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    I worked on a building site in Battersea, but was accused of sloppy work and got the sack. A man on a hot-dog stand offered me a job. I had to fry the dogs and burgers, and keep buns warm. It was warmer in the stand than on the site, but the view wasn’t much.

    I began to smell of onions. I was staying with friends who complained about this. I moved in with a labourer from the site, but he only gave me a week. He wasn’t tall, but he was heavily built – like a bull terrier. I never had his strength, or the way he moved with a hod.

    My mother used to keep a bull terrier called Bruce. She bought him a week after Dad died. She died last year. Her sister – my Aunt Alice – has lived in Brighton since she was eighteen.

    Neighbours complained about Bruce when Mum let him into the garden to piss and bark at the trees. One day, he burrowed under the fence and got next door while next-door were at work. They were newlyweds; he wanted to extend the back of the house and landscape the garden. She was very slim and made him concrete an area and sink a pipe in the ground so she could have a rotary clothes line. Bruce sat beneath the sheets, shirts and trousers as they rotated. Inevitably, one of the sheets got wrapped around his neck; Bruce began to turn with the clothes before he stopped and tugged the other way. The sheet came away and he ran back to Mum.

    She said, ‘Bruce! You bad boy!’ The sheet was torn, soiled with earth, a white cotton wedding present from next-door’s cousins.

    Living on her own with Bruce had made Mum lose her sense of difference. She went upstairs, fetched a blue nylon fitted single sheet and replaced the ruined one with it before next-door got back from work. They were teachers and planning to start a family in five years. Mum bought and cooked better meat for Bruce than she did for herself, so he became strong, fierce and loyal.

    One night, someone broke into the stand and stole a packet of frozen dogs and the float. The owner accused me. I proved my innocence by producing witness to my presence in a pub. The owner blamed me. I shrugged and said the stand was his responsibility. The owner fired me, and told me my career in fast food was over. I’d never work a dog stall again, if he had anything to do with it.

    I tried to get another job, and another place to live. People told me to forget it so I told them to forget it and went to visit Aunt Alice in Brighton.

    I had a vinyl holdall, and caught the last train to Brighton with two minutes to spare. I watched the lights all the way. I had a book in my bag called The International Seed (a thriller by Stella Cardini), but I didn’t read it.

    A woman got on at Reigate. She was going home from a dance, flopped down in a seat away from me, glanced at me once, crossed her legs and closed her eyes.

    At Brighton, I walked two miles to Aunt Alice’s. It was past midnight when I banged on her door. I had to bang three times before a light came on and I heard her say, ‘Who is it?’ She was right behind the door.

    ‘Greg,’ I said.

    ‘Greg?’

    ‘Your nephew…’

    ‘Gregory!’ she said, and pulled the chain back, took the latch off and opened the door.

    Aunt Alice is a Leninist. She bit a policeman at Greenham Common, and spent twenty-one days in prison at the age of seventy-six. ‘Why didn’t you call?’ she said when she saw me.

    ‘I didn’t have time,’ I said.

    She didn’t want me to explain why I was there. We sat in the kitchen and she said I was looking more like my dad.

    ‘Sometimes I feel like him.’

    ‘How could you?’

    ‘I do.’

    ‘Have you eaten?’ she said.

    ‘No.’ It was half past twelve. She made some toast, fetched a can of beans and said, ‘You’ll waste away.’

    ‘Yes, Auntie.’

    ‘And don’t call me that!’

    ‘Sorry.’

    ‘And don’t start apologising!’

    I held my hands up, but didn’t say anything.

    Her hair was tied in a sensible bun. She kept a pencil behind her ear, ready to scribble a thought down on a pad she kept in her pocket. The house was littered with rolled-up balls of paper that bore messages like ‘Phone Kenneth’, ‘Philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it’, and ‘Type minutes.’

    I didn’t do much at Alice’s place. It was a tiny bungalow – I slept on her sofa and got in the way. She was patient, and spent her time addressing envelopes to party faithful or writing letters to newspapers.

