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1
            Prologue

         

         With the unsettling dark ocean below, I could’ve been anywhere, my body set to any clock. The only constant was the drumming hangover in my head. I had to disguise this to the passengers and the act of doing so, of presenting normality, felt familiar and safe. Soon the alcohol would wear off, somewhere between the meal service and the duty free, and the trick was not to speak loudly in case they caught the whiff on my breath.

         It had become a uniform in itself, this unintended life, and it was now well-tailored and seamless. We were halfway to New York, the plane a Boeing 767 which didn’t exactly rattle, but belonged to the era of Cinzano ads and a meal trolley with a roasted joint of ham served by a stewardess. We were called cabin crew these days, and I was handing out drinks in the aisle, all eyes on what I might have in my drawers (I had to pretend to enjoy innuendo) when the captain announced over the Tannoy, Will the Senior Cabin Crew member report to the flight desk immediately?

         ‘Red wine? Of course sir.’ I handed over two miniature bottles, clicked the brake, lowered my eyes as I retreated from the cabin. It was exhilarating to break the routine, to 2be allowed to leave rows of passengers high and dry without a drink or a paper menu.

         The purser appeared, then told us to prepare for an emergency briefing. We gathered round and she reported the captain had informed her there was a crack in the wing. We were to divert to the nearest land mass. Greenland.

         It took a while to sink in. Could we land safely with a damaged wing? I guessed we probably couldn’t. As I stowed the cannisters and the trolleys, making sure none would shoot out and whack my head, I went through the emergency evacuation drill, then thought how stupid I’d been to give up smoking. If I was going to die in the next few hours why had I bothered trying to be healthy, slimmer, less outrageous? I wondered how many complementary peanuts I had handed out, how many hot towels, how many exits I’d encouraged the familiarisation thereof. I wondered what they would say at my funeral and how people who really knew me would lament I had so much more life to come, how I hadn’t yet arrived fully at what I was good at. What a fool I was to believe I could prolong my life when my imminent demise must’ve been written in the stars. I thought of Mum, back home, with her firm belief in fate, but not this kind of fate, blind to the fact her daughter would soon perish. I wished I’d told her I loved her, but she didn’t like these words. She believed it was shown through action, all the many packed lunches she’d made, the cups of tea, the endless cakes and tucking into bed. I wanted words from her mouth, soap opera style, as if it would underscore it and set it in stone. I should have said them anyway, forced them at her in a text via satellite.

         Everything was silent apart from the low murmur of the engines. The passengers had been warned there was a 3technical fault with the plane. From where I was sitting, I couldn’t see any faces, but I could sense the collective stillness, quiet, like a praying congregation. I expected panic, screaming, clambering over one another like the scene with the singing nun in the film Airplane.

         It was then that the purser’s interphone rang. She took the call, stood, then came over close.

         ‘It’s all okay,’ she said, ‘we can carry on with the service. It’s not serious. You can go up to the flight deck and see the window if you like?’

         ‘The window?’

         ‘Yes, the splintered window on the flight deck. In front of the first officer. There’s eight layers to the glass, so it’s quite safe to carry on to JFK.’

         ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘I thought you’d said win … ’

         The purser waited for me to finish, but I kept the ‘g’ in my mouth. To admit it would mean I would have to say so much more about how things were getting out of control.

         ‘Of course, the window,’ I said.

         I had misheard. It was not the first time, but the consultant had confirmed my hearing was fine. Afterwards, he’d asked whether I was happy, which was a strange question for an ear doctor. He said we don’t hear sometimes if we’re disengaged, and this can present as hearing loss.

