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Tea and biscuits

I went to visit him, late because I had to drive slowly, but I ran all the stairs to make up. He opened the door and I’ll tell you what we said.

‘You smell the kettle boiling?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Well, do come in.’

‘Thank you. Thanks a lot.’

The flat was very like him; in his colours, with his books, his jacket on a chair in the living room. I recognised that. It was warm in there. He must have been home for a while, sitting near the fire with the paper perhaps, and the sleeves of his shirt rolled up.

‘Come and talk to me, then.’

‘Hn?’

‘I’ll show my kitchen to you. Come on.’

I was wearing stockings. I like them, because they feel good, but I thought that he would like them, too. I didn’t imagine he would see them, or that he would know I had them on, but I thought that he would like them if he did.

Nothing in his kitchen had names on, not even the coffee and tea. Some of it was in jars that you could see through, but for the rest, you would have to remember where everything was. There were ones that he always forgot: rice and porridge, oats and macaroni. I didn’t know that then.

When Michael made us coffee he almost gave me sugar as if he expected I’d take it because he did. In the same way, later, I would see him pick up a book and feel it was strange when he didn’t put glasses on.

I noticed, back in the living room, when he bent to turn down the fire, that the grey by his temples had faded to white. The cherry light from the gas shone round his head and the hairs that would be pale in daylight showed more red. He was no nearer balding than I remembered – hardly even thin – but his colours were changed, now. I saw that.

My grandfather was in hospital once, a long time ago. Very ill, and though nobody said so, I think he’d had a heart attack. I was taken to visit, just Gran and me, and I saw a stranger in his bed. He wore new, stripey cotton pyjamas. They were something from home and didn’t suit the sheets. His head was low in the pillows and I could see his throat, soft and loose where he swallowed. Out of his shirt and pullover he wasn’t like my grandfather at all. He was like anyone. Just a man lying down.

I kissed him goodbye and it felt like kissing a man. It felt funny, like when you think of Jesus or a minister being a man. It was like that. I felt guilty. I was seeing him in the way a stranger would. I was seeing his illness. I sat and looked at the bedspread and wasn’t nice to him and left, knowing I’d let us both down.

I thought that in the morning our waking would be something like that. Between Michael and me. I thought that I would turn and look at him and see I had wasted it all, that an ageing man I’d once admired would be sleeping, maybe snoring at my side. He would smell of old sweat. I would see that the muscles in his arms were beginning to sink and be frightened by an old face, older in sleep. Slack.

I was wrong; selfish too. Probably selfish.

The warmth of his stomach was fitted against my back and his legs behind my legs were nice, just right. Perhaps his movement had disturbed me, I don’t know, but however it happened, it was easy and that was me awake. I answered him with a voice I hadn’t heard before, my thoughts running on and feeling new, and as I turned for his arm, I didn’t doubt that I could look at him safely and find good. Something good would be there. I wanted him to see as much in me.

He kissed me, I think on the nose, and said ‘Good morning.’

‘Come here. I want to tell you. I love you.’

‘That’s nice.’

There are different and better ways to say it. Anything I’ve ever thought of has seemed to be second hand; something you might have stolen from Tammy Wynette. I should have said that when he ran, and he often did, he ran like nobody else and I loved him for that. He had a rhythm and blues kind of run. Pale socks. I should have said I loved him for every time, but most of all for my first, because he made it a gift and a thing to remember and he was sweet.

That morning was strange. We sat up in bed, recovering slowly, and looked at it and declared it all to be extremely odd. Herring gulls heading to sea again, flying soft and heavy up the street and a light behind the paper shop window, but no sound. The street lamps whispered out below us and the last of the night wore away while Michael brought me tea in bed as if I was somehow fragile after the night.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Very nice.’

‘You don’t hurt?’

‘No. I ache a bit.’

‘Where?’

‘You want me to show you?’

‘I’m going to have trouble with you.’

I told him that I’d missed the Sixties, and I felt I had a lot to make up. All that permissiveness.

‘You missed nothing. Move over, I’m getting cold.’