    I didn’t know anyone in Brighton – I spent a week roaming the sea front, strolling along the deserted beach and clearing my mind. I could have gone back to London, or to Bristol where I knew people who needed a driver, but I was tired of living on wits. I couldn’t help it, but I was tired.

    I wanted a quiet life. Alice was writing to the local paper about council housing policy. I was lying on the sofa, eating a biscuit. ‘I just want a quiet life,’ I said.

    ‘Typical!’ she said, and put her pen down. ‘Typical! Don’t you have any fight?’

    ‘Depends…’ I said.

    ‘On what?’

    ‘On who pays me.’

    She huffed. ‘Well, I’m not paying you for anything. You’re as bad as your father…’ She was burning to say something about him, but wouldn’t.

    ‘He did his best!’ I raised my voice but didn’t get up. ‘Mum never complained!’

    ‘She never got the chance!’

    ‘Yes, she did!’

    ‘There!’ She laughed, and turned away from me. ‘You wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight, would you?’

    ‘What do you mean?’ I swung my legs off the sofa and stood up. I took a deep breath.

    ‘A fight.’

    ‘Want a bet?’

    ‘If I was a fool, maybe I would. Maybe someone like Marjorie… She could do with someone like you. You wouldn’t go the distance with her.’

    ‘Marjorie?’

    Alice nodded. ‘Yes. And she’d pay. She could afford to pay…’

    ‘Who is she?’

    ‘Didn’t you ever meet her?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Marjorie…’ She picked up her pen. ‘She’s an old friend. We nursed together, before the war. She was…’ Alice looked down at what she’d been writing.

    ‘She was what?’

    ‘A good nurse. She went abroad, came back a few years ago. Look…’ She got up, fetched a letter and said, ‘It’d be real work. Chopping logs, digging her garden. She was only saying the other day…’ She read some of the letter, but didn’t show it to me.’

    ‘Digging her garden?’

    ‘That’s it.’

    ‘Where?’

    ‘Dorset.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Dorset. You know. It’s in a forest, not far from the sea. The fresh air would do you good.’

    ‘There’s fresh air in Brighton.’

    ‘She’s getting old.’

    ‘I don’t know…’ I said.

    ‘Do you know anything?’

    I shrugged.

    ‘You’ll thank her for the opportunity.’

    ‘To do what? Chop logs?’

    ‘That’s honest work. Have you ever done any honest work? Do you know anything about that sort of life?’

    I didn’t think so.

    ‘Digging is as fundamental as you can get,’ she said.

    ‘It’s in the country?’

    ‘Yes. Bow and arrow country. They eat their babies, all that. Back to basics, Gregory.’

    ‘And fundamental?’

    ‘As you can get. If you want a quiet life, it’s the place for you. Quiet as the grave.’

    In the morning, I took a train to Waterloo. I had an hour before the Dorset train left, so I sat in a restaurant facing the door and ordered a coffee.

    I don’t know why I attract people but someone had to sit next to me although there were empty tables all around. ‘Wonderful, isn’t it?’ he said.

    ‘What?’

    ‘They say the train’s going to leave at three, then they tell you it’s not leaving till half past. Then it’s a quarter to four…’

    I don’t understand why people use the wrong words to mean the opposite. Like ‘Beautiful weather,’ when it’s raining, or ‘See you soon,’ when they will not.

    ‘I said it’s wonderful,’ the man said. He lit a cigarette and let the match burn until the flame was touching his finger before dropping it into an ashtray.

    ‘I heard.’

    ‘And the fares! Who do they think we are?’

    I didn’t know.

    ‘And if you’re really lucky, you get somewhere to stand!’

    I didn’t say anything. I finished my coffee and left London at quarter past three.

    The Waterloo-Exeter line was run down. I sat in a draughty, rattling train, in a lake of rubbish. Tea came in a cup the size of an ashtray - I didn’t bother.