         By the flight deck door, I rubbed the goosebumps on my arm. In the middle of the night, the flight always turned cold. Then I knocked three times and faced the spy-hole so they would know I was crew. Beneath this uniform was my body, the body I was born with which had housed me for all these years. Thumping conduits of blood and electricity were keeping me alive. Somewhere within all this skin was something called ‘me’, but I wasn’t sure what this was. 4

         When the captain opened the door, I softened my eyes into a hello. There it was, the right-hand window, shattered yet held in a crash of crisscrossing lines; the universe outside might not exist.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 1

            Acceptable Reasons For Late Arrival

         

         
​London

         There was a specific moment I can chart as to when things started to go awry. My cheek was pressed to the lounge carpet at number forty-seven and Mum was bent over, her heels popping out of her slippers, consumed in what I thought was a narrow mesh of living: obsessing over small domestic problems, like dust or wiping skirting boards, or defrosting freezer compartments. Yet I worried how I still needed her in a way I couldn’t specify. Now at twenty-five I was not allowed to be a child, I was an adult living back at home, and the scales no longer tipped in my favour.

         ‘There,’ she said, shifting the coffee table over an inch. ‘Meet the new lounge.’

         Lifting my head, I saw the latest configuration had 6given the room a lift. But the bay window above, once so cinematic, now began at my head and ended at my toes. My sister’s freedom car, ready to whisk us off from Dad at any point, was no longer parked outside. This street was too small, too familiar. Back here in Penge I was a failure, cleaning my old secondary school toilets for cash. The girls stuck their used sanitary towels, face out, on the cubicle walls. Maybe this was modern witchcraft, or a fingers up to authority, whatever, it was certainly dismissive of the person cleaning up.

         ‘Help me move the sofa. See if there’s any grain of rice type things,’ Mum said, like I would join in. ‘That’s evidence they’re back.’

         ‘Don’t moths have stomachs and nervous systems?’ I said. ‘You shouldn’t be killing … ’

         ‘Isn’t there enough going on, without you …?’ Mum said.

         ‘You’ve hoovered once, so … ’ I said, splaying my fingers at the room.

         ‘God, you sound like your father. I’m double-checking.’ Mum’s cheeks had gone red.

         ‘I’m not Dad,’ I said, like I was thirteen. Her likening me to him was the last thing I wanted. I didn’t have a drink problem. Plus, I had friends. Lots. My brain fired up after a pint or three, I danced and flashed and never got nasty.

         While I was in Australia trying to make it as a performance artist, a horde of gold moths had been spotted here in the carpets, their larval pupas stuck behind the curtains. This was the big news she’d written in her letter, nothing more personal. If it’d been a metaphor for her dissatisfaction with Dad, I would’ve understood – how moths were drawn to fake light, believing it was the radiance of the moon – but we weren’t a family who used metaphors.7

         After a long inspection she put the hoover attachment down. She rubbed her forehead, and from her sigh, I knew the pressure of me living back home was difficult. And Dad, she still chose him after all he’d done to us. Before I’d left for art college, I’d painted him naked and blue, strung up by a noose. Then I’d propped the picture above my bedroom door, trying to force the evil pull of the booze away. When he’d brought me a cup of tea the next morning, he’d walked in under the painting, not seeing it balanced on the doorframe. I’d realised the man I carried in my head from the night times was not the soft man sat on my bed in the morning. Because I loved him when he wasn’t drunk, I destroyed the painting as fast as possible.

         ‘Now, why don’t you give the airline a call?’ Mum said. ‘I think it would do you good, see more of this world while getting paid for it.’ She held out her hand to pull me up. ‘You never know … I could even join you. Be a “cling-on”,’ she said, twitching her head in a weird way.

         Motioning me over, together we slid the table in front of the drinks cupboard under the record player. This was the latest attempt at curbing Dad’s drinking; the other week he’d stumbled over an open water works hole and ripped his best work trousers.

         ‘It’s not me, cabin crew. Tea, coffee, tea, coffee,’ I said, moving my hands like a robot.

         ‘Why shouldn’t it be you? There are worse ways to make a living. You are always saving to go off travelling. And the art … well, it’s not too late to retrain. I would think it would be good for you.’

