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The first time we went out together, Abbott took me to see a film about a man who didn’t want his wife to get pregnant. The film was set in Utsjoki, in northern Finland. Utsjoki was dark. That’s to say the sun didn’t come up for the whole ninety-seven minutes. The actors were floating around, or rather, seemed to be floating around on backgrounds of greys and blues. Blues so deep it wasn’t easy to be sure they really were blue.


Abbott spent the entire time shifting in his seat, tilting his head at different angles. I could tell he thought there was a problem with his eyes or his glasses. He kept taking them off and putting them back on again, wiping the lenses on his shirt, on his jeans, then holding them up to the light. There wasn’t much light to hold them up to. All the disruption was making it difficult to concentrate on reading the subtitles, so I tapped him on the shoulder. I was planning to tell him a bit about the polar night. I thought it would help, I thought an explanation would reassure him.


The sun sits below the horizon in winter. For weeks. That’s why everything’s dark.


That’s what I planned to say, and I was ready to say it. I must have been. I think what I actually said was that it wasn’t unusual for small cinemas to have problems with their screens, and I gestured into the darkness. Whatever I said must have had an effect, because his fiddling and shuffling stopped after that. When I tapped him on the shoulder again, although I can’t remember why now, he said there was no need to tap, there was no need to whisper either.


‘Look around, Ash,’ he said. ‘We’ve got the cinema to ourselves.’


I wanted to add Utsjoki to my word collection. I wasn’t sure whether it would count. I didn’t have any other proper nouns, or foreign words for that matter, although I’d wanted ingénue for a long time.


‘It’s your collection,’ Abbott said on the drive home. ‘You decide.’


I couldn’t decide.


‘I don’t know,’ I said.


‘Well, what are the rules?’ he said.


And whilst I was thinking he said, ‘That was really off, having a vasectomy without telling her, don’t you think?’


‘There’s only one rule,’ I said. ‘I have to hear someone say the word.’


I took a deep breath. I waited for him to speak, and when he didn’t, I went on.


‘Finding the right word is like finding the right pebble,’ I said.


What I meant was, finding the right pebble on a whole beach of pebbles. Thinking about it now, I’m glad I stopped there. I was getting carried away, flinging analogies around like that.


‘So, shall I put it in?’ I said.


He thought for a while. I thought for a while. We thought for the time it took the traffic lights to turn green. I was thinking about the time Papa and I were looking for the right pebble.


‘But how will we know it when we see it?’ I said.


Twice I asked him, maybe three times.


Abbott let the handbrake off.


‘Put it in. Utsjoki,’ he said. ‘Why not?’


He let go of the wheel and made a sort of flicking gesture with his hand to show how laid-back he was about it. I put Utsjoki in. I didn’t have many words beginning with u and it was the only one where t, s and j ran into each other.


‘You can’t get bored of it, can you?’ I said.


Abbott checked the rear-view mirror, then signalled.


‘Uts, Utsjo, Utsjoki,’ I said.


He looked over his shoulder and pulled onto the dual carriageway. He breathed out.


‘It’s the sound of the o after the j that makes it. Like box, or socks, but more Nordic. Don’t you think?’ I said.


I spoke a lot in those days. I was always speaking.


I managed to get hold of a book called Towns and Villages Inside the Arctic Circle after that. The book had a whole chapter devoted to Utsjoki. ‘Utsjoki: Finland’s Most Northerly Municipality’. Yes, I still liked the sound of the o after the j, because that’s what got me started, and you should never forget the things that get you started, but what I really liked, perhaps even more, was the idea of endless daylight.


In summer, the sun stays above the horizon for seventy-one days. Endless daylight.


Those were the words in the book. Endless daylight had a whole sentence to itself. The author, Jari, and I think his surname was Joki, must have known how good it sounded. He must have felt brave letting it stand on its own like that. Endless daylight, full stop. Yes.


I kept the book on the coffee table. Displayed it, you could say, although Abbott was the only one who ever came over. Still, when he did, he picked it up and read the back cover.


‘Utsjoki’s in there,’ I said, leaning into the jo to help him remember. Utsjoki from the film.


I don’t think he heard me because he said he hadn’t known there was a series of Towns Inside books when he’d treated himself to a copy of Towns Inside the M25 on his last birthday.


