
   [image: Cover: Over the Water: Essays on Islands by Anthony Anaxagorou, Santanu Bhattacharya, Octavia Bright, Nicola Dinan, Ella Frears, Sinéad Gleeson, Noreen Masud, Orlaine McDonald, Megan Nolan, K Patrick, Cecile Pin, Alexandra Pringle and Ralf Webb]


   
      
         i

         
            Praise for Daunt Books anthologies: 

            ‘A beautiful, transportive collection.’ The Gloss

            ‘Thrums with beauty, wears its humanity like a crown.’ Michael Pedersen

            ‘Evocative and thought-provoking collection that captures the multifaceted world of cycling … A delightful ride.’ BIKE magazine

            ‘An unpretentious and intelligent collection of ponderings … fresh, invigorating and thoroughly enjoyable.’ Gardens Illustrated 

            ‘The wish to create beauty where previously there was ugliness informs many of the essays in the collection … strikingly wide-ranging.’ Alex Preston, Spectator

            ‘A beautiful book.’ Red

            ‘I’ve found this collection of short essays inspiring.’ Alice Vincent, Stella Magazine

            ‘This warming and varied collection of essays … Is a true balm.’ New Statesmanii

         

      

   


   
      
         iii

         
            Over the Water

            Essays on Islands

         

         
            DAUNT BOOKSiv

         

      

   


   
      
         
v
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Island as Escape 

                  	Isola di San Pietro  | ALEXANDRA PRINGLE 

                  	One Particular Cow  | K PATRICK 

                  	You Will Never  Touch  a  Duck-Billed   Platypus  | NOREEN MASUD 

                  	L’isola d’Elba  | OCTAVIA BRIGHT 

                  	Island as Metaphor 

                  	I Picture an Island  | CECILE PIN 

                  	Jackfruit and Jaggery  | SANTANU BHATTACHARYA 

                  	Leaving Avalon  | RALF WEBB 

                  	
Take Me Oh Sea!  | ELLA FREARS vi


                  	Island as Home 

                  	As in a Sea Parenthesis  | SINÉAD GLEESON 

                  	Island Fragments  | ANTHONY ANAXAGOROU 

                  	A Portion of Land and a Cow  | ORLAINE McDONALD 

                  	Island Hopping  | NICOLA DINAN 

                  	Love Island; Dating Manhattan  | MEGAN NOLAN 

                  	About the Contributors 

                  	About the Publisher  

                  	Also in this Series 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      1
         
            Island as Escape2

         

      

   


   
      
         
3
            Isola di San Pietro

            ALEXANDRA PRINGLE

         

         I was twenty-two when I slipped my mooring, slid away from my family, from my sense of who I was, who I should become.

         
             

         

         In my last months at college, on an orange portable typewriter, I wrote thirty-six letters looking for a job in a language school in Italy. I was offered one in Milan and one in Florence. And so here I was, on a platform in Florence station with a battered canvas suitcase. In the suitcase was a black cotton dress I’d worn to my brother John’s wedding, a cream cotton dress, a pair of flared jeans, a cheap sweater and my Biba tee shirts. I had one pair of shoes, green suede cork platforms, and 4£200 from my Post Office savings account. It was early September 1975.

         The school found a flat near the station for me and their other new teacher. It had central heating, reproduction furniture and what I thought were fake marble floors. I pressed my cheek to the cool floors. They were real. The flat had a balcony looking out onto the Manetti & Roberts factory, the firm that made talcum powder and rosewater in beautiful blue bottles with elaborate labels. When we stepped out the workers waved and shouted, yelling English girls’ names. Jane! Emma! Mary! How did they know we were English?

         Each day I jumped on the 88 bus from via Corridoni to Piazza del Duomo, ducked into a café for a cappuccino and cake, glanced at that day’s lesson before running into the school, housed in an old building on Via dei Servi, the road that winds like a ribbon between the Duomo and Brunelleschi’s Piazza della Santissima Annunziata. Outside my classroom window, swallows swooped and dived over the red Florentine rooftops. Inside, I brandished showcards with pictures of men and women, tables and chairs. ‘This is a man’, ‘This is a woman’.

