinny girl with her scrawny freckled arms and bumpy elbows, who had nearly killed her in coming into the world so reluctant and awkward.

  ‘Just look at the state of you,’ she exclaimed, and tweaked and tugged at Kristabel’s skirts. ‘And what in Heaven’s name have you done with your hair?’ Mother

  and Kristabel spent long hours with Morgan the dressmaker (Kristabel surly, standing sullen while they circled her with pins), and she made her lie in darkened rooms with slices of lemon all over

  her face and arms, and walk around with books balanced on her head.




  But Kristabel remained all sharp angles, rough elbows, lumpy-knuckled hands: her skirt always hung awry on her angular hips: she remained unalterably plain, and so much lemon seemed to make her

  freckles darker than ever. All Mother’s labour and worry – hurrying home from a tea-party with a new kind of poultice that Mrs Adams swore by, to try on freckles, or a flesh-increasing

  diet recommended by Mrs Phipps, and all the calling to the kitchen for bowls of cucumber and oatmeal, or the yolks of four eggs in stout – poor Mother: after all this, her daughter was as

  bony and freckled as ever. Into the bargain she was now sulky, sullen, grizzling: ‘Let me be, Mother, it is just the way I am made, it cannot be helped.’ There was never a soft look for

  her poor mother, or a smile.




  Although so plain, skinny, and short, she never had a day’s illness, and could run and climb and jump with nothing worse to show for it than a red face and wild hair. Just breathe,

  Albion, she would say. Look, like this, and would demonstrate with her own fleshless chest how to breathe.




  But Kristabel, for all her inadequacies, was a female, and shared with Mother the underworld of women, from which I was forever excluded. What were those secrets they shared, Mother and

  Kristabel, murmuring away on the corner of the verandah, that made them fall silent when they saw me? ‘Some things are just between us girls,’ Mother might murmur, and wink at

  Kristabel. ‘We girls must be allowed our little secrets. Mustn’t we, Kristabel dear?’




  They seemed to think they had some sort of superiority to me with their women’s vapours. For no visible reason, without being feverish, or wheezing, there were days when Kristabel would

  not play tennis, would not even walk, would do nothing but lie on the chaise-longue saying, I am a little indisposed, Albion, just at the minute. She would whisper to Mother, and disappear

  mysteriously below-stairs with some little bundle in her hand. They made me feel frumpish and stupid, with their secret knowing glances at each other – We know, but he does not. I was

  made tiny by their freemasonry of femaleness.




  To spoil Kristabel’s poise, then, was a necessary relief. She might be as smug as a coiled cat, but I could cause her complacency to crumble, oh yes indeed! The calm and pallor of my

  skinny sister could always be transformed by her brother Albion, and Albion could deduce the certainty of his existence from his sister’s frenzies under his fingers.




  ‘Albion,’ she shrieked throughout our childhood, ‘Albion, let me go!’ She was a wanton one, with a red mouth full of teeth gasping for me, and her eyes lost in flesh when

  she cried out. ‘No! No, Albion, or I will tell!’ She loved nothing more than my hands tickling her, under the pinafore, into her ribs, under her arms, her belly. ‘Albion, stop, I

  cannot bear it!’ she shrieked, and I heard the passion in her voice that made a lie of her words, and I would not have thought of stopping until the tears ran down her red blotched face, and

  her voice became reedy. Sated, crazed with pleasure, she sat doubled up over her crumpled pinafore, breathing hard, hunched over on her own pleasure.




  ‘You love it, Kits,’ I whispered into her hot red ear. ‘You love it more than anything.’ Kristabel would shake her head – ‘No, no, no’ – and I

  would laugh at her game of pretending to hate it, and tickle more if I had energy to spare. She, the wanton, gasping and crying out, arching and writhing under my hands: it was her pleasantry to

  tell me it was no pleasure.




  
 





  Chapter Two




  THERE WAS A particular smell of school that made my heart sink and my brain go slow as soon as I smelled it, of many boys packed together, of chalk, of

  forgotten food in the backs of desks: a smell of extinguishment. It was one of the top schools, as we were forever being reminded, and our fathers paid some of the top fees, but I could not seem to

  make the most of my advantages, as I was always being urged to do.




  How I envied the less blessed boys, at the despised government school: they said haitch when they meant aitch, and grasped their dinner-forks like spears. But they were not sent

  away three times a year to live among cold-eyed strangers. No amount of grammar, no number of gentlemanly ways with knife and fork, could be worth the dormitory, the chilly sharp edges on

  everything, the bells cutting the day up into bits, and the way there was no escape, for day after dreary day.




