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Pond




‘Believe me, expression is insanity, it arises out of our insanity. It also has to do with turning pages, with hunting from one page to the other, with flight, with complicity in an absurd, gushing effusion, with a vile overflow of verse, with insuring life in a single sentence, and, in turn, with the sentences seeking insurance in life.’

Malina, Ingeborg Bachmann, 1971




‘There is at times a magic in identity of position; it is one of the things that have suggested to us eternal comradeship. She moved her elbows before saying: “I have behaved ridiculously.”’

A Room with a View, E. M. Forster, 1908




I.

A Silly Business


‘One cannot see the future of something learned.’

A Girl’s Story, Annie Ernaux


Later on we often had a book with us. Later on. When we were a bit bigger at last though still nowhere near as big as the rest of them we brought over books with us. Oh loads of books. And sat with them there in the grass by the tree. Just one book in fact. Just one, that’s right. Lots of books, one at a time. That’s it, one at a time. We didn’t very much like tons of books did we. No, not really, and neither do we now. We like one book. Yes, we like one book now and we liked one book then. We went to the library for instance and we soon lost the habit didn’t we of taking out lots and lots of books. Yes. Yes. Yes we did. First of all of course we took out all the books we possibly could. Which was probably eight books. It’s always either six books or eight books or twelve books. Unless it’s a special collection of books of course in which case it might only be four. And to begin with we took out as many of them as we could. That’s right. We’ll take this one and this one and this one, this one, and that one too. And so on. Yes. In a pile up on the high counter for Noddy Head to stamp. And we read not one of them all the way through. It was simply impossible. We couldn’t get engrossed. No matter what book we had in our hands we found it simply impossible to refrain from wondering incessantly about what kinds of words exactly were inside the other books. We couldn’t help it could we. We just couldn’t stop ourself from thinking about the other books and the different kinds of words they each contained and when we picked up one of the other books in order to find out it was just the same. It really was just the same no matter which book we picked up. As long as there were other books we thought about the sorts of words they might contain non-stop and were thus precluded from becoming engrossed with the very book we had in our hands. The very book. A silly business. Yes, it was a silly business. Tossing one book down and picking one book up and tossing that to one side and picking up yet another and so on and getting nowhere. Nowhere at all. Over and over again. And we went on like that for quite some time didn’t we until we realised that just because we were allowed to take out six books eight books twelve books four books didn’t mean did it that we had to.

No, of course it didn’t. So then we took out one book. And of course this aggravated people. Yes. Yes. Yes it did. No end. Is that all you’re taking out, they’d exclaim. Go and get some more. Just one – you’ll have that finished by tomorrow, they’d say. And we’re not coming back again this week. So what. As if the only thing you could do with a book was read it. That’s right. We could sit for a long time couldn’t we with a book beside us and not even open it. We certainly could. And it was very edifying. It certainly was. It was entirely possible we realised to get a great deal from a book without even opening it. Just having it there beside us for ages was really quite special. It was actually because we could wonder couldn’t we about the sorts of words it contained without getting ourself worked up into a ridiculous state. With just one book in the grass beside us we sat there wondering about the sorts of words it contained in a really tranquil and expansive kind of way that in fact enabled distinct images to emerge all of their own accord from who knows where. That was nice. It was actually. The images rarely resembled anything we had seen for ourself directly yet they were not in the least bit vague or far-fetched. Not remotely. From time to time, perhaps to make sure that the images that came about of their own accord didn’t deviate too much from the themes and tone and point in time propounded by the text beside us, we’d pick up the book and open it wherever our thumb happened to stop, and we’d read one or two words from whatever line upon the page our eyes happened to coincide with, and those one or two words would be quite enough, wouldn’t they, to provoke yet more enthralling images.



