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1

In amongst a sea of events and names that have been forgotten,
there are a number of episodes that float with striking buoyancy
to the surface. There is no sensible order to them, nor
connection between them. He keeps his eye on the ground below
him, strange since once he would have turned his attention to the
horizon or the sky above, relishing the sheer size of it all. Now
he seeks out miniatures with the hope of finding comfort in them:
the buildings three thousand feet below, the moors so black and
flat that they defy perspective, the prison and grounds, men
running in ellipses around a track, the stain of suburbia.

The pilot shouts something and points to the right. In the
distance a wood is being felled and they can see a tree lean and
crash, then another, like matches.

'Surreal from here!' the pilot shouts.

'Yes,' he replies. 'Quail Woods. Falling.'

He leans forward and touches the shoulder of the pilot without
knowing what he means by the gesture. A sense of grounding
perhaps – he wishes to be back on the ground, and feels nauseous,
and a little afraid. In any case the pilot must mistake his hand
for a flapping neck scarf or even a bird gone off course, because
he doesn't turn.

'My son!' he shouts. 'Down there, in the prison!'

The pilot nods and puts his thumb up; maybe he has not
understood.

'I built that prison, the new part, back in the Sixties,' he calls
into the wind.

'Yes,' the pilot returns. 'It's awful, I agree. Blight on the land-scape.'

He leans as far out as he dare. Can he see his son? Can they
see one another? He eyes with dim envy the mechanical, antlike
grace of the men running round and round. That one is Henry.
No, he is mistaken. That one, perhaps. That one? Impossible to
tell, he decides. They are all thin from here, and besides, the wind
blurs his vision. The prison is sliding behind them now as the
pilot turns east and a limb of shoreline comes into view.

'My son went mad,' he shouts to the pilot. He wants to clear
up this point straight away, given that the world has more
sympathy with the madman than it does the criminal. 'For a
while, after his mother died,' he qualifies. After all, the world has
a short attention span even for madmen.

The pilot's word of reply is whipped away by the wind. It
sounded a little like 'no', as if the wind itself, the very atmosphere,
has simply disagreed with him.

To steady his lilting mind, he focuses on the pilot's thick neck
and the roll of collar, wondering what that material is called. It
isn't leather, but something like leather, and quite a common
thing, the sort of thing he should know. The sort of thing he
used to know. Gingerly he touches it and then pulls away, clasps
his hands together and brings them to his chin. He closes his
eyes and feels a slight churning in his stomach; if only they could
go slower, or down.

Now he casts his thoughts out for Henry and all he gets is
the usual clamour of data. Henry, after Helen's death, running
across the field behind the Coach House with a carving knife,
following the wing lights of a plane, shouting, 'There is God, you
holy bastard, come back!' Some might say this is not a happy
memory, but he would object that it is not the happiness of
a memory that he is looking for, it is the memory itself; the taste
and touch of it, and the proof it brings of himself. He reaches
forward again in an attempt to attract the pilot's attention.

'Down soon?' he manages.

Another thumbs-up from the pilot, and a turn deeper into
that mass of sky that seams with the sea, where everything is
unmanageably large and wonderful, everything is excessive, he
thinks. He consoles himself with confining thoughts of the
prison, its four T-shaped wings and cramped cells.

They sail on; if he had more choice he would panic. As it is,
where the engine's roar deafens him and the wind whips his limbs
neatly into his body, he finds himself compressed into an involuntary
composure, pinned back and down into his thoughts. At
this moment there is just the image of Henry running manically
across the field after that plane – the memory as vivid and isolated
as a night landscape brought up sharply by a bolt of lightning –
and then a converse image of Henry, sometime later after a period
in hospital and drugs that made his hair fall out, tying on the
apron Helen had once bought him and beginning a long, sleepy
bout of baking: his specialities were hamantaschen and almond
cakes from his grandmother's handwritten Jewish cookery book.
The house smelt of hot sugar for weeks.

There is something about this utter deflation of his son that
irks him more deeply than any other run of events, so that he
can see him in ever-decreasing magnitudes, like an object
receding.

The prison comes briefly into view again over the edge of the
plane, then disappears. He closes his eyes. Some time ago, after
the madness, Henry broke into three houses along his own street
in the middle of the day trying to find either alcohol, or money
to spend on alcohol, or something to sell to make money to spend
on alcohol. It was such an inept attempt at crime – in one of the
houses the occupiers were sitting having lunch – that Henry was
caught and sentenced to community service, which he didn't do
because he was always too drunk to turn up.

He told the courts that he was likely to repeat his crime, not
because he thought it was the right thing to do, but because he
liked drinking and drink made him irresponsible. So then he was
sentenced to prison and enforced sobriety; Henry accepted this
with good grace and what looked almost like relief. Yes, he
remembers the expression on his son's face – a short smile, a
heavenward look as if to Helen, and then a comment: my dad
built that prison, it'll b e just like go ing home.

The crime was trivial, hapless and alcoholic, the downward
spiral of it mapped loosely in his son's appearance. All his life
Henry had been blessed with a plume of hair around his face, a
plump – but not fat – figure, soft, mollusc features, a gentle height
like that of a large leaf-munching animal, long eyelashes. He was
pretty, his mother often said. But now he is hairless, thin. His
eyes are still dark and bright, and he is still attractive if only one
can get past the luckless look, but there it is – lucklessness is a
kind of leprosy. You can't get past it.

