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            FOREWORD

            by Carmen Maria Machado

         

         
            ‘I remembered how they began, a parody for the newspapers. No one wrote about them now.’

         

         Dystopia was one of my first favourite genres, the beginning of the path away from the books of childhood. I read Animal Farm, Fahrenheit 451, V for Vendetta. They were supple with metaphor; I saw for the first time the aboutness of novels, the currents that moved underneath the prose. There is a reason we teach dystopian novels to teenagers; the same reason young adult fiction is bursting with them. Adolescence marks the moment you begin to see around things, when the disquiet that’s been churning in your mind breaks clean and clear against the shore. Dystopia is a genre for the postlapsarian age; art for what you cannot unsee.

         
            *

         

         They was first published in 1977, when it won the South-East Arts Literature Prize. It is the fourth book by the trailblazing queer English writer, editor and publisher Kay Dick, who lived with her partner Kathleen Farrell in Hampstead for over twenty years. In They – which the author calls a x‘sequence of unease’, though it sits somewhere between story collection and fix-up novel1 – an unnamed, ungendered protagonist moves around the English countryside with a group of artists and intellectuals, evading the predations of a mysterious group of philistines only referred to as ‘they’.

         They have no government, no creed, no mercy. Calculating in their cruelty and methods in one moment and shockingly reckless and barbaric the next, they move on trawlers in the waterways and erect eerie towers on the coast where the defiant are sent to have their memories purged. They loathe art, people who live alone, excessive displays of emotion; they pilfer novels and paintings, they burn music scores and poetry.

         They also punish anyone who resists. Unrepentant visual artists are blinded, shameless musicians made deaf. A sculptor has the broken glass from his sculpture pressed into his eyes. A children’s author walks shell-shocked, daily, into a pond, seemingly to extinguish the memory of being set on fire. Should they choose to continue their practice, ‘they [will] amputate your hands and cut out your tongue’, one of them tells the narrator. They hold the right arm of Jane, a poet, over flames for eight minutes, for the crime of moving towards her burning work. (‘[Her husband] Russell had acted differently. “You’ve forgotten this,” he had said as he hurled his recently finished fugue into the fire.’)

         xiThey is spare, troubling, eerily familiar. It evokes Yōko Ogawa’s Revenge: Eleven Dark Tales or Jacqueline Harpman’s I Who Have Never Known Men, occupying a space between dystopia and horror. The lush landscapes are haunted by profoundly unsettling details about the forces at work – ‘It was no good listening for footsteps,’ the narrator tells us; ‘they wore no shoes’ – and all of it a backdrop for endless questions about art: What does it mean to create for no audience? If you cannot read a novel any longer, is it enough to remember it? Is it more important to protect the artist or their work?

         They sold badly enough that when Dick requested the paperback edition, her editor gently reminded her that authors had to pay for their own copies of their book unless their advance had been earned out. ‘I suggest that Penguin make efforts to sell more copies of They to cover this deficit,’ Dick suggested in her peevish reply.2 She was not satisfied with Penguin’s sales or publicity efforts; it seemed to her that nobody at the house was committed to the book. And Dick was correct, in her own way. No one was quite ready for They: not the house that published it, not the readers who ignored it, not the literary critics whose reactions were middling to unbelievably sexist.3 Two years after publication, They was out of print. After her death in 2001, Dick’s literary executors approached numerous publishers, but all xiideclined the opportunity to republish her work. When it was finally rediscovered – a chance encounter in which a literary agent happened to pick it up in a charity shop – it was impossible to order a used copy on the internet; my own is less a book and more a sheaf of frail pages held together by a memory of a spine.

         The rediscovery of They is a happy ending, of course, but a happy ending to a sad story that holds its own metafictional reminder about the loftiness of creation humbled by the realities of the world, the clash of art and commerce. Artists do not have to be blinded or burned to be silenced; their suppression can be as simple as creating or maintaining economic precariousness and allowing books to fade away.

