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            ‘I’m nuts about this book – a romantic comedy in the most wildly open and profoundly honest sense, a tour de force of the telling detail, an electrifying contemplation of our capacity for risk.’

            — Jeremy Atherton Lin, author of Deep House

            ‘In this sparkling novel of ideas, Polly Barton illuminates the shame of loving what other people love. How embarrassing to find your feelings perfectly summed up in a cliché, to sing a pop song and mean every word! In Barton’s hands, the cringeworthy passions become tools of self-knowledge and keys to a philosophy of the glorious banal. Gaming, karaoke, drunkenness, romance – there is nothing more revealing than the everyday escape.’

            — Sofia Samatar, author of Opacities: On Writing and the Writing Life

            ‘Polly Barton’s What Am I, a Deer? is a beautiful piece of writing. An expansive, ambitious, witty stream of consciousness, this is a novel of, and about, translation – not just linguistic translation, but the acts of self-translation we are called upon to perform constantly in the modern world; translating our experience via the disparate languages of personal history, intimacy and class. This a novel that confronts formally the fractals of the self, in a voice that feels confident and yet insecure, cerebral and yet vulnerable. I loved it.’

            — Susannah Dickey, author of Common Decency

            ‘The protagonist of What Am I, A Deer? finds herself both Schrödinger and his cat on entering the Frankfurt tram, the office, and the “black box” of the karaoke booth; inside and outside simultaneously, trying to figure out whether she exists and in a state of tingling oscillation. Polly Barton is the maestra of controlled dissolution.’

            — Jen Calleja, author of Fair: The Life-Art of Translation 4

            ‘What Am I, A Deer? is every bit as unique as its title suggests: a virtuosic, lyrical romp through young adulthood, with all the intimacy of a teenage diary and the theatricality of a one-woman show. Polly Barton understands the power of fantasy and how it shines a beam through our everyday lives.’

            — Anna Metcalfe, author of Chrysalis

            ‘A tender and nuanced novel exploring love, obsession, alienation, work and language with an immense sense of interiority. Polly Barton is capable of capturing fleeting, seemingly unremarkable feelings with perfect precision that cuts through to the reader’s very core – it made me stop and gasp several times as I recalled feeling exactly this way. It speaks to how we yearn to connect but often fail to truly see each other, and to the fundamental, gargantuan power of a crush. Karaoke will never be the same again!’

            — Anastasiia Fedorova, author of Second Skin

            ‘What Am I, A Deer? is a playfully and obsessively observed novel about the pleasures and humiliations wrought from the foolhardy desire for recognition. Barton’s style of address strikes a brilliant balance between a camp-ish hyper-attention to the currents of power driving language and culture, and an earnest attention to the nuances of yearning. Like a Bernhard novel, What Am I is rich with inference, wacky enmity and genuine delight, the most striking of which is Barton’s exquisite command of her sentences.’

            — Ellena Savage, author of Blueberries

            Praise for Porn

            
                

            

            ‘I wasn’t expecting nineteen conversations about porn to make me feel as I felt after reading this book: grateful and hopeful and wide-open. Porn is a generous, intimate commentary on how we relate to one another (or fail to) through the most unlikely of lenses.’

            — Saba Sams, author of Gunk 5

            ‘I found my time with Porn: An Oral History unexpectedly moving. Barton’s candid, generous style as an interlocutor allows her subjects to move fluidly between their sometimes contradictory instincts and intellectual approaches in a way which feels revelatory and totally honest and human. A pleasure to read, and a vital new work for anyone interested in sex and its representation.’

            — Megan Nolan, author of Ordinary Human Failings

            ‘Porn is a fascinating, timely and humane testament to the value of uninhibited conversation between grown-ups. Its candour and humanity is addictive and involving – I couldn’t help but join in with the pillow talk! Reader, be prepared for your own store of buried secrets, stymied curiosities, submerged fantasies and shadowy memories to shamelessly awaken.’

            — Claire-Louise Bennett, author of Big Kiss, Bye-Bye

            ‘Porn is many things – a prompt for dreams, the outsourcing of fantasies, a heuristic for the construction of desire – but it is often omitted from our “spoken life”, to use Polly Barton’s wonderful phrase. In Porn, she manages to get people to talk about this subject both omnipresent and omnipresently swept under the rug, peeling off her informers’ ideological armour to get at what they really like and why, and invites us to ask, without forcing any answers, what it means for an entire society to possess an entire guilty conscience surrounding a genre now constitutive of our understanding of what sex is.’

            — Adrian Nathan West, author of My Father’s Diet

            ‘Polly Barton is a brilliant, learned and daring writer.’

            — Joanna Kavenna, author of ZED
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            For Mimi10
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            ‘Are you following? Those people were not people.

            The self escaped the body. The body went around with me in it, but I was not there. I abstained from myself, just as you, too, may on occasion abstain from yourself. What a relief, what a relief it was.’

            — Catherine Lacey, Biography of X

            
                

            

            ‘You know you wanna sing with us (baby)

            That’s why you know you should be scared of us (baby)’

            — Mis-Teeq, ‘Scandalous’12
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         You are a girl, twelve years of age, still small enough to fit into your mother’s gold satin nightie, still too far removed from puberty’s comprehensive rewiring of reality to suspect that someday that might not be the case, still so perfectly and utterly flat-chested that the nightgown’s plummeting neckline seems destined to be either a sad mockery of your figure or an inappropriate choice for a pre-pubescent girl, depending on your view, and yet neither of these, as it happens, turns out to be your view, which is likely bound up with how neither seems to be your mother’s view either, when you slip it on she nods once, deeply, then laughs in approval, a reaction which seems to come down at least in part to the way that the pieces of satin are stitched together, which is to say, when you step over to the mirror you realize with a shock that the slight darting at the bust has made it look as though there is something more than just air down there – but no, it’s not just that, it’s as if the satin nightie has moved you into a world where you do have breasts, allowed you to believe that you really do have them, a magical sort of belief which is very closely related to the feeling that in fact anything is possible, any transformative feat of the imagination is possible, and it’s on that basis that you decide that the garment will do for the occasion in question, namely, your transformation into Céline Dion. You’re in your first year of senior school, it’s your class’s turn to do (the only verb ever used) an assembly, and you’ve decided to do Top of the Pops – in all your enthusiasm you’ve misunderstood the remit, failed to realize that you’re not just there to put on a grand old show for everyone to enjoy, a point that in fact will not become clear to you until after the big day has been and gone, and you are cautioned by your form tutor for the fact that your assembly didn’t have any kind of educational content, 14albeit a head-hanging, don’t-shoot-the-messenger sort of cautioning, because of course he had watched the whole spectacle unfolding, been in attendance at all the planning meetings and rehearsals and not once suggested that you might want to include some kind of moral or take-away or message, so for him to turn around and say that now is pretty hypocritical and he knows it – and everyone has volunteered to do the acts that they want to do, mostly they have teamed up with other people to form bands, but what you want to do is Céline Dion, who is of course a solo act, although you’ve asked two friends, one of whom is the other person who always gets top marks in French class, and they’ve agreed to be your backing dancers.

