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ROCKAWAY AND THE DRAW

SHE WAS THINKING, only thinking. Because it felt good.

You can make someone deaf with a pencil. Just put it in their ear and shove.

Suzanne was feeling good and thinking and looking off and into the dark of a doorway, not particularly attempting to see anything, only looking off and entertaining thoughts.

Bang, bang, you’re deaf. But why would anyone let you? And why would you want?

Ben progressed beneath the kitchen lintel and broke her line of sight. Ben was not the kind of man to walk. Ben simply and inexorably progressed within a familiar, steady range of speeds. She was used to thinking of his body bearing patiently down across the environment like tarmac, or a desert railway line. Ben would correct that to ‘blacktop’ and ‘railroad track’, but she was used to thinking in English, because that meant she could remember who she was. Ben, of course, was Ben, and in any language he would be broad and smooth as a gunsight, tempered and accurate. Whenever he came to a standstill anyone could be sure it was only because Ben had reached the most suitable point for the optimum comfort of Ben.

As he passed her, he patted her shoulder softly and unleashed a smile she still found unnerving. Some Americans simply had too many teeth, or too good, or too big – they were too obviously a later and better version of what the human being could be. They seemed almost dangerously well-prepared for feeding.

She watched as Ben snibbed a little door behind him and left her alone with the passageway. Soon, she knew, Rochelle would come searching for her and make her enjoy herself again. Or maybe Ben had been sent to fetch her. She didn’t mind. For the moment, she could overhear the party and contemplate.

I believe the human will and spirit are outstanding and can triumph both over pencils and dangerous teeth. I know of a girl, for instance, whose whole leg was taken off by alligator bites, but she never contemplated giving up – neither during the blood and ferocity of the attack, nor later in her amputated life. If I was cornered by a flesh-eating reptile I hope I could fight. If I was threatened by a thug with a pencil – a torturer with a pencil – threatened with being deaf in a couple of spikes, I hope I could remember there are few trials that humanity cannot surmount.

From behind the little door came the sound of flushing, a minor disturbance, the bubbling grind of a cistern, a pause. Ben unsnibbed and loomed forward, began approaching her with an odd intensity. When he paused and then gradually knelt beside her chair, she couldn’t help but see his frown.

‘Ben? Is something wrong?’

‘Damn thing doesn’t work right. Nothing I could do.’

‘The damn thing . . .?’

‘Doesn’t work. It was there when I went in and it still hasn’t gone. I don’t know – nothing is any good any more. It’s terrible. Are you coming back to the party, Rochelle thinks she’s offended you, or you’re sick, or something. It’s her birthday and she’s feeling isolated . . .’ Ben softened his face into an expression so understanding that no one could mistake his attitude towards Rochelle for anything less than loving concern.

‘Ben, it’s not my fault she didn’t invite any other women.’

‘She doesn’t like women. But she craves female company, it’s a big problem for her. Please come back through.’

‘I was coming anyway, I just needed some air and to think.’

‘There you go with that thinking again.’ His tone suggested he might be about to playfully ruffle her hair. He didn’t. He didn’t have to. She felt she’d been ruffled anyway.

‘I’ll follow you. But I need to . . . I’ve drunk too much coffee.’ Ben stood but failed to depart, doubtful. ‘I’ll be along. You go ahead.’

‘Well, you remember it doesn’t work. That thing had nothing to do with me.’

She smiled, not understanding, but smiling all the same in a poorly-nourished, poorly-hungry, European way.

And it was there – in Rochelle’s bathroom, waiting – the thing that Ben had found himself unable to remove. This was understandable, because it must have been more than capable of withstanding the average flush. Long, fat, solidly put together and the sweet colour of caramel, or milk chocolate, it swayed very slightly in the ceramic curve and shadow of the lavatory pan: a wonderfully monstrous light-brown shit. But not Ben’s. Not of his making. He’d been clear on that point.

As if in all these years, she’d never guessed why Ben went to the washroom, restroom, lavatory, toilet, WC. As if it had been a big mystery to her and always should stay that way. When Ben said he was ‘going to freshen up’ that was absolutely and only what he meant. He was going away for a while to become fresher; more soap- and cologne-scented; more agreeable to be with, although anyone would tell you that he was consistently agreeable in any case.

Ben had no bodily functions. He progressed and he loomed and he was perfectly attentive to all his acquaintances’ mental states, and he was a good listener, one of the best, but he wasn’t a bodily functions kind of man. Unless you counted screwing; although he actually had a way of doing that which made it seem no more than sporting, healthy and cathartic. You could guarantee catharsis with Ben. He found out everything you liked and told you everything he liked and then practised until both the sets of everything were as perfect as they could be. He constructed love faultlessly, as if it had never been a bodily function.