         
            *

         

         In an essay in the Paris Review, critic Lucy Scholes writes about the whiplash of encountering They after the rest of Dick’s work: ‘Reading it was like reading the work of an entirely different writer,’ she says, describing it as a ‘complete anomaly in Dick’s oeuvre: a surreptitious late-career aberration, whose genesis is unclear, and which does not seep into what she writes after.’ The observation recalls one of H. P. Lovecraft’s, in which he argues that there is no better evidence of the pervasive human dread that energizes the literature of ‘cosmic fear’ than ‘the impulse which now and then drives writers of totally opposite leanings to try their hands at it in isolated tales, as if to discharge from their minds certain phantasmal shapes which would otherwise xiiihaunt them.’ What haunted Kay Dick? Financial precariousness? Frustrations with the creative process? She died in 2001 – a mere month after a terrorist attack set off one of our many current, parallel dystopias – but one can imagine that she would be just as troubled by many features of our contemporary lives: the economic violence, eternal wars, the flirtations with authoritarianism, the ongoing environmental catastrophe.

         It is tempting to play the allegory game with They, the way we have incorporated the world-building of The Handmaid’s Tale or The Hunger Games into the zeitgeist. Metaphors are easily abused; you have likely heard your ideological opposite invoke 1984 in their own defence, making (you are sure) the opposite point the author himself was making. And it is easy – and not wrong, to be clear – to affix the label of ‘they’ onto the people who have specifically made the lives of artists and intellectuals hell: conservative politicians and reactionary pundits and pearl-clutching parents and cowardly institutions. This creates a top-down vision of dystopia in which blame exists elsewhere, outside.

         But I don’t think Kay Dick would let us off that easy; censorious impulses and exasperatingly misguided discourse and soft bigotry are hardly the exclusive property of the right. The radical queer author of They had to be rediscovered by the whole world, after all. If your understanding of dystopia does not begin, first, with your own complicity – the way that you are they, even if you don’t want to be – you have missed the point. The thing about dystopia is you can bring it to a knife-fight, but you better xivnot drop it, otherwise you might find yourself at the wrong end of the blade.

         
            *

         

         We are still in the middle of a pandemic. Once-in-a-lifetime weather events pass over us regularly; I have forgotten how seasons used to move. People who do not have to suffer and die suffer and die – not because of a lack of resources, but because of a lack of political will. Art is strangled: capitalism, commerce, governments, institutions, bigots, scolds, cowards. In this context, They feels nearly paralysing. What is to be done in the face of this loss, evil, calamity?

         Kay Dick tells us. Or, at least, she gives us an opening, a small and meaningful door: Jane, the poet. The one who had her right arm held over the flames for eight minutes, for resisting the loss of her work. She is, she tells the narrator, writing poetry again. Her right arm ruined, she is learning to write with her left.

         
             

         

         Carmen Maria Machado

Philadelphia, PA

September 2021
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            SOME DANGER AHEAD

         

         Seen through the early September light Karr’s house looked magnificent. In fact, it was rather splendid. From his roof there was a full sight of the sea. Karr took me up to give me some bearings. The prospect was that of a narrowing triangle. It could be imagined that Karr lived on an island; a jutting piece of land between two thin rivers, one of which widened as it flowed into the sea, the other a canal, on which some swans floated. Part meadowland, part marshland, with here and there thickets of tall reeds and pockets of sand. A natural bird sanctuary; one was conscious of flight as part of the landscape.

         Karr’s house was banked up high, walled off, a precaution against flood. Giant hydrangeas, small trees rather than shrubs, were strategically rooted among the oval paving-stones of the terrace; blooms of varying shades of pink sparkled in the autumnal sun, an insolent abundance of flourish, facing south. When we went down to look at them, I could tell that Karr tended them each day. They expressed ritual and care.

         ‘I like the contrast,’ I said. Karr understood. He had been standing at the open door at the front of the house as I came up the drive, through the small wood, an oasis in the surrounding estuary. 4

         ‘That wood was planted long ago,’ he said. ‘Did you find it difficult to get here?’