Perhaps he does not want to see his son after all. The way the
plane hangs and lolls on the air unanchored only seems to shake
the giddied mind more, jumbling two names in his thoughts:
Henry, Helen, Helen, Henry. Similar names – he sometimes
confuses them. What if he one day forgets them completely?
Then what?

Below them a bird flies, two or three birds. Far below that
cars pass lazily along a road. The precariousness of his position
is not lost on him, and the fear will not shake. He forces his
mind down into the steep cleft of memory that always provides
such comfort: him and Helen sailing along the beautiful flow of
an American road on their honeymoon. A brown car, one shallow
cloud in a deep sky.

But then very crudely and inexpertly the footage cuts to what
he recognises as the beginning of a cruel montage of his wife's
life, selected for tantamount pain and anguish. At first she appears
in a languid sort of flash (persisting long enough to make the
point without allowing the point to be explored); she is slumped
at the kitchen table. It is that very particular slump strange with
silence, the conspicuous lack of breathing. Oh yes, and the ring
finger extended on the melamine tabletop as if severed from the
hand, just, one must understand, for dramatic effect.

He forces his mind back to the brown car, and the cloud that
seemed to follow them. Hours and hours like this, him and her,
side by side and separated only by a handbrake, wondering why
life had thrown them together. In the memory they see in unison
with one pair of eyes, they eat, drink and feel the same things
without knowing each other at all. The only time their attention
divides is when they make love and his eyes are to the pillow and
hers to the ceiling. Even then some curious and serendipitous
force nudges a sperm towards an egg and the creation of a new
pair of eyes begins, new shared eyes. Who knows if this is love;
it might as well be, it has the ingredients.

Then they are at the Allegheny County Courthouse. Helen
stands on its Venetian Bridge of Sighs, eyes closed, freckled
eyelids flickering as thoughts pass behind them. On one side
of the bridge, he remarks, is the courthouse: here are the free
and the godly, those who pass judgment. On the other side is
the jail: the imprisoned, those who have been judged. The Bridge
of Sighs is a moral structure, and he, as an architect, is becoming
interested in just this: the morality, the honesty of a building.
And his wife opens her eyes, shakes her head and tells him that
a Bridge of Sighs is no more about morality than is a bridge
between motorway service stations. She warns him gently: one
should hesitate to cast aspersions. A person's morality is usually
a two-way journey – it just depends which leg of it you catch
them on.

He takes her hand; they are not on the same wavelength.
Never; she is always a frequency above him, and as if to prove
the fact he is about to begin humming out the Buddy Holly in
his head when she starts quoting something from Song of Songs,
chapter five. My beloved's eyes are as the eyes of doves by the
rivers of water, washed with milk – then tells him that she believes
she is pregnant.

He picks her up and spins her around, conscious that this is
precisely what a man must do for his wife when confronted with
such news. Does he feel joy? It might as well be joy, the buzz
and panic of it, and the sickly feeling that he is falling into something
that has no clear bottom. Then her spinning feet smash an
empty bottle left on the ground, at which she struggles free of
him and bends to pick up the pieces. He crouches to help.

'Jake,' she says. 'We'll call the baby Jacob, after you.'

But he disagrees, having never seen the point of fathers and
sons sharing names when there are so many names to choose
from, and as an alternative he suggests something else, he doesn't
remember now what.

'Henry, then,' Helen says. 'We'll call him Henry.'

'What if he's not a boy?'

'He is, I dreamt it.'

It is not that these surfacing memories just come. No, he casts
around for them even when not exactly conscious of it, he forces
himself into them and wears valleys through them. He plays
games trying to connect them and establish a continuity of time.
If it was their honeymoon they were newly married: this is what
honeymoon means, a holiday for the newly married. He can nod
in satisfaction about the clarity of this knowledge and can then
move on. His wife was called Helen. If it was their honeymoon
they were young, and he had completed his training, and Henry
was conceived.

Here again is Helen, her bare shoulder beneath him and her
hips sharp against his; she was only twenty then. They are in
bed, then in the car. There is a handbrake between them; she lays
her left hand on it idly and he can see the ring finger, calm and
static against the rush of road.

The news on the car's transistor radio reports that a monkey
has just come back alive from a space mission, and images have
been captured from the spacecraft. Inside Helen's womb Henry
is a solitary blinking eye. Helen says that flight is the most excellent
invention and that, through photographs, it will allow the
earth to see itself from outer space.

'If nothing else,' she tucks her hair behind her ear, 'mankind's
existence is utterly justified by this gift it will give to earth, the
gift of sight, a sort of consciousness. Do you understand me?'

'No,' he contests after a pause. 'Not really. But it sounds
thoughtful.'

Buddy Holly is still possessing his mind, and the tin-can voices
from the radio (the word monkey sounding so strange and primal
in that modern car on those wide roads). There is a sense of
continued but happy absurdity at the way, with all the millions
of people in the world, he is now Helen's and she his.

The pilot turns the biplane to the left and the airfield comes
into view. 'We're going to begin our descent,' he shouts, pointing
downward.

