
   [image: Cover: Burntcoat by Sarah Hall]


   
      
         [image: ]

      

   


   
      
         iii

         
            BURNTCOAT

            
               [image: ]

            

            SARAH HALL

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         v

         
            For my daughter and my father vi

         

      

   


   
      
         
vii
            BURNTCOAT

         

         viii

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	
Dedication 


                  	 

                  	Burntcoat 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	 

                  	About the Author 

                  	By the Same Author 

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Burntcoat

         

         Those who tell stories survive.

         
             

         

         My mother said this to me when I was a child, after she’d gone missing for several hours. I was convinced she was dead and that I’d been left alone in the cottage on the moors. When she arrived home, soaked and coatless in the dark, she didn’t understand why I was crying. She’d been out walking and had lost track of time.

         What would I do alone, I shouted at her. I can’t look after myself.

         It wasn’t true, of course – I could make a fire and use the oven; by the age of ten I could drive her car. I was ready for her to disappear.

         
             

         

         Naomi looked at my wet, distressed face. Her own was expressionless. She shrugged. Those who tell stories survive, she said, as if issuing literal advice.

         Naomi had a habit of mixing up words and ideas, and I thought she was confused or meant the reverse – survivors 2tell stories. I tried to correct her but she insisted.

         Thank you, Edith – I can stand.

         This was her customary phrase, code for resumed authority over me, and not meant unkindly. At that point she’d not written a book for several years, her workshops brought in very little money and we were struggling. Lofty, baroque hair had grown over the tracks in her scalp. Looking at her, no one would’ve known she had relearnt everything, including how to speak, how to write her name. She’d survived – catastrophic war inside her brain and reconstruction outside.

         
             

         

         I’ve thought about what she meant. Is it possible to be saved, like Scheherazade seducing the enemy with tales? Do stories make sense of a disordered world? Perhaps Naomi was saying that life is only an invention, a version necessary for us to accept living.

         
             

         

         Today I prepared my bed. New sheets stretched tight across the mattress, the smell of air and sunshine on them from drying in the yard, blossom in the creases. Spring again – it seems to be the human weak point, when we’re tired after winter, beginning to loosen our grip and imagine escape. I remember a saying from your country – in spring, don’t burn the handle of the axe. I’ve made soup and some soft dishes, enough for a week or so. A few books are on the table, including Naomi’s, and a 3volume of translated poetry. This time of year the angle of light on the river changes, slanting up the walls and in through the bedroom window. The studio below is lit like a bulb.

         
             

         

         There’s still time to organise, but most things are done. Tomorrow I will go to the market, to the flower stall. I’m sure Rostam will find what I want without getting sentimental. I haven’t tidied. We are who we are, there’s little point pretending otherwise. The apartment doesn’t contain much anyway, and in the studio the last piece is finished, lying disassembled, ready to mount. My installer has been over the designs and the maquette many times, made the calculations and steel armature. It’s too big to try raising inside, even though the ceiling is high. I trust Sean. He knows the direction it should face – east, with the wind behind the rotor – the weight and sail of the structure, the wood’s liable twist and settle once it’s outside. Strange to think I won’t see it in location on the memorial hill. The truth is, I have trouble even looking at it now. There have been times I’ve covered the lovers’ faces with tarpaulin. Times when I could have taken a hammer and torch to them.

         
             

         

         Karolina has held off the project for years – decades. She’s long past retirement and keeps few clients; I’m lucky she’s loyal. This commission is the bane of her life. All the hidden 4costs and the delays. No doubt there will be controversy when it finally goes up, and Sir Philip will regret his decision. But I won’t have to deal with the fallout.

         
             

         

         There’s no one to inherit so I’ve made provision for Burntcoat to pass over to The Heritage. The machinery alone is worth thousands, and the Bullfinches are in good condition; they could be used by roofers. Perhaps they will open the workroom again, let people come in and watch. There are keys with the solicitor and I will post a set to Karolina along with the letter of instruction. I’m sure she’s imagined the scenario. The exterior walls, specifically the words painted on them, aren’t to be touched. I don’t want a plaque.

         
             

         

         I should call the medical centre, but haven’t been there in years – I was sick of the tests and the questions, so many vials of blood, being told there was no physical damage, or neurodivergence, being told I was traumatised, then that I was remarkable. I don’t know the names of any of the doctors, and I don’t want assistance. I still get letters to attend nova clinics – they aren’t called that any more – but I’ve passed so many markers, and I’m not monitored now. Fifty-nine is old for carriers.

         
             

         

         I thought at first it was tiredness, the aftermath of a particularly hard winter. Burntcoat is like a cathedral, 5vaulted, difficult to heat. All the old pains have been playing up – my shoulders are ruined from lifting what I shouldn’t, timber, pallets, and my hands often lock. Sometimes I convinced myself I was in permanent remission. Maybe I was like one of the last, miraculous great elms in the park, unaffected by blight. Or I’d found the trick of acceptance – psychologists have told me I have a high tolerance for uncertainty, as if I didn’t know. I’m sure now. There are small blisters in the webs between my fingers. There’s that deep ache, the weakening heart. It’s putting itself back together inside me.

         
             

         

         You come back too, of course – who you were when we met, and what you became. None of this returns without your feet on the stairs, your taste, the pressure against my back. You re-form in the bed, eyes bright and stunned, apologising for our mess. I remember those delusive moments when we shared the same mouthful of air, the same bloodstream, almost. I remember the scent of orange blossom from the little tree you gave me, that strange courting gift. Its wild zest – the smell of woken groves, of cologne given to visitors, and funeral parlours.

         I have two names, you told me the first night, one given at birth, one by the government.

         I asked, which name shall I call you?

         Soon remembering, even thinking, will be difficult.

