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            Me only cruel immortality

            Consumes: I wither slowly in thine arms,

            Here at the quiet limit of the world,

            A white-hair’d shadow roaming like a dream

            The ever-silent spaces of the East,

            Far-folded mists, and gleaming halls of morn.

            – Alfr ed Tennyson, ‘Tithonus’

            
                

            

            We only see what we have missed. All is in retrospect.

            – Katherine Mansfield,

Letter to Sydney Schiff, 1921

            
                

            

            He would like … to awaken the dead and to piece together what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has caught itself up in his wings and is so strong that the Angel can no longer close them. The storm drives him irresistibly into the future, to which his back is turned, while the rubble-heap before him grows sky-high.

            – Walter Benjamin,
Theses on the Philosophy of History 
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            A Sentimental Story

         

         Redundant, divorced, benefit-capped, Eleanor needed a job, and she needed one fast – or she’d lose her basement bedsit for good. But no job seemed right; no-one seemed to want her. She spent days wandering up and down the high street, asking in shops, hairdressers and cafés, weaving through great swarms of people. The swarms never stopped moving – and she felt as if everyone except her had someplace they had to be, someplace that wasn’t here, and she wondered where it was.

         She wondered too what all these people might be missing – what she could provide that they didn’t already have, what job she could do in this city that wasn’t already taken. For a week, two weeks, three, she had no ideas. The city didn’t seem to need her, and she felt invisible, ghostly, as if the crowds might pass straight through her. So many people, yet none of them seemed to touch her, or touch one another, for that matter – everyone swirling between, around one another in fast-moving, fractalic patterns.

         Then, one day, desperate, distracted, she bumped into an abandoned newspaper kiosk, right in the eye of the commuting storm. Everything seemed to go quiet around her, as she opened the plastic door, stepped inside, and hovered there for a moment, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. It was tiny: built for one person to sell newspapers through an aperture at the front. On the floor was a box half-filled with year-old newspapers, out-of-date headlines.

         On a whim, Eleanor ripped off a piece of cardboard from the lid, pulled out a lipstick from her handbag, and wrote in large capitals:

         
            HUGS – 2 MINUTES, £2 EACH

            KISSES – 2 MINUTES, £5 EACH

         

         She propped the makeshift notice up on the tiny counter. Then she waited.

         “It’ll never work,” someone shouted to her left.

         She looked round: there, in a doorway, was a bearded guy in a faux-Burberry cap, ensconced in a sleeping bag, waving a can of max-strength lager.

         “It’ll never work,” he repeated – but more softly this time, as though he were blessing the idea rather than predicting its failure. He grinned and raised the can in salutation, and she turned back to face the oncoming crowds.

         She waited. Sleeping-bag guy watched.

         She waited – and gradually, ever-so-gradually, they started to come: apologetic questions over the counter, tentative knocks, embarrassed faces coalescing from the blurred crowds, sliding coins towards her. “Please may …” “I’m sorry to bother you …” “If you’re serious, I wouldn’t mind …” “Do you really mean …?”

         Yes, she did really mean it: she’d open the door, let affection-starved strangers into the tight space of the kiosk, and hold them tightly against her, or kiss them on the cheek, lips – simulating whatever kind of relationship, maternal, paternal, fraternal, erotic, they were missing or had lost.

         Sleeping-bag guy looked on open-mouthed, as first a trickle and eventually – over the next few weeks – dozens, even hundreds of lonely people hesitated in front of the kiosk, then queued, knocked, and helped her scrape together enough for rent and a sandwich. It seemed the city was brimful of loneliness – it came down with the rain, puddled underfoot.

         There were children who had no attention at home and only tests to look forward to at school, who saved up pocket money for her; there were travelling salespeople who missed their spouses, and needed someone to touch; there were shop assistants on their lunch breaks; there were exhausted nurses who’d watched someone die at work, who stopped off on the way home to empty flats; there were runaway sons, bereaved daughters, divorced husbands who brought her flowers – one who even proposed to her.

