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To Season




A worm slipped under the arch of her neck, a red tube for the excretion of earth, tolerable as a machine. But it was not a machine, and further distressed her.

MARY BUTTS, Ashe of Rings




   
A 
STORY 
OF LIFE






[I]

The light is bright enough, white enough, to make you think of dying. Close your eyes, you still see it.

Stay out of the dead’s business, your father said. Beyond the glass a leafless tree strains into the daylight. Stay out of the dead’s business, they don’t care what you do.

Someone wrote to you, I’m so sorry he’s passed, and, furious as if because you were supposed to be, you said, Passed? What does he pass for? Did he pass a test? Did he do well?

These days there are so many odd and troubling noises in the city. Things go missing. You could upend your bag and tally what’s gone. A lighter with a picture on it of the sea. Notes to yourself. That clasp for your hair your sister’s child once called a bear trap and mimicked with crooked fingers. Your son had no such name for it.

In the dank first evening of this year, far from here, alone by the coast, you brought your car to a halt where the road widened between fields. In the dimming world your headlamps caught a sign: PASSING PLACE. That letter came back to you. He’s passed: not he has but he is passed. Object at last. Everyone passes him.

Only you were on that road. The sign was permission for something you would not and will not yet articulate.

Bring forth figures of memory. He, your boy, more exact than any other. Among the shades beyond the halo shine amid thorns unseen waiting for you. For anyone, to pass them by. To pass.

Now open your eyes again. Now in this room don’t weep, as you wept in the passing place. Look up. Stare up again at the striplight glare, as you must not at the sun.




[II]

Maur returned to her father’s house.

Late spring ’73. She cadged a lift from a friend’s friend going to London. The month had opened grim, and when they wound down the windows the boxy Vauxhall filled with wind and noise and they laughed. The horizon receded. At a sign for Greenfield Town, Maur said, Oh god actually let’s not, can you just take me with you?

Fitful rain, concrete offices in a sprawl foul-smelling with chemicals. The driver glanced at her watch and asked Maur if she wanted to be taken to her door.

Maur said it was fine.

Sure? Here okay?

A roundabout on the crowded ring road. Maur stood with a suitcase in each hand where light waned grey beyond an industrial estate. When the car was out of sight she let her shoulders come down. She regretted her shoes.

Two young men leaned on the fencing of the railway bridge and eyed her with sullen interest. One said, That’s too much for you to carry darling let me give you a hand. She did not speed up and they did not follow her. She heard one of them spit onto the tracks before an incoming train.

It was as if the main street had been replaced with a set painted not quite right. Pedestrians all had their backs to her. From the façade of what had been an umbrella store—No, seriously! she would say when she described it—jutted an empty frame. Her clothes were too bright for all this. Days-old Daily Mirror headlines frayed in displays. ARMY SAYS SORRY, ANYTHING GOES. For the duration of a cigarette she stood illuminated by signs, unsure if this was stalling.

In a bin-filled alley where once she’d played hiding games, her finger to her own lips to shush herself, she opened her father’s door.

She would be anew. This is where a remembrance begins. Maur you will remember.
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Hello?

Movement within. 

Hi, she said.

Her father descended. Stopped with steps still to go so her eyes were level with his midriff.

You’re in Lancaster, he said.

Am I? She examined her arms and legs. Wow. 

Ah, ha.

He looked away, then sharply back at her. Everything’s fine, she said, so he nodded.

Good, he said. He clasped his arms and did a smile. Well, welcome home, this is unexpected.

Her school friends always said he was good-looking and even middle age’s slide became him. He finished coming down and leaned to kiss her cheek. She smelt Burley and dust. She hung up her coat, hitched her jeans and pushed her shoes off with her toes and turned to face him, and her father was quicker than she had thought he would be. She barely showed but he was staring without expression at her belly.

[image: Paragraph break image]

Maur Towns retraced old routes again, this time with her shoulders back. Many people her father’s age and older. She kept her eyes on some imagined vanishing point. For once she did not linger at the old books in Goodson’s window. At the door to Hill’s Café a young man with the beat-up face of a fighter brazenly stared. Outside the ironmonger’s, school-uniformed girls made sure to laugh at her shaggy afghan and  eyeliner sweep but they were fascinated, and remembering herself five years younger, Maur felt nearly weepy.

Ducks went dignified past loosestrife and bobbing trash and the remnant of a rowboat’s prow that for her whole life had twitched in the water tethered to something sunken. It was the tip of a root, she had told her mother, of an inverted tree that grew downward through black water to a secret place. It was as if some other girl had imagined that. In the little park her mother had sat on the playground benches where Maur sat now. It was cold and no children came to the swings or the seesaw or the witch’s hat.

Maur’s remembered self was pigtailed, a girl from an ice cream sign, dancing in a circle. Bygone companions, snowball fights, snogs, cider bought for them by a friendly derelict, exam results, two brief horrid physical fights. In her mind she full-named each child who’d been there but herself: Sally Morgan Katherine Cregg Tommy Bishop John Ian Tremaine, Maur.

From the bath she watched the light-pull sway with the weight of a holed stone her mother had taken from a beach. Here came again an intimation that since her mother died Maur had made no choices. That everything had been decided, not by her nor her father, nor any overwatching maternal trace, but by some opaque authority. Until weeks ago. 

Her sister called as arranged. Well? Rhona said. A poor connection. Did you talk to him?

Talk? To him?

Alright alright. You know what I mean.

Maur lay on her old bed, the phone on her stomach, between wan blue walls, no longer the vitelline pattern she’d chosen as a child. He guessed, Maur said. Can you believe that? What a time to get insightful.

Come on, that’s not exactly—

Anyway, Maur said. I still don’t think he’d have said anything even then, but I made him sit down and I went through it.