         It’s not only that it’s Céline Dion, that’s the thing, it’s that you’ve decided that the song you must sing is the song you are utterly obsessed with at the moment, which is in French, and as you are in year seven and only have a few months of school French behind you, you don’t really understand a lot of the vocabulary, or the grammar, but you have spent a long time poring over the lyrics and the sound of them is lodged in your head and you know that the song is very desperate and very romantic, an impression which is – naturally – exacerbated by the fact that you don’t properly understand it, but it seems, in the context of the assembly, like an interesting enough bid, and besides, although the class was supremely keen on the idea of doing Top of the Pops, and it was voted for against the other proposed ideas by a majority of thirty-one in a class of thirty-five, the number of people prepared to put their necks on the line and actually sing turns out to be pretty small, so really, whatever you want to do goes, if you’re impervious to being shamed. And you’re not impervious, definitely not impervious, even at this age, but somehow in this case your determination outstrips 15your porosity. You will sing Céline Dion in a revealing gold satin nightie with a hairbrush as a microphone. Your hair is a bit like hers as well, at least in some photos from when she is young, although by the time of the photograph used on the cover of D’eux, the album from which the single ‘Pour que tu m’aimes encore’ is taken, she has cut it a bit shorter than yours.

         What happens on stage, more specifically, in the wings of the stage, is ludicrous. Looking back you think it must be a set-up, although you also doubt the people in your class would have had the temerity to pull off something so blatant, but in any case, it emerges that your tape won’t play – just your tape, none of the other performers’ tapes – and later it transpires that the side of the twin tape recorder into which your tape was inserted had its volume turned down, and nobody had noticed, thought to notice – really, you think, are you serious – and so you have to make a decision on the spot whether to abandon the whole thing or to go on and sing without accompaniment, and you decide that you will do it, you’ve been rehearsing for this for a long time, but your backing dancers baulk at the prospect and drop out, because not only is it not cool to sing solo but it’s also not cool to be seen with someone so disastrously uncool, so you shuffle onto the stage alone in your gold satin nightie, and sing, in French, a cappella, to a thousand people.

         If someone had said to you before that day that it was possible to tell whether silence in a room was benevolent or hostile, was warm or cold, you would have looked at them in confusion, but that morning, even though you know you are doing something bold enough that even your backing dancers would rather not risk being seen with you, you can also feel that the silence is receptive, lets your voice in as a slice of cheese left out for too long 16accommodates the knife, willingly. Which is not to say that it is taken with total straightness, of course, or that the silence is complete, because there are whoops and cackles, and you are told afterwards that your French teacher was wiping actual tears of laughter from her eyes, but when it finishes there is a round of applause that from where you’re standing is infused with something you can only really describe as a ferocity, the growl and the silver glimmer of a wolf’s howl, and what that does to you is also not easy to describe, but it’s something to do with blood vessels all across your body, and this feeling that – you don’t want to say everything is good, it’s not that, but maybe more like – things are as they should be.

         For the rest of the day people keep coming up to you in the corridors, turning around and looking at you and then coming up to you, and what they say, extraordinarily, is: hey, you’re a really good singer. Which is weird, because of the multiple things you are, a good singer isn’t one of them. You can accept that you were brave to do something like that, but that’s quite a different thing, and even hearing it from them doesn’t change your mind on that, there doesn’t seem any factual leeway for it to be changed. Your school isn’t an unmusical place either, there are good singers and choirs and stuff there, you’d think they’d know, but they seem not to, it’s genuinely odd, and what forms over the course of the day is the inkling of a truth which you will spend the next decade of your life forgetting: if you’re sufficiently brave and sufficiently nuts then it serves to delude people about your levels of talent.

         Really the weirdest thing, though, the thing that feels best of all, is not becoming a school celebrity for the day, or being deemed a talented singer, but rather the fact that you haven’t been pulled to shreds. What you did on that stage – when you overlook the part with the satin nightie, 17which even very shortly afterwards starts to seem a bit weird and salacious – was to expose the very nerdiest part of you, the part of you that memorized French love songs and stared at Céline’s album covers and waited impatiently for her videos to appear on MTV during the short spurts you got to watch it at your friends’ houses, and which, if it were a colour, you feared would be a sort of brown. You showed your weird shameful scantily clad brown part to the world, and here you are, walking up and down the stairs of the school, and people are smiling at you as though they don’t find you disgusting. As though they are not disgusted by your body, your face, your voice, your obsession, your weird, acquisitive desire to memorize things, even if they’re in a foreign language. They smile at you in familiarity and some kind of admiration. There is nothing to suggest that they don’t accept you.