         And, of course, even though the kiosk was in the middle of a busy street, and everything that happened inside it was visible, there were still a few – but only a few – creepy, unpleasant, or aggressive customers: the men who pressed their erections against her; the men who groped her; the drunks with bad breath; the jealous ex-wife who slapped her; the man who snogged her and then punched her in the stomach – just as her ex-husband had once done, when, for the fourth month in a row, she hadn’t conceived; the teenager who ran off with the day’s profits; the stag party that tried to cram into the kiosk, chanting “Get your tits out! We’re having a gangbang!” – until a policewoman chased them away.

         The policewoman herself was a regular customer. Before she came across Eleanor’s kiosk, her only physical contact was with muggers and binge drinkers: pinning back arms, pushing people face down on the pavement. So when she discovered Eleanor, rather than asking her if she was aware that she was trespassing, that she had no right to use this property for commercial purposes – that, though long-abandoned, this property belonged to the bankrupt local newspaper – rather than doing her so-called “duty,” she slipped £2 across the counter, and stepped inside for the first hug she’d had in a year. It was lovely, the two minutes over all too soon. “I’ll come back,” she said, wiping away tears. And she did.

         “I think she likes you,” shouted sleeping-bag guy, after one of the policewoman’s many visits. “Good move, getting the local pigs on side.”

         “Shut up,” Eleanor shouted back. But she was smiling, and handed him a tenner at the end of the day. He gave it back to her the next morning. “But you need it,” she said. “You look thinner every day.”

         “So do you,” he said. Then he grinned: “You can’t get too thin, you know. No-one’ll want to hug a fucking skeleton. See the ten quid as an investment. Like me buying shares in your company. I’ll expect some bloody amazing dividends at the end of the financial year.” He looked up, as if into the future: “I can see it now: a few months, and I’ll be moving out of this mansion into something even more palatial. You never know, it might even have walls.”

         The months went by: seven days a week, rain slanting through the aperture, ice jamming the door, heat laminating the huggers in sweat, Eleanor was always there, while sleeping-bag guy watched, incredulous. She caught viruses, mouth ulcers, even – once – nits from her customers; every night she went home to her bedsit exhausted, her arms aching, her lips sore. But she kept coming back – as if she felt she deserved these things, as if there was nowhere else she could go.

         “You’re amazing,” sleeping-bag guy shouted at her one evening, as she was shutting up shop. “At this rate, you really are gonna get rich. I wish I’d fucking thought of the idea first – though I don’t suppose anyone’d want to hug me.” Eleanor blushed and looked away, didn’t answer.

         The next morning, he was gone. His sleeping bag was still there, as were his empty cans of max-strength lager, even his faux-Burberry cap. But he was gone.

         Eleanor asked the assistant manager from the shop next door – who popped in every morning on her way to work for a cuddle – if she knew where he was, but she had no idea. Had hardly noticed him.

         Eleanor asked every customer that morning if they’d seen him, but no-one knew him, no-one had given him a second thought, even though he’d been sleeping in the same doorway for months.

         By the end of the day, her arms ached, her lips were bleeding from a man who’d bit her – and she was crying for the first time in months. It didn’t seem right, carrying on as normal with the empty doorway to her left. She felt spectral again, while the city crowds were surging up around her kiosk, preparing to swamp her with loneliness.

         More than anything, she wished she’d given the man in the doorway one freebie, one hug. She couldn’t believe, now he was gone, that it had never crossed her mind. Maybe that last thing he’d said had been a hint. Maybe now it was too late.

         The final customer of the day was the policewoman. “Can I come in?” she asked.

         Eleanor opened the door and let her into the tiny space. This time, for a change, the policewoman hugged her, put her arms round Eleanor. Eleanor pressed her head against the policewoman’s chest, cried, told her about sleeping-bag guy.

         “Do you know where he is?” Eleanor asked. “Do you have any idea where he might’ve gone? Please, I know it sounds strange, but I felt he kind of … watched over me. I sort of feel like he was, I don’t know, my manager, my shareholder, even …”

         “I don’t know,” said the policewoman, “but I can try and find out. If you like, we could try and find out together.” The policewoman hesitated, looked straight into Eleanor’s eyes. “In the meantime, can I give you £5 this time? Would you mind, Ellie, if today I … ?”

         “No,” said Eleanor. “I really wouldn’t.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Bee in the Bonnet 

         

         For M. 