‘It’s been so useful to have all the London commute times and prices in one place,’ he said.


‘But Tilstoke’s almost a hundred and fifty miles north of the M25,’ I said.


‘Well,’ he said. ‘You never know.’


I took the book up to my bedroom. Summer was on its way, and it felt right to have it beside my bed, where I could dip into it before sleeping. Seventy-one days of endless daylight. Endless daylight. Full stop. One thousand, seven hundred and four consecutive hours of it. Enough hours to warrant telling Abbott, but I had the impression he didn’t want to know much more about Utsjoki, and I wasn’t ready to hear him say something about how it would even out in the end.


All that daylight.


I went on reading about towns and villages inside the Arctic Circle anyway. To be honest, I couldn’t stop reading, and the thing about endless daylight was true, because on page fifty-seven there was a photo of people swimming in a lake after midnight.


Swimming in Kevojärvi after midnight.


That was the caption. It didn’t look like daytime in the photo. It didn’t look much like night-time either. I suppose it might have looked like twilight if I’d known how twilight looked. Still, it started something inside me, that photo, a sort of tug north you could say. It could have been the light, or the two people wading, the ones nearest the camera. Whatever it was, I couldn’t stop thinking about swimming in Kevojärvi at night. I thought about it when everyone inside the M25 was sleeping. When they were sleeping or worrying, because darkness brings both. And maybe that’s what it was about Kevojärvi, about Utsjoki, about endless daylight. Seventy-one days without worry, although it probably all evens out in the end.


I thought about Utsjoki again after Charlie was born. Especially after Charlie was born. I decided it couldn’t hurt to bring up the subject with Abbott again. After all, it had been a long time since we’d seen the film and he might have forgotten the things I’d mentioned before. We were tucked up in bed reading, and Charlie was sleeping. It seemed like a good time to begin.


‘In summer, the locals swim in the lake at night,’ I said. ‘It’s warm enough. That’s where they swim, in the lake. In Kevojärvi.’


I had the book ready to show him. I’d folded the page with the photo of Kevojärvi and I had my thumb in the page I’d folded. There were seven people in the water. Two of them were wading and the others were swimming. The ones who were swimming were quite far out. The pair who were wading were close to the camera, but I couldn’t tell whether they were men or women. It was one of the things I wanted to ask Abbott. Look at these two wading, I’d planned to say. Do you think they’re men or women? Boys, perhaps?


I’d told him the lake was called Kevojärvi. I’d taken the time to learn how to pronounce it properly and I was about to show him the photo. I had the book in my hand, I was moving it towards him. I had the page folded over ready, my thumb in the page.


‘Kevojärvi?’ he said.


‘Yes,’ I said. I crossed my fingers under the duvet.


‘I thought you loved Tilstoke Baths.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Yes.’
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Charlie loves swimming in here. The lake off the Toll Estate. The only other people who swim here come on a Tuesday morning, it’s a club or something. There are Private signs on the banks. There are signs on poles in the water. One says No Swimming Unsupervised, the other has a figure swimming in a red circle with a line through it, and you can’t tell whether the swimmer’s a boy or a girl, but Charlie says it doesn’t matter.


‘It just means no swimming, that’s all,’ she says.


You can swim here though, unless it’s a Tuesday. It’s fine to swim, and nobody checks.


And now Charlie’s on the rock. She’s thirty metres out. Fifteen strokes, if you’re good. If you know how to breathe underwater.


There she is. Charlie, light of my life, fire of my heart.


I know. Of course I know, but it’s fun, it’s a game. Whatever Papa said about taking lines. Lines from stories, from poetry, from fables, myths, yarns, histories, speeches.


‘It’s like plucking feathers from a bird,’ he said. ‘You can’t just—’


‘But you aren’t. Not if you take them and change them a bit. You aren’t plucking, you’re playing.’


‘Come on, come on in,’ Charlie says.


And I will. First though, I’ll open my arms. To the lake, to the sky, to the beginning-of-summer sun. I’ll gather them in.


‘Are you swimming? Ash, are you swimming?’


Swimming, of course, and look at the water with the sun on it. Brown or green or yellow, all three colours, some other colour, dappled, maybe, but I’ve never known what to do with adjectives. I told Kate too, I said it straight out. But still. She wanted me to choose. Happy, sad, angry, confused? She said it would help her understand.