When we open a book our eyes nearly always go over to the left page. That’s right – the left page, for reasons we have never previously reflected upon, has a much stronger pull on us than the right page. We always look down first of all at the right page. The right page first, that’s right. But the words on the right page always seem much too close. Too close to each other and too close to our face. The words on the right page do indeed make us peculiarly aware of our face. Is it our face? Is it? Well? The words on the right seem far too eager, overbearing, and yes somewhat ingratiating in fact, and very soon our rattled eyes leave the right page in order to seek refuge in the left. We look down at the right page and up at the left page. We do actually. And we nearly always read the left page much more slowly than the right. There seems to be more time on the left page. Yes. Yes. Yes there does. On the left page there is more space it seems, on either side of the words, and above and below every sentence. And the left page nearly always has better words on it it seems. That’s right – words like ‘shone’ and ‘creature’ and ‘champagne’ and ‘ragged’ and ‘clump’, for example. Words that really don’t require any explanation. Words that happen one by one rather than words that bandy together to try to convince you of something that is not happening. It really can’t be the case though can it that these distinct operations that words bring into effect are divvied out between the left and the right pages quite so unerringly. No, probably not. Probably it is more likely that we are much more receptive in fact to whatever we read on the left pages than we are to what we read on the right pages because we look down at the right page and up at the left. We do. We do. Which must mean that the book we are reading does not remain still in our hands. It must mean, yes, that after turning the right page over so that it becomes the left page we shift the book slightly upwards. Upwards, yes.

We have a tendency don’t we of reading the last few sentences on the right page hurriedly. We do actually. We enjoy turning the pages of a book and our anticipation of doing so is obviously fairly fervid and undermines our attention to such an extent that we can’t help but skim over the last couple of sentences on the right page probably without really taking in a single word. Quite often when we make a start on the left page it doesn’t make a great deal of sense to us. No. No. No it doesn’t. And it is only then, isn’t it, that we realise, somewhat reluctantly, that we didn’t read the last few lines of the previous page properly. Quite often, we are so reluctant to acknowledge that this makes any difference, we carry on reading. We carry on that’s right even though we can’t make head nor tail of what we are reading. We carry on regardless because we are vaguely convinced that, surely, if we keep going, the way these current sentences relate to all the sentences we’ve already read will, actually, sooner or later, make itself perfectly apparent. We don’t get very far. No, we don’t. We nearly always flick back. We do. And we are nearly always surprised by how much salient detail was in fact contained in the last few lines on the previous right page and we are surprised even further by a very unreasonable thought that comes to us from who knows where which proposes that the typesetter of the book is really quite irresponsible, that they should allow such important sentences to appear at the very end of the right page. Surely the typesetter must be aware that many people derive a great deal of pleasure from turning pages turning pages and as such cannot be expected to read the last couple of lines on all the right pages with consummate diligence. You would have thought so. Turning the page. Turning the page.

Turning the page and holding the book up a little higher. And the reason we do that, now that we are reflecting on it, is because once we have turned the page we feel inclined to lift our chin and gaze upwards. And the reason we feel like gazing upwards is because we have turned over a new leaf. A new leaf! – that’s right. We have turned over a new leaf and as such we feel instantly youthful and supremely open-minded and that is why we quite naturally adopt the uplifted mien of an urbane albeit slightly indulged protégé every time we turn the page. A new leaf. Yes. By the time we get to the bottom of the right page we have aged approximately twenty years. We are no longer holding the book up. No. No. The book has dropped. Our face has dropped. We have jowls. We do. We have a double chin. That’s right. We wallow. We wallow. We are wallowing in our chins. We really have aged at least twenty years. It’s no wonder then is it that we don’t read to the very end of the right page properly. No. No. No wonder at all that we are itching to turn it over. No wonder whatsoever that we anticipate turning the page so very fervidly. As if it were a matter of life or death in fact. Life or death. Life or death. It is a matter of life or death in fact. Yes. Yes. Yes, it is. Turning the pages. Turning the pages. When we turn the page we are born again. Living and dying and living and dying and living and dying. Again, and again. And really that’s the way it ought to be. The way that reading ought to be done. Yes. Yes. Turning the pages. Turning the pages. With one’s entire life.



