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            I think a human being has got to have some faith, or at least he’s got to seek faith. Otherwise his life will be empty, empty … How can you live and not know why the cranes fly, why children are born, why the stars shine in the sky! … You must either know why you live, or else … nothing matters … everything’s just wild grass …

            Anton Chekhov,
Three Sisters (trans. Elisaveta Fen)viii
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1
            If You Lived Here You’d Be Home By Now

         

         My mother was dying, so I got a kitten. Logistically, it made no sense: it would just make everything harder, when or if I was able to travel to see her. It was a sort of helplessness, I suppose – she was so far away. Also, she hated cats. She always said she hated the way you could feel their bones moving under their skin. It felt worth it even just to revive that joke on the family group – to have something else to say.

         The kitten was our neighbour’s cat’s, from a few doors down. During the first weeks of lockdown, working from the back bedroom, I’d watch her make her daily rounds along the walls and fences of our terrace’s back gardens. In the afternoons she’d sunbathe, moving from one shed or rooftop to another as the sun swung round, coming to my kitchen roof in the late afternoon, when it had its turn in the pouring westerly light. The back bedroom got very stuffy: often when I opened the window she’d jump up and come in, delicately, a paw at a time over the windowsill, green eyes bold. We suspected the tenants before us had fed her, she was so at home in our house. 2She’d inspect each room, tail twitching, then settle down on the landing at the top of the stairs, purring like an engine when the girls stroked her. It became part of the rhythm of those days, and when our neighbours said Bella would be having a litter soon, and were we interested, to the girls’ delight I said yes straight away, despite the fact that we’d never had a pet before, despite the clause in our tenancy agreement forbidding it – despite everything.

         We collected the kitten – a black-and-white male – on the day it turned eight weeks. Our neighbour scooped it into our new cat-carrier and handed it over, and that was that, we suddenly had a cat. I took a picture of the girls beaming, holding up the carrier, and sent it to my family group, which was me, my sister, my sister’s husband and our mum. It was lunchtime with me which meant bedtime in Sydney – there wouldn’t be a response for hours, unless my mum was up in the night. The drugs she was on made sleep unpredictable – but the sleeping pills she took in the hope of countering that meant the midnight messages she sent were often unintelligible. There’d be a garbled string of capital letters, autocorrected words and arbitrary emojis, and I’d have to wait until my sister woke and chimed in to be sure they hadn’t been my mum’s last words. To caption the photo, I wrote Another reason to be grateful you can’t visit! It horrified my sister’s husband, the way we talked to each other: he just didn’t get it. For his sake, or maybe for the opposite reason, because I still half-resented him being in our family group, I added the emoji of the laughing-crying cat.

         
             

         

         3Mum had always wanted to move back to Australia – she said they talked about Coogee, with its wide sandy beaches, its salt-water pools cut into the headland. Its snorkelling trails, its surfing – the laid-back teenage years she wanted us to have, and all just a short ride into Sydney. But when my father died, everyone told her not to make any major life decisions for a year, and when the year was up I was sitting the eleven-plus and starting secondary school, and then my sister was, and we didn’t want to emigrate. At least, she says we didn’t: I don’t remember being asked. I think I would have liked it. I sometimes still wonder who I might have been, this surfer version of myself.

         In the end it was my sister who went back – or, from her point of view, went. She and her English boyfriend, first of all on working-holiday visas, and then when they settled there, got full citizenship, had the twins, Mum went out to visit more and more frequently, the only family – the only child-care – they had, and they convinced her to make it permanent. Coogee, in fact most of the coastal suburbs of Sydney, were too expensive by then, and so they’d all settled in a town called Coffs Harbour, a few hours north of Sydney on the Pacific Highway, where they had condos in the same low-rise building. When my mum was a child, there had been a big banana statue in Coffs Harbour, and little else. Now there was a whole Big Banana Fun Park, with water slides, laser tag, mini-golf – even an opal centre where you could watch geodes being split and rough-cut, and buy opal jewellery.

         4I hadn’t yet been to visit them. Pregnancy complications, the terror of something happening to my daughter’s lungs at 35,000 feet – there’d always been some reason to put off going until a better time, and now I couldn’t. It was a strange, vertiginous feeling, that you were on the other side of the world: as if the map, instead of announcing You are here, had an arrow saying They are there.