Very well, he thinks, staring again at the man's collar. The plane
seems to pull back slightly and slow. Even up here, unhinged and
feeling like a puppet swinging from a string, he finds the reserves
to worry over the loss of that word. Leather? No, not leather.
But something like leather. The word skein comes to mind but
he knows that isn't right, skein is just a word dumped in his brain
from nowhere; a skein of wild swans, a skein of yarn. It is not
about forgetting, it is about losing and never getting back – first
this leather word and then the rest, all of them.

The moors spread ahead of them, and behind them Quail
Woods is being disassembled tree by tree. One must be careful,
he thinks as he turns from the man's back and strains to see the
land below, not to become too attached to what is gone, and to
appreciate instead what is there. He eyes the small neat grids of
houses below and finds, as he always has, that these spillages of
humanity are not to be scorned for their invasion of nature but
are to be accepted, loved even; he names some of the streets in
his head and maps the area with compass points and landmarks,
his hands now clasped to his knees.

At the point at which he expects the plane to descend, the
pilot suddenly turns its nose upwards to the empty blue sky. 'One
last dance!' he shouts. The wind rips through the cockpit as they
change direction and the prison appears way down below at a
tilt, as if sliding off the surface of the earth. Looking down briefly
he sees, perhaps, a figure waving. Henry said he would look out
for him and wave. He lifts his arm in response, less edgy now
and more exhilarated by the air smashing against them and the
disorientation as the plane lists and the scenery changes faster
than the mind can map it.

They make a large, noisy loop. He feels sick and young,
thinking abruptly of Joy in her yellow dress and blinking to find
the vision gone. Joy, joy! Nakhes, as his mother would once have
said when she still allowed herself some Yiddish. His mother
would have loved Joy; would always have thought he made the
wrong choice. He sits back and looks up, for the first time, to
the sky.

As the plane slows it descends, too sharply. And with the
slowing comes fear. He looks at his watch. For a moment he
fails to understand what the watch hands are doing, where they
are going or what for. He studies them like a child. Twenty to
three, twenty to four, something like this. I have been unwell,
he means to say to the pilot, as if to imply to himself: I am no
longer unwell. It is impossible to accept that you will never be
well again, and everything you have will be lost. A man is not
programmed to think this way, he will always seek out the next
corner and look around it in expectation that something, something,
will be there.

He has been told not to think about it, and his son buys him
a half-hour flight for his birthday so he can block it all from his
mind. 'What?' he says. 'My birthday?' 'No,' his son corrects. 'Your
– problems.' And he kisses him, all his plain, unscented good
looks released from their misfortune for that one moment in that
one simple exchange. Henry no longer has to stand on tiptoes to
reach his cheek. How old is Henry, he wonders, and for that
matter how old is he? When is his birthday? What year? He can't
remember at all.

He thinks of Helen tucking her hair behind her ear and
reading from the Song of Songs. My beloved's eyes are washed
with milk – and her feet smashing glass, and her picking at fish
and chips in newspaper wrappings while she read the news.
Monkey goes into space. Mother's milk gives baby brain damage.
Israel attacks Egypt. Dog goes into space. Twenty thousand jobs
cut at the steelworks. Monkey goes into space. Brain damage. Her
picking at batter with her skinny fingers and then flattening out
the newspaper saying, 'I'll keep this, this is important,' and him
screwing it into a ball and throwing it in the bin. 'It smells,' he
would say, 'and besides, tomorrow there will be more news.'

The plane drops towards the airstrip and he heaves a sigh of
relief, recognising in the slow-down of the engine, the lengthening
of its chugs, a familiar creeping desire to be getting home.




Story of the Human-Skin Bible

It was the end of 1960 when his father was buried. He walked
through Quail Woods with his mother who divulged no, or
little, emotion. Sometimes she sighed or said 'asch', as if
arguing against something in her head; sometimes she sneezed
at the lily scent in her nose, sometimes she squeezed his arm and
then, as he turned to console her, dropped it as if playing a game
with him.

Some way along the wide track she stopped, knelt, and took
a flask of coffee and two china cups from her bag. They were her
best cups as usual, their gold rims slightly chipped. She poured
two half measures, unwrapped sugar cubes from a napkin which
she dropped in neatly, and handed him his drink.

'Thank you,' he said.

'To Henry,' she offered, raising her cup. 'For bringing the future
when we most need it.'

'To Henry. And to Father.'

'And to us. Is it appropriate for me to be drinking a toast on
the day my husband is buried?'

'In healthier cultures death is a celebration, Sara.'

'Ah yes, so it is. Perhaps we should offer the trees a dance.'
She proffered her cup towards a tree and gave a bow. 'May I have
this dance? No? You're feeling under the weather? Well, trees, we
are all under the weather! Ha!' She spread her arms and looked
up. 'All of us under the weather!'

He took his mother's arm and pulled her gently towards him.
'Tell me, what do you think of Helen?'

'She is too sincere for you,' she said after a short pause.

'Sincere?'

'You will become bored of her, just as I became bored of your
father.'

'But Sara.' He was a little shocked. 'You gave him so much of
yourself, you gave up so much of yourself.'

