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                I gloved and greaved


                my hands, my legs, my thoughts,


                leaving no part of my person


                exposed to touch


                or other poisons.
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  I wore white gloves. I lived with my mother and father. I was not a child. I was thirty-seven years old. My bottom lip was swollen. I wore white gloves though I was not a

  servant. I did not play in a brass band. I was not a waiter. I was not a magician. I was the attendant of a museum. A museum of significant objects. I wore white gloves so that I would not damage

  any of the nine hundred and eighty-six objects in the museum. I wore white gloves so that I would not have to touch anything with my bare hands. I wore white gloves so that I would not have to look

  at my own hands.




  I lived in a city, as many people do, a small city, an unspectacular city, a not very famous city. I lived in a large building but had access only to a small part of it. Other people lived

  around me. I hardly knew them.




  The building we lived in was a huge, four-storey cube in the neo-classical design called Observatory Mansions. Observatory Mansions was dirty. Black stains like large unhealing scabs fouled the

  exterior, and sprayed on its grey walls in red and yellow car paint were various messages delivered at night by some anonymous vandal. The most immediately noticeable being: And even you can

  find love. The building’s only notable features, save for its plainness and size, were the four simple columns that supported the entrance portico. The columns were badly scratched and

  dented, one in particular was inclined to slouch. The building’s only other irregularity was the dome on the slate roof, directly above the entrance hall. In this dome, once upon a time, was

  an observatory. An observatory now lacking telescopes, now an unproclaimed sanctuary for pigeons, their shit, their young, their dying and dead.




  Observatory Mansions once sat in the countryside, surrounded by outhouses and stable buildings, parkland and fields. In time the city crept up to it, covering with each new year more fields,

  until it reached the parkland, which it smothered in asphalt, and the outhouses, which it knocked down. Only the house itself, that large grey cube, remained. They built a circular wall, ten foot

  high, around the house, a barricade, a statement that this was as far as the city would get. But the city carried on, way beyond our home, building yet more roads and houses. And as the city

  continued, the roads that neighboured Observatory Mansions became ever wider and more frequented, a river growing in confidence, until an ox-bow lake was formed and Observatory Mansions became an

  island. A roundabout, a traffic island, forgotten by the city but surrounded by its quickly flowing business.




  I often thought of our home as a solid, hairless and ancient man. This man, sitting with his flabby arms hugging his round knees, stares hopelessly down at the traffic, at the smaller, modern,

  neighbouring buildings, at the countless people rushing by. He sighs heavily; he’s not sure why he’s still here. The old man is not well, the old man is dying. He suffers from countless

  ailments, his skin is discoloured, his internal organs are haemorrhaging.




  This was our home and we were even tolerably happy living there, until a new resident came.




  Our first rumour of the new resident came to us in the form of a little note pinned on to the noticeboard in the entrance hall. It said:




  

    Flat 18 –


  




  To be occupied.




  One week.




  A simple note that filled us with fear. The Porter placed the note there. He knew what we wanted to know: we wanted to know who it was that wanted to occupy flat eighteen. He

  placed the note there because he knew it would upset us. He could merely have kept quiet and a week later we would be stunned to hear someone busy about the living business in flat eighteen,

  unannounced. But he warned us, knowing how it would upset us. His only motive was to upset us. He knew that we would all separately be spending the week worrying over the mysterious person who was

  to occupy flat eighteen, and that he alone would keep the secret because no one ever spoke to him.




  The Porter would not open his mouth, except to hiss. The Porter hissed at us if we came too near to him. That hiss meant – Go away. And we did. It was not pleasant to come too close

  to the Porter’s hiss. It was not pleasant to come too close to the Porter. So even if we were to have enquired about the new resident the reply would have been a hiss. Go away. We had

  to wait. And more than anything else we hated waiting. Suspense was bad for our unfit hearts. We were left to imagine the future occupant of flat eighteen – for a whole week.




  And for a whole week we were terrified. We slept short nights. We would find each other examining flat eighteen, as if by simply being in that specific section of the building which filled us

  with disquiet we would immediately understand what sort of person it was that was soon to occupy it. When we saw each other there we backed away, ashamed. If we entered the flat while the Porter

  was cleaning it, he would hiss us out of the place. We would run back to our own homes, shaking.




  Flat eighteen, which had been a large dressing room and bedroom when Observatory Mansions was a country residence, was now similar to the other flats on the third floor; we found no clues inside

  it. We wanted to take floorboards out, damage the plumbing, cut the electricity lines. Anything to make the new resident know that he was unwelcome. We wanted to, but we did nothing. We sat

  thinking, paralysed by panic, with sweat on our foreheads, on the privacy of our lavatory seats, behind locked doors. We ate less. If the week had been any longer than a week we should all have

  been noticeably thinner.




  Before the new resident arrived there was perfect stagnation. Years had sat on years and we had not been able to distinguish any difference between them. We were growing older, true, but since

  we saw each other every day, we had all (as if in conspiracy) not noticed, or pretended not to notice, the particulars of ageing. Our home was a different matter. It is probable that many of us

  were keenly aware of our home’s slow but gradual disintegration – on every floor large strips of the ubiquitous blue and white wallpaper had peeled itself from the walls, the carpets

  were faded and full of holes, the banisters on the top floor, where the cheaper, smaller flats were, had already collapsed. The plumbing was somewhat erratic. The electricity frequently failed.




  We who lived in Observatory Mansions were a small and peculiar group of people. Group is perhaps the wrong word since it was only because we lived in the same building that we could in any way

  be thought of as belonging to one another. Or perhaps we had become alike after spending so much time in solitude, the more time people spend alone the more difficult they become. How strange the

  people are who, past a certain age, find themselves blocked in every direction, these people who are convinced they will no longer be employed, these people who live alone. And of course they spend

  their time working out how to get by or thinking about their pasts, but they have only themselves to reminisce with. And how dull that is, how painful it is when it is only, day after day, their

  own reflection that appears in the mirror. How they long to get away from themselves, not just to get out of their own skins but to get out of their pasts and presents and futures; to leave, in

  short, everything that has anything to do with them behind for ever.




  But I liked to think of these people as pure people, as concentrated people, or, to put it another way, as how everyday people would be if they were subtracted from work, friends, family and all

  the motions of life which we are told we should take part in. These people are obsessive; sometimes it is easy to spot them, sometimes not. Sometimes when you see them about the city their

  eccentricities make you laugh, but more often they make you feel miserable. They are a rare group of individuals, bizarre creatures, who seem to have walked out of strange, dark fairy tales, but

  they are real enough, they are about, they are to be found amongst cities’ Coca-Cola signs, evening paper stands, waiting for the traffic lights to change with the rest of us. We seven from

  Observatory Mansions were a little like that.




  

    We seven.


  




  For years we had been used to residents leaving. Residents either packed up and left, or died in their flats and were taken away. After their departure the flats remained empty

  and with each vacation our home seemed larger and larger. It was well known to us that the value of our individual flats, though once good, had been steadily decreasing and that if we decided to

  sell we would be unlikely to find a buyer.




  Observatory Mansions was designed to house twenty-four different families but, just before the new resident came, only seven individuals lived there. It was supposed that that number would be

  likely to gradually decrease but most unlikely ever to increase. All we were worried about was being the last person remaining. Living in our vast home, walking around all those empty flats,

  perpetually alone, was not something to look forward to. Though we were not happy together, and though we were only intermittently friendly towards each other, though many of us lived in virtual

  solitude, there was some solace to be drawn from the fact that our misery was not borne alone. It was shared, between seven. There was a certain pleasure, or fraternity, to be gathered from living

  with people whose lives had ended as unspectacularly as each other’s. We had little to look forward to. Little changed. The only change was the occasional arrival of demolition experts who

  appeared, uninvited, and never stayed very long. On their first visit, some twelve years ago, we were naturally worried. The demolition experts arrived with representatives of the property company

  that owned Observatory Mansions, the company that paid the Porter. We waited for something to happen. Nothing happened. The fear, though, we had been able to share, between seven. For a while we

  communicated with each other, dividing our anxiety. When a suitable amount of time had expired, and it appeared to us that nothing, in fact, was going to happen, we each returned to our solitude.