And what is the word? There probably isn’t a word for the colour of lake water under the sun. There doesn’t have to be a word, although it feels as though there should be. Most people think Eskimos have fifty words for snow, but they don’t. It’s myth, a hoax, that’s what it is. Some things, a lot of things I suppose, are untranslatable. Anyway. It’s May. It’s a sun-through-the-leaves-on-the-water kind of day, and warm enough to swim at last.


‘Are you coming or what? Ash?’


She’s crouching on the rock. She’s gripping the rock with bare feet, and the water beneath is brown or green or yellow. Dappled, probably.


‘Come on, I’m getting cold. Just swim.’


‘I’m keeping my T-shirt on,’ I say, although nobody ever comes, except on a Tuesday, and it isn’t a Tuesday today. We always swim with T-shirts on anyway, because Charlie once thought she heard some boys. She thought they might have come down from the Toll Estate. She thought they might have left their bikes on the bank, rolled up their jeans, paddled in, taken pebbles, stones, thrown them, watched them disappear. But we’d swum far out, too far out to be sure.


‘Listen. Boys,’ Charlie said, turning onto her back.


We listened. We stopped swimming to listen, but they weren’t boys, they were gulls.


‘Ash. Are you coming? Are you coming, or staying?’ she says.


‘Coming, stay where you are.’


Brown, green, yellow, one arm then the other, swum it so many times I know where to come up, fifteen strokes, one breath, to end up here, right here, in front of the rock. See.


‘Without goggles,’ she says. ‘How do you always know?’


‘You shouldn’t swim in there,’ Abbott says. ‘Especially not with Charlie.’


He’s fiddling with the skylight.


‘It’s not even clean, that lake, and anyway, you’re not supposed to. It’s private. There are signs.’


He pulls the bar to open it, then pushes. Pushes twice to get it to shut.


‘Ash. There are signs, you know. She’d be better off at the baths,’ he says, opening, then shutting. Taking two pushes.


‘I thought so,’ he says, adjusting his glasses. ‘We’re going to need a new striking plate.’


The day he decided on the skylight he came home from work with a pile of brochures tucked under his arm.


‘What do you think to these?’ he said, putting them on the kitchen table with emphasis. I say with emphasis, because that’s how he did it. He did it with so much emphasis that two of the Play-Doh cows Charlie and I had been making wobbled, then fell over.


I’d always wanted a bedroom in the roof. I must have said something like that before he came home with the brochures, although I can’t remember saying anything.


‘It’s for you Ash, for you,’ he kept saying as he flicked through the pages. ‘People go for skylights these days. And if we ever move…’


I wondered if he was still thinking about towns inside the M25. I kissed him. I wanted to. He was being kind. He was being kind, but his brochures took up space on the table. So I stacked them up and put Charlie’s cows back when he wasn’t looking.


He was so happy the day the skylight men came. I swear I saw him take a little skip when the van saying Whole-Lite Windows pulled up outside our house.


‘They’re here, they’re here,’ he called out, and ran downstairs.


That’s when I saw him take a little skip. Charlie saw it too, she said so later when we were sitting by the lake. He drank tea with the men from the van and nodded his approval of hinges and ventilation flaps. He said it was like having old friends over, although we didn’t have any old friends.


The men worked on the skylight for two days. On the second day, Joan from number four came over to see what all the fuss was about. Abbott made her a cup of tea.


‘You need to see it from outside and in, if you really want to get a feel for what a skylight brings to a home,’ he said to her.


Joan said it was exactly what she wanted, to get a feel for it, and she followed him upstairs even though her knees were playing up.


‘The things I do,’ she said, and winked at Charlie.


Charlie and I went out. We walked down our hill to the lake. The swallows had already left. We sat on our coats on the bank and waited for the geese to come in. It was the best sort of autumn day. The right sort of day for geese. I remember the sky, shocked blue by the low sun, there would’ve been a tailwind too. Charlie talked and I listened. Charlie talked on, the way she does, and when there wasn’t enough light to see across the lake we picked up our coats and walked home. The geese hadn’t come. We agreed they probably wouldn’t.


‘Not today, anyway,’ Charlie said, and squeezed my hand. ‘Probably tomorrow.’