'As one has to, Jake, when one is bored. Give, give – you hope
in all the giving that they will give back and then you wager, well,
if they don't, at least you will both have nothing left to give. At
last you will be equal. Your father and I were very equal by the
time he died.'

He frowned. 'A terrible philosophy –'

'I loved him,' she said, as if sealing the debate. 'He was a friend.
So there you have it.'

The edges of the woods were visible from this central path,
and beyond them ploughed fields. In the car, on the roadside
where the trees abruptly ceased, Helen would be waiting for them,
leaning back against the new leather as she breastfed. Today had
been the first time Sara and Helen had met; it had been brief and
cursory with all focus on the baby. They had each agreed that
Henry was beautiful; they had reached a broad consensus about
the way a baby's face is so general, made to a recipe of unbearable
dearness, and Sara had added something about the way the
dearness is at some point lost in a spurt of growth and features.
She and Helen had looked at him and laughed as if to suggest
that he was the living example of this loss. He had touched his
own face self-consciously. In fact he was good-looking and they
all knew it, and an appreciative silence followed as they all
considered, he was sure, how very similar he and his son already
were, how alike in mannerisms, especially the comic way Henry,
only weeks old, held his hands thoughtfully to his chin.

All in all he thought the meeting between his wife and mother
had gone well. It was a short encounter, yes, but Sara did not like
first-time meetings to last long, even intimate ones like these. She
liked to look, as if deciding whether she would buy, and she liked
to go away and think before she said anything she might not
mean. She had looked long at his new wife and baby, bowed, and
said quietly, 'A privilege to meet you.' He had thought, perhaps,
that she meant it.

'Is sincerity not a good thing, Sara?' he asked, throwing out
the gritty dregs of the coffee.

'I said she was too sincere. Too much of anything is tiresome,
she will push you to acts of goodness that don't suit you very
well. You are my child, I want you to be what you are and not
what a pretty girl from the suburbs wants you to be.' She
shrugged, and in her black mourning dress took measured steps,
one two – three four, one two – three four. 'I have something for
you,' she added.

As she crouched again, digging into her bag, he thought of
how she was, or had become, a thousand acts of goodness
herself, straitjacketing herself into Englishness, cooking the food
his father liked, dispensing with the excess sugar and fat,
shearing off her mother tongue, evicting her past, funnelling,
tapering. Goodness could be a narrow state; perhaps she was
right.

'How is Rook?' he asked as he waited.

'Rook? Oh, Rook is fine, of course.'

'And?'

She glanced up. 'And?'

He leaned back against a tree and turned his cup in his hand.
'Perhaps you could marry him.'

'We go driving together sometimes,' she said, looking away.
'We drive out to the coast to check if Europe is still there. We've
checked across the sea so many times, we have never yet seen it,
but we assume it must still be there. So we eat saveloys and wave
at it. Hallo Europe, we say, nice to not see you. We are altogether
senile, at least Rook is. I pretend, huh, to keep him company.'

'So is that a yes, or a no?'

'Jacob.'

'Mama.'

'You know I don't like to be called Mama.'

'Nor I Jacob.'

'Well then, aren't we both rebellious.'

By now she had abandoned her search in the bag. She slouched
forward as elderly women generally do not, certainly as she generally
did not, and gazed ahead blankly. Then, as if awakening, she
took a shoe box from her bag that could not possibly have taken
her all that time to find, and stood.

'Here,' she said, and smoothed her hair; it was still remarkably
dark between the grey strands, and glossy.

He put the empty cup in his pocket. When he opened the
box he found a bible. It was old, the leather weakened to the
feel of silk under his fingers. They had stopped walking by now,
and he knelt on one knee, his mother lingering above him. Then
she crouched and put her head close to his; her hair smelt of
lilies.

'It belonged to my parents,' she said. 'Why don't you have it,
now that you're married to a religious woman? It's my gift to you
both, maybe a wedding gift since you just ran away and married
in secret.'

'Sara –'

'No, I'm not angry, I'm happy you did it that way. Too much
song and dance the other way, too much money.'

He nodded, a little underwhelmed by the gift – touched and
even excited that it was from his grandparents, but without any
wish to own a bible. The samovar perhaps, the praise ring his
grandmother had used, the objects of charm and intrigue that
belonged to an estranged world. But a bible? Was his mother
mocking him?

'Helen will like it,' he said eventually, deciding to find in his
mother's gesture some attempt at friendship with his wife.

'I doubt it, the cover is human skin,' she said. 'She may be too
sincere for human-skin bibles. But you don't have to tell her.'

He coughed. Involuntarily his fingers danced across the leather,
not wishing to rest anywhere. He eyed his mother then, assessing
her, trying to show that he was not thrown by her games.

'My parents kept the bible out of rebellion,' she said, conceding
to explanation. 'My father bought it for his bookshop – bibles sold
very well in those days, people were afraid the world would end if
they didn't pray hard enough. Then he discovered how it was bound
and he kept it, as a rebellion against all this madness, this Catholic
madness and hysteria. He thought it – how can I say it – belittled
the Catholics, to have their precious holy bible bound with a
precious holy human. Jews do not believe they are the only creatures
that matter. Catholics not only believe it, they know it as a
fact. He wanted to mock them. He had a dry humour.'