  Poor Mother did her best: in the holidays I gorged, and her cakes followed me to school: thick fruitcakes with paper around them, that I hoarded in my locker, and gobbled under the gaze of other

  boys whose mothers did not think to send them cake, and who did not warm to me more because I received cakes from home, even on those occasions when I handed slices out all round: they took the

  cake, but I was still Albion whom no one liked much.




  Father, although such a slapper of shoulders, and such a mocking poker of fat, believed that a boy should not be kept short, so there were plenty of humbugs and cream buns from the sweetshop

  across from the headmaster’s house. It was a comfort, among such a smell of chalk and of too many years of boiled potatoes in the air, to cram my mouth full of something sweet and crunch it,

  so that I could not hear the shouts and cries of boys developing team spirit out in the playground, and could imagine myself somewhere else altogether, somewhere warmer and lavender-scented. They

  were like a promise that home was still there, and that I would be returning to it before too long.




  The masters were mostly dust-coloured ageless men billowing along briskly in tattered gowns of which they were proud, with a vague way with boys such as myself who were neither bad nor good,

  neither quick nor slow, but simply the pudding-face in the third row, who could never remember how to find a square root no matter how many times he was told.




  There was another type of master, but I feared them even more than the ablative-construing and square-root querying ones: these were robust young ones, who had been seniors themselves only a few

  years before, who bullied us around outside, devising from week to week another way of making us stumble across paddocks, sweating our way over fences and down the sides of gullies, and generally

  suffering in various manly ways.




  These dreadful cross-country torments were considered suitable for the boys with chests, and so was a litde slow cricket, but we were let off the worst of it, and did not have to mill

  around in mud trying to kick a slimy ball. But we still had to stand watching the ones who did, and pretend enthusiasm, and were despised as well, for being girly, not up to any

  rough-and-tumble.




  Nights were the worst; the days were not much fun, but at least no one gave you time to think, or to feel. I lay in my bed, hearing Chester Junior snuffling in his sleep beside me, and some

  other boy having a dream about his dog: ‘Fetch! Go fetch, Blackie!’




  I lay under the coarse cold sheet, with no possibility of arms around me, and felt a fear like no other, a fear that squeezed cold tears out from under my tight-shut eyelids. ‘I cannot

  bear it, I cannot,’ I tried to tell that fear, but it would not leave me, but froze my heart with its emptiness, left me sucked dry and shivering, a dead leaf in the wind. I lay very still

  and tried to resist that nagging fear, like a flow of cold water, that was never far from me, the fear that this was what life was, for ever and ever until you died: being locked up within

  yourself, all alone, having to pretend all the time, every minute, that you were absolutely perfectly all right.




  In fact, I was far from being all right. I was ashamed of my large-knuckled red hands, ashamed of the way my voice was by turns squeaky and rumbling, ashamed of the blemishes on my face which no

  amount of scrubbing seemed to remove: I loathed my coarse boy’s body and my coarse boy’s clumsiness.




  More than anything that could be seen, though, I was ashamed of certain alarming mysteries of which I dared speak to no one. What were those dreams from which I awoke stifling and gasping, with

  my nightshirt strangely soiled? And what went on within my trousers at times, so that they were caused to bulge out as if there were a grapefruit in there?




  I knew that I knew nothing, but there were other boys, bold boys with cold eyes, who knew. There was Morrison, for example. He was a boy none of us would have invited home for the holidays, for

  he tended to say anythink when excited, and it was rumoured that his father had made his pile in tallow. It was obvious that Morrison had not had as sheltered an upbringing as the rest of

  us: Morrison was one of the knowing type of boy.




  We gathered around Morrison in the glum corner behind the bike-shed, where a sharp smell of burning rubbish always filled the air from the incinerator smouldering there, and Morrison told us

  what he knew about females.




  Their titties hung down to their waists, he said, so they had to strap them up, and he brought an engraving of some primitive wrinkled female in Africa to prove it. Some, he assured us,

  had dugs so long they could toss them over their shoulders or knot them together. Down there, Morrison told us, whispering hoarsely so we all had to strain forward to hear, women had a

  gaping slit like a mouth. There was nothing there, he said, only a lack, a gap, a hole where any proper normal person had a thing you could hold in your hand. What was more, the lips of this

  unimaginable mouth drooped: ‘I have seen the lips hang down just about to their knees,’ Morrison claimed. ‘The old ones, you know, the old ones like your Mums.’




  There was silence behind the bike-shed at this, as each boy thought of his mother and this frightful hidden thing about her. Morrison sniffed – he was an adenoidal boy who sniffed day and

  night, winter and summer, and even one of the best schools had not succeeded in getting him to use his handkerchief – Morrison did not care, for his mother had died when he was little, but we

  other boys would never look at our mothers with the same eyes again.