    I’m no good in the country. I don’t mind a park or trees in the street, but endless fields and woods doing nothing worry me. I’m not just irritated - I feel a heavy, thick dread. I don’t like the thought that there’s no shop for miles, or that it’s miles to the nearest town that never sells anything anyway. I don’t know the difference between heifers, steers or bullocks. I like cars passing regularly, and people you don’t have to talk to. I don’t want to be remembered and then recognised by people I don’t know. I never have the right shoes for fields.

    I wanted a quiet life, but began to worry that I might be heading for coma. Dad had memories of Kent he used to try and impress me with, but I was never interested. I’m sorry about that now, not because I wanted to listen to what he had to say, but because he wanted someone to hear him talking. Talking about things made them more real to him. Talking over old photographs could make him cry. For a long time, I saw Dad as a strong young man in a photograph, but now all I can remember is him shrunk.

    In the year before he died, I got into the habit of taking him for drives to the country, or just around town. It was easier to cope with drivers signing at me for dawdling than it was to keep Dad quiet if I went over thirty, so we caused long tailbacks.

    Once I took him to the hop fields of Kent, where he had worked as a boy. He remembered the farmer being generous with food and drink, and the smell of hay. We had to stop near Dunk’s Green so he could get out and stick his nose in a barn.

    I had to support him as he walked. We had a wheelchair in the boot but he refused to sit in it. As I held him, I smelt the sense of fun and games he’d had with me when I was a child.

    We used to play football in the hall. It drove Mum up the wall. We used to play first to ten. He was always the Hammers and would get to nine and then wait for me to catch up, and then let me score and win, but sometimes I beat him square. We had a little rubber ball, and broke the window in the front door five times.

    The thin bloke across the road came over once and said, ‘You know what?’

    ‘What?’ said Dad.

    ‘You want to stick a board over that window. You’ll get a hell of a draught blowing in.’

    ‘You want a game?’ I said.

    The thin bloke smiled, looked over his shoulder; when he looked back the smile had gone. ‘I’d better not,’ he said, and went back to his house. His wife was called Eve. We didn’t see much of them.

    I propped Dad against a wall while I opened one of the barn doors. He took shallow, gasping breaths; I never saw him look so shrunk. His nose was like a small prune.

    He staggered into the barn and made me lead him to a stack of bales. He stuck his nose right in them and tried to take a deep breath. I stood well back.

    Outside, it began to rain, but he didn’t notice. An old trailer was parked in the barn, so I sat on it and smoked a cigarette.

    ‘It was like this’, he gasped, ‘when I was a kid.’ His throat made a rattling noise, like supermarket trolleys being pushed into a line down a windy alley.

    When I was a kid, I never knew exactly what he did. For a while, he worked in a garage, then it was for the council, then it was for a brewery. Sometimes he’d sign on and paint the house. Mum said he did the best he could for us, and that meant us. I was never unhappy, but often felt insecure because our landlord was inhuman. He refused to mend the roof or fix the plaster above my bed. A piece of board was tacked there instead, so I spent five years - of the hour in bed before I slept - staring at the words GRADED EGGS, lit by a screw of light that came over the top of the door from the landing.

    When Dad had had enough of the hay barn, I put the cigarette out carefully and led him back to the car. We drove towards Tonbridge. I had my elbow resting on the window ledge. The weather was hot. He swore the old hop fields were outside Whetsted, but they weren’t. Someone was building at a crossroads he said he’d waited at with his mother. I never met her. He pointed at an oast house someone was living in. We did find one hop field, but he said it wasn’t right, so we drove home.

    The train was slow. The fields started quickly after London. Some kids ran up and down the carriages, and foreign students were playing new cassettes on new stereo machines. A man opposite me read a book about the Vietnam war. I wondered about hedges.

    One farmer has them for centuries and another grubs them out. Why did the first farmer have them? Why do farmers let single trees grow out of hedges? Why do they make stripes in fields? Why do they leave machines in the rain?

    Why don’t fields have anything going on in them? For miles and miles through Surrey and Hampshire, thousands of acres were empty. All I saw were a few cows, some sheep and two tractors.