It could be said couldn’t it that strictly speaking there are no left pages, just the other side of right pages. That could very well be said if one is assuming that the book is face up. Face up. Yes. Face up in the grass. Yes. There in the grass a book right beside us. Face up. Face up in the field in the grass beside the great big tree. Just one book. Yes. And in fact as far as we were concerned nobody else had this book apart from us. Nobody. Nobody. Not a single soul. No one else had it and furthermore no one else had ever even seen it. It was just ours. Ours entirely. We knew very well of course that that wasn’t the case at all, but that’s how it felt nonetheless and in fact even now from time to time with certain books the very same feeling returns. It does actually. Erroneous yet compelling. This book is ours and ours alone. Perhaps this atmosphere of exclusivity occurred in the first place because there weren’t very many books at home and the few books there were were out of sight inside a corner cabinet in the dining room along with candles and napkin rings and a gravy boat our mother had taken an abrupt and supreme disliking to. Out of sight yet at the same time curiously present. Disturbingly present. Omnipresent in fact. More present yes than rows and rows of books arrayed quite openly on bookshelves one walks past umpteen times a day. And of course ‘Little Claus and Big Claus’ was very present because mother used to follow us up the stairs and into the bathroom reading out the grubby tale of Little Claus and Big Claus’s absurd scheming and callous buffoonery. Gee up my horses! Gee up my horses! That’s right. Mother loved that. Laughed her head off. She did actually. And even when we were older she came after us up the stairs laughing her head off with ‘Little Claus and Big Claus’ wide open in her hands. Gee up my horses! That was kept upstairs on a shelf with all our other books side by side in the spare room. The playroom. Yes. Whereas mother’s books glowered like intricate secrets inside the corner cabinet. That’s right. Very occasionally we’d slowly twist the small brass handle to silently release the door of the corner cabinet and we’d peer in at the wakened spines of the books lodged in among the candles and the napkin rings and the spurned gravy boat and we could hardly breathe. It made us feel nervous. It did actually. We were looking at things that were no business of ours. Illicit things. Yes. Yes. Illicit things that looked back at us and saw something. That’s right, something inside of us that we in fact knew nothing about. The books looked back at us and something inside of us stirred. Yes. One of those books was Switch Bitch by Roald Dahl and we had books upstairs by Roald Dahl such as Danny the Champion of the World which was our favourite Roald Dahl book and we had read them all hadn’t we, but we hadn’t read this book. No, we knew nothing about this book. Not a thing. Yet it was quite obvious wasn’t it that this book wasn’t like any of our books by Roald Dahl on the shelf upstairs and wasn’t meant for us. No it wasn’t. It was a book meant for adults. That’s right. We could see that straight away. There was a photograph of Roald Dahl inside the jacket cover just like there was a photograph of Roald Dahl inside the jacket cover of each of our books by Roald Dahl. And the photograph was more or less in the exact same place. That’s right. But he looked completely different inside the jacket cover of the book our mother kept tucked away in the corner cabinet beside the candles and the napkin rings and the decommissioned gravy boat. He did actually. He wasn’t looking at the camera for one thing. No, he wasn’t. And he wasn’t sitting down either. No, he was standing up. And he was outside. Outside in the wind. In the wind, that’s right. It was quite obvious he was standing in the wind because of the way his hair which was thinning lifted away from his head. It occurred to us didn’t it that there was probably a small propeller plane nearby. Yes. Yes. And he wasn’t looking at the camera. No, he wasn’t. And that more than anything made it quite obvious that this book had been written with adults in mind. Adults in mind, that’s right. That and the title. The title, of course. Switch Bitch. Switch Bitch. Whenever we overheard our mother reading The BFG to our younger brother we would see a woman with a black netted veil over her eyes and a small neat nose and large dark red glossy lips mouthing the word ‘bitch’ back at her slightly out-of-focus reflection which was tremendously exciting though we didn’t fully understand why it was and in fact the excitement this image brought on soon troubled us because it was of an unprecedented nature and all too quickly made us feel guilty and alone and afraid of who knows what. We didn’t know. No, we didn’t. But were afraid nonetheless.

A Start in Life was in there too. A Start in Life, that’s right, by Alan Sillitoe and not Anita Brookner. We read that in no time one summer in the back garden. There were two sun loungers on the patio in the back garden and one summer when we ought to have been reading books from the reading list we laid down upon one of the sun loungers in a halter-neck black bikini with a packet of Dunhill cigarettes and read A Start in Life by Alan Sillitoe instead. Later on in the afternoon when she got back from her ten till two in the department store our mother would come out onto the patio with sun cream and lie down on the sun lounger beside us in her fluorescent yellow strapless bikini and we’d read bits out to her that we’d already read and reckoned to be highly amusing. She liked that. She did like that she’d laugh. She’d laugh in nearly all the same places where we’d laughed earlier on. It was a very entertaining book. She would lie there smoking Benson and Hedges cigarettes on the sun lounger beside us. Laughing. Laughing and flicking ash down onto the patio. It was a long time ago. It was actually. It was one of the last summers. We can’t remember what A Start in Life was about. We haven’t a clue. Though we can recollect the gist of the bit that amused us. Yes, the bit we found amusing and so did mother was when the narrator suggests that not everyone is cut out for loafing around day in day out and that really instead of regarding people who do diddly-squat all day with irritation and disdain they ought to be thought of in the highest of terms because actually doing nothing at all day in day out is not nearly so easy as it looks.