         
             

         

         We took the cat-carrier into the kitchen, set it down on the floor and carefully unzipped it. The kitten was cowering at the very back, pressed as small as it could make itself, a cloudy ball of paws and tail. The advice we’d read online was to let it come out in its own time, and to confine it to one room for the first few days. My younger daughter jumped around describing all its new things – its food and water bowls, its litter tray, cat tree and scratching post, cushioned basket. My elder daughter dangled a catnip mouse and a fishing-rod toy at it, but the kitten didn’t move. They laid a trail of cat treats leading out from the carrier, but it wasn’t interested in those either. After a while, they got bored and went off to do something else.

         I stayed crouched down on my hunkers, trying to talk to it in a soothing voice. Then Bella appeared on the fence, mewing.

         ‘Bella’s here!’ the girls yelled, and ran to the back door to let her in.

         5‘No, wait!’ I guldered back.

         We couldn’t keep letting her in now that we had her kitten, I explained to them: this had to become his territory, not hers.

         They stopped, frowned. ‘But she always comes in.’

         ‘She can’t,’ I said. ‘Not any more.’

         On the fence, Bella miaowed. She could see us through the window – she knew we could see her. I pulled the blind down, switched on the radio – but the kitten had already heard her too. It was sitting upright, quivering, as if a current was running right from its ears to its tail. Bella miaowed again, louder. The kitten mewled, the most piteous sound – then darted out of the carrier, bolted in a panic around the kitchen, this way and that, hissing as we yelped and tried not to step on it, and finally squeezed through a tiny gap in the kickboard behind the kitchen units and the sink.

         I’d had a pest control man tell me that a mouse can get through a gap no bigger than a biro – but I wouldn’t have believed a kitten could fit through a space the size of a mousehole.

         ‘Topsy!’ my youngest daughter shrieked.

         ‘He’s not called Topsy,’ barked the elder. ‘Topsy was if we got a girl kitten, he’s a boy. Shadow,’ she shouted. ‘Shadow!’

         ‘Shadow was if we got the black one. It’s not fair if you get to choose the name. Mummy, it’s not fair!’

         ‘Both of you, please.’

         ‘Is the kitten stuck in there?’

         ‘Of course not,’ I said, with more confidence than I felt.

         6‘But how are you going to get him out, Mummy?’

         ‘Shall we phone the fire brigade?’

         ‘Not yet,’ I said. ‘Let’s just see what happens.’

         Bella was miaowing, plaintive, insistent, and under the kickboard her kitten had started to cry back to her, a desperate wail.

         ‘Please can we let her in,’ my eldest said, looking on the verge of tears now herself. ‘The kitten wants her.’

         ‘The kitten has to learn he’s our kitten now,’ I said.

         
             

         

         For two awful hours, Bella and her kitten called to each other, before eventually he went silent, and she left.

         ‘She was probably just singing him a lullaby,’ I said to the girls. But the pitch of the animals’ distress had been so evident they both just looked at me. Their faces were blotchy with their own distress and tears.

         ‘I don’t like having a kitten,’ the youngest said, burrowing her face into me, and the elder said, ‘I don’t want to, Mummy, but I think maybe we should give him back.’

         ‘Look,’ I said, ‘the first night was always going to be tricky. I promise it will be better in the morning.’

         The kitten hid all afternoon, all evening. It was almost ten o’clock before I finally got the girls to sleep, cuddled up in the same bunk bed, and went downstairs to see if there was any sign of him yet.

         There wasn’t. Not a single treat, not a scrap of food had gone. Online, I found a thread on a pet forum about a new 7kitten who’d hidden inside a TV cabinet for five days, coming out only at night to eat and drink and use the litter tray; another person chimed in to say that their kitten had made a home for the first few days inside a sofa. I felt a bit better then. I moved the food and water bowls closer to the kitchen unit. I sat as still as I could, and listened. There wasn’t so much as a peep. Kittens slept a lot, I’d read that – it had probably just exhausted itself. It would come out when it was hungry: it had to. There was nothing for it under there.