         
             

         

         6People say timing is everything, and it’s true. You arrived just as that brilliant, ill star was annunciating. I imagine you as a messenger. You were the last one here before I closed the door of Burntcoat, before we all shut our doors.
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         When I was eight, my mother died and Naomi arrived. My father still lived with us then; we had a house at the edge of town, on one of the steep streets that lead up to the beacon, from which the interior mountains can be seen. It was a few days before Christmas. The summits were snow-capped, and the air was cold and paper-thin. We were shopping for gifts and my father had brought the car – the doll’s house I wanted was very large, too big to carry, so I was sure it would be bought. My mother had been complaining all day of a headache. Every shop we went into made her wince.

         These lights are so bright.

         She kept dragging her feet and sitting down, rubbing her forehead. We’d been to the old civic library, and, unusually for her, she’d borrowed no books. My father was annoyed.

         Why did you come out with a migraine? Do you want to go home?

         
             

         

         On the walk back to the car, she stumbled. My father was walking a little ahead, to start the car and turn on the 7heating; he did not see. She lost her balance and fell to the pavement, kneeling for a moment in the slush, then leaning over and sitting.

         Adam, she called. Where is Edith? Is she there?

         She sounded very calm. Her words were slow.

         Adam, I can’t see her.

         
             

         

         I thought she was starting an interesting game – she could be very silly and playful. I’m not over here, Mummy, I said, walking round behind her. And I’m not over here. She held up a hand, carefully touched the air.

         I can’t. See.

         I squatted down in front of her, stared, moved my head around. Her eyes did not follow. One iris seemed like a black planet.

         Dad! I called.

         
             

         

         My father walked back to us.

         Move out of the way, he said. What is going on, Naomi? Why are you sitting there getting filthy?

         She raised her arms and my father took hold and hauled her up. When he let go, she swayed, sagged again.

         
             

         

         He walked her across the car park, opened the door of the Volvo and helped her onto the back seat. With every step she lost power, like a toy running out of battery. She lay quietly on the red leather, her eyes wide and empty. 8

         Get in the front, he told me.

         This was the first time I’d been allowed in the passenger seat. I clicked the metal seat belt into its lock. It was baggy, set for an adult. My father started the car and drove unhurriedly, stopping at the traffic lights. For some reason I thought we were just going home. I kept turning to look behind. My mother was breathing rapidly, her eyelids beginning to droop. She tried to talk, but the words were babyish sounds. There was a clicking sound in her gullet. I looked again and her face was in a pool of lumpy fluid.

         Mum’s been sick. She’s being sick.

         OK, thank you, Edith, my father said.

         I was not scared. Nobody in the car seemed scared by what was happening.

         Now turn round, and sit down.

         
             

         

         He drove to the infirmary, pulled up to the main emergency door and put on the handbrake.

         Stay here, he said to me.

         I want to come in too.

         No, he said.

         But I want to come with Mummy.

         He reached across the gearstick and smacked me on the top of the legs, an awkward, pluffing whack that stung through my skirt and tights. Then he got out of the car, walked into the hospital and came out with a porter and a wheelchair. They slid Naomi from the back seat, lifted 9her into the chair, and I watched her being pushed inside, her body listing over. My eyes were watering, the tears refracted everything, and for a moment there were two leaning women in two wheelchairs. I blinked and one was gone. The car smelled sour. The passenger window bloomed coldly under my palm. An ambulance pulled up next to the car, and the paramedics unloaded a stretcher.

         
             

         

         When my father came back he did not apologise. I said nothing as he moved the car to a parking space. He steered me silently inside the building, his hand pressing between my shoulder blades.

         
             

         

         I was given children’s books by the receptionist.

         You look like a clever girl, she said. I bet you can read these all by yourself?

         I listened to her speaking to the doctors, speaking to my father, speaking into the phone. They were planning to move my mother to another hospital as quickly as possible. While my father was in the toilet I slipped over to the receptionist and asked if I could see my mother.

         Oh no, poppet, you can’t. She’s very sick. They have to do an operation.

         What’s wrong with her, I asked. Is it her headache?

         The receptionist nodded, looking pleased, as if I’d answered a school question right. Yes, poppet. She’s got a blood clot on her brain. Oh, here we are … 10

         
             

         

         The sound of the helicopter approaching was unmistakable – the furious blades, air thumping beside the building as it landed. Suddenly, I realised everything was serious. Helicopters were used to rescue climbers who’d fallen from the ridges; they were used to save lives. For a minute I thought we would all be going, and I was lit by excitement and fear; I’d never flown before. But almost immediately the helicopter lifted again, even louder, it seemed, its rotors whining, a blaze of deafening noise. Soon it was a faraway drone.

         
             

         

         My father took me home, made toast and asked me to go to bed.

         I need you to be a big girl, Edith.

         I lay looking at the luminous stars stuck to my bedroom ceiling.

         
             

         

         In the morning he told me my mother had been airlifted to Newcastle and a surgery performed. She would have to spend several weeks in hospital.

         It was a very complicated operation. They’ve had to do some things that mean she won’t be herself for a while. She might not even know who you are.

         He was wearing the same clothes as the day before. His eyes were puffy. His whole face seemed puffy, the features gathering closely together inside it. 11

         Yes she will know who I am, I said.

         He shook his head.

         She’s unconscious. Christine’s mum is going to look after you today.

         
             

         

         We spent Christmas just the two of us, miserably eating mince pies. The tree was undecorated; only its smell was festive and reassuring. There was no doll’s house. My father had hastily bought me a coat; the tag was still in. On Boxing Day he drove over to the hospital again. I was made a fuss of by Christine’s parents, given chocolates and milk. Christine asked if my mum was going to die. I lied and told her I’d ridden in the helicopter. When my father arrived to pick me up, I heard him speaking quietly to Christine’s mother as I collected my shoes and coat.

         It’s like Frankenstein, he said. It’s absolutely horrendous.

         
             

         

         Every few days he made the journey across the country. I kept asking when I could see her.

         Not yet, was all he’d say. She’s not well. She doesn’t remember.