         That was the beginning, you would like to say, that was the start of something. Your burgeoning performance career, your journey to self-acceptance, your queer liberation. But it wasn’t. It was another year or two before your body would grow up, grow out, into something to be feared, before the nightie would be too small, too revealing, to even contemplate wearing, but even before then, your mind or your brain or your social conscience or whatever it was had adjusted to the world, to the school, making the idea of such a performance unthinkable. How did you become a monster to yourself in such a short space of time? You try to grasp the essence of the change, and it slips away from you. You just know that at some point you came to feel a very different way about how you looked and your obsessions, about the people in the classrooms and on the stairs, about their admiration and the menace of its absence. You didn’t stay as Céline Dion, but you were her for a moment, at the same time 18as you were absolutely yourself, and it felt fucking great, and that was that. Or it wasn’t that, not just that, which is to say that sometimes you look back and you wonder if, actually, everything that was waiting for you was already contained there, in that moment on those wooden boards, cold and comforting on the bare soles of your ungrown feet. 19 20
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         Back at school, when they’d conducted their divination sessions in the classroom at lunchtime to reveal what they would each be doing ten years in the future, using no equipment but the power of their teenage imaginations already circumscribed by cliché and prejudice but still retaining a modicum of sprightly wildness whose force would dwindle as they grew into their adult selves, she’d been the only one of the group to be assigned a future in any way foreign: she was to marry a Frenchman named Bertrand, with whom she would run a nudist colony. The nudist colony would, she had assumed, be located somewhere in France. Her fifteen-year-old self didn’t hate this future. Certainly she minded it a lot less than that which had been scried for her during the ‘If You Were a Man What Kind of a Man Would You Be?’ iteration of the divination session, where she had been the only one of the assembled company about whom it had been decreed, immediately, and with tremendous glee, that if she were a man she would definitely be gay. This bothered her not because she thought it inaccurate – in fact, past the age of around twenty-five, this comment would come filtering back to her every year or so, each time with the same degree of surprise, and she’d feel a warm, spreading sort of pang, as if the girl in the role of diviner that day, who now had a baby with a celebrity name whose development she recorded publicly via professional-looking photoshoots uploaded monthly to Instagram, had somehow put her finger on something essential to her identity that was hard to find space for within herself, which was in part because she knew that women who identified as straight and declared themselves gay men at heart after a couple of glasses of white wine were a terrible, offensive cliché, to which the only acceptable response was an eye roll, and she didn’t want to be one of them, but she felt that 22wasn’t the only reason, there were other reasons, ones she couldn’t find words for – but rather because the intention had quite obviously been to wound, to ostracize, an intention which she didn’t sense with the Frenchman future, at least not in the same way. Sure, the group assembled for the divination session smiled and laughed as it was divulged, but she felt that that was more about its unexpectedness, some quality about this particular future that you could have feasibly called a touch of brilliance. It was embarrassing to admit that she’d given it this much thought, and so she’d never have said it out loud, but she thought about the future assigned to her a bit like a good novel or something, a story whose precise intention was unclear even to the person who voiced it, but which struck at some strange, unfathomable truth that tolled like a temple bell, in the way that things did more frequently back at school than they ever did afterwards because people were generally sillier, crueller, weirder, more wonderful there.

         It was arguable that both divination results were alike in marking her out as strange, signifying in some way that she was not really a proper girl and therefore wouldn’t grow up to be a proper woman, and couldn’t therefore have the kind of life that her school friends were vouched, one that involved a London career, and children, and so on, but the truth was that she already felt this about herself, like some murky substance bubbling away within her that she tried not to look at, so it was quite comforting to have it recognized when it was done in a way that wasn’t directly shaming, and she could get behind the idea of marrying a Frenchman, and actually, when she came to think of it, the idea of being naked and speaking French in a semi-professional capacity. She would go further and say that something about that future suggested a 23possibility to her that she hadn’t previously considered, namely that maybe the best solution to being strange in a way that you suspected might never be expunged was in fact to take yourself abroad where people would never notice how odd you were, and where you would be able to at least partially reinvent the stranger aspects of yourself as cool, exotic strengths, and at least it was a man that she had been put with, which meant that at least for now they’d forgotten about all that thinking-she-was-a-lesbian stuff, the stuff that she only discovered quite a long time after the fact that the friend she’d told had spread around the whole year group. And so for a while she kept that future close to her, solid like a roasted chestnut for which she would occasionally reach out, wrapping her fingers tight around its dark, paper-smooth shell so as to feel the warmth spreading through her fingers, the warmth of Bertrand and his hairy chest and all the worldly acceptance that it signified, before she forgot about it entirely a few years later.

         So it was that, sitting on the green German tram ten years in the future, she wasn’t thinking about Bertrand. It’s hard to know what she was thinking about, hard even to know how she felt about being on the tram wending its way through the grey Frankfurt morning, the tram that passed through town and by the main station, swerving off to pass along the river, before travelling all the way to the stop called Bürostadt which was a two-minute walk from the office block in which she worked as a Japanese translator for a computer games company. Later those trams would come to occupy a hallowed place in her consciousness, the twice-daily ritual of boarding them suffused with a sacred feeling, which she would write about when she was a bit tipsy or a bit sad, their serpentine motion, the way they glided soundlessly into view, their 24sleek turquoise bodies and the way they curved around the bends that made her blood shimmer, and though that feeling had really very little to do with the design of the vehicles themselves, it nonetheless took her closer to understanding those legions of people enthused by trains and other forms of transport, standing out on platforms and hills in the cold to catch sight of some polished hunk of metal as it approached, as it departed, leaving them shivering and alone.

         But this was before. The event that was about to transform her sense of what a tram could be was yet to happen, about to happen, and she was most likely feeling grateful to get a seat, thinking that she liked being afforded this thirty-five minute period to read in the morning, that there was something nice, new, something about it which was simultaneously grown up and like being back at school, sitting there in a vessel that gradually accumulated more people as it passed through the city, this was what they called a commute, she would think, with a little flash of pride for herself, doing this proper job in a foreign city, where she didn’t have to think or know too much about what those various companies were doing or making. She’d arrived as the season was shifting into winter and the morning trudge to the tram stop sometimes felt unthinkably cold, and that day it had been pouring with rain, but inside the trams were warm, often there would be someone with a beer can in hand holding forth about something to an imaginary companion, someone standing in the vestibule making erratic movements, but she never felt threatened in the way she sometimes had on the tube in London, which was probably a lot to do with the time of day, there were always enough people around to absorb and hold whatever was going on, and she felt herself in that time of transit to be safe, parcelled up and separate from the world. 25

         The bit she didn’t like was when, a couple of stops before she got off, they would stop outside another train station and everyone who’d taken the S-Bahn most of the way would pile on for the last ten minutes, people working at other companies in the area who were more corporately attired, but lots of people from her office too, sometimes including the guy in her team who had a crush on her, and she feared being stuck with him and his set of nervous gestures, most particularly feared that moment when the warm cocoon of her reading time would be interrupted and she’d have to make the shift into clumsy conversation. Her dream had been that in this new life of hers she would have no issues conversing with people but unfortunately that was not, it seemed, the case. Today, luckily, there were no tram conversations – in truth, she didn’t actually know all that many people from her office yet, at least not to the point that she was obliged to converse with them – but still, even without the conversations serving as prompt, this was the part of the journey where she would suddenly remember the meaning of going into the office – remember that today, again, she probably wouldn’t have any work to do, but would have to look busy, look like she was doing her best to familiarize herself, find some structure within that loose sleeping bag of a day. Her stop. She got up heavily, tucking her book into her bag, and moved towards the door, not failing to register that the man sitting opposite her did the same, but his movements were irregular, instead of heading for the door, he lunged towards the seat that she’d been in, and then he was standing in front of her, by the door. He was tall, his hair was curly, his skin was pale, his nose had a little point at the end, he had a good mole on his face.