         And then I thought, with a nasty jolt, that there were actually bait boxes behind the sink full of rodent poison – the mouse man had left them there. I had to get the kitten out. I gave the edge of the kickboard a tug, but it seemed fixed onto the unit, and I didn’t want to yank too hard in case part of the unit collapsed. The mouse man had dismantled the whole row of units when he was here, in order to fill up any holes in the plumbing with expanding foam.

         In a panic, I called my husband.

         ‘Is it your mum?’ he said.

         ‘What? No – no, it’s the new kitten. It’s stuck behind the kickboard and won’t come out.’

         ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Sweetheart—’

         ‘I know,’ I said. ‘I know we, I, shouldn’t have gotten it, I know it will just make things more difficult. I know that we can’t ask your sister to take it because of her allergies and I know that catteries are horrible, stressful places. I know it would have been better to wait and get a kitten in a few months’ time or next year, if we still wanted one 8then. I know,’ I said. ‘I know I shouldn’t have called you about something so trivial. I know there’s nothing you can do. I don’t know what to do,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

         He sighed, started to say something, stopped. ‘Oh, sweetheart,’ he said.

         For a moment, we just breathed together.

         He was only in hospital digs that night because he was in the middle of a particularly brutal nursing rota, staff shortages, nights. But somehow we were instantly back in those early days of lockdown, when we might as well have been calling each other from different time zones in different hemispheres. The space opened up again so easily I wondered if it would always be there, now, between us – all the things, the experiences, that were essentially uncommunicable. We’d both been so terrified, initially, for what the virus might mean for our youngest daughter, who’d been on a ventilator for several weeks after birth, who still saw a respiratory consultant for annual check-ups, that he’d moved to hospital accommodation to protect us, and stayed there for the first nine weeks. He hadn’t been part of us, our little routines – the ways we merged. The girls had both ended up sleeping in my bed, and something about the sustained physical proximity had regressed us all to a more primitive state, where we seemed to feel each other’s emotions, a few times even seemed to dream each other’s dreams. We’d done random things for hours, like follow YouTube tutorials to braid each other’s hair, or make dozens of origami cranes, or set up a tattoo parlour with a 9pack of water transfers I found, things that seemed trivial when we related them on FaceTime calls, as if it was only playing.

         He cleared his throat.

         ‘I’m going to have to go back in,’ he said, ‘but I’m sure it will all be fine.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I shouldn’t have called.’

         ‘You know I’ll always answer,’ he said. ‘And if I can’t speak straight away, I’ll call you back as soon as I can.’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘Here, do you have a name for it?’ he said.

         I felt a rush of love for him – for the ways he was trying.

         ‘Not yet,’ I said.

         
             

         

         It was 7 a.m. in Sydney. My sister’s husband, and almost simultaneously my sister, read my message. He didn’t reply, but my sister wrote I hope you can’t feel its wee bones moving under its skin!! with a string of the laughing-crying cat faces. 8 a.m., 8.30: my sister always dropped in on our mum on her way to work. Sure enough, 8.40 their-time, my phone registered that Mum had seen the messages. A moment later, A cat? she wrote. You have not, have you??? And then a third: Well you know this means I’m NOT EVER coming round yours!!! 

         After that I watched her typing … for almost ten minutes, after which a message came through that filled the whole screen. It was about our dad’s granny, who’d 10apparently hated cats so much she’d hoke out the smallest potatoes from the bag and keep them in a basin by the back door, ready to fire at any neighbourhood cats who set foot in her garden. As a result she’d had potato plants sprouting up here, there and everywhere, in the randomest of places.

         I hadn’t known that story. It would have taken it out of Mum, concentrating on writing a message for that long. She’d been doing it more and more recently; anecdotes, memories. I screenshotted the message, because I wanted to remember it but knew I wouldn’t be able to go back through the family thread.

         I messaged her privately then. How are you doing anyway, Mum? xo 

         Ah you know, she said. A moment later, my phone started buzzing, and my own face loomed up on it – it took a moment to realise that my mum was trying to FaceTime me. I was appalled at how old I looked, how unkempt – my hair going every which way, and in the light it looked even greyer than it actually was at the temples. I’d last seen her two years ago, and I hadn’t been grey at all. I quickly tried to move to a more flattering angle, more forgiving light. Maybe it was just vanity, but I couldn’t bear my mum seeing me looking so old. By then the call had cut out, so I FaceTimed back. Mum’s face when she answered looked surprised to see me.