'I see,' he said, recollecting the photograph of his grandparents
that lived on the dresser in Sara's living room. The picture showed
a large, elegant and nervous-looking middle-aged man, standing
next to a thin broad-grinning woman. He remembered how Sara
polished the image with a flourish, saying, Here, my father, as if
all history gathered up its skirts and kneeled at the foot of this
man.

'I'll keep it for myself,' he said.

'It's very valuable.'

'I'll keep it. I won't give it away to Helen. You say I'll give
myself away to her but here it is – here is me not giving
anything.'

Here is me being your child, he thought to say. He put the
box under his arm and began walking. The road was close; he
could see the back end of the Mini parked up in the lay-by.

Sara laughed lightly. 'It is hardly that simple. The most important
things are given without even knowing. We have a very strong
tendency to give exactly what we can't afford, Jake, that's why I
warn you. I sound morbid, but what sort of mother would I be
if I didn't tell you the one thing I know.'

Just before they reached the car he put his hand on Sara's
shoulder.

'Do you know,' he said to his mother, 'I think Helen and I will
move back.'

He said it before he thought it, in fact he said it hours before
he thought it, so that he was in the freefall of inebriated,
unplanned speech. 'Helen would grow to like it here, she's already
introduced herself at the church, perhaps I can do good things.'

He waited for her response, but none came. She watched him
with what he could only summarise as politeness.

'What is there here after all,' he went on, 'except moors and more
moors? Peat and more peat. We need buildings, community buildings,
facilities, places to swim, new schools. I see they're planning
to extend the prison, that's a big project, to think how to contain
people and at the same time how to re-educate them –'

'And punish them, I hope.'

'Punishment isn't the point of prisons.'

'If you say.'

He was always surprised by Sara's staunch view of things. He
always fell into the misconception that a member of an ill-treated
race will naturally be for freedom, naturally against bindings in
human skin, naturally sickened by all that demeaned and failed
to enlighten.

'Everything is falling into apathy here,' he said. 'And London
has enough architects. It won't miss me. I feel like a child there,
no, an orphan, a boy playing with building blocks.'

Sara stopped at the entrance to the woods and put her hand
on the trunk of a tree. It was all pines here, pines and larches
and that sharp clean smell of a place without history. He liked
the flat sterility of it, and the idea that his home was something
quite banal, quite blank, whose history was yet to be made, or
never to be made. A place that was not sodden with sentiment.
A place that was just coming alive with industry and gathering
a population and looking ahead to a future it had no precedent
for.

'Are you contemplating another dance?' he asked his mother,
who stood at the tree in silence.

'My husband,' she rasped, sinking slightly. She was sobbing
completely without sound. 'Shit,' she said. 'Shit.'

He went to embrace her, comforted by her sudden sadness.
She straightened and pushed him gently away. She wiped her red
eyes dry. 'I am happy, Jake, that you're moving home,' she said
then. 'It will make a nice place for a child.'

From here he could see Helen sitting in the back seat of the car,
the door open, tucking her breast into the black sweater while the
baby slept on her lap. A nipple vanishing into mourning clothes
and her legs bent stiffly against the front seat. Hurriedly he shrugged
himself out of his coat and wrapped the bible in it so his wife
wouldn't see, and he wedged it in the back on the floor. They took
their places in the car and he turned to his wife and the baby, leaned
to them, made a noise like a pigeon, a low coo. The car smelt of
milk and of dirty laundry shoved into bags. Together the four of
them drove in near silence to Sara's home, with only the occasional
comment from Helen – the baby's watching you drive, Jake, look
at that kestrel (he contested, it's a buzzard, not a kestrel, they're
very different), what's growing in that field, is that the sea, over
there? She looked afraid, he thought.

Mama, he kept wanting to say, with nothing to follow it.
Mama. He called her Mama because it annoyed her – not because
he wanted to annoy her, but because he had, he found, a marvellously
perverse capacity for accidentally doing the very things she
hated. And she had the marvellously perverse capacity to appear
to love him more when he did something she hated.

He observed the mammoth clouds and steel sky, the open
stretch of moors and the patches of mutilation where the peat
was being extracted. The corners of his mouth kicked into a brief
smile. Mama, he wanted to say as he turned to her in the
passenger seat and saw a streak of yellow along the black of her
hair. Mother, the lily has stained your hair. But he said nothing;
leave it there, leave her to be ridiculous.

Eventually he had to fold his hands tight around the steering
wheel so as to avoid reaching across and dusting it off. He could
only conclude that not all relationships were simple.



Sara put the key in the lock and edged her way indoors. During
coffee and then supper he weighed up whether he could broach
the subject of the future. It was on his mind to ask her if she
would go back to Austria; it would be an insensitive and hurried
question but he felt he must ask; suddenly he felt he must know
the layout of their futures. On the verge of his asking, as they
were picking at a plate of biscuits, Sara eyed him and gave a low,
short chuckle.

'I've forgotten the language,' she said. 'My own language. To
think, I couldn't go back if I wanted to.'

'You haven't forgotten the language,' he said quickly. He had
heard her that morning talking to herself in German while she
put on her black dress and grey shoes, slotting the lily into her
hair even despite his insistence that this was not custom, to wear
flowers in the hair at funerals.