         
             

         

         On my first visit to the rehabilitation centre, my mother was sitting at a table, drawing a picture. There was a strip of stubble in her hair containing a vast, raised caterpillar scar. One side of her face seemed pulled back and lifted. I stood in the doorway, too scared to approach. 12

         Go on, my father said. You wanted to come. I’ll get a coffee.

         He was not looking at my mother and hadn’t said hello to her.

         
             

         

         He walked away down the corridor. My mother didn’t seem to notice me. She had on pale-blue pyjamas with white snowflakes that made her look younger. A nurse entered the room behind me.

         You must be Edith. Your mummy’s been missing you. Come in.

         She walked me to the table, pulled out a chair for me. I sat. The nurse gently placed a scarf round my mother’s head, covering the curved purple welt, and tied it at the back.

         There we go.

         But I couldn’t unsee the awful wound. The picture was childish, a tree or a figure. My mother seemed confused about the line she was making, which direction it should continue in. I took the pencil from her. She looked at me. Her expression was blank and curious, like a bird assessing an item on the ground. I finished the line, drew a nest on the branch with spotted eggs inside. Her mouth opened and closed a few times, popping wetly. With concentrated, almost physical effort, she said, ahm, na, mee. I looked at the nurse, who smiled.

         What is she saying, I asked. 13

         The nurse put her hands on my mother’s shoulders, stopped the swaying motion that had begun to increase.

         She’s introducing herself. She’s saying, I’m Naomi.

         
             

         

         The haemorrhage had caused massive damage, and the procedure came with its own penalties. A precise section of bone had been sawn and removed, the pristine vacuum of the organ breached. They’d mended the tissue, clipped the vessel, and the brain’s flow of blood had been redirected. Against all odds, the rupture hadn’t killed her. Naomi would recover, slowly, anatomically, but something fundamental was disrupted by the process of repair – the complex library of thought, memory, emotion, personality. They saved her life; they could not save her self.

         
             

         

         The post-surgical scan had revealed a second bulge, inoperable, too difficult to reach. There was another soft red sword hanging inside her head. They must have told her after the surgery, as soon as she was capable of understanding. She processed the information as if it were part of the instructions for her recovery – a new way to live, alongside continual possible death.

         
             

         

         Who she was, who she no longer was, defined our lives. Years later, while on an international exchange in Japan, I tried to explain what had happened to my instructor, Shun. I was studying the cedar-burning techniques I have used 14ever since – and living with his family. The travel bursary had come from the Malin Centre; its director had arranged six extraordinary apprenticeships, young artists ‘At Home’ with makers across the world. I was in a village outside Kyoto, surrounded by the enormous, livid forest.

         
             

         

         Shun and I had become reserved friends over the months. I ate with the family, offended them gently with my ignorance and inadequate manners, played music to his children over headphones. Shun’s work was exceptional, far beyond carpentry – as well as panels for the traditional buildings he made dense, blackened sculptures that sold around the world. I was his first Western apprentice, trying to get to grips with fire pipes and resins, trying to escape the corset of fine art. Shun’s English was good; he’d studied in California before inheriting his father’s business. I vexed and entertained him most days. He’d been showing me how to wire-brush the scorched charcoal coat, to reveal the beautiful grain beneath, and when I told him about Naomi he paused.

         This word, identity, he said, it has just arrived here. It is singular. We cannot translate it.

         Her individual character, Shun. You know what I mean.

         No.

         Her nature, her Naomi-ness!

         I was a young art graduate, trying to test myself and develop a practice. I was lost in this strange, quiet, dissimilar place – gaijin, a bizarre person from the outside. 15Shun lifted a hand towards the forest, where the cedars stood in green-lit ranks.

         She is your mother. She cannot lose her nature if she is not separate.

         It had seemed, then, such a beautiful denial of concept.
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         Walking to the market this morning I felt the first flurries of panic. The stalls stand close together, rows of fruit and fish and belts, and I had to squeeze past pedestrians in the narrows. The country, and most of the world, has been vaccinated so I can share public air, interact; it’s no longer an offence. I had on a common white Health Service-issued mask, and might simply have seemed to be suffering a cold. I often cover my hands, if I’m working or wheeling the truck through the city. But I was wearing silicon medical gloves that I’d taped at the wrists.

         
             

         

         It was warm; people were sleeveless, enjoying the first proper sun. This city is small; the inhabitants know each other. The cafe owners, taxi drivers, Sam directing traffic by the castle junction, and Ginny who sells amalgamated soaps and sleeps rough in the park. The vendors are used to seeing me dressed in overalls, hauling the truck along the street, sometimes with Peltors on my ears if the noise is bad, or wearing my purple-tinted glasses. They think 16I’m a shabby millionaire, half of which is true. I must have looked even more the misfit with wrapped blue hands. Or what I am: infectious, paranoid.

         
             

         

         Rostam noticed immediately. His eyes curtseyed down and then up to my face. Perhaps I imagined his quick sift of recollection, the recoil, then compensation. Some people remember; others choose not to. Accommodation has taken us a long time.

         Madam, he announced. It’s a great pleasure to see you today. I have a new shipment from Damascus. Very delicate flavour. My friends in the collective gave me a special price. I can offer it to you.

         Rostam is our street king, master of the bazaar in leather and a trilby. I remember when he took over the stall, a heavy-browed young man, possessed by theatrical humility and the confidence of desperation. He knew you too, by way of other immigrants, the community network of cousins. We don’t speak of you; the past is simply in us. I’m an intermittent customer to his stall. I have no use for modified tulips or palm gardens though I like the rose leaf he imports, but he treats me as if I’m royalty, someone who spends great fortunes on his bouquets.

         No, I don’t need tea.

         
             

         

         I was more reticent than usual. I tried to hide my hands, explained that I wanted the blossom – the tree should 17already be flowering if possible, or would flower within a week. That timescale. Not later than ten days. If he could not help I would go elsewhere, I said, though I knew he would, that he trades widely beyond the market. I explained it all too urgently, perhaps, and his face fell. He reached for my awkward plastic hands and held them, warmly through the gloves. It took some willpower not to withdraw and leave. There was clattering and shouting in the market, but a familiar sound was beginning, high-and low-pitched, rhythmic. Like electrical waves, hissing along their fetch, surging and breaking. I know better than to think others hear it too, though it seems to come from their mouths, between buildings, any sonic atom.

