

[image: cover]





[image: image]





Also by Nina Allan and available from Titan Books:


the RACE
the RIFT
the SILVER WIND
RUBY




[image: image]



LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.com,


Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Barnes & Noble,


or your preferred retailer.



The Art of Space Travel and Other Stories
Print edition ISBN: 9781789091755
E-book edition ISBN: 9781789091762


Published by Titan Books
A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd
144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP
www.titanbooks.com


First edition: September 2021
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (except for satirical purposes), is entirely coincidental.


© Nina Allan 2021. All Rights Reserved.


Nina Allan asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.




For my grandmother, Hilda Lily Horlock, with all my love




THE ART OF SPACE TRAVEL: A WRITER’S JOURNEY


The stories in this book were written over a period of some fifteen years, and have been arranged in roughly chronological order. I made my choices more or less on instinct, selecting works I feel best express themes that remain important to me, stories that are still present in my heart and mind years after they were written.


I have a horror of revisiting my own work, and so had not laid eyes on the three earliest stories since editing them for my debut collection A Thread of Truth. Rereading and revising them now has been akin to a careful unearthing of archaeological artefacts: brushing off the dirt, assessing the damage, evaluating their relationship to a world that has changed since they were created.


My relationship with short fiction has never been easy. From the beginning, and now increasingly, my stories feel discontented with their restricted word counts. They push and stretch at their bounds, splitting off on tangents, demanding more space. The stories I admire most – the short fiction of John Cheever and Julio Cortazar and Katherine Mansfield – resist such temptations. They seem like jewels to me, offering glimpses of a world rather than the world itself; by working within their confinement rather than against it, they appear limitless in imaginative scope and technical achievement.


I have often wondered whether I would have attempted short stories at all, had I not been working with the materials of speculative fiction. By the time I began to write seriously for publication in the early 2000s, the idea of beginning a literary career writing short fiction was all but dead, except within the science fiction, fantasy and horror communities, where it was not only live and kicking, but appeared to be the norm. I did not know any other writers personally at this time, but from reading author interviews online, in magazines and in ‘how to’ books I quickly became aware of the magazine tradition in SFF publishing, of how even the most well-known writers had begun as nobodies just like me, sending off stories to magazines and hoping that sooner or later their efforts would be rewarded.


This tradition still exists, is still, as it was then, one of the most democratic, radical and progressive aspects of the science fiction community, one of the features that most distinguishes it from the kingdom of mimetic fiction, where short fiction magazines rarely prosper and are little read.


The weight of industry expectation placed upon the shoulders of debut novelists has become colossal, with writers feeling increasingly that they have just one chance to launch a career, one chance to get it right. If the writer is young, such pressure is all the more destructive, when what the new writer needs most of all is not only space to grow but time to get things wrong. Writing and publishing short fiction offers the new writer the chance to experiment, to become accustomed to the initially terrifying idea that other people – strangers they have never met – might be reading and discussing their work, possibly liking it, possibly not, but knowing it is there.


Such experience is invaluable, most of all because it gives the writer time to thrash about a bit, to understand their craft better, to find out what kind of writer they want to be.


When I see debut novelists shortlisted for the Booker Prize, I cannot help but feel uneasy on their behalf: if this is the pinnacle of their career, the best they can offer, where else is there to go?


* * *


I have spoken before about how each of my short stories seems to me like an outtake from the novel it might have become, and what strikes me most about these stories now is how cohesive they feel as a collection, almost as if they were someday destined to become a part of this same book. Some are linked through recurring characters: though written years apart, they come as pairs, and I will leave you to discover these internal connections for yourself. As for the others, the links are more thematic than literal, though the overlap, the sense of circling a central hub of meaning, feels equally strong. This is what it means, to create a body of work. The reason I first began writing was to cement my memories, to make them real and tangible to myself and to others through the medium of the written word. That is still my driving force as a writer today, a force that seems to grow more urgent the more time passes.


It stands to reason that the central themes of my work – memory, loss, time, sense of place – have retained their hold on my imagination, surfacing again and again, like a series of snapshots, as the stories reveal themselves. What feels fascinating to me in this context is how my way of exploring these dilemmas has become subtly altered over the years, shifting from an impressionistic, sensation-based writing in the earlier stories towards a more analytical, forensic approach in more recent work. The final two stories in this collection go still further, utilising elements of autofiction and investigative journalism.


At the time of writing, it is the newest story, ‘A Princess of Mars’, written for an anthology that never happened, that most clearly articulates my current interests as a writer. This is the work that in terms of its form and approach I am still most excited by, most eager to take further. Only time will tell how that pans out. I hope the work that follows it will expand on and extend this story’s potential.


* * *


In editing this collection, I have been careful not to interfere with the overall intention and trajectory of individual stories. The more recent works, in any case, required little intervention, and even those that have undergone a more substantial revision process – the first three especially – still tell the same story. There have been some interesting decisions to make along the way, mainly concerned with the business of anachronism.


Readers will note the almost total absence of computers and mobile phones in the early stories especially. As someone who did not own or even use a personal computer until the early 2000s, digital technology has always been a tool for me, a part of my evolving hinterland rather than an intrinsic element of my imaginative process. Aside from the odd tweak here and there, I have left the technological landscape of these stories alone, suspended precariously between the analogue and the digital, as indeed we all are.


People still write letters in my stories, still travel in trains with compartments and doors that open independently of a central control. These things too I have left as they are; stories should reflect the writer, and the time of writing.


Where I have spotted factual inaccuracies I have corrected them, along with any unintended inconsistencies. Intended inconsistencies I have left in place. Close readers will become aware of a switched surname here, a reversed age difference there. I could have sanded away such discrepancies, but I chose not to. In some instances, to erase these marks of process feels like a lessening of involvement, a levelling down; to include them invites discussion, revealing the subjective, unreliable nature of memory itself.


Nina Allan, Rothesay, September 2020




AMETHYST


In the High Street they were selling sardines. When you see them laid out like that, head to tail on a marble slab in the fishmonger’s window, you can almost convince yourself they were never alive. They gleam like designer jewellery, an expensive work of art. One of Angela’s aunts gave her a box of chocolate sardines for Christmas once. The box was painted to look like tin. The chocolates inside were wrapped in foil, with a pattern of scales. I once tried to source the same brand – I thought they would make a nice present for someone – but I couldn’t remember the name of the company that produced them. The idea is peculiar, when you think about it: chocolates shaped like fish.


Angela used to buy things because she felt sorry for them. She had a talent for investing rubbish with a life of its own. She once bought three beaten-up My Little Ponies from the junk shop in the arcade, because she was afraid of what might happen to them if she didn’t. The ponies looked bloated, as if they had been inflated with a bicycle pump. Their previous owner had twisted their manes into dreadlocks. She paid £5 for the three.


“There’s nothing wrong with them,” she said. “Once I clean them up they’ll look almost new.” A week later, I saw the ponies displayed on the bookshelf in Angela’s bedroom. Angela had somehow managed to disentangle their manes. It must have taken her hours.


The junk shop was called Garston’s. Angela’s mother used to help out in Garston’s because she was friends with the owner. I used to wonder if Angela inherited her passion for junk from her mother, or whether it was just a coincidence. Scientists say it’s difficult to establish how much of our behaviour is acquired, and how much is pre-programmed. I might have discovered more on the subject if I had decided to study biology instead of switching to statistics, but perhaps that decision was pre-programmed, too.


The name of our town came up in a television music quiz once. Amethyst’s single ‘Moon Landing on Silas Street’ was in the charts for six weeks the summer it was released. People knew the song was about our town because Lorna Samways had said so in a TV interview. Amethyst were a folk-rock group, and their lead vocalist was born just down the road from us. The song made the town famous, at least for a while. Hardly anyone remembers them now.




Midnight at noon and the silent bells


St Andrew on the run to the sea


Life’s on fire and there’s no way home


Moon landing


Moon landing down on Silas Street





St Andrew’s is at the top of the town. Silas Street runs from just opposite the churchyard all the way down to the Nubia Pavilion on the seafront. The Nubia had been boarded up since before I could remember. Every other year squatters or yobs broke in and ended up having to be forcibly evicted. There was always some committee or other trying to raise the money to have it reopened but their plans never came to anything. There were all kinds of legends about the Nubia; that it was haunted, mainly, but people will say that about anywhere that’s dark and filthy and old. No one ever noticed anything special about Silas Street. Until the song came out, Silas Street was just an ordinary road.


* * *


“What do you think the words mean?” Angela said. “How can you have a moon landing when you’re not on the moon?”


