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PRAYER FOR THE DEAD
Alastair Dandy
for Carrie, who believed.
Chapter One
- FACES IN CLOUDS -
"If there rise among you a prophet or a dreamer of dreams...
Thou shalt not hearken." Deuteronomy 13:1
My father took me travelling.
Standing beside him on the concrete causeway below the lighthouse while he stood guard beside his fishing rod, while the east breeze, an invisible carpet of cold salt air, rolled across the bay carrying hungry gulls on their dipping, crying journey around the mouth of the river, I could easily believe that we were one person. Father and son standing tall before the sea and the cold air, both squinting at the horizon, one looking to see what the other could see. Sharing wisdom in unequal portions.
He seldom spoke but, when he did, he delivered considered sentences, perfectly phrased and concise, ripples of carefully-constructed sound between long and thoughtful pauses, words gleaned from the hazy distance where the sea blended into the sky. He spoke without turning his gaze from the horizon, as though addressing the future or the past, and he seldom expected a reply.
I’ve been looking for thirty years, he said once. Perhaps there is nothing to see.
I was eleven years old. With determination born of desperate optimism, I studied the blurred line that separated the top of the sea from the bottom of the sky and prayed that, whatever he was trying to find, it would be revealed to me, that I could reply, in the same measured way, There it is, Father. It is there. That, then, he would look down at me and smile at himself.
I looked for a long time but I could see nothing that he could not already see and, finally, I turned away. I pushed a concrete pebble with my foot and worked up the courage to speak.
How long have you been coming here?
Since I was your age.
Thirty years.
I nudged the pebble over the edge and it dropped silently into the grateful water. I turned back and pushed my hands into my pockets. My father had his arms folded across his chest and his head tilted to one side.
You look sad, I said.
He did not look at me when he spoke. My words did not draw his attention even vaguely away from the fascination of the horizon.
Go home, he said.
Go home, he said to the sea.
My father was a teacher but, jealous or insecure of his knowledge, he kept his wisdom to himself.
The following day, I returned on my own. I placed my feet in the shadow of my father’s and I folded my arms across my chest.
The day was calm, the sea was calm. Save for the wheeling flight of the gulls, the air was still. A solemn stillness. A graveyard without graves. The ancient sea rolled ever shoreward to the beach on my right, its blue-grey swell like the ever-spreading ripples from the fall of some pre-historic pebble. Like some giant clock, the rhythm of the ripples had ticked away the seconds for countless years and would tick them away for countless more. The same waves that had come and gone when my father was a child. The same waves now as then. I was suddenly struck by how small, how small beneath the vast dome of the sky and before the huge circle of the sea, I was.
I remember a child. He was by the shore. He looked up as I passed by and he spoke to me.
People don’t build castles like they’re supposed to.
As they’re supposed to.
There’s a proper way for everything. You don’t write like you speak so that doesn’t matter. But castles are different. They should look like castles. They shouldn’t look like small mountains of sand. I build proper castles. I build castles that look like castles. They have proper corners and proper walls. I make drawbridges for my castles. Sometimes, I sit and watch the moat fill with water when the tide comes in. For a few minutes, until the castle starts to fall apart, it looks real. Grown-ups stop and watch me make castles. They say things that make it seem like they envy my skill. It’s like a game. They say these things and, at the same time, they think to themselves that I’m just a child doing childish things and it makes them feel like they’re better than me because they’re older. But they still envy my skill. I just ignore them and let them get on with it. They don’t know anything. They don’t know me.
I used to make castles when I was your age.
I know. I can tell.
He was just a boy. A small boy. Maybe six or seven but somehow older. I had stopped, just as other grown-ups had, to watch him build his castle. At first, he ignored me but then he paused in his work. He scanned the beach, a worried expression on his face, and he looked up at me as if he was expecting something from me.
When I look back, towards a time when I built castles on the beach, a crowd of frozen faces peer back at me.
The faces of the dead.
They stare towards me as ancient photographs, their dark eyes in pallid faces looking at a vision from the future they seem unsure they can see, as if I were some spectral intruder in their static world. They look back at me as if to ask me why I come to disturb their sleep. Their faces speak.
Leave us alone.
And events are encapsulated in frozen form, standing separate and defined. Some are close together and some even touch. But most are separated by the void of forgetfulness. I can immerse myself in these events and, as if in a dream, as if I were in the middle of a pivotal scene in a film, the action begins again and it flows around me. But sometimes, most times, there seems to be neither meaning nor direction to what I can see and I wonder why I ever remembered, what it was that had planted itself in my memory. I feel that the memories cannot be mine, that I must have borrowed them or invented them.
When I look back at life, few things stand out with any recognisable meaning or as recognisable parts of a coherent story. The past is mixed up and it makes no sense.
At times, I take fragments and I stand them in a line like the first row of bricks in a wall. Doing this, I hope to build. I take them a brick at a time and I place them in a line.
My grandfather went mad.
My grandmother too.
Both sides.
Four mad grandparents and they say it runs in the family.
A few bricks into the wall and the building stops because there are too few bricks and too many gaps. I leave the wall and I come back to it, armed with answers to carefully asked questions.
Dad's dad played the piano every Sunday lunchtime session. When the bell rang, he would hang on to the piano with his fingertips. Took four of them to drag him off. Then he'd be away again. They'd lose the house. No money. No food. Try the workhouse, Sonny.
Dad was only eleven.
Try the workhouse.
Eleven.
Mother's grandfather died in the workhouse. He was mad too. Into little girls, they say. Probably little boys, I think.
Grandfather used to tickle me on his lap.
But he is dead now, as are the others.
They all died, more or less together, in the space of a year. In the space of a year, I went to five funerals.
The first was the funeral of my father’s best friend and the part that I remember, I wish I no longer could. I was fifteen years old, the youngest of five brothers. It was my first funeral, it was their first funeral, and it was a very sad affair. It was a very sad affair because it was so funny that we could hardly stop ourselves from laughing out loud.
You know how it happens. You start when you're not supposed to and then you cannot stop. It is a circle that can truthfully be described as vicious.
I couldn't stop myself. We couldn’t stop ourselves.
Even now, as I view the scene again, I shake my head at the images I see.
Elevator music plays, conveyor belt jerks forward. Coffin jerks forward. Elevator music swells. Coffin slips through tasteless purple curtains on its way to hell on earth.
He noticed it first, nudged him, who nudged him, who nudged him, who nudged me. Pass the giggle along the line. Five brothers giggling, sniffing, coughing, biting lips, shaking. Standing in line behind the widow.
Jesus Christ.
The widow of my dad's best friend.
His was a tragic end and it was the beginning of another.
Death in a polythene bag. A bootlace tied around his neck. Two bottles of aspirin in his stomach.
A farmer came along and saw him sitting in his car and thought he was asleep. That was before the polythene bag. The farmer passed by again, two hours later. Dead in a bag. Shrink-wrapped for heaven.
A sudden death. A needless death. An end.
And, as with all ends, the penultimate events live on. Once meaningless occurrences destined to be forgotten, now the tragic step-by-step run-down to the final curtain. The event and its tail become one and lodge in the memory with the permanence of a brick in a wall.
I lived through that event. I was there.
Do you know how it felt?
Exciting, that's how.
His wife had telephoned and asked if he was there and that was the first I knew. No, I said. It was not important, so I didn't tell anybody. It was very important, so I should have.
Two hours later, she rang again. Father came back from the telephone and said his best friend had gone missing. He'll be on top of Huntcliffe, if you ask me, he said.
It was the way he didn't add
or at the bottom
that awoke my interest.
What's happened?
He's been gone since before nine, Father said, checking his watch. And it's after three. He glanced at me, thought I wasn't looking, and ran his forefinger, like a knife, across his throat. My eyes widened. A shiver tickled my neck. I was about to say she'd rang before but thought I might get into trouble for not saying anything then.
By now, he was asleep in his car. The farmer had already passed by once. In just under two hours, he would pass by again and there he'd be - dead in a bag.
Where does she think he is?
Father shrugged at Mother. On the moors, perhaps, somewhere on the moors.
But where? Where could he be?
Where would you go if you wanted to top yourself? Some place you'd been before? A favourite place?
It didn't seem so obvious then, but they went there nearly every Sunday. We could have got there in less than an hour, an hour before the farmer came back.
And if we had found him, what would we have found? I've asked myself that many times and, the more I think about it, the more I think we'd have simply saved the farmer a job.
But what if I'd mentioned it before?
In a world where time only runs forward, you've got no chance. People die because time runs forward. People die because other people make decisions that seem insignificant. One word said or unsaid and somebody dies.
I am one of those who, when he sees flowers, looks for the grave. Trouble is, and I can offer neither excuse nor explanation, I want to find it.
If your life depends upon my saying or not saying the right or wrong word, you are as good as dead. If I had told them about the hysteria I had detected that was tugging at her voice, he might have lived another day.
They went there nearly every Sunday, for Christ's sake.
But he wanted out, so what the fuck?
Guilty? Not guilty. I am innocent of all crime because nobody knows a crime was committed. All the blame passed to him. Those who made him do it, those who pursued him until there was nowhere left for him to run, they got away. Their only punishment was that they had to sing a sad song at his funeral.
Where is Death's sting?
He won in the end.
Where Grave thy victory?
What is a life that's not worth living?
It's amazing how many corpses one collects along the way but it's only a problem if one has to carry them. If you drop them in the gutter, you can walk away with a light step. You can leave them there for somebody else to tread on and, sooner or later, somebody else will tidy up the mess. And when somebody asks how you are, you can answer convincingly that you are fine. And you can giggle at funerals; like we giggled at the little girl who wore a wig because they'd shaved her head to save her life; like we giggled when Bobby Kennedy was blown away. And Lennon. And the shuttle, Biafran babies and the Belgrano.
I return to the wall with a few more bricks.
November 22nd 1963. Mother cried when JFK got it in the head. Nobody cried for Oswald. If you know the wrong people, if you're in the right place at the wrong time, you don't stand a chance.