  ‘What’s the difference between the Jenolan Caves and an old woman?’ he asked, but spared us trying to answer: ‘The Town Hall wouldn’t fit in Jenolan Caves!’

  He told us of the way women could take hold of a man’s organ with this hole and refuse to let go, strangling a man’s manhood while he struggled in her grip. And were there teeth?

  Listening to Morrison, we were not quite sure. I thought of my sister, Kristabel of the mocking eyes, and was struck with the likelihood of what Morrison was telling us. If Kristabel knew she had

  something between her legs that could tear a man apart, no wonder she thought herself so superior! Morrison told us of the insatiable appetite of women for men: ‘They don't, you know, have a

  squirt and be done with it, they can never get enough of it,’ Morrison whispered, and not a boy crouched on the scuffed dirt would have been the one to ask, ‘What is this

  “it”, Morrison?’
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  When we arrived back from holidays one term, there was a new master. Cargill was tall and thin, and walked with a faint shamble, as if he was wearing feet a couple of sizes too

  big. He was a loosely put-together individual with a permanent rash on his jaw where his starched collar rubbed the skin; his slow smile showed a crooked tooth and his large face was mild and

  attentive. He was a man whose academic gown was stiff and new, whose laurels still sat unfaded on his brow. He had been a prodigy, we heard, and would go far, and was full of schemes to get his

  boys developing team spirit. Under Cargill’s direction, we boys with chests were no longer to moon on the edge of the football games hugging ourselves in the wind. ‘You are all

  part of the team too,’ Cargill shouted over the grunts of the players. ‘You will barrack, and I will teach you to barrack as you have never barracked before!’




  He took it seriously, as he wanted us to. Once a week he sat us in the assembly hall, among the rows of dusty chairs, and directed us from where he sat right at the back of the hall.

  ‘Project,’ he would declaim, ‘project, boy, I want them to hear you in Broken Hill!’ and we would try again:




  

    

      ‘Rovers Rovers red and blue,




      Rovers we are counting on you,




      North and South and East and West,




      Rovers Rovers you’re the best!’


    


  




  If we could not get the hang of projecting our thin voices as far as where he sat, he would stride down through the chairs with his long legs, bound up onto the platform, and grasp a boy around

  the waist to demonstrate the existence of the diaphragm.




  I was that boy once, and could hardly breathe, let alone project, as he stood behind me, one hand in the small of my back and the other on my stomach. ‘Push, Singer!’ he exclaimed.

  ‘I want to see my hand move out as you take in air, go on, push, boy!’ I pushed, and we all watched as Cargill’s large hand was moved outwards by the volume of air I had taken in.

  ‘Now, project, Singer, on that chestful of air,’ he urged, and I found myself filled with a resonant and steady voice which filled every corner of the chalky hall. ‘Well done,

  Singer, well done indeed, that is quite a voice.’ Cargill said, and let go of my back and my stomach, but gave me a smile into my eyes that made the world warm for the rest of that day.




  It was Cargill whom I began to adore, and longed to resemble. ‘What are you slouching for, Albion?’ my stern unfriendly father demanded when I went home for holidays, and jabbed me

  in the button of my jacket. ‘Stand straight, boy, be a man.’ I would not tell him, or even myself, that I was being Cargill, that I was trying out the skin of another being who I longed

  to be one with. I felt my toes turn in and I took the long gangling strides that Cargill took, and was at peace and in a tumult of excitement both at once, because I was feeling what it was to be

  Cargill, and to leave lonely Albion somewhere else.




  Cargill’s smile was a leaf caressing the sky. It was a bird through blue, it shaved the stone away from the world and left soul shining through. In the angular and bloodless cold world in

  which I lived, Cargill was the moment of warmth in it, the only moment when it felt acceptable to be Albion Gidley Singer. Stony boy that I was, with a reputation for being one for tittle-tattle

  and going to the authorities, disliked as I was for my stiffness and prissiness, and too much insincere politeness: this stony boy could melt when he thought of Cargill’s smile turned towards

  him.




  I turned out to have an aptitude for bellowing the Rovers’ warcry across the churned mud. I even embellished the simple roar with several yodel-like variations of my own, and schemed for

  those moments when I could produce a new sort of noise that would cause Cargill to look at me, with his smile that turned me to water inside my vest, even though I felt myself to be an empty bell,

  my throat producing volumes of sound out of a centre of blank air.




