
[image: Image Missing]


Contents

About the Book

About the Author

Also by A. L. Kennedy

Dedication

Title Page

1990

Things could be . . .

‘Are you betting . . .

Nathan’s window glass . . .

On the blind . . .

‘So . . .’ . . .

This is the . . .

Mary’s bed wasn’t . . .

A still dawn . . .

‘I am the . . .

‘Tell me what . . .

You are a . . .

1991

‘So. There’s this . . .

Mary was trying . . .

‘You what?’ . . .

Eckless was beside . . .

‘What is it?’ . . .

Mary was lying . . .

For two weeks . . .

Two days after . . .

1992

Nathan had cut . . .

Like holding a . . .

‘What’s the matter . . .

Eckless was looking . . .

First, the Christopher . . .

‘D’you know why . . .

‘The fucking bastard . . .

It was a . . .

At first Mary . . .

Nathan had brought . . .

1993

Sophie was watching . . .

1994

‘Nathan. Nathan!’ . . .

This was the . . .

Jack was under . . .

Bryn had always . . .

‘I am going . . .

Love. He’d quite . . .

Maybe I should . . .

‘Is this wise . . .

Bus from Ancw . . .

Nathan dreamed of . . .

Jonathan, he meant . . .

J. D. Grace . . .

1995

Party time again . . .

Under Mary’s hands . . .

This is what . . .

She’d forgotten how . . .

‘What the fuck . . .

This, Nathan hadn’t . . .

Dear Nate . . .

Nathan wasn’t feeling . . .

1996

Other people’s quarrels . . .

Eckless was snow-mad . . .

For several days . . .

Nathan tried, in . . .

‘Just fucking like . . .

Nathan said this . . .

Mary had news . . .

The light was . . .

Ah . . .

And then Nathan . . .

A magpie . . .

That he was . . .

Of course, they . . .

Mary was dozing . . .

Mary wasn’t going . . .

1997

It was a . . .

Copyright


About the Book

Nathan Staples is consumed by loathing and love in roughly equal measures. Frustrated by his life and the way he lives it, he is sustained only by his passionate devotion for his estranged wife and their teenage daughter, Mary. When Nathan contrives to have Mary invited to the island where he lives in retreat, he sets in motion the possibility of telling her he is her father, and becoming whole and complete and alive again.
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1990


THINGS COULD BE worse.

Alone on Foal Island and waiting, Nathan Staples turned on his bed. He forced his chest flat to the mattress with a mild flex at his hips, then settled and calmed his breath. A familiar lack was stitching up his arms and then climbing further to jab at his brain. All psychosomatic, he knew, all self-inflicted, but all inescapable just the same. He exhaled with care, sidestepping the start of a sigh. Audible despair depressed him, most especially his own.

But things could, most assuredly, be worse.

The Persian Eye Cups, for example – they were particularly unpleasant, quite turned my stomach when I read about them, as I recall – they would be worse.

The Persian Eye Cups, yes . . . Person, or persons unknown, but presumably Persian, might whip out a pair without warning and fit them on snug. They’d prise back my eyelids and bed the cups right down against the nice curve of my eye and then they’d buckle all the necessary straps – I imagine they’d use quite a few straps, to stop me clawing. I would try to claw. But then I’m quite sure that they’d have their way with me, irrigate each cup with the correct corrosive dose and watch it bite.

I would naturally scream and jabber while my eyeballs both subsided into froth and the acid gobbled up my optic nerve. Tip back my head and my frontal lobes would swash about like hot, grey margarine. I’d be totally fucked. Eventually, all I remember would gargle clear out of my ears in two repellent streams and that would be that.

Which would be worse – of course it would.

He was waiting and didn’t like it. Never had. The wait, this particular wait: it was always so demanding, so predictably calculating and lecherous – give it an inch or a moment and it closed on him in a tingling swarm to his warmer parts. It bit round the cartilage lip of his ears, breathed close to the bare of his neck, it was brazen at his armpits and the quiet joints of his thighs, it made him sweat. His body weight stung down unfairly against his tensing prick, while his thoughts sank and dressed to the left with a stocky tick of blood.

Rubbing an opened wound with living wasps. My wound. My wasps.

Worse.

Or stapling my scrotum to the flesh of my inner thighs and then performing Scottish country dances until I feel my socks congeal.

I think that would be worse.

This was ridiculous. He was ridiculous. A figure of no fun at all, waiting for something which would not happen, could not happen, which should not be considered and surely to God had been set and settled a pathetically long time ago – put to rest on the much larger island near which his was fixed. Surely to God this was over with now, surely she was over with.

Being sodomised by an ill-tempered man using a plaster model of my own grandmother’s arm.

That would be noticeably worse.

He lurched himself up and off his bed. The bare board floor gave the standard, gritty shove at his naked feet and – now he was paying attention – he found he could hardly see. He couldn’t remember the sunset, but against the window, here it was – already night.

He felt for the doorway, the slope of the open door and then stepped through and into the other room, peering and wary. Nathan was, as usual, far more accepting of imagined injuries than actual, factual knocks at his elbows or toes. Five steps to his left and he’d avoided the usual vicious clip from his table top, another two and he could safely shuffle forward to palm the wall and find the switch and then sway dumbly under the violent impact of instantaneous light. His dog twitched in its basket, but stayed asleep, eyes ticking and chasing behind closed lids. Outside, the lisp and murmur of the sea became a little more assertive.

Nathan gentled over to his bookshelves, eased a folder out, opened and dipped inside it, feeling for the photograph. There. The slick give of the surface, the catch of a corner, the touch of a border fast and thin enough to cut.

Want what’s worse? What’s really worse? Then let’s come and fucking get it. All the way.

The fully cocked and loaded photograph – tonight, he was going to look at it again. No need to be just sad when he could be truly, thoroughly suicidal.

As if you can choose. As if you can help it. As if you haven’t, just to spite yourself, been asking for it all night. No more games, now – if anyone deserves a head fuck . . .

I know – it’s me.

And don’t say a little bit of you won’t like it. After all, your head is your only private part that still has any chance of getting fucked.

So we part the mind wide open, spread the thinking till it cracks. Take in the view.

A snapshot view he knew so well now that he saw it quite imperfectly: either in rushes of terrible detail, or a kind of anonymous smudge. Here was the beach, still barred with weed and rock; the pale, refractive spill of pools; the green of algae; all aligned to make a neat perspective that slashed away to nothing and the edge of the frame. Lying along the horizon was a sliver of sea, much more confident and solid than the bleachy sky.

Had he ever been here? Inhaled the raunchy, dead salt scent of it all under that wincing sun? Leaned against the cool, fat sea wall? Chucked stones? Chucked anything? It looked like so many uneasy, unwelcoming Scottish beaches that Nathan never could put a definite name to it.

