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I sleep, but my heart waketh.
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Part Five
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They arrive with arms full of things. Helen has arranged to pick up Ben and give him a lift – another gesture of hers that strikes me as generous (why should she help me out, why should she help Lucy out?) – was she always like this; am I just noticing for the first time? They bring bottles wrapped in tissue, sliced turkey on a plate with a tea-towel over it; cheeses, a Christmas log (this from Alice, she made it herself, she says). Alice’s boyfriend, Jake, shuffles in, shakes my hand, makes good eye contact. Promising. They fill the tiny bland place with noise and smells – of outdoors: pine needles, cigarettes, orange peel – screaming laughter. It’s just the unaccustomed sound of girls, girlish voices, Alice and Helen, constantly bantering and giggling.

Ben is shy, and gives little away. He sits silently through the screeching and mayhem of the meal with us and shyly answers ‘Yes’ and ‘No thanks’ to questions about salt or bread sauce and ‘Yeah, she’s doing fine, I think’ to Helen’s polite questions about his mother. His mobile goes more than once during the meal and each time he leaps up as if scalded and answers it outside. We hear him say, ‘Yeah, babe’ and ‘See you, babe’.

‘Do you think he’s going out with a pig?’ I say.

Alice looks horrified: ‘Dad! Don’t be mean.’

‘You know, I mean Babe. The pig in that film,’ I hasten to explain. No one laughs. Ben rejoins us, a little flushed, and says nothing.

Alice spoons a giant forkful of risotto up to her mouth. ‘I’m starving! I’ve been really good today.’

‘Why – did you join Amnesty International? Rescue a child from drowning?’ I ask her, eyes wide.

‘Dad!’ she says, speaking with her mouth full.

‘You know perfectly well what she means, Patrick.’ This is Helen. ‘She probably ate only a lettuce leaf all day.’

‘Ah. Being good. For women. So easy.’

In the kitchen Helen, flushed from the wine, moves close, says in my ear: ‘Ben looks so like you at that age, Patrick, don’t you think? It’s unnerving.’

‘Is that right?’ I say, without turning round. She’s too close. Her breath is hot. I’m loading the dishwasher while Helen pours herself another glass of wine.

‘Although of course you’re now much heavier and greyer.’ She leans against the window, head on one side, narrowing her eyes, stroking the wineglass.

‘Yes. Thank you, Helen. I have looked in the mirror.’

And then Helen does this extraordinary thing: puts her glass down, and kisses me. Stands on tiptoe (she’s shoeless) and reaches up and pulls my face to hers, and holds my head, and kisses me. She’s drunk, I taste the wine in her mouth, and feel the heat and sloppiness of her, her breasts pushing into my chest. A riot inside me: I’ve no idea what this is. I could push her off. Alice could walk in at any minute – the flat is tiny, after all, and they might even be able to see us, the kitchen door isn’t properly closed. I don’t know – I’m at a loss, for God’s sake. The room just lit up and my head is floating like I stuck it in one of those Chinese paper lanterns and it took off, vacated my body and all things tethered and earth-bound.

This is the woman I’ve loved for most of my adult life. I say these words to myself. I don’t know if it will help. It’s hard to untangle a determined woman like Helen, and in mid-kiss, too.

I eventually get to take a breath. ‘Helen. Do you think this is a good idea—’

‘It’s never a good idea. Never ever ever a good idea where you’re concerned, Patrick. . .’

‘No. So, shall we sober up? Shall I make us coffee?’

Then she is sobbing: ‘I’m sorry! I’m sorry, I’m pissed—’

‘Helen, darling, nothing to be sorry about—’

‘I’m sorry!’

‘Yes, yes, don’t apologise, don’t cry, come on, I’m surely to blame, as usual.’

‘Yes. Actually, I was being mean. You do look very handsome . . . being grey suits you.’ She sniffs into the piece of kitchen roll I offer her.

‘Do I? Thank you. I think I was remarkably restrained, under the circumstances, don’t you?’

I adjust myself inside my jeans and grin at her. ‘But, Helen, I have to say, you’re as gorgeous as ever.’

Helen can’t resist smiling back. ‘A leopard never changes its spots,’ she says, sniffing.

