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    The sort of understanding I mean is inspired by love. . .
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  PART ONE


  Chapter 1


  Daylight began to seep through the faded curtains. In the corner of the room a baby was crying. It made a thin, continuous bleating noise. A shape on the bed moved and a girl
  heaved herself up on one elbow. She remained still for a time, listening. At last she disentangled herself from the bed and crossed the room to the cot. She shook it viciously. The crying stopped.
  The girl stood still, staring down into the shadows in the cot. The room was cold, the light a matching harsh, watery grey. The backs of her skinny legs and arms glinted fish-belly white.


  The crying began again. She lifted the baby, holding it over her shoulder and began to pace the room. The noise stopped but she continued to pace mechanically, patting the babys back
  rhythmically as she walked. She was very young, her body still thin and gawky as an adolescents but with something pinched about it. She had not been allowed to flesh out into maturity. In
  the relentless dawn light her head was more of a skull than a face, the dark hollowness of eye sockets intensified by the dull glaze of her eyes and the smeared black mascara around them. Thin
  white skin was stretched taut over cheek and jawbone. She walked with face raised, like someone blind.


  The light brightened, exposing details in the squalid little room. A coat and jumper spread over the inadequate bedding. A soggy cardboard box full of dirty nappies. Maps of damp outlined on the
  faded wallpaper. When she stopped and laid him down, the baby began to cry again. She draped a coat around her shoulders and, taking a bottle from a cardboard box by the bed, left the room. In the
  bathroom she turned on the geyser and sat huddled on the edge of the bath. After an instant rush of cold water the geyser changed note, the flame suddenly leapt forwards then dwindled again, the
  tap spat, and a slow trickle of steaming hot water came out. She held the lower half of the bottle under the trickle, shaking it automatically so that a thin white froth formed on top of the liquid
  inside. When she took it to the baby, his open bleating mouth closed tight around the teat.


  After she had fed him she dressed herself with slow automatic movements, and walked around the room, picking up items of clothing and putting them in a paper carrier bag. His renewed crying made
  a continuous sawing noise. When she had finished packing she examined her face in a small mirror which she took from her handbag. She looked at it impartially, as one might incuriously eye a
  stranger, and the expressionless white face looked back. She clicked the mirror shut, moving more quickly now. She placed a babys bottle, a halfpacket of powdered milk and a folded nappy on
  the bed. Two crumpled pieces of paper, extracted from her handbag, were carefully tucked under the powdered milk. She drew back the curtains. Then she picked up her carrier bag and went quickly out
  of the room, pulling the door to behind her. Incessant as drizzle, the weak bleating of the child continued in the empty room.


  She notified the police that night, from a telephone box. The child was collected. The landlord gave her name and the information that she was four weeks behind with the rent.
  Children were not allowed. He had not known she had a baby. He did not know what she did for a living. The crumpled birth certificate told them that the baby was Anthony John Childs, born 27
  February 1963, father unknown.


  



  Chapter 2


  A family came on to the beach. They were running, panting with laughter, two adults swinging a child between them.


  One-and-two-and-three-and-whee! Emma screamed and wriggled in her parents grip, in an ecstasy of delight.


  And-two-and-three-andwhoops! Richard stumbled and pretended to fall as they swung Emma up off the ground. The three of them collapsed in a heap on the sand.


  You little monster! Y O U little horror on all fours, Richard thumped the sand behind Emma menacingly and she fled, squealing with laughter, looking back over her shoulder
  to make sure he was still chasing her.


  Eileen picked up the duffle bag he had dropped and walked slowly after them. It was still early. There were only two groups of people on the beach. The tide was right out; the naked sand was
  rippled and dark with wet. Odd puddles of sea water flashed like mirrors in the sunlight. Richard caught up with Emma and scooped her up into the air, lifting her high and pretending to drop her.
  The childs screams echoed the shrieks of the seagulls drifting overhead. Richard set her down and she went trotting off on her unsteady toddlers legs over the sand, with a run that
  was nearly a stumbling fall at every step.


  They spread towels on the dry sand above the tide line and went down to the waters edge. The lapping waves were no more than froth, so slight was the incline of the beach.


  Come on! Richard went straight in, up to his knees. Emma stood on the edge laughing at him.


  Eileen took her hand. Come on. One at a time, look! Raising her foot exaggeratedly high, as if going up a step, she stepped over the crest of the first little wave. Emma copied
  her, eyes suddenly widening as the cold water swirled about her feet. See? laughed Eileen, shivering. Its nice, isnt it?


  Come on, called Richard again, but Emma didnt want to go any further.


  You go on, Eileen told him, and led Emma along the edge of the sea, hopping over the shallow waves into the water and out on to the sand again. When they were tired of it they went
  up to lie on the towels.


  Eileen scanned the bright water for Richard. At last she saw a black dot sliding up and down on the easy surface of the sea. She showed Emma how to dig through the dry crust to the damp sand
  underneath, and they scraped together a sandcastle out of it. He was a long time.


