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PART ONE
















The intact frost of early morning

       and a blade of ice

              drawn from the tap in the stable yard.




The village as they drive through

                       half asleep under twisting chimneys.




The church     Victorian Doomsday

       moored to the hilltop edge

              with its pretty flotilla of graves.




The weathervane cockerel’s gold and flying eye.




The lane

       straightening beside water meadows

              under a thatch of bare chestnuts

                     shattered with daylight.




Gravel in the ford

              washed by the brimming stream

       the Blackwater

and pebbles magnified       tawny       beach colours

       with that other river       the river of shining tar

              shivering underneath.




Last night’s snowdust

       in suddenly wide-open ploughed fields.




       Flints like hip bones and knee bones.




              Clay clods supporting

miniature drift-triangles on their windward side. 




His mother silent beside him

       her yellow hair trapped and placid in a hairnet




her clean cream jodhpurs   red collar   black riding jacket




       her stock like a bandage




              her gold pin

                     adorned with the mask of a fox.




*




He is seventeen       confident       opinionated

              and definitely at odds

                                                     on this subject at least.




              He does not approve.




       But     when he glances into the footwell

and sees his mother’s narrow feet

                        fluffy sheepskin slippers

              paddling by turns at the brake

                        accelerator clutch

       he is silent.




He cannot bring himself

                        to have that argument again.




*




       In the car park of the White Hart

                            also the bus stop

he reminds himself 




       no one makes a scene          not at his age




              and condescends               tips his head a little

                            to kiss his mother goodbye.




              A skim of skin

                            is enough.




But he does see and cannot forget her hairnet in close-up

       a black cobweb          tougher of course




              and feels it

                     scratch

                            the tip of his nose.




Then he is out in the wind buttoning his overcoat

       the ankle-length       topsoil-brown       itchy

              war-time soldier’s greatcoat

                     the British Warm

                     borrowed from his father’s wardrobe

       without permission

                     stolen actually

which makes him        beside his holdall

              a soldier himself

                     he imagines.




*




Exactly as his mother grinds the Hillman back into gear

       the silhouette of his bus

              bulges over the hilltop beyond the White Hart.




He flinches away

       to discover his mother’s face is 




              already no longer her face

                     but an after-image

              hovering a little way behind her

as she guns the engine     and wriggles into

       the traffic flow.




       Her exhaust plume rapidly fades into the spectre of a spectre.




Dark petrol-dribbles escaping the pipe

              might well be a trail of crumbs

                     dot-dot-dot all the way home.




*




       The bus is almost past him now       except

when he hoists his arm

       the whole snow-filthy bulk amazingly




                                                                stops.




Double doors hiss open.




               Cigarette fug flops out.




And in he steps

       with too many hands

              or not enough hands

to pay the fare

       to manage the bloody holdall

              to hold                                       tight.




       It’s OK sonny it’s OK. 




Twirling up to the top deck

              stumbling as the bus surges and sashays forward

                      with a shudder through every one of its body plates

he lurches for a last glimpse of the lane back to the village

       and finds no car in sight.




*




From this height

       smearing the window mist with his sleeve

              the whiskery sleeve that makes an O

       fringed with delicate nettle-hair scratch marks

he can see across a whole cabbage field

       creased with snow.




              And no one the entire journey

       to notice even       let alone ridicule

              either the relief

                     or the alarm of solitude

he reveals by leaning his head against the glass

                     on the trembling chill

       and pretending he is asleep.




Although                     despite appearances

       he is still watching in fact           vaguely

the shadow of the bus shrink

       where it meets a burst of heavy snow

              then elongate as the snow weakens 




so one minute he sees himself not at all

       the next topples forward across hedgerows

       brick walls

              window panes

                     cars shawled at the curbside

                            shop fronts       mannequins

                                slopes of threadbare winter wheat




and below this the clay six feet deep

              malevolent pasty face

                     ash smears and ochre

a dead weight but in fact alive

       sluggishly

              waiting with all the time in the world

to sculpt its lead around gumboots and plough blades

                     to rear and obliterate whatever it can




until an hour has gone and the bus flusters

       into Sawbridgeworth

                     where its shadow abruptly

       falls in through the windows and sinks down

              among the other shadows already assembled

                            and is absorbed.




*




Clambering out

                     holdall thumping the door

he forgets himself

              the instant he sets eyes upon her.




Juliet.




       Her face and love-name coinciding. 




Her black hair        black

              not a black enough word.




              Her red mouth.




       Her skin white        but mainly full

              ripeness.




And she is looking straight at him.




       She is.




              Glittering and

       ignoring her fluttery mother beside her

which he should not.




       He shakes her mother’s hand

headscarf        specs       face-fuzz powder.




       But for Juliet




              their cheeks brush-collide

and he smells

                     mint.




       Should have thought of that.




Never mind.

                     Just find the car

                            boot tricky

                            crammed already

with a clutch of decapitated shopping-bag fledglings.




       It’s OK sonny it’s OK. 




Then next question.




              Front seat or back.




              Back.




But hunching forward               laying one forearm flat

       on pale-green clammy plastic

Juliet’s black hair a swelling wave

       trapped inside her collar

              until they set off




                     and the heater cranks up




and Juliet

              slips her hand

       inside this wave of black to set it free

              and it flood-slithers

over the shoulders of her coat onto his hand

              which jolts in the electric shock.




*




       Afternoon              already              somehow

and Juliet’s mother has disappeared thank you God

              she has work to do

       while              despite the cold

the clouds and snow flurries

       shovelling west from Siberia

              he and Juliet leave the house for a walk.




He spares a thought for his own mother. 




       Will she be home already

                            defeated

she would say that

                     defeated

                            by cold.




Her voice stays with him through the back yard

       ghosting




                     boiler shed

ghosting

                     dog kennel

ghosting

                     wood shed

ghosting.




       But he cannot hear what the ghost says.




*




They step from the lee of the
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