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IF YOU ARE LOST


If you are really lost and have no idea of your position, this is the time to take a firm hold of yourself and make up your mind that you are not going to be in a hurry to get down, but that you are going to fly round in the hope of finding an aerodrome up to the last safe half-hour of your fuel.


Zambia, 1972


They removed his left leg in the morning. By the evening he was awake and at first felt no pain because they had given him morphine. His right arm was pierced by the line that fed blood into his vein and the first thing he saw was the transfusion pouch hanging engorged above his head like a dark ripe fruit.


A nurse came and gave him water. She was young with a long face and large liquid eyes. She wore her cap far back on her head, showing her braided hairline divided into minute sections on her bluish scalp. ‘Drink,’ she commanded in her soft African accent.


He couldn’t speak. The rim of the cup felt thick against his lips. His throat was drier than he had ever known. The nurse watched him steadily as he tried to drink.


‘More.’ He took a sip and handed her the cup. She checked his pulse, holding his eyes, her expression intense as if she had lost something precious.


He slept. When he woke there was a doctor by his bed and the same nurse with the same vehement look in her eyes. The doctor, a tall man in his late thirties with a clean-shaven head and palms the colour of balsa wood, nodded briefly before turning the sheet. A bridge had been placed over the mattress to raise the bed clothing so that no material touched his raw skin. As he turned the sheet the doctor made a sucking sound through his teeth. The nurse leaned forward to look and the doctor pointed out something. Craning over the narrow expanse of his bed, they looked at his leg as if it were something of deep and sympathetic interest. Max wondered if there was any mutilation that frightened them, any agony they could not meet with their soft, dark eyes. How might they have responded if one of their own children had been lying in his place? Would they have turned away then?


His leg had been severed a few inches above the knee and was wrapped in white bandages, already soiled with blood and yellow fluid. There was a slightly sweet, sulphurous smell that reminded him of mussels slowly turning bad on hot rocks at low tide. The skin on his thigh had been shaved and felt flat and cool to touch, not like skin at all, more like cold, white paper. Below the knee, the missing part of his leg itched; even though it had been cut from him, it still itched and burned.


The nurse gently pulled the sheet back across the bridge. She smoothed down the white folds across his chest, but did not touch him. He looked at her. She had one of those kind African faces that glow with a sort of protected goodness. She must have been only twenty or so, but her features were those of someone much older and more experienced in the world. He swallowed. The nurse asked if he wanted water. He shook his head; his throat was filled with tears and he did not want to give way in front of her because he felt that if he allowed himself to break he would never be able to gather himself up in one piece again. He shifted away from her. She remained by the bed for a few moments and then walked away down the ward where some men called out to her in her own language. By the time she had reached the double doors of the ward his pillow was soaked.


He wondered what they had done with the rest of his leg. It seemed odd to him that such a large part of his own body was now somewhere he didn’t know about. He would like to have had the missing limb next to him, in a box by his bed, so that he could lean over every now and then and check it. For some reason he thought of it as a child, a newborn with its umbilical cord still attached, skin puckered and bruised. The thought of it made him yearn in a way he might have yearned for any sick creature to survive.


After the shooting his leg had suffocated. Dry gangrene had developed, killing tissue, destroying muscles, tendons, ligaments, bone; all the internal engineering before turning his skin black as charred meat. The crepitation was not painful, it rendered his leg drily unconscious, sloughing the skin from his toes, turning them grey and silky. All his nails came off and sometimes he would catch his thigh on a sharp piece of himself snagged inside the folds of the sheets. He felt the decaying leg as a heavy presence; the more diseased it became the heavier it got until it seemed to be the whole weight of him. It was his entire body. It governed all his thoughts and moods, and infected his memories and dreams. It had become everything he had amounted to, and he fully expected it to kill him.


Joshua had looked after him at Marsden’s old bush house where Max had dragged himself like an animal. The elderly cook, who had looked after Wing Commander Marsden in his last days when the malaria fever had pinned him to his bed, was used to sickness. He brought Max tea made from bush herbs and roots and tried to coax him to eat from the bowl of nshima he brought every morning. Max could only manage a few spoonfuls of the sticky yellow maize porridge before he felt full. He drank the bush tea gratefully. Even though he expected to die, he didn’t want to dishonour the cook by refusing his offering.


Max waited for death, stoically bearing his injury, expecting the gangrene to travel up through the rest of his body, devouring him with its toothless jaws. He had turned into a kind of food for the disease, a hump of flesh that was being sucked dry piece by piece. He knew the state of his leg worried Joshua because when he came to clean it with a freshly boiled cloth he sometimes closed his eyes as if in denial of what he saw.


One bright afternoon the door burst open, disturbing the mosquito nets across the bed and Joshua announced that the security guard wanted to see Max. Geoff Seven was dressed in uniform. He was much thinner than when Max has last seen him and ignored questions about what had happened to him. With a tight look on his face he lifted Max from his bed and carried him out to a waiting jeep.


The guard had driven fast across the bush, jolting in and out of the holes that pocked the road like the marks of small dark explosions. Max had shuddered in the back, cold sweating inside the blanket Geoff had placed over him, the trees passing overhead in a nauseous spin. At a crossroads they stopped and the guard twisted round to check on him. When he saw the spewed mess on the blanket he got out and with a deliberate motion went over to the side of the road where he picked a handful of dry grass. He returned to the jeep, puffing slightly, and then gently used the grass to mop up the vomit from the blanket. Then, in an extraordinary gesture, he took off his uniform shirt and wiped the sourness from Max’s face.


They set off again, Geoff driving more slowly this time, his eyes flickering to the back, his body tense inside an immaculate white vest, the soiled green shirt smirched into a ball on the passenger seat beside him.


It was dark by the time they reached the hospital. Max had woken to the feel of gentle hands lifting him from the jeep and on to a trolley. Geoff had stood apart, drinking a Pepsi, his eyes streaked with red. Max had put his hand out to him as he was wheeled inside and the guard had nodded. Max knew he would get back into the jeep and drive the eight hours back across the bush just as soon as he had finished his drink.


The guard would still have been driving as they removed his leg. The operation took less time than the journey, and he would not have reached the plantation by the time Max was awake. He imagined the guard would make the journey again just as soon as he had been to the police. Or perhaps not. Perhaps he would not come again. He would get to hear about it, though – how the police had come and placed Max under hospital arrest.


But by the end of the first week no one had come. A month passed and then another and gradually Max stopped waiting, although there was still a part of him that remained alert, like a dog sleeping with one ear cocked for danger. He asked to be moved closer to a window because of not being able to breathe at night, and the orderly pushed his bed across the ward. He left the window open with the fly screen pulled across.