         
             

         

         I understand. I will get it for you.

         Rostam spoke quietly, the tradesman’s bluff dispensed with.

         You must promise not to go anywhere else. It is my responsibility. Yes?

         Yes, thank you.

         He squeezed and released my hands. The kindness moved me. I knew he would not speak overtly, that I’d be spared pity. He’s a man who understands masks, what they won’t admit, what they reveal by their deception. I walked away, pressing my fingers on my ears, and stood for a while under the chestnut tree by the bicycle rank, where the broad leaves absorb the city’s energy, the assaulting 18noise. I looked towards the cafe, which is painted dark blue now and has an iron bench outside that pigeons shuffle and sit along.

         
             

         

         I’ve been inside a few times – the coffee is good, affordable, free of chicory. It’s been several different establishments since you owned it – a vegan deli, a sewing shop. For a while it was a ramen bar. I sometimes sat in the window holding my bowl, thinking about Shun’s wife, Umeko, how she would politely correct my technique, as if I were a child. The yolks of the eggs on her exquisite dishes like the orange eyes in the centre of the cedar trunks. It used to be a tiny place, with room for only seven tables, but they’ve opened up the second and third floors. Even with different coats, even repurposed, the memories remain.

         Which name shall I call you?

         The first. Halit.

         
             

         

         Above the window was a sign – For Sale. And by the entrance a soft warping to the air as if steam was venting from inside. I turned and walked home a different way.
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         It was January when I first went to the cafe. The name was painted on the architrave. Biraz. The place didn’t seem to know what it was – there were shelves of books by the 19bar, plants too big for the seating area, textiles mounted on the wall, embroidered pomegranates, enamelware. There was a photograph by the till, a man in a fifties hat, crescent-eyed and gaunt, sitting with his dog on a boat. In tiny ceramic vases, stems of rosemary and lemon balm. People were drinking – coffee, wine, rakı. At one table a game of backgammon was being played. There was only one member of serving staff, a young woman who seemed overwhelmed. And behind the kitchen curtain – you.

         
             

         

         My friends – Kendra and Bee – had heard the food was excellent and were disagreeing about what kind of cuisine it was. North African, Middle Eastern, fusion. There was no menu; a series of dishes circulated and were chosen or declined. It was a rare evening out – I’d become reclusive and overworked, Kendra had a baby.

         
             

         

         She’d forced me away from the studio, told me to wash and tidy myself, and had left the baby with her mother-in-law, determined to eat something she hadn’t cooked herself.

         This is what passes for glamour, she’d said when I opened the door and she saw my flannel shirt. At least undo that top button, love. Let’s go before I start leaking.

         My hair had grown to a reasonable length, everything had calmed after the recent, wild success, and the loss of myself. My bones had sunk back into my flesh.

         Do we have to do this, I’d asked. 20

         It was cold outside. The air was stiff and had the gunpowder-and-salt smell of winter; the month already seemed dead. I’d been working in gloves and a hat in the freezing studio.

         Haven’t you heard there are terrible things going on? Wars, mega-bugs, Nick’s mother. Live while you can.

         Kendra ratched around in her bag, found a lipstick and held it out.

         Here. Kahlo Red.

         
             

         

         We’d drunk most of a bottle of wine when the first dish arrived. The waitress had disappeared. You walked from the kitchen towards our table, holding a bowl so delicately in your hand it might have been a nest. The hazelnuts had somehow been surrounded by spiced sugar; each was floating inside a glass case. You placed the bowl in the centre of the table, and then, though it was not out of position, you adjusted the knife at my place setting. There was a lithe grace to the way you moved, like a muscled, upright cat. The blue of your eyes glinted, seemed deposited, as if there was a greater mass of colour behind. I stared at you through your series of questions. Was the wine acceptable? Were we comfortable? Did anyone not like octopus?

         I adore octopus, Bee said, though she hated seafood.

         
             

         

         I don’t believe in inevitability. I didn’t really believe in anything, other than my work. It’s not that I knew you, or 21didn’t. I just couldn’t stop looking. The astonishing speed of desire. Construction of bones. Volumes of the body. Scent. This is how it begins, with physical intuition. You were talking to my friends, casually, answering Kendra’s questions, and seeing, mostly, me. Yes, this was your restaurant. Yes, you knew The Anchorman, which was owned by her husband. No, you were not French, your accent was often mistaken. I noticed Bee staring too, with less intention. She was married, as good as. I was the solitary one, had exited a series of relationships I couldn’t ignite or sustain, had declared, fatally at thirty-two, that I could only commit to art. You smiled, at our group, at me, then excused yourself and returned to the kitchen. The curtain swung closed.

         Finally the blood’s started moving south!

         I turned back to the table and Kendra was smirking at me.

         
             

         

         I drank too much, enough to get free of myself, flirted with the men playing backgammon. You smiled every time you entered the dining area; then, because I’m no gamer, the conveyance became something else. Precognition. Promise. We were travelling through what would happen, the wet map of intimacy, the abandonment.

         
             

         

         Was the dinner OK, you asked as I was paying. How was everything for you this evening?

         The others had gone, purposefully, insisting I act. The 22restaurant was empty, the boards and counters put away, the waitress had vanished. There was a flaw in one of your irises, silver-grey, like the broken tip of a knife.

         I liked the dish with the mulberries.

         The tabbouleh?

         Yes.

         Thank you. I’m glad you liked it.

         
             

         

         You took the cash, gave me the receipt. I had a resin mark on the sleeve of my shirt, reddish, like a wine spot.

         Bak, you said, taking hold of the cotton cuff.

