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	If I should go away,

	Beloved, do not say

	'He has forgotten me'.

	For you abide,

	A singing rib within my dreaming side;

	You always stay.

	And in the mad tormented valley

	Where blood and hunger rally

	And Death the wild beast is uncaught, untamed,

	Our soul withstands the terror

	And has its quiet honour

	Among the glittering stars your voices named.

	 

	… And what is here but what was always here

	These twenty years, elusive as a dream

	Flowing between the grinding-stones of fact -

	A girl's affections or a new job lost,

	A lie that burns the soft stuff in the brain,

	Lust unconfessed, a scholarship let go

	Or gained too easily, without much point

	Each hurt a search for those old country gods

	A man takes with him in his native tongue

	Finding a friendly word for all things strange,

	The firm authentic truth of roof and rain.

	 

	 

	Alun Lewis


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For my mother and grandmother,

	who have given me a foundation in everything of lasting importance,

	everything of enduring value.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I

	 

	 

	 

	The boys grinning like hunters, we knew they’d captured Bestobar’s field reporter and chief propagandist; Moncrieff. ‘Come over the ledge,’ she said with one eye on the driver, sat like a snatching spider in the eye of a web she had been spinning for over half a century. The wind was picking up and the battered beachfront offered no safe retreat for the men. Austere white walls had been cut at right angles, a square maze up to the keep where she lay in wait. Her armies were gathered by regiment like scolded schoolboys. The fuel and food had run out yesterday morning, the convoy was moving nowhere. We sighed and spat into the dust a thousand resilient plagues upon this person and her hospitality, she who had seen us suffer and whom we had seen… this was my introduction to Port Oliver.

	 

	They called me Benedict, and before I could spell I liked the sound. Ben-e-dict, because it is a fine name for a Catholic and my father wanted something of God to go with me when he no longer could, (he was the only man he would trust). Words had always made a magical sound in my ears, but then how could they do any differently, when I have lived in a world of non-comprehension for so long. I didn’t read a word until I was ten. It’s not something you can teach yourself, at least not initially. And nobody taught me the rules, so I couldn’t understand how or where to apply them. But I desperately wanted to learn, and to walk the road into Lymerron by reading the signs, and not by following tyre trails and touching the land like the animals there to scavenge.

	In September, the sky was dark until past eight each morning and so I had to start work by feel and sheer intuition. My legs were not long enough to ride the horses out, so I was left with the women to fetch and carry and tend to the breeding stock. I wouldn’t have minded, the men, even my father, made no remark of disdain. And my mother’s friends were all mothers to me but my own took out a measure every morning, and saw by how much I had fallen short. And it was weakness I knew to be left at home when the girls were getting married and moving away and I was still young and not heavy enough to handle a horse. When it was not light, the air was still hot, and the women opened all the doors and took up a chair beside them. That way, the house was always being watched. No one could come or go in secret. It was a lack of privacy that only I disliked, none of the others sought out a silent spot. I used to think it was because they had no secrets to keep hidden, and a child’s way of thinking is usually right.

	 

	From the porch, I used to watch for which birds went pilfering our bonfire for nesting. Everything about this environment was built to sustain wildness and wilderness. None of it was tamable, not the dogs who roamed as suited them, or to whomever fed them most. Nor the ground, which dried and flooded at will, anybody’s will but our own. ‘Farming is not for the faint hearted,’ my mother would mutter like a mantra, it was her explanation for just about all the tragedy she had to see. By the time I was twelve, feral horses were a regular sighting not far from the town, and I was made to believe wherever wild horses would run, was a desolate place indeed. A place where they could avoid all human contact is a place where humans had no control. As a matter of fact, a whole harem had established themselves, frightening our neighbouring farms into leaving gunpowder trigger points along their boundary. Endangerment of any animal (even humankind) was strictly outlawed, but the harshness of our many laws were softened about the edges by the lack of enforcement and institutional disinterest in who or how many obeyed them. Do not think that our leaders were without teeth, it is simply that they were not gentlemen, and had no qualms about luring prey right into their lair. You see, neither the law nor our leaders troubled us so long as we didn’t trouble them. And on farmsteads like ours, provided we didn’t kill some passing tradesperson or vagrant, our crimes were not embarrassing enough to the high ranking to concern them in the least.

	 

	After mass was the only time in the month where the youngest among us could go unobserved. Parents and farmhands and priests would congregate inside the house, and in good company, mama would close all the doors to the dust and dirt and dung of the outside. Each second Sunday morning when she would have the tablecloths washed, starched and pressed ready to lay, was one of the rare times she seemed embarrassed by the way we lived. And so these Sunday morning efforts, both our reception rooms having been scrubbed and sanitized the night before, were in effect a form of penance for our family. A long central dining table filled the front room. Benches were brought in either side instead of chairs, a dormitory feel, white empty walls and an almost hospital standard of clean. Cream coloured flowers sat in two corners on small rounded glass cabinets. And in the half moon underneath the window was a baby-grand piano that had never been played. This was my time, my time to run or walk without need. It was the time I took to telling stories. My father was the greatest storyteller around, as was his father before him. He assured me that storytelling was a noble pastime, and a well-respected one. He was referring, I’m sure, to how the men entertained each other in bar talk, this century’s equivalent of tales around the campfire.