    After Salisbury, the train emptied, and the country-side beyond the city seemed denser than before. The fields were smaller, there were more hedges and trees, and big blocks of forest.

    There was something hidden out there - I felt safe in the train. I bought a lager from the buffet and drank it standing in the space by one of the carriage doors, with the window closed.

    Marjorie met me at Axminster station. The train was three-quarters of an hour late.

    The station was a disgrace. Paint was peeling from the building and the platform was untidy. The staff reflected this decay by saying (when I complained about the late train), ‘Yeah. Makes you sick, doesn’t it?’

    ‘That all you got?’ Marjorie said, interrupting my complaint and pointing at my holdall.

    ‘Yes,’ I said.

    ‘Good for you. Nothing like travelling light, is there?’

    ‘I don’t think so,’ I said, ‘no’.

    She didn’t introduce herself, and had me in her car before she said, ‘I knew who you were straight away! Alice phoned. It’s wonderful. Thank you!’

    ‘I—’

    ‘She told me all about you!’

    ‘Oh, no,’ I said.

    ‘Don’t worry. Nothing incriminating. And you look like a good boy.’

    She didn’t look like anyone I’d met before. The first thing I noticed about her was a tiny blister on her right eye. The second thing was her hair. It was long and snow-white. She wasn’t tall (five foot six); the hair blew around at the slightest excuse. She was dressed in army surplus fatigues, all two sizes too big. She didn’t wear any jewellery.

    ‘Yes,’ she said again. ‘A good boy.’

    ‘I’m thirty-three,’ I said.

    ‘What does that mean?’ she said, and reached across for my safety belt. ‘Do it up.’

    She smelt of boiled vegetables. Her voice was strong and loud, but not irritating. She knew exactly what she wanted.

    ‘I don’t know,’ I said.

    ‘I didn’t think you would.’

    I’d been the only passenger to get off at Axminster. She drove an Alfa. I put her at sixty-five, seventy. I thought I was in an unlikely position, but only because the car was so smooth.

    ‘Nice car,’ I said.

    ‘Like it?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Not bad, is it?’ she said, and revved up behind a Mini. ‘Hear that?’

    I nodded.

    The engine had a musical note. She patted the steering wheel, and overtook the Mini.

    ‘How is Alice?’ she said.

    ‘Fine. She sends her love.’

    ‘I haven’t seen her for ages. Has she grown up yet?’

    ‘Grown up? She’s eighty!’

    ‘She’s a Marxist.’

    ‘Leninist,’ I said.

    ‘What’s the difference?’ She warmed the Alfa for a stretch of dual carriageway. ‘Marxist, Leninist. Leninist, Marxist. It’s like saying Mickey Mouse isn’t a mouse because he wears a dinner jacket.’ I leaned towards her. We were doing ninety. We overtook a lorry-load of live chickens. They were poking their heads out of stacked plastic crates, and looked very confused.
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    Dad was in the merchant navy for two years. He joined as soon as he was old enough, and got drunk and made love for the first time in his first port, Naples. The ship was carrying lumber; he always remembered Italy as more than a country. ‘A bleeding state of mind, Italy,’ he told me once. We were driving slowly through Kent. He would have been alarmed by Marjorie’s driving.

    ‘They know how to build a car,’ she said.

    ‘You know how to drive.’

    ‘Does that surprise you?’

    ‘No,’ I said.

    ‘My father taught me when I was fourteen. Hell of an old bus we used to have.’

    She had lived an exciting life, spoken her mind, and lived in different countries. Once she had nursed in West Africa; at a different time she had motor-cycled across Australia, when riding astride was not recommended for women. Aboriginals were amazed. She didn’t mind eating bugs with them, or taking all her clothes off for a ceremony. Then, in the night, she was gone. The Aboriginals thought the motorcycle was powered by her thighs, and the headlight shone because she wanted it to.