         Is it yours?26

         An accent, she thinks French. She knows herself to be generally slow on the uptake, when she’s been inside her interior world for a while she seems to struggle more than others to exit it on demand, and interact normally, maybe that’s all it is. Still, she is tempted to say that there was something about the quality of the eye contact, the way he was looking at her, into her, that made it harder for her to detach her eyes from his, that meant it took longer than usual for her to flick her eyes down and see that what he held in his hands was her umbrella, and to understand, finally, what the lunge had been about. But even when she cast her eyes back up to his the sense of unusualness hadn’t gone away, the unusualness of looking into his eyes as she said thank you, and him looking into her eyes as he said, you’re welcome, maybe he didn’t even say that, but just smiled, a good smile, those eyes again, fuck, and then they stepped out of the tram and he walked off towards their office, and her life was not the same

         
            L’AMOUR

            LOOKS SOMETHING

            LIKE YOU

         

         She didn’t know it yet, though, not properly. Later she comes to think of it as a lightning-strike moment, a stale metaphor if ever there was one, but she makes an allowance on the basis that she mines it for all it has to give. Which is to say, she pictures a tree split in two by a bolt, its trunk rent cleanly down the middle, and imagines that same bolt running down her body, a jagged line written in flame. She had got on the tram whole and come off divided in two. One part was her as she’d always been, not 27particularly rational or measured, per se, but at least cynical, wary of romance, picking holes in everything with the little scalpel of thought. This became, comparatively speaking, her rational part. The other part, the new part, felt as though it were a stranger to thought. It acted. It was oriented. It wasn’t even feeling so much as it was doing.

         She termed this new part the rogue half. If Bertrand had been a chestnut in its shell, then the rogue half was what lay inside its casing, soft and hard and hot, pale and shrouded in comfortable darkness. It strode obdurately into cliché, stood there unashamed and defiant. Clichés existed for a reason, it said, and the reason was the rules of human behaviour, and connection, and the unconscious, and so on, why are you so determined to be original, why don’t you just admit to yourself that all you ever really wanted was to find someone who’d look you in the eyes unafraid like they knew you and understood you? A cliché only seems trite from the outside; on the inside a cliché feels like home. The rogue part spoke like a drunk. It spoke like a dream.

         The first inkling she had of its genesis inside her was there on the tram platform, everyone surging past in their eagerness to start their day, and as she watched him amble off in his long dark raincoat it felt to her that the natural thing to do was to follow him. That was the only way to express it really – it wasn’t a desire, or an idea, or anything that could be properly articulated at the level of consciousness. It was that they were now tethered. She felt it as a physical pull. To be clear: tethered to a perfect stranger. She can remember registering it. Oh wait, this is odd. Motherhood, she’s heard it said, can be described as one’s sense of self extending to encompass another. But she is not his mother. He moved and she felt the tug on her skin.28

         Dazedly she followed after, telling herself it was the same direction she had to go anyway. It wasn’t raining any more, or it was, the sky was big and pasty and swum around her, cold. Everything tingling in grey. He walked ahead of her, towards her office building. She followed after him, inside the games company where she had been working for four weeks. They stood in the jumble of people outside the elevators, got in the same one. The elevators were huge, bodies filled the space between them, but she could feel their invisible line of connection. It made her feel hot and sick. She watched what floor he got out at, watched herself watching, felt as though the shape of the LED number branded itself into her mind, seven tapered lines of red light. By the time that she got out on her floor she had to admit to herself that something had happened. I’ve arrived, she thought. I’ve arrived in Frankfurt. I’ve arrived in my life

         
            YOUR BODY

            CHANGES EVERYTHING

         

         The idea, of course, was to have arrived already. Moving to Frankfurt and taking up the job in the big games company that everybody had heard of was intended to be the arrival, the real homecoming. That was how it had been supposed to go. In the physical sense she was doing fine: she had been there for a month. The issue was everything else, the plane she resisted calling spiritual but struggled to find a better word for.

         She was the first to acknowledge that it had never been the most intuitive of plans. Initially the notion that she, a total ignoramus when it came to games, could be employed by the company whose name inspired such 29awe seemed ridiculous, and she’d let the suggestion wash over her with a benevolent smile. And yet the more she let the idea germinate in her head, the less far-fetched it had come to seem. Above anything, she needed a job. She was fresh out of an MA in translation, and with no prospects for getting into what she really wanted to do, which was translating books. A little research informed her that the fields where in-house jobs were to be found were overwhelmingly technical: patents; medical technology; electronic engineering. It was this revelation, more than anything, that began to sway her. She might not have been qualified to work in the gaming industry, but nor was she well-qualified to work any other available job, and games at least seemed like they might involve some narrative. When she let herself properly entertain the idea and peer behind the curtain of her initial flat-out rejection, she began to see that there was more nuance to her relationship with games than the way in which her mind had first presented it to her. There had been games she’d loved playing when she was at school, the colours and textures of whose worlds she could recall even now with alarming specificity. It wasn’t that she didn’t like gaming, it had just been somehow always something she’d done with other people, who were always considerably better at it than she was. It had never been a world she felt competent enough to claim any stake in. And so, just as with sports, she’d developed the blanket narrative that it wasn’t her bag, perhaps most of all as a defence mechanism to protect her from that feeling that she was so profoundly less coordinated than other people. But maybe it was time to cast aside this narrative. Fuck it, she thought, and looked up the application form online. It took her all of thirty minutes to complete.

         She didn’t know what she expected the screening 30process to look like, but she didn’t expect a test. Looking back over her emails, she sees that they referred to it initially as a ‘language test’, that it was only once she’d taken it that they shifted to calling it a ‘translation test’. If she were to nitpick, she would say it was neither of these things – that if you were to be technical, it was really a localization test. And she does want to nitpick because the test represented her first encounter with the practice of localization outside of the theory books she’d consulted during her MA. From these she knew that it was a term used predominantly in the contexts of game and other entertainment translation; that, as the name suggested, it was a form of translation that favoured a localizing approach i.e. switching concepts, nouns, idioms and so on over to a local equivalent rather than retaining that of the source culture. In other words, the governing principle of localization was that of privileging the experience of the consumer over fidelity to the original. She supposed that it was something about the clarity of this purpose, its unapologetic bullheadedness, that had bookmarked it in her head as an intriguing prospect. While studying on her MA, she’d been sometimes struck by the creeping feeling that translation proper – in particular, literary translation – was suspended between two schools of thought, incapable of making up its mind whether it was trying to create an experience for its new readers at least as enjoyable and immersive as the experience of those who’d read it in the original, or rather trying to represent the cultural and linguistic specificities of the source. Or perhaps, it never intended to decide outwardly, instead outsourcing the decision-making to the individual translator, whose skill was thought to lie in mediating between these two visions. If this job description occasionally seemed exciting to her, there were other times when it felt like the translator was 31being asked to pull off a smoke and mirrors show, to swear full allegiance to two opposing masters. Maybe this was possible, maybe when your talent ballooned to preternatural proportions then you could pull it off, but until that point, did this not mean that being a translator entailed always deceiving someone or another? That the feeling, therefore, was that of continually praying one wouldn’t be caught in the act of a particular infidelity, a particular liberty taken? Localization, by comparison, shrugged off this ambiguity, which was why it reigned supreme in contexts such as games where the entertainment of the player was paramount. The aim of the original was understood as facilitating the most immersive playing experience for the largest possible number of people, and regional alterations were therefore construed as supporting this aim. It made a lot of sense, she thought, particularly when you considered that unlike with literature, the text was just one small part of a video game – a corollary to the graphics and gameplay and sound.