	 

	With my sisters on Sunday, we left the house and took the dirt track down to the river, where our mother’s sister kept a profitable boarding house. Aunt Jod set up her business on the backbone of her husband’s fortune. She was widowed all my life, and a year before that. Her house was the strangest amalgamation of old and new ever seen. A fierce collector of bric-a-brac, she had ornaments on every surface, some worth a great deal and others as common as the set of three ducks in flight which almost every house from here to Timbuctoo had once bartered for at a car boot sale. It was a mark of our working class, though they didn’t know it. And all the women would comment, ‘I have a scene just like that at home. But mine is above the fireplace.’ And inwardly I would add – and hers is in the attic, and hers upon the kitchen wall. The house itself sat on the corner, (in agent speak) a boastful property with high, airy ceilings and low thresholds. Mother told me that my Aunt had first fallen in love with this house when they were children. One Saturday away from school, their parents drove out of town, taking the girls to lunch. Mother said they’d never been impressed by anything before, there was simply nothing in their short lives to be impressed by. And the first sight after straightening their skirts from the journey was this grand Georgian house. Something in its striking black beams and pyramid of perfectly interlocking pieces must have enchanted the child, because as a slightly older, if still slight young woman, she married the man who owned the only house she saw fit to live in. Mother thought it mercenary to adore the house and marry the man, but knowing Aunt Jod, she was good to them both and kept all their ‘behind closed doors’ affairs in order. It was, on the surface, like any other house. It had an elegant, sculpted feel to its unobvious beauty, not brash and yet unforgettable. No doubt, it was a poor girl’s idea of aristocratic. And after Uncle Alfred’s death it was reborn in the final chapter of its existence, as a safehouse for petty criminals, the destitute, the insane and the abused. It was overlooked only by the abbey, the charge of one Mr Hinde, as he had been before conversion to the ministry. We were all living in Hinde’s sight.

	 

	It was a Tuesday when I went alone for the first time. I had morning school, and wrote it out – dinsdag for the Dutch, mardi for the French, tirsdag for the Norwegians and Dydd Mawrth for the Welsh. The entrance hall was like something out of a Victorian arcade, white and green tiles reaching up into a domed roof. The skylight was a stain-glass piece and the colours it shone downwards when the sun was high made me dizzy. I felt very small, unflanked by my sisters. Jod emerged from one of the far rooms along the corridor in a flurry of scarves, caught on the train on her floor length skirts and with music playing. She didn’t walk closer, but held out both her arms to me as I approached her. ‘Everyone, this is my sister’s little son Benedict.’ It soon became apparent who ‘everyone’ was and that they had all opened their doors to look at me. Her house guests had been living there relatively harmoniously, and any interference or disapproval to arrive on the doorstep had been greeted by Jod molto presto. As much as people might whisper behind their hands, no one, not even the law liked to speak against my Aunt to her face. Some said she was a witch or enchantress, others said she knew curses and could see dead souls. Most simply knew that she was anti-social and a threat to their world of people who only said or thought or did commonplace things. A sort of queue formed, backed up around the coffee table. One by one, I was introduced. When the novelty of a new face wore off, I ventured out into the gardens alone, prior fears forgotten. A stream, or the trickle that was left of it, ran around the lawn, disappearing under the bridge in an untidy circle.
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	Simon eventually caught up with him, short and parceled in a red waistcoat two sizes too small, where he chanced an appraisal of the text. He took his time, I grew steadily in dislike for him, and the greed he could barely contain, a man left over from another world. I was taught by an ageing Prufrock once, he wore grey linen trousers and a well-oiled, bristling moustache. The man was enigmatic, but blissfully out of place, out of time, out of context in a school surrounded by the merely alive and insignificant. He belonged in verse, and each time he cleared his throat and raised his trousers to rearrange his socks, I found myself inwardly chanting ‘I grow old, I grow old, I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled.’ But for us, those who learned the dangers of obedience, for whom authority came to mean abuse, cannot be expected to do as they are told without resistance. It is often made a moral issue, with asylums and prisons taken for treatments. I don’t know what I’d have done, certainly, I’d never have adjusted.

	 

	He went about tugging her by the arm; while in the sea to avoid her swimming out too far, to stop her winning the running race, to prevent her talking to another man. ‘Misanthropic, vexing girl.’ With a baby who’d lived to see two and a half months of the twentieth century, buried in the same plot as her father, a carpenter and joiner. ‘What a mind the prison is,’ he said rubbing his chin in tiredness. In plays, the sexually and socially advanced girl rises only to fall, whereas the unassuming, innocent and perhaps naïve girl lives happily for all time. For better or worse, reality is nowhere near so biased. There were six houses in Sovery Terrace. Five were plastered and painted white and the largest, the queen of the cul-de-sac, was red brick. They each sat neatly in the enclave, hollowed out by hillside and dug deep into the valley beside the lake and a huge monkey puzzle tree planted on the bend that looked most out of place. Alongside crab apples, at a time when I mistook hs for letter gs.