         Summer heat gave way to a sharp chill. Florentines emerged from their homes in their autumn best, grey the colour of that season. Women of all ages conducted 5their passeggiate in grey skirts and sweaters, elegant grey leather boots and handbags. Rain came, day after day, scudding though the piazzas. I went to Upim, a chain of cheap shops, and bought myself a large umbrella in olive green. I soon lost it and bought another covered in tiny flowers. Then came bright, biting cold and fur coats were shaken out of mothballs. I had a brown embroidered Afghan coat from Kensington market that smelt of goat in the rain. Men shouted gambi di pollo as I walked by.

         Spring arrived and my boyfriend Paco and I drove to the hills to picnic on tomatoes, soft mozzarella and red wine. I raided a fruit tree for its small pink blossoms. Peering down from its branches I saw the farmer looking up at me. He asked if I might consider leaving some for him.

         
             

         

         The Italian calendar was a bouquet of saints’ days and each long weekend I travelled the spine of Italy in trains. North to Venice and Verona, south to Naples, Amalfi, Positano, Capri. On the train to Naples, I played poker with Sicilian workmen and shared their sandwiches. One delicately traced my ear as I slept stretched out on the seat.

         Paco and I went to Elba and it rained and rained. We holed up in a bar filled with soldiers and fruit 6machines. Shivering, I wore Paco’s socks and made a headscarf with his handkerchief for my damp hair. Later we went with my flatmate to another island, Isola di San Pietro in Sardinia, where Paco’s family came from, and I fell in love with its rocky wilderness and translucent sea.

         We went out on a boat with a friend of Paco’s, a coral fisherman. While he harvested at the bottom of the sea, we lay stretched on deck, moving only to jump into the sea to swim. Peering into the water, we saw him lying on his back decompressing before rising to the surface, his net filled with pink coral, the odd fish and a cazzo di mare – penis of the sea – that oozed cream liquid onto the deck. The fisherman gave me a little branch of coral from his net; it has been with me these past fifty years. After the day in the sun, in a sensual stupor the four of us lay like sardines on a bed. This was the island where I was to spend that summer.

         
             

         

         It was July and my teaching year over. I stood in front of my final class and talked of how lovely they’d been to teach. I saw my students crying at the back. Row by row, more began to cry. How touching this was. Then my eyes began to hurt and tears streamed down my face. There was a riot outside and tear gas seeped through the open windows. As my students left, a communist 7doctor asked if the song-and-dance routine of my teaching was part of the proscribed course or my own invention.

         
             

         

         I was offered a job in Rome and my heart said go. But I knew if I didn’t return to London I would stay adrift and I didn’t want to be an English expat in Italy. Under Italian law, on leaving my job I was given an extra month’s salary. I had cash to spend and six weeks of freedom before me.

         Paco gave up his job as a graphic designer to spend the summer with me before he returned to his family in Verona, and I to London and the business of being grown-up. While waiting for him to see out his notice I raided Feltrinelli’s English bookshop and lay on my bed reading Saul Bellow, Philip Roth and Vladimir Nabokov.

         One weekend, we went on a shopping spree. I bought a handbag glossy as a new conker for my mother and a green snakeskin belt for my sister-in-law. I bought a pair of bright red dungarees and a tiny purple bikini for myself. We stopped at a bar for a glass of Asti Spumante, then with new-found Dutch courage I went to a hairdresser and asked him to cut off my long dark hair. Afterwards, head freshly shorn, in white jeans and a leopard-print halter T-shirt, I stood 8in bright sunshine in the courtyard of the school as Paco took a photograph.

         The next day we got on a train to Livorno, then blagged a lift to the port from a middle-aged couple with a plush car that smelt of leather. Jane Birkin and Serge Gainsbourg came on the radio; as they heaved and breathed ‘Je t’aime … moi non plus’ we squirmed with embarrassment and laughter in the back.

         From Livorno we took a ferry to Sardinia. Then a train along the coastline, pink sentinel flamingos etched against the sky. Then another ferry to Isola di San Pietro.

         Paco rented a small car and fixed it so the mileage wasn’t recorded. We called on his aunt and uncle, ate dry sponge cake and drank a glass of sweet Madeira. His aunt told us her husband’s mind was confused, and as he wandered the town he ordered dozens of fresh fish at the market, thinking he was still feeding a growing family. The stallholder handed over piles of glittering fish, knowing that Paco’s aunt would bring them back later that day. We picked up the keys to our island home for the summer ahead.

