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  Shark! Shark!




  
 




  He didn’t live anywhere near the sea. No haar, no sea mist, no smell of fish, no nets, no boats, no sand. The sea blending into the sky at some distant point in the

  horizon was a sight he never saw. The relentless, inexhaustible supply of wave after wave after wave, coming again and again and again was something he had done without all of his working life.

  There he was in the middle of England in the middle of his life. He still couldn’t explain why it started to happen, why it kept on happening, why this of all things should have singled him

  out. It felt personal.




  Brian Murphy returned home from work one innocent day, exhausted. He sat himself in the armchair and switched on the TV. Mary was clattering and banging in the kitchen. The teenage sons were up

  the stairs. The daughter was out. His limbs were heavy. A documentary about sharks was on. The first image Brian saw was the Bull Shark’s serrated upper teeth. The unpleasantly excited voice

  of the nature man was saying that this Bull Shark has a preference for eating baby Sandbar Sharks. He switched the channel, flicking, fast as a fin appearing and disappearing. He couldn’t

  settle on anything. He returned back to the sharks. Stupified, he sat still, sinking into his chair watching the flicking, the flipping, the flashing. He watched in a dwam, in a daze, with dull

  dark eyes and everything went in, slowly swimming around in his consciousness.




  When the sharks had finished, he got up to make himself a piece. Brian Murphy was a Scottish man in the middle of England still fond of his pieces. A piece and jam could calm a man. A cup of

  strong tea with two sugars. The sound of the kettle. He sat down on his armchair with his piece and his tea and ate, but it was no good and he knew it was no good. He could tell the beginning of

  something as well as the next man. He could tell because he could feel it right across his chest. Like something lying in wait. Trying to eat that sandwich, it was almost as if his life broke into

  two pieces: before and after. Brian Murphy couldn’t help himself: his own Scottish intuition told him his life was never going to be the same again. He was standing on a big piece of ice and

  the ice cracked. For Christ’s sake, pull yourself together, ya stupid big eedyit, he said to himself. Ya big long drink of water. Why didn’t you turn it aff if it wis bothering you?




  A week passed and it didn’t get better, it got worse. Of course he didn’t mention it at the time to his wife or his daughter or his sons. What would they take him for? He was a

  fitter; he fitted engines to machines. He went to work every day and came back every day and he didn’t mention sharks. As best as he could, he tried to fit his life around this terrible

  business. You would have thought it would be relatively simple living in the middle of England and never ever going to the sea, not even when his wife asked if they could go for a wee day trip as a

  special anniversary treat. Wrong.




  It wasn’t just the sea; he refused to go on a ferry, a fishing boat, a canoe. He became wary of his local river, even although he was an intelligent man and it was preposterous. He would

  be sitting reading the newspaper, flicking through the news when suddenly a sharp shark fact from that bloody documentary would flash into his head for no reason at all. Brian Murphy had seemed to

  memorize the entire programme by heart as if in his semi-conscious state that pale day, he’d taken every single word into his mind and kept it there. It was locked in his long-term memory

  now. In 1961, the Bull Shark attacked three people in the mouth of the Limpopo river. He couldn’t help himself. The Bull Sharks prefer the murky water, the mouths of rivers. The shallows.

  Where can you go to be safe if you can be caught out when you’re in up to your knees?




  Upstream of the Ramu river, on the north-west coast of Papua New Guinea, a shark attacked a teenage girl. She was washing her clothes in the river. The film hadn’t shown the girl, it had

  just shown the river, the spot where it happened. But Brian could picture her well enough, even though he’d never met a girl from Papua New Guinea. Whenever Brian thought about her washing

  her clothes in the river, he wept. He could see her dark hair, black, flowing down her face and dark skin and bare arms. He pictured a basket empty, waiting for clothes. And there she was in

  thigh-deep water. Thigh deep. Not the deep, deep sea. Thigh deep, mind. Witnesses said the shark grabbed the girl around her thigh severing her leg. She died. She died. Blood loss. Brian

  couldn’t help himself; he would try and turn away from such things as all sane people should, turn away and do something ordinary, use his hands. But the moment he turned back round, there

  was the river with the teenage girl’s blood running.




