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  Why had they pretended to kill him when he was born? Keeping him awake for days, banging his head again and again against a closed cervix; twisting the cord around his throat

  and throttling him; chomping through his mother’s abdomen with cold shears; clamping his head and wrenching his neck from side to side; dragging him out of his home and hitting him; shining

  lights in his eyes and doing experiments; taking him away from his mother while she lay on the table, half-dead. Maybe the idea was to destroy his nostalgia for the old world. First the confinement

  to make him hungry for space, then pretending to kill him so that he would be grateful for the space when he got it, even this loud desert, with only the bandages of his mother’s arms to wrap

  around him, never the whole thing again, the whole warm thing all around him, being everything.




  The curtains were breathing light into their hospital room. Swelling from the hot afternoon, and then flopping back against the French windows, easing the glare outside.




  Someone opened the door and the curtains leapt up and rippled their edges; loose paper rustled, the room whitened, and the shudder of the roadworks grew a little louder. Then the door clunked

  and the curtains sighed and the room dimmed.




  ‘Oh, no, not more flowers,’ said his mother.




  He could see everything through the transparent walls of his fish-tank cot. He was looked over by the sticky eye of a splayed lily. Sometimes the breeze blew the peppery smell of freesias over

  him and he wanted to sneeze it away. On his mother’s nightgown spots of blood mingled with streaks of dark orange pollen.




  ‘It’s so nice of people . . .’ She was laughing from weakness and frustration. ‘I mean, is there any room in the bath?’




  ‘Not really, you’ve got the roses in there already and the other things.’




  ‘Oh, God, I can’t bear it. Hundreds of flowers have been cut down and squeezed into these white vases, just to make us happy.’ She couldn’t stop laughing. There were

  tears running down her face. ‘They should have been left where they were, in a garden somewhere.’




  The nurse looked at the chart.




  ‘It’s time for you to take your Voltarol,’ she said. ‘You’ve got to control the pain before it takes over.’




  Then the nurse looked at Robert and he locked on to her blue eyes in the heaving dimness.




  ‘He’s very alert. He’s really checking me out.’




  ‘He is going to be all right, isn’t he?’ said his mother, suddenly terrified.




  Suddenly Robert was terrified too. They were not together in the way they used to be, but they still had their helplessness in common. They had been washed up on a wild shore. Too tired to crawl

  up the beach, they could only loll in the roar and the dazzle of being there. He had to face facts, though: they had been separated. He understood now that his mother had already been on the

  outside. For her this wild shore was a new role, for him it was a new world.




  The strange thing was that he felt as if he had been there before. He had known there was an outside all along. He used to think it was a muffled watery world out there and that he lived at the

  heart of things. Now the walls had tumbled down and he could see what a muddle he had been in. How could he avoid getting in a new muddle in this hammeringly bright place? How could he kick and

  spin like he used to in this heavy atmosphere where the air stung his skin?




  Yesterday he had thought he was dying. Perhaps he was right and this was what happened. Everything was open to question, except the fact that he was separated from his mother. Now that he

  realized there was a difference between them, he loved his mother with a new sharpness. He used to be close to her. Now he longed to be close to her. The first taste of longing was the saddest

  thing in the world.




  ‘Oh, dear, what’s wrong?’ said the nurse. ‘Are we hungry, or do we just want a cuddle?’




  The nurse lifted him out of the fish-tank cot, over the crevasse that separated it from the bed and delivered him into his mother’s bruised arms.




  ‘Try giving him a little time on the breast and then try to get some rest. You’ve both been through a lot in the last couple of days.’




  He was an inconsolable wreck. He couldn’t live with so much doubt and so much intensity. He vomited colostrum over his mother and then in the hazy moment of emptiness that followed, he

  caught sight of the curtains bulging with light. They held his attention. That’s how it worked here. They fascinated you with things to make you forget about the separation.




  Still, he didn’t want to exaggerate his decline. Things had been getting cramped in the old world. Towards the end he was desperate to get out, but he had imagined himself expanding back

  into the boundless ocean of his youth, not exiled in this harsh land. Perhaps he could revisit the ocean in his dreams, if it weren’t for the veil of violence that hung between him and the

  past.




  He was drifting into the syrupy borders of sleep, not knowing whether it would take him into the floating world or back to the butchery of the birth room.




  ‘Poor Baba, he was probably having a bad dream,’ said his mother, stroking him. His crying started to break up and fade.




  She kissed him on the forehead and he realized that although they didn’t share a body any more, they still had the same thoughts and the same feelings. He shuddered with relief and stared

  at the curtains, watching the light flow.