For the hell of it, she turned round after flushing and took a peek. All clear.

Back in the living-room, the guests had arranged themselves much as she’d thought they would do. They were all around Ben. He wasn’t holding forth in any way but all the same, Ben was the heart of the room’s attention. At the moment he was listening to Carter and Daniel and they were talking to him in the manner of lost children, or medicated patients, or applicants for extremely substantial loans. Rochelle and Peter, Herman, Max, all chatted to each other convincingly enough, but if Ben had any need of their presence, even a tiny change of tone, or a modest call of beckoning laughter, would mean they delivered themselves to him completely. It would happen as predictably as nightfall. Ben was a draw.

Rochelle swirled her scotch up dangerously close to the rim of its glass and glanced at the door. She performed an exquisite double-take. ‘Suzanne, are you okay? Ben said you were fine. But you’re not tired are you? Are we being dull?’

With a pencil. Deaf.

‘No, I’m fine. I was just getting some air. Things were peculiar at work today.’

‘Well that’s fine, then. Come sit with me.’ Rochelle patted the space beside her on the bright, woven rug and Suzanne squatted obediently into position. Remembering how Rochelle liked to avoid any actual use of her furniture Suzanne had dressed herself with an eye to reclining on floors. She had chosen a loose silk Indian-style trouser-suit. Indian from India, not Native American. Had Suzanne dressed in the manner of a Native American, Rochelle would have offered her blankets and beads. That would have been her best appropriate gesture. As a British citizen in the costume of a former British colony, Suzanne knew she still presented a tricky choice between a welcoming martini and a Wampum trade. Every time Rochelle observed her, they both heard the inexpensive tinkle of coloured glass.

‘You sure you’re okay? You look a little pale, dear.’

Rochelle, like many other people, treated Suzanne as if regular contact with Ben must render her somehow frail or sickly. Occasionally Suzanne would even catch herself pausing before a flight of stairs or stumbling through a sentence as if she really were an ambulant invalid.

‘You don’t have a drink, sweetheart.’

‘That’s all right. I’m not thirsty. Not right now.’

‘Whatever you want . . .’

Rochelle turned back to Peter with a smile that meant their conversation could recommence. Abandoned to herself, Suzanne did not smile but examined the geometry of the carpet with some contentment while Rochelle settled in to ignoring her thoroughly. Rochelle ignored with flair; she did it with an élan and conviviality many people failed to exhibit in full-blown intercourse.

If you chose something stronger than a pencil, like a pilot pen, a powerful blow could force it clear into the brain causing cataclysmic damage, if not death.

Over by the draped baby grand, Ben was tilting his head to the left which meant he was trying his hardest to hear, getting a better angle on the sound, or the sense. Ben’s surprisingly dark blue eyes were cold, open and hungry as an infant’s; Daniel laced and relaced his fingers helplessly under one knee, his mouth letting out thin sentences with which his face patently disagreed. Carter seemed bewildered, but Ben was being generously intent. He listened the way a Russian icon listens: absolutely.

Under the piano, in a nerveless sprawl, was Rochelle’s cat. Everybody knew about that cat. Something like a Siamese, it was expensive and took off for months at a time leaving Rochelle distraught or sedated, depending on which of her doctors had gained her confidence. The cat had been christened Shelley, but people called it Prozac.

When Prozac was home it might sulk in the kitchen, or make an additional scratch of shadow in the margin of rooms. On some days it would circulate, screaming, at head height like a death-wall cyclist – nothing to keep it up and moving but the physics of speed and hate; or it might only bide its time, the ghost blue of its eyes willing an approach. Prozac drew blood. Prozac had put two people in A&E, one of them requiring facial sutures. If Prozac had been a dog, it would have been shot years ago.

Naturally Ben’s favourite cat in the world was Prozac. He never would understand why nobody – even Rochelle – could like it.

‘Here you go, Shelley, here you go.’ Almost the first thing Ben did, ‘That’s a good cat, that’s the best cat I know.’ Standing in the hallway, not even stooping forward the way that anyone usually might to call an animal, Ben would murmur and smile and watch for Prozac, ‘That’s it. You’re doing great. You’re doing just fine.’ Until the little creature, because Prozac only was a little, mushroom-coloured creature, would stutter forward, stiff-legged, head low, tail breaking from side to side in an effort to be away from the man with the voice that was wires pulling over its skin. ‘Good to have you back, Shel.’ Ben waited until Prozac froze at his feet and then scooped her up like a scalp.