    Her father had owned a shirt factory. Her mother’s alcoholism drove her away from home, and then a sense of adventure pushed her abroad. Her father had understood. Secretly he had wished he was her, but he couldn’t leave. He had been faithful to his wife, and wished she had had a real interest.

    For the last twelve years she had lived in seclusion with three cats, a vegetable garden and the forest that grew all around her. She’d grown too old to travel, and wanted to live in her own house.

    Wootton Fitzpaine, Catherston Leweston, Birdsmoorgate and Whitchurch Canonicorum were places on the signposts around Marjorie’s. I was born in Grays.

    Her place was a lodge, set back from the road, a few miles from the next house. We’d driven into a forest. Trees were dark and solid on both sides, and where there were breaks in them, more trees stood in the distance, rising and falling like enormous waves. I didn’t anticipate the turning but suddenly she swerved the car and we swept up a long drive to an oval of gravel in front of the house. ‘There we are!’ she cried. ‘Home! Like the old place?’

    I nodded. The dust cleared.

    ‘Old gamekeeper’s lodge,’ she said.

    It looked bigger than it really was, an illusion created by a classical style. Small columns framed the windows, porch and door. The windows were leaded and the walls built of big, pitted blocks of stone. Marjorie leapt out of the car and said, ‘I could do with a drink!’ but I had to sit there, as if a great pressure was on my shoulders. There was a sudden, deep and unforgiving feeling in the air that blew past the car, stopped to look at me and then blew away.

    We sat in her kitchen, in small armchairs. ‘I live in here,’ she said. ‘It’s the only room I can keep warm this time of year.’ There was a big table, a set of four dining chairs, two big cupboards and a Rayburn. Three cats were asleep beneath it. ‘My friend,’ she said, and patted the oven door. One of the cats woke up and yawned at her. ‘And here’s another.’ She poured some whisky, passed me a glass, said, ‘Sit down,’ drank hers and poured another.

    ‘Alice’, she said, ‘didn’t say why she wanted you to stay, but I can guess, if your father’s anyone to go by.’

    ‘What do you mean?’ I didn’t want Dad brought into it. ‘She said you needed a hand, so…’

    ‘He never got on with his life.’ She drank, held the whisky in her mouth for a moment and then swallowed. ‘Mind you, that wasn’t necessarily his fault. The male condition.’ She turned away. ‘You can’t help it.’

    ‘What condition?’

    She didn’t choose to hear me. ‘But I suppose I owe Alice something, so we’ll do without the explanations.’

    ‘Why do you owe Alice?’

    She looked straight at me and said, ‘I won’t ask you any questions if you don’t ask me any. No explanations for no secrets.’

    ‘I—’

    ‘Good,’ she said, and when we’d finished our drink she showed me to my room.

    It was freezing in there. She had the room over the kitchen, mine was over the front room.

    ‘I didn’t get a chance to air it,’ she said. It smelt of damp sugar, an old cake tin, dust. I stood at the window and looked out. ‘Nice view out there,’ she said. ‘You’ve got that.’ She patted her hair all over. ‘You’ll see it in the morning.’

    ‘I can’t wait,’ I said.

    She looked at me. ‘Are you being funny?’

    ‘Me?’ I said.

    The night was solid, but I could see the silhouettes of gently swaying trees. In the distance, the horizon was split into two curves that joined in the middle. Marjorie pointed to some sheets and blankets on a table. ‘I put them out,’ she said.

    ‘Thanks,’ I said.

    ‘You know how to make a bed?’

    ‘Of course.’

    ‘Good. Then when you’ve done it you can peel me some potatoes.’

    ‘Potatoes?’

    ‘In the kitchen.’

    She left me on my own. I shivered. There were pictures around the walls of the room - one of an old woman praying by a window, and another of a cat surrounded by mice. Some of the mice were pulling the cat’s whiskers, but it had a scheming look in its eyes, a big bushy tail and strong stocky legs.

    We ate late. She told me she’d get me fixed up with boots and a decent jacket in the morning. She had a lot of stuff in a cupboard under the stairs. ‘Trousers too,’ she said. ‘But we’ll have to get the boots in town. What size are you?’