  In the classroom, where we laboured over gerundives, Cargill bent over me to examine what kind of botch I had made of my parsing. With his hand over mine, he guided my foolish pen so that it

  drew the correct lines and loops and arrows, splitting the sentence neatly into its parts, and as he did so – I, breathless, feeling every molecule of my hand where it was touched by

  Cargill’s – I saw between us one of his hairs slip down on a current of air and settle on the edge of my book. When he had moved on to some other desk, some other boy for whom I had to

  choke down envy for being so close to Cargill, I laid my palm over that hair: gently, so it would not take fright, I captured it. Cargill turned and met my eyes as he spoke in a humorous way of the

  split infinitive, and all the while I had to leave my hand awkward over the hair, and I saw his eyes linger on me, watching and wondering why I sat so stiff and wooden, with my hand ablaze,

  covering my treasure.




  One Sunday in our free time after dinner, I was alone on a cliff mooning at the unfriendly polished surface of the sea. I stared glumly at where grey sea met grey sky and wished for the holidays

  to arrive: failing that, a tidal wave would have done. All at once there was Cargill, coming towards me with his awkward long-striding walk over the bumpy grass, the wind lifting the hair from his

  forehead. My heart thudded in my chest and I could not breathe; but he was definitely coming towards me across the wet grass with a smile on his face, his eyes looking into mine.




  I had allowed myself to dream of Cargill’s arms around me. On countless nights I had rescued Cargill from burning houses, swum through whirlpools to save him from drowning, sucked the

  venom from the twin puncture-holes in his ankle. Together we had stared up at Victoria Falls (six hundred thousand cubic feet per second), gazed down from the Eiffel Tower (nine hundred and

  eighty-six feet, with a lateral movement of five inches in a high wind), and shaken each other’s mittened hands at the North Pole (lowest recorded temperature, minus seventy-two degrees

  Fahrenheit).




  Now Cargill was beside me, not in dreams but in flesh, beside me in the wind, sharing the same cold air, and while it was what I longed for, I feared it as well. Up close, all my difficulties

  began.




  Far below us on the sand, two men were straining at a boat that was stuck like a rock in the sand. At the bow the man in black tugged so hard we saw his hat fall off his head, and I heard myself

  laugh my unpopular laugh; and at the stern, a man in yellow was a tiny hopeless machine, nearly horizontal in his pushing. I laughed and stood beside Cargill, glad of a pretext to laugh aloud,

  because my breathless joy was forcing its way up and out of me, and just for a moment the void was spinning off harmlessly beyond us.




  ‘I am pleased to see you here, Singer,’ Cargill said out of a long silence into which my laugh had been absorbed. ‘Very pleased indeed,’ and I glanced up to see whether

  there was some detail of gerunds or the subjunctive that he wished to share with me. His mouth was a trifle strange, as if he were trying to smile and not smile, at once. His eyes met mine and slid

  away: I could not guess what was in his mind, but it did not appear to be gerunds or the subjunctive. I was awkward then, standing thick and sullen, with only the most unhewn and clumsy words

  coming to me in a moment that I knew was one requiring delicacy, and if words at all, then words of a flute-like fineness.




  Cargill and I stood so close I could sense his body swell with each breath he took, although we were not touching, except perhaps that the fluff of his tweed might have been brushing the fluff

  of mine.




  A gull wheeled by below us and shot suddenly up into the air so I saw the sun illuminating it from behind, a lambent gull soaring, full of light. We watched birds squeaking across the sky in

  pairs, home to their plump branches. Those birds beating their way slowly across the ash-grey sky had my envy, for I knew they were together for always, or at least until death.




  If a genie had appeared to me at that moment, my wish would have been to be able to melt into another, without any kind of fuss or embarrassment, the way one ice-cube could liquefy and become

  one with another. But I was no simple ice-cube: I was a complex lump of boy whose large body was a burden he could not escape. I knew that I was about to be put to the test, and knew already that I

  would fail.




  ‘Well,’ Cargill said, and I heard the sigh, and a shudder in it. I felt my lips creak apart with the effort of thinking of something adequate to say. All at once Cargill turned and

  pressed me to him, so that my face was drowned in the heat of his chest and air rushed out of my body in a moan. He turned my face up to his, with his hand under my chin, and I felt how he trembled

  as he touched me.




  What possessed me, that I flailed out then against Cargill, choking on fear, feeling my hand strike his face so he flinched? What terror filled my mouth with vile words like stones hurled into

  his face? In an ecstasy of anguish, I ripped myself out of his arms and stumbled across the grass. Gulls followed me, screeching and flapping like creatures of doom, and the earth tilted and rocked

  beneath my clumsy running feet, and behind me I knew Cargill stood watching, and knew he would have held out his arms to me in welcome if I had heeded those gulls and the tilting earth, and turned

  back to him. But I could not. I struggled on in despair, throwing my feet out under me, further and further from where Cargill stood watching with the wind blowing around him.