Suzanne would look at Ben’s hands closing massively around the cat’s particular arrangements of pelt and bone. Ben would close his eyes for a moment, perhaps concentrating, and Prozac’s astonished body would suddenly fall into itself. Muscles lolled, its head dropped back to Ben’s arm and a low purring began. Suzanne hated the purr. It made her nauseous. It made her think she had never seen every thought and independent intention so thoroughly drawn from a living thing. The effect could last for days.

So Prozac, anaesthetised and under the piano, would be perfectly safe to approach this evening, although Suzanne was careful not to go near it herself – she didn’t like to take unfair advantage. She also remembered that in Prozac’s gaze she could often see something not unlike despair.

‘What are you talking about?’

Growling softly back home inside Ben’s indecently spacious car, she discovered she had spoken out on behalf of the cat.

‘I thought you might want to leave it alone.’

‘Shelley? I hardly go near her. Are you jealous of a cat?’

Suzanne could almost see that last word, bouncing out in the darkness beyond the dashboard display. Its single syllable had a greenish shine about it – the colour of gently teasing incredulity.

‘I’m not jealous. I just don’t think it likes to be held.’

‘Oh, Suzanne, she comes to me. I call her over, she comes, I pick her up, she purrs. She wouldn’t do that if she didn’t like it. Come on now, lighten up.’

‘I don’t think it can help itself.’

‘Yeah, look, I’m sorry you don’t like Rochelle, but she does like you. We don’t have to visit so often. And it does mean that she buys from me – a tiny picture, a talking-point lamp, something she’ll enjoy, even if she thinks she doesn’t care. Rochelle hasn’t the faintest idea of what she likes unless someone helps her. All she thinks she’s looking for is another way to spend her money.’

No one but Ben could make selling pointless objects to the impractically wealthy sound so much like a vocation to one of the lesser-known caring professions.

‘I have some Lakota grave-goods; they’re very hard to get and I know that she’ll love and enjoy them if I say she will. She needs that kind of help.’

‘Maybe she should just invest in better plumbing.’

‘Huh?’

He really did say ‘Huh?’ like a person in a strip cartoon. That one tiny noise could make him seem like her very own illustration. ‘Suzanne?’

‘I was thinking out loud. God, I’m tired. Are you tired?’

‘Tired? Ten minutes, we’ll be home. I don’t want to hurry – the cold’s making things a little greasy. I’m sort of tired. But not so tired. Are you so tired?’

There was a kind of orange shine, all along those last two sentences. Ben set his hand briefly on her thigh, ran his middle finger from somewhere slightly above her knee to somewhere slightly below where it wanted to be. One of Suzanne’s more rhythmical body parts – the one whose peculiarities and demands Ben had made his particular study – gave a beat or so and then subsided. Ben was rapidly ceasing to be any kind of artwork. He felt nothing but three-dimensional. His hand withdrew to make the gear change he needed for a turn.

In perhaps half an hour’s time, he would lick her wrists and suck at her earlobes and then quite systematically take her apart, shake out the beat he wanted and then bolt her back into sleep. While he performed their mutually agreeable overhaul, she would find herself holding him and being once again surprised that she could be so intensely loving with a man who was so little more than mechanical. Then one of his technical spot-checks would find her arching and stretching herself against his strangely unattractive body, with the ache he’d so neatly installed slowly howling between her throat and that perfectly snug and moist little space he’d made for himself inside her.

At other times and in another country, that space had been her cunt. Ben called it his beaver. She supposed beaver was a nicer word than cunt. Ben’s beaver. She didn’t mind it being a beaver, she only found it odd that it wasn’t hers. Ben’s own genitals were quite attractive, but nothing on which she would wish to stake a claim.

In the thick, heavy unconsciousness that unfailingly followed Ben, Suzanne would dream. Arid, hollow-skied dramas would cyclone and suck around her, almost as if the impossible and usually tasteless bodily fluid she had learned to drink from Ben could guarantee both sleep and hallucination.

A young woman shimmers up out of a desert full of hungry reptiles and survivalists – a place of bad premonitions and un-American, unaccidental deaths. I see her as a kind of pioneer: a fine example, walking through miles of open, panting white with only her smile and her determination to sustain her. Then she comes to a place called Rockaway where there is nothing but an old gas station and a man who waits.

Something about the man slows her, stems her progress, until she discovers that, quite without warning, she has started to live at the Rockaway Gas Station, to live with the man. As a couple, they are quite unsuited, but something here keeps them together, fixed. At times I can nearly see it slither and bend and dribble in the roasting, mindless air. It brings a faint but unmistakably mineral flavour to the mouth.