When we got to the top of our hill Joan was there, sitting on her front step smoking. She stubbed out her cigarette when she saw us. She sent the last puff of smoke into the air and watched it go. She was always sending puffs of smoke into the air.


‘People go for skylights these days,’ she said, getting up and rubbing her knees. ‘Bespoke too. Adds value, should you ever want to move. Go down south.’


She called it commuter country, and she went on talking, and whilst she was talking Charlie was pulling at my hand, pulling it away from Joan, towards our house. She was saying, come on, come on, but how was I supposed to come on when Joan was talking, talking, and anyway, it was Joan who put a stop to it in the end.


‘Ash,’ she said. ‘Your little ’un wants to get back.’


When we got home the front door was open, wide open, and Abbott was swinging in and out of it like a Newton’s cradle ball. He went in and out, checking on the skylight, inside and outside. Inside, then outside. When the van finally pulled away he called us all together.


‘Put Charlie’s coat on,’ he said. ‘We’re going outside.’


We went outside and stood in the street. Abbott hoisted Charlie onto his shoulders and looked up into the sky. I looked up too. I wondered if Abbott knew something about geese that I didn’t. He was looking up and nodding as if he knew, as if he’d heard from 1,500 miles the first flap of wings, as if he’d held on to it all the way across the Norwegian Sea. That’s how he looked.


‘Well,’ he said.


I held my breath and counted to three. I thought we were all expecting the same thing. He got hold of my sleeve and pulled me towards him. He pointed to the skylight.


‘What do you think of that then?’ he said.
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Charlie’s swimming six.


It’s the number of strokes she has to hold on without breathing in. It’s all about holding on, and Charlie wants to go to ten, she always wants to go to ten, but you have to start at two. That’s the only rule, start easy and work up. Although it isn’t always easy to swim properly in here. Sometimes, you have to wait for whoever’s in front of you to touch the wall. Sometimes, whoever it is swims towards the wall, then stops swimming and starts gliding, with an arm outstretched, two arms sometimes, reaching, ready to touch the wall, ready to tag it. Everyone tags the wall, and almost everyone slows before tagging, because they’re stretching and gliding, and sinking a bit. Sinking, instead of swimming, even though the thing they want most of all is to get to the wall. People stack up behind them, but they keep on, arms outstretched and sinking a bit. And people are waiting. Sometimes quite a few people are waiting. Abbott says you have to. Wait, he means.


‘At least you’re safe in there though,’ he says.


But, now.


Charlie’s swimming. Six strokes then she turns to breathe, six more and all the way to the end of the length. She’s a swimmer, Charlie. She’s a bit of a fish, a slip of a fish. I can hardly think of her without thinking of water. There she is in my mind’s eye, half submerged. There she is, sliding away under skins of brown or green or yellow or blue. An arm here, a leg there, a torso, a head, appearing then disappearing.


There. Charlie, light of my life, swimming six, down the lane, towards me.


At least Abbott can stop worrying.


‘At least it’s clean. At least you know where you are with the baths,’ he says.


And he’s right. We’re not far from the bottom of our hill. The red sign, the revolving door, the changing cubicles with yellow curtains. We know where we are.


We know where we are with the lake too, but sometimes you get lucky. I mean, sometimes it’s possible to swim far enough out so the light catches, or doesn’t catch. Sometimes it’s possible. Really. Sometimes you’re swimming and you look across the water, the water you’ve looked across so many times before. You look for the grassy bank running up into scrub, for the rock, for the spot where you went in, where you almost always go in, and you think the light must have caught, or maybe it didn’t catch, and it must be the light, because it can’t be anything else, because you’re looking across the water for the bank, you’re looking for the alder trees, the spot where you went in, where you always go in and you don’t know. You’re looking, and you don’t know what you’re looking at. You don’t know where you are, although you know you’re far enough out, you know you’ve been swimming for a while, and you like it. You like looking, looking across the water you’ve looked across so many times before and not knowing, and you keep on looking and not knowing, and you say to yourself, you say out loud, ‘If only I could hold on, lost like this, at least until the light comes back.’


But wait, it’s easy to get carried away. Abbott says I get carried away.


‘All the time,’ he says, and shakes his head.


I’ll swim seven.


We’ll swim seven.