His attention began to scrabble at the image, hoping, in the customary way, that a proper mental focus would make the picture pliable, snap it out into three dimensions and comprehensibility.

Tangibility.

From the Latin tango, tangere – to touch. Something tangible possessed the ability to be touched. Nathan had ambitions in that area, even now. Although, quite obviously, he was being touched already, in a way. His own imagination was performing a type of well-informed rape: penetrating him painstakingly with a ghost, with a time past restoring, an unreachable skin.

You’ve got a nerve complaining. You love it.

It’s all I’ve got.

But you don’t have to love it.

But I do. That’s what makes it worse.

Even so, he didn’t have the heart to look too long or closely at the picture, at its figure, at her. He couldn’t bear to pick out the soft curl of her body, pale in the rocks, and would only skip and brush across her, cradling the whole composition by its sides and staring beyond it to his dog, who was, undoubtedly, enjoying the gruff and healthy doggy dreams that gruff and healthy doggies tended to.

‘Hey,’ Nathan whispered, meaning no harm, ‘hey. Rabbits. Rabbits,’ and his dog’s left forepaw shivered once or twice with a tiny desire to chase. Nathan softened his voice, barely murmured, ‘Not now, though. Not now.’

Nathan lifted one hand to his forehead tentatively – as if his skull might really be as fragile as it felt, as liable to flatten into uselessly thoughtful mush. When he edged his right thumb over in a minor exploration, its joints began to ache distressingly. He’d staved it a couple of weeks ago, punching Joe Christopher, and it was now a constant reminder that one should never punch one’s friends or that, if one did, one should first check the proper positioning of one’s fist.

‘Nathan, you’re not being serious.’

‘Am I ever anything but?’

‘Nathan . . .’ Joe had drolled out his name with an unmistakable note of sympathy. Joe was always full of sympathy and understanding – that was a lot of what made him such an irritating shit. ‘Nathan . . . you don’t mean it.’

‘Of course I mean it – who wouldn’t mean it? I don’t fucking trust him. Like I don’t fucking trust anyone. Actually. Now that you ask . . .’ He’d known he was being too loud here – it was the wine and the Sunday lunch – all that starch and protein and gravy-flavoured sweat. ‘Jesus.’ Joe hated religious swearing, so Nathan had tried that again. ‘Jesus fuck.’ Joe’s mouth had given a prissy little twitch – serve him right for being so uptight. ‘I mean – you grow up and you get a bit of common sense, right? Caution.’ Nathan’s hands had lifted in a kind of wavery, Al Jolson plea and had begun to infuriate him. He’d known he was looking silly and hot and drunk.

‘But you’re not.’

‘Not what?’

‘Like that.’

‘Like what?’ Some people went deaf when inebriated. Nathan was not that particular brand of person – he had simply been faced by a man who refused to speak with anything even approaching comprehensibility.

‘Untrusting. I mean, you trust us. Don’t you?’ Joe had smiled, gleaming with group solidarity.

And the group had, of course, been solidly there and watching. They’d surrendered their own conversations, the better to gawp: Richard, Lynda, Louis, Ruth: all of them waiting for Nathan to slip into something more florid, aggressive, bad.

‘Now, you know I’m not talking about . . .’ He’d felt himself obliging them, becoming more idiotic with each unsteadied breath. ‘That’s just not . . . When you make this to do with everyone else . . .’ He’d frowned fuzzily.

‘But who don’t you trust? Here.’ There’d been no malice in the question – Joe, being Joe, was never malicious, only implacably and precisely curious. Also, he liked to take hold of a person’s thinking and pat it about like butter, square it up into something neat and digestible, if mildly sickening. But Nathan was never the buttery type – that afternoon, in fact, he’d tried steadfastly to suggest he was nothing but bones and malevolent gristle and increasingly bad blood.

‘You’re mispere . . . misrepresenting me again. It’s –’

‘Unfair?’

Nathan hated it when Joe interrupted. He did it so generously, as if he’d just slipped in, quite humbly, to remind the other speaker that their sentence had outlived its usefulness.

‘And denying us all your trust would not be equally unfair?’

A thuggish impulse had broken out in Nathan and he’d indulged it happily. ‘Well, why not. Why not do that? You couldn’t stop me.’

‘But why on earth would you?’

‘To avoid disappointment.’ Nathan had been trying not to take this personally, but fury had, nevertheless, bubbled up in his torso and made his colour rise. ‘Everyone disappoints me in the end.’ There was no doubt that he’d started to look irate. He’d felt himself begin to bristle beside his ears. Anyone staring at him – as all of them were – would have assumed he was about to lose it. So then, of course, he’d wanted to lose it and fucking show them all, even though he really, probably, hadn’t been going to before.

‘So you’ve stopped trusting anybody?’ Nathan had heard that comfy purr Joe stroked through his voice when he was winning. ‘You don’t, for example, trust Jack Grace?’

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake. Jack Grace? The man is a foreskin with feet.’

‘But you trust him.’

‘J. D. Grace? Are you serious?’

‘Yes. Quite.’ Joe had stood, complacent with whisky, smiling companionably and setting out that single, certain syllable again. ‘Yes.’ He’d grinned. ‘You don’t have a problem with J. D. – you have a problem with yourself.’

And that’s when Nathan had punched him.

The impact had made the disappointing, nothing-too-much-happening celery snap that punching did, while it stunned and shuddered up Nathan’s arm remarkably. He had watched the whip of motion in Joe’s neck. Then, before a gentle broiling had begun to seize Nathan’s hand, he had been able to think, for an instant or two, that he was, almost certainly, going to feel an extraordinary pain in his fist. Then, quite naturally, he had.

He’d tried not to give a toss what Joe was feeling.

Now when he looked at the two of his thumbs together, facing them towards each other across the photograph, they were definitely differently shaped. This was a worry. In his right thumb, the joint near the meat of his palm made a markedly sharper angle than in the left. This wasn’t to do with swelling, because all the swelling had gone. No, this was to do with bone. This was permanent.

He couldn’t recall if his thumbs had been this way always, or had only recently started to make a bad match. Things didn’t look right here, but maybe they never had. Perhaps he had fumbled through all of his life, oblivious to this constant, if rather trifling, manual deformity. Perhaps other people had noticed and never said.

Staring at both thumbs for any length of time proved nothing and made him feel slightly insane – like a cautionary illustration of what ills might befall an otherwise sturdy fellow who turned foolishly to vice – Thumb Staring. He shouldn’t do it.

But then, Nathan was full of the things he shouldn’t do. He shouldn’t look at the picture, he shouldn’t think until he hurt, he shouldn’t sleep flat to the chill of the wall and let it seep into his brain, or hug himself round the small purgatories of an utterly pointless wait. He shouldn’t be Nathan Staples, shouldn’t be barefoot and demented and comparing the shape of his thumbs.