It was a little easier near the window although he could still hear the sounds in the surgical ward, the mutterings and occasional screams of the other patients that filtered through the faded green curtains around his bed. The hospital was owned by a mine company and trucks arrived daily with new casualties, mostly young men with broken, crushed or missing limbs from mining accidents. They were pushed on to the ward on trolleys, silent after their amputations, stumps bound in clean, new bandages.


The trucks provided a rhythm for his days. From his bed he could hear them coming and going, wheels scratching across the dirt, sending up plumes of white dust that billowed into the sky like smoke. His world became a patch of sky covered by fly mesh through which he would watch clouds moving with agonizing slowness. There were never two moments when the sky was the same. It endlessly shifted, the clouds forming new lakes and valleys every hour. He saw jets and small planes and once a dark powerful mass of eagle, feathered wing tips like ragged black gloves streaming against the blue bowl of sky. Sometimes when he woke there would be such a strange pure light around the rim of the clouds that he almost could not bear to look.


As he lay inert, his mind turned over his time of flight. He recalled the journeys he’d taken to Landless Corner, following the line of the Great North Road, which wound like a dry red river through the flat open country, then over to the Lukanga Swamp before turning back across the plantation fields where his coffee pickers worked, bent in the middle, like people broken in half. He remembered ground lessons with the wing commander, the flying manual he read nightly when the old man was dying, the effects of rudder, airspeed, gliding approaches, sideslipping across wind, climbing, gliding and stalling. His first solo. Lying in his hospital bed, he relived every lesson in detail, recounting entire pages of the manual by heart, its homely phrases ringing clear in his mind as if someone were speaking them aloud to him. Sometimes he felt that the flying manual was the only thing holding him together. It stopped him from falling.


The wound around his stump became infected and Max saw more of the doctor who spoke quietly around him as if he were a sick horse. The doctor’s fingers were cool as he searched his arm for veins, his forehead smooth, untroubled by the process of dealing with disease that seemed to Max to be the worst kind of attack on humanity, so muted were the patients, so profoundly bound up in themselves. The infection made his blood race, his body swim with sweat. At night he woke trapped in a sticky lake of his own making, a great pounding in his ears that sounded like drums, but was actually his own heartbeat. The nurse bathed his forehead with cloths soaked in iced water. The pouch of blood was exchanged for a clear bag of saline solution and clean white sheets were pulled on to his bed. He was watched at night. At some point he became delirious and begged the nurse to cut the saline bag down because he believed it to be poisoned by soul thieves. The nurse sat solemnly by his bed, a bag of knitting in her lap, eyes the colour of infinity. She lifted his hands and put them on his chest whenever he tried to snatch the IV line.


He spent days drifting in and out of consciousness, the limb aflame under the sheet, tormenting him with its absence. He could feel the impact of the bullet, the actual moment when his hamstrings tightened, his ligaments popped, his bone ruptured. His missing knee ached and when he moved it pieces of grit grated together under his skin. He was so convinced that his leg was still attached that many times during the night he would drag down the sheet to look, thinking perhaps that there had been a mistake, that they had taken someone else’s leg instead. The bandages and oozing stump seemed incomprehensible, a trick of some kind. He did not understand how he could feel pain in something that no longer existed. How could he flex toes that were no longer there, or turn his ankle, or bend his knee? Maybe he was suffering from some kind of mental disorder that made him see things as missing when they were present. Or maybe he was under some kind of black magic curse. He didn’t want to believe this, but he could not rule it out. The doctor said his experience was normal. He explained that the limb was a kind of phantom, which in time would disappear.


Gradually the infection subsided and he was able to look at the sky again. He felt weak and not quite inside himself and he had lost a great deal of weight. His arm felt hollow as if his muscles and tendons had melted, leaving only the remains of dry bone. Further down, his hip bones protruded into sharp points that snagged against his exploring hand. He didn’t dare go any lower. The nurse fed him nshima, but he was unable to keep anything down for long and regurgitated a thin yellow stream from the side of his mouth. She wiped his chin and persisted.


One morning he woke to a full white sky. Standing by his bed was a woman in a pale apricot dress and he was momentarily confused, thinking that he had somehow summoned her from his memory, creating her phantom presence. He sat up and the woman moved a few paces closer. She had drawn her hair back and was carefully made up as if for a dinner party with two pearl drops swinging lightly from her ears. She looked for somewhere to sit down, but there was no chair near his bed and so she stood awkwardly, her eyes staring at the tented expanse of sheet drawn over his body.


It was a moment before either could speak.


‘Max,’ she said carefully and lowered her eyes. She brought her thumbnail up to her mouth and twisted it against her teeth. Her hands were rough and seemed older than her face. He had forgotten how young she was. She was really no more than a girl. She let out a long breath and pulled at her lower lip and then in a sudden impatient movement pulled her hands down and clenched them in front of her.


‘What are you doing here, Elise?’ The words came out harsher than he intended.


She flinched. ‘I needed to see if you were …’ She pulled her eyes down, unable to complete what she meant to say.


He looked at her and then turned away. Through the window the sky rolled and tumbled heavily, the white clouds seeming to strain against a powerful force that was trying to break them open.


She took a step closer, but stopped just short of the bed. ‘I’m so sorry, Max,’ she said gently, her eyes aghast. ‘I came before, a few weeks ago, but they wouldn’t let me see you.’


He closed his eyes. He felt tired and he did not know how to talk to her.


‘I won’t stay long,’ she said. ‘They told me not to tire you.’ He could hear her breathing, the slight wheeze he remembered. ‘I just wanted you to know that we’ve made all the arrangements.’


He thought she meant prison, but she continued: ‘The police have dropped the charges.’


‘It was my gun.’


‘Look at me, Max.’


He kept his eyes closed, his head turned. He knew it would be far worse if he faced her. ‘I know what happened.’


‘But you mustn’t speak about it.’ Her voice wavered. ‘Tambo admitted shooting a white man; there’s nothing for you to worry about. You are free.’


He continued to stare at the sky. He understood that she needed some version of events that she could believe in, some story that she could live with.


‘Look at me,’ she said again. ‘Why won’t you look at me?’


He summoned his strength. ‘You must tell them the truth.’


He heard her gasp. ‘I can’t. Max, they nearly killed you. They could come back, even here.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘It makes no difference what happens to me now.’


She moved closer and reached out and touched his shoulder. He flinched. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said and pulled her hand away. He remained where he was, facing her with his back, the touch of her skin burning into his mind.


‘I also came to tell you that the little girl is with me. I went looking for her after …’ She swallowed and he listened to her breathing snag. ‘Her name is Memory. She’s been living with me in the house, and it’s helping … we’re helping each other really. My father has come over. He’s made the arrangements. We want to take her home with us; we’re waiting for the recommendation from the welfare officer. It will be a new start for all of us, Max.’