         ‘To begin with, yes, but as soon as I reached the old sailors’ chapel, I knew I wasn’t far off.’

         ‘Did you go in?’

         I told him what I had done inside the chapel: opened the Bible at random, closed my eyes and put my finger on one of the pages. The augury game one played in childhood.

         ‘What did you pick?’ Karr asked.

         ‘The Revelations of course!’ I laughed self-consciously. ‘Behold, I come as a thief.’ 

         ‘You missed the lodge behind the chapel,’ Karr said. ‘We’ll go over later on.’

         The servants were unobtrusive; I hardly noticed their comings and goings. The boy, Jake, introduced his puppy, a black labrador, which reached his chin. ‘He’s called Omar, after the poet you know.’ We sat at the bottom of the austere staircase and told each other stories, until Jake said it was time for Omar’s walk.

         I joined Karr in the library. The windows opened onto the terrace. ‘You can come here as often as you like,’ Karr said. He stood at the open window and looked up at the sky. ‘Shall we go and see Claire?’ he asked.

         The ground floor of the lodge had been converted into a studio. I looked at the painting Claire had just finished. It was yellow, all yellow, every variation and depth of yellow. I could hardly bear it. I went outside and rolled on the grass.

         ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ Karr said.

         ‘Insupportably so.’ I went back and looked at it again.

         ‘I’ll give it to you if you like,’ Claire said. 5

         ‘Not yet.’ I was anxious. ‘Not yet.’

         ‘Should I come back with you?’ Karr asked.

         ‘I think I shall be quite safe. I’ll go across the canal bridge.’

         Jake and Omar were waiting for me at the bridge. They waved me off as I veered towards the coast road.

         The sun was roughing the skyline over the sea with burnt siena as I reached my cottage. I opened my windows and looked down at the rocks below the cliff. The tide was on the turn. Seagulls were hovering, ready for their last evening catch, as the waves rolled into land again.

         I wrote two letters, one to Karr and one to Claire. I went down the sloping track to the beach, and collected some more holed pebbles in the green pools between the rocks. Small crabs ran through my fingers. I made a parcel of three of the stones and addressed them to Jake. These are sea sculptures and you must name them, I wrote on a sheet of blue paper.

         I decided to go to the village. There was only one stranger sitting on the bench facing the dilapidated jetty. I walked past him twice, but he did not look in my direction. Such news as was, I collected in the shop. ‘It’s the books at Oxford now.’ I nodded as though I was uninterested.

         The next day, early, I set out along the beach, walking into the sun. I tested my memory of Keats’s poetry. Just after noon, I reached the estuary. I disturbed a colony of butterflies as I clambered up the river bank. Jake and Omar were waiting for me at the top. As we walked towards Karr’s house, I told Jake another story, a longer one this time.

         ‘Garth has arrived,’ Karr said. ‘He’s brought his piano.’

         ‘To the chapel?’ I asked. 6

         ‘Yes, he’s settled in to remember.’ Karr stopped suddenly, and looked through his Zeiss Telita at the river. ‘You had better stay overnight,’ he said.

         After lunch I opened the chapel door. Garth sat at the piano staring at the keys. ‘It must be possible to remember it all,’ he said. ‘Given time, yes,’ I said, and went out again.

         I stopped Jake going in to Garth. ‘He is remembering,’ I said. ‘Later.’ Hand in hand we walked to the lodge. Omar bounded after some creature he scented in the wood.

         ‘You don’t mind at all do you?’ I asked Claire.

         ‘I haven’t time to mind,’ she said, as she went on painting.

         Jake watched her carefully.

         ‘Will you come to Karr’s tonight?’ I asked.

         ‘I think I might.’ She looked at me and kissed me.

         The canvas she was painting was blue, all blue, every variation and depth of blue. Jake went outside and cried. Omar licked his tears.

         ‘Let’s go and look at the moorhens,’ I said to him.

         We returned to Karr’s house up the steps in the wall onto the terrace. The servants were bringing out tea.

         ‘We’ll play chess after dinner,’ Karr said, ‘until they go to bed.’