There’s a fine art to being idle in fact. That’s right, there is an art to it, and very few people are naturally in possession of the gumption and fortitude necessary to pull it off. Reading outside on a summer’s afternoon. When there have been weeks and weeks of hot sunny days one after the next. There really is nothing else quite like it. We liked nothing better. A tiny dotted beetle might hoist itself up onto the cover of the book face-up beside us. The book that had never before been handled or seen by anyone else. Out of the dishevelled grass, up onto the venerable tableau that was the cover of what – Plato’s Phaedrus, for example. The columns the platters the pewter the vine leaves the drinking vessels the swarthy shins the lemony lemons the chiaroscuro. We could easily have squished it with our thumb gently applied if we were so inclined. Yes. Yes. Yes, we could. There it was. Little dotted beetle. Stopping and starting. This way and that. Around and around the venerable tableau dottily for ages. Around and around. Quite unable to find a way to properly immerse itself in the moody scene’s alluring sagacious gloom. We weren’t inclined to flatten beetles dotted or otherwise were we. No, generally not. Or ants. No. Nor spiders even. Vessels. Vessels. And in a way we couldn’t tell could we whether the little beetle was from now or from then. No, not really. Not even when it tipped off the cover and beetled back into the grass.




II.

Bright Spark


‘One day we’ll domesticate him into a human, and we can sketch him. Since that’s what we did with ourselves and with God.’

