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1

The bar was a mock-up, a forgery, a fake; an ad-man’s crazy dream of a Spanish patio, with crusty white walls (as if the publican had economically done them up in leftover sandwiches) on which hung unplayable musical instruments and many bull-fight posters, all blood and bulging bulls’ testicles and the arrogant yellow satin buttocks of lithe young men. Nights in a garden of never-never Spain. Yet why, then, the horse-brasses, the ship’s bell, the fumed oak? Had they been smuggled in over the mountains, in mule panniers? Dropped coins and metal heels rang a carillon on the green tiles. The heels of her high boots chinked as she came through the door.

‘Morris!’ she said.

He, in a vacant muse, turned; and flinched away from her, from the touch of her hand on his arm, in a sudden terror.

‘Hellooo, Morris,’ she said; her long vowels moaned like the wind in pines. ‘I thought I might see you here.’

‘Oh, God in heaven,’ he said in his mind, as if invoking protection against her.

‘Shall I buy a drink for you, Morris? Have you no money? Always penniless, poor Morris.’

He had half thought, half imagined what she would look like when he was forced to see her again but, meeting her with this unprepared suddenness, he could not speak or think or look at anything but her face. So he stared at her, and she stared back at him. Beseechingly, did she stare beseechingly?

She was a very young girl. She used to look like a young girl in a picture book, a soft and dewy young girl. She used to look like the sort of young girl one cannot imagine sitting on the lavatory or shaving her armpits or picking her nose. She had such a little face, all pale; and soft, baby cheeks and a half-open mouth as if she was expecting somebody, anybody, everybody she met to pop a sweetie into it.

And she had long, yellow, milkmaid hair and her eyes were so big and brown they seemed to gobble up her face, as those of a bush baby do. They were as big as the eyes of the dog with eyes as big as cartwheels in the fairy story; and as brown as wood or those painted on Egyptian mummy cases. And her darkened lashes swept down over half her cheeks.

And she was so light and fragile and her bones so birdy fine and little and her skin was almost translucent. You wondered how she had the strength to hold the great, big, heavy half-pint mug when she drank and you remembered how the red wine had seemed visible, running down the white throat of Mary, Queen of Scots, as she drank. A month ago, she was a beautiful girl; how could such a girl not be beautiful?

The scar went all the way down her face, from the corner of her left eyebrow, down, down, down, past nose and mouth and chin until it disappeared below the collar of her shirt. The scar was all red and raw as if, at the slightest exertion, it might open and bleed; and the flesh was marked with purple imprints from the stitches she had had in it. The scar had somehow puckered all the flesh around it, as if some clumsy amateur dressmaker had roughly cobbled up the seam and pushed her away, saying: ‘I suppose it will do.’ The scar drew her whole face sideways and even in profile, with the hideous thing turned away, her face was horribly lop-sided, skin, features and all dragged away from the bone.

She was a beautiful girl, a white and golden girl, like moonlight on daisies, a month ago. So he stared at her shattered beauty. The noise in the public house banged at his head; pulses behind his eyes began to throb and beat. The white walls waltzed around him and he thought he might faint. But he did not faint.

She used to come here, every night; but she drank little – she only used to have her little half pint to last her a whole evening, a modest, temperate, unassuming little half that she would buy for herself, to demonstrate her independence. She would use it to mark her place at a table when she made butterfly darts across the crowd to settle lightly at someone’s table, smiling her tremulous, shy, disingenuous smile and saying ‘Hallooo’ with the dying fall of an F. Scott Fitzgerald chick spinning giddily to hell; and she gathered them up in armfuls, her lovers, every night, in the manner of a careless baby playing in a meadow, pulling both flowers and grass and nettles and piss-the-beds in a spilling, promiscuous bundle.

‘She is a burning child, a fiery bud,’ said Honeybuzzard, before he knifed her. All the clichés fitted her; candle-flame for moths, a fire that burned those around her but was not itself consumed. And now her face was all sideways and might suddenly – at too large a mouthful of drink or a smile too unwisely wide or a face-splitting request for ‘bread and cheeeeeeese’ – leak gallons of blood and drown them all, and herself, too.

‘I have lots of money, Morris, if you would like me to buy you a drink.’

Her voice had the asexual music of dripping water, cold and pure, each word clear and distinct, a separate drop dripping on your head so that after a time you thought you were going mad, as in the old-world Red Indian tortures; but you could not close your ears to her. She used to speak with the electronic, irresistible sing-song of a ravishing automaton; now her voice gave the final, unnerving resemblance to a horror-movie woman to her.