  We shut up our doors, ended communication until the next visit by the demolition experts. Each time the visits caused us less worry. We had convinced each other that nothing was actually going to

  happen, so much so that on the last visit, before the new resident came, we paid no attention to our uninvited demolition experts and did not even consider opening our doors to each other.




  We continued, waiting patiently for the moment when one of us would be the last person left in our home, for the time when there would be no one left to ignore. Solitude is only good when

  surrounded by other people. I, being the youngest resident, had the most to fear. I was thirty-seven at the time the new resident arrived. It may be presumed then that I would be glad to have

  another resident in our home, but that was not the case. It was not the case with any of us, and this is the great contradiction with the lonely. Though we longed not to be lonely, we also feared

  the pain it would take us to be brought out of our lonely states. And after that fear, could we be guaranteed that we would never be returned to a state of loneliness again? We could not.




  Though we did not necessarily enjoy our condition of loneliness, we were at least used to it. It was dependable, almost a friend. We wanted nothing to change. Though we longed not to be the last

  resident, we also longed for our anodyne days to remain the same. We wanted no noises. We wanted no sudden movements.




  On the day before the new resident came we were all united in an all-consuming anxiety. We had not yet opened our doors to each other, but the option was there. We could feel the door handles

  twitching. We were restless. We entertained the possibility that the new resident might be a person, like us, who deplored sociability. We entertained the possibility that the new resident would be

  old or dying, and could perhaps even die during his first night here. We entertained the possibility that the new resident might take one look at our home and decide to leave. If that were the case

  we would be offended for a few minutes and afterwards relieved for eternity.




  There was nothing we could do but wait and make his stay with us, which we were sure would be short, unpleasant. But no one was more worried than I, being the youngest resident in our home and

  subsequently the one, if the new resident proved neither to be old nor to be dying, most likely to suffer his company for the longest time.




  

    The day came.


  




  It was a bright morning. It should not have been, it should have been overcast. It was a pleasant late spring day. It should not have been, it should have been shrouded in

  miserable winter pessimism.




  I was up early, I had fed my mother, my father and myself. I suppose that many people would, if they woke up at the age of thirty-seven to find themselves living with their parents, be filled

  with dread. To them, spending every day with their parents would be suffocating; those people would feel cramped, they would say that the air they breathed was somehow contaminated. Perhaps they

  would even kneel by their beds at night, as good children do, and pray that their parents be dead by morning, as bad children do. That was not the case with me, I was not unhappy living with my

  parents.




  On the morning of the day that the new resident came to us, I crouched by the door waiting for noises. Silence. At half past eight I had to leave home to go to work. I climbed the stairs to flat

  eighteen, the door was open, the flat bare. He had still not come. The only life from the third floor was the friendliness pouring out of Miss Higg’s pet television set in flat sixteen.




  I had to go to work.




  

    The journey to work.


  




  I usually travelled to work by using the public bus service. Any person who could produce the correct amount of money on request was entitled to sit in its confines and endure

  the rather dubious comfort of its dirty and ripped seats. The dirt was, of course, perilous to my white gloves, and whilst on board I had to be careful not to touch anything. The bus was old, but

  it moved. It moved but slowly. Its driver was a young man who had surely failed all his school examinations and was thus forced to endure for the term of his working life the daily ignominy of

  driving this dinosaur of locomotion. This man had also to suffer the screams, giggles, dirt, loves and hates of the schoolchildren: the bus was the school bus too. It trundled all the local

  children to their hours of misery every day during school time. When school was on holiday it was possible to see who the bus’s other users were. There were various diagnosed imbeciles. Among

  the imbeciles was Michael, a giant of a man, more sensitive, I believed, than the others. Michael was always observing, he examined each of his fellow passengers, considering them through his

  delicate blue eyes. The imbeciles went to school too, a different type of school. This school did not teach them history or languages, mathematics or science. This school taught them to be happy,

  to smile, to read their digital watches and, most of all, not to worry. The other passengers were mainly old men and old women, sometimes couples, mostly not. The old were off for a trip in the

  city centre where they would sit in cafés, underneath flashing electric signs, listening bemused to the vapid music, sipping tea and coffee, sighing and drooping. Two other passengers I

  found worthy of attention. The first was a small boy with bright fair hair, who was always accompanied by his dark-haired mother (though she barely deserves a mention and is easily forgotten). The

  boy wore glasses and one of the lenses was gummed over so that it could not be looked out of. This was because the boy had a squint. By using only his squinty eye, that eye was supposed to slowly

  repair itself. I do not think it ever did. The other passenger was a man in his forties, stunted by timidity. This man was a poet, he wrote beautiful odes to trees, flowers and country animals

  which he had not seen since he was a child. He was reminded of them by photographs he found in the city library. And it was the city library where the bus would drop him. And myself too.




  The day of the arrival of the new resident was during school time and the sad bus was full of children. Some of the children were inevitably female. And some of those female children were

  inevitably pubescent. These girls would usually sit by the bus driver and stare at his hairy arms and talk to him, lift their skirts, make him laugh, encourage him to pinch them.




  We passed the shops, the burger restaurants, still quite new to our city, with their clean plastic signs. We passed the large supermarket, one of three we have here, each of which employs an

  army of pathetically thin, pale girls with peroxided blonde hair. What exotic delights there are to be found there: ostrich steaks, pulped papaya, a drink called Sex on the Beach. En route to my

  work that day I saw a curious sight, something new. A vehicle moving slower than our bus was blocking the traffic in the opposite direction. This vehicle was cleaning the streets. It is a fact that

  our city is dirty and repugnant. It is a fact that dust covers every object moving and stationary. This vehicle was in its slow but methodical way attempting to remedy the dirt of our city. I had

  never seen a vehicle designed to shampoo streets before and neither, judging by their reactions, had the other inhabitants of our city. The vehicle was new, it glistened. People stared in wonder at

  the machine and carefully stepped over the clean path it left behind.




  After the school exodus and peace came the library. The poet and I descended. There is no darkness but ignorance, said a stone above the library’s portal. And by this threat bent

  people’s backs and kept the opticians in business. I walked to the door in the library labelled GENTLEMEN, for such a type am I, and behind the locked door of a

  cubicle, readied myself for work.




  

    The work.


  




  There is, in our city, in the centre of our city, that part of our city most populated by people with a little excess money, that part of our city where people who are not from

  the city are most likely to visit, a plinth. A statue plinth. A statue plinth lacking a statue. A statue plinth which once had letters on it naming the statue that once stood upon it. The statue

  had gone, the letters on the plinth had been erased.




  It was on that statue plinth, in the centre of the city, that I worked. The words erased on the plinth could perhaps have said my name, for no one else used it but me. Had it said my name, it

  would have said: FRANCIS ORME. What was the work that I was employed in whilst standing on that statue plinth? I was a statue, I pretended to be a statue. For this occupation I earned enough money

  to feed myself, to feed Mother, to feed Father and even occasionally, when I felt the need, to feed a man named Peter Bugg.




  I wore white. White cotton gloves, as has already been admitted, these I always wore, but, when busy at my employment, I wore whiteness everywhere, not just on my hands. White linen shrouding my

  body, a white curled wig to conceal my not-white hair, white trousers, white shirt, white waistcoat, white tie, white face. I painted my face white every day before work commenced. I blotted out

  all those little moles, freckles and the swollen bottom lip that signified Francis Orme. I stood without identity, a statue of whiteness.