I notice again how unsubtle the overhead kitchen lighting is, how we could indeed have done with candles or lamps. It is a ferocious yellow medical lighting, like being back in ICU at the hospital. Showing up every fault. Yes, no doubt Helen’s right in her assessment of me, as in everything else. And yet. There is, after all, the small fact that I didn’t go ahead. I didn’t let her tongue get deeper into my mouth, I didn’t press on, take advantage.

Later, when things are smooth again and we’re back at the table, eating more food, Alice says shyly that she’s been reading up about General Custer, the Boy General, that she thought she’d try and ‘see what Dad was always on about’ by trying to understand him, whether he was a hero or ‘one big loser’.

‘And what conclusion did you come to?’ I ask.

‘Well, like everything, I suppose it depends whose position you’re seeing it from.’

‘Yes. Of course. You, being a modern young woman, would no doubt take the part of the Native Americans and think he was utterly in the wrong in the first place, and wouldn’t be interested in whether he was a hero or an idiot as far as his own countrymen were concerned.’

‘Well, I’d want all the facts. You presumably have those, since you’ve studied it for so long? No offence, Dad, but how long can one book take?’

They laugh then. At least Alice and Helen do. Jake – the boyfriend – is a big bear of a youth, with a hearty manner and his best ‘meet the parents’ veneer. Probably wise not to risk a laugh at my expense. Ben is as mute as ever.

‘Well, I did find a new detail the other day that I mean to add. A transcribed interview with a Cheyenne woman who said that on the battlefield – after his death, this is – she and another woman came across the body of Custer and managed to stop a Sioux warrior from desecrating it. She then filled Custer’s ears with special cloth so that he might hear better – be wiser – in the afterlife. He’d broken a promise not to fight the Native Americans again.’

Alice gets up from the table, gathers up plates. She scrapes the risotto messily, as she does everything. Young, slapdash, all the time in the world to mop up mistakes.

‘Yeah. That’s a nice detail. You must get that in your book. Didn’t they believe that an incomplete body could never get to heaven? Isn’t that why they scalped their enemies?’

‘God help me then, my body’s a bit of a hotchpotch.’

‘Or that poor boy!’ Alice blurts out, taking the stack of plates into the kitchen.

‘I haven’t heard you talk about your book like that for years—’ Helen begins to say to me and then looks embarrassed and rushes to join Alice in the kitchen, fetching the cheeseboard and clean plates, along with the great hunk of Stilton she brought.

We each raise a glass of port in a toast: ‘To Patrick – to Dad!’

‘To you! To all of you – and to Dr Burns! And modern medicine!’

‘And to Drew Beamish,’ I say, to myself. I’m not sure if I say it out loud or not; I’m drunk. To you, lad. And I raise my glass again.


Alice and this boy Jake leave in a cab, not long after midnight. Ben is staying over on the sofa in the living room; he’s brought his own sleeping bag. That leaves Helen. She’s in the kitchen, helping me unload the tiny dishwasher, so that we can load it again. She crouches in her tight jeans, flicks a strip of hair back behind her ear. She tries fitting a knife into the rack and out of the corner of my eye I see it jump out again, somehow manage to slice her, and then she’s bleeding from one finger and I have to go and find tissues and plasters.

She holds out her hand like a child and I wind the plaster round her ring finger. ‘I don’t think you should drive, Helen. You’re way over the limit.’

Helen nods. I tell her she can take my bed and I’ll take the floor. I’ll find some cushions from somewhere. I mean it. I honestly mean it, and I even offer her my pyjama top so that she can cover herself up and not tempt me with those fine, familiar breasts. Best intentions. She’s been making eyes at me all evening.

She borrows my toothbrush and comes back into the room with her hair down and the pyjama shirt just skimming her thighs, and she sees me looking and gives me a drunken smile and a sort of shake of the head, mouthing: Oh no you don’t.