  He must have been asleep for a while, because his father had arrived and was already locked on to something. He couldn’t stop talking.




  ‘I looked at some more flats today and I can tell you, it’s really depressing. London property is completely out of control. I’m leaning back towards plan C.’




  ‘What’s plan C? I’ve forgotten.’




  ‘Stay where we are and squeeze another bedroom out of the kitchen. If we divide it in half, the broom cupboard becomes his toy cupboard and the bed goes where the fridge is.’




  ‘Where do the brooms go?’




  ‘I don’t know – somewhere.’




  ‘And the fridge?’




  ‘It could go in the cupboard next to the washing machine.’




  ‘It won’t fit.’




  ‘How do you know?’




  ‘I just know.’




  ‘Anyway . . . we’ll work it out. I’m just trying to be practical. Everything changes when you have a baby.’




  His father leant closer, whispering, ‘There’s always Scotland.’




  He had come to be practical. He knew that his wife and son were drowning in a puddle of confusion and sensitivity and he was going to save them. Robert could feel what he was feeling.




  ‘God, his hands are so tiny,’ said his father. ‘Just as well, really.’




  He raised Robert’s hand with his little finger and kissed it. ‘Can I hold him?’




  She lifted him towards his father. ‘Watch out for his neck, it’s very floppy. You have to support it.’




  They all felt nervous.




  ‘Like this?’ His father’s hand edged up his spine, took over from his mother, and slipped under Robert’s head. Robert tried to keep calm. He didn’t want his parents

  to get upset.




  ‘Sort of. I don’t really know either.’




  ‘Ahh . . . how come we’re allowed to do this without a licence? You can’t have a dog or a television without a licence. Maybe we can learn from the maternity nurse –

  what’s her name?’




  ‘Margaret.’




  ‘By the way, where is Margaret going to sleep on the night before we go to my mother’s?’




  ‘She says she’s perfectly happy on the sofa.’




  ‘I wonder if the sofa feels the same way.’




  ‘Don’t be mean, she’s on a “chemical diet”.’




  ‘How exciting. I hadn’t seen her in that light.’




  ‘She’s had a lot of experience.’




  ‘Haven’t we all?’




  ‘With babies.’




  ‘Oh, babies.’ His father scraped Robert’s cheek with his stubble and made a kissing sound in his ear.




  ‘But we adore him,’ said his mother, her eyes swimming with tears. ‘Isn’t that enough?’




  ‘Being adored by two trainee parents with inadequate housing? Thank goodness he’s got the backup of one grandmother who’s on permanent holiday, and another who’s too busy

  saving the planet to be entirely pleased by this additional strain on its resources. My mother’s house is already too full of shamanic rattles and “power animals” and “inner

  children” to accommodate anything as grown-up as a child.’




  ‘We’ll be all right,’ said his mother. ‘We’re not children any more, we’re parents.’




  ‘We’re both,’ said his father, ‘that’s the trouble. Do you know what my mother told me the other day? A child born in a developed nation will consume two hundred

  and forty times the resources consumed by a child born in Bangladesh. If we’d had the self-restraint to have two hundred and thirty-nine Bangladeshi children, she would have given us a warmer

  welcome, but this gargantuan Westerner, who is going to take up acres of landfill with his disposable nappies, and will soon be clamouring for a personal computer powerful enough to launch a Mars

  flight while playing tic-tac-toe with a virtual buddy in Dubrovnik, is not likely to win her approval.’ His father paused. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked.




  ‘I’ve never been happier,’ said his mother, wiping her glistening cheeks with the back of her hand. ‘I just feel so empty.’




  She guided the baby’s head towards her nipple and he started to suck. A thin stream from his old home flooded his mouth and they were together again. He could sense her heartbeat. Peace

  shrouded them like a new womb. Perhaps this was a good place to be after all, just difficult to get into.




  That was about all that Robert could remember from the first few days of his life. The memories had come back to him last month when his brother was born. He couldn’t be

  sure that some of the things hadn’t been said last month, but even if they had been, they reminded him of when he was in hospital; so the memories really belonged to him.




  Robert was obsessed with his past. He was five years old now. Five years old, not a baby like Thomas. He could feel his infancy disintegrating, and among the bellows of congratulation that

  accompanied each little step towards full citizenship he heard the whisper of loss. Something had started to happen as he became dominated by talk. His early memories were breaking off, like slabs

  from those orange cliffs behind him, and crashing into an all-consuming sea which only glared back at him when he tried to look into it. His infancy was being obliterated by his childhood. He

  wanted it back, otherwise Thomas would have the whole thing.