         ‘Is Claire in love with Garth?’ I asked.

         ‘Aren’t we all in love?’ Karr smiled at Jake.

         ‘It must be possible …’ I began.

         ‘To be missed?’

         ‘I suppose that’s what I mean.’

         ‘We shall all be reached,’ Karr said.

         I went to the library and read until dinner. Jake watched me carefully. Karr watered the hydrangeas. 7

         Claire and Garth came in, smiling. He has remembered, I thought, as I caught the defiant look in his eyes. While Karr and I are playing chess, he will make love to Claire in the lodge, and then return to the chapel and play what he remembers. Jake will creep out of bed, and pad like a nocturnal animal to the chapel. He will open the door, close it behind him and listen to Garth carefully. I knew it all as we waited for night.

         ‘You have a new servant.’ Claire spoke to Karr.

         ‘Yes. They sent him.’ Karr was unperturbed.

         ‘It was to be expected.’ Garth looked troubled. ‘Should I go away?’

         ‘It is imperative for you to stay,’ Karr said.

         I woke at dawn, wrote a note to Garth, which I pushed under the chapel door as I passed. On the way back to my cottage I tested my memory of Henry James’s later novels. My copy of Middlemarch was missing from my bookshelf. I sat in the garden, and thought about Garth remembering the music, and Claire painting, and I stopped being afraid. I made a poem for Jake.

         Claire came to see me in the afternoon. She brought a basket filled with blackberries she had picked on the way. Between mouthfuls of berries, we read poems to each other. In every poem some part of our separate lives was contained.

         ‘I don’t lock my door any more,’ I said. ‘They took another book last night.’

         ‘Yes, they’re getting more active,’ Claire said.

         ‘Their approach is slower in this part of the country,’ I said. 8

         ‘The odd sniper,’ Claire laughed.

         ‘The avant-garde.’ We rocked with hysteria.

         ‘Garth lost everything at once,’ Claire said. ‘All his scores at once. It’s more furtive here.’

         I dared the question I most wanted to put. ‘Is Jake’s memory good enough?’

         ‘Karr has trained him well,’ Claire said.

         ‘Will they guess?’ I asked.

         ‘Possibly not.’ She paused. ‘At least, I don’t think so, not all at once. With luck, and time, it may be all right.’

         ‘Over-loading?’ I had to bring out the fear.

         ‘Not at his age. His memory cells are at their most receptive.’ Claire was confident.

         As she left I gave her the poem I had written for Jake. I spent the next day swimming and sunbathing, gathering salt and sun into my body, building up my reserves. With my tennis shoes slung round my neck, I paddled out to the breakwater, and watched the fisherman catching shrimps and crabs as the tide ebbed out over the rocks.

         ‘It was London yesterday,’ he said. ‘They reckon it’ll take a week.’

         I put on my sunglasses.

         ‘That’s quite a catch,’ I said, nodding at his bucket.

         ‘Silly buggers,’ he said. ‘Scurrying under rocks.’

         ‘Some get away,’ I said, as he moved to another pool.

         Jake and Omar were waiting for me at the cottage.

         ‘Karr said I could stay the night.’

         We fed Omar.

         ‘They came when I was waiting outside.’ Jake looked worried. 9

         Shelley’s poems and Katherine Mansfield’s Journals were missing. They are getting greedy, I thought. As Jake ate his supper, I told him another story.

         ‘What’s a newspaper?’ Jake asked.

         I slept soundly that night. They never came when one was in the house. In their view confrontation was an unnecessary waste of energy, a luxury they withheld. Silent stealth was a greater pain to bear; it was their form of punishment. They only took sharper measures if one went beyond the accepted limit.

         As we crossed the canal bridge leading to Karr’s house, we met Garth.

         ‘Karr’s new servant, he’s watching Claire,’ he said.

         The fresh canvas was green, all green, every variation and depth of green. Garth turned his face to the wall. Karr’s servant left. Claire laughed. I was ready to die for her.