‘Just a cuddle, then,’ I say, slipping into the narrow single bed with her and wrapping my arms around her and breathing in the smooth warm-cool fabric feel of her and trying to unbutton the pyjama top and she says, ‘You! As if you could ever just cuddle,’ and so I start kissing her neck and mouth and just testing, that’s all, does anything melt, does she help me to undo any buttons, does anything seem to flow differently, or heat up, does she reach out and touch me, give me a sign and then suddenly yes, she does, she holds me in that unmistakable, resolute grip and I’m breathing in the Helenness of her – a smell that makes me dizzy with sadness, dizzy with the smell of blue hyacinths in a courtyard, in Oxford. She sighs and kisses me back and says, ‘Your face is like sandpaper; when did you last have a shave?’ and then, ‘Do you think we’ll regret this?’ and all I say is: ‘The new ticker seems to be holding up pretty well, it’s hammering blue bloody murder!’ and then we stop talking and the room contracts and all consciousness in me shifts gear, gathers in the one hot place. I dimly hear the shuddering squeak of the student bedsprings as I plunge myself into her, I dimly think of Ben in the front room and hope he’s sleeping soundly. The sex – Helen’s body – feels like going back to a house you grew up in as a child: everything indelible, you close your eyes and you get a jolt, remembering; but then – it’s also not the same at all, it never will be. You’re old. And someone else lives there now.

Later, she sits up in bed and wants the light on. She always loved to talk in bed, at night, while I lay dozing and pretending to be listening. This time she says: ‘I hate being fifty. It’s all about them now, isn’t it, Alice and Ben, Jake. Their love affairs, the children they’ll have, the marriages, the careers. Their story. They’re the protagonists. We’re just the minor characters.’

God, thanks, Helen. I’m trying to fight these thoughts, not go under. To her I







































































































































Part Eight
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So. The day of my sixteenth birthday I go after Jo.

It’s after school. About quarter to four. I know she’ll be home, she didn’t stay late for a meeting; her car’s in the drive. I’m carrying a bottle of rosé which I know girls go mad for and a Tesco carrier with three beers in it. I walk up, as game as Ned Kelly. Actually I’m quaking inside. I feel all hot and cold and hot again, with sweat trickling inside the arms of my grey hoodie. But never mind, she won’t see that. She’ll see me, all six foot four of me, holy bootiful as Dad would say. You’re holy beautiful, you are – awesome, it means. Ultimate.

So, I’m striding up, towards the back door, the one we always use and I see Jo in the window of her kitchen. And she glances up, and makes a darting movement, and I catch sight – a sort of sense really more than a sight – of someone with her. Fuck. Hadn’t reckoned on that. But here I am walking up to her kitchen door in bald daylight and I can’t back-pedal now, can I? It would look lame. It would look like I’m ashamed. It would look like the whole point – now I’m sixteen and no one here can say there’s anything wrong with this – isn’t true.

She answers the door before my knock. She looks worried. She looks holy beautiful herself. She’s wearing her glasses and her hair is a little longer and less curly and she has a sort of short wool dress that looks a bit like a long jumper. And woolly tights. And she’s standing on her kitchen tiles with no shoes. I stare at her feet. The shape of her toes all private and cute under the wool – God, they look so sweet I could cry. Her house smells just like she does, like she always did: that faint, tickling smell, feathery, and the smell of her dog, Pippa, a shaggy little terrier.

I can barely look at her face. I don’t know what I’ll see there. This isn’t going how I thought. I’m grinning and then I’m not grinning and my body doesn’t feel quite right, like my legs might not hold me much longer, and I want to jiggle about and I even want to say Hello, Miss and I know I mustn’t, that I’d blow it if I said that; that would be more daft, more lame, more stupid than I could ever dream. Instead I say: ‘Hi, Jo. It’s my birthday,’ and she glances over her shoulder as if someone is right behind her in her hallway and she says: ‘I’ve got a – visitor.’

She doesn’t invite me in. I stand there like a dickhead, drinking her in, and breathing in the smell of her and her house and the sight of her and all those nights I’ve waited for this, all those days and nights. I can’t wait for her to say come in. I step over. I close the door behind me. The dog – Pippa – whizzes over and licks and leaps at me in just exactly the way I hoped that Jo would do. I crouch down to ruffle her behind the ears.

‘Hello, baby, hello, Pippa, how you doing?’ and then I straighten up, watching Jo watch us. I’m squeezed between the fridge and the yapping Pippa and I reach for Jo. She leaps away as if I trod on her toe and puts her hands up to fend me off.

‘Let me – just a minute,’ she squeaks.

