

Constant Change   by    Sam Smith
‘The paths of error are various and infinite.’   Edward Gibbon
She had opened her sweet warm flesh to his knowledge. Two hours ago all that he had known of her had been her white face and her sharp red hair. Now he knew that on her shoulders was a dappled mosaic of flat pale freckles. Now he knew her nipples - two clusters of cherry pink bubbles. Now he knew the two taut muscles of her stomach, her inverted belly button like a tiny cauliflower. Now he knew her variety of hair: the red glossy hair stabbing into the angular crook of her white shoulders; the furze of down glowing on the silhouette of her slender arm; the armpit hair as soft as a mouse's fur; on her rounded abdomen the thin herringbone line of ginger hairs widening into, curling into the neat circular patch of crimson-glinting hair; and that hair parted by two glistening meat red lines, like an unhealed scar. He had been in there, inside her raw flesh.

His mouth, his hands, his body was saturated with her scents - of animal musk, of dried shampoo, of tiny particles of aromatic salt. He wanted to be alone, to be away from her in clear air, to hold in his mind all that she had given him. No words he knew could express his burdening gratitude. Nor action. To owe so much to one person. He wanted to sit alone and think, to knit this new knowledge into the old, reconcile rumour to fact. To piece together all the images she had given him. Freely given him. He wanted to shout his joy. Secretly. To be still lest this fragile treasure tumble to pieces.

She moved. A slow breath. Her hand - short exam-chewed nails - slid easily onto his chest. She knew him. She was not disgusted. His body had been hers. Another thought to juggle with the others.

He rolled his head on the pillow. A clean pillowcase crackle of dry hair. Her nose was thin and pointed. She was smiling. What did she see? He smiled. Something should be said. So this is paradise? I love you? Neither were true. Thank you? Better to smile. What wisecrack would slip out if he undid his mouth? This beats tiddleywinks? He was master and victim of the inappropriate remark. Don't risk it. Smile. Who'll stop smiling first?

The focus of her dark eyes spread beyond him. 

"What time'll they be back?" his voice was pitched low, throaty from inaction. 

"Don't worry." Her interest was in him again. And turning against him she lay across him, her soft breast squashed against his hard breastbone, her thigh resting on his wet penis. Green eyes studied his nose, mouth, eyes, hair. "We've got till two. It was three last time they went." 

"Three of you?" The wisecrack. 

"I should be so lucky." Schoolgirl bravado. "My aunt came to babysit. And my Dad came home stinking drunk." 

"How big is he?" 

"Don't worry."

She didn't want to play that game. He breathed deep. Their skin, their outer envelopes, moved one against the other, small hairs catching. 

The house was in St Michael's Road, a long low street of yellow terrace houses. Three concrete steps separated the front door from the pavement. The square living room windows had net curtains. On the cream-tiled fireplace was a round faced clock in a dark wooden case. Blue sat at the table between his father and his brother Ken. 

They had their dinner in the living room so that their father could watch the news. The television was in the corner. Their mother had finished in the kitchen, was upstairs hurriedly dabbing on powder and perfume before going to bingo over Oldway.

Their father listened attentively to the weather forecast. The two boys knew better than to interrupt it. He grimaced at the prospect of rain, and sighed, a beaten man.

A postman, he had dark patches like ink thumbprints on putty below his eyes. He turned to Blue, 

"You staying in tonight?" 

"Dunno. Might." 

"Bout time you did some work for your exams. Won't get anywhere without working y'know." 

"Thought you said nobody got rich by working?" 

"True enough. But if you don't work you'll get nothing." 

"Can't win." 

"Yes you can. If you pass those exams you'll be a damn sight better off than I've ever been. You won't have to get up half past five every bloody morning," he nodded to the television, "go out in all weathers." 

"I won't pass any." 

"Not with that attitude you won't." 

"I don't want to talk about it." He was a man now, knew what his father knew, could no longer be treated as a child.