    ‘Nine.’

    ‘We’ll go to Bridport.’

    She had gone to bed and I was sitting on mine when the phone rang. It was half ten. I heard her get out of bed, open her door and walk along the corridor. I put my head around my door.

    ‘What a time to phone,’ she said.

    ‘Shall I get it?’

    She stopped and looked at me. Her face was inches from mine, and softer than before.

    The landing was dark. One of the cats was sitting outside my room. ‘Certainly not,’ she said, and went down the stairs. When she reached the hall, the phone stopped ringing. ‘Typical,’ she said. I watched her come back up.

    ‘It might have been Alice,’ I said.

    ‘I wouldn’t be surprised.’

    ‘Maybe I should phone her and see…’

    ‘To Brighton?’

    ‘That’s—’

    ‘No one’, she said, ‘phones Brighton from this house,’ and she disappeared into her room. She was wearing a navy blue towelling dressing gown with a red dragon embroidered on the back; like a Hell’s Angel, or a Japanese priest.

    When I undressed, got into bed and turned the light out, I began to feel my situation.

    I couldn’t remember ever sleeping in a room that wasn’t illuminated in some way - even a crack of light between curtains was enough, but in that room there was nothing but total darkness. Even when my eyes got used to the light I couldn’t see anything beyond the faint outline of the bottom of the bed, and the wardrobe and chest of drawers against the opposite wall.

    I started the night on my back; spent ten minutes like that and then turned on to my left side. I kept the blankets pulled to my chin. Breathing made my lips cold.

    The house was quiet. Marjorie made no squeaks with her bed, the dust gathered in the loft, the Rayburn was damped down and the cats were out. Nothing moved in the freezing front room, or in the hall, on the stairs or outside my room on the landing. Outside, the trees breathed through their leaves and needles.

    I turned on to my right side, towards the door. I never get to sleep quickly. I tried to imagine a blackboard. I stood in front of it with a piece of chalk, and the idea is to cover the board with chalk. Usually, you fall asleep before you finish the job. I never have.

    Instead, I tried to remember the full names of the 1966 England World Cup squad. I got ten full names, but couldn’t remember Cohen’s Christian name. I know Geoff Hurst (hat-trick) is in the motor trade now, and one of them is an undertaker. I always said, ‘Even if that goal wasn’t a goal, we still won the game.’ In 1966 we were living in Deptford. We’d bought our first television and invited neighbours to watch the match on it. We were appreciated in our street. I remember looking outside at half-time and the city was deserted, as if people had been hit by a mystery virus that had struck the planet without warning from Outer Space. I was ten.

    I strung thoughts and memories, turned over and lay on my back, and slowly felt my eyelids get heavier.

    I slept for a few hours before I was suddenly woken up by the sound of a loud cough. A second followed, and then a twenty-second burst. I got out of bed, and thought I’d fetch Marjorie a glass of water at least.

    I opened the bedroom door and left the coughing, which started again, behind me. I turned around. It came from outside. I stood with the doorknob in my hand. The milkman.

    I went to the window and looked out. The sky was beginning to lighten, and for the first time I could make out some detail of the landscape around the house. I looked down. There was no milkman in the drive.

    The house was totally surrounded by trees. Trees disappeared in every direction and as far as the two sloping hills on the horizon. I could see that most had been planted in ranks, but others were in disorganised clumps. Some still had their leaves, others were bare. I couldn’t identify any of them.

    The sky was the colour of a train window, and looked thin. The cough started up again. It came from the other side of a high wall that ran beyond Marjorie’s property. I focused on this, but couldn’t see anything moving. Marjorie’s garden was a lawn, a few flower-beds, half-dug vegetable plots and a terrace. I could see the corner of a greenhouse and a wheelbarrow parked against a brick shed.

    The coughing went on for a few minutes, but I didn’t go out to find out who was watching me peek between the curtains. I closed them again, and went back to bed, but didn’t sleep.
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