         We drove inland to a small, whitewashed stone house, almost a hut, perched on a rocky hillside garlanded with prickly pear and spiky aloes. In the living room, a ladder was propped against a wooden platform on which lay a straw-stuffed mattress, our bed. There 9was no bathroom, just a plastic basin to wash in and a plastic bidet on metal legs. There was a gas ring burner with a gas bombola, a lavatory in a shed outside and two wells. One bucket brought drinking water, the other water to wash with.

         In Florence I had received rare expensive phone calls, and letters through the post. But here no-one knew where I was, or how to reach me. I had disappeared.

         Each morning we opened our eyes and said, ‘Do we want rocks today, or sand? Do we want wind or shelter?’ If there was wind to make waves we drove to the sandy bay and jumped up and down in the water, shrieking as the sea ripped off our swimming costumes. If it were calm, we lay spreadeagled on the sand, scarcely moving. But it was the rocks that yielded the greatest pleasures, the grey volcanic rocks that harboured pools of clear water, giving shelter to sea urchins, starfish, mussels and other mysterious sea creatures.

         We blew through our snorkels and turned ourselves upside down, diving through the glassy sea to the rocks below. Gently we detached the spiky sea urchins, bringing them up to the surface gasping, holding them cradled in our hands. Back on land, we cut them open with a penknife to reveal the reward – glistening, coral, intimate parts of a sea creature in a dark nest. With our fingers and tongues, we extracted their softness, sliding them into our mouths to catch the burst of flavour. 10

         We picked purple mussels from the rocks, splitting them open, squeezing sharp lemon juice into their orange insides before sucking their fruit into our mouths. Salt was everywhere, on our skin, in our mouths, on our eyelashes, in the whorls of our ears.

         In just my bikini bottoms, I lay on the rocks like a loaf in an oven, turning first caramel, then a glowing brown. I wore almost nothing that summer – a thin, saffron, cotton caftan and another in purple silk, a pair of espadrilles, a cotton skirt printed with pineapples and mangoes. I washed our clothes in a plastic basin with cold water and gritty soap powder and pegged them out on a line by the aloes and prickly pear.

         Once at a wide sandy beach we watched a German family arrive in an inflatable boat. These were the only non-island people we saw in those weeks.

         We were like puppies, so lazy I spoke only English to Paco and he Italian to me, not bothering to trouble with each other’s languages. We knew that at summer’s end he would return to Verona and me to London, our ways parting, paths diverging. But for now, just for now, we had these slow, sun-filled days.

         Neither of us could cook but Paco’s aunt taught me to make batter with eggs and flour and water, showing me how to chop zucchini, how to dip the pieces in the batter and fry them in olive oil. I cooked pasta with tinned tomatoes, prezzemolo and garlic, or fried some 11bacon and cracked eggs on just-cooked spaghetti to make a carbonara. Sometimes we resorted to frozen fish fingers bought in the local town, their breaded oblongs turning limp in the heat before we got them home.

         Some evenings we drove into the local town with its church like a scoop of lemon ice-cream, its terracotta stucco houses and ironwork balconies. We walked down the green-shuttered streets lined with palm trees, gazing at shops with striped canvas awnings. We went to bars for a Campari or a local aperativo, or a gelato – zuppa inglese or a creamy stracciatella. If we were feeling extravagant we went to a restaurant by the sea to eat spaghetti alle vongole or a scaloppine al limone. One night I ate lobster for the very first time, pulling on its pink claws, sucking on the joints of its spidery legs.

         On clear days you could see Tunisia in the distance, its proximity in the couscous served in local cafes. I didn’t know I would one day, decades later, visit that country with my grown-up son Daniel. He and I drove three hours into the desert, ate tagine and drank wine. A huge moon began to rise. As it climbed into the dark sky, Daniel handed me a small package. I opened it. In the palm of my hand lay a string of glass beads, blue as the Mediterranean, made by Romans 2,000 years ago, its ancient beauty shining in the moonlight. It was midnight, I was seventy years old – and embarking on the business of old age. 12

         
             

         

         At summer’s end, Paco and I travelled back to Florence. He took me to the station with the old suitcase I’d arrived with a year before. We embraced again and again, and then one last time, and I climbed onto the train. As it ran through the evening and night, as the cypresses of Italy gave way to the plane trees of France, I cried inconsolably. I shared a couchette with an English woman and her daughter who was half English and half Italian. ‘It’s best not to marry an Italian,’ the woman advised, thinking I was crying for the boyfriend I’d left behind. How could I tell her I was crying for myself, for the me I was leaving behind, the girl with no responsibilities no thought but for the sea and the sun and the rocks and the moment?