  What was my fear? Was my fear the worst of all, of finding paradise and then being expelled from it? I had watched Cargill bending over other boys, their brown heads close to his, so close they

  seemed to be touching, and I had seen Cargill even take the skinny hand of other boys as he took mine, to guide it over the shape of a tricky sentence: I had seen, and been filled with pain.




  I knew that there must be boys of the past on whom Cargill’s musing eyes had smiled, and knew that there might be other boys in the future. To be locked into myself, hungering for the

  paradise of his arms, was a lonely and comfortless place; but I could bear that, could go on living with a few warm dreams at night in my thin bed.




  But if I unfolded the petals of my embattled self to Cargill, if I allowed his arms around me, his whisper in my hair, and the fondness in his eyes: if I let myself be undone by all this, and

  stand naked in the blast of love, I would risk the worst death of all. I would not survive such a death as that, as Cargill having opened my soul and then with his mild manner moved on, leaving me

  flayed. It was pride and deepest fear, and it left me dry-eyed and stony-hearted later, leaning on a fence, thinking with despair how much life I had still to live.




  
 





  Chapter Three




  WHEN THE HOLIDAYS CAME, Mother and Kristabel continued with their normal lives, as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening. The fact that I was

  home did not seem to be important enough to interrupt their endless little projects: pinning bits of cloth together in the drawing-room to make dainty things, disappearing together for periods of

  time into Mother’s room, and calling endlessly on other ladies. Kristabel was surly through it all, impatient with the pins, preferring to be out in the garden rather than murmuring with

  Mother or the tea-time ladies, but there was no choice for her as there was none for me, and I heard her laughing with Mother sometimes too, and taking seriously the matching of one blue to

  another. ‘Oh, Albion,’ Mother would say, ‘Kristabel and I are just busy for a few moments, can you entertain yourself for a while, dear?’ and I would leave the cosy dimness

  of the drawing-room and its fascinating scraps of cloth, and drift aimlessly back outside into the sharp sunlight. Finally I would tire of waiting for the women to have time for me, and would

  wander the streets with a stomach full of cake and my pockets full of humbugs to suck on.




  I watched women with ostrich-feathers in their hats getting onto trams, I watched men taking up a lot of the footpath, standing legs a-straddle discussing one thing and another, with their hats

  on the back of their head and their hands in the pockets stretching their pants tight over their buttocks. I watched bearded rough men guffaw outside public houses, and women in calico aprons

  looking cross and hurrying along with bundles wrapped in cloth. I watched runny-nosed children with scabs on their faces playing knucklebones in the dirt; and once I saw the streets of the Chinese,

  but I went away quickly because I had been told plump white boys like myself were considered delicacies for a Chinese dinner.




  And it had been with a sticky pocket of my Norfolk jacket full of fluff-covered humbugs that I had been frightened in Roden Street by an odorous skinny woman. ‘Boy!’ she called

  hoarsely from across the street, and made to cross, so that I popped another humbug in my mouth for reassurance and walked faster. There she was, though, blocking the pavement in front of me now,

  inescapable, with a bony pointing finger and a glittering eye. ‘Boy!’ she cried in a hoarse voice like a bird. ‘Stop, boy!’ I thought of feigning deafness, but I had already

  flinched from her cry, and those glittery eyes had seen me hear her. I thought of feigning being foreign, and bamboozling her with some Greek, but with my mouth full of humbug I could not have done

  that. I thought of turning and fleeing from her crooked bony finger, but I was stuck to the pavement, and could not make myself move.




  She was a wild-eyed woman with thin strands of hair Ming down the sides of her face, and her skin was grey, her eyes set in dark rings, her lips the colour of a bruise; she was so skinny under

  her rag of a dress, and a rag of a shawl, she was like a bundle of rubbishy bits of stick; and against her she held a bundle that was a baby, of a nasty putty-colour, with lumps of hair stuck to

  its otherwise-bald head. ‘Boy! Look!’ she cried, and came closer, thrusting back the rags around the baby so I could see its face, wizened and pasty, and smell a smell of sour milk and

  femaleness: a rank, sharp smell of women and hunger.




  She released me from her eyes and yelled something across the street, and I thought for a moment that she had already despaired of me and had found a new victim, but then I saw two tattered

  children run, all ungainly, across from a doorway and stand beside her with their feet bare and their ankles covered with scabs – had the sandflies got them on a picnic, the way they had got

  Kristabel once?




  ‘Boy, we are hungry, look, these are starving away to nothin, see,’ the woman cried in her hoarse voice, not like a woman’s, ‘and my milk for the bub here is all

  gone,’ and her hands grasped at the opening of her bodice so I thought she was going to expose her titties to me, but she did not. ‘We are hard-working and God-fearing Christians, boy,

  but we cannot manage in these hard times now when there is not work to be had.’