You’re supposed to swim in line in here, stay in lane, keep left, keep clear. We’ll swim seven, Charlie and I.


Swim eight.


Swim nine.


We tag the wall then Charlie stands up. She straightens her goggles. She looks towards the far end.


She says, ‘I’ll go after that man, the one with the magpie tattoo. When he’s tagged the wall, that’s when I’ll go.’


She means she’ll try ten. She’ll try holding on to ten, although she’s never held on that long before, and her face is already red.


‘This time,’ she says.


She holds her fingers up, presses all ten against the air. And perhaps this time will be the time, because the difference between nine and ten is only one, but it’s always been too far.


Charlie’s stopped. She’s standing up, shaking her head.


She’s swimming back towards me with her head above water.


‘I can’t do ten,’ she says. ‘I can’t do it. I’ll never do it and even Dad can do ten.’


‘He can’t,’ I say.


‘How many can he do then?’ she says. ‘How many? Ash, how many can Dad do?’


Abbott’s never been taught to breathe. He used to come to the baths with us when Charlie was small and already going under. He said going under was something all babies do until they learn not to.


‘They learn,’ he said. ‘She’ll learn.’


And sometimes he’d go off and swim a length or two with his neck stiff, his legs down and his face clear of the surface. But Charlie kept going under, and eventually Abbott stopped saying she’d learn.


Once, after he’d swum his lengths, I told him it was safe, perfectly safe, to put his face beneath the surface. I offered to show him how.


‘You don’t have to swim at first. You can stay where you are. All you have to do is put your face under and breathe out,’ I said. ‘I can hold your hand.’


I think I might have said something about a seahorse too, because that’s what he reminded me of when he swam. Anyway, he shook his head.


He shook his head.


I remember, because his hair was dry.


And now Charlie wants to play the floating game. She wants to know if Abbott can float.


‘Well, can he?’ she says.


I don’t know. I can’t remember him coming down to the baths with us after I offered to show him how to breathe. I can only remember him saying, ‘You two go on without me.’ I only remember going on without him.


‘Let’s just play then,’ she says.


We need waves. There are always waves in the baths. There are always people. It isn’t like the lake, where the water can be still enough, sometimes, to catch the ripples from a dipping toe, a dragonfly. Yes, that’s how it can be, the lake, although not often, only sometimes. But here, always, the thrashing of arms and legs, the twisting and writhing, don’t disappear, but come back. Like the flapping of butterfly wings, I suppose. Almost.


‘Come on,’ Charlie says.


She holds onto the wall and stretches out her arms, so her body and legs come up behind her.


I hold the wall. I stretch out my arms, and on the count of three we have to put our faces in and let go. We can breathe if we want, when we want, but we have to let the waves carry us.


Charlie counts. Charlie’s always the one who counts.


‘One, two…’


You’re on your own. That’s the game. That’s all there is to it.


And whatever happens next doesn’t happen quickly. You have to be patient. You have to wait until you’ve given up trying. And that’s the thing, that’s the fly. It’s all in the way you’re not, and then you are. Floating. The way things float, the way boats float, and Charlie and I have never seen a boat on the lake off the Toll Estate. All the water, so much water and never a boat. You’d think there’d be someone who’d like to go out, to row out, someone who’d like to float. You’d think there’d be someone like the man in the book. The man who rows out on a fjord. Out in a storm, he rows. You’d think there’d be someone in Tilstoke who’d like to row.


The man in the book doesn’t come back. His wife waits for him, but he doesn’t come, stays out on the fjord, and doesn’t come back.


The lifeguard blows his whistle. He blows twice, and we’re floating, like things, like boats, like that boat. The little rowboat. Two sharp blows on his whistle, and Charlie tugs at my arm and I can feel in her tug, in the way she pulls, it’s time to stop floating, it’s time to breathe, although there’s something about holding on, something about being pushed and pulled and Charlie pulls, tugs, and I need to breathe, but breathing, even though I need to, desperately need to, isn’t at all like the first breath.


The lifeguard points at us from his tall chair. He points at me and Charlie, he points at us, and Charlie says, ‘We should swim. Now.’ And we swim. And maybe the lifeguard thinks something’s happened, maybe he thinks we’re dead. Maybe that’s what lifeguards are trained to think when you float, the way things float, with faces turned into the water. We swim towards the shallow end, best front crawl, breathing every three strokes, the way we’re supposed to, and when we get there Charlie stands up, and once she’s standing the lifeguard stops looking, and on the way home she says she promises. She promises she won’t tell Dad.