         ‘You FaceTimed me,’ I said.

         ‘No, you just FaceTimed me.’

         ‘No, before that.’

         11‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to. It must have been an accident.’ She frowned and held the phone out at arm’s length to study it. She was in her medical-grade bed, wearing a Ramones t-shirt. They played the likes of ‘Roll Out the Barrel’ and ‘We’ll Meet Again’ in old people’s homes now, my sister had told me, when they really should have been playing punk.

         ‘I’ll FaceTime you your-tonight my-tomorrow with the girls,’ I said. ‘They’d love to see you.’ That was a lie: they were shy of Granny Marge, now that they knew she was dying, and they had to be bribed to say anything at all, carefully steered not to say the wrong thing.

         ‘Well, that cat had better not put in an appearance, is all I’m saying!’

         ‘Ha!’

         ‘Where is it, anyway? You couldn’t see anything of it in that picture you sent. Was there really a cat in there or were you just pulling my leg?’

         ‘There was a cat. There is a cat. It’s hiding.’

         Mum pretended to shudder. I pretended to laugh.

         ‘Well, I’m going to have to love you and leave you, possum,’ she said. ‘The first nurse comes at nine, that’s any minute now.’

         ‘Ok, Mum. You take care—’ But she’d already gone.

         Bella was back on the fence again. I could hear her thin, persistent call. I waited for a scuffle and answering mew from under the units, but – nothing.

         Bella called and called. The pitch of her calls rose until it was almost unbearable. The kitten didn’t answer.

         12Finally, she turned and left again, back to her other kittens, the hold they still had on her.

         I was certain of it now: our kitten was dead.

         
             

         

         It was past midnight, too late to knock on anyone’s door, or to start hacking at the units myself. I could get up early to try to do it, and to dispose of the kitten’s body, but no doubt the girls would wake early too, and they’d be there for the full horror of it, a helpless creature failed, dead of terror, or heartbreak – or my incompetence. There’d been a thing one of the baby books had said, for those days that you felt you’d done nothing, not even managed to dress properly or to shower: you should remind yourself that you’d gotten both yourself and another living creature through. And I hadn’t. There wasn’t a hope of sleeping. I could still feel Bella’s, still feel the kitten’s, distress. I’d absorbed as much of it as I could into my own body, I thought, so that my girls would feel less of it. I could actually feel it humming in me, like a sort of toxin. It was what mothers did, but it couldn’t be good for you. My sister had used the word riddled with Mum, when she’d told me: that’s how the phrase went, she’s riddled with it. Riddled, as if it were a puzzle, to which there was an answer, that would make sense of this, of everything.

         I could feel my mind racing, the sort of thoughts that make a treacherous half-sense that’s no sense at all. If I lay in bed, the thoughts would persist; I would lose the run of 13myself. I went into my study, clambered over the desk and through the window onto the roof.

         To my surprise, my neighbour to the left was on the roof of her kitchen too. We both used to do it during lockdown, but I hadn’t for a while, and she looked too pregnant to be climbing through windows and onto rooftops.

         ‘Hiya,’ she whisper-called across.

         ‘How’re you doing,’ I whisper-called back.

         ‘What are you at?’

         ‘Couldn’t sleep. You?’

         ‘Same,’ she said. ‘Though I should be doing everything to get it while I can.’

         ‘There can’t be long now,’ I said.

         ‘Nope. Any day. Can’t come soon enough, this wain, I’m telling you.’

         She was the same age as me, more or less, and the baby was her second. The funny thing was, her firstborn was also pregnant with her first child – the two babies were due to be born this summer, within a couple of weeks of each other. My neighbour had had her daughter at sixteen, and her daughter had had a whole life, school, university, PGCE, first teaching job, gotten engaged to be married, pregnant, and now her baby was going to be older than its aunt or uncle, her half-sister or brother the same age as her mother’s first grandchild. My neighbour thought it was hilarious. Her daughter had always been very sensible and hard-working, she said; like so many of her generation barely touched a drop of alcohol, let alone drugs. We’d had a sort of pantomime going in lockdown: 14whenever she saw me, she mimed rolling a huge joint, lighting it, and passing it over. I’d mime reaching to take it and we’d exhale in euphoric unison. She rolled and passed the pretend joint now, and I took it.