  I stood two feet from the ground, elevated by my plinth. Beneath me was a tin box in which coins were placed as the day’s work progressed. One other thing is necessary to mention: in my

  right hand I held a white enamel pot. In that pot was a small stick of white plastic with a wire hoop at its end. In that pot was a soap mixture. I stood still, holding the pot, with my eyes

  closed. When I heard a coin drop I would open my eyes, take the plastic stick with the wire hoop at its end from the enamel pot and blow out soap bubbles to the person who had dropped me the coin.

  The soap bubbles were an annoyance that I had to put up with. If people part with money they demand some compensation. Soap bubbles were the cheapest compensation I could think of. After I had

  blown out a soap bubble I would close my eyes, resume my pose and remain absolutely still until I heard another coin drop. Then I would open my eyes, move and blow out another soap bubble.




  When I opened my eyes I saw in front of me many people. People who had never before seen a person keep so still. People who were confused, wondering whether I was made of flesh or of plaster.

  Until I opened my eyes. The white of my body was so precise in its whiteness that the whites of my eyes looked dirty by comparison. Dirty, but alive. When I closed my eyes I resumed my perfect

  stillness, and the people around me, who only a moment ago had seen my living eyes, began to wonder all over again whether I was of flesh or of plaster. That was how perfect my stillness was. How

  had I learnt to achieve such inanimacy?




  

    The art of stillness.


  




  As a child I often played a game with my toys. I would place them all in a circle, leaving a space for myself. We would sit together. I would look at them all, each in turn,

  for exactly the same amount of time. I would consider what it could be like to be an object. These objects – a teddy bear, a tin soldier, a clockwork robot, a stuffed fox and a plastic frog

  – had all at times been given voices by me, I had temporarily made them live in the games of my childhood. I considered it only fair that since I had made them feel what it might possibly be

  like to be living that I should in turn try to discover for myself – but with help from them – what it was like to be an object. I kept still. I felt my heart slow down. I closed my

  eyes.




  When I grew up I was given employment by the waxwork museum in the city. This was a popular job, the waxworks was a popular place. For my interview I was informed that I had to stand still

  amongst wax dummies. Five of us interviewed for one job. The job was stillness. The art of keeping still. We were informed that if none of us were still enough no one would be employed and the job

  would remain vacant for another year. It was a popular part of the museum that housed wax models that pretended to be people to also employ people who pretended to be wax models. When the public

  perused the objects they liked to guess which ones were wax, which ones were flesh. Often they made mistakes; this was because the army of flesh dummies were such experts, masters of stillness.

  When a dummy that was presumed to be made of wax moved, the public was astonished. They gasped and then they laughed. This was considered entertainment. In the interview we had to prove that we

  were capable of holding a pose for a very long time. Five of us were interviewed with five wax dummies. We all wore different costumes from different ages. I was given a white shirt with frilly

  cuffs, breeches, a gabardine, white stockings, black buckled shoes and a curled white wig with a purple ribbon at its back. I remember this costume extremely well, not only would I wear it for my

  interview at the waxworks but I would also wear it for my subsequent employment there. In fact, after my employment was terminated, I kept the costume and used the shirt and the wig (with the

  ribbon removed) whilst standing still on my plinth. Once costumed, we five interviewees were shown our places between the five wax dummies. We selected our poses. The interview began. A fat man

  walked in wearing a cream three-piece suit, who I later discovered had come all the way from the largest of all the wax museums, in the capital city of our country, to take the interview. He walked

  up and down the line of wax and flesh dummies, pausing for a long time in front of each. He sat down and watched us from a distance. He took out his fob watch and waited. In half an hour three

  flesh dummies had made themselves known. They had moved. They were dismissed. We were now seven. Three quarters of an hour later a fourth flesh dummy fainted. We were now six. After an hour the fat

  man in the cream three-piece suit took a plastic box from one of his pockets. It was full of flies. He opened the box, the flies flew around us, landed on our faces, walked around our noses. But we

  did not move.




  After an hour and a half someone else made himself known. But it was not me. One of the waxworks had really been made of flesh.




  The fat man said (to the wax dummy who had revealed himself as a flesh dummy), I’m afraid we must dismiss you, thank you for all your work. The flesh dummy said, But I have been working

  here for three years, how will I feed my family? The fat man said, Get a movement job.




  We were now five.




  After nearly two hours the man in the cream suit clapped his hands, he said, Very good, that will do, please step forward. But I did not move. Another trick. After two hours and a half an

  employee of the waxworks entered the room carrying a food tray. Roast pheasant, roast potatoes, broccoli, claret, lemon tart, stilton, port. The employee left. The man in the cream suit gradually

  consumed his lunch. Pausing between courses, eating everything, watching us as he ate and drank. After three hours and a quarter, the fat man fell asleep, or pretended to be asleep, to this day I

  am not sure whether it was another trick or not.




  It was not until I had been standing there for nearly four hours that the fat man shook himself from his sleep, or pretended to shake himself from his sleep, and left the room, closing the door

  behind him. Shortly after, another man came in, he said the interview was now officially over and that Francis Orme would be employed by the waxwork museum. But I did not move. Then the man said,

  Thank you everyone, and all of the waxworks moved forward and walked out of the room. Unassisted. There had been no wax figures. The man came up to me. He said, Thank you Francis, that will do,

  don’t boast.




  I was by far the youngest flesh dummy ever to be employed by the waxworks.




  The job was more complicated than it may sound to the uninitiated, and we who were employed in our jobs of stillness were a very proud group of soldiers. We believed ourselves

  half flesh and half object. To achieve that standard of professionalism it was important to gain not only outer stillness but also inner stillness. Inner stillness was an art I learnt from my

  father.




  

    My father and his (inner) stillness.


  




  Father is not a famous figure of today, will not be one of tomorrow, and his yesterdays were as eventless as an unfilled diary. Father will never be a famous figure.




  Father considered himself a parenthesis in his own existence. Convinced that he was the essence of insignificance, he determined to live his days out of the light, in shades of darkness that

  might discourage people from confusing him for a piece of life. He felt comforted making friends with all that never answered back, with all that never moved, with all that others disregarded or

  simply never noticed.




  Father kept his young body still to observe all about him. Keeping his body still helped him to see what was around him with patience and with consideration. Father was the friend of gradually

  changing levels of light, of a snail’s odyssey, of dust’s snowfall. One day, though, Father was caught in the light. One day mother drew open the curtains and marched Father to church.

  One day Father looked terrified and fragile. He was forced into the outdoors. Father caught a suntan (caught in the way that other people catch a disease). In time his wife stopped playing with her

  new toy and he was discarded. His short term of significance was over and he calmly sought the shadows again. The suntan ran away.




  Then Father was alive and not alive, Father was dead and not dead, he lived and died still. Still. He kept his old body still. He kept time still. Time is movement, and Father and movement

  treated each other with caution. When Father, in his more active days, decided to move, the decision would only be acted out after great tangles of exhaustive internal considerations. Later when

  Father moved he was either being moved by someone else, or his body was involuntarily moving him. Don’t be fooled, that was not Father moving, that was Father’s body. The pair, though

  they had known each other all each other’s lives, were not one. Father’s body twitched without warning Father. It was an old creased rebel. Father, inside Father’s body, watched

  his body moving with surprise, admiration and a quiet terror.