	 

	The easterners brought trees into the church at Whitsun. ‘Beware foreigners with flowers,’ his mother always said. In the anger of youth, without help, hide and seek turned sinister. He began using younger or more gullible children for coverage, the guilt for this left him trying to make amends, but with a hatred of man and misused by his father. ‘An after-effect of abuse early in life, we know how to suffer quietly,’ he said quite cheerfully. We wanted the opposite of what he was reading; it was overglossed, full of meaningless buzzwords and smacked of desperation. Why are artists so dangerous to corrupt regimes, and why do their words make them a target for violence; because art is the opposite of propaganda. It is a message conveyed solely in hope, without coercion or any means of force.

	 

	He checked our tickets and we moved along. The stadium of fans had filled it with the same atmosphere as found at a rally. A feint for Boreas floating and swiftly move heaven to our cause. We set him up in one of the cottages. He wasn’t on the estate exactly, but the cottage sat back from the street. It was right on the water’s edge, he had his own mooring and made use of it. He and Larry restored a boat together. When they first dragged it up the drive, it would have given the scrap men something to laugh at, but they made it seaworthy again. I don’t think he did so much to clean up the cottage, but I went in every few days and tidied up for him. You know how men are, especially when overworked and lonely. As you might imagine, he was considered a real asset to have been acquired and in the village, general opinion of Simon improved greatly. His own health too, improved greatly. This wasn’t just one of his pet projects, there was power in something he was doing, and that hadn’t been true of anything he had tried in a long while. As well as helping Esme of course. I always woke up before I could see his face; her lecherous liege, her thoughtful tutor, pirate father. She left the room distraught before coming in again as though small fragments of her spirit were not throttled under the grip of his insistent smile or sticking to the furniture and her children’s faces as she gulped back livid tears that had no place in a home she had kept clean and clear of innumerable, inexplicable betrayals. They loved each other an abnormal amount, which was the cause and cure of so many wretched rows between them.

	 

	In another August morning of answerability, of condescension and condensation clouded panes in the car, thick with mist you can’t see out of. Through wisteria arches, she sat. Contemplative, glass in hand. The waiter whose black hair was back-combed presentably knew her well, but still insisted on calling her madam, perhaps because he knew her so well. Tapping against the table leg were the same smart black and white shoes she always wore, until she wore them out and replaced them each for each. Her feet more prominent, due to the fact her face was shielded, back turned to the porters and patrons. An orange scented, hibiscus hued summer scene… startled by children crying in her memory, her silent tears visible over smoked salmon and brown bread. The waiter, a well-mannered Asian, would never comment but left three biscuits with the bill. She had no need to tell him she disliked the lemon and poppy seed, but having found those uneaten two days in a row, they were seamlessly left out and exchanged for the edible, sugary, sorrow-soothing kind. Life was in the glass he served to her; misery floating and fizzing over, seemingly dangerous until it spilled and its energy expended on nothing more than a sticky, explosive mess. Suffering cemented in un-dissolved pieces at the bottom. Happiness was heavy, forming a sediment near the centre, a sink-stone that looks steady enough to stabilize the mixture, until you test it. Bliss the darting, unknown variable, stirring up inside the glass, sparking off unpredictable and occasionally marvellous reactions. And three black-hatted, brown-bearded brothers came over the hill and said ‘we are home.’ But they weren’t at home.

	 

	Coridan was of the demoted aristocracy, the eldest son of eldest son, the ruling-family of a former dukedom that was now a progressive county with two hyper-markets and a ring-road. His father favored him least of all his five sons, as he was the first heir in five hundred years to only produce daughters. He said prayers for roadkill. And how long had it been since he washed? The bathtub was cold on his back. Around the tub there were still felt, initialled, lavender scented pillows that we made as children and never disposed of. Crashing waves in his ear, through the homesick husk that lives on the shore and is prisoner on the shelf. He used solid bar soap, the sort that leaves skin sticky, so you never quite feel washed. The towels were scented and soft, it was a suffocating luxury, a far cry from the familiar discomforts of home. If only she had relented and given the boy a brick hard washcloth. Slinking off when shoved, from where and to whom, the only trains of thought worth catching, worth the cost of the omelette breakfast that inspired them, for an aspiring boy of the world. Then, how simple violence is to conquer, how blunt an instrument those beatings were, how small a violation his baseness achieved. The spirit had detached and reattached and accepted its suffering, and was protected for all time in pure love and unadulterated forgiveness. As Shakespeare declared us ‘in the May of human life,’ the human mind can hibernate during the worst winters. Before disappearing into darkness, my weight pressing on your wounds.