He heard wrenching hope in her words. She continued, her voice barely faltering even though she had now begun to cry. ‘You’ll recover. I know you will. You’re a survivor. Nothing can beat you, Max, I’ve always felt that. You’re indestructible. The strongest person I know.’


He thought she would leave then, but she stood quietly by the bed, no longer crying. ‘I love you,’ she said and he heard defiance in her voice. He envied her courage. She was the one who would survive. She was young enough to forget. He heard her inhale sharply. ‘I’m so sorry this has happened to you,’ she said in a whisper. He knew she would leave soon. He hadn’t told her. He would never tell her. He couldn’t express how much he felt for her because now it was impossible. She was the horizon of his life, the point he would always look towards. He waited for the longest possible moment before turning to look at her.


Her hair had loosened in the humidity and the make-up around her eyes had smudged, but the impression he had was that she was now freshened. She wiped her nose with a tissue and swept back a few strands of hair that had fallen forward on to her cheeks. She looked at him with shining eyes. Max felt his throat constrict. He tried to speak but all the words he considered in his mind sounded inadequate for an experience he held infinitely in his soul. He reached for her hand.


She cried again. He felt her hot tears on his wrist. ‘It wasn’t wrong,’ she said, looking at their hands held together on the white sheet. ‘It can’t ever be wrong to love another person. That wasn’t why it happened.’


He let his eyes rest in hers for the last time.


After she’d gone he lay without moving in the bed. The hospital was silent around him, most of the patients sleeping through the hot afternoon. The air felt thick and humid, its flat heat rebuking the emotions that had been stirred. Max closed his eyes and saw an image of Paul Cougan’s open face, swivelling round on a barber’s red chair, laughing.


The doctor and then the nurse appeared and both found chores to do around the wounded limb. It seemed as if a long time had passed before they pulled the green curtains around his bed and left him alone with his thoughts. The delay between Elise leaving and him lying with the lights lowered, the sounds subdued, the pain pinned with a new dose of morphine, had fooled Max into thinking he would not react. The first splutterings were reflexive and closer to the sensation of vomiting than sobbing. But then it came, an outpouring of rain, a buckling grief that flung him to depths of pain he did not know existed. It was as if all the departures of his life, all the losses, frustrations and disappointments had happened to him all at once. These two people he had loved. These two people had given themselves to him, both of them had handed themselves over, and he would have to live with the knowledge that he had let them down. He had not been careful enough. He had ignored what he knew, and now the shame he felt, the deep flooding of humiliation caused him to cry out, and he bit on the pillow to muffle the sound.


The next day they taught him how to walk. As the nurse lifted him from the bed, her arms warm across his back, he realized that he was being shown how it would be from now on. He was entering the second half of his life whether he wanted to or not: the transition from air to being on the ground.


He was wheeled in a chair to a small and dirty hot room with a bundle of sticks in the corner all leaning against one another. He wasn’t asked to choose. The nurse made the decision for him: a pair of crutches with the arm rests padded with a worn strip of red towel. The nurse got him to stand. He felt eerie, suddenly giant. A floaty sensation bloomed in his head as the nurse helped him on to the crutches. ‘Try, just try,’ she said, even though he made no attempt to resist. He swung between the crutches and tried to adjust to his new lopsided weight. He did not know how to orient himself. What had been joined up and obvious before was now broken. The nurse put her hand on his shoulder and urged him forward. He took a halting, limping lurch on the crutches and tottered, feeling the rough pads dig under his armpits. ‘Good,’ the nurse said.


After his first lesson, he practised alone. Swinging on his crutches, he realized how delicate a two-legged skeleton was. To lose a limb was to lose a way of seeing. He had no idea of how he walked because he had never had to think about it until now. He had simply relied on his body to remember what to do and he had to learn to ignore what was stored there because it was useless to him. Pushing forward, leading with his chest like a butterfly swimmer, he thrashed his way through his first strokes, measuring his progress by the squares on the tiled floor. It took him ten days to reach the end of the corridor.


When he grew stronger he explored the hospital, lurching by the kitchens where staff in blue hairnets stood over huge aluminium basins. They did not look up as he went past. Now he was moving he was invisible, no longer a patient to be watched over as a matter of life or death, but someone on the fringes, in limbo. The doctor who had treated him so kindly even failed to recognize him one morning. Max understood that he was no longer part of the place, but it was unclear whether he was free to go. There seemed to be no one who made such decisions.


The skies continued monotonously white and heavy and he knew the rains would begin soon. His early morning excursions around the hospital took on a new urgency. He didn’t want to be stuck on the ward during the rains. He wanted to be back on the farm, smelling the rain and dirt and feeling part of the outside again. His foreman had been to visit once and told him that the coffee was the healthiest it had ever been. With good rains this season Max would be harvesting his best crop yet. Grimly he swung his body on the rickety crutches and tried to harden his mind to thoughts of profit.


The rains broke through one morning as he lurched down the corridor. When he returned to his bed there was Geoff Seven dressed in a fawn suit, trousers hemmed with a band of red mud, his waxed shoes splattered at the sides. The guard sat quietly, hands held gently in prayer. He looked up as Max approached and bowed his head. In one hand he held a slightly crumpled caramel-coloured hat. Propped up against the bed was a pair of dark wooden crutches.


A little while later the nurse brought his things and the security guard helped him dress. The familiar clothes were bigger than Max remembered; the shorts waistband slipped down past his navel and his shirt billowed across the shoulders. Even his boot seemed to have increased in size. It slopped against his white ankle as he stood one-legged, leaning against the guard who tusked as he laced him up, as if he were telling off a child.


When Max had finished dressing, the guard took a step back and nodded his head firmly. His eyes were gently lit. He thrust out a large dark grey hand, enfolded Max’s hand in his and drew it up to his chest in a warm capacious grip, more of cradle than a shake.


Max met his eyes. Immediately the guard dropped his hand and lowered his own gaze. His arms hung straight by his sides, his pose resembling that of a mournful grey heron. The expression signalled deep courtesy towards the other person. Nothing spoken could have said as much and Max knew he had been forgiven, even though he did not understand why.


The guard helped him on to the new crutches, turning away as Max made his first movements. Then he collected his hat from the bedside and placed it on his head, pinching the top to ensure it sat at the right angle. He let Max lead, walking slowly alongside him down the ward and out to the front of the hospital building where new trucks were coming in, churning up the ground which smelled of rain.
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FORWARD FLIGHT


In their forward flight the wings attack the air at an angle (angle of incidence). The wings therefore resist forward flight; this is known as DRAG.