         You reached for a napkin, tried to blot the mark. Your hair was tied back under the chef’s bandana, your dark beard was cut close, framing your mouth.

         It won’t come off, I said. It’s pine tar.

         You hadn’t touched my skin at all, though one finger was underneath the cuff – the courtesy was exquisite. My arm fell slowly as you released it. Perhaps I still smelled of smoke and sap, though I’d been in the bath. I knew what I was. I felt myself rise, as if from the undergrowth, like a creature standing stark against the landscape.

         Would you like a drink? I asked. With me.

         The smile faded, your eyes uncreased at the corners and lost their glimmer, and the congenial host disappeared.

         Now? Ah. It will take me forty minutes to finish, maybe one hour. I need to clean the kitchen and get changed. It will be very late. 23

         I wasn’t sure if you’d said no, so I stood stupidly, saying nothing, a dull feeling spreading through my chest. You seemed caught between problems, and suddenly I was aware there were rules, a finesse to exchanges that I didn’t possess. My candour was a breach. You calculated something, nodded.

         I can meet you. Please choose where we should go.

         
             

         

         Near the river was a bar that served late coffee and cocktails. I found a table in the corner, played with the soft wax of the candle, wondering what fantasy I’d created and then ransacked. In the bathroom mirror I looked at myself, put water in my hair, opened a button on my shirt. On the end of its chain was the gold peacock feather, one of the few items of jewellery I owned. You arrived quicker than you’d said you would, and looked different out of the white jacket, dressed in jeans and a faded shirt. Your hair was long, to the collar. You’d put on deodorant, but there was still the smell of cooking, fryer oil and garlic. Some spell was gone, replaced not by disappointment but unpreparedness. You kissed both my cheeks. When you spoke, you seemed less fluent – nerves, perhaps. I didn’t know whether to apologise for my approach. In the restaurant I’d seen and almost felt the sex, the skin’s heat and sheen, and slick of viscous white. In the bar we were stripped back, had to begin as children making friends in a deliberate way, looking for something to share. 24

         Where are you from?

         I’m a mix. I moved countries. My English teacher was Scottish. I’ve actually been here ten years. I’m sorry – I didn’t ask your name.

         It’s Edith.

         Edith. That’s nice.

         You introduced yourself, formally, succinctly gave the reasons for dual citizenship, your family’s expulsion during childhood. The explanation seemed rote, as if it had been given many times.

         I’m called after my grandfather.

         What’s your other name – the Christian one?

         Konstadin Konstadinov. He’s the one who is officially here on the documents.

         I told you I’d changed my name too. You seemed pleased and did not ask why.

         What is pine tar?

         It’s a preservative. I use it sometimes for waterproofing wood.

         Are you a carpenter?

         Sort of. I make things – usually for outside. They’re quite big.

         I’m not really a chef. I studied chemistry.

         
             

         

         We talked about the city, music, past lives, in which the first stories of hardship and unbelonging were revealed. Somehow, though we lived within a mile of each other, 25we had never met. The drinks crashed inside the barman’s tumbler; they were strong, clarifying. The bottles on the shelf were unrecognisable, turquoise, red, like an apothecary’s. We were the only ones there, and our solitude seemed important. The world was suspended. When the bar shut we walked along the icing river, our breath like smoke.

         
             

         

         The date was oddly innocent. It was not until we said goodbye on the towpath and kissed that the truth of what I’d imagined was exposed. Your mouth was soft inside the sharp beard, tasted of anise. The moist flare of your tongue was an accelerant. I found myself pulling your hips close. You pressed me against the cold, iron-belted wall and continued as two drunks walked past, our state more stupid than theirs. It was as if the air had become suddenly toxic. When we pulled apart it felt like drowning. We could only breathe with our mouths held together.
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         Burntcoat stands at the edge of the old industrial part of the city, where the riverbank links workers’ cottages, trade buildings and docks. Friends with houses in the Victorian wards thought I was mad to want to live here, until I explained how much space I needed. The building’s records are incomplete so I don’t know what its primary purpose was. Storage, auction, an exchange for cattle and cargo 26brought upstream from the estuary, or perhaps it was used to mend masts. It was half-ruined when I bought it, full of pigeon shit, cans and condoms. Almost two centuries of disrepair and illicit use had left it scarred, historically unlisted and cheap. The name is inexplicable in the deeds – some eponymous merchant’s, an incendiary event. I admit, the name made me want the building, as well as the proportions. Such things shouldn’t be meaningful, but they are. Even renovated, Burntcoat is ugly by most standards, a utilitarian warehouse, but it stands beside the river’s lambency – a hag in a bright mirror. Sometimes people pause on the road outside, trying to read the writing on the bricks.

         
             

         

         This section of river is slow and opaque, with acidic willows above the metal sidings, chained entry points and steps that disappear down into the water. Graffiti on the bridges. Skeins of debris and oil on the surface. The old wooden boathouses have been demolished or have buckled with rot, the mills converted into chic flats now.

         
             

         

         After art school and the collective, my early luck, I thought about moving back to the uplands, but it seemed nostalgic, the territory of the past. Naomi’s world; after her illness she’d abandoned herself in the wild. Instead, I settled at the region’s edge, where the landscape opens into sky, and there are people, trains to the capital, a different kind of 27absentia. I’ve come to love the middle-place, the derricks and drowned roots, hidden culverts, algae-stained boats and the river’s chandlery.

         
             

         

         In the year of Naomi’s rehabilitation, my parents’ relationship deteriorated rapidly. How happy they’d been before, what cracks there might have been, I can’t say. My father ran the local playhouse, Naomi was an author; they were prominent, artistic figures in the town. No doubt there were jealousies, scales of success – I’ve seen it frequently since, most dangerously when the women ascend. And also when they fall.

         
             

         

         No one believed she would ever write again. When she was moved back to the beaconside house she still couldn’t function, mixing up words, breaking things, wetting herself. There were house fires, overflowing baths, fish tucked into sock drawers. It was like absurd theatre.

         Pass me that table I want to put it on. It looks onions outside.