I went into Abbott’s study to find that book, the one about the man who took his rowboat out in the storm. Charlie was at school and Abbott was at work, and the house was quiet. Thinking about it now, there was an air of anticipation about the place, as though something sleeping was about to be woken. It was quiet. Quiet enough for reading, so I went into Abbott’s study to find the book.


I pulled it from the shelf. It was exactly as I’d remembered it; a small paperback, black, with a painted flame, one line each of yellow and red and white. I knelt down on the floor of Abbott’s study and read.


Signe lies on a bench.


That’s how the book begins. That’s how it almost ends too.


Signe lies on a bench and sees herself. She sees herself and she sees her husband, Asle, before he went out on the fjord, twenty-three years in the past. It was more or less how I’d remembered it, Signe lying on the bench, seeing herself and Asle, already knowing Asle can’t come back.


I hadn’t really remembered much more of the story than that. I’d read it twice before and didn’t have more than its bare bones rattling around inside my head. The bench, the boat, the waiting, that’s what I had, the waiting. The waiting for something that had already happened. And yes, there was something else in my head. Perhaps it was the waves. I could remember the push and pull of the waves, but there was something else, something beneath the surface. I can’t say, but there was something, about that book, about being inside that book.


I carried on reading. I’d read it twice before and still I didn’t like it. I didn’t like how light the book felt in my hand. I shook it, then told myself to stop shaking it. I suppose I’d wanted to jar the words a little. I suppose I’d wanted to unsettle them.


I told myself I didn’t have to read another word. But I read, and I must have been reading for a while, because I was getting pins and needles from kneeling down for so long. I sat down, then laid on my back. I carried on reading like that, lying on my back, on the floor of Abbott’s study.


I read as far as the part about the boy. I’d forgotten about the boy. I’d forgotten he’d drowned. I’d forgotten he was only seven, the same age as Charlie. I’d forgotten everything. I only had bare bones and sensations. But there he was, the boy, dead. Drowned in the same fjord as the man.


I didn’t like it. I didn’t like how heavy the book had become. I didn’t like the way the words breathed, the way they pulsed. What I mean is I wanted full stops. I wanted something to put a stop to it. Endless daylight. That’s what I wanted. Self-contained, endless daylight, but the words kept coming, one after the other, which was only the way they looked on the page, but wasn’t the way they were.


I went on with it. I couldn’t put it down. I was searching for something to hang on to, something to grasp and make everything else fall into place. I looked everywhere. I searched through those words, but there wasn’t anything. All I could find was Signe lying on the bench, that was all I could find, and it wasn’t enough. One woman, lying on a wooden bench. It wasn’t enough.


My phone buzzed in my pocket. It was just like Abbott to be there when I needed him. I read on a bit. It was difficult to put the book down, and anyway, I was comfortable lying there on my back. The feeling of his buzzing had calmed me a bit. Here we are, I thought as I read. Two women, lying on our backs. Although I knew Signe couldn’t lie down indefinitely.


My phone buzzed again. I took it out of my pocket and looked at the screen.


Can you get the lasagne out of the freezer? A.


I’d said before, there was no need to sign off with an A.


‘I can already see your name,’ I said. ‘And it makes it feel like the beginning of something else.’


‘Like what?’ he said.


‘A sentence beginning with A. Any sentence. Like that one.’


‘Which one?’ he said.


I closed the book. I put it on the floor and stood up. I wanted to get the lasagne out of the freezer but I couldn’t get over the feeling that Signe was lying on the bench inside the book, that she would still be inside it if I walked away.


It happened before. The first time I read that book, or maybe it was the second, I woke in the night. I had to ask Abbott if he wouldn’t mind taking the book, although I meant the words, away from the bedroom. I asked him politely. He said he was sleeping. He couldn’t have been.


‘It’s the words,’ I said.


He propped his head up with his elbow and laughed.


‘It’s a story,’ he said. ‘A small paperback. It’s no big deal.’


Kate said it too. It’s no big deal, Ash. It’s not a big thing. But that was later.