Pop! magazine was featuring Lorna Samways as Diva of the Month. Angela was unpicking the staples that held the magazine together so she could remove the centre spread without it tearing.


“Lots of pop songs have nonsense lyrics,” I said. “They don’t have to mean anything.”


“Maybe they’re trying to say that Silas Street is like the moon somehow – empty and alien. Or that it seemed that way to Lorna.”


Lorna Samways had a plump moon face and a dimple in one cheek. Her voice was incredible. I went online recently and looked up some of the coverage. One reviewer compared her to the young Janis Joplin.


“She probably didn’t write the song herself,” I said. “Mostly they pay people.”


“Lorna writes all her own songs. She’s a poet as well as a singer.”


I used to like painting birds. I began by copying pictures from books, and progressed from there. I painted in watercolour, in a sketchbook I bought from the art supplies shop in the arcade. I found the paints in the living-room sideboard. I don’t know who they belonged to originally but no one seemed to mind when I took them over. I liked the way the watercolours seemed to blend with the paper but it was the birds themselves that interested me most. I know a lot of artists insist that painting isn’t about what you see but about the paint itself, the quality of line and brushstroke, the effects of colour and light. All I wanted to do was to make a record of the birds I saw. That the record turned out to be in paint was a matter of chance.


Angela would sometimes lie on the floor of my bedroom, turning the pages of the sketchbook as if it were a photo album.


“You could go abroad and paint more birds,” she said once. “Foreign ones. Like the artists who went on the Endeavour with Captain Cook.”


I laughed because what else would I do? There was no way I was going to admit that was exactly the kind of life I sometimes imagined for myself. In the end I was able to paint well enough to consider exhibiting, but by then I had given up on becoming an artist because there was no money in it. There was plenty of money in accountancy, and I had always been able to make sense of numbers without having to think.


Numbers seemed like the best chance I had of getting away.


I don’t remember if Angela’s obsession with aliens began with Amethyst or whether it started before that. What I do remember is that soon after Lorna Samways’s TV interview, Angela insisted we walk up Silas Street and have a proper look at it.


“She wrote about that road for a reason,” she said. “She wouldn’t have picked it at random.”


“She picked it because of how it sounds,” said Angela’s father. “It’s Silas, and Street – the two ‘s’s. That’s called alliteration.” Angela’s father was a taxi driver but he had trained as a teacher. He spoke with a northern accent. When I once asked Angela where her father was born she said she didn’t know. I thought that was odd but then so was Angela.


“How come you don’t know where your own father was born?” I said. “Aren’t you interested?”


“I’ve never thought about it,” said Angela. “He’s my dad, that’s all.”


The first time I met Angela’s father I was convinced I’d seen him before somewhere. Not that there was anything special about him. He was a small, wiry man with thinning hair and bad skin. Yet still there was that feeling of familiarity. He wore steel-rimmed glasses and had strange, almost colourless eyes. His eyes made me nervous, for some reason. Every time he looked at me I wanted to look away.


The idea of us going to have what Angela called a proper look at Silas Street was ridiculous of course, like going to have a proper look at your own living room. At the same time, I could see what she meant. It’s easy to stop noticing the things you see every day. The fact that someone had chosen to put Silas Street into a pop song had made it seem special and not only for Angela. Some people in the town hated ‘Moon Landing’ on principle because it brought in too many tourists but others said that Amethyst had made our home immortal. Comparisons were made with Penny Lane and Bourbon Street and Scarborough Fair and I realised then that these places would be as familiar and ordinary to the people that lived near them as Silas Street was to us.


The top end of Silas Street was broad and well-kept with neat grey kerbstones. Beside the churchyard was a small uneven area of stubbly grass that was sometimes called Silas Green and sometimes Church Green. There were bushes around the green and several trees, beech trees I think they were, lopsided and a bit stunted because of the harsh salt winds that blew up from the sea in winter. A narrow cobbled path ran between the green and the churchyard. In the black-and-white postcards of the town sold in the kiosks along the promenade you could see that at one time Silas Street had been cobbled from top to bottom. When the cobbles at the bottom end were replaced by tarmac I don’t know.


A short way downhill from the church the road became narrower with houses to either side. On the left were half a dozen or so terraced cottages. On the right was a row of slightly larger houses, several of which had been turned into shops – a chemist’s that also sold photo equipment and two antique shops. Of course Angela loved the antique shops. She would stand with her nose pressed against the window gazing in at some old teapot covered in roses or a silver cigarette case engraved in curly letters with the name Maria. She thought things like that were beautiful. I stood and looked with her sometimes but I couldn’t really see the attraction. I’ve never liked old things much. I can never seem to forget they belonged to people who are now dead.


Below the antique shops was a narrow passage called Whitsun Lane, which led off from Silas Street at a right angle, connecting it with Johns Road, where the doctor’s surgery was and the old town hall. Whitsun Lane was too narrow for cars – bollards had been installed at either end to stop them trying to use it. Downhill from Whitsun Lane, Silas Street became shabbier, almost run-down. There was a fish-and-chip shop called the Jolly Roger. One of the small panes of glass in the door to the Jolly Roger had been broken literally since before I was born. There was a square of mouldering hardboard in its place. The Jolly Roger’s yard always stank – something to do with the drains – although their food was excellent.


At the bottom end of Silas Street, where it came out on to Westwind Road by the Nubia Pavilion, there were a couple of larger houses that had been made into flats. These houses were white and well-kept, with hanging flower baskets and large plastic wheelie bins instead of dustbins, but between them and the Jolly Roger, Silas Street was a jumble of tatty three-storey Victorian terraces and breeze-block garages. One of the terraces had a sign outside that said Margaret’s B&B, but the downstairs windows had been boarded up and the gate was padlocked shut. Behind the garages was a dirty alleyway where boys sometimes kicked a football or threw stones at empty beer bottles they hauled out of the dustbins.


“It’s an ancient place,” said Angela. “You can see that.”


“Those garages aren’t old,” I said. “They’re just ugly.”


“But the ground under them is old. There was another road here before, look. I bet if we could get hold of an old map we could find out more.”


She pointed to the concrete at the side of the road and I saw she was right. Where parts of the tarmac had broken away, you could see the remains of a much older road surface, red bricks laid side by side in zigzags, like a parquet floor. I had been behind the garages a million times without ever noticing. Looking at the dirty old bricks gave me the same feeling I had from the stuff in the antique shops, the feeling that I was looking at something dead. It was strange, because I used to walk past St Andrew’s four or five times a week, often using the graveyard as a shortcut to Angela’s without thinking twice about it. Cemeteries and gravestones are at least open about what they’re there for. These other things – the old teapots and the herringbone brick – were like the things you might expect to find inside a haunted house.


* * *


Lorna Samways’s song wasn’t really about aliens or even the moon, at least not that I could see. If ‘Moon Landing’ was about anything at all it was probably a break-up song. Most pop songs are break-up songs but when I suggested that to Angela she said I was wrong.


“It’s not a pop song, for a start,” she said. “It’s a folk song. Folk songs are based on ancient myths and legends.”


“There’s hardly going to be an ancient myth or legend about aliens though, is there?”


“Aliens have been here for centuries. Some people believe humans evolved from aliens, not apes.”


“Something could definitely evolve from whatever’s in those dustbins,” I said. I was trying to lighten the mood but she refused to laugh. Amethyst had brought out their first album by then, Holy Grail. Angela knew all the lyrics by heart. She told me she was going to start writing songs of her own. I went with her to look for a notebook. We must have been into every shop in the arcade. We looked at dozens of notebooks but she refused to buy any of them.


“It’s important to get it right,” she said. “I’ll know it when I see it.”


It was around the time of the notebooks that Angela starting bringing home all those odd magazines, with stories of sightings of UFOs and alien abduction. Angela’s mother hated them.


“You’ll give yourself nightmares, reading rubbish like that,” she said. “At least take them upstairs to your room where I don’t have to look at them.” She lifted one of the magazines from the floor in the breakfast room, holding it by the corner like a soiled handkerchief. As she moved her hands, her rings caught the sunlight, throwing dancing rainbow patterns against the walls. Angela’s mother had beautiful rings, you couldn’t help looking at them. One had a large pink stone that Angela said was amethyst. I thought it was too pale to be amethyst, that it was probably just rose quartz, but I didn’t say anything to Angela. I noticed that Angela’s mother bit her nails.


“You don’t really believe in all that alien stuff, do you?” I asked her, later. I half read, half flicked through an article about a woman in Cromer on the North Norfolk coast. She claimed the manager of the guest house where she worked had been replaced by an alien impostor.