‘See, I will buy you a whole pint.’

And the bride of Frankenstein looped her hand through Morris’s arm to lead him to the bar but still he said nothing, though he shuddered at his linked nearness to her. He struggled vainly for words, a greeting; finally, thank God, he found he was able to speak her name. Her bare, naked name; but it would do, for a start.

‘Ghislaine.’

The bad spell on him began to break for he had always disliked and resented her name and he found he disliked and resented it still. Ghislaine. With a circumflex over the ‘i’ when she signed her letters. And she herself habitually pronounced the ‘h’ when she told you her name; it was as though she was clearing her throat but what she was doing was telling you her name. Ghislaine. Rotten, phoney Ghislaine. He looked down at the top of her head in pure, remembered dislike.

‘I didn’t,’ he said, clear and audible now even though his tongue rolled in his mouth like a frightened frankfurter, ‘I didn’t know you were out of hospital.’

‘I came out of hospital today, in fact, Morris.’

She was always introducing the name of the person with whom she was speaking into her conversation. Her talk was a kind of present, gift-wrapped, tied with shiny, red-ribbon bows, sealed securely and addressed to only one especial person. An evening’s chat with her entailed the reception of a whole Christmas of carefully chosen and wrapped presents just for you alone. To talk to her, simply, made you feel pampered, loved and wanted. Or had done, until a month ago.

‘See, I have ample money to buy bitter for you.’

She drew a handful of loose notes, brown and green, from the pocket of her jeans with a gesture of childish pride that was supposed to be very naïve and touching and, indeed, was so useless one had seen it several times before.

‘You see, I saved so much on living expenses when I was in hospital,’ she explained and smiled; which was ugly.

A shiver went down him and when it subsided the muscles of his back continued to squirm and twitch with apprehension. Why was she being so matter of fact, as if she had gone to hospital to have a wart cut off her foot or her tonsils out? What good did she think it would do her with him?

Thank God, there was no room for them to sit down, close to each other. They stood at the bar and were continually separated for whole, gratifying minutes by the pushing and buffeting tide of customers. He sipped cautiously at his beer. And was suddenly gripped with the nauseating conviction that it tasted of her.

He was drinking her down sacramentally; the taste of her metallic deodorant sweat and the foundation cream she smeared over her lips to make them pale and a chemical smell of contraceptives and her own sexual sweat. At once the memory of her naked, threshing about beneath him, homed to him like a pigeon and horrified him with its impropriety. He felt as though he had had an erection at a funeral. He could not bear to drink from his glass again and flushed it behind a bowl of melting ice, to hide it.

‘I mustn’t get upset,’ he thought fearfully; he thought he might start screaming, with fear and hysteria, snatching up things and throwing them around.

She said: ‘Isn’t it funny. It wasn’t even properly spring when I went to the hospital, the trees were only just a little bit green at the tips and it got dark so early. But now it’s almost summer and everywhere is so lovely and waaaaarm.’

Oh, the lingering voice on the long vowel, like an intimate caress. A caress from a witch-woman.

‘The sap’s rising,’ he said. His voice shook. Now, he wondered, why did I say ‘The sap’s rising’ to her? What will she think I mean?

She glanced at him over the rim of her glass, sharing sly secrets, and laughed her personalized, patented laugh – she must be the only girl, anywhere, who could laugh like that. The shimmery, constricted yet irrepressible giggle of a naughty little girl, such a young, lovely and wicked giggle.

‘She is trying to carry on, then, as if nothing has changed,’ he thought.

But everything had changed. The bar was full of her friends but none of them would say a word to her because they knew (or thought they knew) about the scar and why she wore it. They were all staring at her but nobody greeted her. Cruel backs pushed past her and sharp elbows dug into her and when the brown glow of her regard caught a face half turned towards her, that face swung away immediately.

There was the corpulent Oscar, who laid her (while his wife was bearing their third child, as in Streetcar named Desire – life imitating rotten art again, as Honey always said it did) in his marriage bed. And Henry Glass, whose ordered loneliness she shattered and left him alone again to pick up the pieces as best he could. And little brown Bruno, whom she had out of curiosity and who never had a woman before or since. To name but three. And they all looked the other way when they thought she was looking at them.

But they were all very excited. The bar buzzed with rumour and surmise; they quivered with curiosity and the frenzied strain of seeming to mind their own business while they concentrated on attending to hers. They gibbered with expectation because they thought Honeybuzzard would come in, soon, and there would be a confrontation and such a scene, such a scene.