I was sitting in a brick hut listening to fishermen swapping stories when the news from Dallas came on the radio. I ran all the way home to tell everybody what had happened but they already knew.
Yes Son, we know, Mother said sadly.
Is he gonna die?
He's already dead.
Father was suspicious from the start. Never trust a bloody American, he said. If your face doesn't fit, you're dead, even if you're the president. It's the American Way, he said.
We want to fuck the Gooks, they said. We want to teach them the American Way.
They get to everybody in the end, but only if they know about you. We're just passengers on the bus, so we're okay. JFK stood in its path, so the bus ran him down.
They got to Father's friend, so he stuck his head in a bag, tied a bootlace round his neck and said goodbye.
I couldn't do that. Could you?
What about pills? Sleepers, downers, throw in some paracetamol, some aspirin. Write illegible suicide notes about love. Fall asleep, get cold. Vomit in your sleep but it doesn't wake you. Just trickles through blue lips. Pulse fades.
Do you dream?
Then she finds you, panics, shakes you, cries out, telephones ambulance, telephones son, shakes you, tries to pick you up, can't, screams, calls your name, what have you done? Son comes. Dad? Oh my God. Try to wake him. Please try to wake him. Oh God, wake up. Doorbell. I'll get it. No, stay with your father. Here, in here. Is he coming round? He's so cold. Help him, please help him.
Why did you do it?
I won't do it again.
Don't die Daddy, please don't die.
Begin again, begin again.
Begin again. The first line of a readable book. But I am not Merlin. I wield no magic. I am the darkling child of a hero and his maiden. A maiden sitting on the scrubbed doorstep of a small street-house, watching, from behind a jam sandwich, the line of uniforms marching to the station. A hero going to the war.
His mother read the tea leaves. His mother read the tea leaves for her mother. Did she see?
In a small world, coincidences are not rare.
Father was born in the roaring twenties, the second son of a Bradford mill-girl with a gammy leg and a steelworks labourer who played the piano and fished the sea.
Many things happened that year.
Lenin died, MacDonald came and went, Coolidge came to the American throne and Henry Ford made his ten-millionth car. In Italy, a guy called Giacomo Matteotti got it in the head for not being a Fascist. In the British general election, the day before Father was born, Baldwin's Tories won through with promises of a brave new world.
Father's father wanted his son to be a part of it, so he marked his cross for the man in blue.
And as songs of Hope and Glory echoed around Queen's Hall, as soft, white, manicured hands in cuff-linked sleeves waved Union flags, as starry-eyed Flappers danced their way into the beds of the rich, Father lay hungry in his little cot.
Mother came five years later, the second daughter of a preacher's girl and a railway signalman with a twisted foot.
Many things happened that year.
Trotsky was expelled, MacDonald came back, Hoover started work, Yugoslavia was born and six Chicago gangsters got it in the head on Valentine's Day for being in the wrong gang. A fortnight after Mother was born, and because it was made of paper, Wall Street collapsed.
The roaring twenties gave way to the thrilling thirties and, as songs of Hope and Glory echoed around Queen's Hall, as soft, white, manicured hands in cuff-linked sleeves waved fraying Union flags, as sleepy-eyed Flappers danced their way off the stage to feed their babies, Mother sucked her thumb in her little cot.
The dice had been cast, the cards had been dealt, the last dregs swirled in the china cup and two grandmothers busily plotted knitted futures, giving their power and strength unto the beast.
When Father played in the street, kicking cans at cars, Mother slept in her cot. When Mother played in the street, swinging Maypole round the lamp-post, Father went to school. When Mother went to school, Father kicked a can around the street and looked for work. When Mother sat on her doorstep and ate a jam sandwich, Father went to war.
All roads lead to here.
Father got a job to earn pennies his younger brother could steal. He was delivering wet fish when Chamberlain was waving pieces of paper to wrap them in.
Mother got the cane for staring out of the window at the gathering clouds of war.
Then there was Uncle Bonkers.
We don't mention him because he wasn't one of us. We keep him locked in the cupboard and pretend he doesn't exist. It's easier, nowadays, than it was back then. It's easier, nowadays, because he's dead.
I would visit him every Sunday after I'd spent some time with Grandmother, trying to intrude upon her waking dreams. She knew things I didn't know, she could see things I couldn't see. Sometimes, she would see me on the very edge of her dream and she would smile and say my name.
Grandmother?
Be careful, Son. They're stealing houses, y'know.
Grandma?
Picking them up and putting them on wheels and taking them away. Nobody knows, nobody knows.
She looked at me with her glass eye and squeezed my arm. Her fingers were long and the joints were swollen, her skin was spotted with cancer. An old woman across the room with fat legs and thin arms grinned at me and softly tapped the arm of her chair, counting down the seconds to the end of her world.
I've brought you some cigarettes, Grandma.
They steal them, y'know.
I've brought you some cigarettes, Grandma.
Then she let go of my arm and pulled out her handbag which was stuffed between her and the arm of the chair. She opened it and showed me a packet of cheap cigarettes. And they swap them for these, she said.
Who does, who steals them, Grandma?
Grandmother snapped shut her handbag and stuffed it down the side of the chair again. She reached up with a long, thin arm, put her cold hand on my cheek and urged me to come closer. You were always my favourite, she said. Then she kissed me with her dry, brown lips, let me go and slipped, slowly and smiling, back into the strange world from whence she had come.
She never saw me arrive and she never saw me leave. I could be there for half an hour without her knowing but I could tell, from the seconds we shared, that she loved me.
Her youngest surviving son was the little brother my father never wanted. A little brother with sticky fingers who was destined to spend a lonely life locked in rooms with barred windows. A little brother who killed himself because he didn't want to die.
I used to visit him every Sunday and, every Sunday, he would tell me that he wasn't mad.
I knew that place like the back of my hand. They would shift him to a different ward every so often and I knew them all. Long corridors with rubbery floors, some running up, some running down. Turn left, turn left, turn right, turn left, deeper and deeper into the bin. The staff knew me. They'd nod hello, unlock the doors and ask me how I was. Visitors were a rarity on some of those wards. Solitary eleven year-old visitors were a rarity anywhere.
I never had anything to give him because he didn't exist.
Are you going to see your Grandma this week, Son?
How was your Grandma?
He was always pleased to see me arrive and he was always sad to see me go. He was always afraid.
I'm not supposed to be in here, he would say. Then he'd flick a frightened glance at the nurse reading the paper by the locked door. I'd look round too and the nurse would wink and nod. I'd look back at Uncle Bonkers.
His eyes would widen and his voice would drop to an intense whisper. Look, they're all smiles when you're here. He would clutch the thin arms of his chair with his thin, frightened fingers and stoop closer.
They hit me when you leave.
I step back and look along the line I have built. It is then that I realise that there is no order, that I have been collecting and laying bricks with no regard to their proper place. But then I ask myself a question.
If it made no sense then, does it need to make sense now?
It is the kind of thing my father would have said.
My father.
When he came back from the war the party was all over. They gave him his ticket home and a de-mob suit. Drainpipe trousers and a workhouse jacket. He and a friend met Mother and a friend on a crowded sea-front. Here, have my seat, he said and that was that. Bill went off with Dorothy, Mother and Father shared an apple.
I remember you, she said. I remember you going to the war. I was watching you from behind a jam sandwich. Every morning I see you push that barrow along Lord Street while I sort out the papers at the back of Smiths.
I remember you, he said. You were always sitting on the doorstep, watching the world go by.
It's a small town.
It's a small world.
Your mother knows my mother, she said. She reads the tea-leaves for her.
She reads the cards, too.
An image appears at the window of my mind. Two mad grandmothers cackling to each other, staring into a cracked china cup.
I can see it now, one of them is saying.
What can you see?
I can see Daddy having a shave at the kitchen sink. He is looking out of the window at something Duke cannot see.
Father looks out of the window and sees a gang of kids ripping down the fence at the bottom of his garden. Ripping it down, smashing it up, bundling it together. Father continues shaving. The kids continue ripping, smashing and bundling. Father rinses his face and turns away to get the towel. When he turns back, the kids have gone. So has the fence. I don't believe it, he says to himself. Then there is a knock on the front door. Wiping his face dry with the towel, he goes to answer it.
Standing by the doorstep are a gang of kids. They are trying to sell Father his own fence as firewood.
What do you do with kids like that?
Rip them apart, smash them up, bundle them together.
And burn them.
Father said not today, then he shut the door.
My mother.
Hail Mary, blessed art thou amongst women.
There is so much that I want to tell you.
Blessed is the fruit of thy womb.
My mother cried when JFK got it in the head.
Mother of mine, mother of all things. I am the fruit of your womb. You comforted me and bathed my scratches, you held me against you, you wiped clean my face with your moistened handkerchief, you tried to teach me to swim.
I saw you naked when you were younger than I am now. You were my mother. I saw you naked and I knew I was part of you. I knew I was flesh of your flesh. Unhidden by deceitful clothes, your body was truth. I wanted to run to you, to fall into your eternal embrace, to feel your soft flesh against my cheek, to smell your smell. Do you remember?
No. How could you? It was just another day. I was but one of five. A small boy who, at the wrong moment, walked into your room in the early morning, just as you were rising from your bed. And, in shared embarrassment, we both turned away.
Sometime later, I told a fly to fuck off and you hit me because you thought I was saying it to you.
Mrs Johnson said she came from Mars and she was my second teacher. You were my first. With your money, I bought you a manicure set. You were with me in the shop and you told me what to buy. I wrapped it in blue paper and gave it to you on Christmas morning. Smiling, you unwrapped your present. Hugging me, you told me thank you.
I owe you so much. How can I ever repay my debt?
And when he came back from the war, the party was already over. The flags had been taken down, the bunting stored in boxes. Tall, handsome and bronze, he was every girl's dream. One of them threatened to scratch out your eyes. Envy is the mother of all hate.