I wanted to get the lasagne. I was standing in Abbott’s study. The sun had taken over the whole room. Its fingers reached down into the space between the carpet and the door. I wanted to get out, go to the freezer, but I couldn’t leave the book. I was looking down at the book, the sun on the book, and thinking about the words, one next to the other, spreading.


‘It’s only a small paperback,’ I said out loud. ‘It’s no big deal, Ash.’


Then I opened the door and ran.


I had the feeling the words were following me, I thought I felt them brush around my neck, then tighten a little. But Abbott’s always said I’ve got a fertile imagination.









‌


Now we see it.


The old ash tree, our ash tree, Abbott’s and mine, although it was just a thing we said.


You can see it from the lake. It’s easy in winter when the hedgerows run clean across the fields. In summer, you have to swim out and climb up on the rock.


And Charlie’s already under the ash tree, lying on her back. She’s already there with her knees up and her arms angel-spread in the long grass. And the sun. Of course, the sun, strung out in its blue sky, is the thing that’s making it difficult to imagine, to picture. A boy, in late November. A seven-year-old boy, being pulled from the fjord and pressed into his mama’s chest. Difficult to imagine his arms hanging down, his head hanging down, his eyes open and empty.


But quiet now. Charlie’s talking. Charlie’s always talking.


She’s lying in the long grass. Both of us, a pair, you could say, lying in the grass, and the sun strung so far out it’s impossible to imagine.


‘So you didn’t swim in the lake today?’ she says.


‘It’s Tuesday.’


‘Oh, the club?’


She turns onto her stomach to pick grass.


She picks grass. She piles it, she blows it, we watch it. Rise and settle. And who was the child in the poem? The one who said, what is the grass?


Charlie, picking grass and talking on. Despite the sun, despite the power of the sun.


A strange day, today of all days, to be thinking about the day Signe was lying on the bench. It must’ve been cold, a day like the days Asle and the boy drowned. Cold days, and dark. Although I can’t remember. I can’t remember whether there’s anything to remember.


Charlie, climbing our tree, Abbott’s and mine. It was just a thing we said.


Charlie grabs the bottom branch with both hands. She hangs and swings. Swings her body so her feet come up and she turns herself until the branch that was over her is under her. Now she’s balanced. Now she’s standing. Seven-year-old hands up against the trunk, and Abbott would say I should watch her when she climbs. Just in case, he would say.


‘Climb up,’ she says, shooting out an arm and a leg to show how easy it all is.


The sun. Of course, the sun makes it nothing like it was that summer, our summer, although it was only me who called it that.


She says, ‘Come up.’


I grab the bottom branch.


‘Come up, come up.’


I said the same to Kate that summer. I shouted it down, but she didn’t come. I remember. Her skirt, her knees, her feet firmly planted, and the rain collecting in the earth around them. She shook her head, she shouted back. She shouted through the rain, louder than she needed to, because she wasn’t that far away. Not really.


‘Be careful,’ she shouted. ‘You crazy girl, you crazy boy, whoever you are.’


I turned away from her then. It was something new, turning away.


She’ll be there when I turn back, that’s what I thought. As long as I keep climbing, she’ll be there.


I didn’t turn back. I went on up. The branches were thick with leaves and wet. I kept on, inching on up, the way Papa had shown me. I kept on until I was high. I must have been high, because the branches bowed, they creaked. I whispered into them. I spoke. It didn’t matter. I was brave, brave, brave. I was high, I was higher. High as a kite, high as you like, because when you’re high you have something. I had something.


I had her, up there, although the rain was coming down, although the branches were bending.


Still, I came down in the end. I had to. The rain wasn’t stopping, and anyway, there was Abbott. There was Charlie.


I climbed down. I found Kate crouching up against the trunk, her skirt stuck to her thighs. We were wet. Both of us, soaked through, and cold.


‘Are you ready now?’ she said. ‘Finished?’


We walked back across the meadow, we must’ve walked back across the meadow, although I can’t really remember walking. All I remember is that I hadn’t finished. I didn’t say so. Instead I told myself I could go up another day, but I’d already gone as high as I could go. I mean, we’d probably already got to the point where there was nowhere higher.


And now we’ve finished climbing.


We’re walking home, and Charlie’s in front. Charlie’s striding out, pushing back the grasses. Long, loose steps, high on being high.