He looks the same and he sounds the same but there’s a smell about him, the woman insisted. Everyone who works here thinks the same but nobody will say. There was a grainy black-and-white photograph of the hotel manager coming out of a supermarket. He was balding and running to fat. He reminded me of the man who ran the pharmacy in the High Street.


“Not all of it,” said Angela. “But there are lots of things that can’t be explained, you have to admit that.”


“That doesn’t mean the explanation has to be aliens.”


“No,” Angela said. “But they might be.”


Then Angela had the idea that we should go to Silas Street after dark. Her mother wanted to put a stop to it but her father said there was nothing to worry about, that we were old enough to make our own decisions.


“I’m in and out of that area all the time, even on a weeknight,” he said. “I can make a detour and bring them home if there’s a problem.” Angela’s father sometimes brought in a casual driver to help cover the evenings during the summer months but mostly he preferred to work alone. When he was off duty he wore old cord trousers and baggy T-shirts but when he was driving he usually wore a shirt and jacket and sometimes a tie. I did wonder why he had given up teaching to become a taxi driver but I didn’t like to ask Angela about it and the truth never occurred to me. There are some things you don’t think about unless they happen to you.


* * *


It was a cold night. I pulled my sleeves down over my hands. We came to the end of Kennmore Terrace, then took the shortcut through the graveyard. The tower of St Andrew’s was bathed in moonlight, and I remember thinking I’d never seen the old stones look that way before, mysterious and powerful. Things always seem different at night.


“It’s beautiful,” said Angela. “Isn’t it?”


“I suppose,” I said. “I’m freezing.”


We turned into Silas Street and began walking down the hill. The air was sharp in my lungs, heavy with ice crystals. There was no one about. From further down the hill I could hear the sound of cars on Westwind Road, a chorus of wolf whistles from the youths who sometimes gathered around the bus shelter by the Nubia Pavilion. Lights had come on in some of the cottages, the lights of people sat in their living rooms, watching TV.


“What are we looking for, exactly?” I said.


“We’re not looking for anything,” said Angela. “We’re experiencing the atmosphere.”


I laughed, hoping she would laugh back, but then I saw she had been distracted by something in one of the antique shops. The shop was called Chalmers. They had a display of antique linen in the window: embroidered pillowcases and handkerchiefs, a Victorian nightdress edged with broderie anglaise.


“My mother had some like that,” Angela said. I assumed at first she was talking about the lace nightgown and I thought how unbearably creepy that would be, wearing clothing that had belonged to a dead person, especially a nightgown. Then I realised it wasn’t the linen she was looking at, but a bone china coffee cup that had been placed among the items of linen like a stage prop. The cup was cylindrical, decorated with a design of exotic birds and a narrow band of gold below the rim. The saucer had the same gold line running around the place where you put the cup. As I hunkered down to look at it more closely I saw the saucer was cracked.


“Does your mum collect old china, then?” I asked. I wasn’t that interested – in Angela’s mother or the china – but Angela appeared so fixated on the display window it seemed wrong to ignore her.


“Not really,” said Angela. “The cups are broken now anyway. She smashed them against the wall.” Angela placed her hand against the window, blocking out the cup. Her hand looked tiny, bluish-white, like a starfish that had been washed up on the beach. When she removed her hand from the glass you could still see the misted outlines of her fingers. I wondered if it was true, what she said. Angela’s mother wore long floating dresses made of Indian cotton. She always sounded slightly breathless when she answered the phone. I couldn’t imagine her as the kind of person who went in for smashing things.


“All mothers are mad,” she said then. “Have you noticed?”


Her eyes had a distant look, as if she was thinking about something else.


“Can we go back now?” I said. Her words had stunned me.


“Not yet,” she said. She seemed to come back to herself. “Not until we’ve been all the way down to the promenade.”


The Jolly Roger was closed. In summer it was open every day but during the off-season they seemed to shut up shop whenever they felt like it. The dingy concrete yard stank whatever time of year it was.


“There’s no one here,” Angela said.


“What did you expect?” I said. I couldn’t get her words about mad mothers out of my head. I had never spoken to her or to anyone about my mother’s dementia and all I could think was that she had found out somehow, that her words were some kind of taunt, though that wouldn’t have been like Angela at all.


She was trotting down the hill ahead of me and I remember thinking that her red woollen coat was the exact colour of Heinz tomato soup. She had worn the same coat for as long as I could remember and it was too small for her. I watched as she disappeared into the narrow passageway that cut through to behind the garages. By the time I reached the garage block, Angela had disappeared.


Most of the garages were made from breeze blocks, with up-and-over steel doors. Two were of the older kind, built from reddish brick and with wooden doors. One of them was padlocked shut but the other you could break into easily because one of the doors was hanging off its hinges. When I peered inside I could see what looked like piles of cardboard boxes and, propped against one wall, an old bike. I stood still and listened, rubbing my hands together to warm them and trying to work out where Angela had got to. There were security lights on everywhere but I was beginning to feel freaked out. The garage block was invisible from the main road, a great place for getting mugged or even worse. I wanted to call out for Angela but I was worried about who else might be creeping around there in the dark.


I went into the garage because there was nowhere else to look. There was a strong smell of creosote, and loads of other stuff besides the boxes: folding garden furniture, tea chests full of newspaper, rusty pitchforks and broken spades, the usual rubbish people store in garages. There was a moped beneath a tarpaulin but no Angela. At least that was what I thought. Then I heard the sound of someone breathing.


I flipped round immediately and saw the outline of a figure, standing over by the cardboard boxes. There was no time to be afraid, and it took me only a couple of seconds in any case to realise the figure was Angela. I could see her coat in the light from outside, her wavy hair, but the way she was standing – so still – made her seem unlike herself, not quite real.


I said her name and started towards her but still she didn’t move. I blew air into her face. I didn’t dare touch her. I thought she might shatter like glass. Suddenly she moaned, and then began to speak. Her voice was high and piping, the voice of a child.


“I know they’re here,” she said. “They won’t let me leave.”


I felt freezing right through to my skin. I stepped away from her and rested my hands on the shrouded moped. I felt icy water spreading across my palm.


“That’s nonsense,” I said. “There’s nothing here apart from all this junk.”


I turned back towards her, trying to face her down. Then I realised there was something else inside the garage after all, something that scuttled away from me out of the light. Hard air punched into my lungs and I almost ran for it but then I saw that the monster was only a cat, a scrawny-looking, long-limbed tabby. Its eyes were golden and it looked furious. When it saw me staring it arched and hissed. I managed a laugh. The animal darted away.


“That’s all you saw,” I said. “A stupid cat.” I took her arm.


“Let’s get out of here,” I said. “You’re cold.”


She put both arms around me, gripping me tightly as if she were drowning. All I could think was that if we’d really been in the sea we would both have gone down.


“I didn’t know what it would be like,” she said. “I never realised I would be so frightened.”


Her voice at least had gone back to normal. She was still hugging me but I could feel her body begin to relax. When I finally got her outside she looked up at the moon.


“It’s all still here,” she said. She let me go so suddenly I almost fell down.


“Aren’t you cold?” she added, and it was only then that I realised I had come out without my coat. I tugged the sleeves of my sweatshirt back down over my hands, huffed dragon’s breath through parted lips and watched the clouds of moisture escape into the dark. On Westwind Road a group of teenagers sat in a row on the steps of the Nubia Pavilion, smoking roll-ups. They ignored us totally. We started climbing back up the hill. We went the long way round this time, avoiding the cemetery. Eventually we reached the turning into Kennmore Terrace.


“Here we are, then,” I said. “I told you we wouldn’t find anything.”


“Could I stay round at yours tonight?” Angela said. She glanced at me quickly and then looked away. The unexpectedness of her question caught me off guard. Of course I wanted to say yes of course you can you muppet, to grab her by the hand, to drag her to safety, to sit up all night gabbling about aliens if that was what she wanted. But the gulf between the possible and the permitted seemed too wide to cross.


“Best not, really,” I said finally. I looked down at the ground. “My mother hasn’t been well, you see.” I felt ashamed, as if I’d betrayed her. It never occurred to me that I could confide in her, that I could explain. How different things might have been for both of us, if I had.


“Will you be OK?” I said instead. I could not stop thinking about the way her voice had changed, back there in the garage, her terror at nothing. Angela smiled and looked away down the road.


“Course,” she said. “I’m sorry about your mum.”