  He would be at work, his hands black with engine oil, when, with no prompting at all – face it, what prompting could there be at work in the middle of the country in the middle of the day?

  – Brian would suddenly become incensed with how long the Great White Shark lives for. Christ, he’d say to himself through gritted teeth, up to one hundred years. Older than I’m

  going to live. He didn’t like to think about that either. His own death moving towards him, under the water, unseen and unsuspected. He would be measuring the space where the new engine was

  to be fitted when the Great White Shark’s likely measurement would rush into his mind, stealing the show. Up to twenty-five-feet long. That’s more than four times my height, he thought

  to himself. He shook his head and stopped for a smoke. He inhaled deep, the smoke swirling around him in front of his face, his fingers stained yellow on the insides.




  As he got older, as his teenagers grew up and left home, it didn’t get any better. Strange how things intensify when you get older, how your confidence is suddenly shot. Even Brian’s

  speaking voice wasn’t as loud as it used to be. A couple of years after his first grandchild appeared, his daughter innocently suggested visiting the aquarium all together, a family thing.

  Then she said brightly, ‘They’ve got sharks.’




  ‘Out of the question,’ Brian said. ‘I’m not keen on that sort of thing.’ His daughter persisted. Brian exploded. ‘I’m not bloody well going, all right.

  Got it. No way.’ Everyone stared at him. He got up and went into the kitchen, belching and burping. He rushed some water into the kettle.




  That night Brian got into bed with his wife and huddled up close. He liked to feel her thighs against him in his sleep; her bottom tucked into him. He couldn’t get close enough. He nuzzled

  his chin on her back. ‘Give me a bit of space,’ Mary said. ‘Jesus, I’m near suffocating.’ Mary drifted away as if she was floating on water. Brian fell asleep coughing

  and muttering to himself.




  ‘Brian, Brian, Brian, pet.’ Mary shook him awake.




  He sat bolt upright. ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘You were shouting in your sleep. You were shouting strange words in your sleep.’




  ‘What words?’ Brian said irritated at being woken up. ‘What words?’




  ‘I can’t remember properly,’ Mary laughed. ‘They were strange.’




  Brian stared at her bleary-eyed, mystified.




  ‘Oh I remember one now, White Tip, Silver Tip . . . Are they the names of trees, Brian?’




  Brian sat bolt upright. ‘No, they’re the names of sharks!’




  ‘What would you be wanting to shout out the names of sharks for, Brian?’




  ‘How the hell do I know?’




  Mary giggled, trying to remember. ‘I think one was White Death, is that right?’




  ‘Forget it, Mary. Go back to sleep!’




  ‘Tell me all the names you know now and then you won’t say them in your sleep.’




  It was worth a try. Mary killed herself laughing as Brian solemnly said, ‘Oceanic White Tip, White Pointer, White Death, Van Rooyen’s Shark, Slipway Grey Shark . . .’




  ‘Stop! Stop!’ Mary howled. ‘I’m in fits here.’




  ‘It’s not funny!’ said Brian.




  ‘Have a laugh at yourself, Brian, it is funny. Where did you get all the names from? Oh God, Oh God,’ Mary clutched her sides in the bed. ‘I haven’t laughed so much in

  years.’ Brian stared bleakly into the night. Mary said, ‘Have you been reading up, Brian?’




  ‘No, no. I don’t know. I don’t know. It was the bloody telly.’ Brian could still surprise her after thirty years of marriage. He could wake her up with the names of

  sharks! Was there something to be said for a man who could do that? Mary drifted off again, away, gloriously away, oh sleep, oh kind sleep.