London, 1996


Memory makes her last call of the day to a photographer caught in traffic at Victoria. ‘Can you take the photocall at Christie’s tomorrow at ten?’


‘So long as it’s not rock star stuff.’ The photographer’s voice splinters. ‘Hang on, let me pull over.’


Holding the phone away from her ear, she waits, glancing up at the wall-mounted television where the early evening news begins with the sound turned down low.


‘Memory, I can’t fucking hang about …’


‘Sorry.’ She pulls the receiver closer, still watching the TV screen where the Princess of Wales leaves the London Lighthouse. The photographer sighs. ‘Forget it,’ she says. ‘I’ll book someone else. You still OK with the premiere tonight?’


‘I’m on my way to put the ladders up now.’ The photographer’s voice fades into the surrounding violence of traffic and then comes back like an echo. ‘If I ever get out of here.’


She laughs. ‘Maybe see you later?’


‘I’ll try.’ His voice is spiky with tension.


She disconnects and draws a line through the photocall. She won’t send anyone to Christie’s. The Japanese magazines will have to fill their pages with something else. The press agency she works for as diary editor feeds the world with photo features. From Norway to New Zealand, Britain is misrepresented as a land of green hills and large breasts; a milky village offering silver spoons, sporting heroics, slinky girl groups, kitten rescue homes and vintage motorcycle clubs in the form of a curdling culture. She wonders sometimes what the readers of these foreign magazines must think when they visit London and find not the promised land of Burberry rain bonnets, but a dark, spewing, hot-headed place.


The red light on her desk phone flashes. ‘Memory, call on line two, your mother.’


She hesitates then buzzes the operator. ‘Tell her I’m on another call.’


Putting the phone down, she goes through the jobs for the next day: Planet Hollywood, Tower Bridge, Prince Edward’s Theatre, all covered. That just leaves the job in Brighton: the Holiday from Humanity Club featuring Bob and Sarah who intend to gallop across the beach wearing nothing but zebra body paint. Memory reads the accompanying press release. ‘We find freedom in expressing ourselves as animals.’


‘Bunch of freaks,’ Adam, one of the staff photographers, snorts behind her. He starts to massage her shoulders. ‘Relax, you’re so scrunched and tense.’ His fingers find dull sore patches and prod them into points of pain.


‘You’re making it worse.’ She squirms away from him.


He makes a face at her and drifts off to the knot of people gathered under the TV. She knows he enjoys this time of day, the half-hour wind-down when people leave their light boxes and talk to one another as human beings. At this time of day her colleagues are fresh and enthusiastic, confiding and joky as they never are during the grim hours of the morning or long headachy afternoons. She watches Adam talk to a thin young man dressed in clothes so outsized he appears to be emerging from a collapsed army tent. Most of the staff dress this way – drab, utilitarian, surprisingly fussy – but just occasionally one of the girls will come in wearing a flirty vintage coat or pair of pastel leather boots and everyone will talk about it all day.


Adam touches the tall young man on the shoulder, using his fingertips to move him slightly so that he can see the TV better. For some reason this tiny gesture enrages her. Then Adam turns and looks at her. He mouths something; she doesn’t know what he’s saying because she’s still feeling hot with outrage. He looks over at the group under the TV and then back to her. This time the mouthed words are deafening, as if he’d shouted them across the office. ‘Love yoo.’ His mouth stays in the shape of the ‘yoo’ for a moment, a cartoon blown kiss. One or two people have picked up the semaphore, including Aidan from the library who sends Adam an affectionately mirrored ‘fuck yoo’ before sliding his eyes back to the TV screen. But Adam can’t turn back immediately; he needs a response from her, some kind of confirming gesture. It’s there: a minute, hard panic in his eyes, which won’t go away until she does something. Without thinking she lifts her hand with her palm facing towards him and sees him actually flinch, as if the air had slapped him.


She thinks of last night’s dinner with Adam and her mother. They’d gone to one of those incredibly expensive, highly uncomfortable places in Hampstead with metal seats that dig into the soft part of the back. Elise, who had a top job in medical research, had paid; she always did, and she’d sat next to Adam, quite close so that their elbows touched on the table. Every time she turned towards Adam she seemed deliberately to slow down her body and make her blonde hair fall slightly across her face. Memory sat opposite watching. It was routine, this play intimacy; this little excluding joke. It had started when Adam first met Elise and had discovered to his delight and fascination that she was just fifteen years older than Memory. ‘Great, I get two for the price of one.’ But last night the joke had fallen a little bit flat.


‘You two could be sisters,’ Adam had said, looking at Elise, immaculate in heavy dark trousers which swung when she walked, white linen shirt, the sleeves pushed back to show a cuff of solid silver at her wrist, linguine-thin leather sandals. Adam was also carefully dressed in white jeans with a beige smooth T-shirt and buckskin jacket. The two of them shared a passion, or, more accurately, an obsession, for grooming.


‘Isn’t there something you’ve failed to notice?’ Memory had said, glancing at her bare arms. She hadn’t had time to wash and still smelled of the office.


‘Oh, darling.’ Elise had glanced down at her menu card, the smile fading on her lips. ‘Red or white?’


‘White please,’ from Adam.


‘Memory?’


‘I don’t want any.’


‘Oh, come on, we’re celebrating. You can’t not drink.’ Adam had looked at her, hurt, surprised, dumping in her lap a whole bag of emotions that shaken up would mix into a sort of perplexed disappointment.


‘I can.’


‘How about some champagne. My treat?’ from Elise.


‘I really don’t feel like drinking. Why is it such a big deal?’


She should have dropped it then, should have accepted the champagne, got a little drunk, pretended to laugh and enjoy herself, but something needled her on, some urge to bite through what felt like a paper mask stretched tightly over her face.


‘As I said.’ She’d leaned forward towards them and they both stiffened, perhaps anticipating what was coming. ‘There’s something Adam always forgets, some tiny little thing about me that he prefers to overlook.’


‘Memory.’ It was a warning in a low voice from Elise.


Adam was watching her now, a frown creasing his blue-black Irish looks, his mouth tightening.


Memory put her elbows on the table and turned her palms over so that they were looking at the back of her hands.


‘Don’t be childish, darling,’ Elise said quickly and glanced towards the waiter. ‘Could we have some service over here, please?’


The waiter came trotting over obediently. Memory covered her black face with her black hands and sighed. For a moment, she enjoyed the sensation of being truly invisible. Then she put her hands back down on the table. Adam had given her a look of real disgust then, as if she had taken off her clothes or something instead of merely showing her hands. But it was true, he didn’t think of her as being black. Rarely mentioned it. It was supposed to show her how cool he was about her colour. Oh, you’re black, I hadn’t noticed; it’s because I’m interested in you as a person. I love the inner you, the real you, your spirit and soul. Love yoo!