I walked with her as far as her house. There was a light on in the porch, and as we stood there saying goodbye, Angela’s father came out on to the step. He waved at me, but said nothing. Angela ran off up the garden path and then the two of them disappeared inside.


I remember thinking how nice it was, that her father was looking out for her, making sure she was safe.


My dad didn’t look out for me because he didn’t have time.


* * *


Angela was off school the next day. Her mother rang in and said she had a cold. After the weirdness in the garage I wasn’t surprised. She started being off a lot more after that though, until it reached the point where she was away from school more often than she was there. She began to get behind in her lessons. Angela changed towards me too. I should have been worried but instead I was angry. I felt she had abandoned me for some reason. It never occurred to me to wonder what was really going on.


In the end her absences grew so frequent that one of the teachers kept her behind after class and asked her how things were at home. No one talked about child abuse back then. These days they give teachers checklists of things to look out for: altered patterns of behaviour, increased absence, a drop in grades. Angela displayed all the classic signs – she was a walking textbook of signs – but even so it was more than a year before anything was said.


Angela’s father moved out of Kennmore Terrace for a while but he never faced charges. Angela was sent away to what was known as a residential educational facility for vulnerable teenagers. Special school was what they would have called it in the old days. The teachers said it was for her own protection, but it seemed more like a cover-up, even at the time. I had no idea what was about to happen until after everything had been decided because by then there was hardly a day when she wasn’t off school.


I remember I saw Angela’s mother once, coming out of the headmistress’s office carrying a pile of textbooks and a stack of coloured folders. Her head was lowered over the books and a strand of hair hung into her eyes. Her hair was blond, wavy like Angela’s but lighter in colour. I don’t know if she saw me. I turned away before she could catch my eye.


A couple of months after she started at Raymont, Angela sent me a postcard, sealed in an envelope. The envelope had been franked, not stamped, as if somebody had posted it for her. The postcard was of Lorna Samways, dressed in a T-shirt and jeans with her guitar resting in her lap. The guitar was black, a twelve-string acoustic flatback, her trademark instrument. I remember Angela had got the postcards by sending off a coupon from one of her music magazines. The back of the postcard was covered in Angela’s writing, so familiar and yet at the same time completely strange. She went on and on about her new school, happenings and people and sayings I had never heard of. I felt I was reading a letter from an alien planet.


There was no return address, but I wrote a letter anyway and addressed it to Angela at simply ‘Raymont’, and the name of the town. I put a card in with the letter, a postcard I bought in the arcade, with seagulls on it. I wasn’t sure what to put in the letter so I told Angela I’d decided to drop my biology and art A levels and do computer science and maths instead. I waited and hoped for a reply but it was more than two years before I heard from her again.


* * *


I happened to see a TV interview with Lorna Samways a couple of years ago. Amethyst had broken up more than a decade before but Lorna Samways was still performing, still writing songs. She’s known mostly as a folk musician now, which is what she always was, I suppose. The interviewer asked her how her old band got its name and was it true that she had violet-coloured eyes. Lorna Samways laughed. She sounded carefree and natural, and seemed barely to have aged since her Pop! years.


“People always ask me that,” she said. “But my eyes are actually blue. Amethyst is my birthstone. My birthday’s in February. I’m a Pisces.”


She added that amethyst was said to be a protection against drunkenness, and that the stone was named after a woman in one of the Greek myths, who was changed into a pillar of quartz by the goddess Diana, to save her from being eaten by tigers. The god Bacchus had poured wine over the quartz and stained it purple, for some reason. “My song ‘Cup of Roses’ is based on that story,” she said. Samways was going to sing ‘Cup of Roses’ live in the studio but I switched off while she was tuning up. She still had her trademark twelve-stringed guitar. I realised I couldn’t bear to hear her play.


When the interviewer asked her what it had been like to have a Top Ten single at the age of nineteen, Lorna Samways laughed again.


“I never thought about it like that,” she said. “I just wanted to write songs. What happened afterwards was lucky because it meant I could write more songs without having to worry about where the money was going to come from. But the important thing for me has always been the songs.”


I wondered if the interviewer would ask her about the town she grew up in but he didn’t. He probably thought Silas Street was an invention, a place name Lorna Samways had made up. After switching off the television I looked up ‘amethyst’ on the internet. There were hundreds of links, for both the semi-precious stone and the band. I discovered that as well as being a charm against drunkenness, amethyst could also temper evil spirits, help to overcome addiction and stabilise mental illness. Amethyst was the touchstone for sincerity, a protection against poisoners and thieves.


* * *


I couldn’t find my coat anywhere. I thought I’d maybe left it at school but it wasn’t there either. I had to wear my mother’s old coat instead, a button-up woollen thing with a herringbone pattern, a garment I hated because it was ancient and because it was hers.


When I went back to the garage block a couple of months later I told myself I had gone to look for my parka, but I think I knew already that it wouldn’t be there. God knows what happened to it. I don’t know why I went back to the garages, other than that I missed Angela. I suppose I thought it would be something to tell her about, later, once we were together again. No one had thought to tell me she wouldn’t be coming back, that she would be staying on at Raymont until she finished school.


It was a foul evening, windy and wet. I hadn’t thought to bring an umbrella. The ghastly herringbone coat flapped damply against the backs of my knees. The broken tarmac was slicked with oil, making rainbows beneath the security lights. Rain dripped from the guttering. As I stepped between the puddles I noticed the door with the broken hinge was wide open, held in place with half a breeze block. The garage itself had been cleared out – the boxes and tea chests, the moped, all of it gone. My parka was gone too, if it had ever been there, which it hadn’t. No sign of the cat.


I folded my arms across my chest. It was cold in the garage, much colder than I remembered. There was a deep crack in the concrete floor, running the length of the garage and down between my feet. I didn’t remember it being there before. A large black beetle emerged from a gap in the wall and began its painstaking journey across the concrete desert. When it reached the crack it seemed to hesitate for a second before toppling in. I stepped forward, trying to see where the insect had gone, but it had disappeared.


I shivered. I had no idea what Angela had sensed when she was in the garage, what she thought she had seen, and I did not want to know. That was when I realised I was not alone. I should have been terrified but to be honest I felt relieved. The man in the doorway was the last person I was expecting to see but the atmosphere of the place was so unnerving any human company was better than none.


He stepped inside the door, the dense yellow light from the security lamps outside transforming the lenses of his spectacles into steel-rimmed mirrors.


“Jane,” he said. “I’m sorry if I startled you. I saw you come down the road.”


I knew that Angela’s father’s name was Ian but I had never called him by it. He spoke softly and quickly, almost in a monotone, as if he was afraid we were being spied on.


“It wasn’t like you think,” he said. “I’m not that kind of person.” He took a step forward. He was holding out his hands to me in a beseeching, almost desperate manner that was somehow more terrifying than if he’d begged and screamed. Maybe he thought he could convince me, get me on his side. Men like him never change.


“Get away from me,” I said. “Or I’ll go to the police.”


He glanced quickly over his shoulder, and I realised I could smell the fear on him, the acrid odour of underarm sweat. He looked about to say something else but then thought better of it. He turned abruptly and walked away without another word.


I looked down at the ground. The concrete floor was spattered with oil but there was no monster crack, just a thread-like, twisting mark like a broken vein. I supposed the crack had been a trick of the light. Not that it mattered.


I went back outside, then ran home through the churchyard. I wished Angela was with me. She would have had an explanation for the disappearing crack, that it was a time-rift, or the secret gateway to an alien planet. The kinds of ideas you’re supposed to grow out of, only she never did.


* * *


The Nubia Pavilion had finally been refurbished. It’s a four-star hotel now, believe it or not, soft leather armchairs in the lobby and a marble floor.


“I’m surprised they get enough people coming here to keep the place running,” I said to Angela. “It must cost a bomb.”


“It’s very popular, actually,” said Angela. “The tourists love it. The tiled floor in the restaurant is an exact copy of the Victorian original. They were able to save some of the old tiles and re-lay them in the downstairs cloakroom. I have coffee in the lounge there sometimes. I like the atmosphere.”


She was thinner. The veins stood out like wires on the backs of her hands. She had kept her hair long – it trailed slightly below her shoulders – but it had begun to go grey. She was wearing glasses – round, steel-rimmed spectacles just like her father’s.


“I only use them for reading,” she said. At some point she took off the glasses and tucked them into the pocket of her skirt. The skirt was a patchwork of colours, the kind her mother used to wear. I supposed it might even have been her mother’s. I’ve always hated the idea of wearing dead people’s clothing but that isn’t the sort of thing that would bother Angela.