Everything?

More or less.

How’d he take it?

Guess.

Ah sure God, Rho said. You’ve never gone and upset your father. The Irish riff had predated Rhona’s emigration and neither sister remembered which of them had started it. What’s he up to now?

Silent treatment, Maur said.

That’s how they spoke about their father’s sour patience, as if his taciturnity was a disappointment that Maur might overcome.

Maur lit a cigarette. How’s the Liffey?

Come on. How are you feeling?

So Maur said it turned out that she wasn’t scared and she did not know why. That she was excited of course but had expected trepidation or worse because how could you not? What fears she did feel, she did not say, were less of the biological event (all those commonplace grotesqueries, a thing this size, a hole that size) than of the world itself, which felt now very close. But whatever made her heart hammer was not second thoughts.

She ran her fingers over her left forearm, it was sore. She wanted the smell of her smoke to reach her father and to anger him. When she was afraid, she said to Rho—because sometimes, okay, she was afraid, she didn’t know of what. And anyway she said what happened then was that excitement overtook it. If that wasn’t all of the truth it was a good part of it.

I’m really glad, Rho said. I still don’t know why you wanted to tell him alone.

Yes, he can be a bit of a cunt, Maur said. Rhona laughed after a moment.

He’s a man of qualities, she said.

Maur’s line was, What qualities are they?, but instead she said, Maybe this’ll soften him up. I feel a touch of the fuckits. It’s crazy I know, but what I keep thinking is, Oh it’ll be fine.

You’re right, Rho said. I mean it will, of course. It’s quick but all manner of things shall be well.
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Maur did not knock on her father’s study door but opened it—the catch long broken—with a bump of her hip. She held two tumblers of wine. Her father sat facing her with the window and its terrace-gardens view behind him. Half-done translations on his desk. He held his pen in his right hand and the lid in his left. (Once she heard him say to her mother, I don’t post a Waterman, I’m not a Yank, and her mother had laughed at him hard enough that he had joined in.) She watched him swallow irritation and smile again. He took the glass Maur offered, touched its rim to hers.

Everyone said Rho looked like her mother. Maur’s face was more like his, lean, and she softened its unbidden sneer with makeup.

He sipped. Oof, he said. Am I assailed by the Black Tower? 

Where’s my tatalatta? Maur said, and good, that startled him. 

Your what?

Come on, you’re not that old. Mum’s word, remember? Bits and pieces. She said tat was too ugly.

So she did. Some’s in the attic. A few bits I threw out. She blinked and he said, Only the most … I hope that’s …

The tattiest, she said. Sure. Not the books? 

Would I throw away books?

Not even kids’ books? 

Again, would I—

Okay. She nodded at the reports in German and French. What’s this? 

He seemed surprised she could see them. He put the cap back on his pen. Briefings, he said. For The Economist. Nixon Shock, et cetera. I’m sure you’re aware we’re floating now.

She said, I have been feeling a bit untethered. She waved her arms like wrack in the sea. Aren’t we all? Can you come down, please? We’re not done.

The kitchen was no dustier than when she had left. The same posters in plastic frames (Matisse, Monet). A photograph of her young self and her sister and mother and father on a Parisian street. As if taken a moment too late or too early, but her mother smiled in it and her father wore a startling look of pleasure. In the picture Maur was looking at him, in a guarded way that either spoiled or made the picture depending who you asked.

So, he said. London. Is there a why? 

In London, she said. Well.

She could carry on drawing. Really get back into it. Start something. She might look into importing that Indian cloth she’d seen on her tutor’s wall. At a party. You like bookshops? she did not say. Let me tell you about the London bookshops. She thought, I’m not a fool, I don’t think everything will be easy. And with that came urgency again. Now she might know London, after a decade of now-and-again trips. Of course if you’re not just visiting, if you actually live in the Land of Green Ginger or wherever is at the top of the Faraway Tree, then you bring your life with you, wherever you go there you still are, blah blah, and bills on the mat change things, I know, but now, why not let it feel like this? So. Maur’s child would be a Londoner.

She could make friends in London, is what she thought. When had she had the friends she wanted to deserve? To her father she said, Why not London?

When a man is tired of et cetera, he said. But not tempted to finish your degree first?

We’ve been over this, she said. Hammily she put her hand to her belly and said, In my condition?

People do it, so I believe.

Relax, Dad, she said as if he were agitated. I can defer for a year or two. “Medical reasons” I think they’d call it. I can go back later.

Will you, though? he said. Then, thoughtful, he said, Not that it matters, I suppose.

Right, she said. Well there you are.

He set his glass down and rubbed his eyes. Come on, he said. What I mean, he said without looking at her, what I am saying—

She said, No you’re right. Another false start. Anyway me and the History of Ideas never saw eye to eye.

I.

She thought he was repeating her last word like a riddle, until he looked embarrassed and she understood that he had corrected her.

Where will you go? he said.

I told you, one of Rhona’s friends says I can crash with her. I met her with Rho—

What I’m getting at, he said with determination, is that you can always stay here a bit. If it’ll help. Sort things out.

Oh, she said. Look, I think—

Yes of course.

Rho’s mate’s been there awhile and she knows a bunch of people. 

Of course, he said. They shared relief.

She said, London’s where it’s at.

He enjoyed her self-mockery. How very groovy, he said. Well then, what it is is a bloody mess. Because I do know London’s a bloody mess. Decline and bloody fall. Bombs, bin bags, and … He considered.

And buggers? Maur said. And blacks? And bimbos? Why do you do this Colonel Blimp shit? You’re not fooling anyone.

Not that you could disbelieve in decline. But then, what culpa might not be felix? Is there no temptation to live in a falling state? Not every thought that went through her felt like Maur’s.