  Brian was agitated. He shouldn’t have said the names out loud; it had made him worse. Now it was his own voice he could hear saying the commentary. He tossed and turned and finally got up

  and went downstairs. The ironing! Brian would do the ironing to take his mind off things. He was sweating, breathing oddly. He couldn’t get this story out of his head. In 1970 a fisherman was

  working – where was he working? Doesn’t matter – in about five foot, five foot, of water on his prawn net up a river. That’s right it was twelve miles from the sea in

  Mozambique. A Bull Shark took the fisherman’s arm. He stumbled and floundered in the water and, just as he was trying to get his balance, the shark returned and took off his head. There were

  four of Brian’s shirts needing ironing. There were two of Mary’s blouses. One pleated skirt. A pleated skirt could take his mind off things. It was hard to get an iron to go down the

  pleats. Dark, narrow corridors of skirt. Brian got the iron out of the cupboard. He stared at it for a long, panicky moment. Jesus Christ. Even the bloody iron wasn’t safe. The iron was a

  shark’s fin, as clear as day. ‘You’re a stupit man, Brian Murphy,’ he said to himself, plugging it in. He put some water in from the tap. He started with Mary’s navy

  pleated skirt. He pulled it over the hard tongue of the board, separating the back of the skirt from the front. The iron hissed and steamed and gulped its own hot breath. Brian thudded the thing

  back and forth, up and down those pleats, pressing the button that releases the steam frequently. That was a bit better. Thank Christ my old mum taught me to iron, he thought to himself.




  Up the stairs he trudged, at four o’clock in the morning, puffing and sorely out of breath, having hung the freshly ironed shirts on the back of chairs in the living room.




  He stopped at the top of the stairs to hold his sides and let out a loud breath, like the last breath of a martyr. Mary was snoring, a deep animal sound Brian found quite comforting. He tried to

  follow the strange strangled rhythms of it, up and down with her chest. Sometimes, inexplicably, the snoring would just cut out, like an engine suddenly stopping. That was frightening. Mary would

  often wake herself up when she stopped like that and say, ‘Oh, oh dear,’ in a way that would sound as if she were new to herself, as if she was suddenly just being introduced to

  herself. ‘Is that me? Was that me?’ she asked. Brian patted her back. Her mouth relaxed again, he could see it in the moonlight that shone through their thin pale curtains. Lips all

  soft and full of trust. Oh to sleep like Mary. To just fall off and over like that so easy and forget every nagging worry and sleep like Mary slept.




  There were the voices too. It wasn’t just the horrific pictures. He could hear the many different accents of people around the world, from Mozambique to Miami. Young voices, old, male

  voices, female. This one was male, from the States. ‘I saw a big mouth with big jaws, a great black eye, the dorsal fin and stripes, there were definitely stripes up until its tail.’ He

  tried to push it out of his mind. To visualize his ironing. His striped shirt, oh God, he was back again and so quickly.




  At what hour Brian finally drifted off to sleep, he didn’t know. He was very bad-tempered the next morning. Couldn’t talk for temper. When Mary said, ‘Are you all right?’

  he said, ‘Aye Fine, Fine,’ like two snaps at her head. He shook his newspaper aggressively. He was all shook up. There was no denying it. This was his last week at work before

  retirement. Mary wanted to go on a cruise for Christ’s sake. They couldn’t afford a cruise; Mary always had the big ideas. When he said no, she suggested Miami because their old friends

  Bill and Jessie were in Miami. He didn’t say it. He didn’t say it. There was that to be said. But it flashed through his mind. He thought it. He saw the whole ghastly thing again. 1944,

  Florida. A fisherman caught a large Tiger Shark. Inside he found most of a man’s body from the ribs to the knees. The man was never identified. No teeth. ‘I don’t fancy Miami,

  Mary,’ Brian said. ‘Are the Yanks not a bit false?’




  ‘Don’t be silly, Brian,’ Mary said. ‘What about going to New Orleans or Mississippi. You’ve always liked your jazz?’




  The Bull Shark has penetrated right down the Mississippi river. Same with the Ganges, same with Sydney Harbour. Rule out Africa. Amanzimtoti, a popular swimming beach in Africa, has a reputation

  for being the worst shark-attack beach on earth.




  How did they leave it for now? With Brian saying he would come up with something. Something away from any water, any sea, any river anywhere. Maybe some place where he and Mary could hide from

  old age. It was coming. And wasn’t it strange? Mary and him starting to stagger about the place, after all that strutting and dancing and waltzing.