'I have. Every word of it.'

'But Sara –'

'Another biscuit?'

They all shook their heads.

He watched her closely for the rest of the evening. Of course
she would not go back; her friends were dead, how could she
bear the guilt of not being dead herself? She lived in a distinctly
British house in, save for a few Austrian ornaments and pieces
of crockery, a distinctly British way. Built between the wars, the
house itself was the consciousness of Britain, the glass at its
entrance stained with the bright painted colours of a galleon
sailing into victory after the First World War, and every man,
woman or child within those walls a sailor by extension, and a
victor.

Of course she would not go back, and he did not want her to,
but that evening he began to carry with him a frustration, that of
a story unfinished. As a child there had always been myths and
tales about home, and he had assumed that one day this word
home would stop referring to something merely imaginable and
begin to be real, and Sara would go back and reclaim herself, and
he would reclaim the lost half of himself, and the story would be
complete. Now of course, that place called home had been deftly
swapped for somewhere else: this. There wasn't another half of
himself. He deposited lilies into vases and let them crowd the
dining table. He must accept it.

The evening wore on quietly. They listened to the radio and
Helen disappeared upstairs for an hour or so with the baby. He
thought of the bible and wondered what Sara had meant by the
gift. Its beauty and relevance had grown in his mind; knowing
that it was bound in human skin, knowing it was not, therefore,
what it first seemed to be, and knowing that its cover contradicted
its contents (for nowhere in the Bible could it say, And
their skins shall be stretched for leather). He noted in himself,
not for the first time, a liking for the perverse. He thought
tenderly of how he might attach a building of clean prefabricated
concrete to that excellent gothic manor that currently
housed the prison and how out of keeping that would be, what
a clash of ideals. How iconoclastic – a word he had learned well
at university. He thought of his father's grave and which parts
of his father's person would survive longest in this acidic
Lincolnshire soil. Would he still fart for a few days in that coffin,
still excrete fluids? How long would it take his polished leather
shoes to decompose?

'What's that?' Helen asked as they readied themselves for bed
that night. She struggled to pull her sweater over her head; he
assisted.

'It's a present from Sara.' He threw the sweater over the shoe
box.

'For you?'

He hesitated. 'Yes.'

'What is it?'

'I'll show you another time, it's personal.'

'Personal?' Helen queried, bending over a whimpering Henry
in his pram. 'I'm your wife. What could be more personal than
that?'

He stripped down to his underpants and climbed into the
single bed. The spare room was not big enough for a double bed;
there was a larger spare room but, against everything Sara stood
for as a person, it was full from floor to ceiling with a lifetime of
his father's junk. It would always be that way, he supposed. Sara
would not suddenly defend her values against the man now, not
after all this time.

'Come to bed,' he replied. 'I need you here, it's been a long day.'

She came. They made love quietly so that Sara wouldn't hear.
Afterwards, while she slept, he thought intensely of hiding the
bible from her as if it had become the very cornerstone of his
independence. Perhaps it was the morose headiness of the day
that left him so obsessed with the idea. In his grave, his father
clung vehemently to his patent shoes and his pocket watch.
Downstairs Sara clung similarly to her chipped coffee cups.
Everybody needs a thing that is their own, he decided.
Momentarily he was afraid of giving, feeling himself, as a man,
to be a one-way river running into the sea of his wife, impregnating
her so she could grow but not ever growing himself. To
already be thinking these things, after less than a year of marriage!
These were morbid night-time thoughts; in the morning he
would be more cheerful.

At some point in the night he awoke to Henry's crying, then
he slept. When he woke up again he discovered that the baby
was sleeping belly down on Helen's chest. With all three of them
in bed he couldn't sleep for fear that he would crush them both,
and so he lay sweating in a pole-like stance all night thinking of
the future. Against that thought he considered the monstrous
tower block he was building in London. They had run out of
money and stuffed its joints with newspaper; newspaper was a
useless building material. There had been controversy about it
and he had fought to prevent these ridiculous desperate measures,
but had not succeeded. One day the whole block would fall
down. He did not want to be there to see it.

In the morning he told Helen, 'We will move, leave London,
we will get our things and come back.'



The day after that, before returning to London, he drove Helen
and the baby out across the peat moors.

'I want to show you where I was brought up, maybe it will
give you an insight,' he told his wife.

'I don't need an insight into you, Jake, you're an open book.'

He laughed and tapped the wheel. 'Only someone who needed
an insight into me could think that.'

They drove along the straight, empty lanes that were laid out
in a grid across the peat, Helen looking out of the window, astonished
still at this landscape that was not London, nor like any
countryside she had seen. She was full of questions which she
asked with a sceptical note. What are those? Dykes? What's a
dyke? This used to be an island? Will we sink, Jake, if we stay
here long enough will it be an island again?

That morning, as they were packing the car, he had declared
that they should come here to live. He told her. Had he asked
she would have said no. No, passionately, definitely. And he knew
he would not have been able to handle or manipulate those words,
nor change her opinion. It was better, then, to cut off the possibility
of objection and deal instead with the flurry of questions
that would come. They had been coming all day, and all day he
cured them with answers. Yes, there will be plenty of work, of
course we can visit London, your parents, our friends. No, darling,
we won't sink, we'll take root. Yes, we'll be happy, you'll be happy.
I wouldn't do anything to make you unhappy.