  Suddenly his white torso reared up out of the water and he ran splashing up through the shallower waves. Eileen turned back to the sandcastle and concentrated on it.


  Look Emma, well put a door here. She could feel the sand vibrating as he ran up heavily behind her. At the last second she hurled herself sideways and he was stranded there,
  ludicrously shaking his wet hair like a dog over the space where she had sat.


  Not on the towelnot on the towel! Eileen shrieked, immensely pleased with herself, fending him off. He flopped down on the towel, panting, flesh puckered by
  goosepimples.


  Look, commanded Emma. He raised his head and flopped down again like an old seal.


  Very nice.


  Its a castle.


  Uh huh.


  Emma, why dont you go and find some shells for it? See if you can find some nice shells or pebbles for windows and doors, OK?


  Emma stood up. You come.


  In a minute, when Daddys dry. Obediently Emma trotted off. Propped on one elbow, in the sudden intimacy of two, Eileen watched the drips on Richards back move as he
  breathed. His back was broad, very white, with a few brown moles. On his shoulders the skin was speckled with pale freckles. She stroked one shoulder appraisingly. I love your
  shoulders.


  He spoke with his face resting sideways on the towel. My shoulders? I can think of parts Id rather have admired. He slid his hand between her thighs.


  Its cold, she objected.


  Never mind. Itll soon warm up. She lay down again, sideways facing him. The sun was getting stronger. She could begin to feel the warmth prickling her skin. They lay still,
  facing each other unsmilingly for a while. He began to move his hand gently up and down between her thighs.


  Look. Emma was back, with a fistful of shells.


  You need a big one, said Richard. You need one of those big white ones for the door. Go and look over there. She ran off again.


  Pig, said Eileen, and moved closer to him. There was a delicious heat building up in them, from the sun, and each other.


  Emma trotted off in the direction Richard had indicated until she came to the waters edge again. She picked up two black shells and followed the water line along. A lot
  more people had come on to the beach now. The sand was dotted with groups, clustered behind stripey windbreaks or beneath beach umbrellas. Each encampment was made with a suitable respect for
  others privacy, as if invisible lines divided them. A sprawl of possessions marked each territorytowels, clothes, lunch boxes, thermos flasks, sun-tan lotion. Newspapers and
  sunglasses protected people from visual contact within each group. The women mostly lay flat on the sand or in deck chairs, eyes closed against the sun, while the men sheltered behind the sports
  pages. Only children and dogs ignored the territorial lines and wandered noisily close to other groups. Some children ran down the beach in front of Emma and splashed straight into the water. She
  stood and stared at them, shells forgotten, watching the great sprays of water they kicked up.


  Suddenly just behind her a large Alsatian bounded after them and into the sea. The speed and surprise of the animal bowled her over. Too shocked to cry, she scrambled up. Her sundress stuck
  wetly to her thighs. Wet sand was plastered to her bottom and legs. She looked at the crowds of people, waiting for attentionbut no one on the beach had even noticed her. Then she started to
  run up the beach. But the wet sundress flapping against her legs made her even more unsteady than usual, and as she crossed over from hard wet sand to dry pitted sand she went sprawling again, face
  forwards. Sand went into her mouth and up her nose. She scrabbled up on to her knees and began to scream. Sand mixed with her saliva and slipped, gritty, to the back of her throat, making her choke
  till she was breathless. Quickly she worked herself up into a frenzy.


  Poor little mite.


  Wicked, isnt it?


  Just listen to her, shes making herself ill, her mother should be shot.


  Women poked their heads aggressively out of their nests. Emma regained her breath and gave full lung-power to her screams, penetrating all their carefully erected barriers. People shifted
  uneasily and glanced at each other for reassurance. An angry-looking woman threw down her magazine and got up.


  I dont know, she said loudly to her husband. Some people must have hearts of stone to listen to that poor child, they must really. She strode over to Emma and
  bent down, aware of her audience peering out from behind windbreaks and papers.


  Whats the matter, love? Wheres your Mummy, mmn? Emma was lost, and the woman was strange; her screams rose to an even higher pitch, and her body went heavy and rigid
  when the woman tried to pick her up.


  Eileen and Richard were rising like yeast in the sun. He brushed her ear with his lips.


  Lets go back to the hotel.


  Now?


  Yes. We could put Emma down for a little nap.


  Eileen giggled. But we only just got up! She wriggled round and laughed again. You cant walk down the beach like that anyway.


  Dont see why not. Well, Ill put my trousers on if it offends you.


  It doesnt offend me. Her tone changed. Richard, wheres Emma? She reared her head abruptly.


  Oh, shes around. Eileen didnt reply, scanning the beach for sight of the child. Shes around, he repeated. She couldnt come to any
  harm with that sea. Its like a saucer of milk.


  Eileen jumped up. Shes gone, Richard. Where is she? She broke away at a run as he scrambled up.


  Eileen! Eileen! But she continued to run awkwardly towards the sea. He pulled on his trousers and hurried after her. At the waters edge he hesitated, then turned to go along
  the beach in the opposite direction.