In the summer of forty-eight they danced the courtship dance. A bicycle made for two, a wind-up gramophone. Spam sandwiches in a picnic basket. Sex in the woods.
The tandem sped down the hill, faster and faster. Father loved the feel of speed. Mother trusted him to apply the brakes he never used.
My brother went to the wedding, curled in a foetal ball. It was a simple affair. I have the photograph on my wall. Mother, Father, two uncles, an aunt, two grandmothers and one grandfather. My brother is there too but he cannot be seen. It is the only photograph of him I have.
One day, in the Summer of Love, I had to run three miles otherwise he would have broken my arm. I was small but I was fast. I developed the skill of insulting from a safe and increasing distance. Another day, he cornered me on the beach. He had chased me along the shore and I just carried on running. Then he stopped. I slowed to a walk and looked round. Trapped. On one side the sea, on the other a long, deep pool. Pool and sea met in a rush of water. The tide was coming in and my brother stood guard over the only exit from my shrinking island.
I've got you now.
Bastard.
What are you going to do now, runt?
Fuckface.
Slowly, he walked down the narrow strip of sand towards me. Closer and closer, his hands in fists. Almost crying with fear, I flicked through the possibilities. I could let him get close, then dodge past him and run like fuck. But there was only four or five feet either side of him. I would have to let him get really close. Too risky.
I'm going to kill you, you little cunt.
Fuck you.
Then he ran at me, grabbed my jacket, caught my sleeve. I slipped out of it. Loose change fell to the ground. In the second he needed to regain his balance, I was off, splashing into the pool. Ankle deep, knee deep. I hit a stone and fell over. A wave knocked me down again. Arms and legs thrashing the water, I made it to the other side. I rolled over to look back at him, to shout one last insult, but he wasn't there.
He was standing at my feet, looking down, grinning.
He shook his head, dropped my jacket beside me, then wandered away up the beach.
I stayed out until my clothes dried.
Two years ago we shook hands.
Shake hands, clap hands, cup hands up does anybody know this word?
The word is friend.
Up goes my hand. Mrs Johnson looks sideways. Briefly. Clever little shit. My hand alone is raised.
The word is friend.
A quick sideways look again, then a peer over the top of the cards she is holding. Oh, sorry, that one's too hard. She puts the card to the back.
The new word is dog. My hand stays up.
Yes, clever little shit?
Friend, Miss.
Yes, er, no, anybody else?
Mrs Johnson, you should have known better. Don't expect me to tell you again.
It was my own fault. I shouldn't have learned to read before I went to school. Clever little shits never get anywhere.
Except nowhere.
And when he came back from the war, he had nowhere to live.
Come and lodge with us, said Mother's mother. But it didn't last. Their personalities clashed like cymbals made of glass.
If you think you are going to marry my daughter, you've got another think coming.
I wouldn't marry your daughter if she was Princess Elizabeth.
Get out of my house. Don't ever come round here again.
Door slams.
Mother, I'm pregnant.
What?
I'm pregnant Mother.
Crazy eyes stare wide at the filthiness of my mother's fornication. Hand swings back, poised for the slap.
You dirty cow. You good-for-nothing dirty cow.
Don't hit me.
I'll do more than hit you my girl. I'll bloody well kill you. And him, call himself a man? The dirty bugger. Well he's not getting away with it. He's going to marry you, you're going to get married, right now. Do you hear me? You're getting married, my girl. You're not bringing a bastard home to this house.
We were going to anyway, Mother.
Going to what? That's what they all say. Yes, well, he bloody well is going to marry you, I'll see about that you dirty little bitch. Go and get him. Tell him I want to see him.
We were going to get married anyway.
And not a bloody word to your father. He'd go bloody spare.
I have the photograph on my wall. Mother, Father, two uncles, an aunt, two grandmothers and one grandfather.
Mother's father never knew. Father's father couldn't come.
They'd taken him away in thirty-nine because he played rag-time on the piano all night long with every window in the house wide open. Nobody in the street slept a wink that night. Grandad pounded on the piano keys in possessed fury. Plinks and plunks bounced off the walls of the houses. Plinks and plunks drove everyone from their beds.
By the time the policemen came, and the doctor with his needle, Grandad had climbed out of his bedroom window and was shuffling along the wall, hanging from the guttering with his finger-tips.
Come inside, don't do anything stupid.
Don't come near me with that bloody needle.
Everybody settled down for a long wait. The policemen shared a cigarette, the doctor checked his watch and coughed up his sleeve. Half an hour later, Grandad shuffled back along the wall and swung in through the window, his aching arms too tired to resist the pounce. The needle went in, darkness came, and Grandaddy was gone again.
And the sun became black as sackcloth, and the moon as blood.
Father was fourteen and a half when they took his daddy away. His mother packed her things. I'm leaving too, she said.
Don't leave me Mother.
I'm seven and I'm sitting in a train in York station. Mother has gone to get a sandwich and she's been away a long time. People have stopped getting off the train, people have stopped getting on it. It's just sitting there, engine ticking over, while the station clock ticks away the minutes. A porter walks along the platform, slamming the doors. I stare at the spot where I last saw my mother's back. I daren't blink in case I open my eyes to see the platform slipping away, in case I see my mother chasing a train moving faster than she can run. I daren't move in case the driver takes it as a signal to go.
Come back Mother.
It's my twentieth birthday. Humming a silly song, I turn up the path to the front door. Mother is coming down it. She is crying.
I don't know what you're going to do, she says. But I can't take any more of this. I'm leaving.
Mother?
She half turns and tries a smile, then she hurries away down the street.
But Mother can't leave, Mother can't walk away.
She is back at tea-time, feeding the last of the five thousand. I can see a million words in her misty eyes but I can read none of them.
And I stood upon the sand and saw the beast rise up out of the sea.
I know it is there but I know not what it is. It rises high, passes overhead, stretches across the sky. A blue, grey, murderous cloud. It brings a wet wind that shoves and tugs, a wind that whips white froth from an inky sea. A wind that shouts questions with no answers, a wind that asks you who you are.
And the day darkens.
I would go there often - where the river meets the sea, where the sea meets the sky - but I never knew why. There was nothing to see but I would look for it anyway. I would stand for an hour, I would stand for two, looking, listening and feeling cold. And the only thing I ever brought back was nothing.
And when Daddy was fourteen and a half, his mummy left home.
That is it, she said. That is absolutely it. He's not coming back, I'll make sure of that. He needn't think he can come back, because he can't. He can't come home if there's no home to come to.
Then Grandma limped out of the door, carrying her small world in her thin arms.
When she was a young girl, Grandma worked in a Bradford mill, tending the clanking looms that wove a tapestry of days gone by. Looms that spoke of the profits they once made for their stiff-collared masters, long dead. Looms that looked down through the damp air at generation after generation of girls who came and went, who passed on into the oblivion of time but who had all taken their turn at the bobbins and frames. Frames shuttling back and forth, wheels turning, pistons pumping. Busy people everywhere, rushing to and fro, pausing with oil cans to feed the bearings, feeding the machines with bobbins of wool. A roar of machinery and shouted instructions. A roar of hissing and clanking that became a wave of silence punctuated by a scream of pain.
Grandma had slipped on a patch of oil. The machine was trying to eat her leg.
They dragged her from the hungry jaws, but the loom had stripped her left calf entirely away. The supervisor checked the cloth for spattered blood and shouted shut it down. A boy ran for help. They lifted Grandma onto a canvas stretcher and carried her to the infirmary.
You were lucky, they said.
The manager came to see her and said, we can't give you your job back but we can fix you up as a servant.
Forty years later, she was fitted with a special shoe.
Married in the twenties, half-starved in the thirties, a squatter after the war, then slowly, very slowly, she drifted out of this world and into another, where the beast gnawed at her mind and told her there were bombs beneath the floorboards and spies behind the curtains.
She would prop her jaw on her bent-back thumb and share jokes with someone we could not see.
She was a mother, a grandmother and a great-grandmother. Her smoke will rise for ever.
They lived with her mother, seven years before I was born. Father worked down a tunnel, digging a hole in this land fit for heroes. Every day, he would take two eggs to work. His mother-in-law boiled them for him but she was mean with the gas and they were always soft. Every day, he would crack open the eggs and they were always soft. Father didn't like soft-boiled eggs but soft is what they always were. One day, he cracked open an egg and it was soft. He saved the other one so he could take it home. Now she will believe me, he thought, as he opened the front door. The eggs were soft again, he said, but she didn't believe him. There, he said, cracking open the egg. It was hard. There, she said, I told you so.
Father told that story many times and every time I heard it, I wanted to ask him two questions:
Why didn't you boil your own eggs?
Did somebody secretly boil the egg before you took it home?
I already know the answer to the first. Grandmother wouldn't let anybody in her kitchen. It was hers. She never even taught her daughters how to cook. All her recipes were secret. She could make six Yorkshire puddings with half an egg and her fried bread was the best I have ever tasted. She used to collect bits of string and save them in a glass jar under the stairs. Grandmother always had a piece of string for every occasion.
Is this one long enough, she would say, or will this one do?
Then she would give you a piece of string exactly long enough for the job. Waste not want not, she always said. Perhaps she was mad, even then.
And Father would never have admitted to the possibility of the second. Nobody boiled Father's eggs without him knowing.
Before Grandmother went to bed, she would secretly count the coals on the fire. When she got up in the morning, she would secretly count the cinders. You've been wasting coal, she would say, if the numbers didn't tally.
Mother and Father had to do their cuddling in the cold.
Every night, around nine o'clock, Grandmother would put six pieces of coal on the fire. Four if she was alone. During the winter of seventy-two, she used hardly any electricity so she would still have some left for the next power-cut. If she went to bed before my grandfather, she would turn the gas fire down from three bars to one because one bar was enough for one person.