  Robert had left his parents, his little brother and Margaret behind, and he was wobbling his way across the rocks towards the clattering stones of the lower beach, holding in one of his

  outstretched hands a scuffed plastic bucket decorated with vaulting dolphins. Brilliant pebbles, fading as he ran back to show them off, no longer tricked him. What he was looking for now were

  those jelly beans of blunted glass buried under the fine rush of black and gold gravel on the shore. Even when they were dry they had a bruised glow. His father told him that glass was made of

  sand, so they were halfway back to where they came from.




  Robert had arrived at the shoreline now. He left his bucket on a high rock and started the hunt for wave-licked glass. The water foamed around his ankles and as it rushed down the beach he

  scanned the bubbling sand. To his astonishment he could see something under the first wave, not one of the pale green or cloudy white beads, but a rare yellow gem. He pulled it out of the sand,

  washed the grit from it with the next wave and held it up to the light, a little amber kidney between his finger and thumb. He looked up the beach to share his excitement, but his parents were

  huddled around the baby, while Margaret rummaged in a bag.




  He could remember Margaret very well now that she was back. She had looked after him when he was a baby. It was different then because he had been his mother’s only child. Margaret liked

  to say that she was a ‘general chatterbox’ but in fact her only subject was herself. His father said that she was an expert on ‘the theory of dieting’. He was not sure what

  that was but it seemed to have made her very fat. To save money his parents weren’t going to have a maternity nurse this time but they had changed their minds just before coming to France.

  They almost changed them back when the agency said that Margaret was the only one available at such short notice. ‘I suppose she’ll be an extra pair of hands,’ his mother had

  said. ‘If only they didn’t come with the extra mouth,’ said his father.




  Robert had first met Margaret when he came back from the hospital after being born. He woke up in his parents’ kitchen, jiggling up and down in her arms.




  ‘I’ve changed His Majesty’s nappy so he’ll have a nice dry botty,’ she said.




  ‘Oh,’ said his mother, ‘thank you.’




  He immediately felt that Margaret was different from his mother. Words drained out of her like an unplugged bath. His mother didn’t really like talking but when she did talk it was like

  being held.




  ‘Does he like his little cot?’ said Margaret.




  ‘I don’t really know, he was with us in the bed last night.’




  A quiet growl came out of Margaret. ‘Hmmm,’ she said, ‘bad habits.’




  ‘He wouldn’t settle in his cot.’




  ‘They never will if you take them into the bed.’




  ‘“Never” is a long time. He was inside me until Wednesday evening; my instinct is to have him next to me for a while – do things gradually.’




  ‘Well, I don’t like to question your instincts, dear,’ said Margaret, spitting the word out the moment it formed in her mouth, ‘but in my forty years of experience

  I’ve had mothers thank me again and again for putting the baby down and leaving it in the cot. I had one mother, she’s an Arab lady, actually, nice enough, rang me only the other day in

  Botley and said, “I wish I’d listened to you, Margaret, and not taken Yasmin into the bed with me. I can’t do anything with her now.” She wanted me back, but I said,

  “I’m sorry, dear, but I’m starting a new job next week, and I shall be going to the south of France for July to stay with the baby’s grandmother.”’




  Margaret tossed her head and strutted about the kitchen, a downpour of crumbs tickling Robert’s face. His mother said nothing, but Margaret rumbled on.




  ‘I don’t think it’s fair on the baby, apart from anything else – they like to have their own little cot. Of course, I’m used to having sole charge. It’s

  usually me has them during the night.’




  His father came into the room and kissed Robert on the forehead.




  ‘Good morning, Margaret,’ he said. ‘I hope you got some sleep, because none of the rest of us did.’




  ‘Yes, thank you, your sofa’s quite comfortable, actually; not that I shall be complaining when I have a room of my own at your mother’s.’




  ‘I should hope not,’ said his father. ‘Are you all packed and ready to go? Our taxi is coming any minute now.’




  ‘Well, I haven’t exactly had time to unpack, have I? Except for my sun hat. I got that out in case it’s blazing at the other end.’




  ‘It’s always blazing at the other end. My mother wouldn’t stand for anything less than catastrophic global warming.’




  ‘Hmmm, we could do with a bit of global warming in Botley.’




  ‘I wouldn’t make that sort of remark if you want a good room at the Foundation.’




  ‘What’s that, dear?’




  ‘Oh, my mother’s made a “Transpersonal Foundation”.’