  For larger sorties into the world of activity, we operated his limbs. Father was our own, grown-up, ugly dolly. We pulled his strings. Our mannequin made of flesh. Years ago, Father made a

  decision. Father’s decision was to keep his old body more motionless than his youthful body. Thereafter he lived in a chair, a large red armchair made of leather. If I had not introduced him

  as my father, then he might have been called a man in a chair – or a chair with a man on it, since the chair was at first sight more significant than its occupant. In this way, seated in his

  chair, death forgot Father. Death paused for a moment in front of stationary Father and then moved on thinking his business had already been accomplished. Father’s decision was not made out

  of a fear of death. Father’s decision was made out of convenience. It was convenient for a man who loved stillness, who sat in a permanent state of torpidity in a comfortable chair, to remain

  motionless. Father’s decision was made out of a love of stillness. Father was a genius of the stationary. Father was an enigma.




  

    However.


  




  However, on the day that the new resident arrived I was unable to perform my perfect stillness. I was able to achieve outer stillness, but not inner stillness. I was unable to

  concentrate because I knew by then that surely the new resident had taken possession of flat eighteen. My stillness was not perfect and it being imperfect made me feel wretched. Without perfect

  outer and inner stillness I was no better than any of the other city buskers. What made it worse was that once, when coins fell into my tin, I opened my eyes to blow out the bubbles and saw Ivan,

  one of my former colleagues from the waxworks, one of the proud group of half-wax-half-human dummies, and I could see how ashamed he was of my performance. When I opened my eyes the next time a

  coin was dropped, he was gone.




  We half-wax-half-human dummies that were still left were by that time no longer employed by the waxworks. Our roles had been taken over by electronic dummies, deemed in the long run cheaper than

  us and also, the shame of it, more impressive to the public. The art of stillness had become a forgotten art. It was then still possible to see some of us half-wax-half-human dummies about the

  streets, walking dolefully through the city, pausing to look with envy at some statue or pillar. And it must have seemed to Ivan, my former colleague, as if I had forgotten my art, as if I was

  betraying it, as if I was a has-been still pathetically trying to earn money from a half-remembered trade.




  I left work early that day.


  

  

    Peter Bugg.


  




  For my first visual pictures of the new resident I had to rely on the reportage of Mr Peter Bugg. Mr Bugg lived in flat ten, which, when our building was still in the

  countryside, was part of the nursery rooms, its bedroom and classroom. Peter Bugg, retired schoolmaster, retired personal tutor, retired person, lived, if it could be called living, off a small

  pension rewarded him by the father of one of his former pupils. Peter Bugg bald as an egg. Peter Bugg dressed in his two-piece black suit with its flared trouser bottoms. Only the second suit he

  ever possessed and certainly the last. This suit a gift from former pupils. But not out of gratitude. Out of obligation. The pupils had ruined the first suit he owned. They had painted the white

  seat of his classroom chair. White. Peter Bugg’s first suit, which had also been black, had sat with Peter Bugg inside it on the classroom chair and had become, in and around the region of

  his skinny bottom, white. A white and black suit. The pupils bought him a new one, under obligation. They wasted all their pocket money on Peter Bugg’s skinny bottom, an action which further

  reduced his popularity. But he did not care, not then, for then the ever-changing tides of pupils seemed to stretch out before him, an horizon filled with educational possibilities. He was a cruel

  teacher. But he was, in his way, fair. He handed out his cruelty to the brainy and the brain-dead. He allowed himself no favourites. He was feared and he smelt that fear, breathed in that fear

  through a sommelier’s nose. Then Peter Bugg found a favourite and something went wrong. Something went unspeakably wrong. Peter Bugg decided to leave his precious school and become a private

  tutor. For twenty-two years.




  One day this stern man noticed that he was crying. For no discernible reason. He surmised he was suffering from conjunctivitis. But no matter what medicine he poured into his eyes, Peter Bugg

  continued to cry. The doctors could not explain the crying. Peter Bugg cried on. Some people, he was known to say, cry. They cry, he was known to say, for no apparent reason. They are not sad, he

  said, they just cry all the time, without the tears letting up. It happens to some people, he said, it just happens and there’s nothing they can do about it. A year or two later Peter Bugg

  noticed that he was sweating. Almost continuously. All over his body, whether he was moving or stationary. He called that sweating hyperhydrosis. But no matter what medication he took, whether

  taken internally or externally, Peter Bugg continued to sweat. The doctors could not explain the sweating. Peter Bugg sweated on. Some people, he was known to say, sweat. They sweat, he was known

  to say, for no apparent reason. They are not unfit or overweight, he said, they just sweat all the time without the sweat letting up. It just happens to some people, he said, it just happens and

  there’s nothing they can do about it. Peter Bugg stocked up on anti-perspirants, foot deodorizers, body rubs, aftershave lotions. He smelt of a hundred different smells. Peter Bugg noticed

  that he was sweating most on or near to those regions of his body where hair grew. So he shaved himself. He shaved off the hair on top of his head. He shaved off his eyebrows. He shaved off the

  hair in his armpits. He shaved his legs, his chest. He shaved between his legs. He did not let any of the hair grow back.




  Peter Bugg knew what was happening but he was a private man. A man who found it difficult to speak about himself. A man who found it difficult to speak to anyone. A man who was made nervous by

  verbal contact and hysterical by physical contact. A man who kept himself to himself, with a few exceptions, of which I was one. He knew what was happening to himself and it terrified him.




  His whole body was weeping.




  His whole body was sobbing.




  He knew that. What he wanted to know was:




  Why?




  

    A bespectacled blur.


  




  When I returned from work, I climbed the stairs past flat six, where I lived with my parents, up to the third floor. The door of flat eighteen was closed. The new occupant had

  occupied. The door was shut and I did not knock to introduce myself. I put my ear to the door. I heard nothing. All that I could hear on the third floor was the friendliness pouring out of Miss

  Higg’s television set.




  I returned home.




  I had a visitor.




  The visitor, who also kept a key to our flat, had let himself in. He was sitting in our largest room, a room that was a kitchen, a dining room and a sitting room. He was sitting on an upright

  pine chair facing a large red leather armchair. He was holding the hand of Father sitting in his armchair. The visitor was crying and sweating and smelling of a hundred different smells: Peter

  Bugg. Beads of sweat, islands, a-top his white shining skull.




  Peter Bugg proceeded to tell me about the person who had occupied flat eighteen. I knew this was the reason for his visit. He did not usually come to me on that day. He arrived, punctually,

  twice a week to help me change Father. And he looked in on Father when I was at work (Mother, who lived in the largest bedroom of our flat, mercifully changed herself). Peter Bugg’s visit was

  an exception then. Peter Bugg spoke.




  The new resident in flat eighteen, he explained, was not:




  

    

      

	   

        

          1. Old.




          2. Dying.




          3. Male.


   


  


    


  




  The first two I had, I suppose, been expecting. It was unlikely that we would be so fortunate. The third was a shock. I had always considered that my imaginings of the new resident might be

  wildly inaccurate. I had tried to allow for that. But I had never considered, even for a moment, that the new resident would be a female. As to whether she was pretty, ugly, obese, skeletal, slim,

  freckled, fair-skinned or dark, Peter Bugg was unable to inform me. Nor could he remember her age.




  

    I can see her. I just can’t see what it is that I should see, what it is that I should describe.


  




  What do you see?




  I see . . . I see . . . a vague mass. Blurred. The mass was smoking a cigarette. There was smoke in my eyes. I was crying. Wait! There were two slight reflections around the region of the head.

  Yes! She was wearing spectacles.




  Anything more? There must be more.




  

    The poor weeping bundle had never, he elucidated, never been able to focus his eyes around the female form. It was a complete mystery to him. Even his mother? His mother, yes, he could

    remember better. She was the one married to his father, wasn’t she? Yes, he supposed, that was her. A vague, well-meaning fog.