         My eyes darted down at the coffee table, feeling the shame. The first person in my family to study at university and I couldn’t hack it now I’d left. All those years 8finding my wings: film-making, photography, nudity, wig-wearing, impersonations of Julie Andrews, following my gut, feeling my glow; I’d believed I was on the brink of becoming something big. Dad had suggested I study graphic design, so I would be sure to land a job, but that was selling out. When I left Cardiff Art School, I had a show at the Institute of Contemporary Arts and thought this was the beginning. Then I’d entered The World’s First Miss Lesbian Beauty Contest held at the Café de Paris, thinking this was my way into my extraordinary future. When nothing happened, I couldn’t work out how or why I should make art. So my sister got me a job at Barclays bank in Streatham, processing cheques with nothing but a portable radio to keep me human. Cellulite formed on the backs of my thighs, reminding me of cauliflower and rot. I’d read somewhere how you shouldn’t let a job define who you were, but I couldn’t work out how not to.

         ‘You see, love,’ Mum said, picking up the furniture polish, then performing a wipe round the television screen. ‘Life is all about having to do things you don’t want to.’

         Her philosophy was threadbare, so poor it made me want to scream. I was not going to turn out like this, caught in a room, searching for moths. Only last week, after a particularly silent standoff with Dad, she’d disappeared. Later, when she returned, she confided she’d left home only to go on the 227 to Bromley and back. Twice, she said, and the driver hadn’t charged her for the second journey which became the golden lining to the story. She’d have stayed out longer, she said, if it’d been Thursday late-night shopping.

         ‘So, anyhow, I got you the airline phone number from Juan up the road.’ She pronounced ‘Ju-an’ carefully, enjoying the foreign quality dance over her tongue. ‘He loves it. 9Do you know he was in a hot tub in Miami last week? Took his mum to Kenya. She sat on an elephant.’

         ‘Why are you telling me this?’ I blurted. Too sharp.

         She turned, flushed-face. ‘You should focus on being like my side of the family. The light side.’

         ‘Can I go now?’ She nodded, and I noticed there was a roll of dust on her sleeve. As I went to pick it off, she stepped back. To the outside eye no one would notice this flinching, but to me it was everything. Since I’d told her I didn’t like men, how I had never liked them in that way, there had been no more touching. I hoped I was imagining it, but whatever the reason, she was uncomfortable. I feared she believed if I held her too intensely, it was because I wanted her in a lesbian way.

         The telephone number for the airline was in the hall. I grabbed it then took the stairs to Mum and Dad’s bedroom, sinking onto Dad’s side where I studied the marbled blood stains on his pillow. Last year’s book on cricket scores sat closed on the table next to the telephone. I opened the pot where he stored his false teeth. He’d worn them since he was forty, losing his real ones early because he was too scared to visit the dentist. The container was empty; he was down the pub. It was a Saturday, and Mum allowed him to have lunchtime drinks on Saturdays. Along with Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays after dinner, she kept him on a tight schedule. The official line was his diabetes. Still, I found the pot intriguing, as if it were a way to get closer to him. I examined the dull shine in the plastic bowl. It smelt of unchanged pedal bins.

         Picking up the phone, I smoothed the crumpled paper over my knee. Baulking at Mum’s peach curtains, I pictured how many women were rearranging rooms right now across 10London, then multiplied this. I would not become another one. I would be strident. Taking in a deep breath, I dialled the number. It rang immediately, then clicked to a plucky operatic harp. I recognised the tune from the TV ad where people of different nationalities were reunited for a wedding in Japan. I wanted to be the kind of person who had friends in Tokyo and drank Martinis on rooftops in Manhattan.

         When the call reached a human voice, I jumped, spurting out, ‘hello?’

         The gap which followed made me realise it was a recording. The office was now closed and would reopen on Monday morning.

         Replacing the receiver, I felt relief. Mum had got it wrong about me being right for the job, of course. An air hostess was never going to make me into me. Everyone knew parents had the worst ideas for their offspring. So far I’d made it to my mid-twenties without having one hairstyle Mum liked. I certainly would not call back on Monday because I would’ve figured things out by then. That afternoon I would go to the library and read through the back copies of National Geographic. There would be broadsheets with job pages hanging off wooden poles and recent copies of Lonely Planet. Then I would go out with the L Gang to a gay bar in Brixton. My true purpose would find me if only I got out and into the breadth of life. I would just have to save up by working in rubbish jobs a bit longer, then I could get to Mexico. There the cost of living was cheap; artists had settled in the south since the sixties. Avocados grew on trees. I would drink quality tequila, and dress all in white, and if I got there by December, arrive in time to celebrate the Night of the Radishes.