  ‘Is the house not going to be yours, then?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Do you hear that?’ said Margaret, her waxen pallor looming over Robert and spraying shortbread in his face with renewed vigour.




  Robert could sense his father’s irritation.




  ‘He’s far too cool to be worried about all that,’ said his mother.




  Everyone started to move about at the same time. Margaret, wearing her sun hat, took the lead, Robert’s parents struggling behind with the luggage. They were taking him outside, where the

  light came from. He was amazed. The world was a birth room screaming with ambitious life. Branches climbing, leaves flickering, cumulonimbus mountains drifting, their melting edges curling in the

  light-flooded sky. He could feel his mother’s thoughts, he could feel his father’s thoughts, he could feel Margaret’s thoughts.




  ‘He loves the clouds,’ said his mother.




  ‘He can’t see the clouds, dear,’ said Margaret. ‘They can’t focus at his age.’




  ‘He might still be looking at them without seeing them as we do,’ said his father.




  Margaret grunted as she got into the humming taxi.




  He was lying still in his mother’s lap, but the land and sky were slipping by outside the window. If he got involved in the moving scene he thought he was moving too. Light flashed on the

  windowpanes of passing houses, vibrations washed over him from all directions, and then the canyon of buildings broke open and a wedge of sunlight drifted across his face, turning his eyelids

  orange-pink.




  They were on their way to his grandmother’s house, the same house they were staying in now, a week after his brother’s birth.
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  Robert was sitting in the window sill of his bedroom, playing with the beads he had collected on the beach. He had been arranging them in every possible combination. Beyond his

  mosquito net (with its bandaged cut) was a mass of ripe leaves belonging to the big plane tree on the terrace. When the wind moved through the leaves it made a sound like lips smacking. If a fire

  broke out, he could climb out of the window and down those convenient branches. On the other hand, a kidnapper could climb up them. He never used to think about the other hand; now he thought about

  it all the time. His mother had told him that when he was a baby he loved lying under that plane tree in his cot. Thomas was lying there now, bracketed by his parents.




  Margaret was leaving the next day – thank God, as his father said. His parents had given her an extra day off, but she was already back from the village, bearing down on them with a deadly

  bulletin. Robert waddled across the room pretending to be Margaret and circled back to the window. Everyone said he did amazing imitations; his headmaster went further and said that it was a

  ‘thoroughly sinister talent which I hope he will learn to channel constructively.’ It was true that once he was intrigued by a situation, as he was by Margaret being back with his

  family, he could absorb everything he wanted. He pressed against the mosquito net to get a better view.




  ‘Ooh, it’s that hot,’ said Margaret, fanning herself with a knitting magazine. ‘I couldn’t find any of the cottage cheese in Bandol. They didn’t speak a word

  of English in the supermarket. “Cottage cheese,” I said, pointing to the house on the other side of the street, “cottage, you know, as in house, only smaller,” but they

  still couldn’t make head or tail of what I was saying.’




  ‘They sound incredibly stupid,’ said his father, ‘with so many helpful clues.’




  ‘Hmmm. I had to get some of the French cheeses in the end,’ said Margaret, sitting down on the low wall with a sigh. ‘How’s the baby?’




  ‘He seems very tired,’ said his mother.




  ‘I’m not surprised in this heat,’ said Margaret. ‘I think I must have got sunstroke on that boat, frankly. I’m done to a crisp. Give him plenty of water, dear.

  It’s the only way to cool them down. They can’t sweat at that age.’




  ‘Another amazing oversight,’ said his father. ‘Can’t sweat, can’t walk, can’t talk, can’t read, can’t drive, can’t sign a cheque. Foals are

  standing a few hours after they’re born. If horses went in for banking, they’d have a credit line by the end of the week.’




  ‘Horses don’t have any use for banking,’ said Margaret.




  ‘No,’ said his father, exhausted.




  In a moment of ecstatic song the cicadas drowned out Margaret’s voice, and Robert felt he could remember exactly what it was like being in that cot, lying under the plane trees in a cool

  green shade, listening to the wall of cicada song collapse to a solitary call and escalate again to a dry frenzy. He let things rest where they fell, the sounds, the sights, the impressions. Things

  resolved themselves in that cool green shade, not because he knew how they worked, but because he knew his own thoughts and feelings without needing to explain them. And if he wanted to play with

  his thoughts, nobody could stop him. Just lying there in his cot, they couldn’t tell whether he was doing anything dangerous. Sometimes he imagined he was the thing he was looking at,

  sometimes he imagined he was in the space in between, but the best was when he was just looking, without being anyone in particular or looking at anything in particular, and then he floated in the

  looking, like the breeze blowing without needing cheeks to blow or having anywhere particular to go.