         Funny, I thought, and my laughter seemed to make Naomi feel better. My father grew impatient.

         You’re not helping, Edith. She isn’t joking.

         For him there was shame. Naomi had no sense of embarrassment, no longer cared about her appearance. Once she’d worn stylish hats, an embroidered Russian coat with a collar of feathers. She’d had an agent. Now she 28didn’t wash properly and picked her lips, made strange lowing noises if she was anxious.

         
             

         

         She was visited by a speech therapist each week.

         Click, cluck, clock. Sing, wrong, thing.

         Give me a silly sentence and a sensible sentence, Naomi.

         Put your tongue out. Wide mouth. Kiss shape.

         For a while we were reading at the same level, and we would sit together, sharing my comics and adventure stories. She was like a big, disabled sister. I tried to help, learnt how to make tea, brushed my own hair, put the laundry on. Little things she’d done that I knew would annoy my father I claimed as my mistake or cleaned up. The egg cracked open on top of the television.

         
             

         

         I could feel his resentment mounting. There were other frustrations. Where her emotions had been, imperviousness now existed. She had no recollection of ever loving him. I could hear arguments in other rooms.

         You’re not the woman I knew, Naomi, not my wife. What do you expect me to do?

         During the worst, he would shout and slam doors while she stared blankly. In the end I think he believed she was doing it on purpose, that she’d decided to vanish from her old life. He would stand in front of her, holding one of her books.

         This, this is who you are. 29

         
             

         

         He tried to take me with him when he left, bundling me into my Christmas coat and pushing me towards the front door. I struggled out of his grasp and ran back to Naomi and stood behind her.

         Come here, Edith, now.

         Naomi picked up a fire poker. She raised her arm. She was humming quietly, the notes minimal and off-key, like a church song. I was electrified and filled with horror. She’d given no sign of being roused by any kind of strong feeling since before the operation.

         You are fucking beyond me. Enough. Edith, come here, please.

         I didn’t understand the raised edge to his voice, the desperation. I shut my eyes and gripped the back of Naomi’s skirt. Some part of me knew I was making a bad choice, selecting someone who did not exist any more, and chaos.

         Fine. I’ll file for custody.

         The door shut.

         
             

         

         To check my mother would be able to cope with me, we were allocated a social worker. Her name was Cheryl Bone. Her hair was crimped and dry and she wore thick, buckled sandals. I hated her the moment she walked in. She followed us round the house asking questions, observing Naomi cook, noting how she dealt with me. She spoke in a grandmotherly falsetto. 30

         Do you think it’s appropriate to let Edith up into the loft by herself? Do you think her painting on the walls is appropriate? Are Edith’s shoes appropriate for wet weather? I’m not here to criticise, she said, I’m here to make sure we stay afloat. Imagine I’m a safe ship.

         This interference was met with Naomi’s remedial logic, my bellicose opposition, our swiftly developing protectorate.

         But paper is expensive and a waste, Cheryl. She’s made a gallery.

         If you tell Mummy you’re a ship it’s confusing because she’ll think you are a ship.

         
             

         

         Naomi was improving; released from my father’s expectations her progression was noticeable. Perhaps she understood the stakes were higher now. An unburnt piece of toast, a tin of ravioli heated in a pan, the gas flame turned off afterwards. Remembering that I had to go to school, that Monday was the start of the week. She asked for help completing benefit forms. She spoke to a solicitor, the bank manager. I might have been in danger, but it couldn’t be proved. The safety assessment showed me capable of a range of activities well above my age. The court proceedings ended, and I was allowed to stay with my mother.

         
             

         

         Some nights I crept into bed with her while she was sleeping. Her skin, and her smell, hadn’t changed. 31

         
             

         

         The truth is, life was harder. I had more responsibility and no guidance. School was difficult after the free, autodidactic state of home. The teachers were patronising, the lessons useless. After the first set of tests I was marked as educationally substandard. Naomi was called in and shown the paper. I hadn’t read the questions, or if I had I’d ignored them. Instead, the column of multiple-choice circles was pencilled in to create a man wearing big boots.

         I think Edith is learning other things, she told the headmaster. Can you test those?

         I was made to take the exam again, and passed. Naomi retook her driving test and passed. My father stopped paying maintenance. I hadn’t seen him for almost a year.

         
             

         

         The divorce went through. Naomi said one day,

         I don’t like this house. It’s wrong. It’s …

         She searched for a word, couldn’t find it. She found a cheap cottage on the upland moors, at the dead end of a narrow road flanked by rowan and gorse. Truss Gap. A place half done, half said. It was like a dwelling from a storybook, ingathered and overgrown, primed for disaster. Inside, the rooms smelled of clay and stone, soot and horsehair. The cottage had no mains electricity, but there was an old generator and a waterwheel, which often clogged with fallen branches and earth washed down the fellside. The garden contained two ancient apple trees and its flowers had been seeded by wild spores. A tall deer gate opened onto wilderness, marsh, ghylls, the end of 32the world. Close by, where the mountain rose, peat-black waterfalls hammered into bottomless pools. During winter the torrents were locked in frozen pillars, and in summer I swam all day, my skin chilled and lunar-white.

         
             

         

         The move was good for Naomi. She didn’t have to see people much, dress conventionally or struggle to behave. She planted vegetables and kept quail in a hutch, their tiny eggs like an ink-stained sky. But there was a deeper defrayal – a kind of accord, I think – in accepting jeopardy. The river swollen and roaring after heavy rain, the great, bullying wind at the head of the valley. She might be taken at any time; she knew it and was offering herself.

         
             

         

         Often I’m asked, what was my childhood like? Was it instrumental? I was measured against the mountains, everything was. I loved Truss Gap, and the vastness of what surrounded us. Underneath, the tow of the place was strong, frightening. Its immense, shifting plates, its scale of giants and Dire wolves. We slept to the sound of moving water and I would dream of the house being washed away, of being in a stone boat, swept into a dark, underground lake, that other place.