They were disgusting. Morris was disgusted. Powered by disgust of them, Morris forced himself to turn to her and at last chat almost naturally on neutral topics. About the clement weather and the possibility that he was gestating a cold in the head. Then, when he felt he was finally in command of the situation, she asked after his wife, with a chilly sweetness.

Edna. Oh, the bitch, to ask after Edna. He thought of Edna, red-eyed, dishevelled, moaning: ‘If you ever go near that woman again, I shall kill her, for I love you, my love. But I love you.’

And only, he remembered bitterly, the one time; just the once, and hardly worth the emotional price he had paid for the temporary possession of the white body and all this long, yellow hair writhing over the pillow like crazy snakes. All this long, yellow hair that hung, now, quiescent, down her shoulders to her waist; and when she half-turned to stub out a cigarette her back, shining with her tumbled hair, seemed to be plated to the waist in gold, like a holy image.

Edna’s hair was brown, a lifeless brown.

It was nearing twenty past ten. Honeybuzzard was in the habit of arriving at the public house at something after ten and he was oddly set in one or two habits of this kind. He was unlikely to appear tonight, now it was so late. So there would be no scene, no fight. But the crowd’s excitement was still increasing. A glass smashed A girl started crying, tearing with her nails at fat Oscar. A man vanished, clutching his mouth to the gentlemen’s lavatory.

He thought that Ghislaine must have come in to wait for Honeybuzzard also. She would want to weep and glitter with public tears and fatten her undernourished little self on them, her poor little vanity, all pale and thin with pinman Oxfam arms and legs. There would be an orgy of emotion, with blows and tears and violence, all about her and she would bulge fatly on it. She only asked after Edna in the hope of getting a crumb or two of sustenance for her starved little self-respect. He decided to act coolly and calmly.

‘Edna is quite well, really. But she is suffering under one of those bad headaches that she has, tonight, and cannot leave her bed.’

‘Poor thing! Such agony!’

He glanced involuntarily at the scar. He thought how much it must have hurt her.

Then she said: ‘And me … don’t try and tell me you can ignore it. I can see it in your eyes, as if it were reflected. Is it so very bad? Is it as bad as it seems, when I see it in your eyes? Am I so very ugly?’ She inched forward, gazing up at him until she was almost leaning against his breastbone. Her voice went on and on.

‘Am I as ugly as I fear I am? It’s still so very red and raw and there were all sorts of complications. I couldn’t keep from peeling off my bandages to look at it and they kept hiding the mirrors from me, wasn’t that cruel, Morris? And at first it would not even try to heal up but kept on running, all blood and yellow stuff.’

He closed his eyes. ‘You must be brave,’ he said and was glad when he saw she had not heard him. She veered sharply away from what she herself said; she could not linger on anything, not even on her own pain. She was not calm nor matter of fact, not at all; it was a pose she could not sustain.

‘You look just the same, though, Morris.’ As if this followed naturally on what she had just said. ‘It’s funny, that I should think you might change just because I have.’

‘Oh, Ghislaine.’

‘You still look like an El Greco Christ. So many men with black beards do, of course, especially when they are all thin and bony, like you are, Morris. But it is more than that, it is something in your eyes. Though I don’t want to look in your eyes, for fear of what I might see.’

‘Here we go again,’ he thought. He felt for cigarettes. A twinge of pure embarrassment shot through his excruciating pity and lingering fear. He was being served with an emotional Neapolitan ice tonight, three flavours; it was too rich for his tender stomach. A wave of faintness swept over him and he clung to the bar, sighing.

‘And Edna, is she still crucifying you, Morris? That completes the picture, that accounts for the look in your eyes, doesn’t it, Morris?’

She had always been a very embarrassing girl. She would say things like: ‘Why does your mouth look so dead, Morris?’ or, intensely, ‘Why are you always acting a part, Honeybuzzard?’ in a shockingly brutal and frank way, in the manner of young girls with high pitched voices in plays about unhappy marriages among the lower middle classes such as are broadcast on the Home Service on Wednesday afternoons. She thought she was shocking people; in fact, she was only embarrassing them.

She would say: ‘I lost my virginity when I was thirteen,’ conversationally, as she lit a cigarette, or she would complain of the performance of her last partner, or she would ask you if your wife satisfied you sexually and your pale, replying smile she would assume to be shock and distress and then she would giggle her little giggle. Or she would describe her menstrual pains; and he remembered the graphic recital of a course of treatment for a vaginal discharge.