  Four nights to go before Brian Murphy is no longer a fitter. What will you be fit for? Mary likes to ask him, laughing. Privately she dreads Brian’s retirement just when she has got the

  house to herself, just when she’s finally adjusted to not working anymore. The idea of her tall, lanky man with his stooped back, about the house all day in her hair, is stressful. He will

  not be good at adjusting; Mary knows that about Brian. Hopeless, he’ll be hopeless. What will he do with his big hands?




  That night Brian wakes sweating again, shouting. Mary sits up and sighs. ‘I’ll go and sleep in the boys’ room,’ she says. ‘I can’t sleep with you at the

  moment, Brian. You’re that restless.’ Brian grabs her arm. ‘Don’t go, Mary, please. The Oceanic White Tip is one of the top four most dangerous sharks. It bites for no

  reason. It might be moving along calmly and suddenly, suddenly, Mary, for no reason, for no reason, Mary, it will just lunge out. Lunge out and attack.’ Brian is talking in a terrible whisper

  as if he has emphysema.




  ‘Stop it, Brian, with all this nonsense, you’re frightening me,’ Mary says, getting up to go to the boys’ room.




  ‘I’m frightened, Mary,’ Brian shouts. ‘It’s me that’s bloody terrified.’




  ‘What are you frightened of, Brian?’ Mary says, beside herself now with exhaustion and wanting sleep, sleep.




  ‘Sharks,’ he says, finally admitting it, a sharp pain going right through his chest at the mention of the word out loud. ‘Sharks,’ he ventures a second time, this time

  the word has a jagged, serrated edge carving his heart.




  ‘Oh for goodness’ sake!’ Mary says, ‘You’re miles away from any shark, Brian.’ And she goes off, the back of her white nightie the last nice thing Brian sees,

  her rounded shoulders, her hair with the rinse running out. She blows him a kiss from the bedroom door. ‘I’m going to have to get some sleep, Brian,’ she yawns.




  Through the wall, Brian can hear Mary snoring. It doesn’t reassure him now that he can’t see her. It frightens him.




  A whole world is going on through there; the beginning of it and the end of it, gasping, choking, throttling. Mary’s night-time world as thick as a forest, as secret as trees breathing.

  Brian breathes in fast shallow sips of air. He can’t breathe normally. He’s become too aware of his own breath. He could gag on it. If only he could forget it, forget the gnawing,

  gnashing anxiety and breathe normally. His chest is tight as if the whole apparatus had been locked inside, something like treasure from a sunken ship. He coughs and coughs to try to normalize his

  breathing, shock himself out of it. But the panic is still there, tight, rapier sharp. He claws off his pyjama shirt. Too hot. Christ, far too hot. He gets up and opens his bedroom window. Too

  stuffy. No air. Too bloody muggy.




  Outside in his street there are no seagulls whirring. There is no noise of the sea thrashing against rocks, waves rolling over shingle. No sea cliff for lemmings. No combers, no breakers, no

  surf, no spume. No choppiness. No white horses. Brian Murphy lives nowhere near the sea. No cataclysmic tidal waves. There is not even the gargle of a river rinsing its own mouth. Brian feels his

  own saliva bubble in his mouth and dribble down his chin. A slow, sleepy rain, all patter and smirr, dreams in his street. Most of the neighbours’ lights are off except for Jeanette Cochrane

  next door who is an insomniac, and the new people four houses down. Brian feels an empathy with Jeanette in the dark. If she were to look out her window now, everything might be all right. But she

  doesn’t. The street is period-dark with the strange unhealthy glow of the yellow street lamps. The sky is a mass of stars and clouds. Brian runs his hands through his hair. Never did go bald

  did Brian. Kept his own hair. He coughs again.




  Brian Murphy’s grandmother told him that when she was ten in 1852, she had whooping cough. She came from Sutherland in the north of Scotland. A live trout was put into her mouth, head

  first so that she could feel the trout breathe inside her mouth. It was supposed to cure her of the whooping cough, the fish’s breath. It was a story that haunted Brian as a boy, so much so

  he wished he’d never been told it. Now, here it came again for no reason in the middle of the night. His child-grandmother standing in her kitchen with a trout in her mouth.




