
  
    
  


LANNY’S MUM




Pete knocked on the door.


Got past old Peggy with no interrogation.


Congratulations, Pete, but she’ll get you on the way back. She’s worried about people feeding the kites. Cup of tea?


He looked down at his boots and tugged his beard.


I won’t. But look. I was thinking after you left the other night. I was thinking I’m a miserable old bastard, and what on earth’s to stop me being less of one. I wouldn’t know how to teach and I hated being taught myself. But if what you’re asking is whether Lanny can come and sit in my kitchen, use my paper, draw with me, chat about what I do, then why not. He’s a lovely fella and I could do with the company. It might even do me some good. So how about it, after school Mondays or Wednesdays?


Oh you’re wonderful Pete. And you’d let us pay you?


Absolutely not. No fucken way, dear. Get your rich husband to buy one of my fiddly gold birds when they go up next year.


Well, you’re very kind. Lanny will be so pleased.


Wednesday, please.


Pete crunched off down the driveway. He raised a backward hand and shouted:


Wednesday four o’clock. I shall be waiting!







PETE




At that time I was into finding and cleaning the skeletons of dead things. Mostly birds. I would pull them apart, coat them in gold leaf, reassemble them wrongly and suspend them from wire frames. Little mobiles of badly made birds. I’d done a dozen or so. The gallery wanted something to show. To sell.


I was also taking casts of different barks. I was setting them in boxes with scraps of text.


Some drawings. Some half-decent prints. Sets. Quiet stuff.


She came down to the studio one morning and brought me a branch with two perfect arms. She’d seen a carved man I’d done.


We’d gone from chatting in the street now and then to her popping in for a tea once or twice a week. Sometimes with Lanny, sometimes alone. They’d only lived in the village a year or two.


She’d seen a rough-cut man I’d done, a Christ without a cross, and she’d seen the possibility of another in this fallen branch.


You are most kind, I said.


Pleasure, Pete, she said.


I liked her. Good for a natter. Warm, with a good eye for things. I often showed her my work and she had interesting things to say. She made me laugh, but she knew when to piss off. Seemed to know when I wasn’t sociable.


She was an actor, had done plays, a bit of TV. She told stories about all that. About all those arseholes in that business. It never sounded a million miles from the art world back in the day.


She didn’t miss the acting work but she got bored sometimes, when Lanny went to school, when her husband went in to the city. She was writing a book, she said. A murder thriller.


Sounds bloody horrid, I said.


It is very bloody and horrid, she said, but thrilling.


Often she would sit with me while I worked. She’d bought one of my pieces, without me knowing, from the gallery. One of my good big reliefs. I said I would have given her mate’s rates if I’d known and she said, Exactly, Pete.


I liked her.


She used to fiddle with whatever was lying around.


Bits of wire. A pencil. Some twigs.


Make something, by all means, I once said.


Oh no I’m hopeless with visual things, she said.


And I remember thinking what a strange and sad thing that was to say.


Hopeless, with visual things.


Someone must have said something to her to make a notion like that stick.


I thought of my mum. Someone said to my mother once when she was very young that she couldn’t hold a tune. So she never sang or whistled in her life. I can’t sing, she’d say.


Wasn’t til a lot later after she was gone that I recognised that for the preposterous notion it was. Can’t sing.


So she’s sat at my table poking crumbled lichen into a pile while we chat about the new glass cube monstrosity being built on Sheepridge Hill.


I’m watching her.


First she makes a neat shape. Flattens it. Divides in two. Pinches it into two lines. Nudges the two lines in and out of contact so she’s got a little row of green-grey teeth. Pats it down rectangular and uses her nail to make the edges clean, then she dabs a perfect circle in the middle with a wet fingertip.


Hopeless with visual things, but sitting there keeping a small pile of dried moss moving into half a dozen lovely shapes, absently making pictures on my kitchen table.


She looks up at me and says she knows I’m busy and she knows I’m famous, but if it isn’t too stupid an idea could I give young Lanny some art lessons.


Art lessons: bollocks, I thought.


I told her that much as I liked the lad and enjoyed my chats with him, I couldn’t imagine anything worse than teaching art.


I’m a miserable solitary bastard and can hardly hold a pencil, I said.


And she laughed, and said she understood, and then off she drifted in that nice way she has. Responsive to the light, I would call it. The type of person who is that little bit more akin to the weather than most people, more obviously made of the same atoms as the earth than most people these days seem to be. Which explains Lanny.


So she left, that morning, and I sat and breathed in the atmosphere of her visit and thought a lot about women growing up, being a girl in the world, and I missed my mum then, and my sister, and some women I’ve known, and I carefully laid tiny flakes of gold onto the skull of a robin and hummed ‘Old Sprig of Thyme’ to myself.





LANNY’S MUM




In came the sound of a song,


warm on his creaturely breath,


and he snuggled against me, climbing up on my lap,


wrapping himself around my neck.


I said, Lanny enters stage left, singing, stinking of pine tree and other nice things.


I thought, Please don’t get too grown-up for these hugs, my little geothermal bubba.





LANNY’S DAD




If I get the 7.21 I miss breakfast with Lanny, but I avoid Carl Taylor and usually get a seat. If I get the 7.41 I’ll see Lanny but Carl Taylor will find me on the platform and I’ll have to hear about Susan Taylor and the clever Taylor girls and which subjects they’re doing for GCSE and we’ll probably have to stand, someone’s armpit, someone’s fold-up bike, Carl Taylor’s trundling newsfeed mixing with someone’s tinny headphone music.


Down the village street, hit the bowl of the crossroads good and fast for a belly wobble, up Ghost Pilot Lane, through Ashcote, dual carriageway all the way into town. Assuming there are no tractors or cyclists I can be at the station in under twenty minutes. My personal best is fourteen. If I slow down on Ghost Pilot Lane there might be deer on the road and I can stop for a minute and watch them. Or I can honk to warn them I’m coming and hit 70 or 80, windows down to blast myself awake and enjoy the car. I may as well enjoy the car, it cost me enough and it spends most of its life parked, waiting for me.


Sometimes, if I’ve driven fast, I have five minutes in the station car park and I sit and talk to my vehicle. Thank you, I’ll say. Pleasure doing business with you Sir. Nice one, mate. Bucephalus, you absolute beauty you’re the best horse ever. This is what commuting is. Small pleasures coaxed from playing the routine like a game. Little tricks of the part-time countryman. It might be soul-destroying. I might be a bit pitiful. I don’t know.


I have a drawing by Lanny stuck above my desk. It’s me in a cape, flying above a skyline and it says, ‘Where does Dad go every day? Nobody knows.’
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Also by Max Porter


Grief Is the Thing With Feathers









Peace, my stranger is a tree


Growing naturally through all its


Discomforts, trials and emergencies


Of growth.


It is green and resolved


It breathes with anguish


Yet it releases peace, peace of mind


Growth, movement.


It walks this greening sweetness


Throughout all the earth,


Where sky and sun tender its habits


As I would yours.


Lynette Roberts, ‘Green Madrigal (I)’









LANNY
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LANNY’S MUM




In came the sound of a song,


warm on his creaturely breath.


My singing child,


bringing me gifts.


A second or two before I realise it’s not him.


Lanny?