I watch the woman repeatedly counting through the sad collection of pointless goods the man has gathered to sell any passing drivers – although, naturally, no drivers pass. She tallies up jump-leads and pliers, gas cans and savage loops of wire, unexplained and oddly enticing little knives. She finds a matchbox full of milk teeth, an old diary and half a dozen yellow pencils, nicely sharp.

Suzanne noticed wakefully that the gas station partly offered the contents of her grandmother’s kitchen drawers. Her grandmother had married in wartime, married a man who had no chance of living for more than a few weeks beyond their vows. Like thousands of others, she had flung herself on the mercy of the future and found it to be momentarily distracted. Grandmother’s first and never-mentioned husband had lingered for a while in a hospital near Stratford upon Avon. He had been sad to discover the bomb blast had left him deafened and blind, unable to move. He had died calmly.

If the young woman caught in Rockaway has repeating dreams of blood and murder she might wake up one sudden morning and long to ask the man beside her how calmly he would die.

Ben woke Suzanne and then woke his beaver at around nine a.m. She struggled slightly against his chest, still dreaming of bleached bones and dust.

‘Ben?’

‘Who else. Good morning. How are you?’

‘Oh. Groggy I think. My God, we’ve slept in. Why didn’t you wake me?’

‘I just did. You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?’

‘Forgotten?’

‘Today we’re taking time out. Nothing to do but schmooz before I have to go away. It’s the healthy thing to do. Now you rest for as long as you want to and then I’ll fix you something good. It’s been snowing since dawn. A lot. Picked the best day to stay at home.’

‘How long will you be gone for?’

‘Oh, two days – three at the most. Don’t worry.’

Suzanne didn’t worry, she waited until the bedroom door swung to and then slipped up from under the covers and walked to the window. Down in the street, everyone knew exactly what to do. Pedestrians slithered perfectly against soft sugar snow, leaping and tiptoeing the banks and reservoirs of icewatered slush at every kerb. Mr Beck from the fruit shop had bounced out a kind of mowing machine to chew up the hard packed surface in front of his store. His son was shovelling slabs of it neatly away. Seasonal changes were barely tolerated here, they didn’t stand a chance. The subway gratings had already thawed themselves back to normality and monstrous pillars of steam were completely obscuring the roadworks at the far end of the block. The sky was set for a freeze – the palest, most merciless blue – but the city was still shifting, simmering under its surface, riding up on an invincible, buzzing heat.

In a desert place called Rockaway, the young woman is trapped by the heat. It is plain that she can never leave the man or the gas station unless something very terrible happens first. She is given free food and lodging in return for her work, but there is hardly any work to do. Her wages are subsequently very small. As each night swoops in below zero and shatters rocks, the young woman owes the gas station man more money. There is something unjust about this, something that tries her determination and sharpens her smile.

Had it been anything like a hot day, Suzanne would have had to go walking with Ben and maybe sat in the park. Far enough into the park and the ceaseless passing of traffic could be mistaken for something like a tidal swell, or the wind in a great many trees. Suzanne could sit on a bank or a bench and convincingly picture the Thousand Islands and the Finger Lakes where she and Ben had gone once when they were freshly married and he did not yet know quite completely how to please her. They had sneaked away to practise each other in a place where they could concentrate.

And certainly they could concentrate out of doors, but they couldn’t be alone. If they both paused for too long with the warm weight of Ben’s arm laid out across her shoulders, or tucked in at the small of her back, or in any other posture they might attempt, then it would happen – the draw. As if Ben had thrown out food, or called, or scattered pheromonal substances by the handful, bird upon bird would come drooping down. Every time she went out with Ben into anywhere like the country, the same happy, Hitchcock rush would start. With animals, too: everything wanted to be near him.

It was embarrassing. People would stop and look and then they, of course, were also pulled on in. Ben would squint at the sun and scratch modestly through the hair just above his ears while the grass quietly peppered with docile bodies. Dogs would tug at their leashes, or trot freely forward until their heads dropped and they lay down over their folded paws, oblivious of any other calls on their attention.

Pigeons came the closest – like doves to Saint Francis, she supposed. They were almost frightening. Completely silent handfuls of breathing feathers, they watched Suzanne with their golden-ringed, blood-coloured eyes as if she was the one point in their world that was out of place.

So she loved when it was cold and inhospitable outside their apartment. Today there could be no question of their stepping out and upsetting the balance of nature again.