‘ARE YOU BETTING, then?’

‘Naturally. ’Course.’

They were waiting to watch a car burn. Which would start any time around now.

‘Yes, but what do you bet?’

‘I bet this.’ Morgan snaked one arm between the incline of Bryn’s back and his coat’s lining, then angled on down. He dipped inside Bryn’s waistband, gently inflicting the cold of his hands.

‘You bet doing this, or getting this? Hm? Mo?’

Warm shirt. Then warmer and maybe a little moist skin, like a broad kiss at Morgan’s thumb, making him say quietly, ‘Just this,’ and press on for the base of the spine, the final, stern nub of bone. ‘Just this.’ The unbearable smoothness, the guard of small hairs, the hot knowledge of all this and the feeling of utterly hungry and angry and speechless gratitude. ‘Just this.’

‘Then I’ve got it already.’

‘Then you’ve already won.’

Morgan paused while a big rock of pleasure swiped through him. Bryn leaned in and smiled against the tuck of his neck, mouthed him, ‘You’re a daft bastard, man, aren’t you? Incorrigible, aren’t you? Hm?’

A nice hope rippled and giggled round Morgan’s spine. ‘I know.’ He could feel a cough starting to lift in his chest and made the effort to swallow things smooth again.

‘But if you distract us, we’ll miss when it begins. And you’ll start up wheezing – I know you. Bad man.’ They both liked it when they teased, were warmed with it.

‘Don’t worry. I’m fine, honest.’ But Morgan hurried in another swallow to be sure.

‘Sssh.’

The first of the evening’s rockets had already been loosed – an acid white detonation, ripping and hooping across the black. Valley autumns were always the same now: nights full of random shouting that smeared into screams, into firework shrieks and sudden light storms and noises that might have been shots. In Capel Gofeg after sunset, the air would taste of damp smoke and coldness, and the possibilities of fear. The town dreamed brokenly of gunpowder plots and deaths by fire.

So, at night, Uncle Bryn and Uncle Morgan would climb the southern side of the valley’s end and sit in the bracken: partly to hug each other against the enjoyable chill and partly to be up and out of it all, at peace. When they were far enough above their house, they could look at it without concern, without the worry that it wasn’t safe.

And whenever a car was stolen, they would climb and watch and wait and make small bets about its burning, because, sooner or later, it would burn, somewhere across on the northern slope. The bad boys would have taken it and played with it – badly, worse each time – before torching its carcass on the hilltop, the rest of their preparatory types of fun all done.

The Uncles made an effort to enjoy each fire, as if it were any other pyrotechnic spectacle. Approaching the fifth of November, with pre-emptive explosions rocketing up all around, the burnings even had a kind of context, they almost made sense.

‘Ah now, that’s a Toyota, Morgan. Definitely.’

Morgan’s fingers scampered happily at Bryn, while they both leaned to see the first bruised light seeping above the head of the sharp north slope. Tall shadows stretched and whipped across the glow, before the whole flare of the car plumed up and on to the hill. ‘Not a chance, that’s a Ford.’

‘Never.’ The fire leered and rocked while its sounds broke time with its movements, stumbling somewhere in the distance between the Uncles and what they could see. ‘The colour’s all wrong.’

‘You always say that, Bryn. But the colour is about the paintwork, the plastics, not the make.’

‘But now what are the paint and the plastics about, apart from the make of the car? I’m telling you, Mo, I can pick out any bloody model by simply observing the shape of the flames.’

Morgan enjoyed a sigh of disbelief. ‘Go on then, Butt. You know I do try to believe you. Even though I know what you’re like.’ He took the chance to return a compliment. ‘Bad man.’ Meaning that Bryn was a good man, because he was just so properly bad, their kind of bad, the kind that did no harm. ‘Terrible, bad man, you are.’

‘You know what I’m like and you know that I’m bad? That right?’

‘Oh, yes. That’s right.’

They smiled for themselves, listening to the distant burst of a heat-strained window. Without noticing, they had settled into holding hands.

‘Toyota Corolla, Mo.’

‘Ah now, though, Bryn, you’ve let me down, because that could never be anything other than a Ford.’

With one last billowing swing, the blazing shell slithered past its point of no recall and started to bonfire rapidly downhill.

Morgan blinked and found his vision numbed by the blaze into scars of light and ghosting blurs. ‘It’s fast tonight, then, Butt.’

The Ford or Toyota sped into a snap and flurry of sailing heat, showed its glowing back as it bounced, shivered, tacked, bounced once again and kicked into a messy roll. There were echoes of hard cheering before the Toyota or Ford opened in a final impact of cloudy flame.

Morgan felt Bryn flinch against his arm and wanted to console him. He wanted to attend to the whole feline weight of him, from the sweet salt of his throat to the buckle of his knees and to be sure he was all defended and at peace. Then a spasm of asthma strapped in about him anxiously. He wanted to be of an age to protect his loves: to be stronger and younger and full of breath. ‘Nasty little buggers.’

‘I know.’

‘That’s Danno’s boy.’

‘I’d say so.’

‘What if they ever choose the other road? Nothing to stop them, is there? One push, either way.’

‘If they choose the other road, Mo, then they will hit the post office or Ianetta’s bijou and hygienic continental-style café. They got up a good momentum and a couple of healthy rolls, they could carry on down to us, right into the house – ruin the bloody carpet.’ Bryn kissed Morgan on his lips to make a shudder of distraction race through their collarbones.

‘You don’t mind, do you? The way it’s all going?’ Morgan heard his words sounding fragile, petulant – needing to be needed, as usual. ‘I mean you’re good at staying happy. Content.’

‘It’s only like the war again. That stopped. This will, too.’

‘You don’t remember the war.’

‘Well, if I don’t, I can’t see how you do.’

‘I was born in ’28.’

‘That’s what you’re saying.’

Morgan nuzzled him faintly for the compliment. ‘In ’28. I remember it better than you do – the war – you were just young, you were. It wasn’t like this.’

‘I know. It was worse. My Dada told me. He had to go to London and teach them how to tunnel out bodies from under the rubble. He taught them how to mine for people.’

‘You said.’

‘Little babies, all covered in dust. Men and women. Dead. He found one woman without a mark, except that her stockings were in holes and that might have happened before, that might have been nothing to do with the bomb and only her carelessness.

‘Dug with his hands, to be gentle. The only way.’

‘You said.’

‘When he came back, he would see them in the shadows underground – the dead ones. Every day. Grey dust on them, not like coal dust, more like plaster, or ash. He said that. I didn’t like to listen, but he said. All the time when he was working and then when he slept, he’d see them lying, grey. Never told my mother. And she would have liked to know.’

‘Of course.’

‘This isn’t as bad as the war.’