I was never exactly in love with this place, she said.

No indeed, he said. Certainly not since, well, you turned teenager. He cleared his throat. Do you actually stay in touch with anyone from school? Not that I’m one to crow about the rich friendships I’ve maintained. You don’t think this—He gestured at her body—might put a dent in the party lifestyle?

You’d be surprised, Maur said, vampy. Then quickly, Look, of course. I’m just … This has happened, and no I didn’t plan it, and trust me, you can’t say anything I haven’t thought already. The truth is I can’t even really say why, but, it turns out this is what I want. I need … But she could find no object for that verb, so her sentence was complete.

Her father nodded. She caught her breath at how he looked at her. 

Gently he said, You are very young.

After a moment she said, Daddy! Another silly voice. I didn’t know you cared! I’ll be twenty. That’s not so young.

Only just twenty. And it bloody is, Maur. It bloody is.

She watched her father from below her brows and felt dizzy again in that It'll be fine way, that interloper certainty that had got her here, not unaccompanied by something starker. Think of the mirror: sometimes she looked wonderful to herself, sometimes her reflection appalled her all over again, and she struggled to meet its eye as now she met her father’s.

Who, still gentle, said, And the man? 

He’s a man, yes.

Very good. Tell me about him.

Nothing to tell.

What an endorsement. He doesn’t know? 

He does not.

And shouldn’t he?

I don’t know where he is, she said. It wasn’t that sort of …

She saw in her father Do you know who he is? with neither disapproval nor shock, and she wanted at least one.

Maur said, Of course you’re worried, you’re my dad. She had said to Rho, I won’t feed him lines, and she was angry with herself.

While she had sat mumchance in the tired contempt of the doctor telling her that she had various decisions to make, thinking of her father and then intensely of her mother and her own young self, her body had spasmed with the cunning of agency. As Maur had thought, How can I decide?, it had come to her that to not decide was to chart a course.

He’s just a guy.

Just a guy, her father said. Well. If you’re sure, darling. If you’re … If you’re happy.

His distant sincerity made her heart speed up. She said something about him being a grandfather. His regard was not quite fully on her, and she felt that old impulse to seek out wherever her father was truly focused and stand right there, and at that, risen from some soil within, felt, too, a certain disgust.
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A last tea at Marino’s. Mmm that rainbow slick as if the milk were oily. A last wrinkling of the nose by the park’s undercleaned toilets. We go back to sites of revulsion. Simon Halberstam and Ricki Rees had practiced penalty kicks at this telegraph pole while Maur watched. The bitumened wood rose from a fringe of weeds and dog shit. What did all this strain to mean? To chuck a cigarette wrapper into the familiar bin by Stubbins News might be for Maur to make a last offering. Add to a piling-up of her discards, ice-lolly-stick struts and Sellotape bundled into meteorites, plastic in all colours, crumpled cans, a glacier of cellophane. Plasters stained with blood. One stria traces from her mother’s illness. Compacted tissues. Henceforth Maur’s rubbish would be London rubbish.

The rangy blond man, Guy, loud, clever, charmingly ugly. Maur was hesitant to consider him. Specificities remained tenacious—that elbow lean, the grin, the voices he put on—but she wanted details to hurry and grow vague. A department social. They’d had no friends in common. She would come to wonder if that was why he’d drawn her. He a recent graduate. Oh God, she had said, you’re still here, you’re a hanger-on who can’t leave. He had nodded and grinned.

More? Your name’s More? 

Maur, she said. Maureen, Maur.

He had sung to her, something about no boy ever wanting more. Said, Though I can’t believe that’s accurate. He’d waggled his eyebrows and she had been willing to laugh.

Ravening maw, she’d said. There’s another one for you. I spelt my name that way for a while, emm ayy doubleyew. So cool. Or are you a Wilde fan? Something-something true progress is to know more, and be more. She did not say that the line concluded and to do more but she hoped he knew. She still thrilled herself with new capacity to hold attention, indulge a want to be seen as well as its obverse.

He was soon to go to Vienna. Postgrad stuff on the Horea revolt. She said she was not enjoying her course and didn’t know why she had applied for it except that it was general enough to keep her options open. That what she’d most like to do was actually illustration maybe. They got high and spent two nights and one and a half days together in her room. He was the sixth man she’d fucked if you counted the brief and the grim. He laughed after he came and that made her laugh too, she was trembling, she finished herself the first time when he dozed, went still, smiled at her prim immobility. Mostly thereafter he got her off, once wonderfully. They marvelled at the sight of the sheets. He had made impressed noises at the two of her drawings propped on her desk: her version of Alice, ink stipples; a grey-wash winter tree. No not tempted by art school, she said, can you imagine? (She said nothing of her doubts about her portfolio.) She kept saying, Maybe we should go out or something, and he would say, Do you really want to? and would stand and point down and waggle his hips so his prick flapped about and made her snort. What will you do without me? he said.

Soon after he left, a postcard reached her halls. Schönbrunn Palace with an X drawn in the gardens and I was Ere written beneath it. On the back:

Here’s an Eff Yoo and a half. The night before his execution Crisan only goes and does himself in first. Well played, sir! Yours from Darkest Mitteleuropa, where your correspondent still hunts for decent digs. (Having seen the last place I know how Crisan feels.) Gx

Thirteen days after she read that Maur was sat before a glowering doctor. I thought I was safe, Maur said. I’d counted the days.

The woman said, Oh well if you counted days …

And whatever else it was that Maur had felt then, it was less unsafe than usual. Beyond the shock there was an Of course, and a girding. A pleasure.

It will be fine.