Then she started collecting the dregs of her tea-cups and saving them until she had a row of six cups on the window-sill. On the seventh day, she would pour it all into a pan, heat it up, drink it down to the last little bit and put the cup on the window-sill to start a new collection.
In the end, she was living on a diet of mouldy bread and cold tea. The doctors said she was fine but Mother disagreed. Grandmother said she was fine and Mother cried. I waited in the car while Mother dried her eyes. Then I took her home.
She's killing herself. What am I going to do with her? I can't take any more of this.
Mother has always said I'm good to talk to. Probably because I never reply.
When Baby One was born, they had to move out because the house was too small and because Father was tired of soft-boiled eggs.
His mother's house was bigger, but not big enough for Baby Two, so the Council gave them a house of their very own. When Mother saw it, she cried.
People cry for all kinds of reasons. They cry when they are sad, they cry when they are happy. They cry tired tears, cold tears, frustrated tears, strung-out tears and tears which simply say I need some attention.
When Mother cried when she saw her new house, she was crying tears which said, if I have to live here, I don't want to live.
But Baby One was eating soap, Baby Two was teething and Baby Three was on the way so Mother was always busy. Father brought home the pennies and Mother collected the milk as soon as it was delivered. There was a thief around every corner, a thief behind every hedge, a thief creeping down every alley.
There was an unexploded bomb in the back garden. Baby Two hit it with a spade then put soil in Baby Three's mouth. Baby Three yelled and Baby Two hit the bomb again. Baby One was in the bath eating soap. Mother came running, carrying Baby Four in her belly, and gathered up her children. She piled them all into the pram and pushed it round to her mother's. She left a note which said there's a bomb in the garden. Father came home and dug it up. It isn't a bomb, it's a shell and, look, the fuse is missing. Mother cooked dinner, Father threw the bomb into the alley. Ten minutes later, he went to look at it but somebody had stolen it, so they applied for a bigger house in a nicer neighbourhood.
A year passed and Baby Five died in her belly.
Mother saw the doctor and said we need a bigger house, is there anything you can do? Doctor said, your husband hangs his trousers on the end of the bed and you fall pregnant. Mother did it again to prove the point but Baby Six didn't make it either. Then came Baby Seven.
The Duke.
The seventh son, Alpha and Omega. The first and the last.
The baby whose bed was the bottom drawer of a chest.
Where have I been since then? I know I spent a lot of time being afraid of fried bananas but the rest is all mixed up.
I fell down the stairs when I was two and broke my collar bone. Father put me to bed, Mother summoned the doctor. Doctor comes and Duke is sitting up, looking at him. Put your hands up above your head, he said. Won't, said I.
There was a thief around every corner, a thief behind every hedge, a thief creeping down every alley.
They kept the coal in the coal-house. The door to the coal-house was next to the pantry and opened into the kitchen. Coal and food don't mix, so Father bought a bunker. He brought it home on a barrow and planted it in the back garden. He went for the shovel, came back and found a gang of kids looking in the bunker to see if there was any coal in it to steal and sell. Father chased them away and dragged the bunker out into the alley. He took the shovel back to the coal-house and crept back to watch what would happen next. He was too late. The bunker had already gone.
Gone, as the fence.
Gone, as the bunting, the street-parties, the apple, the war.
Gone, as the tandem and the wind-up gramophone.
Gone, as the six pieces of coal, as sinful sex, as the jam sandwich, the uniforms and the smoke of trains laden with heroes.
Chapter Two
- GENESIS -
"Behold, this dreamer cometh." Deuteronomy 13:1
When you're small, the world looks different. Trees tower.
When you're small, the world looks down at you. Nothing is too little and everything is too big.
When you're small, and you've got big brothers, you are really small. You are really small because they make you so.
Duke had four big brothers. They were called Bully, Hurt, Hit and Teach.
Duke was really small but he would look up at nothing. Bully, Hurt, Hit and Teach looked down at Duke but Duke pretended he was their size and stared back at them.
They all lived in a little house which was much bigger then than it is now. It was the Upside-down House because it was number sixty-nine. It had a blue door, small rooms and steep stairs. It had a television in the corner which went bang on Christmas morning because Father's screwdriver fixed the wrong thing. It had a cupboard under the stairs which smelled of gas and old coats. Duke could sit in there and watch. If he kept quiet, they wouldn't know he was there. If they found out, they would lock him in. Duke learned to watch without being seen, to listen without being heard.
Mother always knew where he was. She would pass by, look down, catch eyes and say not again without speaking. Duke would pull back into the shadows, certain he would not be betrayed.
There is a lot to be seen and heard from the shadows. You can know without being known, see without being seen, hear without being heard. If you come out into the light, you can't see so clearly and, besides, it's not so safe.
Sometimes, Duke would hide in the cupboard all afternoon and he wouldn't come out until it was safe or until Mother said tea was ready. Sometimes, Mother would stand in the way and let Duke creep unseen from his cupboard. Sometimes, Bully would stand with his foot against the door and not let Duke out until he cried. Then he would pretend surprise and ask what was Duke doing in there. Eventually, they took to locking it whenever they noticed the door was ajar. Eventually, Duke had to come out into the open.
But they still didn't notice him.
They still didn't notice him because Hurt invented an invisible switch which hung in the air high above Duke's head. Hurt would flick the switch and Duke would flick off like a television picture. Then they could neither see nor hear him, no matter what he did, no matter what he said. They'd turn him off for hours, sometimes days. Once in a while, they'd turn him on for just long enough to check he was still there. Duke would open his mouth to speak and they'd flick the switch off again.
Mother threw a plate at the wall because Father said he wanted dinner then changed his mind.
Father woke us at three in the morning and said get dressed. At four, he said go back to bed.
Father read a long poem about a workhouse before he let us eat Christmas dinner.
When Father was at work, we rolled back the carpet and fought on the lino.
When Father was in bed after working through the night, we kept very quiet.
When Father banged on the bedroom floor, Mother went to the bottom of the stairs and shouted what?
Father's frown frightened everybody.
Father said don't play in the street, so we didn't.
Father said don't play in the park, so we did.
Father protected us from the nasty things people said.
He said did you do this and if we said no he said stop accusing my sons of doing things they haven't done. Then they walked away, sheepish.
Nobody argued back with Father.
Nobody had the nerve.
Nobody said anything that Father didn't want to hear.
Except Mother.
Mother argued back and it made me cry because of the shouting and the bad mood and the dinner on the wall and the banging around and the stamping and slamming and I'm leaving well go then, I will.
And after the wind, an earthquake. And after the earthquake, a fire. And after the fire, a still, small voice.
Don't leave me Mother.
Don't take away from me the only thing I have. Don't take away from me the only thing I need. Kiss and make up, Mother. Kiss and make up.
Kiss and make up, Mother. Go and cook tea.
Mother can't leave. Mother can't walk away.
She is there at tea-time, feeding the five-thousand. I can see things I cannot recognise in her eyes. I follow her around the kitchen, pressing myself flat against the cupboard as her skirt brushes past my face. The pans bang, the drawers and doors slam, the plates and knives, the spoons and the forks, clatter on the table.
But the food tastes just as good.
Mother took me to the place where the river meets the sea, where the sea meets the sky. She had a green bicycle with a basket on the front. I had a blue tricycle with a tin box on the back. Mother's bike creaked and squeaked, mine rattled. I followed her for ever along a narrow, pot-holed road which weaved a wandering path across the dunes. For half an hour, we rode through a valley of sand and sharp grass, then the sea appeared on both sides of the road and, soon, we were there.
We pedalled to the lighthouse, squat and white. Mother held me as I stood on the broad, grey wall and filled my greedy eyes with the delicious view. In the far distance, away across the crescent bay, was home - unrecognisable among a mass of square dots. Mother asked could I see the church, its pencil-point spire poking high above the tiny, grey houses. I made a circle to look through with my finger and thumb and, at arms length, I could frame the whole town.
I shifted closer to the edge.
Down below, a solitary fisherman, his rod resting on a tall tripod, a haversack and flask at his feet.
Out on the sea, the wind tugged and tore at the tips of the waves, the gulls cried and circled, circled and dived, following a boat up the river, clouds of white spray exploding from beneath its bows.
And above, the infinite blue of the summer sky, an infinite number of invisible stars, invisible worlds and somewhere, a mirror, another me, looking down.
On Monday afternoons, Duke helped Mother with the ironing. Mother had to lower the board so Duke could iron the handkerchiefs, which always came last. Father had big white ones embroidered with his initial, Mother's were blue or pink and smaller with frilled edges.
You'll be starting school soon, Mother said. Then I'll have to iron these myself.
Save them up until I get home, then I'll do them.
But Mother never saved the handkerchiefs and, anyway, Duke forgot.
Mother, where does the picture on the television come from? How come it moves and why is it black and white?
Why does a light bulb get hot? Why does ice fall from the sky in summer?
Father, where's the sound on a record? Why's the back of the fridge hot and the inside cold? Why are both my arms the same length?
Father, if pictures fly through the air and into the television, how come I can't see them?
Ask no questions, tell no lies.
Mrs Johnson held aloft the card. The word was friend. Duke knew this because he learned to read before he went to school. None of the other kids did. Lessons dragged and dragged because the other kids had to start from scratch and learn the baby alphabet.
Ah, buh, curly-kuh, duh, eh, fuh, guh ...
Duke learned it too but he never used it.
I can say my twelve times table, he said.
The other kids couldn't say their two.
I can say all my tables, he said, but Mrs Johnson didn't believe him.
Okay then, she said, stand out here and say the nine-times table.
Duke slid, surly, from his seat, sauntered across, stood still and said it. Fast, automatically. He smiled, smug.
Yes, thank you, sit down now.
Duke went back to the picture he was doodling in his exercise book. The other kids tried to remember what was eight times two.
You'll be starting school soon, Mother said.
I looked up the word in Father's dictionary. It said school was an institution for educating children. I looked up institution and it said something I did not understand about the cure of souls. School is where you go to learn things, Mother said.