‘Boy in Pen and Ink’, Clarice Lispector


At the end of term the English department sought to recoup all the books that had been gamely issued to each pupil at the start of term. Books hardly any of the pupils had bothered to look at in the meantime, yet now, at the end of term, they felt no compulsion whatsoever to bring them back. This must have been infuriating for the department. The pupils simply had no interest. Not in reading books, nor returning them. Their principal interest, right up until the very last bell, was to disrupt the flow of information and ideas, which the teachers attempted each lesson to set in motion, with all kinds of never-ending pranks. Though, actually, their repertoire, despite being perseverant, was not especially varied. Every term in fact the pupils became fixated on a particular stunt and took great delight in pulling it off in just the same way day after day for most of the term’s duration. It was quite perverse. Like performers in the avant-garde tradition they were alert to the ways sustained repetition produces subtle and absurd variations that are as transfixing as they are subversive. Such recursive hijinks were most often deployed in the science labs, where the pupils’ incendiary hands might easily alight upon and combine a spectrum of appliances and substances that could be counted on to interact with each other in a palpable and fairly predictable fashion – though the exact scale of the ensuing reaction could not be quite so reliably gauged. The combination of knowing what would happen without knowing to what degree seemed to excite them very much, and there was no such thing as a disappointing outcome – if anything the pupils derived greater satisfaction when an operation fell flat. There was something about an anti-climax that really seemed to tickle them. Lemon Head, the chemistry teacher, found this recurrent animate response vexingly ludicrous and not a little unsettling. It was idiotic, and, worse than that, it was inscrutable. Why was it indeed that the brief whooping that went up all too quickly following a beautiful bright explosion sounded dutiful and hollow, yet a damp squib elicited a cacophony of cheers and plaudits that were genuinely gleeful and ever so slightly ominous? There certainly was an element of darkness to it. Could it be that the pupils knew very well that they wouldn’t ever amount to anything much themselves? Knew that the system was rigged against them, could feel it in their waxing bones – their bones which were also their mother’s and father’s bones, and their mother’s mother’s and father’s bones, and their father’s mother’s and father’s bones, and so on and so on, a long line on all sides of rankled, rigged against, and put-upon bones. And as such the present fresh-faced custodians of these burgeoning yet bridled bones concocted a controlled scenario that occasionally culminated in a flashy climatic blast but more often than not only fizzled pathetically, leached and dripped and abated. Failure after all was inevitable wasn’t it, so why not make a neat little routine out of it and laugh again and again in its dour face with mirthful derision, as hard and as often as they could. Their future was mapped out for them on the smallest scrap of paper. Just as it had been for their parents and their parents’ parents and their parents’ parents’ parents and so on and so on and why would it change now? How well they did or did not do at school wouldn’t make a blind bit of difference. All of this sitting up at a desk in this or that classroom day in day out, taking in every word and committing it all to memory, what a complete waste of time, it was an absolute farce, and they didn’t have to go along with it did they, they didn’t have to be obedient and diligent and tight-lipped like their parents and their parents’ parents and their parents’ parents’ parents had been, the teachers had no powers whatsoever anymore – throwing a board rubber across the room so it smacked you hard on the head, striking you ten times upon the backside with a cane, or twenty times across the palm of your bold raised paw with a ruler – the willy-nilly meting out of heavy-handed punishments such as these had been outlawed years ago – the only way, now, that continuous rectitude could be achieved was if the pupils could be induced to self-govern and made it their business to sit still and pay attention, and they would only do that wouldn’t they if they thought it would get them somewhere, and so, to this end, weren’t they told, time and time again, that the sky was the limit, that they could achieve anything at all, if only they put their minds to it, and wasn’t it reiterated over and over that the very town they lived in was in fact the fastest growing town in all of Europe, all of Europe, the opportunities available to them therefore were real and endless, aim high and aim higher again, and there were one or two of course who happily fell for all that soft-soaping claptrap, who were only too pleased to cultivate fanciful notions and far-fetched goals and thus gladly toed the line, the little eggheads, and didn’t those one or two live in detached houses in tendrilous cul-de-sacs off in the suburbs already in any case. The majority did not and did not fall for it, and so most lessons were more or less catastrophic from start to finish. Each teacher therefore had no option but to develop some method or other to use in the classroom at times when it all went to pieces so as to arrest the pupils’ wilful dereliction and inculcate a little order, however short-lived that invariably turned out to be. This mostly involved shouting which was often accompanied by slamming. The teacher, at the end of his or her tether, would get to their feet of course in order to shout. And while they shouted their hands rifled atavistically across the desk for something to throw. But they were no longer permitted to throw board rubbers or anything else at the pupils, so whatever item they’d got hold of had to be slammed only, again and again against the desk, again and again, and that in itself could in fact be fairly purgative and quite often brought into effect a subdued slightly embarrassed hush that heralded a brief spell of heaven-sent respite. There was one teacher who didn’t like to shout, perhaps he couldn’t, not everyone can. He was tall, with a soft beard and blue wholesome eyes, and often wore tweeds. He looked Swiss, or Victorian. That’s to say he looked like he ought to be outside, leading a keen and harmonious expedition through some lovely mountain range in May, stopping now and then to make a note of this or that flower and butterfly and bit of lichen. That’s where he ought to have been. Up there among the nascent edelweiss, not down here in a classroom rife with goons running about with Sellotape around their heads and their thumbs on fire. His name was Aitken and his disciplinary method involved holding up his hand, nothing more. He didn’t say anything, he didn’t even get up out of his chair. He stayed where he was with his arms on the desk and simply raised his hand, usually the left one, so that his big benign palm faced the class. His fingers were closed together. He had long shapely fingers. Tapered fingers. Nimble fingers. Fingers made for unhooking briars and finding things in the grass. The pupils immediately fell about the place laughing at this entirely incongruous signal. They’d scramble back to their desks, straddle their stools, and up their hands would go – ‘How,’ they would say, ‘How!’ Over and over in deep solemn voices and then the war whooping would start up, their hands now flying on and off their upturned mouths as they yowled and hooted. And still Aitken didn’t say anything. He went on sitting there in his mellow tweeds with his peace-seeking palm facing out and his polymathic eyes twinkling with sublime forbearance. Sometimes it looked as if the shenanigans amused him. Did he feel a part of it? It was his distinctly slender yet enduring gesture after all that they were all having a great time riffing on. Mimicry can be unkind, but at least it acknowledges that you’re there. The comic dimension of the pupils’ self-generated antics on the other hand was often so cryptic as to be incogitable, and their escalating laughter perplexing and downright unnerving – at least this way the teacher was in on the joke. Indeed, sometimes it looked as if he were smiling through his soft beard. Or was he grimacing in fact, putting on a brave face? Was he in fact going round the bend? The very same bend Frau Floyd went round. Frau Floyd. Where exactly did she end up? One day she was there, as she’d been there every day for years and years with her emphatic der, die, and das, and then she was gone. Never seen again. Frau Floyd. Stringent and humourless, with a bombshell bust – and German, yes. The pupils had a field day. Little shits. Little buggers. Give the bloody books back! But the pupils would not give the books back of their own accord. Their unheeding palms had to be greased in some way. And so it was that at the end of term the department sought to recoup all the books that had been gamely issued to each pupil at the start of term by offering a bar of pretty decent chocolate for every book returned. It took a little time for this tactic to gain traction – pupils were initially suspicious, presumed there must be some sort of catch. Their reservations were soon dispelled however by the sight of a few unfazed sorts casually brandishing Twixes against the wall at break time. Then, of course, the little fuckers couldn’t get their books in quick enough.