Adam wants them to get married. He’s already asked for Elise’s permission and between them they’re planning it. They are ‘in it’ together. Memory is their pet project, their ultimate make-over; their blank canvas. They’ve spent hours designing her dress, making sketches on tablecloths in restaurants and wine bars all over north London. Their current favourite is coffee-coloured lace. White being too, well, obvious.


She’s going along with it because she doesn’t know how to stop it and also because if she does say, ‘No more,’ or ‘I can’t do this,’ then she needs something to replace it with, and that’s scary; that’s the big one, bigger, in a strange sort of way, than getting married. Even stranger is the fact that she loves Adam. She loves him for all the things he does that annoy because it gives her something to pit herself against, something to measure herself by. Without Adam, without the tension, she feels she might dissolve into nothing. Being with him is easy as long as she doesn’t resist. As long as she lets him take care of the details. He needs to do things in a certain way and she finds comfort in that. For instance when she goes to his flat she knows exactly what he will want to cook that night and how he will want things chopped, that is, extremely finely: he does these micro-surgery meals, Vietnamese and Thai. He reads the cooking columns in the Sunday newspapers and has a shelf of hardback cook books which he periodically wipes with a clean cloth. Sometimes, Memory thinks, she could be Adam, she knows him so well.


Quite often on her way to work on the rare mornings they don’t sleep together either in his flat or hers, usually when he’s out of town on a photography assignment, she slips into being him, paying for her bus ticket in the way he would, thinking about the passengers with his mind, holding on to the rail with his hand. It’s something she does with other people too, although not as much as with Adam, and somehow it makes her feel definite. Or what she imagines it must feel like to be definite. To have a defined and clear-cut way of doing things, being obvious about who you are, must be a luxury, she thinks. It’s not that she lacks tastes, habits or opinions of her own. She has her likes and dislikes, but she doesn’t live by them. She would never put them on display. She couldn’t say: I’m a white wine person, or I need order. Most of the time she feels provisional, as if she has taken on her current self just for a while. This is difficult to articulate, but she’s always had this sense that there is somehow more to her than she knows.


Over at the TV the boys are bored and talk through the news, pausing only when the newsreader turns to sport. ‘Mem,’ Adam calls, trying to attract her attention. Adam can’t bring himself to call her by her full name. He’s always shortening it. She pretends not to hear him and he turns his attention back to the TV. If she marries him, she’ll lose her name. She hasn’t thought of this before. Of course, she could always keep the Cougan. Splice it to his Collins. Memory Cougan-Collins. It sounds wrong; that double-barrelled C is too much. She knows Adam would insist on one C, if only for the sake of aesthetics.


But she’s being unfair. It’s not his fault. She’s twisting things. He would say that she’s finding reasons to resist. It’s a habit of hers apparently. He might even remind her that there had been a time when she had been embarrassed by her name, particularly during her teens when she always seemed to be adopted by slightly cruel girls called Melissa or Francesca. In the region of Africa where she was born it was not unusual to name children Gift or Precious or Happy. But her young friends were suspicious. They didn’t believe those kinds of names were real. One girl said Memory had made her name up simply to appear different. ‘You think you’re so special.’


It made her defensive and protective. One of her earliest memories is of writing her name over and over in different handwriting styles, covering exercise books, inside the desk, on the wooden frame around her bed: inside her wrist. Memory Cougan. However, the more she wrote her name, the less familiar it seemed. She would look at her page covered with globby fountain pen script, the big, angular M, the smudged C and wonder how she could make her name belong to her.


Later she started sketching characters: first she drew her mother and then herself, holding her mother’s hand. There were not enough characters for a family and so she added a dad, whose name was Paul because that was the name of the man her mother had met at university, married, then travelled with to Africa to build a school. Memory had never met him. He died in Africa during a plane crash. She made his expression sad. She added other Cougans, imaginary brothers, sisters, aunts; a clutch of cousins around her own age. They had a tree house, she decided. And horses. There was always a dog poking between the legs of someone. In these sketches Memory made everyone white, even herself, although she used a darker pen for her hair.


The girls at school were interested to know about her black parents, or ‘real’ mother and father. They had died from malaria when Memory was still a baby and she’d been looked after by another family. ‘What was it like in Africa?’ the girls would ask, but she didn’t want to speak to them about her early life. She told them Africa had been wiped almost clean from her memory.


Gathering up all the loose papers on her desk, she finds the remote control hidden under a press pack from a cosmetics company. She turns off the news and then bins the press pack in the recycle box.


‘Got anything planned for tonight?’ Emily sidles over and picks out a free sample of city block from the recycle box. She breaks the seal, sniffs, and lets the sample drop back into the box. A powerful soap-charged scent fills the room.


‘Adam’s invited a few people to the Jet Bar later. You’re welcome to join us.’


Emily smiles, showing a set of pretty white teeth. This is her first job in the media and she is permanently broke. Every week she shows off something cheap from the market she is unable to resist: a velvet top embroidered with little mirrors, a cuff of trinket bracelets, ponyskin shoes. She cadges cigarettes all day from the boys downstairs in the darkroom.


‘Thanks, I’d love to.’


Memory watches Emily drift over to the group and ask sweetly if someone could lend her twenty quid. The boys pat pockets and tell her to try someone who isn’t skint. Eventually Aidan obliges, telling Emily she can pay him back on pay day.


Adam comes over to her desk and offers to drive her home. She tells him she wants to walk and his face falls. He watches her pull on her coat and then waits for her on the stairs.


‘The car’s at the back.’


‘I need the exercise.’


‘You don’t, you’re getting too thin if anything.’


‘It must be the diet.’


‘It makes you look ill.’


‘Thanks,’ she says savagely.


Adam sighs. ‘You don’t need to diet any more.’


‘I know, I don’t need to do anything.’


He looks at her puzzled and then suddenly kisses her hard on the mouth. People file past and wish them goodnight.


Her hands rise behind him and she finds herself gently patting him on the back.


‘Don’t be late,’ he says, his voice thick, almost slurred.


Something within her aches as she watches his familiar form shrug down into his padded jacket and step out into the sodium-lit street.


She waits for a few moments then flags down a black cab.


‘Newington Green.’


Someone has left a bunch of flame-coloured tulips wrapped in brown paper on the seat. On impulse she claims them and puts them across her lap. She watches her own reflection as the cab rolls through the clogged streets at the speed of a stately procession. The driver flashes her a weary smile in the rear-view mirror. ‘How you doin’?’


‘Great.’ She leans her head back against the seat and closes her eyes. The tulips feel cool on her lap and give off a soft grassy smell.