         Emma was levitating again, a foot above the bed. It wasn’t uncomfortable, just a little cold on her back, because the blankets didn’t float with her. From the bunk above her own, she could hear her sister’s slow, wispy breathing.

         Minutes or hours went by – of her sister’s breathing, of sheep she couldn’t count above five-ish, of strange creaks from downstairs, of staring at patterns in the wooden slats just above her.

         Finally, bored of levitation, she drifted to a sitting position, and then stood up, feeling the carpet’s wool between her toes. Her sister muttered something and the upper bunk creaked.

         Emma stepped away from the bed, over corpses of discarded teddies, to the door, then tiptoed onto the landing. She knew where she was going. She wanted to find her mummy, feel her warmth. She never levitated in Mummy’s bed.

         The door to Mummy’s room swung open. She stepped inside.

         It was much lighter in here, and her eyes took a moment to adjust. The windows were open and a breeze blew moonlight into the room.

         “Mummy?” whispered Emma.

         But her mummy wasn’t there. The bed was empty, the covers pulled back.

         She’d never seen the bed empty at night before. She wanted to cry.

         She looked through the open windows to the moon, which seemed no more than a step away from them.

         Perhaps, she thought sleepily, Mummy had flown away.

         She wandered round the bed to the window.

         In front of her were stars and planets. They looked huge, and she wondered if, once upon a time, they’d all joined up, like a magic carpet or rainbow.

         She wanted to touch them, so she hoisted herself onto the window frame. She could feel splinters jabbing into her feet.

         She took one foot off the frame, reaching out for the moon.

         She breathed in, leant forwards.

         The door in the room behind banged open. She may or may not have heard her sister scream: “Emma!” – but couldn’t be sure, because she’d already gone.

         There was a whooshy noise like wind, a dizziness, a headache, as all the colours in the sky smeared together. A second or month passed.

         
             

         

         Now she was in a park. It was afternoon – a sunshiny-daffodilly day. In front of her was the façade of a ruined castle – roofless, windowless, with red and orange walls, jagged crenellations, stone staircases leading nowhere.

         She ran barefoot across the lawn. People were dotted about, but no-one seemed to notice she was still in her Andy Pandy nightdress, which flared out behind her.

         Panting, she reached the spot where she knew her mummy and sister would be. She sank down on the towel they’d spread out for a picnic. It was a banquet of triangular sandwiches, hard-boiled eggs, sausage rolls, coffee in a flask.

         She stuffed a triangle into her mouth. She thought Mummy might tell her off for leaving the bedroom, coming to find them here. But her mummy didn’t – and instead seemed to stare straight through her. She felt invisible, a ghost at the picnic. And, in turn, she couldn’t quite see her mummy’s or sister’s faces: the sun was too bright, shooting right through them.

         Dazzled, Emma looked away, scanning a tumbledown wall behind their shoulders, about a hundred yards away. An exposed stone staircase with no handrail jutted out of the wall. Towards the top she could see someone – who was it? – oh, how funny: it was herself, in miniature, skipping down the steps. As if, at that moment, she’d split into two selves, two ghosts – one watching, one skipping.

         There was no handrail.

         “I love you,” the self on the lawn murmured, overcome with happiness – but she wasn’t sure which light-silhouette she was saying it to: her mummy, her sister, or her other self, tottering distantly on the stone stairs.

         
             

         

         “It never bloody well happened,” says her sister. She prises the toast out of the toaster with a knife, puts it on a plate, and butters it, ferociously.

         “It was so vivid, Suze,” says Emma from the kitchen table. “I can remember everything. I can even taste the cheese sandwiches.”

         Her sister plonks the plate in front of Emma, turns to make the tea. “Dreams can be vivid, Em, especially when you’re a kid. But it’s all rubbish. Let’s forget about it.”

         Emma nibbles a corner of the toast. She wonders if it’s wrong that what her sister thinks is a “dream” is a favourite childhood memory: should something (supposedly) made up trump reality?

         “I hadn’t thought about it for – I don’t know – thirty years or something,” says Emma. “Or perhaps it’s thirty-one years. No, it must be thirty.” She frowns, mouthing the numbers to herself, shakes her head. “But anyway, it all came back when we were in the crematorium. It’s my earliest memory. I could have only been three or four. Tiny.”