  His brother was probably floating right now in Robert’s old cot. The grown-ups didn’t know what to make of floating. That was the trouble with grown-ups: they always wanted to be the

  centre of attention, with their battering rams of food, and their sleep routines and their obsession with making you learn what they knew and forget what they had forgotten. Robert dreaded sleep.

  He might miss something: a beach of yellow beads, or grasshopper wings like sparks flying from his feet as he crunched through the dry grass.




  He loved it down here at his grandmother’s house. His family only came once a year, but they had been every year since he was born. Her house was a Transpersonal Foundation. He

  didn’t really know what that was, and nobody else seemed to know either, even Seamus Dourke, who ran it.




  ‘Your grandmother is a wonderful woman,’ he had told Robert, looking at him with his dim twinkly eyes. ‘She’s helped a lot of people to connect.’




  ‘With what?’ asked Robert.




  ‘With the other reality.’




  Sometimes he didn’t ask grown-ups what they meant because he thought it would make him seem stupid; sometimes it was because he knew they were being stupid. This time it was both. He

  thought about what Seamus had said and he didn’t see how there could be more than one reality. There could only be different states of mind with reality housing all of them. That’s what

  he had told his mother, and she said, ‘You’re so brilliant, darling,’ but she wasn’t really paying attention to his theories like she used to. She was always too busy now.

  What they didn’t understand was that he really wanted to know the answer.




  Back under the plane tree, his brother had started screaming. Robert wished someone would make him stop. He could feel his brother’s infancy exploding like a depth charge in his memory.

  Thomas’s screams reminded Robert of his own helplessness: the ache of his toothless gums, the involuntary twitching of his limbs, the softness of the fontanelle, only a thumb’s thrust

  away from his growing brain. He felt that he could remember objects without names and names without objects pelting down on him all day long, but there was something he could only dimly sense: a

  world before the wild banality of childhood, before he had to be the first to rush out and spoil the snow, before he had even assembled himself into a viewer gazing at the white landscape through a

  bedroom window, when his mind had been level with the fields of silent crystal, still waiting for the dent of a fallen berry.




  He had seen Thomas’s eyes expressing states of mind which he couldn’t have invented for himself. They reared up from the scrawny desert of his experience like brief pyramids. Where

  did they come from? Sometimes he was a snuffling little animal and then, seconds later, he was radiating an ancient calm, at ease with everything. Robert felt that he was definitely not making up

  these complex states of mind, and neither was Thomas. It was just that Thomas wouldn’t know what he knew until he started to tell himself a story about what was happening to him. The trouble

  was that he was a baby, and he didn’t have the attention span to tell himself a story yet. Robert was just going to have to do it for him. What was an older brother for? Robert was already

  caught in a narrative loop, so he might as well take his little brother along with him. After all, in his way, Thomas was helping Robert to piece his own story together.




  Outside, he could hear Margaret again, taking on the cicadas and getting the upper hand.




  ‘With the breast-feeding you’ve got to build yourself up,’ she started out reasonably enough. ‘Have you not got any Digestive biscuits? Or Rich Tea? We could have a few

  of those right away, actually. And then you want to have a nice big lunch, with lots of carbohydrates. Not too many vegetables, they’ll give him wind. Nice bit of roast beef and Yorkshire

  pudding is good, with some roast potatoes, and then a slice or two of sponge cake at tea time.’




  ‘Good God, I don’t think I can manage all that. In my book it says grilled fish and grilled vegetables,’ said his tired, thin, elegant mother.




  ‘Some vegetables are all right,’ grumbled Margaret. ‘Not onions or garlic, though, or anything too spicy. I had one mother had a curry on my day off! The baby was

  howling its head off when I got back. “Save me, Margaret! Mummy’s set my little digestive system on fire!” Personally, I always say, “I’ll have the meat and two veg,

  but don’t worry too much about the veg.”’




  Robert had stuffed a cushion under his T-shirt and was tottering around the room pretending to be Margaret. Once his head was jammed full of someone’s words he had to get them out. He was

  so involved in his performance that he didn’t notice his father coming into the room.




  ‘What are you doing?’ asked his father, half knowing already.




  ‘I was just being Margaret.’




  ‘That’s all we need – another Margaret. Come down and have some tea.’




  ‘I’m that stuffed already,’ said Robert, patting his cushion. ‘Daddy, when Margaret leaves, I’ll still be here to give Mummy bad advice about how to look after

  babies. And I won’t charge you anything.’