The first of her postcards reached me at college. How she found out my address I have no idea but I was glad to receive it. After that they came more regularly, although sometimes a year would go by with nothing and I would think that was the last of her. The cards were old seaside postcards, photographs of places I know now she has never been to and probably never will. Some of the cards were sepia-tinted, yellowed around the edges, and I supposed she had picked them up at the junk shop in the arcade.


On the backs of the cards she had copied poems. I tried looking up the source of them, in poetry anthologies and on the internet. It never crossed my mind she had written them herself.


My replies were filled with pleasantries and inconsequential news, the bland and careful letters of someone who has made a friend later in life and isn’t certain whether it is safe to relax their guard. I told her nothing of substance or importance about my life. The letters were just a way of holding on. I wondered how much of Angela there really was left or whether I was making her up as I went along.


“I work at Chalmers,” she said. “You know, the antique shop on Silas Street, the one closest to St Andrew’s.”


“Are you the manager?” I said.


“I suppose so. There’s nothing to manage really. I just like old things.”


She spoke as if this were something I didn’t already know, as if we had only just met. My heart ached in my chest and I felt like crying. I sensed the desert of years between us, the unbridgeable vastness of things that could not be said. I wanted to tell her that I was sorry, that I should have tried to do something, that I should have known. But I had not known. We had been children. That was the horror.


Before driving up to Kennmore Terrace I parked the car in one of the half-hour spaces across from the Nubia Pavilion. The wind coming off the sea smelled fresh and clean. At the bottom of Silas Street there was a new brick wall and the entrance to a fifty-space car park, Hotel Patrons Only. The alleyway and the garages were gone. I imagined bulldozers and hammer drills, tearing up the old cracked concrete and the breeze blocks and the herringbone brickwork. The idea should have comforted me but it didn’t. While I was standing there a good-looking young guy in linen trousers and a raw silk shirt came out of the Nubia Pavilion and strode towards one of the cars. The car was beautiful and very expensive, a Jaguar convertible.


“Can I help you?” he said. “You look lost.”


“No, thank you,” I said. “I’m waiting for someone, that’s all.”


He nodded and climbed into his car. I waited until he had driven away then crossed the road back to my own car. I thought about how easy it is to invent reasons for things, lies that seem less troubling than the truth.


* * *


My mother died the year after I graduated. She never knew I had passed my degree, that I got a 2:1. She had not even spoken my name for the past eight years. Angela’s mother died of an overdose, and Angela inherited the house on Kennmore Terrace. The inside was more or less exactly as I remembered – the old upright piano, the oak veneer sideboard, the Habitat chairs. There were postcards propped up on the mantelpiece, sepia-tinted photographs like the ones she had sent to me. Stood in among them was a photo of Angela and her father in a gilt-edged frame.


It was Christmas in the picture. There was a blurred foil tree in the background and Angela’s father was wearing a tissue paper crown. He had his arm around her shoulders. Angela in the photo looked a similar age to what she was now. Her father looked older but little changed: scrawny and innocuous and pale. They were both wearing their glasses. If I hadn’t known better I might almost have said they were brother and sister.


“I’ve tried writing songs about what happened,” Angela said. “I’ve been trying to write about it for most of my life.”


She had put down her teacup and was looking at me looking at the photograph and so of course I thought it was her father she was talking about, the monstrous thing he had done to her, the fact that he was an abuser and a criminal. I could feel myself blushing. I had no idea what to say, how we could possibly make things right between us, but it turned out that wasn’t what she meant at all. She opened the sideboard and took out a pile of notebooks. The covers were soft and pliable, variously made of cardboard and coloured plastic. I recognised her handwriting, that anodyne too-perfect script, so like a child’s.


I had never learned to read music. The notes on the five ruled lines were just dots to me. I ignored them and read the words.




Stone heart


What happens when


A stone heart opens


Stone hearts crush everything


And don’t know


What they’ve done





As well as the notebooks she had a recorder. I watched her fit it together, the three sections sliding into each other like parts of an antique machine. The wood was dark and polished like old furniture. The sound that came out of the instrument was deeper than I had expected, a low brown softness that was like the wood. She played me the song about the stone heart called ‘Cold Night’, then some of the others. She played for what seemed a long time. Near the end she made a sound on the recorder that was like a bird twittering. I don’t know how the sound was produced, whether it was a technique she had made up herself or whether someone had taught her. I watched her hands fluttering above the key-holes, the thin nervous fingers, and remembered her mother’s breathless voice and bitten nails. I wanted to tell Angela she should get her songs typed up and sent to a publisher but I didn’t. There seemed so little of her. The songs were really all she had left.


“What was in the garage?” I asked her, before I left. “What did you see?”


“I can’t remember,” she said. Her voice was wistful, almost perplexed. “I remember it was very cold that night, but that’s all.”


She looked old to me then. I wondered how I seemed to her.


“You must come and visit,” I said. “Soon.”


“I would like that very much,” she said. She smiled, then pushed back her hair and put on her glasses. It was only then that I noticed the ring she wore, the faceted stone in the gold setting that had belonged to her mother, the one I’d thought was rose quartz. I realised I had been wrong about that. I’d remembered the stone as pink, but when I looked at it now I saw it was purple, true amethyst.




HEROES


The sound of the blaring horn used to make him cry. Wail, was how his mother described it. Fin had always been a sensitive child.


Fin’s father left the depot at seven when he was on the London run. In winter it was still dark. Fin’s mother used to trudge out to the ring road every morning to wave him off, even if it was pouring with rain. Fin went with her of course, in his sling when he was a baby and then in the pushchair and finally, when he was old enough, on foot. Fin had never been to the city but all through the winter months he would visit it nightly in his dreams. Cloaked figures lurked shadily in doorways, sniggering, the streets aglow with a murky orange light. Fin told no one about the dreams, not even his mother. As winter turned to spring the nightmares grew less frequent. Eventually they stopped altogether, although the idea of London remained, like its twin death-knell syllables, grubby and threatening.


Fin’s mother’s name was Romany, though most people called her Ro. The early morning walks to the ring road continued until Finlay went to secondary school. Ro still got up to make him breakfast but instead of walking out to the ring road she would sit at the kitchen table, staring into space. Finlay used to bunk off school occasionally, just so he could walk out to the depot as they used to do and wave to his father high up in the cab as he thundered by.


One time in early April, Fin saw Ro standing in her old place at the edge of the road, the HGVs lumbering past her, casting an orange glow across her face. As Wal Carter’s Leyland hurtled towards her down the outside lane, she raised her hand. The lorry rumbled by, sounding its horn. Ro stood gazing after it, keeping her eyes on its lights until they were lost, the first rays of morning sunlight caught in her hair. When the vehicle was out of sight, she walked back down the hill. Finlay kept still, crouched down behind the row of sheds on the Bounds Hill allotments. He didn’t come out into the open until after she was gone.


* * *


‘Locals Fight Rearguard Action in Allotment Feud’
by Lesley Wittenshaw
[Threep and Somerville Gazette, Thursday, 5 March 2006.]




Residents of Raisin Terrace, Threep, and members of the Bounds Hill Allotments Trust disrupted a council meeting in Sheffield yesterday as an act of protest in the continuing row surrounding the proposed compulsory purchase of Raisin Terrace, together with the adjoining Greenfield site known as the Bounds Hill allotments, the proposed site for a state-of-the-art recycling facility and wood-fired incinerator.


“The cottages in Raisin Terrace are in excellent condition,” said Mrs Eliza Burton, who together with her husband Tom has lived on Raisin Terrace for twenty-five years. “Many of them have been recently refurbished. To call this a slums clearance programme is an insult, frankly. We call this country a democracy, yet here we have a situation where ordinary people are being forced out of their homes against their will.” She went on to say that the proposed rehousing of Raisin Terrace residents in executive townhouses on the Nannerfield estate was yet one more unneeded example of the high-handed arrogance routinely practised by the Tory-led city council. Others among the protesters were quick to agree with her.


“You can’t force people to live where they don’t choose to,” stated cutlery salesman Horace Wilbur, himself a long-time resident of Raisin Terrace and member of BHAT. “I thought Stalinism was dead. Looks like I was wrong.”


When questioned about the proposals, Councillor Peter Godwin remained circumspect. “I want to stress to residents that no final decision on the future of Raisin Terrace has yet been taken and it goes without saying that the opinions of local people shall remain central to the decision-making process. It is not the physical condition of dwellings that is at issue here, but the requirements of the village as a whole. Nobody disputes the need for a new incinerator and recycling facility and there is a strong argument that the position of the Bounds Hill allotments, separated from the village by the A399, would make it the least disruptive option. To construct the facility closer to the centre of Threep would present considerable obstacles and there is little question that the Bounds Hill allotments are an anomaly.”