         And yet of course, idealizing the simplicity of something from afar was quite a different thing to finding herself tasked with actually doing it. One exercise from the test, in particular, remains in her memory: she was invited to come up with an appropriate English equivalent for a reference to a particular sword of legend in Japan which wielded a transformative power. As someone who’d spent a lot of time on her MA discussing imperialist approaches where translation was another act of plunder, whereby one wrested away just the pieces that one wanted, did whatever one wanted with them, and left aside the rest, someone who’d attended a study group on post-colonialist translation practices that problematized just such domesticating approaches to The Text when The Text was a work of literature, there was something 32innately concerning about being explicitly instructed to lay such thoughts aside. To do so, also, with the item description of a sword – as though she were being invited to step into the shoes of a clueless museum curator. And yet, she reminded herself, this was a test, and the time constraint was insane. She had to disengage the part of her that had been trained to interrogate the symbolism of every choice; had to trust against her better judgement that if The Company was asking her to do this, then it was probably permissible. She was going to get nowhere unless she jumped into the test with a desire to solve its problems, treated it like a game. Witches, she began thinking. Wizards, magic wands – couldn’t a magic wand or a magic staff be a good substitute? The picture of the sword in the Word document she’d been sent was, after all, not totally dissimilar to a wand in shape. Or wait, would a broomstick work? Gamers liked magical stuff, right?

         By the time that she came to the section where she was invited to translate dialogue within tight character limits, conveying its literal meaning while also making it snappy and vernacular and fun, her twinges of worry about infidelity were behind her, and she found herself in that place that she supposed was called The Zone. She’d been in The Zone before, she was pretty sure, but she didn’t know she’d ever felt it quite like this. What she was doing was diverting, and it was liberating, and tied to both of these feelings was an unshakeable sense that she was good at it – the sense, in fact, that out of everything, this was what she was best at. Taking the core of the original and spritzing it up, making it punchy, entertaining, sparky, silly. She sat perfectly rigid at her desk chair, her posture probably execrable, and yet the effervescent pleasure that swum around inside her felt physical in form, as if she’d been granted a body that moved in just the way she wanted it 33to. The feeling reminded her a little bit of how she’d felt the first time she’d ever gotten drunk in the middle of the day, the sense of disbelief that this was really allowed, that this much untethered silliness was allowed, and it wasn’t just allowed but, it turned out, actively rewarded in some circles, just like walking home from the pub and smiling at people and feeling that they preferred you when you were drunk because you were more open, you weren’t holed up inside yourself, you let the people-pleasing side of you shine forth.

         It wasn’t conscious, she thinks now, there wasn’t space for it to be conscious, but as all of this swilled around inside her some kind of future vision began to cohere. She caught glimpses of the shape not only of this activity she would be participating in if she got the job, but an entirely new version of herself as she would exist in Frankfurt: someone less picky, less highbrow, less literary, less of a killjoy. Someone who could remember the value of straight-up entertainment, and who had more fun herself as a result. It wasn’t that image per se that drew her, though, rather the sense of acceptance she felt emanating from it. When she imagined herself engaging in this act of crowd-pleasing, she unfailingly saw herself as part of a crowd that was equally invested in pleasing those around them. Maybe there she would admit for the first time that she was a people-pleaser, instead of trying to fight it, and that would be her salvation, because she would be around others who felt similarly and they would love her and she would love them and they would all love games and translating games. It was so simple. And that was the whole thing – the whole thing was to believe in that simplicity, again, in the hope of it, to throw yourself at the simple hope of it, without inspecting it too much. Finally she would feel at home, finally she would be freed 34from the self-consciousness that seemed to follow her around wherever she went, that made her body not her own. She would be freed not only from the difficulties that it caused her but the tedium and embarrassment that she felt about having really only this to complain about, this thing that possessed her would be exorcized, and she would find her clan – none of these words could be uttered inside her head because as soon as they reached consciousness, took verbal form, she would instantly dismiss them – too commonplace, too naive, too cringe – yet if that hopeful impulse had a voice those are the kinds of things it would have said; if she were singing a song, those were the things she would be able to sing. If she were translating a game, those were the kinds of things she’d be able to write, with impunity. She would go to Frankfurt and localize herself.

         She couldn’t mention this plan to anyone yet, barely even mentioned it to herself with any degree of conviction, in part because the frisson of excitement it induced seemed tied specifically to the fact that it was nebulous, was a potential future she could toy with as a kind of secret pleasure. She had a girlfriend at the time, one of the few people around her who seemed resolutely unexcited by the big games company job, failing to understand what allure she could possibly see in the Munich nerd basement, as she insisted on calling it. There was no way that she could explain to her exactly why it was that the basement had come to seem like the best place for her to begin again. Besides, it wasn’t even certain she’d got it yet. The online interview that followed the test had seemed to go well, and they’d told her at the end that the next communication she received would be a job offer – that for budgetary reasons they didn’t do in-person interviews any more. The prospect of having to make the decision 35without even visiting the city seemed daunting, but the fact that they didn’t even mention the possibility of a rejection seemed to cancel out that feeling. Surely that boded well? Surely that meant she was an outstanding candidate? Yet she waited for weeks and nothing came. The email that finally arrived into her inbox a month down the line was an invitation to an interview at the Frankfurt office. They offered to cover her flights, but not her accommodation. She had no idea what was going on.