         I climbed off the train at Victoria station and spotted my brothers and sister-in-law at the end of the platform. I waved wildly but they stared past me. When I stood in front of them their expressions changed.

         ‘Penny wondered if it was you,’ Mark said, ‘but John and I said it was a Pakistani girl.’

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Alexandra Pringle’s memoir, Caravan, will be published by Canongate in the spring of 2027.
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            One Particular Cow

            K PATRICK

         

         An island will humiliate you. In increments, on the Isle of Lewis, I was humiliated. In retrospect I realise it was, indirectly at least, why I had gone there.

         The Isle of Lewis, is a two-hour ferry from the tip of the Isle of Skye, a more famous place. More often I travel from Ullapool where the boat is less likely to be booked out by tourists. In summer, on a good day, you can sit out on the large top deck and watch the land masses retreat and gain at surprising speed; feel glamorous, like you have someone to wave goodbye to, as the engines vibrate. Mountains low-slung, the port small, just a mouthful of green water. If it’s still a good day, The Minch won’t be too bad. In winter, seasick experts take a corner seat, inside, closest to the 14largest window. Know how to throw up silently into a bag. I do not understand seasickness. It’s hard not to watch. Their eyelids flutter. So much time left on the clock; the crossing has barely begun. They attempt to enter some interior dry land, lips pursed, a patience I can only admire.

         I had spent the last few years admitting things to myself. Testosterone yes, but low dose. Top surgery yes, and no drains. Buzz yes, one on top fading to a half. It was hard to understand the exact ratio of decision to action. I’d been in the darkness with it. Right beneath that ledge of being.

         The buzzcut was the only admission I could fully commit to. My ex-wife did it. There was plenty she couldn’t understand but, during the frightening boredom of lockdown, it was a legible task, an outcome easily understood. Afterwards I thought my head looked good. Was proud, especially, of the widow’s peak that had been revealed. The first barber I went to complimented me on it. As I’d waited my turn, I watched to see if the other men closed their eyes as the clippers travelled their skulls. Some did, some didn’t. I thought masculinity would be more obvious. All this time.

         Traditionally I’m not a crier. 15

         
             

         

         Humiliation can be the willing, living, destruction of self. Sexually, of course this is well-known. The need not only to be reduced to nothingness, but to intensely experience that reduction. I wanted to witness my own annihilation.

         I believe I love the Isle of Lewis because I no longer want to be perceived. This desire, to not be perceived, is popular enough to be constantly circulating in different iterations of the same meme. Such desire – to exist without existing – is humiliation’s starter pack. On Lewis I’m subsumed by nature, all my looking turns outward, I crawl out from under the ledge. There had to be nothing trans left to think about.

         The island offers the gorgeous excuse of metaphor, to keep on detailing the view from my window, the car, the walk. Relentless description. In the beginning it is the pointlessness I’m after. I write the first draft of my second novel. It is gloriously, insanely boring. Mountain after mountain, bird after bird. My body everywhere and nowhere to be found.

         
             

         

         The humiliations start small. I had never been bent over by the wind before. For three weeks that first February it did not drop below sixty-five miles an hour, discovering itself, some days, at eighty-seven. And it is like that, wind, always discovering itself. Admiring its 16own execution, that humming pause before it hurls again, larger and louder. Wind will make a fool of you, worse than any other weather. I did not properly tie down the bins. All three skittered pathetic down the road, the slopes, pinned to the fence of the neighbour’s sturdy chicken coop. Each piece of rubbish left on stark display. Not parking against the wind meant the driver’s door was wrenched off, left hanging by a hinge. The mechanic, knowing. A malaise, tension in everyday living, the stakes high, tiles peeled from the roof. Every sound a stranger. I sat afraid in my bed; nothing to be done. It dragged wood and stone out from the garden, permitted, inexplicably, a fledging pine to survive.

         A walk done every day that involves crossing a plank of wood over a burn, a makeshift bridge. I’m blown off, uncleanly, landing sideways in freezing water. Hip dull against rock. At the sound, two herons, a swan, whatever other water birds, turn to look. There is my body, debased. I feel better.