Like what?
Oh, reading, writing, arithmetic - that sort of thing.
Why?
Because you have to, everybody has to.
Another question hung on my lips but I sucked it back and turned away. I slid the black, leather-backed dictionary back into its place on the shelf and went outside. Hit and Teach were taking the chain off Hit's bicycle. They looked round together, looked at each other and muttered something I could not hear.
I shuffled past, pushing a leaf along the path. Hit slid his leg out behind him, trying to trip me, but I saw it coming and side-stepped. I headed for a ball which was sitting in the middle of the lawn. I bent down to pick it up.
Leave that alone, said Teach without looking round.
Why?
No answer.
I went over to the hutch, plucked a few blades of grass and poked them through the mesh.
Don't feed the rabbit, said Hit.
A disciplined line of dirty ducks marched every morning to the door to be fed. That was then. That was there.
Father told us about their ducks. Khaki Campbells, they were. They kept them on an allotment just round the corner from her mother's house. No locks, no keys, no barbed wire. Every morning, the ducks marched up the street to the front door and said quack. When Father appeared with the bucket of food and led them back to the allotment, they followed behind in a noisy line. While the ducks ate their scraps and peelings, Father searched for the eggs. It was always a race to see who could finish first and the ducks usually won. It's easier to find duck eggs when you realise that they never hide them in the same place twice.
Mother's mother boiled them for him to take to work but they were always soft.
I let fall the blades of grass and turned away from the hutch.
Here, I've got a job for you, said Teach with a smile.
I ran across, smiling too.
Hold this, he said and dumped the oily chain in my clean hands.
Hit and Teach laughed long and loud, then the tears came. I dropped the chain on the path and pushed past them.
Piss off, I said.
Hit flung his fist at my shoulder and I fell against the wall. He kicked my legs away and I was down. I scrambled to my feet and ducked into the wash-house.
Cry-baby! Run to Mother!
But I didn't. I cleaned my hands on a rag, dried my eyes, then left the house by the front door. I could still hear them laughing as I opened the gate.
Rooney was pedalling his toy car along the pavement. He paused to see what kind of mood I was in and then, when I gave him a little wave, he pedalled up to me.
It was sunny and it was hot. Mother said she would take me to the beach after dinner if the weather held out. Rooney could come too and we could go in the sea. That was good because Rooney's mother would bring the li-lo and they'd sit us on it and push us out through the waves, running alongside, splashing and laughing. Then there'd be orange squash in plastic beakers and little triangular sandwiches with spam or boiled eggs inside. There'd be sand between my toes and a big towel to wrap around me so I could take off my trunks. Then we'd walk barefoot up onto the promenade and Mother would sit me on a bench and polish the sand off my feet. I didn't like that because it always hurt. She'd put on my socks and tip the sand out of my shoes and then we'd go home for tea.
Captain Seashell tipped his hat, took out his pipe and said how do you do.
Is it going to rain, Captain? I asked.
He sucked on his pipe and stared up at the sky. He ran his finger-tips lightly along the top of the garden fence, then he tested them by rubbing his thumb across them. He squinted at the sky again.
Naw, he said. No rain today my boy.
He ruffled my hair and went on his way.
The sand is hot the sea is cool the spray is cold. I catch a gasp of breath as the water hits my face.
Like bath-time hair-rinse. A pan full of cold water because I said hot was hot. I gasp and wonder, for a moment, if I will ever breathe again.
Almost never did.
Sharing bath with Teach. Mother breaks routine just once and takes Teach out first to stand and dry by the fire. Mother comes back seconds later and Duke has gone.
Duke has slipped under the water. He is lying under the water and staring up at its surface with wide eyes.
Mother screams Father comes picks me up tips me up shakes me. Empties out the water I didn't know I wasn't supposed to swallow.
Duke coughs, Mother sobs into her clenched fist.
Is he okay? Is he okay?
Mother never changed her routine again. Last in, first out until I was big enough not to slip under and swallow the water.
Fishing boats bob on the bright, blue sea.
No they don't. They never have and they never will.
When I paddle out of the sea for a snack, there is a sliver of slimy seaweed slithering down the skin of my thigh. I think it's a sea-snake and the shock is like a thump of electricity. I slap it off and shudder. More snakes of seaweed writhe around my ankles in the shallow water. When I lift my foot they come with it, slippery and slimy, squashy to stand on. The undertow pulls them back and I jump free and tip-toe run from the water, holding my breath, shaking free the snakes.
Here you are son. Dry your hands first.
Mother passes me an apple. I sit down and shudder again.
I'm not going back in the sea, I'll make sand-castles instead.
When Duke went to school, Mrs Johnson said hang your coat on one of these pegs then come into the classroom.
Duke hung up his coat and followed the line of kids through the doorway. He looked back but Mother was hidden by the bobbing heads of taller children behind him. They all shuffled into the classroom and lined up along the back wall. A nervous murmur mingled with the smell of fresh paint and floor polish and Mrs Johnson was already standing at the front, an open book and a pen in her hands. She waited for the last kid to come through. Close the door now, she said.
That was the start of Duke's first day. There is much about it he would like to forget.
At the end, a bald-headed man played Grand Old Duke of York on the piano in the hall while a hundred noisy kids marched up and down a hill that wasn't there.
And outside, the sun was still shining and the cool waves were still washing across the warm sand. There were castles to build and holes to dig. There were apples to eat and cupboards to hide in. Somewhere in the same building, my brothers and, outside, standing at the railings, Mother. Rooney and his mother were outside, too. He would start school next year. In the meantime, he and his mother waited outside with my mother for me.
Did her mother wait for her? Did his mother wait for him? What was it like when Mother and Father went to school for the first time? Did the teacher make Father sit next to a girl? Did the teacher make Mother cry? Did they stand against the wall of this very same room, hardly daring to breathe?
I drop questions as coins into the wishing well of the past.
There are so many things I need to know but never will. There are so many questions I dare not ask. The more I search for truth, the more I am convinced I will find a lie. It is too late to begin again. It always is. I must make do with what I have and my memory provides but a poor and patchy record of what went before. Too many times, we remember only what we would like to forget.
Lest we forget. The legend on a thousand memorials, each a monument to transient remembrance. The Glorious Dead, gone and forgotten.
When we cannot remember, we no longer care. As rats fleeing fire, we hurl ourselves headlong from pasts we would rather forget. We scuttle into a desolate future, each racing the other to an oblivion utter in its completeness. And when we are gone, we are gone.
Half-baked philosophy and half-boiled eggs. The order of the day.
Mother had two little brothers. One three, and the other six, years younger than herself. She had a sister too, three years older.
I can't help it but I seem to do all my thinking in phrases. Sudden, short ideas that come and then go, as stations on a radio when you search for something interesting and hear only snatches of music or parts of spoken sentences, parts of grander wholes, each no doubt worth, to somebody, the courtesy of attention, imagining, when you stop turning the dial, that nobody else, anywhere, is actually listening, that the voice is speaking to an audience that isn't there, now to an audience of one who will soon turn the dial again in search of something else.
Such is my memory of what has gone before.
I am but a poor guardian of the treasures of the past. All I have is a collection of broken relics, broken because I grab at them with clumsy hands and, fragile as reflections in a pool, they shatter. I have neither the will nor the skill to glue them back together.
Piece one: Mother cried when JFK got it in the head.
I have remembered that memory so many times that I am now convinced it isn't true.
Mother's father was at work on the railway. Brother One and Brother Two were out in the street. Mother was baby-sitting her little brothers while her mother was at the hospital and her sister was at work. Twice, she went outside and said stop fighting. Then she went back to her housework, doing Dad's dinner, washing the pots. The noise from the street told her they'd started again and she'd already told them twice. She dropped the dish-cloth in the bowl, scooped up the towel and, drying her hands as she went, stamped through the tiny house to the front door.
I've told you two. Pack it in.
Brothers look round, startled, afraid of Mother's sudden shout, decide to scarper, one one way, the other another.
To everything there is a season, and a time to everything under heaven.
Mother chases the youngest, easiest to catch. He runs across the road, up the street and round the corner. Mother is catching up.
A time to be born.
He runs down the short side street, sharp corner at the end. He doesn't take it. He runs straight instead, straight off the pavement and onto the road. Straight and fast, straight into the arms of Jesus. Mother skids to standstill, stares at the crumpled and bloody shape which the murderous wheels of the big red bus have made of him. She stares at the crumpled and bloody shape on the road and screams the name of her youngest brother.
A time to die.
The mistake of a moment, the guilt of a lifetime.
It wasn't your fault. It wasn't anybody's fault.
It was merely a matter of perfectly imperfect timing.
So many, many tears. So many years of searching. So many times you ask the question why.
But the beast lies in wait on the path of the person who searches for causes and reasons. He lies and waits for you to come his way. He leaves a trail of bread-crumb solace for you to eat as you follow the downhill paths you've trod so many times before.
Turn back.
The light you see that shines ahead is but a scream.
Turn back.
The light you see is nightmare, not a dream.
Turn back, Mother.
Turn back and do not cry.
To everything there is a season, and a time to everything under heaven: A time to weep and a time to laugh; a time to mourn and a time to dance.
There are other uses for tears.
When the fruits that thy soul lusted after are departed from thee, and all things which are dainty and goodly are departed from thee, and thou shalt find them no more at all.
Our little house was in a leaf-strewn street. It had a blue door because it belonged to the council. Further down the road, and on the same side, were houses with doors that were not blue. Those houses belonged to the people who lived in them. Their parents earned more money or didn't have so many kids and some people had no kids at all. Rooney's parents had two and he was the oldest. His dad smoked cigarettes more often than he didn't. Father said it would kill him one day.