         ‘Thanks,’ I said, taking a huge imaginary toke. ‘I needed that.’

         ‘How come?’

         I told her about Bella and the kitten and she said that was what had woken her, right enough – the yowling of that cat on the fence.

         ‘It even set Loki off,’ she said, ‘and he’s normally pretty chilled.’

         ‘Sorry,’ I said. But even as I said it, Bella was stalking along the fence, already beginning to miaow. ‘Here we go again,’ I said, feeling sick. ‘I am so sorry.’

         ‘Why do you not just let her in?’ my neighbour said. ‘If she’s used to coming in – if her kitten’s inside – why not just let her in?’

         ‘I thought it would make it harder for them,’ I said, ‘that a clean break would be easier in the long run?’

         ‘Harder for all of us if this keeps up,’ she said. ‘Jeez, honey – are you crying?’

         The shame of it – I’d hoped it would be too dark for her to see.

         ‘I’m pretty sure the kitten’s dead,’ I said. ‘It hasn’t touched any food or water the whole time it’s been here – and there hasn’t been so much as a peep from it in hours.’

         ‘Probably just in shock. Let the mother-cat in. Here, wait on me, I’ll come round and we’ll do it together.’ She hoisted 15herself up and climbed slowly back through her window; I wiped my face, and took a breath, and did the same. I waited for her at the front door, and together we went through and opened the back door. Bella leapt down and in, and without pausing to scrabble and claw at the laundry basket, or do any of the things she usually did, she went straight for the hole in the kickboard and started to make a low chirruping noise.

         And then – the miracle. Through the impossible gap came the little kitten, first a paw, then a head, then all of him. He shook his head, twitched his tail, leapt up and nestled into Bella, and she chirruped and groomed him, and he chirruped back and mewed and jumped at her, batting at her face, and the two of them started flowing round the kitchen together while I watched in a disbelief that felt close to joy.

         My neighbour, more practically minded, busied about stuffing up the hole with tea towels. Bella and the kitten went to the food bowls, the litter tray, the scratching post, the cat basket, as if she was inspecting his new living quarters, all the while making the extraordinary low chirrup.

         ‘What do I do when she wants to leave?’ I said, and my neighbour shrugged.

         ‘Just let her leave. They’ll get used to it. It might even be a good thing in the end, him seeing she’s comfortable here – might make him come out of himself a wee bit easier. But just for God’s sake don’t make any of us put up with that awful yowling.’

         16‘I seriously can’t thank you enough.’

         ‘Sure, what have I done? I just know cats.’

         
             

         

         After she’d gone, I sat for a while on the kitchen floor, watching Bella and the kitten. They were so happy together. I thought it must be what heaven was like – a reunion, against all the odds, the seeing and holding and feeling and breathing-in of a loved one, let go or given up or lost. I thought of the strange shy wonder of seeing my husband again, when those nine interminable weeks were passed, and it seemed we had been spared. How solid he’d felt – how warm and real. The way the girls had touched him, laughing, as if to touch him was an outrageous thing, and the way they’d run and hidden from him, and let him find them and tickle them until they couldn’t breathe. The way we’d all piled onto the sofa and clung to each other. The nine weeks had seemed an age, and they were; they were their own eternity of sorts. But they had passed. My dad had been a humanist – he’d said there was nothing else but us, here, now, and the dignity and respect we must accord each other. Mum reminded us of that, every year on his anniversary. For that to be the case you had to believe that this was all there was. But what if there was a way of thinking of death as a sort of separation that was just an illusion of separation – something we were meant to understand on a metaphysical level, but were here to experience in a material way, here now through these 17bodies – like this? A way of thinking about time as not a lens through which to see, but as a sort of miasm – that we entered, trepidatiously maybe, but willingly, somewhere, somehow, before all this, in order to better understand?

         For a moment, I seemed to come fleetingly close to an almost-understanding. Or maybe it was just more untethered midnight thinking that would cease to mean anything come morning.

         What time was it in Sydney? It took barely a second to make the calculation; the world clock lodged in my solar plexus.