What had come to Maur, to fascinate her, in her solitude, was relief that what she had now was, would be, whatever else, hers.
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Her father said he would take her down.

Who are you? she said. And what have you done with Daddy?

He did not laugh. She packed and he read the spines of those books she had kept from her course. De Beauvoir, Hermann Hesse. Maur said, That was one reason to quit, I mean even absent, you know … Patting her stomach. It was turning into a drag. We specialise too early in this country. I want to be, you know, a magpie. Not just reading one kind of thing.

He said, A medley.

I want to keep options open.

Wasn’t that the thinking behind this particular course? 

She said, Even so.

The silence after that was as companionable as any she remembered between them. Later she would think of that as a last day.

Let’s be sure where we’re going before we get lost, he said. He checked a map. Neasden Neasden Neasden. He took a route that was not the shortest possible.

In London the pavements thronged; loose-limbed figures slouched and stumbled from pubs. People talked together outside greengrocers’, gesticulating, telling stories, as Maur had imagined. A day growing warm, full of flat light and colours unlike those beyond the city, like paint on stamped tin. Stunted startled pigeons, telephone wires, smudges, lines eager to be drawn. A haze between your eyes and everything. Bright and muted at once, how did it do that? A cat prodded at refuse. Her father took backstreets.

Which way, which way? he said. He turned at a sari shop and said, Goodness, it’s the United Nations down here.

Unkempt men arguing by a takeaway. The car passed through distorted guitar Maur thought she recognised—Lotti Golden?—out of a beat-up speaker wedged in a window above, turned out to the street. Her father said, That’s a little inconsiderate. Or considerate I suppose according to taste. A terrace of bright and dirty shops, flourishes on roofs, hand-sized Victorian clay dragons. Men her age, boys if you like, smoking by a launderette, heads bowed as if their long hair weighed them down. Two girls in polka dots picking through something spilt outside a chippie. Yes. A Rasta shop. A big pub, the Royal Oak. The yowl of dogs fighting somewhere. Was this ugly place a library, a community hall? A supermarket, Briteway, tired vegetables and cheap brands.

How very bohème, her father said.

Beyond Harlesden a quieter zone. Slow walkers who would be her neighbours.

Maur said her father should come in and see the flat and meet Sara and he hesitated, he really did, looked along the curve of erstwhile workers’ cottages and at the grey door with all its doorbells as if for orders.

It’s getting on, he said. You get settled in. I’ll come and see it when you’ve unpacked. Go and take the load off.

They embraced uneasily while two chatting teenagers walked by. Her father waited for them to go then took out his wallet. Maur made some uncomfortable noise. He counted out £300.

Please just bloody take it, he said, as if she were hesitating. I can’t, I wish I could, I mean you know I can’t just hand out cash whenever.

Jesus, Dad.

But to get you started, please take it.

She took it. She took her bags from the Peugeot’s boot and her father hesitated again at the size of them but she pressed the buzzer. Stood still in the car’s wake of dust and turning papers.
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Maur do you remember?

Excited, she went to the centre. I mean she had a bit of money in her pocket, and she asked Sara how to sign on. Maur mocked the Eros. New seekers wanted to teach her. She felt visible and only sometimes did not want that and she watched no less than she was watched. She took buses. Always climb the stairs for a new point of view: the tops of low roofs, of telephone boxes, bald pates under combovers, rubbish wedged by wind in crevices hidden from the ground. Into first-floor bedrooms. The topdeck gaze was a class secret. The rich would not know the city from this angle. It made Maur want to draw.

How long have you been here? she said to Sara, unpacking food in the kitchen. It’s great.

It’s okay, Sara said. Before they build the big road it was better. At least we are south here, if you are north of it, now … She shook her head.

Sara was from Lisbon, heavy featured and dark and curtly attentive. She was seven years older than Maur and making her second film. It is this story we call Estantiga, she said, only the way I do it, it happens among the exiles.

Below unframed posters, piled-up books traced routes from room to room. Towards the Iberian Revolution, Maur read. A stylised picture of a sun. When she spoke of the legacy of Salazar, Sara pleased Maur and flustered her by assuming she did not need explanations. They walked to Gladstone Park and Kilburn High Road. In HMV, Maur flipped through albums and was eyed, eyed back again. Off main stretches, more trash, dog turds turning to white ash. Maur wore high-heeled sandals and unlikely gabardine, pregnant and young and right there. On a bright night in July she went with Sara to Cricklewood to where rake-and-scrape and rock sounded from a top-flat window, a smoke-dense party for Bahamian independence where they were two of four white people in the room. Maur was thrilled.

Who do you know here? Maur shouted, dancing.

This guy, a VNSP comrade, Sara said. I mean, okay, but … Her shrug was political criticism.

Her father called her. Rho called her. Maur waited in the long queues at the benefits office, watched by dirty beige walls and the tired staff. She took the deep breaths she needed. In her tiny room she pinned up music flyers and two of her own line drawings: the bridge in Greenfield; a caricature of Wilson that was not right but that had something to the eyes. Evenings, music and a polyglot clamour often filled the house, Sara’s actor and activist friends. Wafts of the dope Maur shared. The tidal heft of a London sunny-day throng dizzied her. The press at the odd gig mostly more collegial than threatening. Streets webbed out from the flat like something left by the sea, ill favoured, seeming always almost empty, a pre-suburban de Chirico. Harlesden high roads made her feel as if she were in a photograph.

Consider the companion within.