         “It’s not a memory,” says Susan.

         “Don’t ruin it for me, Suze.” Emma taps the side of her own head. “You think it’s because of this.” Her bottom lip wobbles.

         “Oh come on, Em. You’re not three now. It was years ago.” Susan sighs. “Like everything.”

         Emma lowers her gaze. “But …”

         “You do go on. It’s like Mum used to say: you get bees in your bonnet. Buzz buzz buzz. Haven’t we got enough on our plates? Let’s just focus on sorting out the house – it’s going to be hard enough without you banging on about flying and sausage rolls.”

         Emma nibbles another ashy crust, then puts the toast down. She doesn’t feel hungry, hasn’t felt hungry since the funeral – wonders if she’s really felt hungry since a long-ago picnic at a ruined castle.

         “Perhaps it’s a real place.”

         “It’s not,” says her sister. “I don’t want to talk about it any more.” She pulls herself to her feet, leaves the room.

         “What if it turns out it’s real? What then?” Emma asks to thin air.

         Thin air and her sister ignore her. The latter calls from the hallway: “Best get started. Let’s try and rescue some stuff before the vultures arrive. Then I’ve got to get home to feed Chris and the twins. Then work. Then, then, then.”

         “What if …?” dreams Emma.

         
             

         

         Later, Emma finds a box in a corner of the attic, trapped in webs as fine as her mother’s hair. It’s full of old Super-8 cartridges. Her sister wants to bin it: “The films, they won’t have survived. And any that have’ll burn up if you try and watch them – like the last time Mum used the projector.” But Emma holds the box to her chest, won’t let it go. Huffing and puffing, she struggles with it downstairs, deposits it on a kitchen chair, and fetches the Yellow Pages. Eventually, she finds someone who can transfer cine-camera film to VHS.

         
             

         

         It’s towards the end of the second cassette that she sees the ruins. The hairs on the back of her neck prickle up.

         There it all is from her dream-memory: the castle, the picnic, the hard-boiled eggs – everything weirdly translucent, pierced with white light. It’s silent: the camera, which must have been held by her mum, pans unsteadily over the picnic, to a tiny Susan, cheeks full of food; then it moves to the ruins – which are more greeny-grey than orangey-red on the film – and then, with a jerk, it flicks up some stone stairs to zoom in on Emma, who’s skipping down them, waving at the camera, sticking out her tongue. She’s moving quickly, two steps at a time, unfazed by the lack of handrail.

         Then, for some reason, there’s a blur, and the scene ends with a close-up of sandwiches and feet, the world tilted at a vertiginous ninety degrees – and a blue flame flickers across the TV screen, consuming everything. The next scene that emerges from the flame is their old backyard, months, maybe a year later. Emma presses stop, rewind.

         
             

         

         “I saw it. Honest, Suze. It’s on the film. Here.” Emma thrusts the video cassette into her sister’s hands. Her sister glances down at it, turns it over, turns up her nose.

         “Oh,” she says, her jaw set.

         “I saw it,” says Emma. “It’s the same castle. It’s real. It’s a real castle somewhere, and we had a picnic.”

         “So what?” asks her sister. She tries to give the video back.

         Emma shakes her head. “No no no. You have to see it. You always say I’m imagining things. Getting bees in my bonnet.”

         “I don’t want to see it. Look, Chris’ll be back soon. I need to make tea. So if you’ll …”

         “Please, Suze. Then you’ll see everything was real.”

         “It wasn’t all real. You didn’t fly or teleport or whatever from Mum’s bedroom.”

         Emma isn’t listening. “I wonder where the castle is. You might know when you watch it. Or we can try and find out. Then we can go there, you and me. Like, together.” Susan doesn’t answer. “I know Mum won’t be there so it won’t be the same. But we can still have a picnic and …”

         “I’m too busy. I’ve got so much to catch up on after the last few weeks. And I can’t abandon Chris and the twins just like that.” She snaps her fingers. “Chris is already pissed off with me as it is.”

         “Please, Suze.”