  




  It transpired that Peter Bugg had met the new resident on the stairs and even spoken to her. He saw immediately, though not precisely, that she was not the sort of resident we could ever be

  happy with and told her so. He had twisted his face into a mask of bitterness and hate, a particular expression that had always horrified his pupils, and pointed words decisively and unpleasantly

  around the place where he believed a head might normally be expected to be placed on the female anatomy. These words:




  

    Go back to your home. Go away.


  




  

    And Peter Bugg believed that his intentions had been perfectly met in those two sentences. He was quite satisfied. But he had not expected a reply:


  




  

    This is my home now.


  




  

    It was her home now, she announced, and apparently she considered it to be. She continued up the stairs. Peter Bugg, appalled by her response, found himself a virtual waterfall of sweat and

    tears and nervously scrambled back into his home, flat ten.




    Frustrated by the selective nature of Bugg’s remembrances, I decided the first night that the new resident of flat eighteen spent with us to call on someone else in Observatory Mansions

    to try to discover more. We would visit Miss Higg of flat sixteen. But not immediately since it was then the time when Miss Higg would be sat in front of her television watching one of her

    favourite transmissions and we would certainly not be granted admission. We would politely wait until the transmission had finished. We ate. Why, I wondered aloud, and I had never considered this

    before, why was it that Peter Bugg could so effortlessly spend time with Miss Higg? She was, after all, female. He winced, sighed and then explained:


  




  

    I have never considered there to be anything remotely feminine about Claire Higg.


  




  

    Claire Higg.


  




  Claire Higg existed rarely in the present, rarely in the past and certainly never in the future. She had created for herself an alternative time frame called fiction. Miss Higg

  lived for fiction and she had been so completely living for fiction for such a long time that fiction had become, for her, reality. Despite the colours that poured out of Miss Higg’s

  television set there was something black and white about her, something almost moth-like in her pale, dry, youthless skin and in her dark, dusty clothes; she was a woman without moisture. And

  Claire Higg had contrived to completely forget what Claire Higg looked like. There were no mirrors in flat sixteen where she lived.




  Her flat consisted of six rooms, but she occupied only four of them, the other rooms growing ever-thicker rugs of dust in her absence. If she were to have walked into those other rooms she would

  not have been able to recognize them, she would be sure that she was somewhere else, that she had got lost. The other rooms were not fenced off from the rest of her flat, not at all, but there was

  a certain point in her flat that she had not crossed for quite some time. Nothing stopped her from crossing to the other side, she just didn’t. There was nothing for her there. All that she

  needed she had in her four rooms: kitchen, sitting room, bathroom, bedroom. She spent the majority of her days sitting in the warm comfort of her favourite armchair, facing and enjoying the

  friendliness that poured out of her television set. Her days were happy there. They were spent among friends. Among characters from soap operas. She loved them all, even the villains. Inside that

  magical television box were such beautiful colours, such beautiful people, such beautiful lives. Outside there was only little Miss Higg. But that did not matter to her. Since most of the day was

  spent amongst beautiful characters the remainder of the day could be spent thinking about those beautiful characters. Her brain would replay the day’s events, and she would giggle, tut-tut,

  cry and sigh with her loved ones once more. It was a full life. The days were so busy, in each one she had to cram funerals, weddings, births, scandals, love affairs, parties by the pool, important

  meetings in enormous offices, walks on the beach, rides on horses, surfing on the waves, tantrums, tears, kisses, the occasional prelude to sex and much else besides. When she went to sleep, she

  went smilingly to ready herself for another full day.




  Miss Higg’s magnolia-painted walls were once – before they were hers, when their windows looked out on to parkland filled with nonchalant cattle – decorated with a series of

  hunting prints. Now they were spotted with photographs carefully scissored out of magazines, pinioned there by blue tack, drawing pins and sewing needles. One man occurred particularly frequently:

  moustached, with a toothy grin and bronzed flesh. This man was also to be found on her mantelpiece, clamped between the glass and wood of a picture frame. This portrait included the hand of another

  alien person that rested on his right shoulder. The photograph had been cut so that the other person, certainly female, was lost. In her small kitchen, with its diminutive gas stove and baby

  refrigerator, Miss Higg exhibited a cork pin board on which were displayed more cut-outs of her television heroes.




  There was a rectangular mark on one of her magnolia walls where a photograph had once lived. This photograph was from Miss Higg’s very own, and once very real, life. A passport photograph

  of a sickly looking man: Alec Magnitt, former resident of flat nineteen. Deceased. On the back of the photograph was an epigraph which read – Claire, Claire, I love you so. And signed:

  A. Magnitt, flat nineteen, Observatory Mansions. But the photograph was no longer there (lot 770).




  On that particular evening, Miss Higg’s transmission having ended and the news broadcast just beginning, an inconvenience she never watched or listened to, Miss Higg turned down the volume

  of her television set and heard a knocking on her door.




  

    An unscheduled programme replacing the nine o’clock news.


  




  Who? She wondered.




  It’s Peter, came the response. Peter and Francis Orme.




  She sighed, her mind on other creatures – other beautiful, sun-gold creatures who spoke of love and dollars. We were not part of her beautiful life. I had a swollen bottom lip, Peter Bugg

  was bald, was crying, was sweating. Our skins were pale. We had little money. At best we could have been extras, padding for the crowd scenes, kept in the back. But that evening we had come forward

  and were threatening to place ourselves in front of the viewer’s eyes. And Miss Higg’s eyes had adjusted themselves to beauty only. Coming out of that state of mind required a little

  concentration. She would have to convince herself that we were characters from the television and that the characters from the television were the real people. She would have to convince herself

  that she had switched the channels over and was caught on some documentary, probably, or some small-budget black and white film that was concerned solely with non-beautiful people without suntans

  and without money. She would have to convince herself that the actress who was about to perform the role of Miss Claire Higg had absolutely nothing to do with her. The name was just a coincidence.

  The real Miss Claire Higg was on a beach oceans away. How much convincing would that take?




  

    I’m busy.


  




  It’s nine o’clock. The news is on.




  I’m watching the news.




  You never watch the news.




  I’ve got company.




  Yes, but at the moment on the wrong side of your door.




  You can’t stay long.




  We shan’t stay long.




  No longer than half an hour.




  We know the news is only half an hour long.




  Come in. Sit down. Let me fetch you a martini.




  

    Miss Higg’s martini tasted more like tea. She sat in her favourite armchair and as we talked she placed sun cream on to her face and arms. She was still in her nightdress, she rarely

    wore anything else, she had no reason to venture outside, there was nothing for her there. Peter Bugg did her shopping. In her list of bare essentials there would often be a more idiosyncratic

    item: sun block, a bikini, a champagne glass, a red rose. These requirements were hidden between tea bags, mulligatawny soup, tuna chunks, tooth glue. Occasionally, though, even she went outside,

    but only when there were power cuts. When the electricity failed Peter Bugg and I would always go straight to her flat. There we would find her in a state of panic. We would put her in her coat

    and, each taking one arm, escort her downstairs. Time for your walk, we would say on those occasions. Everyone’s died, she would say. They haven’t died, we’d say, they’ll

    be back soon, time for a little fresh air. Then she would smile. You’re my beaux, don’t go taking advantage of me, she would say. We would say: We won’t. Peter Bugg and I, more

    lifting Miss Higg than escorting her, would walk her around the walled enclosure of Observatory Mansions. If, during the walk, the lights came back on inside the building she would begin to

    panic, and we would immediately cease our stroll and return her to her flat. Those were the only times Miss Higg left it.


  




  She had not always been like this. There were other Higg times too. She loved and was loved once, weren’t you Claire? I was, wasn’t I? Wasn’t I? But that is another story.




  Miss Higg had her reasons for not wanting a new resident. Particularly one living on her own floor. She wanted nothing to interrupt her viewing hours. She wanted no more

  company, considered it dangerous. A new companion might become attached to her television set, might have affairs with her beautiful friends. Worse though, a new companion might encourage her to

  see less television, might encourage her to visit the outdoors.