Guilt grips her as she pays the twenty-pound fare. The driver looks her in the eye. She shifts her bag on her shoulder. ‘Sorry, no tip.’ She feels annoyed that she has to apologize. The driver rests his fingers on the outside of his liquid black door for a moment and she notices that his skin is close in colour with hers, a kind of dark violet brown. The cab inches forward and a panicky feeling blooms inside her as she lets herself into her flat.


The bedroom smells extinguished. Spooning warm cereal into her mouth, Memory stands for a while looking at the bunched hangers in her wardrobe. Most women she knows have a coordinated style, a way of inhabiting whatever they wear, but her clothes represent different moods and attitudes. And there is not one outfit that seems right tonight. Wrapping up in a dressing gown, she is suddenly in hot tears.


She continues to cry as she arranges the taxi tulips in a heavy square glass, one of many presents that Adam had bought for the flat, and carries them with sopping hands to the windowsill where the traffic hurls past, rattling the panes. Going into the bathroom, she washes her face in cold water and stands for a while inhaling the comfort of her towel. There’s a sharp pain around her breastbone and she senses the first glimmer of a migraine.


She returns to the kitchen and gripped by a stab of hunger nibbles on a piece of bread. Feeling guilty for breaking her diet she eats only the doughy white inside and chucks the rest in the bin. The telephone begins to ring in the bedroom. Ignoring it, she pads back to the bathroom where she turns on the hot tap, sprinkles in oil from a dark bottle, and begins to fill the bath.


‘I love your colour,’ a snapper from a rival agency breathes in her ear. ‘You could be a model.’ He looks her up and down. She’s in black. It was easy in the end. She just put on the same black top and skirt she wore for work, which felt kind of extravagantly careless after she’d soaked for such a long time in the bath. Different shoes, though, high-heeled mules with beads. Normally she wears flats; being nearly six feet tall she doesn’t feel comfortable towering over everyone. But tonight she needs all her height.


‘Put your tongue away, Fisher,’ Adam says, working his way through the crush of perfumed party people to claim her. ‘What the hell have you been doing? You’re two hours late.’


‘Getting ready.’


Adam looks her up and down, his brow furrowed. He has dressed entirely in shades of ironic vanilla. Great. She meets his eyes and he looks away for a moment. Then he steers her over to the bar. The place is supposed to suggest a private cocktail lounge onboard an exclusive jet, but there are too many loud people and mirrors for it to succeed.


‘What will you have?’


‘Coke.’


His jaw stiffens. ‘Coke?’


‘Yes, Coke.’ She wants to explain that she has a hovering migraine and wine would not be a good idea, but somehow she can’t. It might begin to open something up.


‘Coke,’ Adam tells the barman in a flat voice.


‘Ice and lemon?’ the barman trots out, looking at her.


‘No, thanks.’


He puts the drink down on the bar and she sips it through a straw, enjoying its childhood smell and sugar fizz on her tongue. The steel bar feels icy under her elbows and the blue, slightly strobing light freezes everyone for a moment: the girls with their jeans rolled up, tight tops and twisted hair, clipped with tiny butterflies, laughing towards the boys, who are in the same kind of clothes they wear for work only cleaner. The sound system is playing Tricky.


She sips her drink and then through the haze of light and smoke sees the bar manager coming towards them carrying a silver bucket, white napkin draped over one arm, smiling that smile that means something is about to happen.


She looks at the crowd. Everyone is talking louder than usual and loosely putting arms around one another, rubbing faces wet with shine. Fisher pops a champagne cork, and like a rally driver aims the spurting bottle towards the girls who shriek and hold up glasses to catch the foam. Fisher licks his bare arm and then starts to form everyone into a semicircle. Adam takes her hand.


‘Haf conflession,’ he says, leaning towards her and nuzzling her neck. He always speaks with a fake Chinese accent when he’s nervous. It used to make her hysterical. Now it makes her flinch. ‘I couldn’t wait. I’ve told everyone that I asked you to marry me and you said yes.’


She stiffens into a cold shock. Adam smiles at her and then nods to the manager who steps forward from the smoke, bearing his cold silver tray. A weightless glass is pushed between her fingers and filled with champagne. Feeling its brittle rim against her lips, she has to restrain an urge to bite down. The crowd pushes in and she is smothered by congratulations.


The next morning she wakes with a sore face. She realizes she has been lying with her cheek against the digging claws of a zip fastener from a rumpled dress she chose not to wear.


She had left the bar soon after the champagne; she didn’t intend to, but after slipping outside to drink in some cold air, she somehow couldn’t go back in again. She decided to walk home, but she hadn’t got far when Fisher pulled up and offered her a lift; he was on his way to another party, he said. Near Archway she had to ask him to stop because she was going to be sick. She got out; there was traffic all around and she was sick as she had never been sick. Some people rolled down their windows and shouted. Fisher stood at a distance asking in a low voice if there was anything he could do. When she climbed back into his car he had put a box of tissues in her lap. She told him she’d just puked her heart out and then she began to cry. He drove her home very slowly, the window wound down, music turned off, the petrochemical smell of night-time fried food prickling the air.


She sits up. There’s a dull hard pain in her head as if a band has been tied around it too tight and an empty feeling in her stomach. Needing water, she leaves the bed and goes out to the kitchen. The light hurts her eyes and she pulls down the blind. There’s a poster on the wall, a Klimt print Adam had given her for her birthday showing a man kissing a woman, and she’s never noticed this before, but the man’s hands seem to be throttling the woman.


The phone rings and she picks it up. It’s Adam. ‘What have I done?’ he says.


A long pause. She cannot think. She toys with the cord on the blind and lets it snap up a little way so that she can see what kind of day it is outside. The sky is white and swollen as if it could soon burst.


‘Why did you leave?’


She hears him catch his breath and almost blurts out that she’s sorry.


‘Mem … Memory,’ he says. ‘Don’t do this.’


She chews at the skin inside her mouth. Her jaw feels stiff as if she has spent the night gnawing at a tough piece of meat.


‘I’m coming round,’ he says.


‘I don’t want you to.’ She hears him breathe once sharply and then he breaks the connection.


She goes immediately to the front room expecting absurdly to see him there already. A bus looms past and she shrinks from the faces on the upper deck. One thing she hates about her flat is how it exposes her to the world. Her living room is on the Angel bus route and she sometimes feels as if her whole life were being offered in tiny pieces to a passing audience.