         
             

         

         Children adapt, fill the gaps. I was so little, and so able. I didn’t miss my friends. If I fell climbing trees and Naomi seemed baffled by my noise, by the red substance trickling 33from the gash, I would remind her to fetch a plaster. When girls from the village school came over to the cottage to play, Naomi performed the part of a mother, copying what she saw the others doing and saying.

         Would you like milk and biscuits, sweethearts?

         Then forgetting to bring them.

         
             

         

         My schoolmates were curious; their parents no doubt speculated about us. We’d arrived like refugees and had the look of mendicants.

         Is your mum an actress?

         Why does she talk like that?

         Is she handicapped?

         The village children were the sons and daughters of farmers; they were practical, sceptical. Naomi didn’t walk with calipers; she hadn’t lost an arm.

         She teaches, I told them. And to those I could trust, Kendra first, a half-truth. She’s got brain damage from an accident.

         
             

         

         Naomi didn’t return to work in any sustained way. She published one short novel in the following years, which was regarded as bizarre, lesser, as outsider art. It was written on brown baking paper, typed up by a local woman because Naomi could not operate the Olivetti she’d previously used – the positions of the letters confused her, and the sound of the keys was aggressive. Without any sense of 34triumph or retreat, she set up a writing workshop and set aside her own craft.

         
             

         

         What should I compare those years with? A civil life? It was ordinary; it was ours. Naomi and I grew round each other like vines that need mutual support to be upright. She signed official documents, the chequebooks. She held the licences. I drove us home on the concrete road when we’d been shopping, no higher than second gear. I wrote the number of bottles on the milkman’s list, learnt how to choke the generator to restart it. When we got important news, of a bereavement, or my gold gymnastics certificate, I would draw portraits with Naomi’s face in the appropriate expression, sad or happy, shocked. She would nod and try to remember it.

         
             

         

         On my birthdays I received a letter from my father, who had emigrated. The stamps were beautiful, flowers and buffalo, winter motifs. When it was legally permitted, I changed my surname to Naomi’s maiden name – Harkness.
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         I’d like to say to Naomi, I understand. It’s taken half my life to appreciate that cold breath on the neck. Every day she must have felt it. 35

         
             

         

         And I would like to talk to you, properly, not with retrospect or yearning, the space that lies between us.

         
             

         

         I never brought you to the valley. I described it; the sheer granite slabs, the fast brackish water and luminous moss. You never took me home either. Between coordinates is where we existed. Perhaps that’s true for all relationships. In the end, we want versions we can’t have, rearrangements in time. We want someone wise and scarred from the other side to say how it is, and what will happen, to be re-childed. I tell myself that the reasons are practical, companionable; it’s simply about having my hand held to cross a difficult stretch, the way Naomi would take mine to get across the gullies on the moor.

         Jump, Edith. It isn’t deep.

         
             

         

         This morning I sat looking at my phone, scrolling the numbers. Some I haven’t been able to delete. There are friends I should probably inform. I’m acting like a cat, slinking away to the roots of a quiet tree, squeezing into a hiding hole. Karolina would come immediately. She would board the train north, carrying her small bag with a nightgown, her pills, a book; she would have some matchless phrase. And Jonah, who I haven’t seen for years but whose photographs are still on the wall, of me, of Burntcoat while it was being converted. Jonah would laugh. 36

         Get out now, darling. At least you’re not pissing a hundred times a day and suffering a prick like rope.

         And then he’d weep like Lear. He will be the one to forge true old age; he’s escaped all the black dogs, all the predictions. For that, I’m glad.

         
             

         

         There are others in this situation; I could read the message boards and visit support groups. There are registered services, doulas to help relapsers through it – they do everything, from existentialism to excrement. Veterans like me are celebrated, not just for biological luck but for sagacity. So many became reckless once they knew they hadn’t beaten it, burning through the days, experiencing everything they could. Others became reclusive, obsessed with every cough, every headache, nerve-damaged, mind-damaged. Some are still enlisted in trials. I don’t share their disbelief. I’ve been asked about this too. How is it possible to live with fear and hope?

         
             

         

         I have no real interest any more, not in the thing itself. Its composition. Its character. Is it alive or dead? We are not separate; I continue, it continues. I admire its cleverness, and patience, storing away fragments in my cells, confounding biologists and immunologists. I’ve grown tired of waiting, I’ve told myself I would not wait, nor try to outrun it. You wouldn’t let me forget anyway. And I had work, such terrible fucking possession. Downstairs is the proof, my national 37obligation. There’s a burden to remembering, a duty no one really wants – all those names on the government list that have taken so long to embed. Now everything is finally happening, and I keep going to the studio to look, though the stairs are tiring and I shouldn’t waste my energy. I keep calling Sean, asking stupid questions about the iron pad, the bolting, as if the thing might topple onto whichever royal is doing the unveiling. It’s always like this before installation.

         
             

         

         Every time you ring me to check the charts I think they’ve pulled the funding or you’ve changed your mind again, Sean said to me yesterday. Stop fretting. Do you want to come to the site?

         I can’t.

         The steps are almost in.

         OK. Good.

         So, it’s a green light, then?

         Green light.

         Sean laughed.

         We must be setting some kind of record for lateness.

         Sagrada Família.

         Well, I’m not doing this again.

         Neither am I.

         Obviously. You’re about halfway up, by the way.

         You mean a third? H.

         Pedant. 38

         
             

         

         Sean was a monumental mason before he went to art college. There’s not much he doesn’t understand about memorials, commemorating the dead, and there are almost no technical hurdles he can’t overcome. I once asked him if he believed in spirit, whether it informed the way he installed pieces. We were raising the Scotch Corner Witch by the side of the motorway. It was the largest project either of us had undertaken, two years of collaboration and a doubled budget, half the capital swallowed by the foundations. Hecky, we had pet-named her. The rain was almost horizontal, stingingly cold, and we could barely see the Hi-ab. The pack road, built to get the wagon and the forklift onto the island, was disintegrating. The sunken concrete plinth had been very slow to set; it was vast and deep. She’d been over-engineered and comprehensively insured, a forty-foot structure, dangerously close to traffic. She’d been wet-cut, burnt using techniques I’d only just mastered, varnished and tarred. The blackened timbers of her skirt seemed to be bleeding evilly in the rain.