  She had, she told us, heard the new resident moving into flat eighteen. She had heard voices. Plural. Who was she conversing with? we enquired. With the Porter, she said. Impossible. Talking and

  hissing, we suggested. Talking and talking, she insisted. We ignored that comment, put it down to Miss Higg’s lack of concentration. Called the voices noises from her television. Later during

  the day someone had knocked on her door. The knock, she said, was a new knock. Was neither the knock of Peter nor the knock of Francis Orme.




  

    And?


  




  The knock had a voice with it.




  And what did it say?




  It said, Hello.




  And?




  It said, I know you’re in there I can hear your television.




  And what did you say?




  Nothing.




  Good.




  And then the knocking came back, and the voice with it.




  And what did the voice say?




  The voice said, I’m your new neighbour.




  And what did you say?




  Nothing.




  Good.




  And then the voice said, I hope we can be friends.




  And what did you say?




  Nothing.




  Good.




  And then the voice said, I’ll call back later, shall I?




  And what did you say?




  I said, No. Never.




  Very good.




  

    Then, explained Miss Higg, the voice and the knocking went away and never came back. We praised Miss Higg for her dialogue. We said, it’s all for the good of Observatory Mansions. Oh?

    she said. We said, it’s for the good of her privacy. Yes, she said, it was well done then.


  




  I asked her if there was anything about the voice that might describe its owner. Miss Higg thought it the voice of a woman, a young woman, probably in her twenties or thirties.




  We decided that through whatever means possible, the new resident must be out of Observatory Mansions within the week. I stroked my gloves – that white, that cotton – thinking hard.

  Claire Higg offered noise intrusions as a possibility. She proposed to keep her television set at all times (except during news broadcasts, documentaries, financial bulletins, weather reports,

  black and white films, wildlife programmes and police appeals) at its highest volume. Bugg and I thought this a good beginning. I suggested that, for my part, I follow the new resident wherever she

  went to try to discover what it was that made her want to live in this part of the city and what, if anything, might make her leave Observatory Mansions. Higg and Bugg thought this an excellent

  suggestion. But when it came to Bugg’s turn, he could think of nothing he could do to help.




  And so, after stroking my gloves for a few minutes, I came up with a task for him. Peter Bugg was, by use of the Porter’s ladder kept in the basement, to climb up to the window of flat

  eighteen. Whilst the new resident was out he was to enter her flat, make a note of all her possessions and move those possessions about, shift their places. Place everything in a different order.

  This was sure to intimidate the new resident enormously. It would cause her great concern, not only for the safety of her possessions, which we were to move into different places, but also for the

  safety of her person, which we were not to touch. A person’s objects make up their identity, they are placed inside a person’s home according to their specific tastes. When a

  person’s objects are moved by an unseen force, it feels to that person as if their soul is being played with, as if someone were messing with their insides.




  If all the windows of flat eighteen were shut Peter Bugg was instructed to try to wedge one open, but if that was not possible then he should carefully smash a pane of glass. But he, poor Bugg,

  nervously sweating and crying, wondered if perhaps he wasn’t the man for the job and if he could possibly do something else. What would happen if the police became involved, he added, he

  would surely have left his finger prints everywhere. I told him to wear gloves. Poor Bugg didn’t have any so I leant him a pair of pink rubber ones. These I wore over my white gloves when I

  washed dishes.




  

    It’s nearly half past nine.


  




  Good night, Miss Higg.




  Good night, Francis Orme.




  Good night, Claire.




  Good night, Peter.




  

    And a little later . . .


  




  

    Good night, Francis.


  




  Good night, sir.




  

    Glove diary.


  




  I felt comforted to be back in my bedroom. Everything, I thought, now that we had decided to take action, would soon be sorted out. The threat would be moved on, we would

  become a calm people once more. No one was going to take away the peace in Observatory Mansions, no one was going to change our lives, no one was going to infiltrate flat six. I looked around my

  bedroom, soothed by what I saw.




  Lined up by the foot of my bed were three wooden boxes. The boxes were the same size. They were made by a carpenter to my specifications. Eight inches by thirteen inches, thirty inches in

  height. In all three boxes there were two vertical slats of half an inch thickness which divided the interiors perfectly in three. Two of these boxes had already been filled. They contained my

  gloves. My old, obsolete gloves. The two full boxes each held a total of six hundred pairs of gloves, two hundred in each compartment. I was still using the third compartment of the third box. The

  third box would be full in twenty-three pairs time. Between each pair of gloves I laid a piece of tracing paper and wrote on a small piece of watercolour paper, two inches by two inches, the date

  that I began wearing the gloves and the date that I finished. This was my glove diary. From the dates written on each piece of watercolour paper it was possible, by referring to the relevant school

  exercise books (numerically stacked in rows underneath the bed), to discover what had caused me to cease wearing them. I never allowed myself to wear gloves that had become remotely dirty, my hands

  were always to be an immaculate white.




  The new resident would be encouraged to leave the next day. Everything would be as it was.




  No one was going to touch my glove diary.


  

    Looking at Mother.


  




  Mother’s bedroom had always been a bedroom, it was a bedroom when Observatory Mansions was a country residence, it displayed old-fashioned crimson flock wallpaper which

  had been decorating the walls undisturbed for over sixty years. My mother’s bedroom contained a mother, a bed, books, paintings, photographs, hats, shoes, mirrors, knickers, bras, magazines,

  gramophone discs, empty bottles, umbrellas, pressed flowers, teacups, sherry glasses, a man’s wristwatch, a walking stick, an abacus and many other things besides. The curtains in

  Mother’s bedroom were closed; they were always closed, day or night. On a small teak table stood a porcelain night lamp designed for infant children. The night lamp, which was never turned

  off, was in the shape of a mushroom and had a hollowed-out centre where a small porcelain rabbit resided. The porcelain rabbit held up a porcelain lantern which contained a tiny twenty-watt bulb.

  This lamp was mine, it was given to me when I was a child.




  The objects about Mother’s room were her aides to memory. Each object opened up for her a passage of time. When Mother could not remember her happier days naturally, she opened her eyes

  and looked around at the objects in her room. Her looks stroked them, she closed her eyes and retaining the image of a particular object took it with her, back into her past. Mother never opened

  her eyes to a person, only to objects, those certain objects collected in her room. I had not seen my mother’s eyes, which were blue in colour, for some years.




  So when, the next morning, I went in to tell Mother of the new resident and to ask her for advice, she did not even acknowledge me. I would often go into her bedroom to speak to her, to tell her

  all my fears and, though Mother never spoke back, I felt comforted, that she was – by simply being there, quietly breathing, never interrupting – calming me. But that morning, with such

  news, I hoped she might say something to me, I hoped she might at least move to indicate her alarm, I hoped she might somehow show that I had her sympathy. But she didn’t take hold of a

  gloved hand and squeeze it tightly, she kept her eyes closed, kept her long grey hair still on the pillow, kept her breathing regular.




  

    Motion.


  




  The new resident didn’t leave her flat all morning. I listened out for her footsteps for an hour, and even twice went up to the third floor, listening at her door to make

  sure she was still in.




  But she couldn’t keep me indoors all day, waiting for her to make a move. I wouldn’t be trapped like that, I would leave Observatory Mansions, I could follow her later. That day of

  the week I customarily took off work, and on all my days off I went to the park.




  I walked out, I stood by the entrance of Observatory Mansions, there was once a gate here, now there was just a gap in the brick wall. I stood on the perimeter of our traffic-island home and

  watched the cars rush around. I thought: everything goes around but nothing comes in. I waited for a break in the traffic. This is a procedure that must always be enacted when leaving a

  traffic-island home. Sometimes it takes minutes before a break occurs, sometimes only seconds, and when it comes you must run for your life. Yes, traffic must never be underestimated when leaving a

  traffic-island home, the little girl from flat seventeen learnt that. Too late. She was in too much of a hurry, she went over one car and under the next.