Rooney's dad used to blow the ash off his cigarette while it was still in his mouth. Sometimes, he'd cough and the cigarette would dangle from his lower lip, stuck there like something that belonged. He worked as caretaker at the school until they caught him pinching coal and he had to do something else. He was little but he had a bad temper and he used to snarl at Rooney and raise a threatening, trembling fist. Then the cigarette would point upwards like Popeye's pipe and I'd want to laugh but Rooney would go white and back away. Sometimes, he'd cry.
I could make Rooney cry. It was easy.
Mother was thirty years old and Father was thirty-five. Mother was all a-bustle in her home-cooked kitchen and Father was as tall as the sky. When Duke went to school, Mother stayed at home and did the ironing. When Duke went to school, Father went to work to earn the pennies. Eleven years on and Father still kissed Mother before he went to work.
A kiss to say I love you. A kiss to say I am happy. A kiss to say I'll see you soon.
Many years ago, before Mother was Mother, when she was just a girl with a jam sandwich, even before she had a jam sandwich, her mother left home. Mother's mother left home many times. But she always came back.
Once, she came back wearing a fox and the little girl in the yellow frock swinging Maypole in the street didn't know her.
Who's that rich lady with my grandad?
And the woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet and decked with precious stones and pearls.
Grandad called her over and said say hello to your mother but the little girl was shy. Not until the fox had gone, and the powder and the lipstick, did the little girl see who it was. She'd been away a long time. She was wearing a watch and it looked like gold. She didn't speak, she just cleared things away and started cooking the dinner. The little girl peeped round the kitchen door and ducked back against the wall as her mother brushed past. That's my mammy in there. Mammy's come back.
When Daddy came in from work, they said go play outside.
The little girl went back to the lamp-post Maypole but she didn't want to play anymore.
Is Mammy going to stay?
She swung the rope round the pole and wandered back along the street. She passed the window slowly, stepping up onto the balls of her feet to look inside. Mammy and Daddy were in the parlour, sitting on different chairs, talking with sad faces.
The little girl ducked down and held her breath. Then she turned and, stooping low, ran silently away.
Much later, she looked round the corner around which she had hidden. Mammy was on the doorstep, tea-towel in her hands, looking up and down the street. The little girl waited until her mother saw her, then she stepped out from her hiding place.
Two streets away lived a little boy who had two younger brothers and another brother, two years older. His big brother realised at an early age that his mission in life was to be everything he could never be.
Whenever they took Father's daddy away, big brother strode around the house, thumbs tucked in braces. He scowled his father's scowl and sat in his father's chair.
When Father's daddy returned and his mammy left home, big brother supervised the cooking and cleaning. He smiled his mother's smile and sat in his mother's chair.
He was all things to nobody but himself so the little boy became his own big brother, his own father and his own mother. He took weekend jobs, walking dogs, pushing barrows and riding bikes to help buy groceries and pay the rent. He cooked the food and tidied the house, he made sure his kid brother went to school and that the baby was cleaned and fed.
Then, one cold starving winter, the baby died.
And his mother left home because it was his father's fault there was no food. And it was his father's fault there was no coal. It was his father's fault that his father couldn't keep a job and it was his father's fault that they lost the house. It was his father's fault the baby died. His father wasn't a real father because his family starved and his baby died. His father was mad and his mother said she'd never live with him again.
And, sometimes, she meant it.
But when the boy left school at fourteen and took a full-time job, his father and big brother were working too and they had money enough, food enough and heat enough for everybody. Now they could join in the dreams of the men in blue. Now they could live in peace and plenty. Now they could pull together the fraying threads of their unhappy past and weave a new and warmer future. And only the gathering storm of war threatened to molest the beauty of the sunset sky.
Then his father became sad and his mother began to slip away.
And one day, after hours of silent sulking in her fireside chair, she lifted her cheek from her bent-back thumb and said four words.
They stole my baby.
Then his father got crying drunk and pounded submission from the keys of the piano. They begged him to stop but he shouted no.
But the neighbours, they said.
Bugger the neighbours, he said and sprang from the stool and dashed from room to room, sliding wide the sashes, opening the lights.
Then he set about the piano again. Rag-time plinks and plunks cascaded through the wide-open windows, tumbled along the midnight streets, echoed along ebony alleys and rattled the panes of the sleeping houses. Grandmother flung wide her arms, setting free the invisible dove, then sank back into her chair.
When the policemen came, and the doctor with his needle, she was tending the looms of a far-distant mill, talking to the machines, massaging her cheek with her bent-back thumb. They followed Grandfather up the stairs and the rest is darkness and history.
A kind old lady gave Father a home and filled him full of food and love. She washed his woollens and darned his socks. She kept clean the house, cooked his meals and ironed his shirts. She never complained when he came and went and she always managed to pay the rent. She taught him to smile and, after a while, she waved him goodbye when he went to the war.
And a little girl looked up from behind a jam sandwich, saw the smoke and the quick-vanishing clouds of steam chuffing from the locomotive, saw the cheerful young men marching in a line up the slope of the long platform and wondered what it would be like to fight for England.
By the time he came back, nobody cared.
Chapter Three
- JUDGES -
"Behold, the devil shall cast some of you
into prison." Revelation 2:10
Father's father fought the war from a locked room with barred windows. He never ran for cover when the sirens went, he never queued to buy tea and sugar. Father's father never went anywhere or did anything. They wouldn't let him.
They put him in a big room. They buried him under a mountain of people nobody knew what to do with. They buried him and then they forgot him.
There was no piano in the big room, only people of all ages. And some were men and some were boys. Some were not certain what they were, or even why. Some cried and some laughed. Some shit their pants and farted all night. They all smelled unclean and you could tell how long they had been there by looking into their eyes. The wilder the stare, the longer the stay. Some said they had been there for ever and some said they were going home tomorrow - but none of them did.
Every now and then, when Grandfather's name came out of the hat, they wheeled him into a room at the end of a long corridor and plugged him into the mains. Then he'd wake up in bed and his arms and legs would ache. He didn't mind the aches because it was better being in bed than in the big room. The only time they'd let him stay in bed was after they'd plugged him in and purged his head.
One day, they lost his raffle ticket and they never came for him anymore. Instead, they left him in the big room until it was time to eat or to go to bed. Grandfather didn't like that so he asked them to plug him in again, but they wouldn't. They gave him an injection instead and now he woke up feeling sick and empty but they still wouldn't let him stay in bed. Grandfather wanted to go home but there was no home for him to go to.
As good as her word, Grandmother went back to Bradford with her youngest son. When the sirens went and the bombs began to fall, she put him on a train with a thousand other children and sent him to live in the country. Alone again, Grandmother began to forget she had a family. She was a little girl and she limped the shoddy streets with sunshine in her eyes and the sounds of childhood in her head. But the other boys and girls had all gone away and some were married and had children. Grandmother would never get married. Only grown-ups got married and grown-ups didn't have the sense they were born with.
Grandmother would stay a girl for ever.
Mother was twelve years old when her youngest brother died. A little girl who could be a girl no more - a little girl with tears in her eyes. Tears which would never go away. A little girl who came to believe that if things weren't right it was because she was wrong.
Mother was twelve years old when her mother's hair turned white. She heard the silent testimony of that silver hair and it said four words.
It was your fault.
Shitty things happen in a shitty world. The guilty go free, free to offer bread-crumb solace to their victims. Free to sigh, with a shake of the head, well such is life. And, by the time the truth escapes and the decrepit, chain-clanking wraith of Justice finally points her accusing finger at the criminal shade sneering from the shadows of a distant past, the present is looking the other way.
What crimes time hides.
Mother was twelve years old when she became a woman. I look for the little girl I know is trapped behind those misty eyes and, sometimes, I can see her. But she is far away in the mist and she isn't swinging Maypole in the street or staring wide-eyed at the gathering clouds of war. She is crying for help, begging to be released, and her anguished screams are but whispered sighs on the wind of time.
Take the day off school tomorrow, your brother's ill.
Where's Mammy?
Never you mind. Just do as you're told.
Mammy had gone away again and the little girl had to miss school to nurse her brother. Big sister was working in a laundry, Daddy was working on the railway. The little girl had to cook the food and clean the house. She had to play Mammies and Daddies and it wasn't a game.
Is dinner ready? Fetch me some tea. Did you pay the Co-op and iron my shirt?
The neighbours said, but she's only a child. So Daddy hired Hettie the Housemaid and, when the little girl had shown her what to do and how to do it, she could go back to school.
Hettie was a tall, angular, mannish woman of thirty-five. Her long and greying black hair was bunched up on her head and held in place with safety pins. She had the eye of a preacher and the practised coldness of a slighted spinster but her starched blouses and stiff skirts hid stockinged secrets of stolen sex. She was a woman, a woman without a man and she was, for a while at least, welcome.
But Hettie left lumps in the mashed potato and burnt the sausages. She forgot to boil the kettle for Daddy's after-dinner tea. Use the potato water, she said. It's still hot.
The little girl cupped a giggle and held it against her lips. Daddy looked amazed and angry all at once, then he harumphed, pushed past Hettie, grabbed the kettle and took it through to the kitchen. Bloody women, he said, and slammed the door.
Hettie never made tea again - Daddy wouldn't let her. She wasn't very good around the house and the neighbours started swapping stories. When Mammy came home, Hettie the Housemaid had to go.
At the first sound of thunder, and if Daddy was at work, Mother's mother would dash around the house to make it safe. She had a routine, always followed, never neglected.
The windows were tightly closed and the curtains were partly drawn. The mirrors were draped with head-scarves; the taps were covered with cloths and towels; knives, forks and spoons were hurriedly put away. Every plug was pulled from every socket and the aerial from the back of the wireless. The upstairs lights were switched off and bedroom doors were closed. A sheet was thrown over the budgie cage and the dog was told to hide under the table. The front and back doors were opened wide and the fireguard was stowed in a corner and covered with a towel.
Everybody was crowded onto the three-seater settee and Mother's mother said a whispered prayer and sat stiff with both feet on the floor, her legs uncrossed, her knees together, her trembling body and pounding heart waiting for the expected disaster.