‘All right, then.’

‘Well.’ Bryn kissed him, as punctuation. ‘It’s not.’

Down in the valley, the car was settling into a failing blaze, now and then lighting the side of an older wreck, or the mad edge of a door. The dark thickened beyond it into breaks of pine, scrubland, an invisible river dropping to scour at the valley floor. Further east, and house lights began to make a nervous sequence, then looped and chained and finally settled into the thin glow of Capel Gofeg’s central, spinal street, its moving blink of cars. The Uncles could have stretched out their arms and measured the shine and pattern of it all between their palms like some bright kind of fish – their home that never got away. Instead they only watched and thought about making a move soon, about heading back to Charter Road and to their house and to Mary Lamb.

The same Mary Lamb who had just left the pub in Capel Gofeg High Street and paused, trying to breathe herself clear of the evening’s cigarette smoke and second-hand heat.

Mary stood to face the breeze: the dark, westerly air which, elsewhere, was coiling round Nathan Staples and his island and his wait. She drew the night inside herself carefully, checking every element – burnt rubber, spruce, explosives and the underlying, spacious roar of green from hills and valleys that hunched out beyond her like the weird undulations of brains or crumpled papers.

She heard the pub door open behind her and then swing to, a mutter of feet. She could guess this meant that Jonathan had followed her out. This was good, but now they might well argue, which was not.

There was only a rind of moon. Mary would have preferred the full, grubby milk circle with touches of cloud to pass across it and spin out a haze of diffraction between breaks of open night. She was saving things up to remember and that would have been her first choice.

Mary edged a glance to her right before she crossed the road. Jonathan was there. Her Jonathan: the one whose name could turn in her unpredictably with a nice, cold charge. She reached out her hand in his direction and waited to feel how he’d made up his mind, to feel if he would join her, touch her, maybe mumble a little grievance across her fingers, rub her thumb.

‘Are you all right, then? Jonno?’

‘Yes.’

They set off together, Jonathan’s hand now round hers, but immobile, carefully silent, straining not to ask what he wanted to ask.

Usually he had talkative, well-read fingers, which she liked. And he was a gentle person, which she liked, too. She also liked that he would, very occasionally, agree to sing, producing a light and careful voice with a tremor sometimes in its breathing – a surprisingly insubstantial, delicate sound rising from the density of what she knew was him. She understood his body as something smooth, compact and definite, which she had, for some time, absolutely liked.

Slowly Jonno’s fingers tapped down to her wrist. He sighed and then coughed and then began, ‘I do know . . . I understand that you . . . you aren’t going to. I mean, that you won’t.’ A small note of hope edged in, ‘Will you?’ He was pursuing his own little inventory of good things to save up. ‘We could, though.’ His index finger strummed at the heel of her hand.

‘I know we could. Of course, we could. But we won’t.’

‘But we would have. Wouldn’t we? In the end. We would have?’ He was trying his best to keep his voice buttoned flat, to sound neat and undemanding. She felt his arm shaking.

‘We might have. Eventually. But we wouldn’t have done it now.’ They’d stalled their progress, halfway up the steps to the opposite kerb. Mary stroked once at his back. It was almost impossible to touch him for any length of time and not begin to be persuaded that she should let him collect absolutely whatever he’d like from her – with her – because it was easy to feel she would like it, too. It was easy to think she should do that thing – should make love, be with him, fuck him, fuck, precisely because she was going to leave soon. And because, as he’d said, they might have done it soon, might have done it any day.

They already knew each other, here and there, had already moved along the way. And she didn’t have much to compare him against, but he did seem to be good, to have ideas that were good. He would do things to make her thinking wander over words like pert and buxom until she gripped his head against her and breathed in the warmth of his hair, while her eyes closed and her whole mind crimped and puckered between his teeth. This was a memory she’d collected already, but she wouldn’t object to collecting it again.

‘Do you have to go?’ Jonathan dropped Mary’s arm, knowing that he’d asked the wrong question. He let his hands drift miserably into his pockets. Mary didn’t like to see him so sad. In all the years she’d known him, he’d been cautious, patiently expecting disappointment, forewarned but clearly not hopeful of being appropriately forearmed. Mary had thought he’d be safe in her hands and that they’d be gentle together. She knew she’d begun with honourable intentions: no thoughts of abandonment. As he scuffled beside her, she looked at his ears, the pale shape of them. They were the only ears she’d ever found worth noticing: small, almost clenched, but also vaguely fragile and a tender pink. They made her have to touch him and feel how he was.

He faltered to a stop when she hugged him. She kissed him goodbye and sorry and Idocareonlyitscomplicated and sorryIamsorryIam, but she was still going to leave him and still couldn’t quite sleep with him first. She couldn’t do it, even when the brace of his back against her hands and the mild push of his stomach, hips, that extra, other nudge called through her. Breathing the smell of his neck and kissing him there, what she felt most of all was his impending lack. He was receding while she held him, her planned future slipping him further and further away.

‘Well?’ His voice was very soft.

She grew still, unsure if he’d really spoken. A lone firework slapped open in the air, shivered into straggles of light. She couldn’t tell if Jonathan flinched at the sound of it, or at the thought of her saying again that she was leaving him.

‘Well? Do you have to go?’

Then they tugged and scrambled at each other, rather than let her answer, pivoting about each other along the pavement until they reached the post office doorway and came to rest. Across the street, someone walked by, not pausing. Mary tried to sound loving while she said, ‘I think I do. I do. I have to go. I’m sorry. It’s such a chance. I’ve thought about staying here. I mean, I don’t want to leave the Uncles –’

‘Oh, the Uncles. I see.’ He managed to make this sound unmistakably desolate, while holding her tighter, one hand in her hair, apparently impatient for every detail that he was about to lack.

‘And I don’t want to leave you, either. But the letter, when it came, it put the idea in my head that I could . . . that I might . . .’

His hand took the end from her sentence, closed fast round her palm and smothered her sense. His whisper jolted and pattered through her concentration, tickled her cheek. ‘You see – you don’t know, really, do you? What you’ll do when you get there, what they’re like . . .’

 ‘I don’t have to know.’ She kissed his eyes shut, found their discreet trace of salt. ‘I’ve never known what I wanted to do before. If I could do anything.’

‘You don’t have to do anything, you can just be.’

‘But I’ve always needed something. I can’t forget it now that I’ve found it finally. Can I? Could you?’

‘Yes.’ He blinked like a man who was waking from a bad dream to a worse, cleared his throat, ‘No. No, I couldn’t,’ and looked at everything he needed: all of her, all there, Mary Lamb.

Her eyes and hair could sometimes seem precisely the same colour. They fascinated, made him think of looking through stained glass into hot, gold places: interiors that curled with fawn and odd, reflected lights.

Wrists, slim but nicely strong.