         I have a feeling, about her …

         Do you mean she is monstrous? Sean had shouted at me as the key-wood was lowered, his hood blown off, his face red and streaming. She better had be!

         
             

         

         There is art, the item, or the concept. And there is the story of art, which is not its interpretation, not its meaning. 39
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         I was twenty-nine when I bought Burntcoat. I’d just won the Galeworth medal, and a staggering amount of money. The Witch had been standing at the Scotch Corner junction for a year, her controversy also rampant. Hecky had divided the nation. She was magnificent, unique, a testament to the creativity of the north. She was an eyesore, an obscenity; there were petitions to remove her. The commission had been unprecedented and windfallen – I’d been interviewed along with several artists, all men, all with solo exhibitions and pieces in the Royal Academy shows. Without a gallerist, I’d developed a practice in artist-run spaces, and abroad, surviving on Arts Council grants and occasional patronage. Sean had mounted big industrial-estate art, and after Japan the Malin Centre had paired us and continued to support me for off-site work. He’d installed two of my sculptures in the private park at Hadrian – native oak and hazel, burnt using an adaptation of shou sugi ban. Their scale was unusual for a woman, it was said, unusual even for a land-artist. With only weeks to prepare, I was invited to apply for one of the largest public art commissions ever conceived. She was not dreamt, like Mendeleev’s table, though she seemed in my mind an element, absolute. Sean knew what I wanted to do, and how to do it.

         
             

         

         40In the interview I was asked if my proposal was realistic, whether it would exceed the funding, who my influences were. My answers were brief, disengaging. González, Gentileschi, Oppenheim – her Bern fountain with its tufa and lichen, I said. I did not anticipate success, so had nothing to lose. It was a panel of four judges, three were women – one an arts officer I knew to be progressive, more of a scout, one a historian, and there was a woman I did not know, dressed in grey plaid and moleskin, who looked suited to hand-start the propeller of a biplane. I don’t know what tipped the balance. My age and sex. My incongruity. Perhaps it was because I knew the road the piece would be gatekeeper of, the desolation of the summit, its storms. Hecky herself; she seemed undeniable.

         These model sketches, the male judge said, are really compelling, but, how shall I put it, very strong meat. Is she – squatting?

         No. She’s unfurling. The junction island is covered in gorse and gorse flowers every month of the year. It’ll look like she’s rising from the flames.

         So she’s being punished? Doesn’t that send a bad message?

         She’s rising, I repeated. She’s not supposed to be mystical.

         The man scowled.

         OK. But this Asian process you use. Isn’t the wood going to rot, in a maritime climate?

         Not for half a millennium. 41

         I watched his eyebrows ride high on his forehead. It was more or less the truth.

         They’ve found prehistoric spears here with burnt tips, I explained. They’re more resilient. So it’s not really a ‘foreign’ technique.

         I was trying, and failing, not to sound arrogant. The historian was nodding.

         I just don’t see how this type of thing can be achieved. It’s enormous. It would horribly overrun. And the attention would be … well, very difficult to manage. We’ve already had the bishop’s cursing stone to contend with.

         There was a snort from the woman in plaid. She leant forward, peering through her winged designer glasses.

         If I may, William. Ms Harkness. How would you feel about the council owning the drawings and models? I think that might provide some fiscal surety. Would that be fair?

         It’s fine by me, I said.

         There was no way of knowing what would come, what I was signing away. I had no idea that this was Lady Ingrid McKenzie, whose father had built a munitions fortune and whose grandfather had deposed a prime minister. She donated to national galleries. She owned the land surrounding the site.

         There we are. And I for one would like to hear more about your techniques, native or otherwise.
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         42Learning the practice had been revolutionary, and Japan was astonishing. Shun had met me in the airport with instructions to stay at the Meeting Point – I would never have found my way out. I was jet-lagged and disorientated; the signage was impossible, my rucksack was huge and heavy and I lumbered through the futuristic arrivals hall. On the bullet train, the towns flew past. I’d been told about punctuality, and the timing was exact. Another train, a bus, nature was repeated in the architecture. After a formal introduction, Shun spent the journey talking about his years in California, where he’d studied business and economics, and where he’d tried pot and Birkenstocks. As we passed through the landscape he pointed to the red flying gateways. They were everywhere.

         
             

         

         The residency was designed as immersive, life and craft together. I stayed in a tiny house a short walk away from Shun’s family and his workshop. The grandfather house. It was immaculate and compact, the rooms no bigger than four mats, the timbers original, black and alligatored. The house was raised above the ground and seemed to hover in the electric-green forest.

         
             

         

         For the first few weeks Shun would walk over to collect me, kind and insistently paternal. Umeko would make our breakfast, and their children, Ayumi and Eiji, would 43stare, giggle when I sipped silently from my bowl, and be chastised by their parents. Then Shun and I would cycle to his workshop.

         
             

         

         As his father and grandfather had, Shun worked with traditional pipe kilns, a variety of brushing methods and oils, but he also used industrial flamethrowers, state-of-the-art equipment – I was expected to become proficient with both. He worked only with cedar, the wood most receptive to deep burning, and was amused by my immediate questions, my keenness to experiment. He knew by looking at the cut trunk and quality of bark which wood was best. I was given a heat-repellent jacket, though Shun did not wear one. He squatted close to the kilns, kept a careful distance from the blue tongue of the torches. There was incredible skill to it – collapsing the cell walls to strengthen the wood, preserving its integrity while enhancing its beauty. Too much heat and the piece was ruined, too little and the wood wasn’t sealed, could not achieve the finish. Shun called this experience.
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