  Eileen heard her before she saw her, a terrible sobbing shriek that rasped down the nerves of everyone within earshot.


  Mu-uh-uh-uuhh Three women stood near her, discussing what to do. She would not let any of them touch her. The terror in the sound clutched at Eileen, redoubling her fear
  before she could feel relief at seeing Emma in front of her. She ran and picked her up. The childs face was puffy and so besmeared with sand and snot that she was unrecognizable. Only
  slowly, very slowly, did the howls lessen, now punctuated by hiccups and sobs for breath. The three women whod been trying to help turned away in disgust, muttering.


  Emma, Emma, ssh. Stop it. Hush, Mummys here, its all right.


  Mum-um-um-uh now a pathetic whimper.


  Back at their camp Eileen hugged and rocked her, while Richard dabbed at the sandy swollen face with the corner of a towel.


  Silly girl, silly girl, sshh . . . Eventually the sobbing gulps stopped. The little girls face was strangely cleansed of expression.


  I wonder how shell age? Richard said suddenly.


  She looks like your mother, said Eileen.


  Yes, its the puffiness around the eyes, I think.


  Poor baby, poor baby. Eileen clasped and rocked her, her own face still burning with shame. They were all three very sober for the afternoon, newly tender to one another. They went
  for a walk all the way along the beach, looking at the people, and in the rock pools for crabs.


  



  Chapter 3


  The long room hummed faintly; snores and snuffles of the babies were drowned by the business-like buzz of heating and ventilation machinery. Well-fitting blue blinds
  extinguished the outside world entirely. A red nightlight glowed on a table at one end of the room. In the carefully controlled darkness there were twelve wooden cots, each with a blue stick-on
  transfer of Dumbo the elephant at the head and each containing a baby lying on its right-hand side, tightly tucked in with a white cellular blanket.


  Anthony John Childs lay in the cot at the end of the room furthest from the light. He was lying still, with his eyes open in the dark. One of the babies began to cry.


  At 12.30 two night nurses came in with a tray of feeding bottles and picked up the first baby on the right and left side respectively. Most of the babies were whimpering now. Having tested the
  temperature of the milk by squirting a drop onto their wrists, the nurses began feeding. After they had fed each baby, they noted the volume of milk consumed on the childs feeding chart and
  changed the nappy, placing the dirty nappy in one of two bins labelled damp and soiled. Then the baby was reinserted into its cellular envelope. When she had finished,
  the taller of the nurses went out and returned after a few minutes with two cups of coffee. Several of the babies were crying. The nurses sat and sipped their coffee.


  Beat you again.


  Whereve you been tonight, then? asked the smaller one.


  Just to the pub. Im so bloody sleepy, I cant keep my eyes open. Jeff gave me a lift again you know.


  Hes getting fond.


  Huh. I expect he thinks Ill ask him in for a cup of coffee. She looked expressively round the room and burst into giggles.


  Sssh! said the little one. Theres only one crying now.


  That new one. They both listened to the high angry cry. Hes got to learn, said the taller one philosophically, and took a sip of her coffee.


  Four years later both nurses had left; but Anthony John Childs was still living in the childrens home. The turnover of staff was high. They all looked much alike, in
  their pink checked uniforms, with their hair hygienically scraped back. When visitors came they were very nice, and on Sunday afternoons they got out the toy box and pushed dinky cars along the
  floor. Anthony John watched in silence, just as he watched Paul the new boy being hugged and wept over by his Mum, and Janice, beaming from ear to ear, leaving with her new Mum and Dad. On the
  television the Woodentop family bobbed through their adventures, and he watched with his blank incomprehending stare.


  The matron at the home had high standards of cleanliness. In the evening the bath had to be scoured with Vim after each childs bath.


  Why dya do that? asked a cheeky new lad, as the nurse bent and scrubbed, and Anthony John stood waiting in his dressing-gown.


  To kill all yourhorribledirtylittlegerms, hissed the nurse. She was stout, and had trouble reaching the area around the plughole.


  At Christmas a man came from the Rotary Club, dressed up in a red coat and beard, and made some of the children cry. He gave each of them a brightly wrapped present. Anthony Johns was a
  blue plastic boat, which he kept in his pocket. It fell out when a young Irish nurse was undressing him for his bath, and she pounced on it.


  Isnt that nice now? I bet thatll floatshall we put it in the bath and see? Clutching it in his hand, Anthony John was lifted into the bath, and the little boat
  was let loose. It bobbed up and down on the water, and the nurse swooshed her hand to make a wave. Anthony John watched, then tentatively poked at the boat with his finger. It ducked under the
  surface and bobbed up again. See! laughed the nurse.


  An older woman came up behind her. What on earth are you doing? Shell have a fit if she catches you with that. She reached down and grabbed the boat, and placed it at the
  back of the shelf that held the shampoo.


  What?


  The older woman knelt at her side by the bath. No foreign objects in the bath. Its unhygienic, my dearbesides its bathtime not playtime. Come on or youll be
  out on your ear before youve even started. Have you washed him?