         They clarified the matter as soon as she walked into the interview, making it known that this was merely a formality, a bureaucratic hoop that she and her interviewers were being asked to jump through. They’d done the interview online, there was nothing else they needed or wanted to know. And so, instead of asking her questions, they talked: about the company, the role, the team. She wasn’t sure what to make of any of it: the big tower block that was a long way from the kind of hyper-modern well-lit space she’d been envisaging, with huge rooms crammed with beanbags and consoles, and in fact looked much more like a regular office, or the fact that they seemed so keen to explain things to her in a way that was at once flattering and differed slightly from the form of acceptance that she’d envisaged – where she’d be given the space to talk, and would feel able to. Suddenly the schoolgirlish excitement she’d felt at the idea of being flown out for an interview seemed very remote. But then they did ask her a question, and the question was whether she was staying over, and if she had plans for the evening – if not, they said, would she like to go out for drinks with a few of them from the team who could make it? When she’d booked the hotel online, trying on the various options, her head had filled with visions of how she’d spend the evening: wandering around the city alone, getting a feel for it, sliding 36into bars, talking to people, in other words inhabiting the full visitor fantasy, a foreign self totally unfettered by the sorts of inhibitions she felt in real life. Did she feel a slight twinge of disappointment, then, to receive this invitation, to see that excitement and freedom taken away and replaced by dependable certainty? She almost certainly did, sensed the possibility of the uncharted miracle wither somewhere just beyond her vision, and even in walking to the appointed place at the appointed time, through all those unfamiliar streets, she likely remained unaware that the thing that had been crushed was a sheer mirage, that although she was very good at dreaming up very pleasant images of having dinner and going to cafés alone, the reality was that especially in a country where English wasn’t the main currency she would end up bottling out and either settling for some place that was selected purely on the fact of it looking easy to enter, or else buying food in a supermarket and scuttling up to her room with it. The reality was that solitude from afar was glamorous, even from a day’s distance it was glamorous, but from the inside it could reduce a person dramatically in size, was cold and shaky and frightening.

         Even if that wasn’t explicit to her, though, it did strike her, as she walked towards the designated spot, that it was nice to have a place to be. It wasn’t like she knew these people so well that she could already predict in her mind how the evening was going to go, there was still a shimmer of excitement in heading there. When she got to the address they’d given her, walking round the block three times to ensure she wasn’t very unfashionably early, it turned out to be a keller-type place serving traditional cuisine where they all ordered schnitzel, and she had a local speciality that she was told translated as ‘hand cheese with music’ – that was another thing, they all wanted to translate 37everything for her all the time, and she didn’t know how much of it to chalk up to them being kind and remembering how hard it had been for them when they had first arrived and understood nothing, and how much to the way that they seemed, without exception, to relish the act of explaining, and how much to the fact that the culture they had established between them was ostensibly one entirely mediated by English, and everything had to be passed through English as a kind of checkpoint, to ascertain whether it was silly or funny or weird, in a way that she found slightly odd for people who worked as translators, and were thus supposedly not so monolingual in their value systems. And although all the previous three hypotheses were all amply plausible as explanations, she still found herself feeling a little flame of irrational irritation and paranoia at this default assumption that she had no German, imagining someone somewhere in the office telling all the others her German was non-existent, crap, even though she’d actually not said a word in front of any of them, so really that was ludicrous, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t the truth.

         This was to become a much more troubling problem as time went on, troubling not only in the sense that the feelings grew stronger, but also in the sense that the stronger the feelings grew, the more she couldn’t look away from the fact that when it came to languages she was governed by rampant pride and egotism, which tainted her entire worldview, making it impossible to say whether she was accurate in identifying this in their motivations too, or if this was sheer projection. Whether it was true or not, though, she identified this same pride and egotism in the people around her who needed to explain things in German to everyone else, not because they were good at it, necessarily, but because they’d been here long enough, 38or had Germanic heritage, or had otherwise staked part of their identity on it, which everyone else was asked to respect and not challenge – was rather entreated, silently, to think of as helpfulness, benevolence. If only she had been able to take the higher road, leave behind her competitive streak, her need to have her abilities recognized, but she couldn’t bring herself to. Sometimes it seemed that the problem was quite simple, namely that she had a terrible aversion to having things she already knew explained to her by men, particularly the pat sort of explanation trotted out without any consideration for their conversational partner, in a way that suggested to her it was just part of the spiel that they kept up to ensure their ego was perpetually tickled, and when it came to language matters this was a step too far for her, she didn’t have it in her to exit the battlefield at these times, she had to keep on fighting, to ensure that she wasn’t patronized. It took her a long while to understand any of this, it was only when her rage had swelled to a certain size that she was able to take it in hand, hold it up to the light and ask herself what was going on, but when she did, when she looked back, she realized that it had been there from the beginning, which was to say, from this first night in Germany, when she spoke barely any German. Was part of the issue that it had been her grandmother’s mother tongue, and she felt some kind of claim to inner knowledge, even though she had none? She didn’t know. Which really just meant, she didn’t want to think on it too long, because it made her worry she was no different to them, and because it seemed pointless, it wasn’t the sort of thing she could bring out casually in conversation anyway, yes my grandmother was an Austrian Jew, actually, who fled to Ireland just before the war broke out, and German was her first language, although she married an Englishman 39and never spoke it at home, and in general I feel an almost alarming lack of connection to that side of myself, and that’s actually one of the things that’s kind of appealing about getting a job here, yeah, to kind of connect with all of that, it feels like that’s something I need to do, like there’s this weird absence that I’d like to fill, but because that’s there, I already feel some kind of not exactly ownership but I guess a kind of pride or something, which exists precisely because I know so little and feel very frivolous and privileged in comparison to all that stuff that she lived through, and many people in similar situations to hers weren’t lucky enough to live through, a kind of sad, pathetic pride, yeah, no, she couldn’t go into that, not with these guys, who didn’t seem the kind to rush headlong into dark facts and dark feelings.

         Yet when they weren’t doing German stuff, weren’t scratching her sad, pathetic pride, things were good in the beginning, and now at dinner in the keller, they even asked her questions about her interests. They were nearly all men, except for one woman called Aimee who wore a flannel shirt and no make-up who she instantly liked but also instantly felt that she would probably never be able to have a conversation with that didn’t make her feel weirdly fraudulent and self-conscious, and yet each of them seemed interested in her, unabashedly interested in her. She talked with one of them about anime, and he knew the series that an American man she’d had a crush on in Japan had shown her, which she’d always considered to be niche and painfully cool, and knew also her favourite Japanese band, which she often thought of as too cheesy to admit to liking, but he didn’t seem to find shameful at all. When they went back to talking as a table, it transpired that they all liked karaoke, and that same premonition she’d had during the test began to billow 40up inside her, now with faces and nouns attached. Here was a place where the social pecking order was set aside, she thought – a place whose group code did away with all hierarchies, allowed people to be unashamedly puppyish and welcoming. She had been like this once. Probably everybody could say that about themselves, but she felt she’d kept it up longer than most, which was maybe just another way of saying that she hadn’t been very cool as a teenager. For far longer than she sensed the people around her did, she had longed to live in a place where the rules about showing enthusiasm and interest were not so minutely calibrated, where less was staked upon them, she wished passionately to go back to an age of sincerity, before all the negotiations that coolness entailed, where liking things and people was okay.