         Despite all that had happened in it, barely an hour had passed. By my mum’s 10 a.m., the first nurse would be gone, and she would be dozing, maybe, as she found the care visits exhausting. Dozing, making the most of the fresh influx of painkilling drugs. There was a little plastic case my sister had been given that had enough morphine to ease any suffering that got untenable, as they had carefully put it. The hope was she wouldn’t need it for weeks. I had a British passport by dint of my birth, and an Irish passport through my dad, and I’d never seen the need to follow up on my entitlement to Australian citizenship before. But the papers were in the system now, and if they came through in time, as a passport holder I could go there, if I could get the flights, though it would mean a two-week hotel quarantine. It would be the longest I’d ever been without the girls – I’d never, in fact, left both of them for more than a night – and yet I wondered how, once there, I could ever 18leave again. What the least-worst-case scenario might be. Was it worse for my girls for me to be gone, or for me to be here but not-here? Was it worse for my mum to leave me, or for me to leave her?

         We’re each other’s home, Mum had often said after Dad died, but that wasn’t quite it, or it wasn’t quite all. After all, it was what they had always said to each other too. Home couldn’t be other people, much as we might want it to be.

         I thought suddenly of the sign on the way back from the airport when we were little – a billboard advertising a new housing estate, built in what was otherwise the back end of nowhere. If you lived here, it said, you’d be home by now! and my sister and I had thought it the cleverest thing. ‘If we lived here,’ both of us would start to chant as we neared the new estate, ‘Dad, Mum, Mum! If we lived here …’ and the four of us would finish in a gulder, ‘we’d be home by now!’

         
             

         

         Bella was getting restless – going to the door, pawing at it. In a moment, I’d have to get up and put her out, and hope the kitten was ok. And then I’d try to find a way of texting the memory of the billboard to my family group, in a way that was joking enough for them to be able to respond with emojis of laughter.

      

   


   
      
         
19
            Fiction

         

         You applied for the festival’s bursary, but didn’t win. Your mum was disappointed for you – more disappointed than you were yourself – and she offered to pay, insisted on paying, and after a while it was easier to be grateful than to refuse.

         She lives alone now, since you went to uni. Two days a week she volunteers at a charity shop, on Tuesday nights she does French classes, Thursdays Pilates. You don’t know what she does at the weekend.

         Your mum asks about the writer leading the workshop; if his work is good. You tell her it is. You don’t tell her you sort of read it more wanting to than actually liking it. There is one good story in his first collection, the sort you can instantly tell is properly good, about a young boy abused by an elderly family member. But none of the rest of the stories – what is it, you think, and how, how does it work? – quite feel the same.

         
             

         

         20The workshop runs for the five days of the festival, from nine till midday, in a secondary school on the edge of the town. You’re still not that long out of school yourself, but even the middle-aged women joke that it gives them the willies, walking the echoing corridors past the staff room.

         There are eight of you in the workshop, just over half its capacity: the five middle-aged women, two retired men, and you’re by far the youngest. You go round one by one, introducing yourselves. Most of the others have done workshops before at other festivals: they set out what they hope to get from the week, and him. There are bursts of raucous laughter from the classroom next door where a younger writer, recently shortlisted for a clatter of major awards, is leading a sold-out course on the novel. You watch as your writer shuffles then drops his photocopies, runs a hand through hair which is thinning, clears his throat. He’s older than his author picture in the brochure. When he looks up, you try to smile encouragingly.

         
             

         

         When he asks questions, you make yourself answer them, though you’ve never been the sort to speak up in class. You volunteer to read aloud from the story he hands around. You even ask a question about his own work, to show that you’ve read it. He asked to read work from participants ahead of the workshop, and you agonised over what to send through: your best two stories, or were they too similar, and should you show range instead, or maybe the 21thing you’d most recently written, though it still seemed unfinished, in case he could help? The festival administrator said, Just send what you’re happiest with, and so, in the end, you’d emailed her the two best. But he doesn’t refer to them, gives no indication, in fact, that he’s read any of your work. One of the retired men is writing his memoirs. The other a historical biography. Two of the women couldn’t get onto the novel course, though it’s novels they’re working on, and the other three are in a book club together and decided to give writing a go. You don’t think, from the exercises he sets that you read out in class, that any of them is particularly good, but then again, it’s hard to tell; it all seems so artificial, and not what real writing – whatever that might be – is all about.