  ‘Things are looking up,’ said his father, holding out his hand to pull Robert up. Robert groaned and staggered across the floor and the two of them headed downstairs, sharing their

  secret joke.




  After tea Robert refused to join the others outside. All they did was talk about his brother and speculate about his state of mind. Walking up the stairs, his decision grew heavier with each

  step, and by the time he reached the landing he was in two minds. Eventually, he sank to the floor and looked down through the banisters, wondering if his parents would notice his sad and wounded

  departure.




  In the hall, angular blocks of evening light slanted across the floor and stretched up the walls. One piece of light, reflected in the mirror, had broken away and trembled on the ceiling. Thomas

  was trying to comment. His mother, who understood his thoughts, took him over to the mirror and showed him where the light bounced off the glass.




  His father came into the hall and handed a bright red drink to Margaret.




  ‘Ooh, thank you very much,’ said Margaret. ‘I shouldn’t really get tipsy on top of my sunstroke. Frankly, this is more of a holiday for me than a job, with you being so

  involved and that. Oh, look, Baby’s admiring himself in the mirror.’ She leant the pink shine of her face towards Thomas.




  ‘You can’t tell whether you’re over here or over there, can you?’




  ‘I think he knows that he’s in his body rather than stuck to a piece of glass,’ said Robert’s father. ‘He hasn’t read Lacan’s essay on the mirror stage

  yet, that’s when the real confusion sets in.’




  ‘Ooh, well, you’d better stick to Peter Rabbit, then,’ chuckled Margaret, taking a gulp of the red liquid.




  ‘Much as I’d love to join you outside,’ said his father, ‘I have a million important letters to answer.’




  ‘Ooh, Daddy’s going to be answering his important letters,’ said Margaret, breathing the red smell into Thomas’s face. ‘You’ll just have to content yourself

  with Margaret and Mummy.’




  She swung her way towards the front door. The lozenge of light disappeared from the ceiling and then flickered back. Robert’s parents stared at each other silently.




  As they stepped outside, he imagined his brother feeling the vast space around him.




  He stole halfway down the stairs and looked through the doorway. A golden light was claiming the tops of the pines and the bone-white stones of the olive grove. His mother, still barefoot,

  walked over the grass and sat under their favourite pepper tree. Crossing her legs and raising her knees slightly, she placed his brother in the hammock formed by her skirt, still holding him with

  one hand and stroking his side with the other. Her face was dappled by the shadow of the small bright leaves that dangled around them.




  Robert wandered hesitantly outside, not sure where he belonged. Nobody called him and so he turned round the corner of the house as if he had always meant to go down to the second pond and look

  at the goldfish. Glancing back, he saw the stick with sparkly wheels that Margaret had bought his brother at the little carousel in Lacoste. The stub of the stick had been planted in the ground

  near the pepper tree. The wheels spun in the wind, gold and pink and blue and green. ‘It’s the colour and the movement,’ said Margaret when she bought it, ‘they love

  that.’ He had snatched it from the corner of his brother’s pram and run around the carousel, making the wheels turn. When he was swishing it through the air he somehow broke the stick

  and everyone got upset on his brother’s behalf because he never really got the chance to enjoy his sparkly windmill before it was broken. Robert’s father had asked him a lot of

  questions, or rather the same question in a lot of different ways, as if it would do him good to admit that he had broken it on purpose. Do you think you’re jealous? Do you think you’re

  angry that he’s getting all the attention and the new toys? Do you? Do you? Do you? Well, he had just said it was an accident and wouldn’t budge. And it really was an accident, but it

  so happened that he did hate his brother, and he wished that he didn’t. Couldn’t his parents remember what it was like when it was just the three of them? They loved each other so much

  that it hurt when one of them left the room. What had been wrong with having just him on his own? Wasn’t he enough? Wasn’t he good enough? They used to sit on the lawn, where his

  brother was now, and throw each other the red ball (he had hidden it; Thomas wasn’t going to get that as well) and whether he caught it or dropped it, they had all laughed and everything was

  perfect. How could they want to spoil that?




  Maybe he was too old. Maybe babies were better. Babies were impressed by pretty well anything. Take the fish pond he was throwing pebbles into. He had seen his mother carrying Thomas to the edge

  of the pond and pointing to the fish, saying, ‘Fish.’ It was no use trying that sort of thing with Robert. What he couldn’t help wondering was how his brother was supposed to know

  whether she meant the pond, the water, the weeds, the clouds reflected on the water, or the fish, if he could see them. How did he even know that ‘Fish’ was a thing rather than a colour

  or something that you do? Sometimes, come to think of it, it was something to do.