  Human beings who have survived the unthinkable have said that the shark, whilst attacking them, looked right through them. It is this, more than anything else that chills Brian’s

  blood till his blood is darker than dark red. The notion of a shark staring you right in the face. By then there would be nowhere else to go, no hiding place, just a terrible nauseating certainty

  facing you, inevitable like death.




  He goes down the stairs and into his living room. He switches on the light. There’s something odd about disturbing your own living room in the middle of the night; the sofa and the

  armchairs look as if they were not expecting you, you who could now so easily be a total stranger, an intruder, an impostor. Brian sits down on his own chair but it doesn’t feel as familiar

  as it did during the daytime. It feels wrong. He should have stayed up there with his fears rather than have brought them down here. He picks up the paper, the news seems days old. He can hardly

  believe it was just this morning that he was reading about the pathologist who misdiagnosed hundreds of cases. Is Brian a case? he wonders. Am I a case? A basket case. How can people be cases?

  Brian’s got a leathery face. He flips over quickly. He doesn’t like health stories, health scares. The whole country’s gone health-mad.




  The pressure behind Brian Murphy’s breastbone seems to be on the move, shooting more pain up into his throat and down his left arm. He sees his grandmother again, at ten, with a trout in

  her mouth. She is in sepia and so is the trout. The trout suits sepia; it flatters the fish. How can grandmothers be wee girls, how could they ever have been wee girls? Brian had asked himself this

  when he was a boy hearing the story and now he is a grandfather himself. All in the blink of an eye; all in the flip of a trout. Nobody believes it till it happens to him or her. Mary and him have

  been married now thirty-four years. Mary knows Brian better than anybody in the world and Brian knows Mary better than anybody in the world; or they should do by now. Yet Mary can’t soothe

  Brian about sharks and Brian can’t admit the extent of his fears.




  What’s bugging him now is this holiday. First it was the cruise, then Miami, now Mary’s got it into her head that she wants to go to Australia, for three months to visit her brother.

  Australia for Christ’s sake! Every weird shark that ever showed its ugly mug has been sighted in Australia. The Megamouth Shark, extremely rare, yet spied in Australia. Small eyes and a huge

  bulbous mouth, sinister and gangsterish. It swims in stiff slow movements; similar probably to the way Brian swims these days if he manages to force himself down to the local pool. Brian gets up

  and puts the kettle on. If only Mary would hear him up in the night and come down and join him. But Mary is in deep with her sleep, no chance. Maybe something warm will loosen the constriction. He

  puts on the kitchen light. Everything is clean and tidy, scrubbed. Everything has been put away for the next day on the understanding that there will be a next day. Brian is sweating. It is unusual

  for Brian to sweat. He is not a sweaty man. Nobody has ever had a whiff of his oxters and held their noses behind his back. But he is sweating now and he can smell something. A smell that

  doesn’t seem his, sour and frightening.




  He stirs two sugars into his tea and gets the milk out of the fridge. The light comes on in the fridge, quite a wee comfort to a man up in the middle of the night. He puts the milk bottle back,

  closes the door gently. Outside, the darkness is beginning to peel away slowly, slowly till it will eventually arrive at its heart of light. The birds will open soon, like a play in the West End.

  And when they start their cacophony Brian Murphy will know another day is going to go on and that he is safe from the shark. The Goblin Shark’s body is slender and flabby. It hunts prey by

  sensing their electrical fields. There have been reports that its teeth have been found embedded in underwater electrical cables.




  He sits down in his armchair. Does he feel a bit better? He tells himself he feels a bit better, but he can’t be sure. He tries to force himself to feel better, to say, ‘C’mon,

  Brian son, c’mon, rally yirsell,’ but the tight bar across his chest is still bearing down. Why does he not just tell Mary about the sharks: how all his life he would have liked to have

  pretended they didn’t exist; how just the mention of one of their names – Megamouth Shark, Hammerhead Shark, Thresher Shark, Basking Shark – sends Brian demented. Pictures swim in

  front of his eyes. Whitish spots that cover the dark body of the whale shark. Three hundred rows of very tiny teeth.