Her house is small, like ours. The distance between the kitchen and the front room, the only downstairs room, is tiny. Obviously this visitor is in the front room and she doesn’t want her – whoever – to hear us. I’m starting to lose my nerve because when I dreamed it, when I planned it, it wasn’t like this. Jo just fell into my arms.

I go, ‘Aren’t you gonna say something nice to me?’ I lean in. ‘Aren’t you gonna say: woah, Drew, you’ve grown. . .’

Now I can’t stop myself grinning and she does at last give a worried little smile back. I can see this is awkward. She’ll have to get rid of whoever she’s got in there and then come back to me. I can wait. I’ve waited this long. Pippa twirls between me and then the door and noses in her red bowl, finding one little bow-shaped snack, and then hurls herself at my legs again.

‘Shush, shush, Pippa.’ Jo clutches the dog by the ears and, opening the kitchen door, shoos her into the backyard. ‘Drew, can you close the gate, so she won’t get out?’

I do this for her and I have a sad and muddled thought all about how familiar her gate is; the way it closes, the latch fitting neatly over that silver knob, how masculine and manly and familiar of me now to do this, and for her to ask me. All sorts of weird thoughts. And then I come back.

‘Why so funny with me? Who you got in there? Can we go out? Didn’t you hear me – it’s my birthday. My sixteenth.’

‘That’s nice. Happy Birthday—’

‘And I’ve got wine. I’ve got – we can celebrate.’

The door to the front room opens. A man comes out from in there and into the kitchen. Mr Rutter. He looks at me, recognises me. Glances at Jo.

‘Should be going, I think. . .’

‘Oh, John, yes, here – where’s – didn’t you have a jacket?’

God, she’s awkward now. And I’m stunned. I feel as if she hit me. Him. That twat. That tosser. That lame-o. Mr nervous pathetic Rutter. I can’t breathe. I can’t think straight. Him. My heart has just gone ballistic. I feel as if blood is pumping into my head. My eyes are black. Something is exploding. I can’t even think what I’m saying or doing, I just sort of push past both of them, maybe I slam the carrier bag down with the wine and beer in it, I don’t look back, I hear Jo say: ‘Drew, wait – come here, don’t be silly—’ and the dog, the mad-eyed bitch, is barking like crazy but I’m off, I’m back to our house, getting my motorbike out, I’ve never felt so fucking humiliated; my face is burning, Oh God, head to toe I’m just one big wash of shame, of embarrassment. I see her, but I don’t see her. I hear her and I have some kind of impression of him, too, and I’m in my own yard, my own shed, and dragging out the Ninja, starting her up and the gleaming red and the roar is taking over, at least there’s that at least there’s that – I just want to go, escape, let the cold wind blow through me, cool me down at last, sting my eyes.

All this time. It never occurred to me. I never thought.

‘Drew! Wait—’ Jo goes, in full view of the neighbourhood, standing at her back door, a pale shape, a ghost, with her mad Fen dog, and I’ve got the wrong idea, she says; she shouts it, but I’m not an idiot. I’ve got eyes in my head.



I set off over the fields and ride further than usual, I use the old track, follow the railway, out towards Martin’s barn. I don’t have my helmet, and I’m cold, I’m freezing now in fact, but I’ve got matches and fags in my hoodie pocket, when I can stop crying, when I can calm down, I’ll light one. I’m ill. My heart is pounding in my ears one minute, the next trying to scarper, right out of my chest. I’m shivering. I’m scared. And I’m sobbing, like I’ve never sobbed, and I know it’s not just about Jo, but about everything, all the things she meant to me and now I’ll never have. Who am I to think for one minute that someone beautiful and clever – a teacher – someone like Jo would want someone like me? I’m just some little shit with no future, no father, no education, no job, no hope. Is that what she thinks of me? Is that all anyone thinks, you know, your Asbo boys, your nobodies, the white working classes, the rural poor, the Permanently Excludeds, what are we – all of us boys – the dregs?

And, you see, it’s when I’m thinking like this that I get a bit blind-sided. I get so I don’t care; I can’t see straight. Strange things seem true. Mad things are reasonable. I leave the bike. I prop it against the side of the barn.