  The Irish girl shook her head and stood up, while the older woman heaved Anthony John to his feet and expertly lathered him. When his pyjamas had been put on he asked for his boat back.


  What? Oh yes, just a minute. Go and get in bed and Ill bring it for you. How many more are there, Kathleen? Jesus, youll have to speed up a bit. Come on. The nurses
  usually speeded up around bathtime, because they could have a rest when everyone was in bed.


  Next morning as he was cleaning his teeth Anthony John asked again for the boat, and got it. But the matron spotted it next to his plate at breakfast and asked whose it was.


  Mine.


  Where did you get it?


  That man gave it me. . .


  Which man?


  With a red coat.


  One of the nurses started to giggle. He means Father Christmas.


  Oh well, this isnt the proper place for it, is it, Anthony John? When you have toys, theyre for sharing with everybody, not for playing with at breakfast time. She
  picked up the boat and put it in her pocket.


  But


  Dont answer back, Anthony John. Its cheeky. Well put it in the toy box with the other toys so that everybody can play with it.


  That afternoon she did slip it into the toy box, and Anthony John sat near the toy box and guarded itbut just the same, two days later, it vanished.


  Anthony John Childs was not a favourite with the nurses. He was not quick or funny, and he had a pale sulky face. Worse than that, he wet his bed, long after he should have
  stopped.


  Come on, stinky, said the nurse as he queued up to be dressed in the morning. God, nobodyd believe you had a bath last night. Yeuch! They argued over who would
  make his bed, because the sheets always needed changing, and the beds were heavy and had to be pulled right out from the wall.


  The nurses used to take the children out to the park on nice afternoons, in threes, a pushchair and one child holding on to each side. In the summer when Anthony John was three, there was a new
  nurse called Winnie. Sometimes in the park Winnie would let one of the children push the pushchair, or she would push with one hand and hold hands with the other. Her hands were plump and sweaty.
  Anthony John liked to hold hands with her. She left in September though, because she was pregnant. The matron confided to her deputy that it was just as well really. Winnie would never have made a
  good nursery nurse, she was too affectionate with them. And she had favourites. Its not fair to the childrenand were left with tears when she swans off.


  Anthony John did not cry.


  At six years he was moved into a family group home, where seven other children, all older than himself, lived with a housemother and assistant. He displayed no emotions whatsoever at the move,
  and according to his social workers case notes, he settled in well in his new home. He continued to wet the bed, however.


  At school he made a slow start. The teacher listened to him reading for ten minutes each day.


   Here we are at home, says Daddy. Peter helps Daddy with the car, and Jane helps Mummy get the tea. Good girl, says Mummy to Jane. You are a good girl
  to help me like this. 


  His blank expression, air of passivity and scrupulously clean clothes helped the teacher to pinpoint his background and abilities very quickly. She encouraged him to join in group games and
  remembered to say or any grown-up you know when she asked the class to draw pictures of Mummy and Daddy. But Anthony Johns drawings were never particularly recognizable. He
  seemed rather backward.


  When he was seven he had his first fight. They had been told to line up in twos in the playground to walk down to church for Harvest Festival. Most of them were carrying thingsvegetables,
  flowers, tins of peaches. Anthony was paired with Amelia, another class outcast, who had been sent home in disgrace one day for coming to school without any knickers.


  Hold hands! called out the teacher when they came to cross the road, and Anthony obediently took Amelias hand. When they reached the other side of the road, he was pushed
  from behind.


  Cissy! Cissy! Holding hands with a girl! Craig Fisher was holding a Saran-wrap covered fruit bowl full of carefully arranged oranges and bananas, and he prodded Anthony with it
  viciously in the small of the back. Anthony let go Amelias hand and turned round, presenting his chest to Craigs attacks and staring stupidly. Only after four or five further blows
  did he raise his right arm and, with a slightly surprised expression, knock the fruit bowl flying.


  Anthony fought badlyit was the first time he had ever done itbut he was heavy for his age and the other boy was not expecting him to retaliate. They ended up rolling on the ground
  and Anthony did not loose his grip until the teacher pulled them apart. Craigs nose was bleeding and he was crying noisily. The teacher wiped him with a tissue. Afterwards several people,
  including Anthony himself, admitted that he had hit Craig first and spoilt his lovely bowl of fruit.


  Why? demanded the headmaster.


  He called me a cissy.


  Well, said the headmaster, well, what a silly boy you are. Havent you ever heard the old saying Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt
  me? Why did he call you a cissy?


  Anthony would not say at first. Eventually he muttered, Holding hands.


  For holding hands?


  With Amelia.


  The headmaster stared at him reflectively. He would ask Mrs Francis not to make girls and boys hold hands in a crocodile, he decided. They were quite capable of walking on their own.


  Well, hes a silly boy, but that doesnt mean you can go and hit him. Im going to make you stay in every lunchtime this week so that you understand that you must not
  fight. N E V E R take the law into your own hands. Do you understand, Anthony?