  If he was out at sea, if he was out at sea swimming in good faith off the coast of one place or another, Africa, Australia, America, if he was out at sea and a shark saw him, that shark would

  decide whether to pick him up now or later. What does his life mean to a shark? Would the shark know he had been an engineer, a father, a fitter, a grandfather, a son, a grandson, a boy, a man, an

  old man? Would the shark care? Brian takes a sup of his tea. The shark wouldn’t care. Brian gets up and shuts the living room door. He closes the door that leads to the kitchen. He should

  call the doctor but he hates doctors as much as he hates sharks. Some doctors are sharks. White coats – opportunists doing private and NHS. He should call the doctor and tell him he has a

  pain in his chest that will not go away. He should shout for Mary. He doesn’t have the energy to climb the stairs. He is out of breath already. He goes back into the kitchen, makes another

  cup of tea, hanging on to the Formica surface. He sits back down in his living room.




  If he did manage up the stairs to shake Mary awake, to shout, Mary! Wake up I’m going to die, Mary would tell him not to be so silly. And she’d be right. Death is silly. It

  makes your whole life silly. Brian’s slippers are silly. His dominoes, his sports page, his love of his sons, his trade unionism, his fringe, his temper, his love of cream crackers, Perry

  Como, Banks’s Bitter. All silly. All ridiculous. To bother getting attached when it’s meaningless. All of his life he told himself this would never happen to him.




  He tells himself that now. A bit of peace and quiet. Try and drink the hot tea. Try and drink. Hot tea. He can see himself as a scrawny wee boy with reddish cheeks and fair hair flowing over his

  face. When did his hair grow dark? Bare knees. Thank God no one ever put a live trout in his mouth. He would have died there and then at ten if that trout had gone in his mouth. You couldn’t

  live on under such circumstances, having been compromised in such a way with a fucking fish in your mouth for Christ sake.




  He drifts off. His mouth wide open, filtering the air. He gasps for breath. He feels as if he is being strangled. Not all sharks are dangerous. A Japanese snorkeller did once manage to get

  sucked into a Whale Shark’s mouth but was quickly spat out again. Imagine being spat out of a shark’s mouth. Maybe that will happen to him when the moment comes. He’ll be sent

  right back to try again. That will be what it’s like for some people, thumped on the chest and sent back to try again.




  Suddenly Brian Murphy throws back his head and bellows out a roar with no language, no accent. A roar that he himself hears, away, away in the distance across the sea. It seems to rise up out of

  his throat from deep, deep down in his heart. His face swells and turns purple. His eyes bulge forward. He feels himself reach out for something before he collapses. The light outside comes up

  slowly, gradually. He feels the light within him lift its frail skirt. He takes one massive long gurgling watery breath, and dies. On the other side, the sharks eat the corpses that float on the

  Ganges.




  Inside Brian Murphy’s fibrous sack, the heart is still wriggling, twitching. His lungs need oxygen; his heart needs blood. Brian Murphy’s pupils are wide and black, dilated so much

  that it would seem his brain has died.




  In the morning, the proper morning, not the dead morning, not the insomniac birdsong morning, but the ordinary morning, long after the milkman has been and the paper delivered and the post has

  come, Mary comes down the stairs, yawning and saying, ‘Oh dear, I’m still tired,’ to herself, pleasantly. There is so much innocence in that little yawn-sigh sound coming

  downstairs that Brian, if he could, would give anything not to shatter it, not to blast and obliterate it, with his own dead body lying there to greet her. He would give anything for it all not to

  be true, for sharks to have never existed, for nobody ever to have got hurt.




  
 





  Big Milk




  
 




  The baby wasn’t really a baby anymore except in the mind of the mother, my lover. She was two years old this wet summer and already she could talk buckets. She even had

  language for milk. Big Milk and Tiny Milk. One day I saw her pat my lover’s breasts in a slightly patronizing fashion and say, ‘Silly, gentle milk.’ Another day we passed a goat

  with big bells round its neck in a small village near the Fens. The light was strange, mysterious. The goat looked like a dream in the dark light. The baby said, ‘Look, Big Milk, look,

  there’s a goat!’ The baby only ever asked Big Milk to look at things. Tiny Milk never got a look in.