His father listened to the introduction of a quiz contestant. Blue traced the thick lace pattern in the tablecloth. His father's hands moved slightly. He had been working on his allotment that afternoon. The dried skin rasped on the tablecloth. 

"Your trouble is you don't want to do anything." His hooked finger, its grimy nail, tapped the thick cloth. "'Cept hang around with your friends. Bunch of dead-enders you lot are. To think of all the battles that were fought to give you lot a decent education. And I don't mean just the last war. And you can't be bothered with it. Only wish I'd been given your chance." Blue looked up smiling, 

"You'd look silly in a school cap and short trousers."

Ken grinned, tried to hide it in the television. His father had seen. 

"I look bloody silly wearing a postman's cap too!" 

"Oh I thought it made you look quite military, quite distinguished." 

"I had enough of uniforms in the bloody army. Fighting for the likes of you." 

"I didn't ask you to fight." A determined opinion. 

"Don't suppose you asked to be educated either?" 

"No. I didn't." 

"When I think... When I think of all the men who gave their lives - their lives! - just so an ungrateful little B like you could be educated... Makes me want to weep." 

"If they'd had the education they wouldn't be that bloody impressed with it either." 

"Watch your language." 

"You just said bloody to me." 

"Oh yes. Always some smartarse answer. That's all you can ever come up with. Why don't you try to pass your exams instead, eh? Your teachers reckon you could if you tried." 

"When did you see them?" 

"Says so in your reports. Could do well if only he'd try." 

"Says that in everyone's. I won't pass any." 

"Can't or won't? Or can't be bothered. That's more like it. Look at Ken - he works hard."

"Good for Ken." Ken blushed: he hadn't made it past the eleven plus, went to Tweenaway. 

"If he'd been given your chances he'd be making the most of it." 

"All Ken cares about's his bike." 

"I only hope and pray he doesn't turn out like you. 'Cos if he does..." 

"Leave him out of it." 

"Why? Think only you matter? Bigshot. Where're you going? Come back here! Where d'you think you're going?" 

"Out!"

Low coffee brown waves foamed out of the flat mulberry sea. On the flattened dun beach clay-white gulls pecked beadily along a lumpy tideline of black seaweed. On the prom Easter pensioners, with grand dreams and walking sticks, took the air at a dignified pace. Sniff, Pancho and Mort, shuffling their gritty soles, slouched along behind Blue and Newt.

Before reaching the tarmac ramp up to the pier Newt and Blue crossed the humped road to the green. 

"Anything on tonight?" Newt said. 

"Said I might meet Lin later." 

They skidded down the steep grass bank, resumed their studied slouch, headed at an angle towards the balconied Casino. 

"That where you went last night?" Newt said. Blue nodded, not looking at him. "You did." Newt's voice was softly astute, "Didn't you?"

Blue glanced sharply to Newt's face. The bright eyes knew. The grin approved. Blue felt a prideful surge redden his cheeks. 

"You did!" Newt shoved him on the shoulder. Blue stumbled, recovered, and confused dived at him. Newt dodged. Blue lunged again. Newt cackling ran off. Not knowing what else to do Blue grimly gave chase.

On the corner by the Casino Blue almost caught him. Newt yelled, shook himself free, swerved out around a parked car, ducked between two others and pelted on past low stone walls with Blue a sprinting step behind.

In the park Newt slewed right, tore off up the path towards some yellow shelters. Blue ploughed across the soft lawn to cut him off. Newt's chin was up, head back, his laughter a high-pitched snicker. Blue ran onto the rustic bridge over the ornamental pond at the same time as Newt's feet thumped onto the boards at the other end. They stopped, panting, stared at one another the length of the bridge.

Hands on the railings they bent to get their breath. The water of the pond was ivy- green. In the flower beds around its sides were heavy-headed daffodils. Hot-faced Newt and Blue grinned at one another. 

"Come on," Newt said, "Before they come." And glancing back they walked quickly through the low dripping tunnel under the railway lines, slipped left behind some laurels.