One lunchtime, on a Wednesday let’s say, five or six girls met up in a classroom on the ground floor of the English block to start work on a presentation they were to give in front of the class the following week. They pushed together two desks and sat around them and one of the girls was me. And what exactly do I know about her, this girl at the table who would be me? I know she would have much preferred to come up with a presentation all by herself. She might have even asked the teacher if she could work on her own. Sometimes Mr Burton would let her do that, work all on her own, but he couldn’t permit it every time, no matter how much she squirmed, no matter that she knew he knew she’d come up with something memorable all on her own, no matter that he knew she knew that, what could he do – I have to be able to report, he said, that you are able to work well with other people. But I could not work well with other people. Working well with other people meant keeping my mouth shut unless I had something entirely extraneous to say. If I dared to make a useful suggestion it would be automatically resisted by the group because in fact I wasn’t half as smart as I thought I was and the group was always very keen on letting me know that. It was strange to sit in the classroom without the rest of the class there. Without Mr Burton. We were lost at sea. The room was just a lot of cold furniture and stagnant reflections, it was difficult to imagine anything. I didn’t feel like staying long. Nothing was coming together in any case. Nobody seemed willing to say very much. The contributions were sketchy and disparate, the discussion gathered no momentum, and so there was nothing at all to hold our attention. Within a short time we all became agitated, and actually it seemed as if it might turn a bit unpleasant. I could feel two or three pairs of eyes appealing to me to say something and even though I had plenty of ideas I kept hold of my tongue, it just wasn’t worth the hassle to do otherwise. Probably I had just one idea in fact, a kind of blithe vision of how the presentation should unfold – the atmosphere, the tone, the denouement and so on. There had been occasions when I’d tried to convey what I’d identified to be the mechanics of my various visions, the brass tacks as it were, but they seemed not to make a great deal of sense when said out loud and I remember a particular girl looking at me with hatred while I attempted to put into words what was going on inside my head, an attitude which didn’t aid my efforts at all. I sometimes wonder if my inclination for abstruse ideas wasn’t in fact a form of passive-aggression. There was a large window along one side of the room that went from floor to ceiling so you could see across a large tarmac square to another building that contained changing rooms, the main hall, and the canteen. There were a few thin trees near the window, on the left. Whenever I think of them they have no leaves. I often felt shivery at school. Once my period leaked onto the stool during a science lesson while the teacher was demonstrating a Van de Graaff generator. There was a so-called hand hole in the middle of the stool’s varnished wooden seat and the blood spread across the varnish with alarming rapidity and dripped through it straight down onto the floor. It was one of my first periods and I’d just started to use tampons and evidently had left this tampon in much too long. I very quietly told the girl beside me I’d leaked and without taking her eyes off the generator’s hair-raising dome she gave me something out of her bag which I immediately scrunched up and stuffed into my cardigan sleeve. Then I put up my hand, the hand that had nothing up its sleeve, and asked the teacher for permission to go to the toilet. He looked at me over the top of his glasses and nodded with the same surliness with which he always nodded his almighty yet somehow squeezable looking head. It was a relief to see him nodding in his usual surly way because that surely meant everything was still going on just as normal. That apart from the girl beside me, not one person in the room knew or suspected there was a small pool of blood on the classroom floor, warm and human, directly beneath my wooden stool.