A person, traumatically deafened, loses vital clues to his or her surroundings. The patterns and rhythms of reality subside. Moving into one room from another may be almost unbearable, walking out of the house, an impossibility.

‘Let’s take a walk.’

Ben frowned at her elbows where they leaned on the kitchen table. Suzanne made sure she kept them exactly as they were, even though her position was not entirely comfortable and seemed, in fact, to put an odd kind of pressure on her lower back. She knew that Ben’s mother had kept both his elbows strictly under decades of savage control. Ben’s elbows had never leaned, or even loitered. Even now, he could react quite oddly to certain expressions of physical ease.

‘Suzanne? I said, let’s take a walk. We can go to Reuben’s, you like Reuben’s.’

Every single thing she liked: he remembered them all. Yes to fellatio – if you don’t shove, no to rye bread – however you hide it. Yes to cotton and ‘Disaster Chronicles’ and latkes. No to Gingrich, no to ragtime, no to lox. No to ever changing your mind.

‘Reuben’s. I don’t know. They give you so much there, I hate to waste all that food.’

‘Everyone gives you that much. We all eat over here, remember?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Come on. We can get dressed up warm and hold hands in our mittens, it’ll be great. We did it last February, right? I didn’t even think we’d have snow. Not this year. I’ll go look for my boots.’

Ben preceded her down the front steps and onto the street. Up above, their apartment windows were a blank dark, as if there were no glass there and no successfully co-ordinated furnishings behind, as if where they lived had become an interval between floors.

The streets were trudging and stumbling with figures very much like Ben. Men and women wore ear-bands and woollen hats, insulated parkas and rubber hoof shoes, as if this was their perfectly natural winter coat. They were nothing but sturdy and courageous. Although Suzanne was kitted out in much the same way, the hallway mirror had already proved she looked more than averagely out of place. She did not seem sturdy, only clumsily fat. Her hat reduced her face to imbecility while she wore it and when she took it off, she knew, it left her with an elasticated forehead scar one might very easily associate with recent and major cranial surgery. She didn’t want to be outside like this.

‘Come on now, better keep moving. Minus thirteen. You’re not in motion, it’ll bite. We’ve got time to make a loop – explore some.’

‘You can’t make loops here, you can only make rectangles.’

‘Yeah. You’re right. But you know what I mean.’

She didn’t want to walk with him, but she did, all across Midtown and down into Murray Hill. The ice wind scalded her ears and made every colour ache and soar under the empty, frozen light. Suzanne sweated and slithered, oddly cosy between intersecting walls, the safe and solid slabs of Hudson River Gothic or blinding glass. Ben right-angled their route according to the well-patterned hopes of buildings that a New World, a world without conscience, loved to produce. An odourless death by refrigeration was snapping in wait for the unsightly, but there was nothing unsightly to be seen. All was suddenly, numbingly clean.

‘Like to check out your favourite terminal?’

She would have liked to. Attentive Ben, considerate Ben, omniscient Ben, was right; Grand Central Station was somewhere she truly and unreservedly loved. She had never changed her mind about it, or grown tired of its peculiar, marbled intimacy. Despite its utter lack of visible trains, Suzanne had been nowhere quite so much to do with transportation. She could not walk into the concourse, look up at the clock, without feeling something pump underfoot. The whole place was a licking and breathing and hauling Westward compulsion. The indicator board alone could make her long for covered wagons, for a licence to drive recreationally, for any way to be away and never mind if it ended in tears.

Among its many clacking revolutions, the indicator sometimes showed a train was due to leave for the best-sounding place in America, for Far Rockaway. It wasn’t Far: only beyond the airport, out at the ocean’s side, but she’d never been there. The idea of it was too lovely to risk visiting.

‘Want to step inside? Out of the cold?’ Ben began to steer her down Vanderbilt without waiting for a reply.

Pioneering and migrant hardships – forces which nourish a need for self-defence – have shaped the American character in both lovely and ugly ways. I am an immigrant. My hardships are negligible, but I may still learn to develop an interest in certain forms of personal protection. I can become a survivalist.

‘I’m not really all that cold yet, Ben. We can walk some more.’

‘You don’t want to go in? We’re right there? It would be no problem. Are you feeling okay?’

‘I’m feeling great. They’ve cleared the streets so well, we could get down to the Village and back.’

‘Streets.’ Ben squeezed her hand as if a wife who spoke a mildly different language was exactly the quality artefact he had been longing to acquire. But as they passed the Terminal building without a pause, he didn’t speak.

‘Ben?’

‘Yes? We can turn back if you’d like. You want anything? Anything I can do?’