Because they were free or pay-what-you-could, she enrolled in classes at the library and in rooms over a health food shop and a tobacconist. Guitar, for two sessions. Meditation. Life drawing in a large dusty room with high windows. She picked her way between easels. Charcoal on fingers and the rough paper. Maur was the youngest of the twelve students, and one of the better. Pen-and-ink was her medium really but this could perhaps be the complement to that precision, this sweepy mess of edgeless edges and shades and feeling out planes and vectors of this skinny young white model’s belly and bum, the angles of her shoulders. Trying to get how the light went through her blond hair. Sketching her pubis, Maur thought again, Is it really nothing to do with sex though? Putting her robe on, the woman caught Maur’s eye and raised an eyebrow in the solidarity of youth.

In Paperchase Maur fingered cold-pressed and watercolour paper, not sure which would better serve to loosen her drawing wrist, buying none. In any case it was not cheap.

She brought Chrissie and Diana from her drawing class to a gathering at the flat and Sara welcomed them with brusque courtesy. Chrissie was twenty-seven, heavy and tired looking, a loud laugher. Diana looked and sounded a bit like Diana Rigg and everyone smiled at that because of her name. Towards the evening’s end Sebastião who was acting in Sara’s film beckoned Chrissie to join him in a loose-limbed dance to King Crimson. Maur stared at him and he at her, and, aware that she was one of very many young women on whom the gaze of those days fell hard, still she was glad to be looked at.

You, Sara said. What will you do?

I have some ideas, Maur said. But … She gestured around her at everything in the world, then her belly. Priorities, she said. She rubbed thumb and forefinger together.

Okay, Sara said.

Sebastião knew someone and Maur got work cash-in-hand—A few weeks, let’s see how it goes—at a Marylebone restaurant. Now every day every expense was a tine pulled across skin, though without complicated relief. Maur kept up a constant double whisper within: what money was in her bank account and what in her pocket, decreasing with each expenditure. When she checked she always had these numbers wrong, always too optimistic, which elicited an urgent sense that she must stop now, stop even these free things, because their costlessness for whatever reason no longer stopped them feeling like indulgences or distractions. Something about time or attention. She thought of moments she had considered dropping out of her degree before, pregnant, she had rushingly concluded that she had no choice. She felt similar in these classes now, talking to other students, Dave or Tildy or Bri, not because they were older but maybe because their London accents made her self-conscious of her own off-RP and guilty as if it were a lie. As if she were not real, exactly, and certainly not received.

No puking. There was that. She liked the growing mass of her breasts. Maur put henna in her hair. Chrissie cut it in a shag. The angles of Maur’s face might have been getting softer and that, too, pleased her.

Among the restaurant’s clientele was a band who’d toured with Steeleye Span. They invited Maur to their gig at the Roundhouse then to some Camden club for shouted conversation about Colette and Josephine Baker with the singer, a dark-skinned American woman ten years older than she, who delighted Maur by calling her “honey” and saying she “mostly” lived in Paris. Another time Maur was waitress to an older nervy white man her colleagues told her was an artist. He invited her home. A flat off Westbourne Grove. A good-sized room doubled as his studio. Amber from the street uplit his paintings, big outlined bodies on dense messes. He did not turn the lights on and she was not sure of the pictures’ colours. She was nervous and turned on and very envious of his flat. She smelt the lovely smell of paint and said his work reminded her of Schiele and Picabia. On a side table was a portfolio. She glanced at him for permission, opened it. He had drawn a young nude woman with the kind of thick ink strokes Maur could never make work. Barely more than blots but he was good enough you could see her in them, this woman, it was as if you remembered her. Though he did not crosshatch here, Maur said, What I can’t get about crosshatching is just using black lines for dark colour and for actual darkness. I know how to shade a black coat, say, or a shadow, but how am I supposed to do a dark colour in the dark?

He asked her if she knew Gwen John. 

No.

Oh, she’s amazing, he said. The man was agitated. Everyone she paints is dead, he said. I don’t mean she lurked in mortuaries, I’m saying that’s what she does with her painting. I’ll show you.

He went to look through his books. Hey, Maur said. So he turned, and at the sight of her stare smiled and undid his shirt. He looked good topless and she undid her blouse. Of course there was no disguising her pregnancy these days but at the sight of her belly he hesitated. She said some self-deprecating thing. He stood in dim light seminude, erect, uneasy, and finally she said, Maybe we shouldn’t, and he surprised her by saying, Ah maybe you’re right, and picking up his shirt. She could not breathe for loneliness. She managed to smile and say, You’re chicken. He looked ashamed. She said, This is a kick for some guys. He laughed. She said, You could at least draw me. He laughed again, looked at the door. Sometimes a part of her wanted to feel not quite safe. Although she had not always felt safe of course. She did not want to return to those situations, but some new unsafety. His hesitation made her want to stay.

The man said, It’s all about your glow, babe, and I can’t capture that. 

On the night bus she cried because she did not have a mother.
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And if ending such classes was a loss, it did undo the death of infinite potentialities occasioned by any choice, and though that was a bad relief relief it was. Having ceased to do those things, now she might do anything, including nothing.

Warm days, nights still light. Her skin stretched and she imagined her mother’s belly over her baby self. Isn’t that a connection? Maur’s heart often went fast now. She prodded and pulled at her vagina’s lips, stretched them. Previously she had mocked the idea to herself but she sought an antenatal class. Practiced breathing among other young women in a shabby room in the sports centre full of underused equipment. At the second session she chose a woman a few years older than her, who rolled her eyes at some instructions.

Maur said to her, I’m a bit frightened sometimes.

Nothing to worry about, the woman said. My sister’s just had one. She even liked the actual business. … Said it was the best fuck backwards she ever had.

Her laugh was dirty and it made Maur happy, but the woman did not come to the next session and Maur never saw her again.

Maur strained against dizziness. I chose this. She meant the thought as celebration but sometimes it left her as if with any motion she’d be overcome. Her body changed like a shoreline. Implacable. Spread your hands on that belly as if on a crystal ball. Scry, count angels, one at least, Maur and it alone together amid a multitude.