‘You should actually be watching me when I climb high,’ Charlie says. ‘You should actually be holding my hand as soon as we come off the footpath. As soon as. That’s when you should hold my hand. But never mind. I wouldn’t ever tell.’


She takes my hand. Skips, tips of her toes, should be coming down by now, both of us. It’s the sun, at the backs of our knees, and chasing, chasing us home.


‘We’re probably late. It’s probably eight!’ Charlie says.


It’s a story we both know, and is always the way of things when we go out, because Abbott’s got a watch. A nice watch. He feels the weight of it in his hand every morning.


‘A nice watch,’ he says.


He stands up straight whilst he puts it on; I’ve seen him pulling back on his shoulders. It’s called Second Core, his watch.


‘Second, because of seconds, you know, from minutes and seconds,’ he said, the day he first came home with it. ‘Second Core, because really, you can only have one core.’


‘Apart from caw and corps. You know, c-a-w, and c-o-r-p-s?’ I said. ‘There, three possible cores, at least.’


‘But I’m not talking about homophones now,’ he said.


He asked if I wanted a nice watch. He undid the strap and handed it to me, or rather, pressed it into the palm of my hand.


‘Feel the weight of that,’ he said. ‘A nice watch.’


I said it was a nice watch. I wasn’t sure whether it was the weight that was supposed to make it nice. I couldn’t really think why someone would want to carry around something so heavy.


‘So?’ he said. ‘They do a range for women too.’


‘I’d probably forget to put a nice watch back on after swimming, if I had one,’ I said.


‘Yes,’ he said, and I wondered for a moment if he might cry. He had that kind of look about him. But perhaps I was reading too much into that look because later, when I was thinking about it, I couldn’t remember ever seeing him cry.


We were late. As soon as Charlie opened the front door Abbott walked into the hallway tapping the face of his Second Core. He was looking us up and down. I think he thought we’d been to the lake, but before he could say anything about it not being clean in there, Charlie said, ‘Don’t worry, Dad, we were at the tree, the ash tree,’ and he went back to tapping, although less forcefully.


After dinner Abbott put his arms around my waist. The back door was open and sounds from our hill were drifting in. The usual kinds of sounds: voices, cars, a door shutting somewhere, a dog barking. I was scraping the last bits of lasagne off the plates into the bin and thinking about how sounds drift in when you can’t see where they’re coming from. Drift in and don’t just arrive. It was soothing, scraping the plates, listening for sounds on the night air, and yes, I thought, this is the way things arrive, nothing happens suddenly. It was at that moment Abbott put his arms around my waist. I stood up straight, I must have done it quickly, because the back of my head caught his chin and I heard his mouth snap shut.


‘Ash,’ he said.


And when he’d composed himself he put his arms back around my waist. We stood there for a while, not moving.


‘If you ever change your mind about having a nice watch,’ he said. ‘I could sort one out for you at the drop of a hat.’


‘And if you ever want to, you can come to the tree,’ I said.


He said it sounded like a fair deal, which is usually the way the watch–tree exchange ends, although sometimes I say one core’s enough for one girl. Either way, it’s the end, and Abbott never comes to the tree.


We used to call it our tree. It was just something we said, but at the beginning it felt that way. A few weeks after we’d seen the Utsjoki film Abbott turned up at my front door without warning, though he said it was more impromptu than without warning.


‘Without warning makes it sound, well, you know,’ he said.


I didn’t know. But I took impromptu for my collection. The m, the p, the t. The way my mouth had to work to get them out, that’s why I took it. Then, of course, the u. Unexpected, I thought. Completely unexpected.


Abbott had his shirtsleeves rolled up and was carrying a picnic. I could see he’d gone and bought a French baguette. He was standing on the doorstep and the end of it was sticking out of his bag. He wanted to take me out. Out of Tilstoke.




OEBPS/image/1.jpg
SLIP OF A FISH

Amy Arnold

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
@H’ AMY ARNOLD

~ SLIP OF
A FISH

-

©





OEBPS/image/Northern_Book_Prize__final_logo.png
Northern
Book
Prize






OEBPS/image/ACE_logo_for_Prelims_jpeg_black.png
Y Coy, Supported using public funding by

§ 2| ARTS COUNCIL
%% | ENGLAND