Unable to settle, she flits from room to room, opens drawers and cupboards and sniffs them. In the bottom of her wardrobe there is a square tin with dented corners. It rattles when she shakes it and smells of wood smoke and earth and rain and dried leaves. She opens it now and pulls out a tiny photo of a girl with rough hair and dark hopeful eyes. The photo is cut into the shape of a heart. Memory had worn it around her neck, sealed inside a gold locket given to her by Elise soon after they arrived from Africa. Memory had carried on wearing the locket up until last year when she had woken one morning in Adam’s flat and found it detached in the bed, its fine chain twisted into knots.


She closes the tin, sealing its memories, which are to her like faint shapes that slip through clouds, sometimes picture-clear, more often blurred and out of focus, and goes back into the kitchen. She stares out of the tiny window and a thrush with speckled camouflage comes to pick at some unseen scrap on the window ledge. She watches it dipping its head; the peculiar fixed expression in its eye unnerves her slightly and she moves into the other room where she perches on the tip of the sofa facing the blank TV screen. Flicking the remote, she hears a burst of derisive laughter from a morning chat show which seeps slowly into the screen in a glare of colour. Across the bottom of the screen a caption reads: She is angry with him for giving her presents he likes.


The male presenter says, ‘So tell us what he bought you for your anniversary.’ The audience bursts into anticipatory laughter as a blonde woman, immaculately made up and dressed for a nightclub, reaches into a large carrier bag and lifts out a shimmering motorcycle helmet, holding it aloft with both hands, twisting it with a triumphant smile. The audience jeers as the camera seeks out the husband who stares at the lurid helmet as if it is his own severed head.


Adam lets himself in with her spare key. She had it cut for him early on because she was always losing hers.


‘Hi,’ he says tenderly. His long pale face is pinched and wary as if he has already received bad news.


She kisses him on the blade of his cheek. His hair gives off the sweetish odour of polluted streets and his fingers, momentarily brushing her neck, feel cold.


‘I’m about to make some coffee,’ she says, needing to lead him away from the open front room with its window of curious eyes. He looks round once as if expecting someone else to be there and then follows her to the kitchen where he leans awkwardly against the sink, allowing her room to move about. She finds a packet of real beans in the fridge. Normally they drink instant, but she needs to take her time over this because she is not sure how things are going to come out.


‘Did you sleep with Fisher?’ he asks as she sniffs the beans.


She pulses the grinder and screws up her face at the ugly jagged sound.


‘No.’ She unscrews the cap of the grinder and pours the fresh coffee granules into a glass cafetiere. She fills the kettle with filtered water and turns to reach for a saucepan to warm up milk. The look of relief on his face makes her bite her lip.


‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I should have waited for you. I just felt …’ He lifts his hands and opens them as if offering an invisible gift. ‘You were so late and I don’t know, I felt it wasn’t fair to keep everyone waiting. I thought that as soon as everyone knew we could start the party.’


The kettle rumbles to boiling point and clicks off. The water makes two dents in the layer of coffee, which she notices she has ground too fine.


She understands how the situation appears to him as a breach of promise. She agreed to marry him back in the summer one long weekend in Cornwall. They spent the day on an Atlantic beach with sand the texture of hard sugar, lying side by side, all the sharp points of their bodies lightly touching. She remembers that he didn’t really ask her. He announced in a drowsy, easy voice that he was thinking they should tie the knot. There was a liquid quality to the day and the sea and sky seemed to shift all at once. She watched a wave rise and fall on to itself before she answered. But afterwards when the gulls burst out screeching above them she had felt afraid as if something small and flinty within her had flown and was receiving greeting in that sound.


She pushes the plunger down and it catches on the side of the cafetiere, spurting a glob of scalding coffee up through the lip and on to her hand.


‘Careful,’ Adam says. ‘You should let me do that.’


‘It’s all right,’ she says and watches him shrink back against the sink.


He looks down at his hands. ‘You need more time, or something?’


‘I suppose so,’ she says. Again she has to push down the urge to apologize. He is wearing his favourite buckskin jacket, and she notices it is wet around the sleeves. His hair is damp. He must have rinsed his face in water before he came. It’s a nervous habit of his.


‘That’s fine,’ he says, his face tight. ‘There’s no pressure.’


She pours coffee into large white mugs, another present from him, adds steaming milk and a sprinkle of chocolate powder. They sip their drinks and look away from each other.


The timer on the cooker suddenly bursts the silence by springing into a fit of nervous ringing. Awkwardly they both move to turn it off, scrabbling fingers against small switches tacky with burned-on grease. The ringing stops but the subsequent silence is charged. Nervous hysterical laughter swells inside her.


Adam puts his coffee mug down sharply. ‘You don’t mean this,’ he says, his eyes accusing.


She feels a prickling at the back of her eyes and at the same time a stab of anger. ‘I’m not sure I can explain how I feel, but you shouldn’t take it personally.’


‘I don’t see how else I can take it. You’re giving me the push.’ His face has a stubborn closed look.


Hearing him voice it sends a bolt through her. If she is breaking things off with him, she needs him on her side. She needs him to see that she is doing this because she has no choice. She’s not being deliberately hurtful. She’s not withholding herself, something he’s always accused her of; she’s actually taking a step in the direction towards herself. Absurdly she wants to get close to him now. ‘Adam, there’s something I need to do, but I don’t know what it is yet.’


He looks at her bleakly. ‘Why now? I thought we were …’ Again he opens his hands. ‘I just don’t know what to say, Memory.’


‘I know. I’m sorry.’


‘Why haven’t you brought this up before? We’ve been together for five years and nothing like this has happened. I don’t understand, why now?’


She shakes her head. She could be honest. She could tell him that he has been directing the flow of her life for too long and now she feels that she wants to try it for herself. She could tell him that she feels on the cusp of something extraordinary, something life-changing, but she can’t because at the moment there is nothing to grasp hold of, nothing she can point to. It’s just a feeling.


‘I just don’t understand how you can throw us away,’ Adam says.


‘I’m not throwing us away. I don’t expect you to get this, but I need to go back.’


‘Go back?’ He frowns. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘I need to go back to the beginning. I need to work it all out. I’ve got to have the whole story.’ She feels trembly and leans back against the cooker for support.


Adam looks at her in silence for a long moment. ‘You know what I think? I think you’re being very selfish. You’re just looking for excuses, that’s all; why don’t you just come out with it and admit you’re shit scared?’


His words slap her. She feels on the edge of something huge, the tip of a wave. She looks at him. ‘Adam, I am scared. I’m terribly scared.’


He turns his head and brushes his eyes with the back of his hand. ‘Mem, please …’


‘No, listen, you have to listen. It’s not you. I’m not rejecting you. It’s just that I haven’t yet reached who I’m supposed to be.’