She had to stop working sooner than she had wanted because her back ached and she was gassy and it hurt her to hold it in until she could take a toilet break and giggle unhappily at her tremendous farts. She worried that her vagina smelt strongly, too. Mannu who ran the kitchen said she could come back whenever. No money incoming and no savings. Her fear had just been waiting.
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University friends. Their names don’t matter any more. She was so glad at their arrival. They went to a bad concert and came back stoned and cooed over Maur’s tummy. She kept saying, Shhh, looking at Sara’s door. When their van pulled away she put her hands over her face.

Sara said, It’s good to have fun. Maur looked at the mess. Sara said, It’s okay, but did not help her clean. Maur filled the kitchen bowl and sank her forearms into water hot enough to really hurt and kept them there, looking over the street listening to some angry unseen child. She raised her dripping hands, fascinated at their redness. She bought The Economist with her father’s translations within. Yes Maur felt floating. She kept her birthday to herself and her father sent ten pounds. Bombs detonated in city stations and he called and said he was checking all was tickety-boo, Micks notwithstanding. Autumn was not cold but it closed on her. In the living room Sara held a meeting about Chile.

Can you please leave the rent, Sara said. You are a bit late, no?

Maur did not say a fucking thing. Got out of the city for the first time since arriving. Hitched to Norwich where the skies loomed and filled up awhile with nothing. Good. Walked to Bridewell Alley for a poetry reading in a bookshop her uni friends had eulogised. The police raided, one had said. They stock Oz and Frendz and some dyke stuff. A man in a dress read aloud with rhythms like Burroughs. Norfolk is a flat land / within easy reach / of the Himalayas. The black and white lines of a cover caught Maur’s attention and she picked up a thin volume from a pile. The back of a woman or a long-haired man staring into undergrowth. The hatching on the body and of the darkness beyond was not without charm. The title was Amadán. Maur opened it and every one of its few pages was blank.

You like that? said the man behind the counter. Rough-haired and smiling lopsided. He looked a bit like Jagger. I wrote that. Amadán means “The Fool.”

She smiled back. Abruptly she wanted it, whoever the fool was, maybe to use as a sketchbook, fill the whiteness, but at the idea of parting with money she put it back and the man tried to give her a copy for free but she would not accept it and she was disappointed. Good luck, she said. I hear the pigs fucked you over. The man looked at her and she saw judgement in him, the judgement of the age.

Sara found Maur drinking white wine and staring at nothing amid astonishing disorganisation. Sara frowned. After a time she put her arms around Maur.

What is it? Rhona said from across the sea. Is it money? 

Among other things, of fucking course.

What about What’s-His-Name? Baker of buns in ovens?

I don’t know where he is, Maur said. It was a tenderness she extended to him, not to seek. And a power. Anyway, she said, he’s not doing the baking.

Look, Rho said. I’ve left you alone about not contacting him, but maybe, I mean if nothing else, what about money? Couldn’t he help?

Maur could articulate her new fear no more than she could what had preceded it, enthusiasm, in that old sense. Why would Guy have money? And she’d be intentionally or not asking him to feel guilt or to change his life or both. That scruple wasn’t really what held her back though; it was rather that this was hers alone. There was in her something close to avarice for that, afraid as she was. She will return repeatedly to this memory. 

Rhona said, You must be thinking about Mum a lot. Maur said nothing. Dad …, Rho said. I mean, Dad’ll help.

Will he? And you know how he’ll make me feel. 

Well that’s just Dad, isn’t it?

Depends which of us he’s talking to, Maur said. Then, Do you think he has a fancy woman? Do you think he ever has had? Since Mum?

No idea.

I mean, what does he do for you know sex?

Do you ever think about what he went through? Rho said in slow response. In the army?

Come on. He didn’t even leave the country.

He saw his friend kick the bucket. Because it’s an accident, it doesn’t count?

I didn’t say that. Why, what’s he been saying?

Nothing. You know he wouldn’t. Remember when Mum got sick? Maybe you don’t. The first time, he had to know everything. He was an oncologist within the fortnight.

Arguing with the specialists.

Well, badgering them, yes. Mum got tired of it, honestly. But when it came back he was totally different. Just let them get on with it. Barely asked a thing. Not that it would have helped to understand it, but, you know. I think he was just … He had nothing left.

Did it bother her? Maur said. Rho said nothing.

Later Maur took out her suitcases and the papers stuffed in the backs of her textbooks and she found Guy’s postcard and she crumpled it and threw it away.
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Maur swayed, full of new discomforts, alone in a tense city. Warships waited out there in the freezing sea. Cold here too, very, damply so, the storage heaters notwithstanding. Maur held herself in place. Coil and uncoil within. An eel in a goldfish bowl. If there was a name for the emotion that rose in her she did not know it, or no, it had too many names. Biscuit packets and cups and cup rings on the floor and ash and cigarette stubs testified that the body kept on with its business. Maur did not feel refreshed when she noted it, or how long had passed. She could see the sky and took no comfort, drew no energy from it, nor from her companion within.

She was laughing or crying when she read Sara’s note. Listen I am sorry you are having a diflcult time but I NEED your rent I can’t keep on paying it all OK so PLEASE can we talk? X

Maur called her a cold bitch.

Sara said, You think because you’re unhappy it’s okay you do this?

Maur phoned Chrissie. It was not far but Maur took a taxi, carefully counted out change, Chrissie watching from the doorway of the mansion block shaking her head. I’ve nothing for a tip, Maur told the driver. He looked at her with no room for compassion.

Listen, Chrissie said, Maur, you can’t just, it’s the third floor, there are no lifts, it’s a sofa. What happened?