         
            *

         

         11Dressed in a pink satin blouse tucked into a charcoalgrey pencil skirt, I listened to the foreign tube names announcing themselves west out of London: Barons Court, Hammersmith, Osterley, Hounslow. Between each stop I made sure there were no smudges to my black eye-pencil, opening and closing the information pack, examining the sides of my shoes. Borrowed from Mum, the little court heel was repulsive: the uniform of church-goers, or shoes you might be fitted in for your own funeral, if no one knew you.

         Arriving at Hatton Cross I clutched the airline folder and took the stairs to the ticket hall. The air outside smelt of car fumes and my tights had slipped down between my legs. I would only get to yank them up once I found a toilet. Being nearly six foot tall I’d spent years hitching up one thing or another, pulling waistbands lower, trying to fit in. I was not comfortable in these clothes. I used to be confident, a spontaneous woman who wore hobnail boots and flowing maternity dresses to thwart the male gaze, a kind of anti-uniform of my own.

         I found the stop for the transfer bus. The sky was crossed with contrails. Soon enough a minibus arrived with a sign on the dashboard, ‘Meadowbank’. On board were women in smart office attire reading the information pack. As I boarded, practising psychic Morse code, I tried to connect with the rigid mousse-haired woman at the front. I feel as nervous as you, this is risky, I sent over to her. But she did not pick up.

         The bus took a series of winding roads circumnavigating the airport until we pulled up outside an ugly brown building with reflective windows. Through a set of automatic doors, I followed the sign for ‘INTERVIEW CANDIDATES: Stage One’ and entered a room full of 12dipped heads and already-breathed air. The majority were women in dresses and short matching jackets. A couple wore trouser suits with wheelie suitcases parked by their knees. One woman stood out because of her tight stone-washed jeans and low-cut top, her cleavage pressed into a vertical line. Was this what the airline wanted? This out-dated barmaid look?

         I chastised myself for putting the woman down, then searched about the room for clues. That morning I’d brushed my blonde bob into a side parting and tucked it behind my ears, feminine but to the informed eye, an edge of otherness. Most of the women around me had their hair held back in tight shiny buns, like ringed doughnuts. A high percentage were stick thin, with bony knees jutting from the hem of their skirts. One of the questions on the form was about your weight, and I’d got on the scales then subtracted ten pounds. For days I’d eaten cream cheese triangles, diet crackers, grapes. I’d switched lager for white wine, but still hadn’t dropped more than a couple of pounds.

         I spotted an empty seat next to an older woman dressed in a navy trouser suit and a white lace-collared blouse. Her hair was cropped in a pixie cut which gave me a flutter of hope. As I sat down, I nodded, careful not to be too over-enthusiastic.

         ‘Here we are then. The big interview,’ the woman said, moving her wheelie bag.

         ‘Yep,’ I said.

         ‘Brenda, hi.’ The woman put out her hand. She had an Australian accent.

         ‘Karen,’ I said, cringing at my name, how unlike me it still felt. I shook her fingers loosely.

         ‘How far have you come?’ she said. 13

         ‘What year do you want me to start?’ I said, noticing her accent had already slipped into mine.

         ‘No, I meant travelled in from.’

         ‘Oh, South London,’ I said. ‘You?’

         ‘Flew in from Brisbane yesterday.’

         ‘For this?’

         ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘It’s my dream to fly again. Years ago, I worked for Qantas, but I left when I got married. Then I got divorced from the prick, usual story. I made it through round one for Air New Zealand, never went any further though. You tried other airlines?’

         ‘No, this is my first,’ I said, feeling ashamed for applying when I didn’t really want it, when the job clearly mattered so much to her.

         ‘You don’t sound like a Londoner.’

         ‘I lived abroad for a while,’ I said. ‘I accidentally pick up people’s accents. I can’t help it. My mum does it too. I guess you could say we’re a family of impersonators.’