         That wasn’t why she’d gone to Japan straight out of university, or, at least, she hadn’t managed to formulate that consciously as her motivation, knew only that she wanted to get the fuck out – was at that point so far down the line that it was almost impossible for her to think about what, exactly, she wanted to get out of – but then she was there and there was so much to manage in the world of daily survival that any attempt to be cool, graceful or chic, flew out of the window, you couldn’t do that, after all, when you were desperately trying to make yourself understood, you couldn’t be desperate and cool at the same time, but in Japan, at least, she hadn’t had to hide her desperation, there was a very good reason for it, and that was, above anything, an enormous relief.

         If there was anything that symbolized this perfectly it was karaoke. How naff she had always thought it, what a waste of time, when there were books to read and protests to attend and mountains to climb and people dying and all the rest of it, and maybe most of all, there were 41conversations to be had, wasn’t that a better way of being with people? Wasn’t karaoke a pastime like bowling or paintballing for people who didn’t actually want to be with one another, didn’t know how to be with each other? But the truth was that often she didn’t know how to be with the people around her, again it was so much easier to admit that when there was very little language in common, to take comfort in the non-verbal, to notice that actually being in a room with people, sharing bodies, was of worth, that actually there was a way you could be in karaoke that was more intimate, more exposing than any kind of conversation, and when she thought back to the conversations she’d loathed at university she couldn’t help but think that there was a way of having conversation that was all an elaborate form of defence, a way of erecting ornate fences around yourself. That was the name of the game, the game that she was sick to the back teeth of, and yet it had lodged in her, the sense that this was how you had to play life, and it informed her judgements of people too. She judged other people who didn’t abide by the rules, unless they were formidably impressive and attractive in some other way. She needed a setting, a stage, to kick her free of this judgement, and karaoke was that. She could have wittered on at length about all its facets, the unbridled emotion it permitted, how protective the boxes felt, but most of the time all she really thought about karaoke was that it was silly and fun and it made her happy, and even that seemed to constitute a kind of progress, this simplicity she hadn’t allowed herself in what seemed like forever, when everything had been thought and overthought. Before she knew it, it didn’t symbolize anything, it was just something she loved doing with a fervour that surprised her, which she could speak about without irony. 42

         Then she returned to London, and back came the struggle. People had the same issue with karaoke and its connotations that she’d once had, and they were astonished by her open admission. No but it’s different in Japan because it’s boxes – sometimes she thinks that if she had a pound for every time she’d said those words she could buy her own karaoke studio by now, and then she could just show them how different it was, how different it felt, instead of having to explain over and over, to all the people who blanched at the very sound of the word, who screwed up their faces as if to tell her that her tastes were cheap and lowbrow, that she had outed herself as a frivolous person, as someone now decisively different to them. The people who pronounced the word the way that she must have done before she had learned that it was made up of kara, which meant empty, the same kara that was the empty hand of karate, and oke, which was the first two syllables of the English word orchestra, the empty orchestra, and she now found herself in the position where she steered clear of the full-on Japanese pronunciation when speaking English because it was too pretentious and alienating for her interlocutors, and besides, people didn’t understand you when you did, but she struggled reverting to the British pronunciation, not just on an aesthetic level, she couldn’t actually quite remember how it went, couldn’t convince her mouth to do it convincingly, it sounded somehow comical. Oh no it’s not what you’re imagining, it’s different to what you imagine, she would say, although really she had no idea if what they were imagining was the same as what she had once imagined, pubs full of drunk elderly men taking turns to sing ‘Stand By Me’ so that nobody could have a conversation, how could she know, it’s different, although wasn’t that part of being from the same culture 43as someone, part of passing as being from the same culture as someone: implicitly reassuring them that you all shared the same feelings and images and associations? It’s not half as bad as what you’re thinking, she would find herself saying, as if she were invested in changing their image, an ambassador for the karaoke ministry, when actually she didn’t really have many feelings about it one way or another, certainly didn’t care if the person in front of her was horrified by the whole phenomenon and by extension the culture in which it played such a key role. Or so she would say to herself. But maybe a part of her did care, because she found herself explaining it time and time again: the sudden privacy of the soundproofed box, the phone on the wall where you ordered drinks and then, as time went on, the little computer touchscreens which allowed you seemingly to do anything. This was before Lucky Voice and its ilk became commonplace, and people genuinely didn’t know, so she’d do a rundown of the facilities: the privacy of the small rooms with their wipe-down pleather banquettes in pink or blue or yellow or red and the bigger rooms with their stages, the disco balls, the children’s play areas, her explanation full of glitz and colour and glamour, none of the seediness you usually associate with the word karaoke, no, and yet as she was speaking the image that formed inside her, or at least, her go-to image when she thought about the boxes outside these conversations, was not filled with colour, or children, or even people. She’d almost said it a couple of times by accident: it’s different there, because it’s black boxes. She imagined herself stepping inside, to this place of warm, velvet absorbent darkness, a vision that felt like a memory, although she could pluck no specific occasion from her memory when this had happened to her, but it was true that she had stepped inside a karaoke 44box and felt the world falling away, felt the womblike safety of that space with its soundproofed walls. I’m not an aficionado or anything, but I got to like it more than I thought I would

         
            I’M STICKING

            WITH YOU

         

         It’s not about how well you can sing, that was the other thing she’d explain to people over and over, when they inevitably responded by telling her that they didn’t have a good enough voice, it’s really not about talent, there is no such thing as good enough! The perilous aspect of this phase of the interchange was that it was liable to descend into the kind of broad-brush cultural comparison conversation that she preferred to avoid at all costs unless speaking to someone she trusted almost entirely, liable to slip specifically into the socio-philosophical iteration of this conversation, which was a variation on a theme of, right yes, that makes sense, because Japan isn’t so much a meritocracy like the West, right, the ethic revolves more around fulfilling your social duty by participating and trying hard, rather than excelling, as we demand here, right, a community-mindedness, if you will, and so on. Of course it wasn’t that there wasn’t a grain of truth in these statements, there were always grains of truth scattered in and amongst the other grains of exaggeration and stereotype and prejudice and misunderstanding and falsehood, which was precisely what made these discussions so infuriating, and gave her the sensation that her insides were being rubbed with sandpaper, but it wasn’t where she wanted to go with the conversation, partly because it wasn’t remotely interesting to her to discuss those things with people who had no 45experience of Japan beyond a documentary they’d seen on the BBC whose presenter did their best to channel their feelings of cultural superiority into reverence and fascination, and moreover, it wasn’t a question of her, as someone who’d spent merely a couple of years in Japan, wanting to explain the culture in its entirety to her listener, because she knew full well that she didn’t have the authority to do so.