Thighs, perhaps fuller than she liked them, but perfectly and softly wonderful to him.

Body, so wonderfully hungry when it fitted and formed against him, even though – tormentingly – she frequently seemed unaware of its effects. He would often watch her walk off home without him after one of her more heated goodbyes and she would be apparently quite steady and composed while the whole aching stump of his brain was up and pushing him towards another sleepless night. She made him mad. She haunted him with her promises of skin and her silky-hard, demanding, extraordinary tits and all the other things he couldn’t get to, but which coloured his every educated guess.

‘Jonno?’

‘Yes, I know.’ He peeled himself away from her, hearing his voice sound grey. ‘The Uncles will be coming home soon and you have to get back.’

His proper absence began to chill her. ‘I don’t have to hurry, though. You know . . .’

‘But there isn’t much point in us staying here, now is there?’ He sounded sour. ‘I mean tonight, I don’t mean . . .’ and then simply bereft.

‘I’m sorry, love.’

‘You’re doing, doing . . .’ he was slumping towards a kind of stammer, ‘I suppose, the right thing. You think so, anyway.’ She found it difficult to bear when he was forgiving.

 ‘No.’ She gathered him up to herself again and licked his lips. ‘No, I’m not.’

‘You . . .’ He pulled away, stared at her, quiet, and she realised numbly that she’d given him the wrong hope, that even while she tried to love him, she was going to disappoint him again.

‘I mean, I’m not entirely . . .’ She watched his hurt turn raw again and then cover its tracks.

He edged himself towards a smile for her, but then couldn’t make it. ‘Not entirely . . .?’ But he already knew what he would and wouldn’t get.

‘I think one of my decisions was wrong.’

He frowned at her gently for a space, hoping he’d misunderstood, and then caught at her, held her, huddled his face to her neck, her cheek, searching, kissing, wanting to taste her change of heart, wanting to be happy with whatever her change of heart.

She kissed him back, as fiercely as she could, and tried to make this all that they could think of. ‘I was wrong to say I wouldn’t.’ This had to be them together now, just together and playing the way that they liked to and not worried by anything. ‘I might.’

She felt the particular movement of the beginning of his smile. ‘Might what?’ A real smile.

And she knew he’d understood her perfectly well by the small pounce of his interest against her, his curiosity growing plain, near the crest of her hip.

‘You know what. I’m saying I will. I would like to. I want to. Yes.’

‘You sure?’

‘I wouldn’t say so, if I wasn’t.’

‘You weren’t sure before.’

‘But I am now.’

‘Quick decision.’

‘Your tongue in my ear must have swung it.’

‘Ah. Like I hoped.’ A softness in his last word, a touch of panic, washing back.

So they rested, tight at each other, beating with thought, before Mary moved back. She finger-tipped through his hair to set it straighter, leave him neat and shook her head to stop him speaking or making her consider other things that she would like to do right there and then.

 ‘Goodnight, love.’ She kissed him carefully.

‘I’ll see you later, then?’

‘Yes. I’ve said you will. So you will. And I will.’

‘That’s . . . ahm . . . that’s good.’

‘Good?’

‘Fantastic, great – whatever word you want, whatever you want, altogether. Always.’ He hadn’t intended that to sound like an accusation, but she felt it, all the same.

‘OK.’

‘Yes.’ He kissed her back, one soft, concluding brush that blurred into more depth than was calming, or conducive to saying goodbye.

‘Now don’t you start, Jonathan Davies.’

‘Sorry.’

‘I’m not.’ She bent her head to lick along his knuckles. ‘’Night, then.’

‘Yes. Goodnight.’

‘Goodnight.’ And Mary let the fall of the street start to ease her home, down to Charter Road.

Behind her, Jonathan shouted, ‘Goodnight, Mary Lamb.’ She turned back to wave and watched curtains twitch in windows above his head. She waved at them, too.


NATHAN’S WINDOW GLASS shivered and blinked at a knock of rain. It scared him, eased him a little further along his edge.

But it’s all right, though. Everything’s fine.

Something bridled in him, surprised by this outburst of gentleness with himself. It wasn’t like him.

Executioner’s courtesy, that’s all.

Ssssh, never mind.

Outside, a downpour was downpouring – spinning high, white coils of malevolent water across the little lights his cottage gave into the night. He thought, extremely cautiously, of fixing in his mind the important points to establish, the ones that would make sure that this evening’s proceedings wouldn’t be focused on killing, or dying, or any kind of suicide. His actions might seem to be that way inclined, but this would be absolutely not so.

Jesus.

All his very personal alarms were tripped and sirening anyway.

Heart’s banging about like a bastard. Hardly surprising, but even so . . .

I don’t feel well.

Which means I have to take things gently. Means I have to be delicate.

The island’s sky had started to rock and howl an hour or so ago – which was, coincidentally, round about when he’d tucked away his haunted photograph and decided he’d try his luck with the Main Event. He was due for another attempt – the pressure towards it had been building in him for months – modest emotional squalls before the proper storm. Now he was almost ready to start and outside a full, raw gale was dumping rain in gravelly armfuls against his western window, shuddering round his stovepipe and clattering his roof into a corrugated bedlam overhead. He couldn’t have picked a better backdrop if he’d tried.

But I do need something more before I start – some kind of music – I do. And not a requiem, none of that nonsense. I want something I’d like.

But what? – Lou Reed? The Beatles? ‘Ae Fond Kiss’? What? A fine time this is, to find out I’m hard to please.

Then again, this is the last thing I’d want to get wrong.

Or just the last thing. The last thing.

He decided he’d best pick his soundtrack when everything else had been done. Meanwhile, he’d check his other preparations in the hope they might suggest a sympathetic melody.

His chosen equipment was simple, elegant. In proper combination, every item was absolutely capable of doing what he planned it should. This was something – in a way – to be proud of. This part was all so resolute and clean.

I planned this. I actually sat down and planned out the best way of doing this. I probably deserve to die.

No. None of that.

Nathan tried not to have an opinion on whether he actually liked or approved of his plan because this might, however slightly, influence its results and everything here must be left entirely and scrupulously to chance. His primary task was to offer himself up whole into the arms of all relevant natural laws and then let them mesh around him as they would.

I am going to do it. I just don’t want to think about it first.

Shivers started in him, rose like beaten birds. He could feel the process kicking in, his commitment lifting and holding him like a kiss. He felt naked, clear and sweet.

And then nothing but terrified, because now terror was completely appropriate. Soon the entire right order of the universe was going to show itself here, in this one event, plainly written out. There would be no good and no bad about it, only the unavoidable and correct.

That’s a kind of consolation. But if I need it, I won’t be the one it will console. Poor bloody Nathan. Poor bloody me.