	 

	Bed sheets left open in invitation, Jean-Louis returned the glass to the dresser and removed his shoes. ‘I might as well have drooled on the paper. It would have just as much artistic merit.’ He was the best and worst that a man can be. In his more cognisant state he could see the bird on the ledge was stunned not dead. How curious, how cautious the human soul that the smallest incident elicits the biggest reaction, while lightning strikes us on the spot and silent we remain. Very few of us ever have cause to believe that ourselves and our minds are two separate entities. Except in madness, the mind works for the will, which to the sufferer feels like the will of an another, and thus begins a civil war within the self. ‘Your sister is in the third room on the right. Day room, painting. She took a little juice with breakfast. She seems calmer today Miss Irving.’ Simon had already begun along the corridor, a walk he made every day. A walk so old, so familiar that he could time the janitor unlocking his cupboard and hitting the nurse as she careered around the corner, chasing after a resident who only ate cheese and while counting each floorboard by the beats of his heart, carried about on that steady rhythm that was his duty. ‘It’s like he’s looking out on a different family,’ Mary whispered. The tears fell silently down her face. I can still agonise over how he might have looked, our darling boy, whether his hair would be fair or dark, how his nose would crinkle or curve, if his eyes were distant or sharp.

	 

	While the doctors discuss all that is wrong with us, which they will not understand is all we have done wrong, let me explain your real options. The lift is locked, the fence is electrically alarmed. All staff travel in twos and wear emergency buttons and even the short ones are too strong to be overwhelmed as we are now. However, all fortresses and all conquerors bear weakness. I have been here a long time. So long I barely remember how cold the wind can be, or how wild the sea under storm, or how warm the sun feels upon my skin. So long that their violence no longer sends ripples across my spine. This hour, the hour of eight is their weakness. While they converge on one space in hushed conversation, no one watches the doors. I haven’t thought about what to do with all this information, of course. Planning is for the unimaginative, which is where you might make use of yourself. Our escape is only possible should you evade their attention and their grasp.

	 

	My dynasty must not end with Selene the Unfortunate. I am simple, symbol Simon, plucked from his crystal and caviar nest. In my lungs are the castles of my family bond, I am not lost and I know precisely who I am. I am a name on a prestigious list, or tree. Just look at my lineage.

	 

	There’s nothing to be done for us, so let’s be failures, funny failures though, naturally, until we finally get called into the headmaster’s office. After a lifetime of skulking in the corridor, final judgement will be quite a relief. I’ve been anticipating that cane for fifty years. What I hate most about these doors if they don’t even leave us bars to rattle. How can I be an effective madman without the proper equipment? I know, I know, only a poor artist blames his pencil. Still, nothing shakes in here, nothing shatters or screams or breaks. We shall call our escape Operation Breaking-Glass. Sit up, turn over. Your life is at stake, this is no time to be lazy. I can sense you need calming. When I need quiet, I think of my sisters. I had two, both older than I. We shall call them Mary and Martha. Our time together was a string of days we drifted in and out of, like those lost petals we’d collect from the stream. Rose petals from the thorniest trees. Their smell was always strongest. The perfume, when they squeezed them tight, was bitter… but when their brother crowed, they wore it anyway, that mess of juices and sap and he didn’t laugh at them again. A cigarette? Will you smoke? Neither do I. I’m not asking your permission. The eldest, Mary, was carried off at the start of one summer. Her spiritual crime of attempted suicide carried a seven year sentence. It weighed heavily upon her entire being. Unpunishable by law, it proved too difficult to wound a glutton for punishment. But she had no more right to take her own life than anyone else’s, and suffered the agony of all reforming murderers. I only saw her again once, come home to bury our grandfather. He died on a long day, and was buried on a short one. Since time began, not all days were made equal, and these days none have a single thing in common with the next.

	 

	I was treated well because his image of me was bent out of shape. He knew that the distraught scene on the screen of mother and child, her leaving her daughter, had affected me most adversely. From then on his efforts were greatly increased, to be timely and sympathetic and strong. I grew colder and more contemptuous in retaliation. You see I always knew I wasn’t the abandoned girl, I was the mother delirious, taken away laughing. That’s what we had been taught, and shown; you suffer, and I can make you suffer more. You bleed, and I can make you bleed more. The guardsmen huddled tightly, their closest approximation among other men were Pan’s lost boys, had Hook killed Peter and raised them himself, and given fifty years. They were an exotic blend of uncivilised child and career criminal. People who can be blown away like corn dust. Oh my own dismal darling, rolling pink grassheads inside her hand as she smiled. She stole, not because she was poor, or because others had objects worth stealing, but because her poor, object-filled heart wanted them. ‘She’s never begged for anything in her life,’ her sister explained. They imagined truth a thing to be grasped at, callous as surgeons, pinned down and lit with clinical instruments, barely pausing to consider its philosophical implications. The tension between journalists and writers is so high because essentially we are the same breed. We are both after the same thing, digging in the dirt to get at the truth, all servants of that truth, mining and refining. Then I suppose that is the overarching key to it. Their creed is ‘the truth’ as though it were so succinctly defined. We writers seek only and far more greatly, ‘truth’ in its highest and most noble form, pure and unpolluted, and well above the mire of fact and event. But it is this fundamental similarity of passion, and the ability to receive it which makes our differences all the more unconquerable. Truth, in journalistic hands, is something crude. They actually think they can snatch at it. Or at least, they do not shiver at the consequences of such an attempt. No writer of merit believes the truth is for himself, or that he has any particular right to it, except what truth offers freely of itself unto him, should he prove worthy, and not scrutinise truth as if it must be found worthy of man. In the wisdom of Old Norse; how seem or ‘sœma’ meant, to conform as want or ‘vanta’ means; to lack. He, Jean-Louis, had a few pithy lines worth lifting; mothers and elephants never forget, American literature: a contradiction in terms. Mostly he scorned common speech, because colloquial language is often the most effective and principled language.