         “No,” says Susan, decisively. “I don’t want it. I don’t want to see it.” She shoves the cassette into Emma’s hands, and swivels round to slice the vegetables. She wipes her eyes with the back of her wrist – the onions, thinks Emma.

         Emma hovers, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, waiting for an opportunity to hand the video back. But Susan doesn’t turn round again, and hums tunelessly to herself, to stop Emma saying anything else.

         
             

         

         Emma spends next day in the library, surrounded by books about castles. She narrows her search down to the Midlands – her mum never drove too far on day-trips.

         All day, she pores over pictures of castles, leaning in close – as if trying to break through the pages into the places themselves. She copies down their names into a notepad, so she remembers which candidates she’s eliminated:

         
            
               Warwick Castle: no, too grand. 

               Stafford Castle: wrong shape. Not big enough. 

               Nottingham Castle: not country-side-ish enough. 

               Shrewsbury Castle: close, but too un-ruined. 

               Kenilworth Castle: close, very close. A bit too ruined. 

               Ludlow Castle: oh … 

            

         

         She holds back tears from dripping onto the page. She thinks she’s found it. She wants to go there – perhaps fly there – now, this moment. But she can’t fly any more, can’t drive, has never been on a train. And anyway, she’s already late for Susan, who she’s meant to be meeting at 5, back at Mum’s old house.

         
             

         

         The house is finally empty, ready for the sale. The sisters wander through it like memories or dreams, figments of the house’s imagination. Emma feels like she’s floating – can’t hear her own footfalls.

         They’ve dusted, hoovered, mopped, scrubbed. Still everything looks dirty, tired, the ruins of a family home. There are imprints of furniture on carpets, wardrobe shadows on walls, spidery cracks in corners. Curtainless windows stare inwards at the sisters.

         In the hallway, Susan turns to face Emma, waves a duster at her: “For the last time, Em, I can’t drive you to Ludlow.”

         “Why not?” asks Emma. “It’s such a tiny thing to ask. You and me.”

         “It’s always one tiny thing – then another tiny thing. Bees in bonnets. Buzz buzz.”

         “It’s the only bee I’ve got.”

         “At the moment. Anyway, I can’t drive you there.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because I don’t have a car any more,” says Susan. She turns, starts climbing the stairs one last time.

         Emma frowns at her, tugs her sleeve. “Why? What’s wrong with it?”

         “Gosh,” says Susan. “You’re so like Mum. Endless bloody questions.” She sighs and pivots round to face her sister again, holding onto the banister as if she might fall – or fly away. “He … Chris took the car.”

         “I don’t under …”

         “He’s left, Em.” She realises she’s going to have to spell it out: “Left me.”

         Emma’s eyes widen. “Oh,” she says. “You mean like divorce or something?”

         Susan nods and sinks down on the step. “He gets the car, I get the twins and … so I can’t drive you to Ludlow, Em. It’s a struggle just getting to work.”

         “Oh,” Emma says, sitting down on the step below her sister.

         “There wasn’t any shouting,” says Susan. “He just told me, all matter-of-fact, he couldn’t cope with things any more – you know, twins, funerals and … other stuff.” Susan doesn’t tell Emma that the other stuff includes a semi-dependent sister. And Emma doesn’t guess what she’s left out.

         Instead, Emma mouths: “Oh,” once more and, for the first time in years, loosely takes hold of her sister’s fingers. She flinches a bit at the physical contact, but doesn’t let go, doesn’t yell.

         They’re frozen there for a few minutes – Emma not knowing how to break the contact, Susan not wanting to.

         Susan wipes her eyes with the duster in her other hand, blinks through the dust, and says: “Come on.”

         “Come on what?” asks Emma. They stand up, still holding fingers.

         “Come on,” repeats her sister. “I can’t take you to Ludlow, but – ” She leads Emma up the stairs, onto the dark landing, and into their mum’s old room. There’s no bed, no wardrobe. Emma feels her lips moving: “Mummy?” but no sound comes out.

         The windows, which reach almost floor to ceiling, are wide open, and a breeze from who knows where – perhaps a faraway castle – is touching their faces.

         “Come on,” says Susan again, and slips off her shoes. Emma does the same. They hoist themselves up and stand on the low window frames. There are no splinters underfoot this time round, just lukewarm PVC.