  Once you got words you thought the world was everything that could be described, but it was also what couldn’t be described. In a way things were more perfect when you couldn’t

  describe anything. Having a brother made Robert wonder what it had been like when he only had his own thoughts to guide him. Once you locked into language, all you could do was shuffle the greasy

  pack of a few thousand words that millions of people had used before. There might be little moments of freshness, not because the life of the world has been successfully translated but because a

  new life has been made out of this thought stuff. But before the thoughts got mixed up with words, it wasn’t as if the dazzle of the world hadn’t been exploding in the sky of his

  attention.




  Suddenly, he heard his mother scream.




  ‘What have you done to him?’ she shouted.




  He sprinted round the corner of the terrace and met his father running out of the front door. Margaret was lying on the lawn, holding Thomas sprawled on her bosom.




  ‘It’s all right, dear, it’s all right,’ said Margaret. ‘Look, he’s even stopped crying. I took the fall, you see, on my bottom. It’s my training. I

  think I may have broken my finger, but there’s no need to worry about silly old Margaret as long as no harm has come to the baby.’




  ‘That’s the first sensible thing I’ve ever heard you say,’ said his mother, who never said anything unkind. She lifted Thomas out of Margaret’s arms and kissed his

  head again and again. She was taut with anger, but as she kissed him tenderness started to drown it out.




  ‘Is he all right?’ asked Robert.




  ‘I think so,’ said his mother.




  ‘I don’t want him to be hurt,’ Robert said, and they walked back into the house together, leaving Margaret talking on the ground.




  The next morning, they were all hiding from Margaret in his parents’ bedroom. Robert’s father had to drive Margaret to the airport that afternoon.




  ‘I suppose we ought to go down,’ said his mother, closing the poppers of Thomas’s jumpsuit, and lifting him into her arms.




  ‘No,’ howled his father, throwing himself onto the bed.




  ‘Don’t be such a baby.’




  ‘Having a baby makes you more childish, haven’t you noticed?’




  ‘I haven’t got time to be more childish, that’s a privilege reserved for fathers.’




  ‘You would have time if you were getting any competent help.’




  ‘Come on,’ said Robert’s mother, reaching out to his father with her spare hand.




  He clasped it lightly but didn’t move.




  ‘I can’t decide which is worse,’ he said, ‘talking to Margaret, or listening to her.’




  ‘Listening to her,’ Robert voted. ‘That’s why I’m going to do my Margaret imitation all the time after she’s gone.’




  ‘Thanks a lot,’ said his mother. ‘Look, even Thomas is smiling at such a mad idea.’




  ‘That’s not smiling, dear,’ grumbled Robert, ‘that‘s wind tormenting his little insides.’




  They all started laughing and then his mother said, ‘Shhh, she might hear us,’ but it was too late, Robert was determined to entertain them. Swinging his body sideways to lubricate

  the forward motion, he rocked over to his mother’s side.




  ‘It’s no use trying to blind me with science, dear,’ he said, ‘I can tell he doesn’t like that formula you’re giving him, even if it is made by organic goats.

  When I was in Saudi Arabia – she was a princess, actually – I said to them, “I can’t work with this formula, I have to have the Cow and Gate Gold Standard,” and they

  said to me, “With all your experience, Margaret, we trust you completely,” and they had some flown out from England in their private jet.’




  ‘How do you remember all this?’ asked his mother. ‘It’s terrifying. I told her that we didn’t have a private jet.’




  ‘Oh, money was no object to them,’ Robert went on, with a proud little toss of his head. ‘One day I remarked, you know, quite casually, on how nice the Princess’s

  slippers were, and the next thing I knew there was a pair waiting for me in my bedroom. The same thing happened with the Prince’s camera. It was quite embarrassing, actually. Every time I did

  it, I’d say to myself, “Margaret, you must learn to keep your mouth shut.”’




  Robert wagged his finger in the air, and then sat down on the bed next to his father and carried on with a sad sigh.




  ‘But then it would just pop out, you know: “Ooh, that’s a lovely shawl, dear; lovely soft fabric,” and sure enough I’d find one spread out on my bed that evening. I

  had to get a new suitcase in the end.’




  His parents were trying not to make too much noise but they had hopeless giggles. As long as he was performing they hardly paid any attention to Thomas at all.




  ‘Now it’s even harder for us to go down,’ said his mother, joining them on the bed.