         In Glasgow people say they love my hair, or lack thereof. I can’t stand it. But if there’s a better affirmation I don’t know what it is. Yes, I can’t stand the compliments and yet I want them to say it, to notice me constantly. The idea is to be manly, isn’t it? To have changed enough that people would understand me anew. In the end it is this that is too much. There is no right thing to say. 17

         On the island no one mentions it. I am not so much looked through, as past, as if I am a horizon entire. I buy clippers and perform the buzz myself. Drag a dining chair outside. Yesterday they removed the old power lines, the great trunks wobbled and wrenched out of the earth. Locals will come to collect the wood, carving it up with their chainsaws. Three wrens, it’s hard to count, are in and out of the low rock wall. Bedsheets whip on the clothesline. Everything remains a distraction and I run the clippers over the top of my ear. The pain is slow enough to arrive that I carry on. Only inside do I see the blood across my cheek, my skull, my neck spread in tracks, like some road spill.

         A good friend is a historian of emotions, so I text her, asking for some history on humiliation. A good essay needs history, I ought to be propped up. She replies rapidly.

         
            
               Maybe Aristotle on anger would be interesting to start with

               He ties it into being slighted

               What’s the relation between slighting and humiliation?

               And also between humiliation and embarrassment

               I think humiliation is Christian

               Acts of penance

               Sack cloths and all that

               To become humbled

               Humiliation and humbling 18

            

         

         I like her stream of thought. I laugh, thinking immediately of the polytunnel, its monkish demands. It sits on a croft that has its own small valley. At the heart of the valley is the shape of what I am convinced is a Viking boat, dragged up for some special burial. From the top of the gravel track, sheep disbanded at my footfall, you can see all the way out to Na h-Eileanan Seunta, where puffins have their burrows in the spring. In the sky above the islands, arranged like beastly teeth, a highway of competing birds, silver eels knocked out of beaks. Looking up at them, the thousands of flying forms, feels like the descent into a bodily disorder, maybe a migraine, eyes scattered between wings and feet.

         I am not a natural gardener. It does not bring me peace. I like it as an act of penance, even better that I don’t know what it is I need punishing for. I make it up as I go along. Humbled, constantly, by small devastations. One day, for no apparent reason, the deer have trampled the rhubarb. Nothing eaten. Hoof marks in the surrounding soil. Each piece of pinkish-green, tough fruit, stamped free from the plant. A rat appears ingeniously, taking small bites from tomatoes and courgettes. It takes weeks to find his hole. I fill it with stones. He makes another. Rabbits at last breach the fence after a year of trying. They fly through the broad beans, so painstakingly patted into layers of sand and rotted kelp, dragged up from the shoreline below. The 19rabbits are always there when I arrive. Tearing off as I open the gate. Impossible to follow the geometry of their departure, each drawing a different line to an exit.

         But I am less interested in the humbling effects of defeat. It is the humiliation that I want, the decision, in the wake of such defeat, to return and try again. Enter handsomely into the inevitability of your own failure.

         I don’t know how to describe being trans. Living in a world where you are required to describe it, only to have that description denied, proves over and over again a particular catastrophe of language. This is why I don’t like nonfiction especially. With every essay I agree to write, I feel cheap with clarification. I become convinced there is no real, loving way to be read. Writing, though, is an act of humiliation. This is where I can understand language again. Why I remain committed to it.

         
             

         

         A few months into living on Lewis and I am chased by a cow. A drive to Northton, on Harris, just before the machair is in bloom. Things have turned greener. It’s a long time in the car but worth it for the walk, along the steepening coastline, to Rubh’ an Teampaill. Time lodged everywhere in strange layers of evidence. Pieces of pottery with differences of a thousand years. Bones, plenty of bones. Shells, too. Easy to be enamoured with 20what ends up lasting, that the present day would lose their minds over a midden. I laugh again. The walk, as with most on the island, is across a croft. Cows graze, a few sheep. There is fencing but it is casual. The chapel is a ruin like any other. Tiny windows portion out the sea into venerable sizes. All is calm – ish. Down on the white sand is the huge plastic curve of a fish farm, yanked loose in a recent storm. In the wet sand, once I drop onto the beach, are otter paw prints. Recent. The tide has not had its second to wash them away. I’ve been well-watched.

         Back up the slope a few yellow flowers have poked through. I try but can’t remember the name. For a different outlook I turn inland on the way back. The cows, plenty of them, are stationary, heads turn with me, an otherwise disinterested audience. I am their poor performer.
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