	 

	On the mainland, the court conductor struck up a soft harmony and faced the box with a deep bow. ‘This we dedicate to two extraordinary women, in memory of their sister Cissy, on the occasion of what would have been her eightieth birthday.’ Applause thundered from the stalls. The mirror was the only one to watch me leave, that glass magician who waits for my reflection to emerge out of one of the shadows that formlessly breeze by him. And I vanish, don’t I, with a shush of his lips, so that I can be seen in his eyes and nobody can see what he sees. Would he make an exception for me? Cissy could have been a Jewish actress in black and white. She was quite above and beyond the ordinary confines of conscience, and she knew it, having lived a life of soirées and exposés. All her excuses and explanations were unpleasant ones. Three years earlier, she fell from the gods, murdered just after the intermission as the lights were dimming and all eyes returned, fixed to the stage. The conductor bowed again and softly tapped his baton on the music stand. As the fourth note was played, the youngest member of the orchestra began his solo piece and many in the audience reclined, soothed and sated and thinking on their lives with satisfaction. Simon squirmed as Margaret began to speak. ‘Ever since she was born it felt as though we were two halves of the same person. We deal with everything differently, and yet everything as experienced, runs through us both. She’s the better part of me, all worth having was given to her and so I stay around desperately trying to claw some of it back.’ Oh really, she thought, from the Greek for ‘in a pig’s eye.’ And her head was drooping, eyes smarting with restrained tears and still the voice of the tenor droned on. It was the teacher with her jagged red pen, the vicar and his fat finger pointing to scripture, the fishmonger’s wife and her chopping knife, the neighbour with her loose tongue, the doctor and his diagnosis, the raging cabbie and his horn, the librarian who stamped ‘late.’ The whole world was one single voice of anger and disappointment and disdain and Maisy-Margaret thought, leave me in peace you silly person.

	 

	The home where we we raised, raised by wolves, superstitious wolves at that, so should be forgiven our magic, the family farmstead was being razed outside town. Burning buildings here is an entirely different sort of crime from arson in the city. Our homesteads are a part of us, and couldn’t be claimed on insurance or replaced with another, closer to good schools or further from the in-laws. We had built our souls into the solitary timber. Jean-Louis would watch the fire crackle and pop and snuff, rolling in its own ashes until it burned out with a snare and snap, quietly fizzing and dying. Our noise wasn’t to drown out the fire. He taught us to respect the last cries of every creature this estate had seen, and the cry of the elements. Of earth splitting when the sun over-baked it, of air when it sizzled with storm electricity, of fire when it shot into spark, of water bubbling when it had nowhere else to go.

	 

	The Bestobarians weren’t turning back, hut after hut going up in smoke, ‘to the boats,’ the actor roared. ‘We’ll give these mountain folk a taste of salt.’ The Point was swarming with soldiers rattling bullets into the wooden deck. Anchors drawn, fishing vessels and cargo ships were requisitioned as destroyers, the enemy nervously approaching the shore. In their hesitation, the Captain was giving further instructions. We were about 300 feet out to sea. ‘Torpedo loaded, quickly!’ Some of the men looked shocked. They saw these events as avoidable, and perhaps they were. But it remained true to say that their hope for the law to change or rule for justice’s sake would always go unfulfilled. They saw these forces as able to circumvent tragedy, and if they did not, then corruption or incompetence was surely to blame. They couldn’t understand that the role of law was not one of active power. The law exists to clean up after the crime. It is the mop and bucket of democracy, it clears away the blood and debris and declares who was most wronged, not who was in the right. It calls time, blows the final whistle, an end to the affair. Whatever the doctor or death certificate has to say, in the end, we all die of the same thing; ignorance. ‘She threatened to walk off with Dubois.’ Martha sighed. A good man, he loved deeply and to his own destruction. But she had never been touched so deeply by the violence of man, as by the gentleness of man, which is tremendous. ‘Women will stop playing wily feminine tricks when men stop falling for them.’ For the actions we inhabit are grave and uninvited. Every day, fighting not to slip back inside habit’s smooth clutches. ‘Wild flowers do wilt so quickly.’ She said with a pressed look in Mary’s direction.