I stood at one of the spotless white sinks and held my skirt under the cold tap and watched as the blood came streaming out of the pleats and swung around the silver plughole in beautiful unfurling plumes. I always liked being in the girls’ toilets during lesson time. It was nice to be on my own and to see my face there in the mirror with nothing but clean white tiles all around me. There are lavatories everywhere and there have been for centuries so it didn’t feel like I was at school or even English. I felt safe and far away, and as such I was tempted to sing. I was curious to know what my voice really sounded like. Who knows what would come out of my mouth as I stood out of time. Perhaps I am a nun in the north of Italy rinsing out skeins and skeins of bandages and outside in the woods tired filthy men are advancing and shooting at one another from behind dripping trees and they shall all be halted in their deplorable tracks the moment they hear me sing. You learn early on that you use cold water to get blood out of fabric. It’s very effective if you do it straight away while the blood is still wet and red and not yet a stubborn brownish stain. I don’t know how many times I’ve had to wash blood out of knickers, jeans, the backs of dresses, dressing gowns, sheets, cushions, car seats. At least on one occasion every month twelve months a year for twenty-seven years, and I suppose if I were any good at maths I could work out just how many times that amounts to. On it goes. Only two weeks ago I had to take my culottes off and rinse them through at the kitchen sink. Afterwards I shook them out and examined them, front and back since I wasn’t sure which was which, then draped them over the balcony railing. Not a trace! Plus it was a sunny afternoon so they were dry in no time. Still I was annoyed with myself. How many years have you been having periods, and still you manage to get blood everywhere? You should know by now exactly how this goes. There was a time in my twenties when I derived voluptuous satisfaction from going around dripping blood everywhere. I am a bleeding bloody creature, see how I bleed and bleed, look at all the blood crinkle-oozing out of me, onto my ankles, onto the ground, onto the street, onto your smart shoes. Bright as a ruby, dark as a garnet. She’d given me a pair of her knickers. They were wrapped very neatly around the sanitary towel I’d knowingly stuffed up my sleeve. I hadn’t known anything about the knickers however and was amazed to be standing there holding them. I looked at the label to see what size they were and where they’d come from. She was one size bigger than me. They were nice, white I expect, with small flowers or balloons or sausage dogs on them, and very clean. They didn’t have any bits like pencil shavings sticking to them so she must have kept them separate, tucked into a special little emergency pocket with a popper fastener I should think, just inside her rucksack. It was exciting, standing in the girls’ toilets during lesson time all on my own surrounded by small shining white tiles with blood drying on the inside of my thighs and another girl’s clean pair of knickers in my hands. It made me think of the First World War, though many things then made me think of the First World War. Free-wheeling on my bike in the summertime, past all the hedgerows and that brown farmhouse with the tall chimney stacks near Purton – that almost always made me think of the First World War. And crows in the hard empty fields on Sundays in November – I couldn’t help but think of the First World War then, but in a different way, because I would stand still for a while with my hands in my pockets looking at the crows drift back and forth over the tilled fields, and the thoughts you have about the First World War while standing still like that in the freezing cold are obviously of a very different nature from the kinds of ideas about the same subject that go on in your head when you’re hurtling in the sunshine down narrow empty country lanes on a bicycle in July. Doing toast on the fire in winter and glancing out the corner of my eye at my mother reading a book and smoking a cigarette on the green-gold sofa in the evening. Getting up for school when it was still dark. The sound of hot water in the pipes when it was still dark and the mirror in the bathroom in the dark and the bathroom cabinet opening and closing with a nice neat click, all of that always made me think of the First World War. And the empty milk bottles in my mother’s mother’s kitchen, though never the ones in ours, probably because ours were so very very clean, practically sparkling, whereas the ones in my grandmother’s kitchen looked like they contained fog. The whole lot of us running cross-country in the winter. Running through all that rain and mud on Thursday afternoons week after week right up until Christmas. All that mud and rain splashing up our bare legs, and all of our trainers, pairs and pairs of them, slung off and muddled up against the changing room wall, all caked in mud. All absolutely caked in mud. And mud of course would always make me think of the First World War. There was a lot of clay in the ground near where we lived. It was grey and smelt clean and was lovely to dig down and press into. Clay is completely different to mud and didn’t ever make me think of the First World War. On the contrary. It made me think of half-baked pots and potteries and skittish spiders in the corners of flaking windowsills and narrow overgrown garden paths besieged by enormous criss-crossing moths and cardies on the backs of chairs and jam jars brimming with warm rainwater, and those are things I’ve always associated with the interwar years.
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