* * *


“An anomaly, he calls it,” said Marten. He folded the paper in half and set it down on the kitchen table. “I’ll anomaly him all right.”


“What’s an anomaly?” asked Fin. He knew what the word meant already, more or less, but he liked listening to Marten explain things.


“Something irregular or abnormal. Something that doesn’t fit.”


Finlay had never asked if Marten was his given name or his surname. Marten himself had seemed more concerned with how it was spelled. “Everyone gets it wrong. They always put an ‘i’ instead of an ‘e’.” Marten had printed his name carefully in black biro on the back of an envelope. The ‘e’ made the name look foreign, Finlay thought. Gave it something extra. Something anomalous.


Fin first met Marten on the Bounds Hill allotments. Marten had asked him why he wasn’t in school and Finlay had told him he didn’t have any lessons until after lunch. “I’m going in later,” Fin said. “The teachers don’t mind.”


None of this was strictly true but there was truth in it, a truth Marten seemed to intuit and to find acceptable. After that they became friends. Marten lived at 14 Raisin Terrace and he kept racing pigeons. There were often articles in the local paper predicting the end of the Bounds Hill allotments but so far the patch of land with its lean-tos and polytunnels remained intact. Raisin Terrace was the last road in Threep. Behind the cottages there were long back gardens and beyond the gardens were the Bounds Hill allotments. Beyond the allotments was the A399. The reason the territory was under threat, Marten insisted, was because it seemed to belong neither to the village nor to the countryside.


“It’s like a no man’s land,” said Marten. “A zone of detente between people and machines. Do you know what detente is, young man?”


“Like with China and America. They’re choosing not to get into a trade war because it’s better for both of them.”


Marten nodded. “It’s difficult to know who’s winning up there. If you close your eyes you can almost hear the guns.”


He spoke slowly and seemed to pay each word individual attention. It was almost as if he tasted words, as a chef might taste a sauce or a glass of wine.


“The noise of the traffic, you mean?” said Finlay.


“The traffic, and something else. A sound that never stops, not even at night.”


“What kind of sound?”


“The sound of the Universe unfolding,” said Marten. “I can hear it turning over in its sleep.”


From the cracked concrete path that ran down the centre of the allotments you could see the flyover and the hard shoulder and the traffic streaming down the A399. Finlay tried to imagine what the allotments must look like from the air: a tiny green thumbprint in the middle of a tangle of concrete ribbons. He wondered what Marten meant about the Universe and its sleep patterns. The books he liked best were novels set in foreign countries such as Alex Garland’s The Beach or Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, books that seemed to suggest that people could lose their sanity by getting too close to nature. Finlay wondered how the writers of such novels might feel about the A399 ring road and its untidy, threatened, greenish zone of detente.


There had been a pile-up on the ring road five years ago, with twenty-five vehicles destroyed and six people killed. Finlay had been eleven at the time. Two boys from further down the estate, Darren Baker and Carl Sillitoe, had dashed by the Carters’ windows on the way to the scene. The curtains had been drawn but Finlay had recognised them by the sound of their voices, made shrill with excitement, and also by the swear words they used. Swear words were like a universal language; everybody used them but everybody used them differently. Soon after that he heard the sound of police sirens and ambulances. Fin had wanted to run down to the allotments to see what was going on but Ro had ordered him to stay indoors.


The allotments closest to the ring road were mostly abandoned. Mouldering sheds loomed amongst the shoulder-high weeds, overrun with spiders and feral cats. In summer the overgrown grass hummed steadily with the sound of insects. There was a smell of sage and cow parsley and hot asphalt. On the ring road, an endless procession of motorhomes and caravans headed west towards the Peak District and the Welsh Marches. The rhythm of thousands of wheels was like a stampede.


Marten liked to collect seeds off the abandoned allotments, poppy seeds and cornflower and teasel and different kinds of grass. He separated the different seeds into cardboard envelopes, each one labelled with the name of the plant it would grow into. Fin wondered if the plants that grew closest to the road might be contaminated. When you rested your face against the stands of willowherb and campion and ragwort they smelled tart and green like the rocket salad his mother made sometimes, but it was hard to tell if any of them were really clean. Nuclear fallout was colourless and odourless. So was carbon monoxide or bottled helium. Their science teacher Mr Bara brought a cylinder of helium to school once to use in an experiment. When he went out of the room to fetch a tape measure, Carl Sillitoe had dashed to the front of the class and sucked a mouthful of the gas direct from the small brass tap that controlled the outflow from the cylinder. When Mr Bara demanded to know what he was doing, Sillitoe had gabbled nothing, sir and the rest of the class had exploded into laughter. Sillitoe’s voice had been transformed into the voice of a space alien: high and liquid and flawless and not of this world.


“What the fuck?” he said, throwing out his hands. Mr Bara told him the classroom was no place for obscene language and to return to his seat immediately. Finlay had found the whole episode both hilarious and terrifying. The helium was invisible, yet it had changed Carl Sillitoe into someone he didn’t recognise.


* * *


Ro stood at the kitchen table twisting her rings, the gold wedding band and ruby engagement ring on her fourth finger, the iridescent opal on the third. Wal Carter had given her the opal to celebrate their fifteenth wedding anniversary. Before the opal she had worn a different ring on that finger, a chunk of tawny amber in a silver setting. Fin hadn’t seen it since the arrival of the opal. He wondered, in a distracted way, what had happened to it.


They were arguing about what Finlay intended to do when he entered the sixth form.


“You need to make up your mind,” Ro said. “Why don’t we go up to the school, have a chat with your teachers.”


“I don’t have to decide yet,” Fin said. “There’s still plenty of time.” He had thought about taking a year out instead, hitching a ride on a lorry and heading south. Finding a job, the crappier the better. Maybe even going to college in another town. What town he had no idea, and that was the point. Fin had lived in Threep all his life. He had barely ventured beyond the ring road. He dwelled on this fact more and more, though up until that summer it had never bothered him.


Threep had a Sheffield postcode but the ring road kept it divided from the city proper. Property prices were more affordable and Wal Carter had been keen to buy there because the village was convenient for the depot. The house he and Ro eventually settled on was a large red end-of-terrace on Barraclough Road. Barraclough Road ran off the high street, and was far enough from the ring road to be almost desirable.


Ro’s parents lived in a village called Fulton, not far from Guildford. Fulton had a recreation ground and a farmer’s market. Its high street was lined with cafes and antiques shops. Hugh and Shirley Woolerton had never been inside the house on Barraclough Road. Ro went south to visit them twice a year. When Fin was younger he had gone with her but now he mostly stayed behind, he and his father living on takeaways until Ro came home.


“She met him in Buxton,” Finlay told Marten. “It was a Saturday, in August. She was on holiday with her parents. She went into a shop to ask for directions. Dad just happened to be there.” He didn’t know why he was telling Marten except that Marten liked stories. When Marten listened, he looked straight at you, as if what you were saying was important, as if it really mattered.


Fin himself had heard the story many times, from Ro.


“I ran right into him,” she said. “It was like running into a wall.” Each time she told the story the details were different, but it always ended with Wal Carter sprinting across the road in front of a car.


“The car was blue, I remember that. I never did know the make.”


Wal Carter had sworn at the car and tapped on the rear window of the Woolertons’ Ford Granada until Ro wound it down. Then he asked for her phone number.


“His clothes smelled of creosote, or tarmac. I can never smell those smells without thinking of him.”


“Lorry drivers have a certain reputation,” said Marten. “You might even call them highwaymen. New-fangled knights in armour on fifty-ton steeds.”


“I think she liked the way he saw her, and just went for it,” said Finlay. “She liked the way he didn’t care what anyone thought.”


Most people thought Wal Carter’s Christian name was Walter but in fact it was Walesa, after Lech Walesa, the hero of the Gdansk shipyards. Wal had had his birth-name altered by deed poll at the beginning of the eighties. Finlay was curious about what his father had been called before that but it seemed rude to ask. He had no doubt that Marten would know a lot about what had happened behind the Iron Curtain but felt wary of broaching the subject. It would have felt like going behind his father’s back.


“She wants me to decide on my A levels,” he said instead.


“She walks like a queen, your mother,” said Marten. “Like a thoroughbred horse.”