  Staying in for a week was pleasant for Anthony. He acquired a certain status in the other childrens eyes, for the first time in his life. And Mrs Francis sat at her desk and marked books,
  and gave him a Polo now and again, and the classroom was quiet and peaceful.


  He got a reputation for fighting, and parents told their children to keep away from him. When he left primary school he was known as the school bully, heavy and pasty and feared.


  



  Chapter 4


  Emma remembered the times when she was hit as a child. In particular she remembered being hit by her mother for walking on the kitchen floor. When she was five she had come in
  from playing one hot day, breathless and excited, her friends waiting outside. She needed to go to the toilet. Eileen was scrubbing the kitchen floor. She worked vigorously, kneeling on a folded-up
  piece of old curtain, putting the whole weight of her body into the scrubbing of the red earthenware flags. She was panting with effort, and Emma saw with dismay that the way through to upstairs
  was gleaming wet and puddled. She knew she wasnt allowed to walk on the wet floorit made footprints. She stood in the doorway with her legs crossed. Eileens back was to her,
  head bent down over the scrubbing brush, jerking back and forth furiously with each scrub. Emma was always aware of that as something peculiar to her mother. She cleaned her teeth with the same
  sort of furious frenzy, shaking her whole body. No one else did it like that.


  Mummy? Eileen didnt hear her. Mummy!


  Her mother put the brush in the bucket and sat back on her heels. What? Not looking round.


  Mummy, can I go to the toilet?


  Her mother sighed. Yes, go on. Take big steps. Exaggeratedly, on tip-toe, Emma stepped across the wet floor, and looked back from the door to see the footprints slowly filling with
  water again. Like a sponge. Her weight squeezed out the water for a minute.


  She ran upstairs, weed so quickly that there was still a little dribble coming out as she pulled up her pants and rushed down again. They were going to play at showjumping over the clothes
  prop. She flung open the door and started the giant steps over the kitchen floor, staring down at her feet. Her mother, kneeling over her brush, suddenly coiled and lashed at hera stinging
  slap on the leg. Emma nearly lost her balance, staggered and stood stock still. Tears sprang to her eyes automatically.


  Look! her mother shouted, pointing at the footprints. Get outgo on, get out!


  Emma began to howl with pain and hobbled to the doorway clutching her leg. I asked you! she cried. I wanted to wee, you said I could go She was overwhelmed by
  the unfairness of the slap.


  Eileen threw down her brush and stood up, and Emma was shocked into silence. Her mothers face was terrible, not looking at her. I dont care, she said. Her voice was
  low and harsh. Thats my lot, isnt it. Down on my knees while you traipse in and outa living bloody doormat! Her face was contorted, her eyes found Emma and stared
  at her. Ive had it. Im sick of it. S I C K of you! And her face crumpled horribly into crying and she blundered out of the room, upstairs.


  Emma stood there in terror looking at the floor and the footprints. Mummy was crying. She didnt know what to do. She didnt dare walk across the floor again. She could hear her
  mothers harsh awful sobbing from upstairs. It was her fault but what had she done? Her leg was bright red where the wet hand had slapped it. What now? She had never heard her mother crying
  beforeshe had never imagined she did, or could. And what for? No one had hurt her. Just because Emma had walked on the wet floor? She knew it couldnt be, and the inability to
  understand made her almost frantic. Im sick of you. Would she run away? Emma was desperate to make it all right again. She walked gingerly across the floor and, taking the
  piece of curtain in both hands, crawled backwards across the floor rubbing out all the footprints. It left a smeary dry pathway across the middle of the room. The noise was still coming from
  upstairs. She didnt know what to do. She went upstairs. Frightened into crying again herself now, she opened the bedroom door.


  Mummy? Mummy?


  Her mothers red swollen face lurched up from the pillow. Her voice was soft and funny. Its all right, Emma. Go and play, Ill be all right in a minute.


  Crying thick and fast now, in panic. Mummy, Mummy!


  The puffy face smiled strangely. Im all right, Emma. Im coming in a minute. Well go and buy some sweets, all right? You go downstairs, Ill come in a
  minute.


  I wiped the floor, sobbed the child.


  Her mother gave a strangled laugh. Its not the floor, she said. Thats the least of my worries.


  Emma quieted, but with a coldness in her. It wasnt the floorit wasnt her. She and her mother were in separate worlds.


  Once her father had gone away somewhere, she didnt know where. It was just before Easter. Her mother had gone peculiar, very gentle spoken and kind where usually she was
  sharp. Emma understood enough to know that something was wrong and her mother unhappy, and she tried desperately to please her. She laid tables and washed up and made beds, and her mother seemed to
  notice nothing, always the same, that awful gentle smile and far-away-seeing eyes, as if her life had turned to slow motion. At school they were making Easter cards and Emma stayed in at morning
  and afternoon break to work on hers. It was a deep blue card with a crpe paper daffodil, finely shredded yellow petals stuck on over and over each other so that her flower blossomed and
  glowed out of the dark background. It was really beautiful. Inside, Emma wrote in her round neat handwriting, Happy Easter to Mummy, lots of love from Emma x x x.