And the little girl who became my mother stared at the window, certain, as always, that the storm had been sent for her.
The boy who became my father was seventeen when he signed up for the war on my mother's thirteenth birthday. He was tall and strong and they believed him when he lied about his age because everyone thought he was much older than he really was. For nearly three years, he had been the target of shouted questions and whispered words. Fat, old dour-faced women in dull clothes stared after him as he passed by. They yelled and shook their fists.
Why aren't you in the army?
Why aren't you fighting for your country?
Are you a coward?
Everyone turned to stare, proletarian jingoism shining accusation from their steely eyes. Hushed mutters greeted him on every corner, in every shop. Die for your country, laddie, sign up and die.
But Father wasn't a coward. He was a hero.
He shouted back that he was only fifteen but they never believed him. They stared after him with their death-hungry eyes, craving to see his carved name on some future stone. Sign up and die, laddie. Sign up and die. The roll-call of the dead needs more names, needs your name. Sign up and die.
Big brother had already signed, had already been given his smart blue uniform, so Father wished away the waiting days.
And when he came back and the parties were all over and the bunting was stored away for the next time, they patted him on the back and gave him a workhouse jacket and a pair of drainpipe trousers. They gave him a second-class ticket home to a land fit for heroes. Find your dream, laddie, they said. Find your dream.
So Father took a job helping a man repair bomb-bitten houses and build garden walls. He pushed a barrow through streets broad and narrow and the girl-woman unpacking newspapers behind Smiths saw him pass by nearly every morning.
Mother left school at fourteen. Her sister had already left home, never to return. Mother spent half her time at work and half as a mother to her little brother. Her daddy limped his way to and from work and her mammy was sometimes there, sometimes not. The man in the shop took her to one side.
Your time-keeping is bad, he said.
Mother couldn't deny the truth so the man paid her off and sent her home.
Dear Mother, dear child. Ensnared in a web of eternal maternity, the spider threads holding you fast to a strange shore. Feminine Gulliver, shipwrecked flotsam, chance-driven into captivity, held there by hands stronger than your own, seduced into early acceptance of a life-long role. You are a mother. It is your job to care.
One day on the sea-front, when the war was over and the heroes had returned, Mother and Father met.
Sitting on the sea-wall with Bill, watching the singer with one eye and the passing girls with the other, Father saw mother and her friend. Mother was polishing an apple on her blouse, the late evening sun in her eyes and a summer laugh in her voice. Father turned to face them and offered a smile. Mother craned her neck to see the show.
Who's on?
Alan Gale.
Mother came closer, Bill turned and smiled at Dorothy, Father stood.
Tall and bronzed with ice-blue eyes, broad shoulders and strong arms. White, open-neck shirt with rolled-up sleeves.
Here, have my seat, he said.
Mother sat on the wall, shook her hair from her face and, with a shy chuckle, offered Father a bite of her apple.
The last piece of the jigsaw, the last dregs in the china cup. Two grandmothers peering round a closing door. The last link in the chain.
Clap handies, clap handies 'til Daddy comes home.
Baby Duke bounces up and down on Mother's lap. Mother is clapping his hands but it doesn't seem to work properly.
Daddy has pennies and Mammy has none.
Daddy was working nearly all day and all night, nearly every day of the week, every week of the year.
Shh! Your dad's coming!
The shadow falls across the window - a second's advance warning of Father's return from work.
Mother scans the floor for discarded toys, toys which will be thrown on the fire if Father has to step over them. She drops Duke onto her chair and throws herself across the carpet to snatch up a rattle, a book and a bib. A hush falls across the room, the older kids slip through the other door and creep outside. They aren't allowed in the house when it isn't raining and it isn't mealtime. Play outside or go to bed. The back door opens and Father steps inside, a scowling giant framed in the doorway. He wrinkles his nose in the direction of the smelly baby sitting bare-bottomed on Mother's chair. Get the kid off the cushion, he says.
Mother sweeps me up in her spare arm. He's clean, it's okay, he won't make a mess.
Father strides across the room, drops his lunch-bag off his shoulder, sits his cigarettes on the arm of his chair, unbuttons his donkey jacket and hangs it on a peg under the stairs. He takes his lunch-bag into the kitchen, Mother hurriedly pins my nappy in place, arranges the cushions on the settee, sets me down, slips a dummy between my lips and follows Father. Dinner's just about ready, she says, and then the voices fade to dull mumbles.
Father was always edgy after a hard day but Mother knew how to make him relax. A pint-pot of tea, three cheese scones, a wedge of apple pie and the hungry smell of roasting dinner.
Daddy was hardly ever at home and, when he was, he was usually asleep.
Shh! Your dad's in bed!
Hand nervously clutching the handle of the door I've just slammed, I stare wide-eyed at the living-room ceiling, waiting for Father's thump on the bedroom floor. The words I was about to shout with loud excitement are held prisoner in puffed-out cheeks, trapped behind pursed lips. My palm is sweating and I daren't blink. Mother, floury hands poised above a pat of rolled-out pastry, stares too. Breaths are held, hearts beat fast and a long silence slowly dissolves into a sigh of relief.
Mother tosses the pat of pastry and rolls it again, my sweating palm slips away from the handle of the door. Three loud thumps shake the ceiling. Mother stiffens, wipes her hands in her apron and, shaking her head at me, goes to see what he wants.
She shouts up the stairs. Yeah?
She turns her face towards me, as if about to deliver an unnecessary reminder that it was my noisy clumsiness which had shattered the afternoon peace, then Father speaks. Indistinct and deep-sounding syllables tumble numbly down the stairs. I watch Mother carefully, my face a mirror of hers and, as hers melts to calmness, so does mine. He just wants a cup of tea, she stage-whispers, after quietly closing the door. You'd best be off outside, he'll be up soon.
I read a book about a boy who'd been chained to a toilet through the day and to his bed through the night. Seventeen years went by before he next took a taste of the outside air but, by then, the last thing he wanted was his freedom.
When Father's mother went home to Bradford, she put Uncle Bonkers on a train with a thousand other kids.
By the time he came back, nobody knew him. He was thin and frail and his fingers were long. He flicked his head like a nervous chicken and clasped tightly the arms of his chair. He had strange dreams and a distant stare. He awoke at night and spoke a language nobody knew and his sunken eyes could see things which didn't exist. He stole pennies from purses and cigarettes from packets. He pawned a gold watch and pilfered the pantry. Grandmother's mother took her aside one day and told her he would have to go.
On the train north, Grandmother met a man called Jack who worked the black market. He gave her stockings and cigarettes, sweets and smiles. He made her laugh and he played with her son. They changed trains together and she followed him to the place he called home.
They played Mammies and Daddies as squatters in a deserted transit camp by the river. Jack bought the food, brought it home and fed his new family while Grandmother sat by the window of their hut and watched the ships sailing up and down the river. Little Uncle Bonkers, thirteen years old, stole and sold scrap metal instead of going to school. He started early on a short journey down a road going nowhere.
He was only any good at getting caught.
Father was in Italy at the end of the war. Then they sent him to Palestine, where they told him to hand in his gun so it could be dumped in the sea with thousands of others.
But that is not what happened.
The officers sold the guns, sold them to the strangers who came in the night so they could kill Arabs. Father and his mates were told not to get involved in local affairs, not to interfere. Father saw a gang of them drag an old Arab out of his house and tear him limb from limb between two stolen jeeps, saw a little Arab girl doused in petrol and set alight, but he could not interfere. They would drive onto the base, break into the armoury, then drive away again, taking guns and grenades and anything they could carry. Nobody was allowed to stop them. Nobody was allowed to defend the Arabs - not even themselves. Many left, afraid for their lives. Many more stayed and died.
Father came across a body in the desert. A young Arab, his testicles sliced off and stuffed in his mouth, his lips stitched up. The marks in the sand told a horrible tale. The lad had crawled for nearly a mile before he'd collapsed. Father had a good idea who'd done it but he wasn't allowed to interfere.
Father saw many things during the war. Saw the remains of gunners hose-piped out of shattered aeroplanes, saw bits of friends fall to the ground with sick, wet slaps, but nothing made him feel so ill.
He was grateful when they packed him off to Libya.
He was even more grateful when they sent him home.
But when he came back, the parties were all over and the bunting had been taken down. The war had given him a sun-tan and a lot of memories he would rather forget. He saw the same fat old dour-faced women in dull clothes who had shouted after him before but they were silent now, their fat chins tucked into their chests, their eyes turned downward as they shuffled sourly into solitary oblivion, hobbling with swollen feet away from the memories of dead husbands and sons.
Dearly beloved.
We are gathered here today in the sight of God - Mother fiddles nervously with her bouquet - and in the face of this congregation, to join together this man and this woman in holy matrimony - Father smiles down at Mother, a twinkle of sunlight flashes in his blue eyes - commended by Saint Paul to be honourable to all men and therefore not by any to be taken in hand unadvisedly - Mother's mother runs a handkerchief-clad forefinger lightly under her eye - to satisfy men's carnal lusts and appetites - vicar glances down over the top of his glasses, under his furrowed eyebrows, at the bouquet which protectively covers the slight bulge in Mother's tummy - like brute beasts that hath no understanding.
Nobody really listens.
If any man can shew just cause - Father's older brother, his best man, pulls in his bottom lip and closes his eyes - why they may not lawfully be joined together - Mother looks down and wriggles her toes inside her shoes - let him now speak, or else hereafter for ever hold his peace.
Without pause, the vicar continues.
Mother can feel her mother's eyes on her back. She chews her lower lip and flicks her lowered eyes from side to side, then she follows the path of the wood-grain lines along a worn floor-board plank and around a knot. Beside her, stiff, hot and uncomfortable in tight collar and tie, her father. Behind her, wearing a dress fit for a bride, her sister. Mother stares at the vicar's shoes, wonders if he's wriggling his toes too, then back at her own.
I hate these shoes.