Perhaps what surprised us both was our luck. When I was still his student we could have tried it, had the affair, plenty of other people always did. There were even two or three times when it could have started, like when my father died and Michael was so nice. He told me that it wouldn’t get better, but I could manage it a day at a time. He could have been more sympathetic and tried to get more in return. We could have let it happen then and lasted a couple of terms, maybe more. Meeting again, later, I could have been married, or he might not have been divorced, or something very small could have happened. The day we had coffee together one of us might have been nursing a cold, or depressed and the chance would have gone. Instead we had been lucky.

All through the fogs and the drizzle, until the air became firmer and the marigolds abandoned at the close mouth were feathered every morning with white, all through it, we learned about us. I remembered how new Michael could be. I would catch him, sometimes, smiling in a different light, or say goodbye to him and see him walk away and I would know there were things about him I hadn’t begun to find out about yet. That pleased me.

Most of his past I knew, but I couldn’t share. Some of the women I might have recognised in the street; certainly, if we’d had the chance to speak. I would have known the perfume, the way they liked to dress and, if they told me stories, I would have heard most of them before. There might be a new one, about this man with brown eyes and long hands who liked to keep chocolate in the fridge. At the end they would call him a bastard and look beyond my shoulder with a tired, short smile.

That was how I imagined it would be. I never had the chance to try. I never met his wife. His ex-wife. Although I wanted to. I wanted to see if she was like him in ways that I was; to see what they had left of each other, and perhaps what would happen to us. Just to set my mind at rest. I told him it might be alright. He said I was perverse, so there you go.

My past was easy. Very short. School: my school friends still in touch enough to have a drink at Christmas, or other times a coffee, if we met. Summer holidays and birthdays and fat-kneed boys in kilts at dances and, almost in spite of everything, no sex. Michael was surprised at that. Sometimes pleased and sometimes guilty, but always surprised at that. The university bit he knew, because he was there and because, like a few of the others, he took an interest in the people he taught. It hadn’t been so long, he would tell us, since he was one of us. I had five years to fill him in on: unemployed, then selling insurance, melting down new candles for the MSC and then getting the job. It took me ten minutes to tell him. The picture of me as a baby on the lopsided rug, the yellow-haired, dead father and the mother, he knew all of that.

We announced ourselves to mother, later. Like this.

It happened in the daft days. The New Year was over and the holiday nearly done, a yellow oil of lamplight over the rainy streets. We should have arrived in the summer with light clothes and smiles. Instead our faces were numb and raw, our fingers blind with the cold. We needed to have her tea, to be comfortable by her fire, on the sofa and Father’s chair. By the time we had our wits about us, mother was ready.

‘Go and fill the pot will you, darling.’

And away I went. I got back and she was interviewing Michael.

It wasn’t that we hadn’t expected it. It was a natural thing for her to do, but I wish that I could have said something when it happened. Something right. Instead I stood in the doorway, hardly listening, and thought of a book I’d found in Michael’s flat. It was a hardback – Persian Art – I don’t remember. And when I picked it out of the armchair to put it away I noticed a name and address and a date on the blank leaf at the front. It told me he had lived in a different city, in a house I didn’t know and he had bought himself a book, priced in shillings when I was three years old. The nearest I can get to how I felt was how sad it was that he would die before me. How lonely I would be. I don’t think, in her interview, mother ever mentioned that.

By the way, we hurt her. Not because of what we did, but because I hadn’t told her. She hadn’t known for all that time. I still saw her quite often with Michael and alone, but always she would speak to me as if I was a guest. She didn’t trust herself to me; neither thought nor dream, and every time I saw her, she made me ashamed.

It was almost as if she had died and, perhaps because I had lost her or perhaps because of Mike, or both, I found that I wanted a child. I wanted to make it and have it, for it to be alive with the two of us.

My mother’s pregnancy had ended very happily, laughing, in fact. Mother had been watching a new Woody Allen film, I suppose I could find out which one, and suddenly, in a silence, she laughed. She laughed and found she couldn’t stop laughing. Her laughing made her laugh. The worry in the face of my father, the little crowd of usherettes, the rush of figures who took her from the back of the cinema to the ambulance; they all made her laugh.

She gave birth within the hour, one month early, still weeping and giggling, amazed, and thinking of that first, secret thing that started heir laugh.

I was not born even smiling, only a little underweight.

I wanted a child. I wanted it born laughing, they wouldn’t be allowed to make it cry. I would tell them and Mike would make sure. I would have asked him to. It would have been good.