She was afraid of moving to this odd, backward and (she hesitated
over the word, then almost whispered it) uncivilised place.
She said she could see too far. The great hourglass cooling towers
were monstrous to her and the steelworks, though way in the
distance, hummed like something at breaking point.

'What's the flame?' she asked rather fearfully, pointing to a
chimney on the horizon from which a blue flame bellowed.

'Waste gas. Like an Olympic flame,' he replied, leaning across
the handbrake to pat her leg, trying to cheer her up. She liked
to watch athletics, she liked the speed, height and distance people
could go for no reason but to go fast, high or far.

'Did you see it?' she asked, successfully distracted. 'The four-minute
mile? I was with my daddy, we went to the cinema to see
it, we had – oh, what do you call them? Those sweets with the
mint inside and chocolate out.'

Yes, he saw it, the sinewy man stretching himself against the
clock, and wondered, is this the best men can do?

'If a man could run as fast as an ant, for his size,' he responded,
'he would be as fast as a racehorse.'

'But that's irrelevant, he's not an ant. He doesn't need to be as
fast as an ant.'

'All the same. You'll be happy here. I feel it.'



Their tour passed Rook's house, a bewilderingly out-of-place
Italian Renaissance-style place painted in faded orange and dusk
pinks, muraled walls showing cherubs, and an overgrown walled
garden accessed through wrought-iron gates. The absurdity of its
opulence, albeit aged and faded opulence, against these humdrum
flatlands made it all the more astonishing. Helen held her hands
to the car window. 'I love Rook,' she said. 'I love him for living
there.'

'Rook loves himself for living there,' he commented.

He had never travelled the moors in a car before. Their blackness
was unforgiving through a car window, without the fresh air
to take the edge off it, with the flowers too small to see. He
understood Helen's fear, and conversely her enchantment at the
interruption Rook's house provided. She stared from the window
as the scenery passed.

'Is that a kestrel?' she asked.

'No,' he replied. 'It's a buzzard. I mean it, they're very different.'

Then, further along, The Sun Rises appeared. He was
genuinely taken aback. He had forgotten about it. If nothing else,
life in London offered enough pubs and bars to never have to
consider one solitary pub in the middle of some moors two
hundred miles distant. And yet he had been here so many times;
Sara had cooked her Jewish food here back when she still did
such things. They had drunk – he was underage, nobody on earth
cared. Sara had decorated the toilets with paintings of mermaids
and slogans in German: man ist was man isst. You are what you
eat. It was one of the few German phrases he knew. Rook had
sat at the bar with a rope of sunlight falling around his neck,
eating mussels, too drunk to speak, eyeing Sara with an unreadable
expression. Love, possibly. Lust, or pity, or just drunkenness.
Sara had lost all her relatives, her parents included, in the war.
She was unsure of herself, wondering how to cook all the potatoes
they had – as Jewish latkes or as English mash. Deciding
who to be, where her allegiance lay. The Sun Rises had been a
small pocket of belonging and energy in a sluggish time. How
could he have cast it so easily from his mind? How strange, then,
was memory – that a whole interval of one's life could be blotted
out like the sun behind the moon, and then emerge again so
intact!

In front of the pub he saw a woman. He knew immediately
that it was Eleanor. She wore a turquoise dress patterned with
blue flowers that fit her little better than a curtain; she wore a
pair of Wellington boots. She seemed, as far as he could see, to
be watering the bedding plants to the front of the pub although
it had rained the previous night.

He sounded the horn and waved. For a time she looked up
bemused, then waved back, then made gestures of annoyance that
he had not stopped. There'll be plenty of time, he thought. He
said it aloud to his wife. 'There'll be plenty of time to meet
Eleanor.'

'The e is missing,' Helen said, pointing back at the sign that
swung above the door. It read, on the background of a faded hilly
landscape, The Sun Ris s. 'It needs painting back on, somebody
should do that.'

He smiled, watching Eleanor shrink in the rear-view mirror.
They struck their way across the moors, past field upon field of
beetroot and potatoes, and at last reached the new tarmac corridor
of the M1, his foot pressed onto the accelerator, and Helen fast
asleep. They got home late, went to bed, got up, he went to work.
When he left Helen was reading her bible at the kitchen table,
her head dipped deeply, turning her wedding ring round and
around her finger. That afternoon he handed his notice in. A
month later they were packing their three cases and trying them
out this way and that until they fit in the back of the Mini.
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Driving to work, he falls into the illusion for a moment
that he is still in that Mini; the car shrinks to oblige
the mistake. He misjudges the position of the gear stick
in the thought that it is far closer to his leg, and his head and
shoulders are stooped as they always used to be under the Mini's
low roof. What frightens him is this – the way objects rush and
trip over themselves to support his confusion. He looks around
his car and tries to remember what make it is; he cannot. He
opens the window to feel what month it is. It isn't a month. There
aren't months. There are just happenings, a lack of signposts.