         
             

         

         You text your mum daily updates with exclamation marks.

         
             

         

         After the final session, you all go to the pub, and after a couple of rounds he ends up sitting next to you. We haven’t discussed your writing, he says. We should discuss your writing.

         Ok, you say. Ok. You push your half-pint of lager-and-lime away, reach in your bag for your notebook.

         He lays a hand on your bag.

         Not here, he says. Somewhere more quiet. I’ve got a 22thing at five, but what about after that, say six thirty, seven?

         It’s the closing night of the festival and there’s an event with a writer you don’t want to miss. But you also don’t want to pass up this chance.

         Thank you, you say, that’s so kind of you, thank you so much. Whenever suits best.

         Great, he says. Well, why don’t we make it dinner?

         Oh, you say, ok, and he says, Great, again, and names the place.

         
             

         

         Your mum has texted wanting to know how the last day’s gone. You know you should call her, but you want to wait till you know what he thinks of your stories. You know too she’ll ask about the others on the course, why they’re not going for dinner. You wonder again if any of them heard him suggest it, and whether they minded.

         Instead you text back it’s been brilliant, exclamation marks, and promise to call her tomorrow, from the train station.

         Back in the hotel you wash your face and restraighten your hair, but you keep the same clothes on so you don’t look dressed up, and you don’t put on make-up, not even bronzer: you want to look serious, intellectual. Then you read and reread the two stories you gave him, until it’s time to go.

         
             

         

         23You’re early and he’s late. You sit there long enough to start wondering what you’re doing. One of the retired men from your workshop walks past, holding hands with his wife, and they stop at the door and look at the menu and you wonder if they’re going to come in, and what you’ll say if they do, but after a while they walk on. Eventually, in he blusters, battered satchel, festival tote bag, books under his arm, so obviously unembarrassed that you relax a bit too. The restaurant is modern, brightly lit; there are people on their own as well as couples, one table of friends. It’s seven o’clock: why wouldn’t you have dinner? It’s just a normal, practical thing to do. The writer talks – about panels he’s been on, about audience members who wouldn’t stop talking, moderators who got the title of his second book wrong. You smile, nod. He seems to have forgotten he’s not talking to another writer, a real writer. Here you are, talking writing with a writer at a festival, over dinner, no big deal. This is it, you think, what it’s like, this thing you’ve wanted for so very long, this world behind the curtain.

         When the waitress comes you order risotto, in part because it’s the cheapest thing on the menu but also because you have a thing about eating in front of people, men, you don’t know; going back to teenage years spent with braces, the horror of food caught in them. Risotto you can eat in tiny bites, and you don’t even have to chew it. He orders the steak, medium rare, of course, and asks you if he should go for chunky chips or fries.

         Go for chunky chips, the waitress says, the chunky chips 24here are out of this world, and once she’s said that, of course you have to say, Chunky chips.

         When he says, What are we drinking, you gesture at your tap water: Just this is fine. But he insists on a glass of wine, then, Feck it, let’s get a bottle, shall we? Oh, you say, but the shall we doesn’t seem to be a question. He orders a bottle of white wine and you do the calculations in your head. There’s no way you can afford this, what with him ordering the steak too. Just risotto and tap water and a euro for the tip, you can manage. If you have half a glass of wine and just pay for that, say adding five euro, instead of paying for half of the twenty-five-euro bottle? But he’s already filled your glass right up and is raising his, Your good health, sláinte, and you find yourself taking a gulp. Slow down. You can put it on your mum’s credit card, which you still have for emergencies, and when she asks you can say there was a problem with yours, or something, you’ll think of something.

         You try to focus on the conversation. You’re aware you haven’t contributed much: this can’t be fun for him, forced to do all the talking. You try to think of interesting questions to ask or witty things to say but your mind is a blank. You don’t know if you’re allowed to ask what he’s working on now. You think of your mum that time, going to see a prize-winning author in town. Your mum had loved her book, had bought a copy for you, and several friends. When the Q&A began, your mum asked the author if she’d consider a sequel. From her velvet chair on the stage, the author heaved an exaggerated sigh and rolled her eyes. If I had a 25dollar, she said, for every time I was asked that, I wouldn’t need to be here, any other questions?