Somebody coughs behind her, the tail-end of the vicar's speech washes into her mind as a sudden wave.
Love her, comfort her, honour and keep her in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, keep thee only unto her, so long as ye both shall live.
Father mumbles his reply and Mother grins up at him, wrinkling her nose. The sound of her name drags her eyes guiltily back to the vicar and she draws in her breath to repeat her vows.
With this ring, I thee wed, with my body, I thee worship, and with all my worldly goods I thee endow.
Soon be over. Soon be out of this bloody frock and these bloody stupid shoes.
When Father gave Mother his name, she lost her own.
Father's older brother tried to talk him out of it.
She's only a kid. A snot-nosed kid. Don't throw your life away over some silly snot-nosed kid, he said.
Father had listened to Big Brother's advice for years.
Pull yourself together, Big Brother said. You don't marry a girl just because she's pregnant. I wouldn't marry her and you wouldn't if you had any sense.
Father listened for a while then turned away.
Big Brother smirked. And how do you know it's yours?
Father turned back.
Lifting Big Brother by the collars, he pushed him up against the pub wall. Singing drunks paused and stared, staggered slightly on wobbling legs. Father's eyes glared cold and hard into Big Brother's. A second of silence.
Don't, he said, flexing the strong muscles of his fore-arms. Big Brother's self-satisfied smirk melted like summer ice cream spilt on a burning street. Don't ever say anything like that again. His arms flexed again. Big Brother was afraid.
Because next time, Father said, you're dead.
There never was a next time. Father relaxed his grip and Big Brother sank back against the wall. All kinds of things ran through Big Brother's mind like cockroaches from light. They ran through his mind and buried themselves in the dark and fetid depths. A few years later, he ran away to Canada and sent his advice via air mail. He still does it now, even though he has nothing to say. He still does it now, even though there is nobody to listen.
When Father gave Mother his name, she lost her own.
They lived in her mother's house, where Grandmother counted pieces of coal and half-boiled Father's eggs. Mother's tummy began to swell with the first of a lifetime of burdens. It was the end of nineteen forty-eight. The first flushes of post-war optimism had faded to grey and the soot spotted streets and the dour faces of the fat old women whose forgotten husbands and sons had fallen with the few to save the many were all that was left with which to build a land of milk and honey.
Nobody wanted to know.
Heroes were ten-a-penny.
The armaments factories closed and rusted away. Barbed wire remained on the dunes and pill-boxes by the railways. Air-raid shelters stood firm in school grounds and War Economy was the order of the day. England had slipped away like a dark thought, never to stir, never to brave the light, again.
Mother spent a whole hour scribbling her new signature with a well-chewed pencil on the cardboard lid of her gas-mask box. It was fun. She smiled to herself as she wrote it this way and that. That's me, she said to her younger brother. That's my new name. I'm not your sister any more, I'm a wife. She stretched and pushed out her tummy. And soon, she said, relaxing again, soon I'll be a mother.
Mother's brother pulled a finger from his nose.
Mam says there'll be no room for you and the nipper.
For a long moment, Mother stared absently at the pencil-grey signatures scrawled across the inside of the box lid. Her little brother sniffed. She flicked up her eyes and gave him a blank, quick, meaningless grin. Then she dropped her chewed-up pencil into her gas-mask box and replaced the lid. As she carried it up the stairs, she realised for the first time that this little house was no longer her home.
Chapter Four
- THANK YOU FOR THE DAYS -
There is much that will never be forgotten. There are golden threads from the past that still stretch into the present and, although they stretch thin, they will never break.
Let us follow a thread that leads back to a land of singing birds and summer sunshine, to the laughter of small children, to the smile on the face of a young woman.
My mother took us travelling.
There is another side to life, she said.
To show us the other side of life, a side that smelled not of gutted fish and wet seaweed but of flowers, dew-damp grass and candy floss, my mother took us travelling.
The sun is still shining, low in the deepening blue of the sky, and thin, ghostly clouds drift high and silently above the tree tops. Duke looks up through the leaves as his pushchair trundles along the street. He is counting the bumps as the wheels cross the gaps in the paving stones. He can feel the heavy breathing of his next older brother against his hair for Teach, too tired to walk any further, is hitching a ride on the back rail of the pushchair. The other kids have fallen silent, for home is close and they can almost taste the dinner that has been slowly cooking, all day, in the oven.
Duke closes his eyes and listens to the footsteps around him.
In a while, he can identify each of them.
Mother. Her sandals slapping the pavement, the faintest of creaks from their leather straps.
Bully. Almost stamping. Heavy, beetle-crushing steps in beetle-crushing shoes.
Hurt. Quietly and carefully placed. Almost tentative, almost nervous.
Hit. A lazy scuff of a dragged shoe between each step.
Duke listens to the rhythms of the steps, listens to them merge and separate, and he calculates, from the pattern of sounds, which brother is taking the longest strides. He composes a tune in his head to fit the erratic beat of his family’s footsteps. It is played by a fairground organ grown tired and slow at the end of a long day and falling asleep, falling asleep, falling and waking, falling asleep. He calls his tune Lullaby for a Pedal Bin.
The pedal bin is on his lap. It is yellow and white and it is made of plastic.
Mother took us to Saltburn on the train. She prepared a picnic in the morning and, when Father went to work at noon, she gathered her children and took us to the station. We were excited and happy. It was a sunny August day and the fences smelled of warm creosote. White balls of cotton wool drifted across the sky towards the sea, carried along by the summer breeze, and neighbours nodded and smiled at us from their gardens as we passed.
It was an expedition.
I was sharing the pushchair with a shopping bag filled with sandwiches, scones, biscuits, plastic tumblers of orange squash and a flask of tea. The provisions.
The other kids jumped up and down in unison on the wooden platform, landing heavily, making it boom, boom, boom as Mother and I waited for the first sign of the train to appear at the bend in the track.
It came, announced by approaching chuffs of steam above the tree-tops and, before long, the low, deep woof of the locomotive. It pulled in with a hiss, spewing a cloud which swirled among us, and my brothers stopped their jumping and crowded round.
Then we were aboard and, soon, we were off.
The platform slipped away and we picked up speed and trundled past the gardens of pensioners’ cottages. I waved to everyone I saw and one old woman, a lilac shawl draped over her curved shoulders, waved back at me. She was wearing gloves and the sun glinted from the blades of the pruning shears in her hand like a diamond. I can see her now. She is waving but she is not smiling. She is waving goodbye.
I looked back and up into my mother’s face.
Who is that lady?
But Mother was busy keeping the others under control and, by the time she had chance to look, we were beyond the gardens and passing empty fields.
Never mind, I said. We’ll see her on the way back.
At Saltburn, we rode the water-lift down to the lower promenade. Mother stopped. She rested her hand on my shoulder. Would you like to walk from here?
I wrapped my arms around the shopping bag and said nothing until we reached the foot of the long, steep, stony path that led to the top of the cliff.
I want to walk from here.
My brothers charged ahead, racing each other to the top. But I knew that the top was too far for a race so I didn’t follow. I walked beside my mother as she pushed my chair up the slope. People tramping down the hill, men with pipes and hats and women in tweed skirts, smiled and nodded hello. Mother said hello back to them with a smile.
Does everyone know you?
Everyone says hello when you’re out walking.
How come?
They’re just being friendly.
Does it matter who says hello first?
I don’t suppose it does, no.
Why do people say hello to you out here and not when we’re in the town?
I don’t know, Son. It’s different, I suppose.
Why is it different? Are they the same people?
Mother paused, out of puff, and she ruffled my hair.
You ask too many questions, she said.
Up ahead, my brothers were sitting by the path, two either side, regaining their breath and watching us approach. Hit leaned across and whispered something to Teach, watching me all the while. Teach nodded a little and grinned, then the two of them set off up the slope. As we caught up with the two oldest, they climbed wearily to their feet and followed them. Mother and I plodded slowly up the slope together and we didn’t rest until we reached the top.
Don’t go too near the edge.
Mother sat on the grass with her arms folded across her knees and tilted her head back to face the sun. I looked round. My brothers were a little way off, standing in a group on what seemed to be the highest point. I ran across to join them.
Do you know what will happen, said Teach, if you fall off?
I’m not going to fall off.
You’ll die.
Hurt nudged his shoulder. Pack it in.
You’ll be smashed to smithereens, said Teach.
Blood everywhere, Hit concurred.
I’m not going to fall off.
We might push you.
Mam’ll kill you.
We’ll say you slipped.
Pack it in you two, said Hurt with a shake of his head. You know what he’s like.
Leave them alone, said Bully. They’re only teasing him.
Hit and Teach wandered off together. Bully shoved my shoulder.
Go back to your mother.
I caught eyes briefly with Hurt and he looked away. I turned and walked back down the slope. I stopped.
Way down below, gulls were circling on the currents of air swirling around the face of the cliff. Further down, tiny dots of people seemed immobile and impossibly small on the rocky beach. Out on the sea, the ships heading for the river seemed somehow closer and yet further away. Tiny waves beat silently against the distant shore. The wind was fresh but warm. The waving grass tickled my legs as it bent in the breeze. And, way across the bay, half-hidden by mist rising from the shimmering sea, was home.
Tell your mother I saved you, Bully said, as he grabbed me by the shoulders, pushed me forward, then pulled me back. Laughing, he let me go.
Over my shoulder, I watched them as they made their way back to Mother and her supply of sandwiches and squash. A distant cry turned my head. Hit and Teach were waving at me to join them at the highest point. I thought for a moment, I thought about nothing I can now remember, then I ran to join them.
A long afternoon later, we tramped down the path in a line, towards the music of the fair at the foot of the cliff, singing as many words as we could remember about some happy wanderer. Mother lifted me up so I could push pennies into a bandit and she helped me to pull its arm. Hit and Teach tried to snag a toy bear with a toy crane and Bully and Hurt played prize bingo. The pedal bin was our only prize and it was my job to cuddle it all the way home.
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