Can we go up?

How long are you … Chrissie folded her arms. I mean can you? Can you?

At the Housing Department Maur was swiftly beyond strategy. She showed her bank book to the woman. She stood, raising her voice through tears, pointed at her midriff. People looked. The clerk told her to get herself together and she shouted again and a small doleful man came out and steered her quite gently towards his own office and listened, he said to Maur that he had her details and that they weren’t monsters, and he’d see what he could do. She cried again.

What she knew of her mother’s life mostly came from what others had said. She did not know if what felt to her like memories were stories overheard, the moments of amused teasing, snappy impatience with a postscript grin in mitigation. When she was seventeen Maur had tried a last time to talk to her father about her mother and coldly he had interrupted her to say, I’ll tell you one thing, and that is that cancer is fucking boring.

Well, Rho said. The thing is he was quoting her. It was Mum said that. I was there. She said it was the boredom that would kill her.

Still, Maur said. He shouldn’t have said it to me.

She thought that what would loom now would be her early childhood, that maternal kindliness she longed to give. In fact what came to her most often was the hospital in which her mother had slipped out of life. And the room was vivid but like a remembered dream, and her mother’s face was vague.

[image: Paragraph break image]

Days before her date she wrenched awake in darkness. Oh terrible. A clench, innard motion. This can’t be right. She cried out, child herself. Stumbled naked to Chrissie’s room. Maur in a puddle clutching a bedpost. In the hospital she wept on a gurney and a nurse said that it was all a bit late for second thoughts but the doctor said she was doing great, patting her hand. Lines of stains upon the walls. Pain astonished her, violence within, flitting awful thoughts of the abattoir. Christ. Maur stared at the streaks as if decoding cuneiform. Tried to focus on dirt higher than she could reach. Wire-strengthened window. The doctor, a thickset woman, was nothing like her mother, but her offhand warmth made Maur sob, so the nurse tutted and the doctor herself muttered, Blimey O’Reilly, ladies and gents.

Vast muscular events. Jagged new continents. How could this be commonplace? An unfolding. She pleaded for relief. Blubbering, her father would have said, she said, I’m scared. Something’s wrong. They put on her a hissing mask and selfness receded down a tunnel to look out. She heard herself. Wordless, so only she knew that what she wanted was her mummy. Was begging for her, then for anyone, then for her father. Above the doctor’s back, the rise of her own knees, dawn lightened in the window where the fingers of a tree swayed as if to touch her. For her to climb. Reaching for her and the coming child. Maur was animal, was a hole in the ground. Pain was total—then sudden inside-out release, hot, loose, and hollow.

She was light. She heard herself, lowing. The doctor was smiling, a child crying.

Someone put upon her a little wet bloody boy. He snuffled.

Maur gasped and shuddered and breathed and giggled and sobbed and muttered and cradled and itemised the elements of this moist new twitching clucking murmuring body in white cloth and she looked at him to meet him and she cried like he began hesitantly to cry again and she said, she said, Hello you.




[III]

Maur says: “I know everyone says this but I smoked all the way through. We’d be arrested if you saw it today. We didn’t know. You saw him though, it doesn’t look like it did him any harm.” She speaks rapidly. She takes a long drink of water.

She says: “Of course it was the biggest thing going on in my life, of course it was. But it wasn’t the only thing. He wasn’t. Does that sound bad? I don’t think it should,” she says. “I think that’s how it should be,” she says. “I’m not saying I got it all right, I’m saying I needed other things, too, I mean you do. I made lists, about my life, and don’t get me wrong, he was at the top, always. He wasn’t the only thing on them is all. Being a mum was the main thing but not the only thing. Even then, when I think about that time now it’s hard to bring anything else to mind.” She says: “I expect it’s like that for a lot of people. A lot of mothers.”

She says: “There was a dream. Yes, I mean I had a dream.”

A hillside, hot and very dry. A slope unrecognised. Dead grass. To reach a house, isolated, quite a grand house like one where some old family saw out summers once, now in decay, scabbed with ochre paint. Sun bleached, empty.

“I arrive at its rear even though I climbed up the hill with the house above me facing down. That’s dreams I suppose,” she says.

There were no doors.

“This was later. For the first few months after he arrived I didn’t dream. I used to tell people I didn’t have time to. They say you do dream, you just don’t always remember them. I don’t even really remember ever being asleep, then.”

This house. Looking through great windows into high rooms harder to make out than they should have been even with all the dust. Rooms empty but for shapes motionless under white cloth.

She says: “I remember it was quiet except for the sound of that kind of day. Like it was I don’t know Italy or something. You know.” Cicadas, sunlit stones expanding. “I keep going. Around the building.”

Overlooked by three windowed walls and the draped shadows inside, in a space open on the fourth to the hilltop above, a courtyard. An immense and naked figure therein.

The giant unclothed, of uncertain gender, writhed slowly without a sound. It eddied, suspended horizontal above those terrazzo stones, waist-high to the watcher, to her dream self. Its mouth closed, eyes closed or open and unseeing, it grimaced as if it too from within that dream was dreaming, a worse dream.




 [IV]

Wake in a room full of other washed-out new young mothers and their fitful infants. Maur hurt. Her bedside crib was empty.

Where’s my baby?

A nurse told her to hold on. Maur pulled back her covers and stood swaying and screamed, Where’s my baby? so all the newborn cried out too. 

They brought her tiny son to her. Stop being a bloody child, the nurse said. We were weighing him. Maybe you should be a bit more bloody grateful, we have other people to look after, you know.

Dreamily, without looking at her, Maur said, Fuck off. Later she was proud of this.