         The food comes, and he hasn’t yet mentioned your stories. He will, you tell yourself, he will.

         You eat your risotto, and when he insists that you try his you don’t say you’re vegetarian, but just take a polite single chip and try to ignore the sauce.

         The wine goes down much faster than it should. He orders a glass of red as well. His cheeks are pink.

         You finish your risotto and lay your cutlery neatly down. Any moment now, you think.

         He pushes his plate aside.

         I’m away to the jacks, he says.

         While he’s gone, the waitress comes to clear the plates. Are yez finished?

         That was lovely, thanks, you say as she lifts yours.

         Did yez like the chunky chips, she says. She lowers her voice conspiratorially: They fry them three times, that’s the secret. Then she goes on: Will your da be wanting a doggy bag, she says, for the remains of his steak. Oh, you fumble, feeling your cheeks get hot, I don’t think so, thank you anyway.

         What’s that? he says then, coming back to the table, zipping his flies.

         Oh, nothing, you say quickly, she just said would you be wanting a doggy bag.

         And what did you say? he says, looking amused.

         I said, you say, still flustered, I didn’t know.

         Sure why would I be wanting a doggy bag?

         26Maybe you have a dog, you say, stupidly, and he puts his elbow dramatically on the table and leans his head on his fist and says, Oh really? Do I look like the sort of person who has a dog?

         I don’t know, you say, and he says, Tell me this, so if I’d a dog, what sort of dog would it be?

         And all you can think is St Bernard, the flecks of spittle on fleshy pink lips, now suddenly so close, but of course you can’t say that, and so you just haver, say nothing, smile, smile, smile, and he puts a paw over yours, the black hairs on the backs of his white fingers, and he says, Now you’d be a whippet, wouldn’t you, or what do you call them ones with all the hair, a saluki, that’s it, that’s what you’d be. All jumpy and nervy and skittish. Relax, just relax!

         And the horror of it all somehow galvanises you and you manage to blurt out: My stories. Can we talk about my stories?

         Your stories? he says, as if you’ve said something funny. Then he sits back, freeing your hand from his. Ok. Fair enough. Your stories. Well, he says. What do you think about your stories?

         Me? you say. I don’t know what I think. I mean I wondered what you think.

         Well, do you think they’re any good?

         I don’t know, you say. Well, no, not really. I mean I know they’re only drafts, but – I’m just not sure what to do with them next, or—

         Or what?

         Or if they might be good enough to, I don’t know, to send somewhere. Or something.

         27Look, he says, I’ll be honest with you. Your stories are. What would the word be. Your stories are facile. They’re just too facile. There’s nothing there – is there?

         I – don’t know, you say.

         Well then, there you go, he says. If you knew, you’d know.

         Ok, you say.

         For the first time all meal, there is a silence. It is horrible. You can feel him watching you, watching as you try not to cry, watching as you try and fail not to cry.

         When the waitress comes back with the dessert menu she looks at you, looks from you to him.

         Just the bill, he says.

         He lets you split it, seems happy to, in fact. You are shaking now, and can’t seem to stop the tears from spilling endlessly down your face. Your mum has paid for this, you keep on thinking. You feel so stupid, so wretchedly stupid. Oh, come on now, he finally says. You wouldn’t want me to tell you like it isn’t, would you? Don’t take it so personally.

         When you finally get out of the restaurant, he suggests a drink back at the hotel bar. You manage to say no: you couldn’t bear for anyone, anyone else, to see you like this, but he says he’s walking back that way anyway, so what else can you do? You walk back together.

         The hotel lobby is full of people, writers, workshop attendees, festival organisers, all streaming out of the closing-night session and into the bar. No one sees you, or everyone does, you can’t tell.

         Look, you’re taking this too personally, he says again, and he offers to see you to your room.

         28Please, you say, meaning no, please no, please no, and you manage to turn and make it to the stairs and he doesn’t, he doesn’t follow.

         
             

         

         In your washbag you have a little blister-strip of Valium, the generic sort, brought back by your flatmate’s boyfriend from his trip to India. The dosage depends on whether or not you’re used to it: you’re not. Would two tablets be enough? you think.

         Enough for what?

         Enough to just fall asleep, enough never to have to deal with any of this again, this suffocating shame.
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