‘Well, maybe if you let go my hand. There isn’t really a path here for two of us side by side. Could you go ahead?’

Quick on the draw. In the context of pencils rather than pistols, this could still be a considerable threat.

‘Yes, I could go ahead. Are your legs tired? You want to stop? We could go back and get a coffee and fat-free cranberry muffins. You like them.’

‘No. That’s fine.’

Ben slid very slightly as he repositioned himself on the ice. He caught at her arm.

‘Careful, Ben.’

‘I’m fine, I’m fine. You do still want to go to Reuben’s? Suzanne?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. I hadn’t decided. I’m enjoying the walking so much.’

Attack need not always be attack, it can be pre-emptive defence. This is an American lesson and quite easy to learn.

‘Ben, I was wondering –’

‘What?’

‘Have you ever been in a desert? Somewhere with sand and lonely highways and motels here and there, maybe gas stations.’

‘Gas stations?’ He was finding it hard to turn back and speak to her without losing his balance. Plumes of breath and heat moved around his head.

‘Mm hm.’

‘No, I’m a city boy. I was out in Akron once, that’s about as far West as I’ve gone. One of the old rubber-tyre families was clearing a house. For sure, there’s nothing there, but it isn’t a desert. Why? Would you like to see a desert? Vacation out there?’

Vacation in Far Rockaway. Alone. Come back with a pencil. Bang. Bang.

‘No. No thank you. I didn’t mean anything personally. I was only thinking.’

‘You think more than anyone I know.’ He tried a smile.

‘I really can’t help it. That’s how I am.’


ANIMAL

EVERYONE TURNED A blind eye to this, but he still wasn’t sure if he should. It was theft.

Kind of. In anyone else, this definitely would be stealing, but this was him and he’d never taken anything illegally in his life. The spirit was more important than the act and because he wasn’t a thief, he couldn’t be thieving. But then maybe that was how thieves always thought, he couldn’t be sure. Mark only knew this whole procedure was making him smile, with his mouth and then his thinking. He was imagining all of larceny’s possible possibilities taking him far and away out of character.

Not that he didn’t have help, a partner in crime. From somewhere in the storeroom, Sally would be watching him smiling and making up his mind when actually, he didn’t want her to watch – not if he couldn’t watch her back.

‘Sally? I don’t know what to take. Now I’m here, I think there’s too much for me to pick. I can’t decide. Where are you?’

Mark pulled another few shirts along the rail and waited. He was hoping that Sally would feel she could give him advice. Sally never said much, but whatever she managed did tend to be good. He supposed she might talk more in other places, but here was where she did her job and part of her job was silence. Back at home she probably rattled on. He liked to think of her rattling on.

‘What do you reckon? Help me out.’

In the concreted and ducted stillness, all those hard cold surfaces, he could hear a comfortable noise. He didn’t need to look, Mark was absolutely certain without checking that he felt Sally and no one but Sally, walking up closer to stand in snug at his shoulder and slightly behind.

This move could look quite intimate when she made it with anyone else, but she made it with almost everyone else quite often and meanwhile her manner was only formal, expressing a rigidly business-like interest. No nonsense, not a bit. She set herself democratically, unpassionately close, as if she were a coffee table or a sewing machine. Except, of course, that she would watch and stroll – and speak a little, now and then – which made her not like a coffee table or a sewing machine at all, and also her positioning meant her sentences touched your cheek and warmed your hair, as if the inches between your body and her mouth had been abducted suddenly. Sewing machines and coffee tables never made him feel the way she did.

The way that would hit just a little before you expected.

‘What about his shoes?’

That felt close, that felt drowningly close.

‘Hm?’

‘His shoes.’

She could be so ideally excruciating.

And you never could be in a position to see if she was any nearer with you than average. No one would give an opinion on that because either they didn’t notice the times when you were together with her, or else were considering nothing except her distance away from them. You got no help.

‘He wasn’t like you as a character, but he wore nice shoes.’

‘Fuck, you’re right.’ Mark noticed the beginning of a shudder in his neck. ‘I mean – sorry – you’re right. He had great shoes. What about the black pair?’

‘Over there, but I don’t know about them . . . You definitely want the black?’

Wanting to see how she meant that, Mark began to execute a turn. Naturally, somebody standing so close to his back was not really a problem, but if they came face to face, the lack of space dividing them would really start to seem quite odd, so as well as spinning round, he tried to ease himself away. Politeness was important and he intended to stay polite, not to brush her with – for example – the inside of his arm, the nakedest, softest part where his elbow folded and where sometimes he would have the sensation of lack, or want, a kind of rodent shiver that no one else should touch.