I take the matches out of my pocket and strike a flame and stare at it. I get close enough to feel the heat wafting onto my nose. To smell the sulphur. To stare at that glow until my eyes ache, until when I close them the flame is still there, on the black-pink inside of my eyelids. A barn full of haystacks. You know. All piled up, dead neat. Not covered in their black plastic, like wrapped-up giant Babybel cheeses. No, they smell warm and fresh and sweet. They scratch, when you climb on them. They smell like your father, like your childhood. They smell like all that’s gone and done and all that will never come again. They smell like fucking Farmer Martin and all his money and all the things he holds in his hand – the old ways, the power. But if you hold a lit match to them, it’s awesome. It’s instant – wow. Crackling. A stick of hay – black and done. Awesome.

I chuck the match on the floor. I light another piece of hay, crouching near the bottom of the bale. I watch as that goes up too, and the flames lick the base of the haystack, blackening it. Dirty flakes fall away on the barn floor: smell of sweet autumn green. I scuff them with my foot. The thing is. A barn is one thing. Hay is one thing. But outside in the field there’s much bigger bales. Straw, straw bales, stacked up ready for transport to the straw power station. It’s an awesome sight. We’ve got the largest straw-burning power station in the world out here in the Fens these days. Money should be good, should have been good, for people like my dad if German businesses hadn’t decided to buy out the company. If Farmer Martin hadn’t decided to say yes to their offer and lay off his loyal, long-term manager with the slightly dicky heart.

All those bales stacked up, ready to go. Mow, Dad used to call straw. Mow, or sometimes a rucking, as in rucking-stack. Mowfen was his name for any field that had straw bales in it. So many words he had, that no one else knew, and now they won’t ever know them, will they?

The sky over the Mowfen is turning pink. There’s a rushing, heady, crackling sound. Did I mean it? Am I just messing? What would I say if it had ever come to it, you know, if anyone asked? Andrew Beamish of Black Drove near Littleport in the Cambridgeshire Fens, did you deliberately and with intent cause damage to property via an act of arson and did you act recklessly without due regard as to whether you endangered the life of others. . .

Once, long ago, I’d have swung for it.

I don’t look back. I just get back on the Ninja, peel away. Can’t even remember what I’m thinking. Whether burning down Farmer Martin’s straw bales is enough. There’s smoke pinching the back of my throat, my nose; I can taste it. This is for you, Dad. Jo can wait. Because – I tell you this. I am alive. I am.



I didn’t mean anything more than that, I wasn’t thinking beyond that. I did a bad thing. I was proud, I mean, it was sweet, it had symmetry. Burning stacks as a way for farm labourers to avenge themselves – the Swing Riots: I did an essay on that too. Another history lesson.

I saw Dad one last time, that morning he took off for work. He had worked on that fucking farm his entire adult life. A week before the straw bale hit him, he had been given notice. The farm was being sold to a German buyer and Dad’s services as manager were no longer needed. He told us this, told Mum and me, calmly at breakfast, and when she burst into tears he just stood up, and put the kettle on. Mum’s crying washed over him: he paid no mind to it. He had a plan, he said, and said no more. The farm was huge by then, all that land owned now by one enormous conglomerate. Dad’s services no longer needed. I believed I knew what his plan was, rightly or wrongly, I was sure I understood. That morning, he went out the door in his usual way – clean-shaven, a peck on Mum’s cheek, docky in his bag, shirt tucked neatly round his spreading belly. I never saw him again.

But then I kept thinking, where is he? And I’d be walking into the kitchen, about to ask him for a fag, expecting to see his checked shoulders through the bars of the wooden chair, him there glancing up from where he’s eating his toast and dunking it in his tea and reading the Express at the same time and expecting to hear that creak of the chair as he looks up and to get told off for asking – fags at your age! – and maybe a clip round the ear and then I remember. Oh yeah. He’s dead. But it feels like he’s still here, so alive, so big and funny and familiar and so loudly talking to me, in my head. Where is he then? Not deep in that black ridged soil, slicked by the plough, not in the clouds.

By now I’m calming down. The black smoke appears, massing over the fields. I feel – scared. I try to think more clearly about Jo. What was it she said? I had the wrong idea. Maybe that Mr Rutter, he could have just been – like, discussing something. Some pupil referral problem. Nothing more than that. She was just embarrassed because I’d marched in, full of myself.