Fin hid his face in the grass. It smelled bitter and rank, as if one of the feral cats had scalded it with urine. Marten spoke about his mother as if he knew her. Fin felt that Marten had no right to the things he said. He turned over on his back. A puffy white cloud was hovering above him, high in the sky.


“Have you always raced pigeons?” he said at last. He wanted to ask Marten what his job had been before he retired but putting the question so directly didn’t seem right.


“I don’t know about always,” said Marten. “But I’ve been raising and racing birds for many years.” He was ringing a bird, slipping a numbered metal band on to its leg. Marten held the pigeon in the crook of his arm. It extended its legs towards him, yellow toes scrabbling. Marten pinched the toes of one foot together and slipped on the ring. The pigeon was gunmetal grey with gold-rimmed eyes.


“1503,” said Marten. “Ginette Neveu.” He recorded the name and number in a shiny black notebook. “Do you know who Ginette Neveu was?” When Finlay shook his head, Marten told him that Neveu had been a world-famous violinist who had died in a plane crash.


“Don’t you think it’s unlucky,” said Finlay. “Giving her that name?” He put out a finger and touched the pigeon’s head, the feathers closely packed and soft like eiderdown. Marten’s pigeons were not like the scruffy, misshapen street pigeons that stuttered around the feet of shoppers in the supermarket car park. They were lean and sleek, their necks longer and their beaks a brighter yellow. They came to Marten’s hand like children, or dogs.


“The air is a theatre of war,” said Marten. “Anyone who ventures there is brave.” He opened his hands and the bird flapped free. He ran a finger down its back, making it tremble and preen. “Ginette Neveu lived and died by her vocation. Nothing is more honourable than that.”


“How old was she when she died?”


“Thirty,” said Marten. “She was a musical prodigy.”


Finlay wondered if Marten also had been some kind of genius, though the idea of him playing a musical instrument was hard to sustain. Marten’s hands were spade-shaped and boxlike, with short, stubby fingers. They were almost a workman’s hands, yet the thought of Marten engaged in manual labour seemed just as absurd.


“Can I come and see her off,” Fin said. “The next time she’s in a race?” He had no idea what happened on the day of a pigeon race, but suddenly he was eager to find out. He imagined birds careering down the sky like horses, galloping. It seemed unlikely that birds could be trained to be competitive but he supposed they would have to be. He didn’t want to look foolish in front of Marten.


“That one won’t race for a while, she’s still too young.”


Finlay blushed.


“Hero’s the bird I fly now,” Marten added. “People get her name wrong, too.”


Finlay said nothing. He thought it was wisest to wait until Marten said what he meant, and after a moment’s silence, Marten did. He told Fin that Hero was a character from Greek mythology. “Hero was a woman,” he said. “Her lover was named Leander.”


“Was she a goddess?”


“No, a mortal woman, a priestess, though she did have psychic powers. She was handmaiden to the oracle at the temple of Aphrodite in Sestos. Leander was a nobleman who came to Sestos with his friends to celebrate a religious festival. He fell in love with Hero the moment he saw her.”


An image came suddenly to Finlay of his father, running across the road in front of a car.


“Hero was sworn to remain a virgin,” said Marten. “But not because the Greeks were prudes. They believed that to lose one’s virtue was to give up one’s power.” He paused. “Hero risked everything to be with Leander. But Leander also risked everything to be with Hero, because to defile a priestess was to lose one’s honour. He began to visit her secretly, at night. He used to swim to her across the Hellespont, a narrow stretch of water but treacherous because of its tides. On the nights Leander came to her, Hero lit a lantern in her window. The lamp was just a wick dipped in oil but Hero was able to make it shine with a preternatural light. As her powers began to fade, the candle grew dimmer, until finally one night it went out completely. Leander lost his bearings. He was dragged under by the current and quickly drowned. As his body was brought ashore, Hero threw herself into the Hellespont and was drowned also. In Ovid’s version of the myth the lovers come back to life again as birds.”


Finlay had heard of the Hellespont because he had seen a film at school about Gallipoli and knew it was the ancient name for the Dardanelles. Their history teacher, Mr Jayston, had shown them a map of the coastline on the overhead projector.


“The Dardanelles Strait,” he had said. “Thirty-eight miles long and four miles wide. The middle point is narrowest – only a quarter mile – but the sea there is three hundred feet deep.” He had traced the blue line of water with the tip of a pencil and then shown them more images, of castles and fortifications on the shore.


“Do you always name your birds after people that die?” Finlay asked Marten.


“All people die. It’s how they live that counts.”


Hero was white all over except for the tips of her wings, which were silver-grey. When Marten took her from the loft she did not struggle or flap as the younger birds did, but nestled quietly between his palms.


“I had to sell her brother Leander,” said Marten. “I didn’t want to but I was short of funds. I was offered a great deal of money for him and I was glad to take it. I found out later who the money had come from and I wasn’t so glad, but by then it was too late. I couldn’t have afforded to pay it back in any case.”


“Who had the money come from?”


“Someone I used to know. I don’t know where he is now, if he’s even alive.”


* * *


There was a girl in Finlay’s class called Katerina Ismailov. Her parents had come to Threep from Bosnia and her mother was a cleaner at the school. Both her parents spoke with accents but Katerina had lived in the village since she was three and sounded the same as all the other kids. She had pale blond hair and almost no eyebrows.


On the night after Marten told him the story of Hero and Leander, Finlay dreamed that Katerina Ismailov was sitting beside him in the cab of his father’s lorry. They were on their way to the transit depot in Nottingham. When he woke up it was just getting light. He knew at once that his mother was not in the house. Ro rarely played music or listened to the radio, even when she thought she was alone. But the silence around her was somehow full, replete with tawny colours like the light of an autumn evening. The silence without her was different: unstable and brittle as glass.


There was post on the mat, some of it addressed to him. The envelopes contained prospectuses he hadn’t sent for from colleges he hadn’t heard of. The brochures had shiny covers and smelled of new paper. Inside there were tables of contents with chapter headings like Admissions, College Facilities and Entry Requirements. There were photographs of young people sitting in front of computer monitors or being shown how to handle medical equipment. Fin slid the brochures back into their envelopes and went to the fridge. He poured milk into a glass then drank half of it straight down, feeling it coat his tongue and the roof of his mouth. When Ro came in she looked composed and unhurried, as if she had been up and about for several hours. She glanced down at the table, at the half-empty milk glass and the pile of opened envelopes.


“I know it’s too soon to think about university,” she said. “But I thought if you saw what options were available it might make it easier for you to decide. To decide which courses interest you, I mean. Then you’d know which A levels to take.” She took off her coat and laid it on the back of a chair. “I went for a walk up by the allotments,” she said. “I had a chat with your friend.”


Friend. For a moment Finlay imagined Katerina Ismailov with her pale, mouse-breath eyebrows, her wooden pencil case that was really an old cigar box with a picture of Fidel Castro on the front. Then he realised Ro was talking about Marten.


“He’s got sunflowers growing up there,” she said. “He says he wants them for the seeds.”


When a sunflower went to seed its face crusted over. If you scraped your fingernails across its surface the striped seeds fell off in handfuls, like solid rain. Marten used a tray to catch them, a battered piece of tin with the Maxwell House coffee logo stencilled across it in gold. Fin couldn’t remember describing Marten as his friend. It was hard to imagine Marten as anything but alone.


“He’s an interesting man, you know. He’s lived all over the place. He used to teach geography,” Ro added. “In a boys’ school in Greece somewhere. He has a lot of mementoes. Curios, I suppose you’d call them. From all over the world.”


“I’ve never been into his house,” said Finlay. “I see him on the allotments sometimes, that’s all.”


He drank the rest of his milk, tipping his head back to drain the dregs. The milk tasted thick and sweet like the scent of a flower. He put the glass down on the table and then went upstairs. As he brushed by his mother he caught traces of her scent, the light, pale-blond aroma of summer grass.


* * *


There were some nights when his father didn’t come home. If Wal was doing an overnight to Glasgow or Plymouth he often wouldn’t get back for several days. Finlay liked to look up his route in the AA Road Atlas; the motorways stood out clearly, blue as veins.


Wal Carter still worked most weekends, though he didn’t need to. He still drove the overnights and the earlies, putting in as many hours as men half his age. On his days off he went to the Steelmakers’ Arms and played darts or dominoes or cards with the lads from the depot. He was often out until the small hours, but Fin had never known him come home drunk.