Before the end, before I start on that, there are too many things that were good that I remember. Sitting here, the rungs of the bench are against my spine and a crowd of sparrows is rocking a holly tree, but, behind them, it is quiet. Very quiet. There is space.

I always seem to think of Michael in the kitchen. He is at his clearest then, perhaps because we were busy together there, visiting each other, interrupting, letting things boil. I can smell the wet earth from the potatoes, our red, clay soil. He takes oranges and orange scent from a brown paper bag.

‘Fifty pence for five. That’s not bad. They’re big.’

‘You’re mean, you know that? I’ve noticed.’

‘They’re big oranges, look. I’m not mean.’

‘You’re stingy.’

‘Nice, cheap oranges. I am not stingy.’

‘You’re a stingy, grouchy, old man.’

He was wearing the big coat, the blue one. It smelt of evening weather and the car. I slipped my arms inside it and around his waist. That was something I did a lot.

‘You’re just after my oranges.’

‘That’s right.’

Michael stood very still for a while. He said,

‘You do make me happy sometimes. You don’t know.’

The dinner was good, with oranges after.

If I’d come to the park last week the afternoon would have been longer, but evenings come in fast now. You can see the change from day to day. By the time I get home the lights will be in the windows and Michael will be back, the fires on. He doesn’t like the house to be cold.

I will tell him then. I think I will tell him.

I went there because it’s a public service. In the student days we came for the tea and biscuits, but it felt good afterwards, just the same. You knew you could have saved a life. You hadn’t run into a burning building or pulled a child out of the sea, but part of you had been taken and it would help someone. I liked it when they laid you on your bed with so many other people, all on their beds, all together with something slightly nervous and peaceful in the air.

They would talk to you and find a vein, do it all so gently, and I would ask for the bag to hold as it filled. The nurse would rest it on my stomach and I would feel the weight in it growing and the strange warmth. It was a lovely colour, too. A rich, rich red. I told my mother about it and she laughed.

I gave them my blood a couple of times after that, then my periods made me anaemic and then I forgot. I don’t know what made me go back to start again.

Nothing much had changed, only the form at the beginning which was different and longer and I lay on a bed in a bus near the shopping centre, not in a thin, wooden hall.

Afterwards they send you a certificate. It comes in the post and you get a little book to save them in, like co-op stamps. This time they sent me a letter instead. It was a kind, frightening letter which said I should come and see someone; there might be something wrong with my blood.

I am full of blood. My heart is there for moving blood. The pink under my fingernails is blood. I can’t take it away.

And now I am not what I thought I was. I am waiting to happen. I have a clock now, they told me that. A drunk who no longer drinks is sober, but he has a clock because every new day might be the day that he slips. His past becomes his achievement, not his future. I have a clock like that. I look at my life backwards and all of it’s winding down. I think that is how it will stay. I think that’s it.

Should I say it to Michael like that? Should I tell him that thing I remember about the American tribe. Those Indians. They thought that we went through life on a river, all facing the stern of the boat and we only ever looked ahead in dreams. That’s what I’ll have to do now.

I think he told me about that,, It sounds like him. It would give us some kind of start for the conversation.


Translations

The dog with the broken paw was barking again. Three days it had lasted, the children in the street trying to feed it and stone it alternately, and he wondered now if perhaps it would live after all. And fade back into the mass of dusty or muddy street dogs and be just a little more crippled than the rest. He was glad he hadn’t killed it when he saw it first. He killed too many things.

He looked back at the girl, asleep now, and filling the hut with the smell of girl sweat. When it was dark she would go and that would be it finished. Again.

He had already buried her baby. Deep and tightly wrapped where the dogs wouldn’t dig. The girl moved slightly in the blankets, her face soft with the possibilities of sleep. He looked at her and smiled.

‘This shall ye have of mine hand: ye shall lie down in sorrow.’

He smiled and shook his head and the smile went away.

‘Tch. Tch. Tch.’

Staring at the wall beside her, the flattened petrol cans and plastic sheet, he began to whisper, to push himself into her dreams. He began to tell her how the magic that had killed her daughter first came to him. His gift with the dead. His story.

It was time for them to come south again to the clearing by the yellow rivers where the corn would be tall and ready for them to cut
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