He held his hand to his face and caught his own breathing, the dunting of blood in his skull and in his jaw. For a person of his age and experience, he wasn’t badly put together – all in working order, more or less.

He gradually widened the spaces between his fingers, so he could see what was coming next.

My equipment. My paraphernalia. My accoutrements.

Panic floundered in him and he rode it down.

All right, then, let’s go.

Sash cord. It wasn’t entirely easy to get sash cord, but he was worth this little effort to get the right instrument for the job: one continuous length of cord, curling, relaxed on the table and measuring six feet precisely. Not that Nathan needed it precise, it was simply sold that way. All he cared about was that six feet – even roughly six feet – would give him enough slack to work with, would be adequate, would not cause confusion and dangerous loops. He didn’t want any unplanned dangerous loops.

Ready.

Low chair.

Looks like the product of a therapeutic exercise: one of those meaningless hospital tasks. Can’t ever see it without imagining some hopeless amputee, hacking it into shape with new prosthetics; everything doubly missing at each stroke.

Which is nonsense. So now I’m thinking nonsense – stress-related, I’ve no doubt. And, then again, nonsense does no harm and I do so very much want to do no harm.

Currently, of course, he loved the hideous chair, because it finally had purpose, his purpose. Perhaps, in the end, it might even earn a degree of notoriety.

Ready.

Metal hook. One of eight, solidly fixed through the whitewashed plaster ceiling and deep into a central beam. This cottage had been a barracks block, back in the 1860s. The first line of defence against the Irish. Or was it the French? It didn’t matter, either way. A good deal had changed since, but the soldier boys had still involuntarily bequeathed him their quite viable water tank and their eight inexplicably purposeful iron hooks.

Could have been used for hammocks, onion strings, bestial indecency of the homo-erotic sort.

Each to his own. For Nathan’s private purposes, one hook was quite enough.

Ready.

Rope.

Shit. Rope. That’s the one. Oh, that’s the one.

He felt a stickiness, a swither coating his ribs: the cling and tease of utter cowardice.

The way it looks, so patient.

But it’s here to be helpful. No need to fret.

Rope. A soft, dark drop of jute, falling for exactly six feet five and three-quarter inches. This length he had measured and cut himself, exactly as it had to be – figure-of-eight loop to secure it on the hook and then a running bowline, tied and waiting at its foot. All fine.

Ready.

Time to go, then.

Ssh. I know.

He took off his shoes and socks and drummed softly across the boards to his CD player – his one little luxury. He knew the disc he wanted now, unmistakably.

Glenn Gould – gobbled down his own premature extinction in heart and assorted other types of pill – he’s your man. But not because of that: because he will be company.

And so he was. Gould was there for him, as usual: perfect and quixotic as death. Nathan stood, blood climbing and arcing through him like red light, and let Bach clamber in between his nerves. The cool of the sound was such a comfort, such a kind of protection, that it brought on a certain childishness, tearfulness. The Well-tempered Clavier – all clarity and distance and order – closed on every mortal piece of him. It squeezed at his sum, at his still breathing total, at his only way of being Nathan Staples, and it started to swing him away from any sense of adequacy or permanence.

As Nathan began what he had to do, Gould matched him, paced him, the ideal accompaniment. Nathan allowed himself a smile at the familiar, faintly recorded murmurings, the ticks of motion while Gould played, the odd hints of exhalation from a dead man who’d added himself to his interpretation, a marked irregularity under its pulse.

All right.

Nathan took the sash cord, tied the live end into a loop and lassoed it – just for now – around his wrist. A minor surge of horror sledged over him and was gone.

The right wrist, because I’m right-handed – so that must be the one that’s done most wrong. Although, now that I think, my sins have mostly been ambidextrous.

Oh, Jesus Christ.

Nathan had that cliff-top feeling – the exhilaration of space and beauty and the lovely urge to jump. He found he couldn’t swallow any more.

And then he set to in earnest because these things become unwieldy when they take too long.

He caught the rope, opened the bowline and snuggled the noose in over his ears and down.

It’s like a tight rollneck, a collar, it’s nothing at all.

Nathan checked on the final placement of the chair, then sat. Sweat had already soaked through his overalls. There was still a flinch or two of slack in the rope.

Fuck.

His systems were protesting, every damper and safeguard off. His balls tightened: his prick growing not so much hard as live and almost frantically aware. When he braced his legs apart and set his heels sharp under the chair, he felt on the lip of violation. Opened for anything.

When this is done, I’m in their hands. In anyone’s hands. I’m meat.

His own hands were soapy with fear; with that big, blank, hot-mouthing, hair-lifting, sexy, sexy fear that he only ever met at times like this. It was already tugging at him, working him up to one single, hard slither – terror as his bit of rough.

Gingerly, delicately, Nathan leaned forward and fumbled at his legs, pushed the sash-cord loop around one naked ankle and then hobbled his feet, as if he might actually try to escape his own intentions. The work wasn’t especially hard, but left him panting.

Then, shoulders back and clicking at the strain, he began to fix his arms behind his spine. His body was defeated now, stretched and aching, defenceless while Gould’s piano licked round the walls, tipping rhythm out of rhythm, pressing compact breaks of emptiness between sounds.

He finished the last knot at his wrist. Stage one over. Done his best.

He was still then, the noose a light reminder at his neck. He stared at the meaningless white of the wall, the dumb corner of the window, his insane reflection across the rushing night.

My stupid self in my stupid overalls – last things I’ll see.

He suddenly wished he was better dressed.

Then he shut up his eyes and let himself fall in the fist of his private chemistries, his intimate construction. Endorphins and adrenalin raced his brain to a smear and all of him rang at every twitch of his little heart, the obedient yawning and clamping of valves, the biddable sway of his ribs. Jesus, he loved the way he was.

I love you.

Thank you.

Now just shut up and go.

Much faster and much slower than he’d expected, he’s hauled up and to the right as he topples the chair. Deafening crest of fear, breaking over his shoulders. He would like to gasp, but is bottled somehow.

Lassitude in his hands, very sweet, but he makes them worry, scrabble, twist. Various ripping pains – most especially at one knee. Something on the edge of sound, a kick of sound. Lunging constriction in the cheekbones, over the eyes. Life struggling in the throat.

The fear of never thinking again.

A red blackness – seductive – something drawing him up from the headache and the sweat. Reality shrugs and then licks him whole, salting something dark and raw, in close beneath his skin. He begins to feel softly tempted to waste his time.

He drives to stand, to kick aside the chair. Does it, staggers, flails out for the rope and clings to it an inch above the noose.

He can’t fall again. If he does, he’s done with.

Fingers pleading under the jute, gouging skin.

He is being washed. Everything but the closing of death and his own tiny nature has gone.