         Karr came in. ‘You mustn’t be over-brave,’ he said to Claire. ‘It’s ostentatious.’ He took Jake away from the canvas and walked him towards the wood. Claire sat down and moaned in pain.

         ‘We must go to the house,’ I said, ‘and order lunch. The servants must be reassured.’

         Claire picked some late flowering roses on the way. ‘They cleared the National Gallery yesterday,’ she said.

         During the afternoon Claire went off with Garth. Karr and I sat in the library, which was also a way of loving.

         ‘Garth is reckless,’ Karr said. ‘Sex makes him reckless.’

         I went outside, touched the hydrangeas, sat on the wall and looked over the estuary. I could see Jake flying his kite. Omar bounded after him. Karr’s new servant stood on the 10bridge and watched Jake. A swan stretched its body high above the water and flagged its wings.

         ‘Is Jake safe?’ I asked.

         ‘Safety is unimportant,’ Karr said.

         ‘But, if he talks?’

         ‘It will be a test.’

         It took me four days to overcome my panic. I cleaned my cottage from top to bottom, and dug, planted and pruned in my garden. Five books were missing, including John Stuart Mill’s Autobiography. I dusted the empty space. The next day it rained. I walked to the village, and on the way I tested my memory of Chekhov’s plays. There was a stranger sitting in the café. She asked me to pass her the sugar. Garth came in and sat next to me. ‘I can only think about Claire,’ he said.

         I got up and left. Garth followed me down the street to the beach. We walked back to my cottage along the undercliff.

         ‘Karr expects too much from Jake,’ Garth said.

         Seagulls screeched. The rain pelted in our faces. As we clambered up the slope to my garden gate, I saw them leaving the cottage. Inside, one whole shelf was denuded of books. In the dust on the wood Garth traced Mahler’s name. I brushed my hand over it. I looked out to sea.

         ‘When the rain stops, we’ll go to Karr’s,’ I said.

         Garth slept for seven hours. I read Shakespeare’s Sonnets.

         ‘I’ve been remembering in my sleep,’ Garth said. ‘I must find Jake.’

         I left Garth at the chapel, went into Karr’s house, found Jake, and sent him to Garth.

         Karr and I walked slowly to the lodge. A thin mist, a sea fret, cast a webbing over the sun. 11

         ‘They’ve got to the coast,’ Karr said. ‘You could stay here.’

         ‘I don’t mind going back,’ I said. ‘I’ve conquered my panic.’

         Claire was working on a new canvas. It was red, all red, every variation and depth of red. Karr took Claire in his arms.

         ‘I’ve only one more to paint.’ She spoke to Karr rather than to me.

         ‘It could be left,’ Karr said in a moment of weakness.

         We linked arms as we walked back to the house. The mist had dissolved, and sun glowed on the hydrangeas. The servants brought champagne, and we took our glasses to the terrace wall. Garth and Jake came running towards us, followed by Omar. We looked down over the estuary.

         ‘I will have the yellow canvas now, Claire,’ I said. ‘I will carry it home.’

         ‘I still have the white to paint,’ she said. ‘I will do it tonight.’

         ‘That would be foolish,’ Karr said.

         ‘I shall write some more letters,’ I said.

         We turned our backs on the house and looked towards the sea. A trawler was moving from the mouth of the estuary down into the river.

         ‘I think they have finished,’ Karr said. ‘We can go in now.’

         There were no books in the library. We walked slowly through the other rooms in the house. All the paintings had been removed. Claire stroked the spaces where each painting had hung. The servants had left. Garth rushed through 12the front door. Karr called him to stop. We returned to the terrace and sat in deck chairs. Jake bounced a ball to Omar. Garth returned. He was shaking. ‘They’ve left Claire’s paintings,’ he said.

         ‘You are not to go back,’ Karr said to Claire.

         ‘I must paint the white now,’ she said, ‘and take Jake with me.’

         Some hours later Jake returned.

         ‘You must have your supper and go straight to bed,’ Karr said.

         We hurried to the lodge. A curlew shrieked. We saw them leading Claire to the trawler roped to the river bed.
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