  On Easter morning she put it in front of her mothers plate at breakfast, and Eileen picked it up and glanced at it. Thats pretty, Emma. Why havent you put it to
  Daddy?


  Hes not here.


  Thats very unkind. Hes sent you some Easter eggs, hasnt he? Hell be very upset.


  Its for you, said the little girl fiercely.


  I dont want a card just for me. And she put the card down again and didnt say anything else about it. She didnt even look at the separate orange and yellow
  petals of the daffodil that had been stuck over each other, each with a tiny separate blob of glue, thirty of them.


  



  Chapter 5


  Emma was an intelligent child and did extremely well at school. Both Eileen and Richard were excited by her progress and did all they could to encourage her. By the time she
  was ten she was reading omnivorously; books, comics, magazineseverything from Dickens to the Dandy.


  Whenever she visited her Aunty she brought back a pile of magazines with her. She didnt admit to herself that she was hiding them from Eileen, but somehow they were always at the bottom
  of her satchel and didnt see the light until she was safely shut in her bedroom. Woman, Womans Own, Womans Realm, crammed with helpful home-making hints, holiday
  fashions and prize-winning recipes. Her glazed mind skimmed over this wealth, in greedy search of FICTION. Fiction was usually written in elegant curly script, and often the promised
  page was lusciously coloured in midnight blue, deep purples or reds. Girls with exquisite profiles stood on lonely promontories with their long fair or glossy dark hair windswept around their
  shoulders. She read as a connoisseur, in delicious anticipation of the next move.


  
    
      At the gate he looked back, to see her as he would always remember her, frail, beautiful, one arm outstretched towards him. . . Its no good, Malcolm,
      she gulped, bravely holding the tears back. I can never marry you. I made a promise. Suddenly his strong hands were grasping her shoulders, and the two brightest, funniest, most
      serious eyes in the world were gazing deeply into her own.

    

  


  She read them gluttonously, as if she had a box of chocolates she was determined not to share. Often she stayed awake till one or two in the morning, her bed littered with consumed magazines. It
  was as if her appetite for romance could never be satisfied. But when she set off for school in the mornings they were stowed neatly out of sight under her bed. Reading them was always accompanied
  by a frisson of guilt.


  One day when she came home from school they were in two big piles on the kitchen table.


  Are those yours? said Eileen.


  No, I just borrowed them from Aunty May.


  Oh, said Eileen brightly. I was having a tidy-out. You dont want to keep that sort of drivel do you?


  The girl was humiliated and angry. She knew perfectly well that Eileen did not tidy out her room, but had been snooping around there, and that she despised that type of magazine. She always
  scoffed about the women who read them at the hairdressers. What slop!


  They were thrown away and Emma didnt take magazines home any more, but read them greedily and surreptitiously at her aunts, while her aunt watched telly and talked to the
  newsreaders.


  



  Chapter 6


  Richard left Eileen when Emma was ten and a half, and came back a year later. Emma was glad he had come back. When she was fourteen he left again. He didnt want to lose
  touch with his daughter, and arranged to see her every month or so. Gradually these visits grew more sporadic, and Richard came to dread them.


  Emma looked forward to them inordinately, then found herself sullen and tongue-tied in her fathers presence. She wasnt what he wanted her to be, she knew. She owed it to her
  abandoned mother to show disapproval and to not have a good time. She wanted him to like her and she was sure he didnt. Her mother said often enough, Hes seeing you out of
  duty, you know. The only retaliation left to the girl, then, was to show even less enthusiasm than he.


  In the summer of her fifteenth birthday he was working in Liverpool and invited her there for the day because he had not seen her since Easter. He went to Lime Street Station to meet her.
  Standing at the ticket barrier, he stared intently at the people spilling out of the train, searching her out. He wondered what she would be wearing. For no obvious reason his eyes kept returning
  to a figure moving slowly along the outside of the platform. Dutifully he turned back to scan the oncoming crowd, hoping to recognize her. Only when she was a few feet away did he realize that she
  had been that slow-moving figure. He wanted to laugh at himself for his lack of faith. Like a city boy who is shown the leaves and flowers of a potato plant and told to dig up the vegetable roots,
  stupidly amazed by the discovery of the predicted golden fruits in the earth.


  He smiled broadly at her, and she gave an embarrassed little nod, colouring as she handed her ticket to the collector.


  Its a return. Richard hugged her, and felt her squirm with embarrassment as he did so.


  She released herself quickly, fumbling with her bag and her ticket. Which way out?


  He led the way, glancing sideways at her face, which was composed into a careful mask. The station was crowded and oppressively hot, and outside was much the same. The sky above the city was a
  grey lid, the air that lay under it stale and overused. Richard took her into a coffeeshop. They sat in silence till the waitress had brought their drinks.


  Well, how are you then? Youre looking extremely demure.


  Demure? Irritation flickered in her face.


  Yes, demure; self-contained, ladylike, prim and proper.