Eye to eye with nothing, he finds that he is dumbfounded by all that he is. The usually sealed essentials of his nature break out and start screaming, surprising him with how much he has a liking for all of that breathing and feeling and moving and fucking remembering he used to do. He wants it, would give the world for it, but wants the world, as well. Boiled down to basics he has a hunger for more of himself, for more of everything.

Noose off. Now it will be fine for him to fall.

Yes.

Yes.

Yes.

Yes.

Yes.

He whooped in air, bucking on the floor, every effort tearing at him while he tried not to retch.

Take it easy. Easy. Haven’t broken the neck, crushed the hyoid bone, collapsed the windpipe. I am able to think that I am thinking this and can therefore assume that I haven’t a damaged brain. I will suffer petechial redness in my eyes, a purely cosmetic problem, a trouble to victims of strangulation who survive.

Who survive.

Delight coshed up his torso and nearly choked him, while dopamine yammered insanely out through the sap of his mind – the body’s Great Again.

Easy.

Christ, it hurts. I am able to hurt. Jesus Christ, I fucking hurt. That’s fucking lovely. Yes.

His pulse tumped fantastically in his ears and swirled nauseous pain in tighter and tighter round his skull. Then he was sick – a few mouthfuls of thin, bitter liquid that scorched his tender throat so badly he could only whimper and curl for a while on his side, feet still bound.

I’m still here, then. I’m still here.

The shivering had started, and the shock. His hair was sodden with perspiration, his overalls clammy, his skin like a dead man’s – pale and chill – although he was very thoroughly and certainly and demonstrably not dead. Reconfirmed existence ricocheted in every bone. His sternum creaked, trying to contain it, while Nathan quietly imagined himself, incandescent with life.

Yes.

The best of all possible highs, the fix of fixes, joy at the cellular level and then up.

Yes.

And then the aftershock. He knew the form. Having been so close to extinction, it was natural for his anxiety to re-ignite and set his muscles pulsing uselessly, his breath rabbit-punching in his chest. He had escaped and was still escaping and would feel the rush of flight burning in him for the next whole day, maybe more. And he would be a hair’s breadth different, permanently, because he had let himself be recast, restarted. He knew he should consider himself lucky.

Nathan coughed without thinking, a spasm of lacerating panic following. It was important to rest at the moment, but he must make an effort soon to get up and take care of himself. The thought of his own care for his own self pushed him into a tighter curl: a slippery, well-meant hug for the engineer of his salvation. This was always a pleasant stage in recovery.

At the moment, Nathan Staples loved and trusted Nathan Staples unquestioningly. His self-esteem didn’t ever get too much better than this. He knew that, in the kitchen, he had left out a hopeful little range of treats and kindnesses. This moved him. He hadn’t only planned his death, he’d been prepared for his survival and had anticipated some of its most immediate needs. He was cheered by the thought of the sweet herbal tea, set ready and warm in a Thermos; the witch hazel for his bruises; his only comfortable blanket, newly washed; disinfectant for abrasions; soluble painkillers for pains. He’d make someone a wonderful husband – if all it took was slightly obsessive domestic diligence.

The probable tasks left behind in the wake of his demise had not concerned him. They would have been none of his business.

Back again.

A tremor rattled his teeth and he squirmed down to work at the cord round his feet. He needed that blanket now. And the tea.

His head was clear enough to let the Bach fold in again. It had been playing all this while: prelude and fugue, prelude and fugue: but well beyond Nathan’s reach. He let it nudge at him for a moment, was careful to be appropriately glad that he’d come back to hearing with something so beautiful.

Nathan understood that his worries would slowly follow the music in and eventually reclaim him. In hours, or days, or moments, the petty considerations that framed his life, his griefs and preoccupations and very personal cycles of hate would rain down predictably and stick. His physical exaltation would fade, the little difference in his make-up that his almostdeath had lent him would become unremarkable to him, something else to disappoint. Only the music would stay good, that he could guarantee.

I’m still here. Fuck.


ON THE BLIND wall at the corner of Charter Road, someone had whitewashed a few blurry lines.

A THUG, VANDAL NEEDS THE ROD OF CORRECTION
PROVERBS 23:13–14

A RIGHTEOUS CHILD IS A BLESSING

TO ITS PARENTS AND SOCIETY

Mary supposed the writer must have either forgotten the source for the final quotation, or just made it up – something about it didn’t sound convincingly biblical. She also wondered if the painters of texts on walls weren’t technically vandals themselves and if she really wanted her street semi-permanently scarred with the fruits of religious mania. Not that she’d be here much longer, but the Uncles would be staying and they wouldn’t like it at all.

‘Oh, I don’t know.’

Bryn was filling their hot-water bottles carefully two-thirds full with slightly less than boiling water. The kitchen welcomed Mary with the oddly spicy tang of rubberised steam.

‘I think a spiritual verse or two could add a bit of class to the place. Religious knowledge. I might approve. What about you, Mo?’

‘I think it’s that bloody maniac Danno again. You can’t ever be sure what he’ll do.’ Uncle Morgan was waiting with a flannelette pillowcase.

‘Like you, then.’

The Uncles smiled privately to each other and brushed hands as Morgan reached to swaddle up the bottle and temper its heat.

Mary loved this – the Uncles’ preparations for their winter beds – it had always made part of the household’s cold-weather routine. The very first night she came here, Bryn had trotted through with a bottle for her while she searched in her case for something she felt she’d forgotten, for some persuasive memory of what had been her home.

Her journey to Capel Gofeg had taken hours, been filled with confusions of stance and platform numbers and incoming and outgoing times and the threat of her mother’s temper, leaking out in yanks at Mary’s arm, in sentences hissing with secret pressures, too close to release. It had been fully night before they arrived.

And then, on first acquaintance, Mary hadn’t taken to the town. Gofeg’s streets had been too steep for her and too narrow and had seemed to be impatiently curled beneath the blustery evening, ready to whip at her and snap her flat. She’d stared at herself: a small, wavery figure, being tugged across the peculiar, yellow-screened window of the hosiery shop.

Hosiery. She’d never seen the word before and took it for something Welsh, a foreign secret spelled out above the door with vaguely obsessive perfection in the shapes of warped and elongated socks. The shop itself had also seemed odd, slightly cunning, almost frightening. It had an unmistakable air of the unnatural, perhaps because its glass reflected her own and her mother’s shapes in a way that made them squat and lurching, patently ill at ease. Hosiery: she couldn’t take to it.

Once they were finally warm indoors, Mary’s mother had paused in the Uncles’ paper-and aftershave-scented house just long enough for sandwiches and coffee. Mary knew that she and her mother never took coffee at night as a rule, but also knew she shouldn’t say. She could hear her mother’s voice being secretly angry, parts of words coiling and shrinking and other parts running away, but the Uncles hadn’t noticed, or hadn’t minded, and were asking her yards of questions and filling and refilling cups, as if there was nothing remotely wrong at all.