At one time there had been family holidays to Whitby or Windermere or Dumfries. Two years running they had rented a cottage near Quimper on the Brittany coast. Sometime in the past few years, the holidays had stopped. When Wal met Ro on the stairs he stared down at the carpet until she had passed. Ro cooked meals for herself and Finlay, which they ate in the kitchen, but Wal Carter ate mostly in transport cafes and motorway service stations.


On the nights when his father was home, Fin’s parents always stayed up late. Ro would cover the kitchen table with stacks of photographs and articles cut from newspapers or magazines. She sorted them into piles then trimmed off the excess paper and stuck them into scrapbooks. Wal Carter read or played games on the computer in the small downstairs cloakroom that had been turned into an office, a thin line of yellow light shining from under the door.


After they finally went to bed, Finlay would sometimes hear them talking through his bedroom wall, though he was never able to make out what they were saying. Once he heard his mother sigh, a long exhalation, like the sea running backward over pebbles, but whether in exhaustion or pleasure he could not tell.


Wal Carter had a book of route maps showing all the truck stops and transit depots in Great Britain and Northern Ireland. The newest edition had a supplement that also showed the depots of Eire and Northern France. The guide had tables of statistics: the most-visited transport cafes, the sections of motorway most vulnerable to traffic jams. Cities were marked on the map by angry red spots. In the area to the north of London, the mapping lines tangled together like coloured flare trails at an aeronautics display. Fin had studied these maps so often he knew them by heart.


“How do pigeons navigate?” he asked Marten. “Do they store the routes in their heads or do they guide themselves by looking at landmarks on the ground?”


Fin had read that pigeons could remain airborne for hundreds of miles. In more recent years, Wal Carter had driven trucks as far as Bratislava and Krakow. Once, when he got back from Poland, he slept for the better part of twenty-four hours.


“Their visual memories are incredibly complex,” said Marten. “There have been studies that prove it. But nobody truly knows how they find their way home.”


He had separated Hero from the other birds and had started to feed her a pre-race protein diet.


“She knows when there’s a race on,” he said. “She begins to get excited. She’s hoping she might see her brother.”


Fin wanted to ask how you could tell when a pigeon was excited but he held himself back. He had discovered that if he showed too much of an interest in something, Marten would often fall silent or change the subject. When Marten told him he had had to sell Leander, Fin had assumed the pigeon must now be dead. He didn’t know why he had thought this; Hero was alive, after all. Marten laced his fingers into the wire of the flight pen. He gripped the metal hard. The wire left a twisted imprint in the tips of his thumbs.


“In another life I hated that man,” he said. “Because he took away something precious that used to be mine. The pigeon racing is just a game between us. It’s the only real pleasure we both have left.” He turned away from the loft. His high forehead was creased with deep frown lines. He looked even older than usual and somehow diminished. Fin wondered what he was talking about, which man, and decided he must have meant the man who had bought Leander. Fin had been thinking about him, after all, though there was no way Marten could have known that. “Would you like to come up to the house?” Marten added. “I could make us some tea.”


* * *


From inside the house, the traffic noise from the ring road wasn’t too bad. Fin supposed the long back gardens and the Bounds Hill allotments acted as a buffer. It was strange, almost impossible, to think of Ro coming to Raisin Terrace to visit Marten. She had called him ‘your friend’, as if it had been Finlay’s doing, not hers, that had brought her there. Fin wondered what might happen if he asked Marten what they had talked about, what he would say. He felt sweaty inside his clothes, as if he had been running. The idea of asking such a question was for some reason terrifying.


Marten’s kitchen was old-fashioned but very clean. He made tea in a pot, spooning loose tea leaves out of a hexagonal tin with Chinese dragons on it then put the pot on a tray with two china cups and saucers. When Wal Carter made tea he brewed it straight in the mug, with a dash of full fat milk and a Tetley’s tea bag.


In the small square living room at the front of the house there was a dark blue corduroy suite and a gateleg table. In the alcove to the left of the fire stood a large teakwood radiogram. In the other alcove was a glass-fronted bookcase, jammed full with books. There were pictures on the walls – two small still lifes showing wine glasses on a table with a crystal decanter – but no other ornaments or mementoes of any kind. No curios. Fin wondered what Ro had been talking about. He ran his eye over the books in the bookcase and saw titles relating to travel and religion and natural history in no particular order. There were novels too, some of which he had read. Teachers at the school encouraged his reading but Fin always had the feeling he was letting them down somehow, that he was something of a disappointment. He received Bs rather than As and his work was always marked ‘good’ rather than ‘excellent’. He had worked hard on his most recent essay, a review of Will Travis’s The Last Days of Basra, but Mr Jayston had only given him 60 per cent.


“It’s good but it’s mostly description,” he had said. “I want to know what you think.”


Finlay had liked The Last Days of Basra enough to want to read it again immediately but he had drawn no firm conclusions about it. Mr Jayston wanted him to have an opinion about the war, to have something to say that was more than a recitation of the facts. Finlay felt wary of forming opinions about a war that still seemed to be happening. He had a fear that in drawing conclusions he might relax his grip on the facts themselves.


“My mother says you were a teacher,” he said suddenly to Marten. There was a part of him that expected Marten to deny it, to fly into a rage maybe, but he simply shook his head.


“That was a long time ago, and in a different world,” he said. “Things can be learned but I have mostly come to the conclusion that they cannot be taught. The best you can do for people is to show them which books to read.”


“She told me you’ve travelled,” said Finlay. “Were you ever in the Middle East?”


“I lived in Baghdad for a while,” said Marten. “But again that was a long time ago, before the war.”


“What will you do if they knock down Raisin Terrace?”


“They won’t knock it down,” said Marten. “At least not in my lifetime. Some places have a certain quality about them, don’t you find? That they’re meant to last.”


Marten was looking straight at him. His eyes had an intensity that belied their colour, the soft pale bluish-grey of summer rain. Fin found himself glancing away, turning his head to one side to stare out of the window at the rest of Raisin Terrace, jutting out into the anomalous landscape of Bounds Hill like an accusing finger. An isolated enclave, disassociated, attached to nothing. Beyond the overgrown allotments the ring road roared.


“I’d better go,” said Finlay. He finished his tea and left by the back door. He scurried along the bin alley then slipped through a narrow passage between two of the houses. The front of the terrace faced away from the ring road and back towards the village. There was an orange light along the horizon. The sunset, or the lights of distant Sheffield? Finlay found the glowing sky disconcerting. He was relieved to find the village was still there.


* * *


‘No Man’s Land’ by Finlay Carter
[Essay submitted for Northern Herald Young
Journalist’s Award, 15 September 2006.]




The Victorian terraced cottage originated as a kind of social housing, as the best means of creating many new homes both quickly and cheaply. The cottages were built for mill workers and miners, farm labourers and machine operatives, people who could not afford to pay much rent and who needed to be housed close to their workplace. The houses were small, and different from the earlier Georgian terraces in the spa towns. Some had yards or small gardens but many were built back to back, with no outside space. As many as a dozen children might be living in the few small rooms.


The wars came and then the boom time. The shipyards and coalmines went under; the cottages became slums. Many of them were cleared to make way for high-rise housing and new estates. When the estates failed, people blew up the tower blocks and began returning to the cottages. Every Englishman’s home became his castle. The people who lived in these new castles filled them with computers and Victorian furniture and felt proud to be homeowners.


The village of Threep would be a suburb of Sheffield if not for the ring road. The A399 has made it into a place that few people would choose to live in, and yet it has helped to keep the village as it was. At the centre of Threep there is a pub called the Steelmakers’ Arms, a post office and a newsagents and an eight-till-late supermarket. The terraces are of the better kind, with square bay windows and gardens neatly fenced at the back. On the outskirts of Threep there is a small council estate, a cluster of new link houses put up in the mid-1970s, and a gravel track leading to the waste disposal site and the postal depot.






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
NINA ALLAN

THE

ART

0F

SPACE
TRAVEL

ooooooooooooooo

TITAN BOOKS














OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		Cover



		Contents



		Also by Nina Allan and Available from Titan Books



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		The Art of Space Travel: A Writer’s Journey



		Amethyst



		Heroes



		A Thread of Truth



		Flying in the Face of God



		Microcosmos



		Fairy Skulls



		The Science of Chance



		Marielena



		The Art of Space Travel



		Neptune’s Trident



		Four Abstracts



		The Common Tongue, the Present Tense, the Known



		The Gift of Angels: An Introduction



		A Princess of Mars: Svetlana Belkina and Tarkovsky’s lost movie Aelita



		Publication Credits



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/half.jpg
THE

ART

0F

SPACE

eeeeeeeeeeeeeee





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
/%//