  Huh. She picked up her coffee spoon and started drawing tentacles out of a few drips of spilt coffee on the formica table. Richard saw himself unpleasantly clearly, as an ageing
  stranger with nothing to say, trying to jolly a reaction out of her. Dont ask about Eileen. Or school, yetwearily he cast about among the prickly subjects for a way in to
  communication.


  Nice journey?


  OK.


  When did you break up?


  July 18th.


  And have you any great plans for the summer?


  She shook her head. I might go cycling with Chris.


  Christine. A stupid horsey girl. That will be nice. . . Whereabouts?


  Dunno, maybe in Cornwall.


  Itll be crowded down there this time of year. You might be better off in East Anglia. . . its nice and flat there.


  But theres nothing to see.


  He stopped himself from asking how she knew that since shed never been, and asked her what shed like to do today. She shrugged, as he had known she would. He outlined his carefully
  laid plans-for-a-daughter-who-is-determined-to-be-bored. A visit to the African collection in the museum (last time they met, she had told him about a TV programme on the Masai that she had been
  interested by; probably shed forgotten). A pub lunch and then delicious rest, a film matinee of her choice. From there it was downhill all the waymaybe a stroll by the river, a nice
  mealand he could pack her off on the nine-thirty train. She listened without changing expression, in silence.


  Well, lets be off, shall we? He tried to subdue the anger in his voice. I wouldnt like you to get bored.


  They went down to the museum. Under the oppressive grey sky, a slight heat haze shimmered. Richards eyes pricked in the glare, as if grains of sand had been sprinkled in them. He blinked,
  imagining that his eyelids could stick to his eyeballs. Crossing a busy road he unthinkingly reached for Emmas hand. Safe on the other side, he was surprised by it. She did not let go,
  though his own hand was sticky with sweat, and he did not dare to release her, afraid of seeming to reject this passive advance.


  At the museum she betrayed no recollection of her interest in the Masai, but obediently followed him around the exotic masks and fetishes, stopping and staring when he pointed to an item of
  interest. The colour and vigour of the ancient faces gave him, as always, a surge of pleasure, recharging him with energy. She was quite untouched. As he turned from the furious passion of the
  masks to his expressionless child, he felt himself becoming desperate. Surely there was a response in her somewhere?


  Look at this onemy favourite! The case contained a carved warrior, big as a ten-year-old child, grimacing through the glass with fixed, crossed eyes. Beneath his flat wooden
  belly proudly rose the remains of what must have been a gigantic penis. It had been rudely sliced off at a length of three inches or soto placate a missionary, Richard assumed.


  Isnt he fine? A real victim of Christianitycut short in his prime!


  The girl flushed to the roots of her hair and moved away abruptly. Her embarrassment was electric. He wondered if he had done it deliberately. What was subconsciously at work now? Perhaps he was
  merely playing the role she expected of himcrude, insensitive. He was aware of a certain pleasure at having embarrassed her. He had found a nerve he could touch, even though it would make
  her bury herself more deeply.


  Emma moved on to the Egyptian section and with infuriating slowness paused to examine each pot, each fragment of stone and dusty utensil on display. He stared unseeingly through the window,
  willing the day to end. There would be a terrible fuss if he sent her home now though;


  You deign to see her for one day after three whole months, and then you send her packing at lunchtime. . . He could hear Eileens indignant telephone crescendo.


  And himself; Theres no point in my seeing her. Shes yours. A nauseating wave of self-pity swept him to gather her up and take her to lunch. At least he could have a
  drink.


  He refrained from drawing her attention to the mosaic round the bar and the idiosyncratic carvings. Who in their right mind could expect the girl to be interested? He wondered if she had any
  interests, now. He downed a couple of pints as she sipped her half of shandy. She had told him she didnt go to pubs.


  What do you do with yourself of an evening, if you dont go to pubs?


  Her hands twitched on the table top. He felt a distant pity. I read. Sometimes I go out. The bus service isnt very good.


  He stared at the bar and with a slow refocusing saw the pot-bellied men standing there and the dry curls of blue smoke in the air, the weight of brown panelling and the unhappy stranger tacked
  to the table beside him with a sticky glass. He wouldnt ask to see her again.


  He rose and she followed him out. He walked at his normal speed, she had to do little runs to keep up.


  Why are you in such a hurry? she asked.


  Its not a very pleasant walk, he replied savagely.


  Dyou like that dress? A long haired girl in a billowing Indian dress passed them on the other side of the road. It was deep blue with red and gold patterns on it.


  He considered. Yes. Its a bit like wearing a label though, isnt it? You can bet she burns joss sticks and was a flower child and eats vegetarian food. Too late he
  asked, Do you like it?


  Yes, she said. Well, to look at. I dont suppose Id wear one.


  He was sorry for his clumsiness. What sort of clothes do you like? He would soon be out of his depth.


  Oh, it depends. She sounded almost eager. I love some, you know, that I could never wearreally slinky things, crpe and sequins. . . 


  Why could you never wear them?


  Well, where would I? There was no answer. The speed of their walking had made him sweat all over and his shirt was sticking to him. Mingled with the stale petrol smells of the
  street, he could scent his own bitter sweat.