  Finding the required pause, I dashed across to the street on the other side. Into an any people place, into the stupidity of the city. A girl chewed gum – I could smell her coming. An

  adolescent with a skin that betrayed his diet listened and hummed to thumping rhythms as he moved, his gait attempting to acknowledge the music. Young, beautiful horses of girls clopped their

  high-heel hooves. Men in suits walked alone, contriving to be serious. An old woman paused every six or seven steps for breath. Her mouth worked quicker than her legs – she sucked a boiled

  sweet. Children ran; they’re the noisiest. They barged into me. I did not complain. I would have liked to complain, but I lacked the guts. I found nothing more terrifying than youth.




  

    Weighing the world.


  




  I reached the entrance of the park. The park was not an exceptional park. It was a very ordinary, a very uninteresting park, called Tearsham Park Gardens. I stopped outside.

  There stood the man who worked in front of Tearsham Park Gardens. There stood a man sacred to his duty, providing the public with his everyday service. Bank holidays inclusive. He was never late,

  he put in long hours, he was loyal to his work. What was his work, what were the tools of his trade? There was only one implement necessary to earn him his meagre living. He stood behind it with

  great pride. He was, I believe, the only man in the city who worked in this way. He was an original. His object was a set of bathroom scales. For two coins you could afford yourself the pleasure of

  obtaining your weight in stones and pounds. I stepped on the scales, I stepped off the scales. I gave the man two coins, as I did once a week, always on this day. The man, I never knew his name,

  began his employment many years ago. It was an extraordinary enterprise to give up days for, it was extraordinary to put your bathroom scales at people’s disposal. At first he had few

  customers. This is perhaps not surprising. Bathroom scales are not uncommon objects. But he stuck to his post. His presence was noted. He was viewed with some fondness as an amiable imbecile, his

  list of clients grew. They were mainly old women, sometimes young men, never alone, who considered the action of weighing themselves amusing. His clients were never young women. I had never heard

  him speak, the procedure did not require words, I appreciated that.




  The man noted down the weight of each customer in a little notebook. I do not know why. I never asked him why. He recorded the weights of the people of the world, it was his business. Perhaps he

  had noticed trends in corpulence or slenderness. Perhaps he worked out the average weight of a certain height. Or of age. Or of sex. Perhaps he just wanted to be near people. (Once he misplaced his

  weight notebook. Confused for two weeks, he left his post vacant. Eventually though, he bought himself a new notebook and returned to work. Lot 644.)




  My weight was recorded, as it was every week in the same way. It was our routine. He noticed me as I came out of Observatory Mansions. I smiled at him, he smiled back from behind his scales.

  Then I rushed across the road and walked over to him.




  I never asked him about his scales, about his notebook. He never asked me about my gloves. We communicated through smiles. Once a week.




  Since it was my day off, I went and sat in the park.




  

    Love and hate in Tearsham Park Gardens.


  




  1. LOVE. I loved Tearsham Park Gardens for its beautiful white, sad trees that had been stripped of their bark by pollution and autographed by young

  vandals with their sweaty-handled magnifying glasses. Someone loves someone, someone loves a football team, someone burns letters of abuse, another scratches with a knife.




  I loved this park for the couple that passed me that day: an old man with his grandson riding a tricycle in front of him. The old man walked slowly, slowly (there’s time, there’s

  always time these days) from one end of the park to the other. The grandson was supposed to keep to his grandfather’s pace, but he was always at least two metres ahead. The boy stopped to

  observe a pair of lovers kissing on a bench. The grandfather stopped, he watched too. Eventually they set off again, but not at the same time and not at the same pace.




  There was a concrete square in the middle of the park. Its paving stones were uneven. In its centre was a rusty fountain. I do not recall the fountain ever working. It had always been dry, save

  when the rain came, when the rain came it flooded. I called it a fountain out of optimism perhaps, but also out of regret. By the unworking, rusting fountain, which lacked water and appreciation,

  sat a beautiful girl. Whenever I saw a beautiful girl I thought of my own best interests.




  Late teens. Ripped trousers. Jeans. Chequered coat. Dyed ginger hair. Brown freckles. Moon face. Beautiful. She worked chalks on to the paving stones, she worked many colours into the uniform

  grey. She smudged them, blended them. The subject that day was an angel. The angel was by some Renaissance master, she copied it down from a postcard, the likeness was not good. A handkerchief with

  stones in each of its four corners had a message above it. THANK YOU. She was thanked with coins. Generously. Not because of her angel, but because she had large brown eyes.

  We had known each other for two years.




  I had never spoken to her.




  People, all people, old, young, ill and well, spoke to her. I would have liked to have collected her chalk drawings but they faded quickly. People walked across them as soon as she had gone. The

  rain diluted them and then scrubbed their faces blank. Once, in a fit of stupidity, after she had left, I rubbed my gloved hands across her art. My gloves showed dirty, ugly, smudged colours. I had

  to replace them. I was ill for days. She looked at me once, smiled at me. I did not smile back. I was frightened. She stopped smiling and went back to her colours.




  Whenever I saw a beautiful girl I thought of my own best interests, for a short term.




  It was late spring; with the blossom in the park there was a hint of hope.




  2. HATE. This park was detestable because of its memory. It was sad, like so many people, because of its memory. It enjoyed, like so many people,

  passing its sadness on to others. This sadness, though not a dangerous disease, was infectious. It had a habit of getting through the pores of a person’s skin. People sat in the park

  perfectly happy but before they stood up again sad thoughts would have stroked their lungs. The park remembered what it once was. It remembered other trees. It remembered grass, acres of grassland.

  It remembered the feet of cows and of calves. It remembered. Penned in by wrought-iron fencing was all that remained of a once wide and plentiful park. The parkland was churned up, houses were

  planted on its soil. The cows were moved on, people were herded in. And here I must admit that I walked on the streets surrounding this park when I was a child. I was there, the streets were not.

  It was all my home once.




  The Ormes had lived on this land for centuries. They lived in a house not far from this park: when I was young the building called Observatory Mansions had a different name, it was called

  Tearsham Park. Tearsham Park was a large eighteenth-century building. There had been an older Tearsham Park, a sixteenth-century manor house, but this had been destroyed by fire. Many objects had

  been rescued from inside it, but the building itself had been lost for ever – its beams and oak floorboards had ignited so easily. The new Tearsham Park, built on exactly the same spot as its

  predecessor, was a large grey cube with a central courtyard and, unusually, an observatory built into a domed roof directly above the entrance hall.




  When Tearsham Park became Observatory Mansions, the centre of what was once the courtyard became a lift shaft. In the remaining space of the courtyard, square passageways were constructed on

  each floor with stairs connecting them, all the way to the top. The original grand mahogany staircase and the back servants’ stairwell were both pulled out. Where windows had once looked into

  the courtyard were now doors around landings. The building was divided into twenty-four flats. The observatory, in shape though not in purpose, remained. I recalled large spacious rooms: the

  library, morning room, drawing room, smoking room, dining room. They had all been divided up, segmented by plasterboard. But I had remembered how it all was once. The park remembered. Father

  remembered too.




  It was in this park, the reduced version, that my father had a stroke. People brought him home. His skin was lime-coloured. Ever after, one of his eyes drooped, the lower lid showed its pink

  inside. On that day Father was sitting on a bench observing the small part of park that he was once master of. He saw people, heard noise. He had a stroke and tipped off the side of his bench on to

  the ground.




  

    Dogs and the Dog Woman.