         What she really wanted to tell them was just that this was, objectively speaking, a superior way of approaching things, because if you are worried about the quality of your karaoke performance then of course the experience isn’t going to be an enjoyable one, whereas if you feel that nobody cares how well you sing then you are more likely to enjoy it, and of course in many Japanese contexts there was the issue of the unwelcome pressure to participate even if you really didn’t want to, which weakened her argument slightly, but leaving that aside, she did really and truly feel that the trick was just to not care, just to shed all self-consciousness. Yes, she knew that was easier said than done, knew that if the same advice had been doled out to her about something that she dreaded, but which one was not, as a well-adjusted adult, supposed to approach with too competitive a spirit, like rounders or friendly football games, for example, if someone had offered the advice the thing is just not to care about one of these things then what she would have thought immediately and possibly even said out loud – if she didn’t just tell them outright to fuck off – was that if she could only figure out how do that then her problems would all be over. And actually, thinking about karaoke in contrast to something like ball-sports that she truly loathed made her think that maybe she did have a propensity for it that she hadn’t realized, or at least a lack of total 46dis-propensity, maybe it was her Céline Dion past manifesting itself.

         But even if that were the case, what she was trying to do when she told people about ‘how things were in Japan’ was to make it clear that not only was she not a karaoke connoisseur but she really wasn’t even a great singer, no really, honestly, you should hear me, and again, it was weird, when she started saying this stuff a strange urgency began to snap its jaws behind her. A necessity to convince these people, whoever it was she was talking to, emerged. Which made sense, of course, as the behaviour of someone defending something beloved to them, but if karaoke had become beloved to her it hadn’t been at the beginning, and neither was she trying to vindicate Japanese culture. Maybe what she was trying to redeem was the experience she’d had twice at karaoke, where she felt she would be okay to die now

         
            THERE IS A LIGHT

            THAT NEVER GOES OUT

         

         She couldn’t explain to herself why it had happened, but she remembered both occasions with a degree of calm and clarity that seemed to suggest it wasn’t the kind of drunken epiphany whose epiphanic quality endured only as long as the alcohol levels, that it was actually real, whatever that meant, and in one instance she’d barely been pissed. It wasn’t just that those people were important to her, and it was nice to be with them, nor did she want to put it down to the fact of being with them in a sealed room singing songs into specialist equipment. It was, rather, that something had happened that was irreducible to the sum of its parts, something that she wanted to call sacred, 47and yet there was no context, now, really, in which she could ever admit that, not as a serious person, whatever that was. She had stopped worrying about being a serious person when she was in Japan, and now she was back it had wrapped its tendrils around her again even though she understood that if she was anyone, really, she was the person who lost her breath to ‘Purple Rain’.

         And then there she was, at dinner, telling her prospective colleagues about this passion of hers. Not using the s-word, that was too much, but conveying her enthusiasm for it in an unbridled way, and they were nodding, we all love it here too, they said, not even surprised, just glad to have found another like mind, glad at this further proof that she fitted. And it was perhaps inevitable that giving a rundown of the various karaoke venues that Frankfurt had to offer would escalate into a suggestion to show her one, the closest one. They emerged into the dark street from the keller and snaked through the alleys until they came to the place everyone knew as the Korean place. There are box places in Frankfurt, she was told, but this isn’t one of them, you sit around tables and write down your choices on a piece of paper that you hand to the staff, how it works usually because of the writing system is that different tables will have a clump of certain songs, and while the other table is singing the rest of the bar converses between themselves, as if it were a regular bar, but when the mic arrives at your table heralding the advent of your song clump then it’s as if a spotlight has been shone on you. So they all wrote down a bunch of songs, handed them in and waited, and eventually someone walked up and thrust a mic at them.

         She remembers the exact moment that it happened, when the premonition that she had with the sword and the broomstick and the magic wand seemed to lock with the 48present moment, when she realized that she was, in fact, going to come here, was going to leave her half-baked life and half-baked relationship in London and throw herself at this thing that was in front of her: two men across from her were singing a song, one of them the man that she’d been talking to in the keller about anime. His name was Alan, but everyone called him Aslan, which apparently dated back to a mishearing that had stuck – she did get a sense that there were a lot of in-jokes and in-myths, probably that was every company, but here people really seemed to relish them – although she couldn’t help but feel that it must also have had something to do with the golden fuzz that his unkempt hair formed around his face, which had a leonine roundness, and as they talked she’d felt a burst of inexplicable attraction to him, he seemed somehow so soft and so involved, this involvement again, this lack of shame about being involved, interested, curious, was that what it meant to be a geek, a gamer, well in that case she wanted in, her attraction said, went on even to suggest that maybe all she really wanted or needed from people was a certain intensity of attention.

         Later, a mere handful of days after starting the job, she would come to understand that Aslan was a figure of mild fun even within this tightly bonded community that protected everyone inside it, would come to see that not only could her attraction never be acted on or acted out but could never be admitted, even to herself, had to be reconceived as the any-port-in-a-storm naivety of the newcomer, but at that point in the bar she didn’t know any of this. What she knew is that the two men in front of her were singing a familiar Japanese song, in what seemed to her like the picture of a kind of companionship that felt rare to see in the world that she’d come to live in. The song was sung by a bilingual singer and wove together 49scraps of English and Japanese, so silly and so joyous, she thought as she watched, and their pronunciation was actually decent – although no, that wasn’t it, she corrected herself, it wasn’t that it was good, it was that they made no attempt to mask the fact that they were trying, as she found most British people who spoke Japanese did, unless they were wildly fluent. It was so fucking refreshing she thought, this matter-of-fact trying, and with that feeling came a surge of understanding that this was what she’d been wanting, craving even. This lack of fear of being outed as uncool, this trust, this was something that she wanted to be a part of – felt, in that moment, that she could be a part of. Karaoke, the great equalizer. What if she could live, work, around people like this – would she not, after all, learn to effortlessly meld the different worlds that she felt like she had to go between, would she not learn to be the cheesy, cheerful, weird version of herself, the Céline Dion version, the magic wand version? That swilling, swirling sense that she’d had during the test now seemed to take concrete shape, and before she knew it, her mind was made up.
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