  The humbug filled my mouth and I felt my spittle gathering in my cheeks, for I could not swallow, I was almost gagging, looking at these unpleasing and crusted beings. I felt how my cheeks

  puffed and popped with my humbug, I felt how the folds of fat around my neck glistened, I felt how the red blood surged under my skin, and I was ashamed.




  How I loathed them in my shame, and wished for the pavement to open under them, and make them vanish! I thought to give them what I had, all my humbugs and the half-crown and two threepences in

  my pants pocket, to make them disappear and leave me alone with my full stomach, but I thought then that if I gave them all I had they would not disappear, but follow me. I pictured them trailing

  after me all the way home, with the woman’s rough voice slicing my flesh with her words, and the silent children trudging, staring at my large buttocks moving up and down under the Norfolk

  jacket. They might stay then, sitting on the front steps or across the road, the woman’s voice coming in at the windows as we sat down to our saddle of lamb, Mother and Father looking at me

  as a fool for bringing them home with me.




  But the woman’s hand, shaking, was stretched out, almost touching one of my buttons, and she would not let me go now. I could not seem to turn away from her tight-stretched grey face, and

  could not have pushed past, for I could not touch that papery skin, those dingy bits of fabric, and I feared to touch the human body and soul within.




  Their eyes all watched like small animals as I felt in my pockets and came up with my fists full: humbugs in one hand and coins in the other. Their eyes were not on my face now, but on those

  fists, and I flung them open over their heads so there was a clattering and tinkling on the pavement, and they all dived on them, sprawling over themselves to grab and scrabble. While they clawed

  on the ground, I ran, straining against my clothes, bursting at the underarms of my jacket, feeling my chest tighten and my breath grow reedy, until I was safely home.




  ‘Why have you been running, Albion?’ Mother wanted to know, coming out from the drawing-room all cool and smooth. ‘Have you been fighting again, Albion?’ In

  Mother’s cool fragrant presence, ravenous-eyed women seemed a blasphemy. I felt shame at even having such images in my mind; they were like a shameful bodily function. All words stuck in my

  throat, and I could not tell my serene mother that I had been ashamed, and afraid, and nearly sick with some feeling or other, and that the world had toppled from its tidy axis for a few

  minutes.
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  But the image of that woman nagged at my mind, and ranged itself with the shuffling men lining up outside the church, and sitting along the gutter with their boots in the mud,

  chewing slabs of bread.




  I thought long and frowning over the idea of hunger, and decided to forgo my elevenses one morning so that by dinner-time I would know what it meant to be hungry. Under my jacket my stomach made

  petulant sounds, and there was a shaky sensation around my fat middle, and my mouth tasted of pennies, and I could not concentrate, and broke one of the masts of my best brig. I was glad, then,

  when I heard Manning hit the gong, and I could go down to the dining-room. That was hunger, then!




  But, as I ate through my plate of cold tongue with pickle, and my slice of cold pie, and my pile of bread-and-butter, and my glass of milk, I wondered. There was always food. I knew that some

  kinds of food cost more than others, of course, but there was always bread, there were always eggs and milk, and after all potatoes grew right there in the dirt: there was always food.




  I thought, then, to try to enquire of Father, in a man-to-man way, whether it was true that a person, or a woman, could be hungry, actually have nothing to eat, when, as I had established, there

  was any amount of food bursting out of the ground and being extruded from fowls and cows. As far as Father was concerned I was interested in an abstract question of political economy, and he was

  pleased to see me taking an interest at last.




  ‘That is true, Albion,’ Father agreed when I asked him at the end of breakfast the next day. Kristabel and Mother had left the table – I did not want them listening and

  exchanging glances across me – and Father seemed in a jocular frame of mind, having impaled his kidney on his fork and made some remark in Latin at which I smirked uneasily, trying to convey

  simultaneously that I understood but had no further comment to make. Now he chewed the kidney, nodding approvingly. ‘That is all absolutely true, my boy, and it does you credit that you are

  considering such problems.’ I swelled with pride: Father did not often find much to praise me for.




  ‘It does you credit, Albion,’ Father said, ‘but consider this: what is it that causes a farmer to grow more potatoes than he needs himself? It is that others will pay him money

  for his excess, and with that money he will purchase, say, a pair of boots he cannot make for himself.’ I nodded, I followed, and was even beginning to guess the next stage in the argument,

  when he continued. ‘So you see, Albion, it would not work simply to give away the food, no one would bother to grow it.’




  He looked searchingly at me, so I nodded, ‘Yes, Father, I understand,’ and tried not to blush at the memory of the humbugs and threepences tossed into the air, for that was the wrong

  thing to have done, it seemed: I should not simply have given them away.