  




  In the park worked the Dog Woman. The Dog Woman smelt of dogs, a smell like ammonia with a little vomit and urine and shit added in. The Dog Woman wore a dog’s collar

  around her neck and clothes (old, greasy) and was clothed with the hairs of dogs. She had many friends, all canine. Her clothes were ripped, as was the skin of her hands and thighs and ankles and

  breasts, by the clawing of dogs: memories of other times. Some were fresh, still blood-coloured, others were old, almost skin-coloured. Happy times, heavenly moments.




  In the city there are many dogs. They have worked themselves into a social order, into different castes: those with collars and those without. The Dog Woman, greasy, matted hair like an old

  mongrel, breath smelling of a dustbin diet, loved all dogs without collars. Pissy knickers. Dribbly mouthed. Dog lover. She fed the dogs in Tearsham Park Gardens. In return they whined at her,

  scratched her, licked her, bit her. She fed them with disowned morsels; she, in an understanding with them, shared the same diet. She barked too, and growled, and rolled on the ground and sniffed

  under dogs’ tails.




  She was the Dog Woman of Tearsham Park, loyal to her brood, huge and breasty like some great whelping bitch. That day I sat in the park, she wound her large-hipped, hairy way across the nearly

  beautiful angel of the beautiful girl that I had known for two years. The girl said nothing, immediately repaired her angel’s smudged and swollen-looking face, made her thin again.




  The Dog Woman had another name – she was also called Twenty. Two names never to be written in a passport. She was also called Twenty because she lived in flat twenty of Observatory

  Mansions. A convenient kennel, so close to the park. It might be considered that Twenty would surely have preferred to sleep outside with the dogs. But she chose not to, since she didn’t want

  to wake with one of her dog-friends pulling her insides out, since she needed somewhere to lick her wounds clean, to hide her bones.




  We called her Twenty because she had declined to give her real name. She was, before the new resident of flat eighteen arrived, the Mansions’ most recent resident. She arrived during a

  storm, a rare day when all the dust in the city was peeled off the walls, off the streets, off the few trees, off the people too, and rushed, in chalky, ashy colours into the darkness of

  drains.




  During that particular storm Twenty, the Dog Woman, climbed through an open window of one of the unoccupied flats on the ground floor of Observatory Mansions with her ailing dog, a pathetically

  thin Great Dane, its ribcage piercing through its scarred pelt. In the night, after many hours of sobs and groans, with one final spasm of its back legs, it died. It was a great, black, ugly

  corpse. It must have been a titan of a dog. A dog, Twenty’s companion, equal to her in size. The pair of them had got caught up in a fight, a dog fight, and running away from that fight the

  Great Dane had bounded into the roundabout traffic. And was hit. It was thrown from the corner of a car into the brick wall of Observatory Mansions, its hips smashed. And Twenty, more careful of

  the traffic, rushed over to stroke it during its final breaths and to carry it to our home.




  Twenty buried her husband outside Observatory Mansions the next morning, under the hard, dusty earth where flower beds used to be. She pushed down her knickers and pissed over the grave. Twenty

  sniffed around the flats and chose flat twenty. Flat twenty, top floor, outside the lift that didn’t work, outside the lift that once worked and once worked so swiftly that it killed Mr Alec

  Magnitt and shattered Mr Alec Magnitt’s calculator (lot 737). But Twenty knew none of this. Twenty used the stairs. Out of choice even though there was no other.




  Twenty, Dog Woman, did not pay rent.




  She had no reason to welcome a new resident either. Since the residents of Observatory Mansions were of the human kind, she detested them all. She loved only . . . dogs.




  And for us Twenty was the perfect resident. She did not pay rent but that was no concern of ours. She kept herself to herself. Spent her days (and most of her nights) in the park.




  That day in the park, I watched her lie down, belly sagging, on the patchy grass of Tearsham Park Gardens. She yawned, she placed her chin on the ground, wagged her bottom, closed her eyes.




  

    A child’s toy.


  




  That day in the park I saw a child. I saw a mother carrying the child, way above the ground, way above child level, somewhere high up – mummy level. I saw the

  child’s hand gripped around a child’s toy. A lock of love. The object, before unimportant but then, suddenly, most notable, fell to the ground. The child screamed. The mother walked on,

  told the child to close its mouth, separated child from child’s toy for ever. I saw that object, once smothered with attention, now abandoned and lonely, another casualty of love.




  So I stood up, approached, stopped, stooped, checked the object for unreasonable dirt, for child’s saliva and snot, for white cotton dirtying substances, for gloves’ enemies. Found

  none. Found the object most collectable. Found the object alone, childless, in need of a collector. And so, always friend of the friendless and quick as a magpie, I swiped it.




  A child’s toy, rescued from the park’s floor, found a home in my pocket. A small metal Concorde aeroplane, with teeth marks around its cockpit, flaking off the paint, with one of its

  plastic wheels missing. Where would it fly to? Where was the hangar? There was a little space, more than enough to land in (never to take off again). A plot. Labelled lot number nine hundred and

  eighty-six.




  I didn’t go picking up every abandoned object, that has to be clear. Requirements must be met. The teeth marks around the cockpit, the missing wheel had given the object some history.

  Showed that it was loved. Marked it out as relevant.




  So I rushed across the park, dodged the traffic and returned to the building signed:




  

    OBSERVATORY MANSIONS


  




  Spacious Apartments of Quality Design




  

    Stepping into Observatory Mansions, cramped apartments of inferior design, I met a person.


  




  

    A sphincter muscle named Porter.


  




  The man with many keys. The stoic. The Porter, busy about his cleaning business, busy trying to kill all dust, busy breaking his heart. He saw me but made no greeting. Not even

  a hiss. As I passed him he turned his back to me, walked out to where I came in and re-entered the building, crawling forward with his dustpan and brush, rubbing out my footsteps. The keys jangled.

  The teeth of his brush scrubbed the grey, faded carpet that was once blue. The dirt and dust of the city had added its own colour, but first the Porter scrubbed out the blue, cleaned it away, swept

  it up. In this manner he tidied away all colours. He broke everything down to a ubiquitous grey. He would have preferred white. But white was not possible. White does not last. White, he wondered

  – probably – are you a myth?




  I held the colour white in my hands, my gloves, but the Porter thought: Whiteness has gone from the city. He thought, it packed its bags years ago, leaving behind one, sad, orphaned boy,

  orphaned by cleanliness, who climbed the stairs every day, Sisyphus like, with his dustpan and brush, leaving a trail of only slightly cleaner carpet behind him, like the antithesis of a snail.

  Be not like the slimy snail and leave behind a litter trail – those were the first words he said to me.




  But for a long time I had not heard the Porter speak – the last time he broke out of his word-fast was during his attempt to expel Twenty from twenty. Two years before. She paid no rent.

  She bit him.




  The Porter lived below us. In the centre of the dirt, in the basement. Amidst the dust and dirt was an oasis, amidst the dust and dirt was a three-roomed cage of undiluted tidiness. I saw it

  once. I came down to inform him that the Mansions had again been burgled. I came to inform him that this time the burglars had not got so very far. As far as the entrance hall, as far as the

  cupboard in the entrance hall. The cleaning cupboard where the vacuum cleaner was kept. It’s gone, I said. Stolen. No one can afford to replace it, I said. With a smile.




  The Porter used to help me clean Father once a week. But once, the last time, while we were lifting Father from his red leather chair on to a neighbouring pine chair, a single drop of spittle

  fell from Father’s mouth and found temporary lodging on the Porter’s right cheek. The Porter dropped Father. Father fell on the floor. The Porter scrubbed his cheek. He never cleaned

  Father again. He never vacuumed again. I took the vacuum cleaner. No fingerprints were to be found on it. I wore gloves. White cotton gloves.
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