  She had chosen Gone with the Wind. Though the cinema was like the inside of an oven, he lay back in his seat with thankfulness and let the lurid colours and emotions of the film lap over
  him.


  At the end she said, It was good, wasnt it? She had enjoyed something today at least then. Are we going to the river now?


  He glanced at her. Well, how tired are you? Its a fair walk.


  Thats OK. Id like to see the sea.


  He was unpleasantly surprised. But you cant see the sea from here. Its just a riveran estuaryyou know, like the Thames.


  How far down does the sea begin?


  Well, its hard to saythe tide comes up, I mean its sea after a bit, you couldnt actually say it begins or ends here. . .


  Ah. She was staring at her feet. She seemed disappointed, though he couldnt see why.


  Whats so special about the sea?


  Dunno. I just fancied it. Its hot, isnt it?


  Yes, do you think it will rain?


  I hope therell be a storm! she said, almost enthusiastically.


  From the immense depths of his weariness he tried to summon up a little kindness. She was obviously coming out of her shell a bit, even if he no longer could. Give the girl a chance. OK.
  Lets go. Well walk to the ferry.


  Good.


  The awful silence came down on them again, and he dared with the question hed been biting back all day. Hows your mother?


  All right. The silence continued. Fair enough. Fair enough. He told himself he had no right to expect more. They started to go downhill.


  The girl stopped suddenly. Can you smell it?


  What?


  She sniffed exaggeratedly. The sea! You can smell it! She quickened her pace. He could smell nothing. But he caught a glint of moving water between the rooftops and pointed it out
  to her.


  I can see, she said irritably, as if she had had it in view for hours. As they went down the hill, the water appeared as a backdrop to every building, in fluid motion behind the
  solid ranks of stone. The girl ran the last hundred yards or so and on to the wooden jetty for the ferries. She went as close as she could get to the water, hanging over the rail. He caught her up.
  Her face had come to life.


  Its lovely! Smell it! It smells of the seaand its so wideits lovely! Inadequate before her enthusiasm, he looked across the grey slopping
  waters.


  Look! She pointed down river, where the dirty waters were flanked with grey smoking chimneys, warehouses and a distant red barge.


  He didnt know what to say. Guide-book talk to the rescue. Thats Birkenhead on the other side. You can cross by ferry.


  She looked across. There arent any bridges.


  No, he said. Theres the tunnel.


  Yes, but there arent any bridges are there? she said insistently.


  No.


  I hate tunnels. I wouldnt go under there for anything. Never. Dark, and shut in, when you could be She stared around her again, her eyes alight.


  He felt the need of some answering gesture to this exuberance. Would you like to go on the ferry?


  She hesitated. Can we?


  Of course we can. It only takes ten minutes.


  Oh, can we? Id love to.


  The bell rang as they stepped on, they were nearly the last. She rushed up to the front of the boat and positioned herself like a figurehead, face to the wind. The boat swung round and started
  to move across the water. He sat next to his daughter, watching her.


  Look, she commanded. The water, it just goes onoh! it smells of going away, of holidays He looked down the river, his eyes following the thick ribbon of
  water through the city, and saw its fluid silver beauty and at the same instant felt the hesitancy of the deck under his feet rising to meet a wave. He was afloat, with the lit moving sea before
  him.


  I wish it wouldnt land, she said passionately, staring towards the sea. And so do I. Sudden love lashed against him and he stretched his hand blindly to grasp her warm
  shoulder. The dry day washed away, and silver water rippled and shone on all sides.


  Looking back on that day, the girl always experienced the uncleanness of guilt, though she had not exactly lied.


  It had been a boring day. What was the use? Hed taken her to his usual old buildings and museums and lectured her for hours and tried to ask her things and make her feel ignorant. And
  despised her for wanting to see Gone with the Wind. Finally, theyd gone to the river. That cheered her up, but he seemed to behed stopped being superior and gone all
  soppy. What other word was there for it? Till she had actually felt superior, as if he was in her power in some way. She skirted and avoided the incident in her memory as she would have avoided
  repeating a dirty joke.


  It was the last time, really, that he would have any effect on her. That day stayed hot in her memory in a way that later encounters did not. They did not understand each other. She felt she was
  able to discard him painlesslypart of the past, of when she was little and didnt understand. From now on she would understand. She would be on equal terms with people. The world was
  full of more interesting people, who were not so difficult and embarrassing.


  Looking back on that day, her father remembered the way the water had lifted the boards that they stood on. He remembered a poignant moment of closeness with his daughter; an oasis. He
  determined to try to see his daughter more often and cultivate the closeness which, despite all his mistakes, existed between them.


  



End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
By the author of The Testament of Jes,

A remarkable first novely
breaking new ground
Financial Times

JANE ROGERS

LONGLISTED FOR THE MAN BOOKERSPRIZE 2011





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/img1.jpg
JANE ROGERS
Separate Tracks

fi

faber and faber

LONDON - BOSTON