The shirt-rail blocked his retreat and made him clumsy. As he stepped against it, the whole of the structure squealed and swayed and he turned and returned and began to think of blanket apologies for being generally the way and the type of man he was, but Sally had already gone to look out his shoes.

Nice that she said the character wasn’t like him. People – even people in the business – would see you playing this utter shit once a week; every episode, something worse. They would see you in the studio, trying to be fine around people as yourself, but trying to remember the way that he would be, and they would get confused. Even the other week, that make-up girl – admittedly the stupid one, but even so – she’d said, ‘You laugh just like Dr Barber.’

Well, Mark didn’t laugh like Dr Barber; Dr Barber laughed like Mark. And never the twain should meet. Sally, he was sure, understood that far better than anyone. She would know that roles could change, but Mark would have to be there underneath them, every time. He had to be consistent. He was all he’d got. Keep that straight, or everything went.

‘Did you hear me? Mark?’

‘I’m um . . . the black would be wrong? Black shoes?’

‘Nothing to do with me, but how often do you wear dark clothes?’ She was so good with continuity, picked up every consistency and every change.

‘He did all the time. Barber.’

‘I know he did. I made sure he did. I’m asking about you. Like now – you’re in browns and greens. Added to which,’ She knelt and opened a cardboard box, ‘He wore the black shoes a lot. These,’ She lifted a pair of brown brogues he was sure he hadn’t seen before, ‘Can’t have been on him more than once.’

‘I don’t remember them.’

‘Episode in the country-house hotel where he’s banging that nurse.’

‘Oh, my God, that’s hundreds of years ago. Were you here then?’

‘Of course. You just hadn’t noticed me.’

‘Oh.’ A good script could have put words to say there which would have been witty and complimentary and able to stop the round, acid pain he now had, eating at his chest. ‘Well, my loss, eh?’

Eh? He hadn’t said that since he was at school. In fact, he hadn’t said that at school. The big fuckwit with the monkey eyebrows had said it all the time and for five years it had annoyed Mark horribly. Five years. Eh?

Sally didn’t look horribly annoyed. She lifted one shoe by the heel and tried to let it swing from her thumb, rather jovially, but instead it slipped and battered to the floor.

‘Oh.’

‘I’ll get it.’ Mark began to step forward.

‘No, I’ll get it.’

He really should try for it. ‘No, let –’

‘Not at all.’

It was sometimes hard to be effectively polite. ‘I coul –’

‘I’m closer.’ Sally dipped smartly down and retrieved the brogue while Mark concentrated on avoiding a clash of foreheads, or of anything else. There was no need to be too insistent about half a pair of shoes.

‘That’s fine then. You’re right.’

‘I was closer.’ She spoke with her eyes lowered, examining sides, heel, stitching for signs of harm.

‘You were, yes, you were closer.’

‘No damage done.’

‘Damage?’

‘To your shoe. I wouldn’t want to have scratched it.’

‘I wasn’t thinking of damage. I mean, I would probably deserve damage. These aren’t my shoes I’m taking, they’re Barber’s shoes, the company’s shoes.’

‘Don’t worry about it.’ Sally slipped his stolen good beside its partner in the box and handed the whole assembly across to Mark. ‘That’s that, then. You can go?’

‘I suppose I can, yes.’

Not in any way the answer Mark had hoped to give. For some reason, he had supposed this might all have taken longer. Theoretically, they could have skulked around Wardrobe for ages. Perhaps Sally would have had to go and be busy somewhere else, but she naturally would have trusted him not to run off with the whole of her inventory and possibly would have nodded to him reassuringly before she slipped upstairs. It would not have been out of the question for her to tell him he shouldn’t go – at least not until she’d come back to be nicely curious about whether he’d found out a good souvenir; whether he was sad the series had finished, or happy to be moving on.

In the pause they seemed to be sharing, Mark stared at the box, hoping it might suddenly assume a new significance that he could talk about. Then she spoke. Sally spoke.

‘You must feel strange, knowing it’s all going on without you, upstairs. Different people, different sets.’

‘It’s not going on without me, it’s going on without Dr Stuart Barber the all-purpose bastard, finally killed in a glamorous but economical, off-screen skiing accident.’

‘I never knew he skied.’

‘No, neither did I. But they’d already had a car crash and a drowning. And I think a drive-by shooting would have been out. They were trying to be up-market, after all.’

‘And the ladies wouldn’t want you disfigured. Not their sexy Dr Barber. They’ll like to take time imagining you breathing your last in the ice, all packed down neat and frozen. Like those vacuum-sealed joints of meat.’