Weird but I’m thinking about Willie Beamish again. Not much older than me, losing his dad like me. Getting into trouble, sentenced to death, then at the very last minute – he escapes. Escapes! What have I done? Is it too late? I swing my leg over the bike. I turn her round, I’m rolling at a speed right away and running up the gears and the bike’s screaming like she’s doing a zillion miles per hour. Put distance between me and the barn. Head for home.

And then. What happens next. That’s just my return journey. Near our house. The tree, the smoky landscape hurtling towards my face, the speed of it. Yeah: sly all right, but not unseen. Didn’t I think of it once, get a hint, just for a second, in that class with old Rutter, not so long ago? That’s just my luck. Black Shuck catching up with me, having his little joke. You know who Black Shuck is, the dog you sometimes see on a late-night foggy walk in the Fens – a black dog, an inky hound with red eyes, this is the third who walks always beside you, along the drove. Me, Dad and it. That means death. The end for you. And I never saw it, but now I come to think of it, the last thing I saw at Jo’s was that yapping little Pippa, shadowed small and black against the sky and yes, maybe, at a stretch you might have said it could have been the red glitter from a fag end. But there again. It could have been the red eye of Black Shuck, come to tell me: OK, Drew – calling you in. Come on, boy, this is all for you, your portion, your dole. Sorry, lad. Your time’s up.

And I thought: did I think? – I saw, rather than thought – I saw them. Down the road I looked, and there stood Jo. Blonde hair hanging in curls like little question marks at her chin, and she’s running and calling after me and trying to stop me; and there’s Dad, all warm and real and big and kind and the sound of his singing in the smoky fug of his tractor, drowning everything; and there’s a kestrel, hunting, right overhead, trembling on the wind; and there’s Mum, in the kitchen, an apron over her nurse’s uniform, and I want to call out to her and say, Mum, Mum, here I am I’m still here I’m sorry I didn’t mean it I tried to beat harder and stay, I tried, I tried – I really did – and I see what she’s doing now: she’s slotting candles into little plastic flower holders, for a birthday cake she’s made me. I have to tell you: you’d better hope this is your lot, your hour too. I’m not even complaining: when you come to think of it, isn’t it enough? Isn’t it holy beautiful, isn’t it fucking ultimate.



‘Here I am between Earth and Sky – so help me, God.’ Words of William Dawson, another rioter, from Upwell; friend of Pa. Shipped off to Botany Bay, he was, and never saw his beloved Fens again. Between Earth and Sky. That’s where we are, here: the fog hanging over the marsh and the dykes and you’re nowhere but everywhere, betwixt and between.

‘I would sooner lose my life than go home as I am. Bread I want and Bread I will have.’ William Dawson again. Plain enough. Fen Tigers, that’s us. The Law of the land will always be too strong for its assailants. Maybe . . . maybe. Not wholly convinced, myself. I never more celebrated obedience; I learned a bitter lesson. The riots – the ‘daring act of outrage’ as the newspapers had it – taught me that the law was made not by God but by men and by powerful wealthy men at that, who would not share the wealth of God’s green land with us. If you have money you throw it at any hardship. No hand that life deals you is so cruel that money can’t amend it. Susie’s father had sympathy with our plight, but no sympathy with our anger, our mischief. There was only one farmer who had any sympathy with the rioters. His name was Henry Benson, but they put him down for a madman and he was given notice to quit his farm by the Earl of Hardwicke.

Afterwards, after coming home, I could never speak of Pa to a soul. Grief kept us company in the first years of our marriage and I knew that my Susie understood, and did all in her power to make our life lively and keep turf burning in the stove; to be a helper to me when I took up shoemaking again. Once our first-born Walter arrived the low-ceilinged cottage at Wicken Fen trembled with his lusty cries and I no longer had the queer thought that Pa was just behind me, rushing through the sedge like the wind.

That was my daytimes. Night-times was another story. As I closed my eyes next to Susie’s warm and snoring form, words overheard in gaol the day of the hanging would come back to me:

‘His heart continued alive for a full four hours, expanding and contracting after the body was cut down. . .’

‘Its powers was visible past one o’clock. . .’

And I would dream, night after night, of Pa’s heart soaring through the Fens with powers all its own, a heart travelling alone, flying along the drove like a bird.
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