  ‘It’s impossible,’ said his father, ‘there’s a force field around the door.’




  Robert ran up to the door and pretended to bounce back. ‘Ah,’ he shouted, ‘it’s the Margaret field. There’s no way through, Captain.’




  He rolled around on the floor for a while and then climbed back onto the bed with his parents.




  ‘We’re like the dinner guests in The Exterminating Angel,’ said his father. ‘We might be here for days. We might have to be rescued by the army.’




  ‘We’ve got to pull ourselves together,’ said his mother. ‘We must try to end her visit on a kind note.’




  None of them moved.




  ‘Why do you think it’s so hard for us to leave?’ asked his father. ‘Do you think we’re using Margaret as a scapegoat? We feel guilty that we can’t protect

  Thomas from the basic suffering of life, so we pretend that Margaret is the cause – something like that.’




  ‘Let’s not complicate it, darling,’ said his mother. ‘She’s the most boring person we’ve ever met and she’s no good at looking after Thomas.

  That’s why we don’t want to see her.’




  Silence. Thomas had fallen asleep, and so there was a general agreement to keep quiet. They all settled comfortably on the bed. Robert stretched out and rested his head on his folded hands,

  scanning the beams of the ceiling. Familiar patterns of stains and knots emerged from the woodwork. At first he could take or leave the profile of the man with the pointed nose and the helmet, but

  soon the figure refused to be dissolved back into the grain, acquiring wild eyes and hollow cheeks. He knew the ceiling well, because he used to lie underneath it when it was his

  grandmother’s bedroom. His parents had moved in after his grandmother was taken to the nursing home. He still remembered the old silver-framed photograph that used to be on her desk. He had

  been curious about it because it was taken when his grandmother had been only a few days old. The baby in the picture was smothered in pelts and satin and lace, her head bound in a beaded turban.

  Her eyes had a fanatical intensity that looked to him like panic at being buried in the immensity of her mother’s shopping.




  ‘I keep it here,’ his grandmother had told him, ‘to remind me of when I had just come into the world and I was closer to the source.’




  ‘What source?’ he asked.




  ‘Closer to God,’ she said shyly.




  ‘But you don’t look very happy,’ he said.




  ‘I think I look as if I haven’t forgotten yet. But in a way you’re right, I don’t think I’ve ever really got used to being on the material plane.’




  ‘What material plane?’




  ‘The Earth,’ she said.




  ‘Would you rather live on the moon?’ he had asked.




  She smiled and stroked his cheek and said, ‘You’ll understand one day.’




  Instead of the photograph, there was a changing mat on the desk now, with a stack of nappies next to it and a bowl of water.




  He still loved his grandmother, even if she was not leaving them the house. Her face was a cobweb of creases earned from trying so hard to be good, from worrying about really huge things like

  the planet, or the universe, or the millions of suffering people she had never met, or God’s opinion of what she should do next. He knew his father didn’t think she was good, and

  discounted how badly she wanted to be. He kept telling Robert that they must love his grandmother ‘despite everything’. That was how Robert knew that his father didn’t love her

  any more.




  ‘Will he remember that fall for the rest of his life?’ Robert asked, staring at the ceiling.




  ‘Of course not,’ said his father. ‘You can’t remember what happened to you when you were a few weeks old.’




  ‘Yes I can,’ said Robert.




  ‘We must all reassure him,’ said his mother, changing the subject as if she didn’t want to point out that Robert was lying. But he wasn’t lying.




  ‘He doesn’t need reassuring,’ said his father. ‘He wasn’t actually hurt, and so he can’t tell that he shouldn’t be bouncing off Margaret’s

  floundering body. We’re the ones who are freaked out, because we know how dangerous it was.’




  ‘That’s why he needs reassuring,’ said his mother, ‘because he can tell that we’re upset.’




  ‘Yes, at that level,’ his father agreed, ‘but in general babies live in a democracy of strangeness. Things happen for the first time all the time – what’s

  surprising is things happening again.’




  Babies are great, thought Robert. You can invent more or less anything about them because they never answer back.




  ‘It’s twelve o’clock,’ his father sighed.




  They all struggled with their reluctance, but the effort to escape seemed to drag them deeper into the quicksand of the mattress. He wanted to delay his parents just a little longer.




  ‘Sometimes,’ he began dreamily in his Margaret voice, ‘when I’m stopped at home for a couple of weeks between jobs, I get itchy fingers. I’m that keen to lay my

  hands on another baby.’ He grabbed hold of Thomas’s feet and made a devouring sound.
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