The scar was like a big, red crack across ice and might suddenly open up and swallow her into herself, screaming, herself into herself. She did not give him time to reply, did not even allot him the customary moment of stunned silence she, in the past, had always allowed for after such a remark. She veered, immediately, back into her own misery.

‘It was terrible in hospital. I was in this ward with all these old ladies and they were all dying and they kept on saying what lovely times they’d had when they were young. It was awful, Morris.’

He tried to heave his pity back into the foreground of his mind with a tremendous effort for she was unbalanced and sick and in pain; she didn’t realize what she was saying.

‘Have you anywhere to go tonight, though?’ he asked.

‘Shall I go home with you, Morris? Is that what you are saying?

‘I didn’t mean – oh, no, I didn’t mean –’

‘And shall we make love, like last time, Morris? If Edna is ill, she wouldn’t hear, if we stay in the front room –’

‘Ghislaine, please –’

‘Is it so horrible, then; am I so horrible?’

‘Time,’ said the publican and all the lights went out. Irresponsible Morris. Heartless Morris. Sauve-qui-peut Morris. He had had enough. He went out with the lights. In the interstices of time in which they were dimmed, he slipped noiselessly away from her out into the liquid dusk and leaned against the wall for a moment, panting hard. It seemed he had been undergoing strenuous physical exertion. A car, roof down, filled with young people laughing and drinking from bottles, went by; he hated every unknown one of them.

‘I hope you crash!’ he shouted after them. One boy heard him, turned round and threw a bottle crookedly back at him. The car vanished in a renewed burst of laughter. The bottle smashed in the gutter at Morris’s feet. He stared unbelievingly at the splinters of glass. Dregs of brown liquor spilled and gleamed like the shiny backs of a nest of disturbed beetles running over the stones.

‘They meant that for me,’ he wondered.

He felt the bottle shattering against his face and, raising his hand, was bemusedly surprised to find no traces of blood from a gashed forehead on his fingertips. Why not? In a metaphysical hinterland between intention and execution, someone had thrown a bottle in his face, a casual piece of violence; there was a dimension, surely, in the outer nebulae, maybe, where intentions were always executed, where even now he stumbled, bleeding, blinded … He walked on in a trance, scarred like her.

Though, nursing his invisible cut, he was at first not aware of it, it was a remarkable and romantic night. There was a deep blue, secret and mysterious sky with a low, white satin moon appliqued on its bosom and the voluptuous shadows of the city trees moved with black shadows. Morris walked quietly and his footfalls made small, private noises, as if he was the last man left alive in the whole world. Pit, pat, his footsteps, one, two.

He began to pretend there was nobody alive but himself and everyone else was dead. The fantasy grew into a conviction; the invisible cut healed up and vanished. The empty houses appeared to him like rocks or cliffs, the parked cars at the roadside abandoned shells of deep-sea creatures, Pearly Argonauts or giant sea snails. Then, to his distress, an owl, hooded in a tree, hooted. He wondered if he ought to let the owl live. It hooted again, a lonely, travelling sound like a train going away, far, far away.

An answering hoot came from a blind window in the middle of a shabby terrace. A series of hoots, at first wavering and uncertain, finally triumphantly imitative. Some wakeful child was at his bedroom window, playing at being an owl. The child and the real owl conversed gravely together, without understanding but with diplomatic formality, like emissaries.

So there was an owl alive, and a child and Morris stopped trying to pretend that everyone was dead. Horribly, he returned to the real world.

She. She would have turned to find him gone. Well, then, what business was it of his? He did not care what happened to her, who it was she finally found to comfort her, if she found anyone. The fresh green breath of the night moved and shivered around him and chilled him to the bone. He was afraid when he heard footsteps behind him; was she coming after him, like a Fury …?

He went past the padlocked and deserted cemetery. Honey said he found her weeping and injured in the abandoned cemetery, with her shiny black raincoat torn open and she all naked underneath it, brutally exposed, like a skinned orange; but Honey told lies. But in the dimension where Morris was blinded with broken glass there she lay, on the rank grass, all tears and blood and his heart stopped for a second at a rustling, a stir in the bushes. But it was a cat who sprang through odorous lilacs and balanced on a wall and spat at him.

He went past the nursing-home where his wife would be having a baby, if she could have her way. Past the park where teenage lovers moaned and writhed in the rhododendron bushes, among the fag ends and dogshit. Past the dazzle of city light below, where the hill sloped steeply down to the dark ribbon of the river.