  I never noticed that my lover’s breasts were lopsided until the baby started naming them separately. The baby was no mug. The left breast was enormous. The right one small and slightly

  cowed in the presence of a great twin. Big Milk. I keep saying the words to myself. What I’d give for Big Milk now. One long suck. I was never that bothered about breasts before she had the

  baby. I wasn’t interested in my own breasts or my lover’s. I’d have the odd fondle, but that was it. Now, I could devour them. I could spend hours and hours worshipping and

  sucking and pinching. But I’m not allowed. My lover tells me her breasts are milk machines only for the baby. ‘No,’ she says firmly, ‘they are out of bounds.’ My lover

  says I should understand. ‘You are worse than a man,’ she tells me. A man would understand, she says. A man would defer. I’m not convinced. A man would be more jealous than I am.

  Two years. Two years is a long time to go without a single stroke. I look over her shoulder at the baby pulling the long red nipple of Big Milk back and forth.




  At night I lie in bed next to the pair of them sleeping like family. The mother’s arms flung out like a drowned bird. The baby suckling like a tiny pig. The baby isn’t even aware

  that she drinks warm milk all night long. She is in the blissful world of oblivion. Limbs all soft and gone. Full of my own raging insomnia, I test the baby’s hand. The small fat hand lands

  back down on the duvet with a plump. She doesn’t even stir. I try my lover’s hand. She can tell things in her sleep. She knows the difference between the baby and me. In her sleep, she

  pulls away, irritated. I lie next to the sleeping mother and baby and feel totally irreligious. They are a painting. I could rip the canvas. I get up and open the curtains slightly. Nobody stirs. I

  take a peek at the moon. It looks big and vain, as if it’s saying there is only one of me, buster, there’s plenty of you suckers out there staring at me. It is a canny moon tonight,

  secretive. I piss the loudest piss I can manage. I pour a glass of water. Then I return to bed next to the sleeping mother and daughter. The baby is still suckling away ferociously, her small lips

  going like the hammers. It is beyond belief. How many pints is that she’s downed in the one night? No wonder the lover is drained. The baby is taking everything. Nutrients. Vitamins. The lot.

  She buys herself bottles and bottles of vitamins but she doesn’t realize that it is pointless; the baby has got her. The baby has moved in to occupy her, awake or asleep, night or day. My

  lover is a saint, pale, exhausted. She is drained dry. The hair is dry. Her hair used to gleam.




  I’m not bothered about her hair. I am not bothered about not going out anymore, anywhere. The pictures, pubs, restaurants, the houses of friends. I don’t care that I don’t have

  friends anymore. Friends without babies are carrying on their ridiculous, meaningless lives, pretending their silly meetings, their silly movies, their uptight nouvelle cuisine meals matter.

  Getting a haircut at Toni and Guy to cheer themselves up. Or spending a whole sad summer slimming. Or living for the two therapy hours per week. Getting up at six to see a shrink at seven.

  That’s what they are up to. A few of them still bang away at ideas that matter to them. But even they sound tired when they talk about politics. And they always say something shocking to

  surprise me, or themselves. I don’t know which. I don’t see any of them anymore.




  What do I see? I see the baby mostly. I see her more than I see my lover. I stare into her small face and see her astonishing beauty the way my lover sees it. The big eyes that are a strange

  green colour. The lavish eyelashes. The tiny perfect nose. The cartoon eyebrows. The perfect baby-soft skin. The lush little lips. She’s a picture. No doubt about it. My lover used to tell me

  that I had beautiful eyes. I’d vainly picture my own eyes when she paid me such compliments. I’d see the deep rich chocolate-brown melt before me. The long black lashes. But my eyes are

  not the subject these days. Or the object, come to think of it. My eyes are just for myself. I watch mother and daughter sleeping peaceably in the dark. Dreaming of each other, probably. There are

  many nights I spend like this, watching. I haven’t made up my mind yet what to do with all my watching. I am sure it will come to some use. The baby dribbles and the lover dribbles. The light

  outside has begun. I’ve come round again. The birds are at it. The baby has the power. It is the plain stark truth of the matter. I can see it as I watch the two of them. Tiny puffs of power

  blow out of the baby’s mouth.
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