	 

	She was a heavy handed sneak, and always left a trail where she had been. She could be put off the scent with barely one-eighth of whole story and all the things one wished to keep hidden from her, could be. What little we allowed her to uncover kept her solely satisfied, for a persistent person she could be shockingly easy to please. And so as long as we granted her a small laugh at us, we could carry on having hysterics at her spectacle. And I know what they’re saying on Fleet Street. All of them with their fat, grubby hands and even grubbier minds, jumping in glee, ‘we’ve got her, we’ve got her!’ You are being retrained, really, there is no cause for alarm. Truth is public enemy number one. We cut corners, we began to believe that what had been awarded to us for cheating was deserved. We created frameworks just to find means of getting around them, we were spiritual vandals, among other things. ‘It’s not like he needed to cheat just to hide some deficiency in himself.’ Cissy gave her a look, as if that was exactly what he had done. Your sun and the moon, your terrycloth voodoo, ‘Then take it, it’s nothing I couldn’t afford to lose. Nothing worth having can be taken by force,’ he added like an afterthought. They were people who believed that free-thinking was a kind of western, anti-spiritual voodoo, a millenia in the making. But this behaviour is not mad, it is simply not meant to solve this particular problem. If people shout and blame and accuse, they have a flea in their ear. They have a nagging sense of self-recrimination. It has nothing to do with you, or your guilt, or with helping the world. They are just miserable and ashamed. Like the terrible humbug, Tolstoy, she kept all her valuables in one place; photographs, perfumes and soaps. Her jewellery sat beside bottles labelled with something like ‘complete curls.’ Cynicism (although her present state) was not her nature, I could think of very little that might persuade her to permanently convert. Her chosen mission was that of faith, of love for others and belief that people be inclined to tell her the truth. It wasn’t naivety, or at least, it was the bravest naivety. She risked loving and trusting the undeserving because she could bear to risk it. There was courage in her enough to be lied to, to be betrayed. And when she was, it couldn’t break her faith, or her faith in other people.

	 

	Martha and Larry smiled. They were great conduits for each other’s histrionics. ‘I’m back.’

	‘Like a bad smell,’ Simon added. He stole the radio out from central command and gave the order to withdraw himself. ‘It was the same blight that took down your Uncle Timothy.’ I insist that making one’s mind fall blank is much easier if you happen to be slightly empty headed to start with. Which, being Trusting Tommy, it often did. ‘I have a very bad feeling about journalists,’ she declared, ‘they are usually socialists, and they don’t eat foie gras.’ To pretend that any official, elected or otherwise, retained their post with only the best interests of the public on their mind is to miscalculate by such a degree that tyranny can and will take ahold. All free and democratically elected means is to allow more of a certain type of person into a seat of power. Что ты хочешь? Cosa vuoi? Que voulez-vous? Perhaps some need further proof by way of humanly incited and perpetuated disaster, but as for myself, I am convinced. My beloved Saint-Ex, who said, ‘what torments me will not be cured by soup kitchens.’ His phrase for human suffering, the downtrodden, sick, poor and wartorn was the ‘murder of Mozart in every man.’ I think it takes a very special sort of person to believe there is a Mozart in every man. ‘You’d be surprised. There’s still a shy country boy in there somewhere.’ She felt the cold press of his blood to her wrist. If Jean-Louis opposed you, it was a glowing recommendation for your moral fibre. It was a kind of instant recognition, as though all my life, we had been in adjacent rooms. Though the door had been closed, we were always close enough that the rumble of his voice was familiar to me. His tone and manners and smirks, all dimly known before.

	 

	There is something about the inquisitor, even in the lowly nosy neighbour, which has always frightened me. Perhaps as there is no equality short of slavery. Everyone can have the same rights, but they will be none at all, it is not just a matter of officer versus rank and file. Oh but that’s like comparing Caesar and Brutus, Alexander the Great and the horse he rode in on. The lack of ceremony was almost what made it more human and more bearable in the end. She was an Israeli cartographer and good company in the evenings. He found her sobbing, leant against an orange band seat in row eight. ‘My love,’ he murmured as she began to turn around, long hair damp at the ends. The sound of the rain was getting louder, orange lamps flickering. She looked at him furiously as he moved closer. She ran.

	 

	Larry was of the opinion, and of the generation who refused to believe that patriotism was a dirty word. A tumbleweed, blow in the breeze, scattered seed sort of man who couldn’t tell which direction he came from or which bus he needed to catch in order to get back. And when our history teacher but two boys in detention for being ‘unpatriotic’ their friend reminded the master that he himself was not English, and was living away from his home country. And the school master said ‘I am proud to be Dutch,’ and one boy who had found his inner imperialist replied, ‘I don’t know why.’ And it rather ruffled their sir, who put the entire class into detention. This angered another boy who asked why the whole group must suffer for the actions of a few, and the master said, ‘you live in a democracy’ which irritated another boy who claimed, ‘the majority is always right’ and this bothered the boy next to him who said, ‘power is with the few.’ One quiet boy, who had gone unnoticed said, ‘my father died for democracy, for the few who commanded him and for the majority who was right and for the patriotism he believed in,’ the boys were silent and his one friend said, ‘patriotism is a dirty word and we shouldn’t say it.’ And the quiet boy who had never said boo to a goose or any other creature on two legs said, ‘if we cannot be patriotic, my father died in vain.’