  But there was another pan of the problem which I was trying to get clear in my mind. ‘So,’ I said, cautiously, unwilling to have Father think me a fool after such a promising start

  to this discussion, ‘so, Father, there are people without the money to buy the food?’ I was tentative, afraid his interested look would fade and he would dismiss me from his mind as a

  dolt: I knew Father’s opinion of my brains was not high, so I had to go carefully, but he was listening blandly. ‘Yes, Albion,’ he said patiently. ‘That is so,’ and

  waited for my next question.




  ‘Why do they have no money, Father?’ I said, blurted rather, for I was ashamed of the nakedness of my question. ‘They have no money because they cannot find work,

  Albion,’ Father said, still patient, but I saw his finger begin to probe towards his fob-pocket for his watch, and I tried to be quick, before he lost interest altogether. ‘Why cannot

  they find work, Father?’ Father was pulling the watch out now and laying it on his palm as he spoke. ‘They cannot find work because they ask too much for their labour,’ he said,

  opening the watch and looking at the time. 'Tempus fugit, Albion,’ he said, and slipped his watch away, and I thought I would not get to the bottom of my problem after all.




  But as he stood and buttoned his jacket, Father said, in quite a kindly way, so that I felt less doltish, ‘You see, Albion, when they ask for wages that are too high, business cannot

  afford to employ them, so they cannot find work. When they ask for lower wages, business will find it profitable again to employ them, they will find work, they will have money, they will buy food,

  and all will be again as it ought be. Do you see, Albion?’ and, as he was leaving the room, I rushed to follow him. ‘Oh yes, Father, I understand perfectly, thank you, I see it all

  now,’ I gushed, but Father had rung for Manning to fetch his hat and gloves, and was no longer listening, so I went away to my room to consider the beautiful logic of what he had told me.




  I hoped never again to have an encounter such as I had suffered with my mouth full of humbug, but I also wished to rush out and find that woman with her accusing eyes, and explain the inexorable

  and impersonal logic of it all to her, and show her the way in which the answer to her problem was in her own hands.




  
 





  Chapter Four




  AS A YOUNG MAN of good prospects approaching manhood, one who was now starting to grow into his fat, and one who finally seemed to have outgrown the

  shameful asthma, certain social events began to be expected of me when I was home from school for the holidays: afternoon teas, mainly, with charades, and a game on the lawn later. Here I was

  expected to deal with the sisters, cousins, sisters’ friends, and sisters’ friends’ cousins, of the boys who were at school with me. Reluctantly, and only because there was no

  choice, I went with Kristabel and sat in various drawing-rooms.




  At home, Kristabel was always a square peg failing to fit a round hole: Mother longed for a dainty flouncy type of daughter, and although she and Kristabel made the best of it among the quilting

  and the tatting, Kristabel was never going to be that sort of daughter. But in other people’s drawing-rooms, Kristabel blossomed, and her sharp remarks made people laugh, so she did not mind

  these afternoons. ‘Oh, at least it is a chance to get out of that everlasting house!’ she told me.




  But I dreaded the visiting. I was awkward, all fumbles and spills taking my tea, tipping the biscuits off their silly little tray – the sort of biscuits, I discovered too late, that

  shattered into many crumbs around one’s boots. I did not quite know what to do with my hands, or my cup of tea on these occasions. I watched myself leaning on things stiffly, trying to look

  relaxed as the others did: I tried getting my hands out of the way in my pockets, and found them bunching into fists in the darkness there, so I took them out again; I tried crossing my arms, or

  sitting down and crossing my legs, but whatever I did my body seemed all thumbs.




  I watched Davis, who seemed to have been doing this all his life. Davis was a dab hand with a cricket bat and had a hank of pale hair that hung over one eye. This hank of hair, or something

  about the way he stood and smiled, drove the cousins and sisters into a frenzy: they positively shouted each other down, all speaking at once to attract his attention with some saucy remark or

  other. They had not seen him, as I had, picking his nose in Religious Instruction, and flicking the snot across the room at the Map of the World.
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  My trouble was, females seemed a race apart: human, I imagined, but not human in the way I myself was human. It was the plumage of a different species, the way their hair

  looped, folded, curled and fell; I could not understand how there could be any room for their organs of digestion within their tiny stiff waists; and although I had secretively studied various

  marble breasts, half-covered with marble drapery, on display in the Gardens, they had not been deeply informative. I could not imagine what bulges and ledges of flesh might be underneath the

  bodices of these sisters and friends of sisters.