‘That’s obvious,’ he says. ‘You’re floundering. You haven’t got a clue, that’s always been your trouble. You have no idea how to do things properly. You just go from one thing to another, nothing structured or thought out. You have no loyalty to anything and that’s why you always mess things up.’


‘That’s not fair.’ She feels her anger rise.


‘Two hours I waited for you last night. Two hours!’ Is that fair?’ he shouts, setting glasses on the drainer ringing. ‘Have you any idea how ridiculous I felt, thinking you weren’t going to turn up? Thinking you were just going to leave it like that? After I’d told everyone!’


‘It wasn’t deliberate.’


‘Oh, please!’ He is up close to her now, looking into her face. She thinks he may be about to hit her. ‘Have you told Elise about this?’ he asks, his face tight and white.


‘This has nothing to do with her.’ She can’t help it, she’s sobbing now. She hadn’t expected such bitterness.


‘She knows what you’re like,’ Adam almost spits at her. ‘She warned me that you’d be hard work.’


‘Just go.’ Her face feels hot and heavy with tears.


‘All right, if that’s what you want.’ Adam gives a sound halfway between a gasp and a sob and then slams the mug into the sink, breaking off the thick handle. He turns on her with glittering eyes.


She holds her breath, wondering what is coming next. The situation seems to be spinning out of control and she can’t shake off the feeling that she is breaking some kind of taboo.


‘I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking for,’ he says. He picks the mug out of the sink and carefully wraps it in kitchen roll. ‘What a waste.’ At the door he pauses and gives her a long searching look, and then, realizing that he still holds the bandaged mug, efficiently drops it into the steel waste bin.


London people come from everywhere. The man in the newsagent’s is from Zanzibar. He keeps Dime Bars in the freezer for her, asks what her special drink is, whether there is anything he might order for her. Special cigarettes or snacks? Anything you want, you tell me. Memory knows he talks to her because he thinks she has time on her hands. One of her habits is to spend ages looking at the magazines, which sometimes she consumes during guilty evenings, lured by promises of a fresh start, a new way of life. Healthier, happier, in harmony. Today the magazines disgust her and she leaves without buying anything. The man behind the counter glances up from his newspaper spread open on a double page of classified soulmates. ‘Nothing for you?’


The street outside smells old and sour. She jumps back from a bus, startled by its warning horn, like a ship lost in fog. She passes fruit and vegetable stores offering trays of oranges wrapped in silvery tissue paper and boxes of yams cut open to reveal the white heart like freshly sawn timber. She walks in the direction of Highbury. Here, the houses have a cloistered look, the entrances guarded by clipped bushes and trees in tubs. She imagines lives of quiet order, drawing rooms and thick oriental rugs. Couples speaking quietly to one another. She remembers a house she used to visit as a child where there was a painting in the hall showing four people standing around a table: two women in plain white dresses with ribbons under their bosom, hair curled into stiff ringlets, and two rotund men in dark tailcoats. Each of the characters had been given an unnatural pink flush, which made them appear as if they had been painted not from life but from a collection of china figurines. But the most striking aspect of the painting was a three-legged table, which provided a focal point for the group. It had been painted with care and its wood glowed like a live thing. More remarkable was that the very same table stood delicately under the painting. It could be touched. It could even be picked up and moved, although she never dared to put a finger on it. She spent a long time looking back and forth at the table and the painting and it seemed to her like some kind of optical illusion. An intriguing little situation so delightful it was like a burst of music each time she visited the house.


When she told Adam about the painting he immediately said that it was like hanging a photograph of a table over an actual table, but she didn’t think it was the same at all. At the time she kept quiet, but later, she remembers, they argued.


In trashy magazines love doesn’t end, it withers, suggesting that love naturally decays or fades slowly away. But what of love that grows stronger with resistance? Adam’s love had been indestructible, like ivy, needing only the slightest nourishment to grow wild. She’d had to hack it from her, but now it’s gone she feels a space like a hunger, a craving for something she cannot name.


A bus comes towards her and seeing that it’s heading towards Victoria she steps aboard. She sits upstairs on a seat sticky with drink and watches the grey-fronted houses with clouded windows fold in on themselves. The sky is the colour of milk.


At the office Memory receives a nod from a receptionist who wears a dark blue uniform. The receptionist tells her to wait. Mrs Cougan will be down soon. She settles on a cream leather sofa piled with cushions made from African cloth. A small gallery of photographs features dusty villages and half-naked African children with a grey pallor as if they had been rolling in cement dust. The photographs are uplit by needles of white light. A low wooden table displays literature about disease control in the Third World. She’s about to pick up a magazine when she hears the lift skim down and come to a whispering halt.


Elise steps out into the foyer, her heels ringing across the floor intimate as a heartbeat. At the sound Memory stands up. ‘I was in your area.’ She feels suddenly exposed, like a child refusing to go into school.


Elise inclines her head. ‘You have lost a lot of weight.’


Memory can’t tell whether this is admiration or criticism. ‘Have I?’


‘Yes, I’ve never seen you so skinny. Come on, let’s go across the road and pick up a couple of sandwiches.’


After the intensely lit foyer, the street outside appears dull. They cut across the pent-up traffic, each looking out for the other, lifting their arms, but not touching, just guiding the air.


‘Now!’ Elise says as a gap appears.


Memory’s stomach dips as they reach the glistening sandwich bar. The racks of chilled rolls, cabinet of candy-coloured drinks and wire baskets piled with polished fruit for some reason fill her with dread.


Elise chooses swiftly: smoked salmon on brown bread, no cream cheese, a plastic cup of freshly squeezed orange juice, a small bottle of mineral water. Memory stands before a rack of tortilla wraps aware that Elise is waiting at the till, a ten-pound note held in mid-air, her expression simultaneously apologetic and urgent. Memory feels a swell of people behind her and at the same time hears Elise make a joke about her daughter suffering from option paralysis. Memory imagines the young man’s inward response. Your daughter, but she’s black …


She selects a bacon and avocado wrap with pesto, a combination that sounds curdling, and carries the little frozen bag to the till, releasing with relief the suspended ten-pound note.


‘You don’t have to pay.’


Elise gives a small, exasperated sigh. ‘My treat, we rarely meet for lunch.’


‘This is hardly meeting for lunch.’ Memory is surprised at the edge in her own voice.


‘I know, sorry. We’ll make proper time. Towards the end of next week?’


They both know it won’t happen. People break engagements all the time. In Memory’s office it’s called blowing people out. In Elise’s they probably still speak of crying off. It’s not because people don’t want to meet. Often it’s simply too complicated to arrange, and so people stay at their desks or go straight home. If they do go out, it’s usually to one familiar place. It’s less hassle that way. Everyone understands, but sometimes it seems to Memory as if there is an unspoken war going on that imposes a curfew.
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