Why this e? Why this missing e? He laughs at himself. The
brain stores billions of memories and some are obvious, of course
– it is obvious that he will remember his honeymoon and his
suitcases and his pilgrimage (this is how he thinks of it now),
his pilgrimage back home. And Henry. Granted, some of the
details are imagined or inflated or borrowed from other times,
but the essence, as part of the story of himself, is undeniably
right. But the missing e ? It is with a struggle that he remembers
what he did this morning, or how long ago it was that Helen
died, and yet he recalls her saying those words: the e is missing,
it needs painting back on, somebody should do that.

He pulls up at the side of the road, lifts his glasses and rubs
his eyes. He has been doing this journey to and from work every
day for thirty-five years. He pores over the map.


One day he arrived home from work, it was a Tuesday or a
Wednesday, or a Monday. Helen was in the kitchen carving
through salmon fillets while oblongs of sunlight fell in on her
hands.

'They're old.' She put the knife down and spread her fingers.
'Are they really my hands?'

He stood by her side, picked up the knife, and folded her
fingers around the handle. He kissed her neck, a neutral and
warm contact but nothing more, and she tucked her hair behind
her ear.

In response to these worries that she was getting old there was
nothing more to say; he had said it all. You're beautiful, he had
previously ventured (and meant it, she was more beautiful now, in
the details, in the stories of the lines, than before). She had shaken
her head and simply disagreed. We all get old, he had tried: to no
avail. Me faster than most, she had replied. He had shaken his
head, she had shaken hers back. Once or twice he had offered,
Helen you're not getting old, and they had ended up smiling
ruefully at the whiteness of the lie.

'It's like being injured,' she said, and rested the knife blade on
the salmon. 'Suddenly I feel injured by the years, like I've been
in a car crash.'

'What is this, Helen? You have to stop. You're fifty-three, it's
not old.'

'I had a dream that you were leaning over a very beautiful
bible, here at the table. What does this mean, Jake?' She cut
through the flesh once and then again. 'That you're going to find
God?' She laughed. 'At last, you're going to find God! And why
would you do that?'

The expression she turned to him was unbearably sweet.
Disarmed, he shrugged at it.

'I doubt I will, I'm not looking for him. The dream means
something else, or nothing. It means you want me to find God.
It means I need to, it means anything, nothing.'

She merely shook her head at him.

'I think it means, Jake, that I am not going to be here for very
long. You'll be alone – you see, God finds those who are alone
and in need.'

'And where are you going?' he asked, feeling querulous. He
turned to take a plum from the fruit bowl on the kitchen table
and Helen stole it from his hand as he was about to bite it. She
sliced the plum in half and scooped out the stone, then passed
half back to him.

'Look at this,' she said with a sudden child-like smile, and laid
the salmon and the plum side by side. 'One is fruit, one is fish,
but the flesh is so similar. This is where I see God, in these – in
these consistencies between things.'

Discarding his half of fruit on the table he took the knife from
her and held it close to her face. He had not wanted half a plum,
he had wanted a whole one; he had not wanted it cut neatly, destoned.
Certainly he had not wanted to hear her prophesy her
own death, and moreover he had not, at the point where he saw
her prophesy play before his mind in a stilted and sickening
delivery of images, wanted to talk about the artistry of God in
lieu, yet again, of a real topic of conversation.

'What is this, Helen? Didn't you once use to ask me about
my day, and I yours?'

Her eyes, either side of the blade, blinked rather calmly. 'Yes,
and you used to say, Do we have to talk about our days, Helen?
It's so superficial, talking about days. Can we not just have a coffee
and make love instead?'

The asymmetry of her face, divided as it was by the steel blade,
captivated him. He had always thought of her as perfectly ordered,
prettily symmetrical, delicate and unsurprising. She was, at this
moment at least, not. Not delicate – her fearlessness made her
formidable. Not pretty – too formidable to be pretty. No symmetry
– one ear, he now observed, was higher than the other, one eye
slightly wider, one cheekbone more threaded with fine blood vessels.

'Can we make love now?' he asked. He wanted to withdraw
the knife, knowing the absurdity of it, but he did not want to
restore her to the plainness of perfection quite so soon. He felt
an urgent love for her; he thought, he had to admit, of Joy.

'No, not now.' She blinked again and backed away the few
inches to the sideboard, and finally he placed the knife down.
'Besides,' she said, 'you didn't meet me to go shopping today.'

'Pardon?'

'I said you didn't meet me to go shopping today.'

He will never forget the way she brought her hands to her
hips so as to challenge him not to lie. He did not lie.

'I'm sorry, I completely forgot. Are you punishing me?'

'No, of course not.' She sat at the table and leaned forward on
her elbows, her hair crowding behind her ears and her eyebrows
arched. 'You forgot last week, you put the coffee in the oven
instead of the fridge, you sometimes forget my name.'

'What is this?' he demanded to know. He was angered now
by the slipping of the conversation from plums to death to God
to this, this, whatever this was. An accusation perhaps, though
of what he was unsure.

'Can you say anything, Jake, except what is this ?'

'If you could start making sense, yes, then I could stop asking
you to clarify.'

She stood and took a bowl from the table
































































































Story of the Cherry Tree































































































OPS/images/The_Wilderness_F1.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

The Wilderness

SEMEWNGERRETE






OPS/images/The_Wilderness_01.jpg
Jonathan Cape
London