He was sure, now, that Ghislaine was not following him, in spite of his nervous apprehensions and the ghosts he saw; so he could go home. Home. High in a decaying old house where Edna lay in a darkened room, a poor flat fillet on the marble slab of her bed. She moaned when light spilled through the open door from the tiny hallway.

‘Sorry. Sorry, darling.’

He could just make out her pale face smudging the pale surface of the pillow with a darker pallor. He asked her how she was, perfunctorily.

‘Oh, all right.’ She was a liar. Unfairly, he was angry with her because she was minimizing her sickness. ‘All right, really,’ she said. ‘Did you have a nice time?’ Her poor, thin, ghostly, little, grey voice, drifting out in sad stops and starts.

‘No, not very. I … there was …’ His own voice trailed away. He decided not to tell her about Ghislaine, not yet; he would wait until she was better. And then, but then, would she understand?

‘Can you possibly get me a little cup of coffee, Morris? Black coffee?’

Glumly, he realized that, at heart, she did not care where he had been and to whom he had spoken; she was too ill, the headache standing on her brain like a huge, heavy man who, perhaps, occasionally jumped up and down in metal-spiked boots. But she synthesized an interest, good wife that she was; and besides, how could she ask a service of him unless she indicated how little account she took of her own needs and feelings in relation to his actions and feelings?

‘Oh, yes,’ he said weakly, ‘of course.’

He spooned powdered coffee into two cups. As he turned the gas tap, he thought, ‘always one way out.’ He had a brief mental picture of Edna, in the morning, coming into the gas-filled room, choking and parting the air with waving hands, finding him huddled on the floor, dead and blue in a pool of vomit. He lit the burner. The gas under the kettle was disturbing, it flared and whined, very bright, very loud; a dragon seemed to be snoring in the dark kitchen. He was glad when the coffee was made, the gas turned out and he was alone once more. Edna wanted aspirins with her coffee.

‘Please, love, couple of aspirins … thanks, love.’

They were very free with endearments to each other, and with other politenesses. For example, she thanked him profusely for the drink and he supported her weak body so that she could manage the mug as she gulped it down. Her brown head against his shoulder felt light as a dead branch.

After a moment, she said, ‘Morris, darling, Honey has been. He left a message. He’s going to London.’ The little words came out by slow, painful ones. When she had a headache, she talked carefully, cautiously, as one walks on an icy road.

‘Oh. Oh, no. Did he say where he would be staying?’

‘No.’

‘Or for how long he would be away?’

‘No.’

‘Oh, God!’

‘Darling, I’m sorry, but don’t shout out like that – my head …’

‘No, I’m sorry. I’m thoughtless. But I didn’t, you see, want to go into the shop … not for a while. And with Honey away – but did he not even hint how long he would be away?’

‘Not the tiniest hint, no.’ She sighed, a miniature sound indicating long-suffering weariness. What a brute he would be to go on questioning her.

‘Did he, did he say anything else at all?’ Morris thought furiously that Honeybuzzard must have heard of Ghislaine’s return and treacherously left him alone to cope with the consequences. Briefly, he wanted to kill Honeybuzzard.

‘I only saw him for a moment, Morris, dear, and he just said that he was going to London. I only saw him for a moment.’ There was the ghost of a reproof audible in her voice, now, because he had started to nag her.

‘Of course, of course. But –’

‘Oh, Morris, not now! Please!’ She turned over on her face, to shut him out. He was a brute, an insensitive animal; she meant nothing to him, her illness was nothing to him.

Chastened, he took his own coffee into the living-room and carefully closed the door behind him. He stumbled over the rough rush matting and a pile of books beside the long, wicker chair thudded and crashed over the floor. He froze; he imagined each sound intolerably magnified in the tender sounding-box of Edna’s skull. But she did not call out. Perhaps she had gone to sleep, already? Or did she fear he would go on questioning her if she revealed she was still capable of calling out?

In a fever, he stared around the room as if it were a stranger’s room. White walls, sanded floor, a painting of orange forms on a pink ground – he turned his eyes hurriedly away from it. They focussed on a bookshelf in the corner, where hung a low, red-shaded lamp. He could not stop looking at the bookshelf.

Guiltily, he crept up the room, edging slowly, reluctantly, peering over his shoulder and around him anxiously, as though he was scared someone was watching him. He tingled with apprehension lest the unlikely happened and Edna came out of her bed on noiseless feet to see what he was doing, or the impossible happened and Ghislaine materialized
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