‘Charming.’

‘You know what I mean.’ She sounded slightly gentle there – trying to be sympathetic for him, or to him, or with him – so maybe he would push it. Not for any reason, just to see, just to play, just to be talking for a little while more.

‘No I don’t. How do you mean, the ladies wouldn’t want . . .?’

‘I mean your lady fans.’

‘What fans?’

‘You get letters.’

‘People will write to anyone.’

‘Well, obviously. They write to you.’

That’s what happens when you push, people push back. ‘Yeah, anyway, it’ll be good to get away.’ Not the right thing, not what you’re thinking. ‘To be in something shorter. Theatre maybe for a while. There’s this thing coming up . . .’ He wanted to say a substantial phrase now, one that would count. ‘I have enjoyed it here.’ Feeble.

‘Good.’

‘I mean it.’

‘Good.’

‘It’s nice to be a bastard at work. I think it makes me a better person, gets it out of my system. Any badness. Feel free to stop me and agree.’

‘You haven’t been temperamental.’

‘Mh hm.’

‘You haven’t hit anyone. Stabbed anyone.’

‘Mh hm.’

‘Fucked anyone.’

He spent the longest time breathing in, as if someone had punched his lungs. ‘Mh hm.’

‘That was a guess.’

‘Good guess. Yes indeed. On the nail. Easy going, that’s me. To the point of invisibility.’ Mark noticed the damp from his hands was mildly affecting the thin card of the box. It wasn’t a great box, all round, not substantial. ‘I wonder, do you have any string, I think this box could do with some string. I don’t have the car today, so I’ll be walking with it. Home. With the box.’

‘I’ll find you a carrier bag. There’ll be one in the office. Come on, I can lock up here, now you’ve had your pick.’

‘Your pick.’

‘Whatever.’

He followed Sally through a succession of irrevocably closing doors and thought of the studio floor – it would be working while he was not.

‘You know what I will miss?’

Her back was turned between him and an electronic keycode lock. Her shoulders were making nice, busy movements.

‘Sally?’

‘What will you miss.’

‘The coughing. Did you ever notice how much everybody coughs?’

‘No.’

‘Yeah, all over the set: coughs and coughs and coughs. The nervous cough, the necessary cough, the preparatory cough, the prophylactic cough.’

‘What, like a condom?’

‘You’d cough if you swallowed a condom.’

‘Serve me right.’

Mark laughed. Not intending to; only realising afterwards, in fact, that what she said had been funny. Or something that he wanted to laugh at which was probably the same thing.

‘But as I was saying, I have never heard so many people cough. Even the crew; everyone; you’d think we’d been limbering up for an opera. Fuck’s sake.’

‘I love to watch everything pointing the same way.’ Sally paused with her arm across the office doorway. Inside there would be other people, Mark realised, and they wouldn’t be alone any more and he would have to start behaving in a way he didn’t want to at the moment. At the moment he wanted to find out more about being on his own with her. ‘I love the way it flows.’

She wasn’t even trying to go in, he noticed.

‘Flows?’

‘Mm. You would be there – for example – as Barber, caught in up against the set, the three walls out of four, and all around you there’s the flow. Telescoping, sliding, gliding, swivelling, catching in everything you do. I always think –’

She thought about things, Sally, thought properly, that’s why she didn’t talk too much.

‘I always think it looks as if the booms and cranes and cameras are all part of . . . I don’t know . . . an animal, and sometimes it lets people inside amongst itself so they can play. It’s very beautiful.’

‘And you keep the animal running.’

‘The animal runs itself. But I help.’

‘It does feel good sometimes . . .’

Stop her opening the door. Be expansive. Be yourself. If possible, slightly better than yourself.

‘Not really on this thing, but . . . well, there was the speech he makes about the hospital – about how much cheaper it is to build and equip a psychiatric hospital than a medical one and then you make so much money out of phoney therapies and all of that medical insurance and then when the suckers’ cover expires, they’re instantaneously cured? That was good. And I could look around while I did it. I could see your animal. I suppose.’

‘You were watching my animal?’

‘Yes. I was watching.’

‘Go on, then.’

‘Go on?’

It didn’t sound as though there was anyone in the office. Either that, or they were being very quiet.

‘Do the speech. I’ll bet you can remember it.’

‘No. Not now.’

‘Do the beginning. Go on. Jesus I remember it. We had to do it often enough. The boom shadow was all over the place, like a fucking albatross.’

‘Yes. Yes, that’s right. You do remember things, don’t you? Well, correct me
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