‘You can’t wait until the morning and go then?’ This was from Uncle Morgan, the Uncle with the red hair and large ears. He’d been looking at Mary, even though he’d been speaking to her mother and then slowly slipping his eyes to the biscuit plate. He’d known that Mary kept looking there, too, and his eyes had been happy about it and very blue. Mary was used to brown eyes, like her mother’s and her own. The Uncles’ eyes were thoroughly blue.

‘Is there anything you need for the journey?’

Mary and Morgan had stared at the biscuits and then at each other, then Morgan had slowly, solemnly picked up the plate and offered them across. Beyond them, the questions pressed on.

‘Would you like a Thermos?’

‘You aren’t tired?’

Mary hadn’t been able to take one. Sweet things this late weren’t allowed – except for on special occasions and Mary wasn’t sure of how special this occasion might be. Sometimes the rules weren’t important and could all be giggled away, but this wasn’t one of those times, she was certain.

Then Morgan had given her a tiny, apparently understanding nod and had taken a large, round, chocolate digestive for himself, which he posted suddenly into his mouth, entire.

‘You’ve somewhere to stay in Cardiff?’

While Bryn continued the interrogation alone, she had watched Morgan struggle to chew and then swallow. He looked like something from a nature programme – a snake swallowing an egg. And a small, cool idea had occurred to her then – a seductive, ashamed idea – she’d realised that when her mother left her all the rules might leave her, too. The Uncles’ house was very obviously run by very different regulations.

Bryn lobbed in another question, ‘Aren’t you going to tell her goodbye?’

At this, Mary’s mother, who hadn’t told her anything, had picked her all up and held her, suddenly. It had felt impossible then that they would really part. Mary had tried and been unable to feel how it might be without her. When she breathed against her mother’s green coat, she could taste the dirtiness of rainy buses, smoky trains and the smell of wet weather and nothing at all of the house she’d left that morning and wouldn’t see again. Her mother didn’t smell like her mother and Mary had wanted her to. She’d felt guilty about the biscuits and wanting one. She’d seemed somehow to be wrong for being left here, as if there’d been another rule she’d broken – a serious one that she hadn’t known about.

Her mother had set her down, but then hugged her again, quite fiercely, almost made her hurt. Then she’d stroked Mary’s hair slowly and pressed her forehead with a feathery kiss. Mary, who always understood touch rather better than words, had felt that her mother was angry but also enormously sad. She couldn’t understand which feeling was for her.

And then her mother went away.

Mary had stood in the Uncles’ doorway and waved, been surprised when her mother paused and turned fully to face her, waved back. She was crying.

By herself with the Uncles for her first night, Mary had scaled the stairs to her new room. She’d thought of her mother, alone and being rattled into Cardiff on another bus. Mary’s mother had told her that she hadn’t been to Cardiff in years and years. She might get lost. This was when Mary had started to cry.

Then a small noise had happened behind her – Uncle Bryn was by her bed, dropping her quilt back over a new hot-water bottle, bought expressly for her. Mary had heard its fat, liquid impact and turned a bit to sneak a look at the side view of his face. He seemed all right – big and dark, but not heavy and not frightening. He’d kept pattering his hands at her pillows, flicking the coverlet, but also, she knew, he’d been listening to her crying and measuring how she was. Without looking, he’d said, ‘Are you feeling complicated?’

When she didn’t say anything, because she didn’t know what he meant, he’d breathed out through his lips, one small puff. She would learn to recognise this in him as a sign of distress.

He’d tried again. ‘Upset?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s the bed getting warm, though. Come by here.’

Which, again, she hadn’t understood at first.

‘Come by here.’ He’d sat on the bed and faced her, extending one arm for her to do something with. He’d puffed again and looked a touch worried, but fundamentally contented, comfortable.

So she’d walked up to him and slipped herself in beneath his arm. Neither of them thought of anything more to say, but they both moved in tiny and gradual ways until she had curled herself up at the big purr and beat and murmur of his chest.

‘Are we making you unhappy?’

Mary shook her head against the warm size of his cradling hand.

‘You tell us if we do and we’ll stop.’

She nodded.

He didn’t puff.

 ‘Your mother means well.’

She didn’t shake her head at this, but wanted to, and then found herself caught by a sob, an odd kick of angriness. Bryn stroked her neck until she had settled again.

‘Most people, they do mean well. They do try.’

He sighed in a small way, but was, she was sure, not at all annoyed with her, not even impatient. And Mary decided that she might like the Uncles then, but this seemed – more than anything else – like leaving her mother and home and so she’d started to cry again while Bryn smoothed and drummed her back.

When she’d fully subsided, he’d squeezed her briefly and said to no one in particular, ‘Mo and me, we always wanted a girl.’

Tonight in the fuggy kitchen Mary could look at her Uncles and be sure that she wanted them. She stepped close to Bryn, her arms opened.

‘Careful . . . the water.’ He danced away from her to set down the kettle, so she hugged Morgan instead.

He wriggled. ‘Mary Lamb, you are a funnyosity.’

‘No other word for her.’

‘I have never known another child like her.’

‘Nor another woman, either.’

Bryn tried to keep the smile in his voice when he spoke, but they all heard his sentence echo with her growing older, more separate, choosing to go.

‘Morgan,’ Bryn folded his arms sternly, ‘take those bloody bottles upstairs before they get cold.’

‘All right, Boss, all right.’

Morgan kissed Mary: precise dry lips at a forehead he now had to stand up on tiptoe to reach. ‘Nos da, love.’ He nodded to Bryn.

‘I’ll be up after you. Trahit sua quemque voluptas.’ Bryn turned to Mary, eyes quick, attentive cobalt, awaiting her response. ‘Well? Trahit sua quemque voluptas. Hm?’

‘Each man is by his special pleasures led.’

‘True enough.’ Morgan, calling back down the stairs.

‘Morgan, go to bed.’ Bryn shook his head, hushing breath in between his teeth, enjoying a little vexation and then giving Mary’s response its due praise. ‘Yes. Correct. Well done. None of them’ll know that.’ He didn’t like to talk about her leaving, but had peppered the last few months’ conversations with references to them and over there and your lot – as if she had already built a whole new existence away from his home, an alien place filled with people that she hadn’t allowed him to meet. He sometimes could make her feel as if leaving was in her genes, as if that much of her mother was in her nature. Mary knew he didn’t mean it and she knew it wasn’t true. She might go away from the Uncles, but she wouldn’t forget all about them, she wouldn’t fail to love them and let them know. She wasn’t her mother, she was herself.

Mary sneaked in a shuffle or two until she could nudge against him, attempting to reassure. ‘I hope they’ll know some things. I mean, I would think they’ll know most things, between them.’ But that made them sound far too much like a positive thing, when they were really more
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