  Quite apart from the physical differences, there were others, even less comprehensible. How were the minds of these girls constructed, so they could keep up their trilling and exclaiming, and

  did not need to have anything of significance to say before they spoke? I could never have sparkled and tinkled to try to draw a smile from a young man scowling with shyness. I could not possibly

  have pretended all the phobias of which I learned: of spiders, of sunlight, of large birds, of tea gone cold, of draughts, and of yellow and green worn together. These girls did not laugh aloud

  when I committed some gaffe or other, only soothed and wiped up my slopped tea with a cloth, but I was abashed and found it easy to be surly. It was all too easy to imagine them tittering together

  about poor old Albion when I left the room; and was not all that soothing and mopping almost too solicitous: was it even possible that there was an element of parody?




  Faces grew solemn when I joined a group of muslins and boaters, chat grew thin and lifeless, boys stopped doing droll things with their ties, and the laughter of the muslins faded. Silence grew

  like fungus around my facts when I brought them out and displayed them to these others. They nodded, they made sounds of appreciation behind their lips, but I saw their eyes growing distant and

  beginning to slide sideways over my shoulder as if someone might be approaching who urgently needed to be spoken to.




  It was never long before I found myself no longer part of a large group, but part of a small group, one of three, or even two, edging away mentioning cups of tea. In a group I found myself

  watching faces carefully, like a deaf person, trying to work out what the joke was about Jocelyn’s show pony. I suspected that it was not a horse they were speaking of, though I did not know

  what else a show pony might be. But everyone was laughing, so I laughed too, and hoped no one would ask me what was funny.




  Like cleaved to like here, as elsewhere in nature, and dull Singer found himself settled within the dull group. There was MacDonald, no gadfly he, but a solemn young man in the year above me,

  who felt strongly about grammar, even at pimply seventeen getting himself in a state like some old blunderbuss with a red face and whiskers over the decline of the subjunctive. There was Gillespie:

  Gillespie was the other fat boy at school, and we had often been paired off in those atrocious pantings over paddocks. We hardly loved each other for being together in affliction, but it meant that

  we gravitated towards each other now. There was Parsons, who collected coins, and who liked you to turn out your change-pocket so he could check your half-pennies for the one that was worth two

  hundred pounds; and there was Singer, who could tell you the names of the countries in the world in alphabetical order.
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  There was a young lady who seemed less flighty than the other giggling voiles and muslins: she seemed a serious type of person, and like me did not join in any of the banter.

  Like me, this cousin of a sister, or sister of a cousin, sat on the outskirts. On her face I recognised the same expression as on my own: haughtiness alternating with too eager a desire to please.

  This Winifred was a girl who came out with things abruptly, in a jerky way that sounded as if she were picking a fight, and she did not smile much: but I could see that like me she was simply stern

  with fear.




  It was this young lady with whom I was teamed – others had seen how we were two peas from the same awkward pod – to play at some idiot game of shuttlecock and battledore. She did not

  warm to me for the fact that I was thought a suitable partner: we exchanged a remark or two, but her eyes were elsewhere as she spoke; her eyes were on Davis on the other side of the net, tossing

  back his forelock and turning from face to smiling face. He was surrounded by all the laughing ones, the ones who somehow had been born knowing how to fit in, and here on the other side of

  the net, awkward Winifred and I exchanged remarks on how long it was since we had played this game, how out of practice we were, and how all the best players seemed to be on the other side.




  In the spirit of being a good sport I leapt and lunged as enthusiastically as I could, and played one or two good shots. When I missed an easy one, flapping at the air in a way that must have

  looked ridiculous, I turned to Winifred with a rueful laugh – Albion proving himself a good loser – and hoped for a friendly gesture. But Winifred did not respond with any kind of

  warmth. Instead she turned to me and in her most piercing and irritable voice said, ‘What do you think this is, Bush Week, and you’re the sap!’ Before I could quite believe what I

  had heard, the rotten little feathered object came back over the net and struck me on the head – and Winifred laughed! Laughed at me, so that the spotty girls and the cross-eyed dolt, and all

  the sparkling beauties on the other side of the net, and Davis grinning away winningly – they all laughed with her, and I froze within, and burned without, with mortification. Desperation

  made me force out a hoarse laugh myself- a strained ho ho through stiff lips – so that I would not look even more ridiculous for taking myself seriously; but how I loathed them all at

  that moment! Afterwards, over tea and more of those hateful little explosive biscuits, our hostess, the girl most often and most charmingly at Davis’ side, came up and put her hand on my arm.

  ‘You must not mind that we laughed, Albion, I know you are a good sport, and it is all in fun, you know.’ I was stung all over again that she could think I cared. ‘Oh

  that!’I exclaimed. ‘Oh, I had forgotten that, it was nothing,’ and I heard my voice over-loud among the teacups.
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