	 

	I didn’t envy him for an instant, to be the reality against which his wife would measure what could have been. As Martha walked in he was scratching his back like a bear on the wooden door-frame. He kissed the slope of her neck, drenched in sunlight, warm and soft and sweet, making no attempt to look dignified as he played. Head crooked, neck bent, knees clenched and buckled, back straight. Augmented is the word I remember him by. The great confusion, the great babble, the two minds, the eighteen millions hearts and lives on the line. Right and wrong still as alien to us after wars and plagues and famines and dictators and peace and the delicate laws of democracy and all these thousands of years and fashions. Perhaps it is time to give up on right and wrong. I believe now and solely in the single track, tree tunnel lane that is a road from which we never retreat. It is the furious word, the indignant insult, the fleshy wound, the will, that secretive and self-serving butt-end of a force. It is not the vague decree or blanket law, nor sweep-up of the day at dusk and another man’s messes. It is the exacting and the detailed sin, it is passion and penance, protector and predator, the intimacy with evil that in a gentle touch, can disprove evil. It is the road that must, and will be taken, morality be damned.

	 

	Light is far more beautiful from under the water. The streetlamps were Victorian, black painted iron monstrosities. Ornate, delicate looking for all their sturdiness. It is easy to believe oneself hardier than such landmarks, yet they stood there for a hundred years before my birth and will be as strong a hundred years after my death. The light they gave was truly beautiful. Water weighed on my chest, I suppose that was the moment I should have panicked. But the light was beautiful and the water dark and the drift I’d begun seemed to soothe months of restlessness it proved impossible to outrun on land. From the surface I could hear Margaret calling for me.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	III

	 

	 

	 

	Once around the ash tree Cissy ran. ‘You’ll never make it back before tea,’ she crowed at the boy chasing her, ‘your Ma will turn you out, she doesn’t want you back.’ And the boy who chased smaller children with sticks he pulled all the way from the wood was not built to be a bully, the thin skin of his heart was delicate enough for a cruel word to tear. Larry puffed and panted, blood ringing in his ears and so very tired. He rested on a rock, heaving and spitting up, letting his sticks lie by his side, forgetting to watch where she had disappeared to. The fever in his body seemed to get caught around his neck, a red ring of heat and constriction that made each breath shallower and more painful to catch and then raggedly let out. The air was hardly hot, but it burnt in his mouth, blistering the back of his throat in a choke reminiscent of last year’s tonsillitis. Cissy’s heart was hammering, hidden behind the ash tree. The gate she had to pass through to get home was on the other side of the cemetery. All the trees were full of birds, mostly ravens or magpies, but some were starlings and something else with a tremendous call – shrill and awakening, alerting the children to internal fire like an alarm. Cissy shuffled her big toe in her boots, grounding herself with the courage to walk away, if it cost her hat or further humiliation, well then all four foot, four and a half inches of her would stand still and glare at the greedy bread-pudding thief who thought himself terrifying.

	 

	Larry was lying on his side, twitching in a strangely soothing even rhythm, as if unconsciousness itself were rocking him to sleep. Blood streaked saliva, foaming in air bubbles at his mouth, popped on the harsh point of his chin. He was a nasty grey colour, pallid with all the blue veins in his arms protruding. Cissy checked him again and dashed out to yell for help. There was no one, and she knew it. ‘Well, it is a fitting place to die,’ she considered without a trace of unkindness. Larry appeared to breathe easier when, by fretful accident, he rolled himself over, so Cissy eased the boy’s head up into her hands and let his leg weigh down the rest of his body in a curled foetal shape. Maybe she should have run into town, maybe she should have simply run away, but remembering the last real fight she’d gotten herself into, and having thrown the hardest kick, only to see the boy’s face twist in agony – she ran from the slowly dispersing fray fast and let her friend take the blame. In the scuffle, no one could be sure whose foot had made the connection. And the guilt of causing such pain, and knowing that two boys who had been friends, were now violent adversaries, had taught her in some small unforgettable way to never run from the injuries she might inflict upon others.

	 

	The cooing in the trees sounded obscene as Cissy smoothed his eyebrow. Even in his pudgy youthful face, she could feel the tension under his skin. The worry, the restlessness, the rigidity, the feverish pulse and the frozen lips. He was awake and alert now, and neither of them knew how to proceed as they stared and remained quite still. As Larry adjusted to the feeling of her around him, her strong legs forming a lap for his neck, her cool, unclammy hands smoothing the hair from his eyes, her small and strong arms making a cradle for his own. He had meant to hurt her, and she was accommodating his hurt and the humiliation of hurting in front of her. ‘What is this? What do you mean by it. Leave me alone.’ The boy wrested her off of him and stood, towering but off-balance. ‘You were dying Andy. I didn’t want you to die alone.’ He scoffed at her using his nickname, reserved for friends and equals, big bullies of boys, just like him. ‘I was not dying silly girl, or else I wouldn’t be standing here now, would I? And dying or not, I don’t need your help.’ Cissy narrowed her eyes to a cold squint.