         Susan knows what to do, because she saw her sister do it once before, thirty years ago – though she always pretended she remembered nothing of that night, was instructed never ever ever to mention it, or any subsequent flying incidents, in case … In case of what? – she isn’t really sure, now she thinks back, what threat or danger the words in case actually implied. Repressed for so long, her own memory of it all is sketchy: there are the moments of clarity – waking up in the middle of the night, wandering into her mum’s empty room, seeing her sleep-walking little sister balanced on the sill, screaming and grabbing her, just before she tumbled – and there are the moments of darkness, when a blue flame consumes everything – like the long-suppressed afternoon, weeks or months later, when a little sister, who had a bee in her bonnet about flying, ran off during a picnic, got lost in a castle, and dived or tumbled, head-first, from one of its walls.

         It’s almost dark outside. There’s no moon, and the stars and planets are few and far between, hazy, dusty – as if they’ve been moving away from one another, shrinking, since the sisters’ childhood.

         The sisters perch on the sill, feet arched over the frames, hands holding the sides, fingers touching.

         Stepping out, they both know, is the only way back there – the only way back to sunshine and castle and picnic and sausage rolls, before …

         Susan sighs, sits down, lets her legs dangle over the edge of the past. Tells Emma to do the same.

      

   


   
      
         
            Staring Girl

         

         At eleven, the girl who would grow up to be a famous horror writer fell in love for the first and only time. She fell in love with another girl in her class, a girl who never spoke to anyone but herself – a girl who stared silently, intently at the other kids, as if crucifying them one by one with her gaze. If this made everyone else in the class wriggle uncomfortably, if this made everyone else push her around during break-time, asking her what the hell she was staring at, why the hell she was such a freak, it made the girl who would grow up to be a famous horror writer fall deeply and irrevocably in love with her.

         It happened one morning, when the sunlight was penetrating the dingy classroom in shafts, impaling one pupil after another. Staring Girl seemed almost transparent when the girl who would become a famous horror writer glanced up from her exercise book, and realised she’d finally been picked out by that stare. Staring Girl had never chosen her before, and she’d always wondered why. For a few moments, she returned the stare, and, instead of feeling outraged, of wanting to punch Staring Girl’s lights out, she smiled back and almost sobbed – as though the stare had unleashed something deep inside.

         At the end of the lesson, as the girl who would become a famous horror writer was packing up her things, she felt something brush against her elbow, and turned to find Staring Girl next to her. Staring Girl was holding out a sheet of paper. The other girl took it and looked down: it was a drawing of her face, beautifully, carefully outlined and shaded. She was going to say: “Thank you,” but Staring Girl had already wandered off absent-mindedly, no doubt to be shoved around in the playground, spat at.

         
            [image: ]

         

         After that morning, Staring Girl started sketching all the other pupils in the class. The teacher didn’t seem to care what Staring Girl did, never once singling her out, or telling her off for incessant doodling. The only person in the class who took any notice of her drawing was the girl who would grow up to be a famous horror writer. She kept looking over, to see if Staring Girl was staring at her, drawing her. But she wasn’t, not any longer.

         Instead, every lesson, Staring Girl drew at least one or two of the other pupils. At the end, she would quietly pad up to them, offering them the drawings. Generally, the kids tore up the portraits in her face and threw them in the bin.

         Over the weeks, as the summer holidays approached, the portraits began to change slightly – imperceptibly at first, as if they were drifting bit by bit towards caricature. Lines were sometimes more wobbly, cheeks more flabby, noses distorted, eyes bloodshot and shadowed, hair receding, deep-set wrinkles scarring childhood faces. Facial hair sprouted prematurely, teeth went black and fell out, blood vessels burst, lines spread like spiders’ webs. Eventually, disease, advanced old age, even, in some cases, the greens, blues and purples of decomposition settled over childhood faces, like a spectral palimpsest, as though both layers could co-exist in a single sketch.

         The other children in the class were horrified, destroying their portraits with the fury of miniature Dorian Grays. Some cried and told the teacher. Some punched Staring Girl out in the open. One knocked her over, and stuffed the portrait into her mouth, holding her mouth shut till she swallowed. No-one stopped what was happening, no-one intervened.
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