Astounded by the boy she held. You and me. This then was the plan. Looking right at her, eyes nose hands, the exactness of him, mouth working, countable fingers, green eyes. Was that the man’s shade? It was not hers. Look at him!

Rhona came. Chrissie came. Sara came; Maur pretended to be asleep. Her father came. He smiled wide. He picked the boy up with a new expression. Alone Maur watched her baby clutch and unclutch, grasp exceeding reach. When she remembered that she drew, she tried to imagine drawing him. Maur mouthed at him, You and me.
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Her rips healed. Weeks. Maur would start into consciousness in her corner of Chrissie’s damp flat. Aware that the world waited. That what she heard were her son’s wet breaths. She held him. Look at him! She lifted him, shifting shitting chirping in his throat, his little kicks, she lifted him as if he were a relic. Exhaustion was her carapace. She was flotsam of a new kind. She held him to her body and need went through her; there should be a sign in warning, as of deadly current, a baby boy and a lightning strike. His stare of absolute attention. Oh you and me. You wouldn’t call it calm or calming, that steady look of his, but it was something.

She said, I can’t even tell you how weird breastfeeding is. Hurts. Little vampire ow huh ha ha ow. I know how that sounds. These days I never even know what time it is.

Chrissie said nothing. The baby latched to Maur was the one abiding thing, the one thing native to this discontinuity. Timelessness quite utter, udder, ho ho. His animal rooting might make her laugh, too, his champing, make her moue, moo. Sometimes she was numb, sometimes the little lips brought a pleasure, we’ve all read Freud, still, wry as you like, it did discomfit, milk, so yucky, that word might make you gag, the velar stop of it like holding back bile, he might gag at the milk itself because he was so hungry. And she unloosed, all leakage. Maur made herself stop weeping—when had that started? Grandma-less boy, it was unbearable. Motherless girl. Sunlight hit the camp bed. Her baby’s head wobbled; his eyes seemed to meet hers.

She might burrow down for a moment into her sheets. When had she spoken to any but him?

The council moved them to a B & B. It was nasty and Maur got drunk and watched her boy. The second rooming house was bearable, not good. He was so comic with his focus, then so breakable sometimes she couldn’t touch him. Then she had no doubt he would die. Because of her. She would cover her mouth. Oh Jesus, it would come to her, get it over with then, die, so she could grieve, could feel everything terrible waiting to be felt. Wouldn’t it be better than this breath-held shame and certainty that she would fail?

Down the shared line Rhona said, Chrissie called. I’m worried.

At Christmas a charity brought her a cardboard box of secondhand toys and baby clothes. Election time and she had not sent off the forms for all her mum had told her about suffragettes. An easterly shook the hoardings. Every street-shout she heard was some deranged performance and no one had given Maur her lines. They moved her and her child to a Harlesden terrace, this top floor chilly too but newly painted with cream walls. This time Maur cried in gladness.

Below lived Saoirse Dooley and her husband. He was a lean and silent man. Looking at him and his big wife, Maur thought, Jack Sprat. The Dooley boys played on the pavements with plastic spaceships and hollow-cast figures. It’s good to have another kid in the place, Saoirse said. What’s his name now?

Ewan.

Ah, that’s wonderful. It’s good you’re both here, you and little Ewan, look at him. Maur and Saoirse smoked on the doorstep. So the coloured lady at twenty-seven there is Doreen. She’s a Jamaican lady and she’s a lovely lady. That with the short hair, that’s Abby. Mr. Addison there on the corner, he’s a funny one, and that dog of his is a menace if you ask me.

Girls and boys ran races past the pebbledash. They propped planks on bricks to make ramps for their bikes. Some were no more than six years younger than Maur. No wonder their parents eyed her. The children played near the flecking paint at the road’s eastern end where it met a wider avenue. The windows of the last house were dirty and the curtains drawn. In the walled-off front yard weeds grew amid trash exiled from within.

Saoirse said, Poor old fellow.

An aged man. You’d see him on obscure errands in a greying blazer grubby as his house. He looked at no one. He always had a plastic bag in each hand. The Chorus have decided he’s Boo Radley, Maur wrote to Rhona. Honestly the poor sod’s barely messier than me. Her mother had called herself messy, exasperated Maur’s father with breakfast remains, damp towels like mushroom patches. He had gone from impatient with to disgusted at such after she died. Now sometimes Maur let roads of dirt grow. Let coffee ring the Formica. Leave crumbs in the bread bin. Clean? The fridge? And when that switched and she saw the muck as a child’s spoor, well, you could clean it then as if you believed in adulthood, and some days that’s what she did, for solace from the sting of hot water and cheap cleaners. Old toothbrush at the stalk of the toilet scouring antique piss, satisfaction at the hating and the scrubbing it away, at the drag of the heavy hoover over the carpet (stained) (thin). Pleasure at her own sweat. Give it some welly, she thought. Give it some elbow grease. What lubricant was that? She imagined translucent grey goo not applied to the elbow but exuded by it, as she had when young thought pounding pistons self-generated oil. So do the work of scrubbing and mothering, and from her joints she’d drip with slip.

Maur heard her child’s voice and of course checked in. Back to matter, the matter in hand.

What despair when, on her knees after hours of all that, all she had achieved was a damp gleam atop deeper dirt, grouting still grey.

Only sometimes the crap and snot and spew of her son were terrible to her but you had to keep cleaning him until you didn’t care again. Sometimes he seemed to shine. Sometimes—he wasn’t a cry-y baby but





































































































































































































































FOOTNOTES

[10]

* Joseph Silas Diller and Horace Bushnell Patton, The Geology and Petrography of Crater Lake National Park (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1902), 56–57.

[34]

* [Sic—author (technically) non-eDV. Sent for your consideration—worth an approach?—given situation urgent.]
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