Lawns of clipped violent grass sloped down from the hotel to the headland's spiked brown railings. Beyond those spiked railings a few pale and dishevelled bushes trembled slightly before the opaque immensity of night. Beyond those flimsy bushes a sheer black space dropped to the sea and like a vacuum pulled the curiosity to it.

Blue and Linda crossed a junction of the paths, passed under a cringing huddle of gale-deformed cedars. 

"You didn't come round last night." 

"You said you'd be revising." 

"You said you might." 

"I met Newt. One thing led to another. You know Newt." 

"Pissed as a..."

He felt odd being here with her, walking here with her as he had walked here with so many girls. Girls he had only kissed. The night before last he had grown beyond just kissing as certainly as he had grown out of short trousers. Yet her slim hand in his, her easy chatter, made them ordinary, as if nothing exceptional had happened. And her coat, her skirt, her scarf hid her from him. Layer upon layer of clothes separated them, made them like two live wires insulated against contact. Her clothed presence stood between him and his memory of her white body. He tried to recall it. Couldn't. Just pieces.

The path from the headland zigzagged down past yellow lights fixed to red stone walls. Set on the bends were black wooden benches - for pensioners with poor legs.

"You one of those who scream at the Beatles?" 

"I've only seen them once. When they came to the Princess." 

"You scream?" 

"Why?" 

"Those pictures on your wall." 

"Oh." She squeezed his hand, acknowledged what they had done. "No. It's only the fat and spotty ones who scream. Honestly, there was..."

They clipclopped down the last of the path. The level promenade had a dimpled surface like a red cement net. At the bottom of the railed steps the slithering sea lay, its black expanse pressing against the land's tiny isolated lights. Linda slipped her arm around Blue's waist. He lifted his arm around her shoulders. Like competitors for a three-legged race they tried to keep step. He had done the same with other girls. Here. 

"When're your Mum and Dad going Exeter again?" 

"Not till the summer's over. Be too busy till then. It's their last fling." 

"Mine never go out. And if they do my brother's bound to be home." And his house wasn't as clean and tidy as hers. 

"Never mind." A hug. So that was that.

They broke step to go through the forecourt of the Brass Monkey, glimpsed unoccupied tables through the door, the desolate acreage of an empty pub. In the gift shop and cafe window were spotted stepladders and stained dustsheets. Like a decrepit tart furrowing new lipstick over old, Paignton was being given a lick of paint in preparation for the season. 

Crossing the service road Blue and Linda walked along an avenue flanked by row upon row of gabled beach huts like so many shanty mausoleums.

He guided her to the shelter. Slumping down on the long slatted bench he crouched over a blue-spitting match to light the second of his five cigarettes. The shelter backed onto the railway tracks: their bench, though, looked out over the pointed felt roofs of the beach huts. Linda shivered, said it was too draughty. Blue dejectedly picked up her hand, led her around to the rear of the shelter.

She snuggled against his side while he drew on his crackling cigarette, blew out the pale grey smoke - a vaporous cone plugged momentarily to the hole in his lips. Beyond the ragged lacework of a rusty wire fence orange streetlights gleamed fixed and unwavering on hard railway lines. He flicked away the hot cigarette - a splash of red sparks - took a deep breath. She lifted her face to be kissed. Like so many other girls. Here.

Unenthusiastically he obliged, teeth crashing together in a slippery kiss, his palm pressed to her padded tit. With tired expertise he worked his jaw, held her close. Drearily it went on. He would be leaving here with the taste of her perfumed lipstick lining his mouth, with his swollen lips smarting in the chill sea air, with the damp tip of his cock sticking to his underpants. Her hand, long fingers crawling, squirmed into his trousers. She pulled him down with her onto the narrow bench, wriggled her hips to accommodate him. On the shelter wall above the end of the bench, written in angry daring letters, was 'Fuck You.'

Here?