	 

	Oh there it is, just ahead, come on we’ll cross this sty. Our beach hut. This will do for the night. Can you hear the wind chimes? They used to have a stutter, but are steadier now. Storms have flown by here in our absence, and so goes their cry ‘loss, loss!’ Beware the sign says - beware of what… sea monsters, mad captains, piranha fish, I’ve met them all before. It’s in these tentative, fragile attempts at trust that I despair of you. Follow, or remain as you were, it cannot be my concern for very much longer. One becomes another, the avoidable and unavoidable means of suffering. You aggravate your environment and your environment aggravates you. Still, I promise you now as I used to do, I think human beings are more heart-breaking, heart-warming, ridiculous, insupportable, charming, canny and unnerving than any label could possibly allow for. Sentiment is the answer to all notion of being governed, for nothing in this universe can realign or regulate something so implausible, so unpredictable, so persistent and unreasonable as the human heart.

	 

	For England, her shores are guarded not by vessels or friggets named after ministers, or the bountiful cargo of the netherworld, nor by redcoats in their tight-boots and waxed moustaches but by mermaids and pelicans. It was a blood legacy, you can reject your foundations but never rewrite them, and where wars are no longer proud, only vain and grubby, there is no fairness, only a victor and a victim. Still, half of my heart will live always in those hills. Meredith knew the realities of warfare - and what it could do to good men. Men who lost limbs. And those who didn’t lose limbs, at risk of losing their minds. And the ones who didn’t lose their minds were at risk of losing their souls. It’s the newspaper man who is always last to know. Jean-Louis insisted on their peacefulness, asking his readership to deny the facts before their very faces. He said that the public needed help. I say that cruelty, pity, honesty, generosity, humour, gentleness, practically every human trait is capable of providing help to another human being, all except the deliberate desire to provide help. He had every woman, even poor Mrs Jethroe, whose attention span was strictly limited to the half-page features in magazines, hooked, hanging on his every word. The best characters aren’t always the ones we invest in, but those we find every day in living, breathing form. This is how I knew he was a Pumblechook, pompous and bumbling, and taken advantage of by all. His photographer, a beautiful girl with some ugly ideas, tapped her open-toed shoe as he played the piano. It is perhaps through his gaze alone that we will likely be remembered. I do not like the taxidermy of time, at least, not without the capital to fund and redirect it. They will both condemn and commemorate our contribution, our selfishness, our glamour, our pride, our diamond crucifixes with priceless penmanship inscribing ‘INRI.’ That is the one drawback of privilege; dependency.

	 

	Yesterday’s activities had left a crater in the hill, and men came out of the long schoolhouse to inspect it. When I saw the displaced sand in the rock, buried under mountains and centuries, it made no sense to me at all that the displacement of people should be any less devastating, or its consequences any less far reaching. The bone, the rock and the sand tell the truth, the only truth, of force and survival. And though there are other valleys, more with shade, some with sun, this is the only way for me, this land or none. The children were being taught that the moon’s monthly revolutions made ‘glacial progress’ yes, but look at what glaciers can do, they rip through the earth, forming gorges and channels, moving mountains to leave only gaping open ocean in their wake. They drown one species and birth another entirely. At the chalk break, the Dover divide… by Simon’s reasoning, the greatest sins are often the littlest crimes and the greatest crimes the littlest sins. Testing the agility of his left hand against the right, prone on his back, throwing a ball of wool and catching it until an ache grew deep in the thrust of his arms. Like Diderot, Cicero and celestial guides, the monk was a prototype for the politician. I know this to be true as I knew a missionary as a child. Her two favourite words were sensibility and moderation. Of course I never showed an aptitude for either. She was gentle, patient and sang like a lark. She blinked constantly behind thick lenses. She was one of the most frightening women it is possible to know, she converted you with a kind word. You couldn’t speak to her without getting the crawling sense that you were being recruited. It is perhaps partly for this reason that I became cynical at an age when most children couldn’t tie their own shoelaces.

	 

	Scratchy grasses surrounded the dirt track, seemingly all that could withstand such dry ground and survive. It was coarse and low-lying, ferns that went on and on as far as we could see. The sun rose early that morning, and the cold air it drew upwards transported us back home, to an English moor at first light. The path soon became too broken to follow, and brokenness soon became woodland. Clear water splashed on the rocky riverbed in a chorus of lapping glugs. Mary followed its snaking flow through the centre of this pop-up paradise in the lungs of barren marshland. Lush trees of amber leaves interlocked with white blossom and bare twiggy branches with mossy bark bellies and feet of bracken around their roots. Daylight pierced mother nature’s delicate mask of modesty in giant spotlights, revealing beds of inviting colour which had been allowed to grow in and amongst each other naturally, not divided in neat patches like in manor houses and magazines. The grassy riverbank was scattered with buttercup blackheads, and Larry cried one single tear of surprise. It hit the earth like a bolt of lightning, and the tallest plants shook in retaliation. A serene acuteness infected us, and dulled perception was enlightened. The deafening noise of life, and all who suffer from it could be heard in one rose bud bursting, its paper thin petals bravely opening themselves to the world. We saw the white shine of a long-forgotten promise. Carved in a stone tomb three words, a dazzling dream buried by time, ‘I am Risen.’
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