         ‘You’ll get on fine in this job then,’ Brenda laughed. ‘Theatrical. You got a boyfriend?’

         ‘No … I’ve, I’m …’ I breathed in, weighing up whether to say or not. I decided against it.

         ‘Sure,’ Brenda said, eyeing me. I noticed my thumb pressing into my arm fat, so released it.

         ‘Doesn’t make us less of a woman,’ I said, brightly. ‘Single-dom.’

         I heard my voice do that annoying thing, the one where I made a ditzy-light impression of myself to make someone else feel more comfortable. As I shifted in my seat I could tell Brenda’s familiarity had dropped. So we sat in silence, me sifting through my notes, re-reading my CV, checking the exaggerated parts, while Brenda wound her ring round 14her smallest finger. Then in the corner, over Brenda’s shoulder, a cheese plant caught my eye. I studied the brown earth in the pot, the wide leaves. The plant was perfect for bugs, the listening kind. Perhaps the airline recorded us in the interview room, perhaps they were watching me right now examining the hyperreal shine of those leaves?

         Soon a woman in the airline uniform invited us into the adjoining room. I queued a few people away from Brenda, just so she didn’t think I was obsessed with her. Through the folded-back partition were chairs fitted with flap-tables. WELCOME! was projected on a white screen. I found a seat three along from Brenda and tried to get my table to lie flat over my knees. The woman next to me gave me a sympathetic smile as I uncrossed my legs.

         The training staff introduced themselves: Jenny, chignon, had flown for twenty-six years before moving to training. She missed the shopping ‘down route’ but loved being home to tuck her children into bed at night. Brian, softly spoken, attractive though boss-eyed, expanded on the expression ‘down route’, explaining that it was a phrase for where crew stayed in ‘super, five-star hotels’. The mention of hotels made me lean forward. Both Jenny and Brian sounded suspiciously chirpy. Most people I’d met in the world of work carried an air of just about getting through it. Brian told us how he had flown long-haul from Heathrow for eight years, but now had a serious injury so he was grounded. He looked fit enough and I suspected there was a different story beneath the acceptable one.

         Brian pressed play on a video where a radiant, cheerful crew walked across an airport tarmac. In the distance was the smooth white underbelly of a plane. The captain was mid-fifties with impeccable grooming. He smiled proudly 15at his crew, the stewardesses and the one good-looking steward. When it finished Jenny changed the slide: ‘Interview Process’. She ran her eye over us, clasping her hands together.

         ‘Although we are recruiting vast numbers,’ she said, ‘some candidates will not succeed. Do remember you can always re-apply, as occasionally it takes two, three, sometimes four attempts before being accepted. In a recent poll taken by UK job seekers, the career most sought after, just below surgeon, pilot, and TV personality, was cabin crew. It isn’t just any job, it’s an extremely desirable job. It’s a way of life.’

         I searched about the room. Brenda had thrust her chin forward making a claim on her potential future. So I pulled back my shoulders, pressed my toes into the carpet tiles, and decided I was going to be a success. Even if I hadn’t wanted it at first, I kind of did now. I wasn’t going to fail at something I didn’t really want, because wouldn’t it be somehow worse than failing at something I did want?

         The day splintered into a series of interviews. Brenda disappeared into a group for the maths and English test while I was sent for a language test. I managed the twenty-minute conversation I’d rehearsed about my life in French, which sounded more interesting than in English, but my cheeks reddened when the woman began something called ‘compréhension culturelle’.

         The second interview was with a duo consisting of Jenny, whose legs were bronzed and buffed up like conkers, and a man with sunglass patches around his eyes. From behind the desk they asked questions such as, how would I feel being away from home for lengthy periods? What was good customer service? Tell us about a time when you had to influence someone to your way of thinking? 16

         I had prepared a few scenarios, mainly based on true experiences (they’d listed topics to think about in the pre-interview pack), so I told them the story of when I worked in a café in Sydney. A particularly drunk man (I left out he was gay, in case they thought I was homophobic – though it was intrinsic to the story) had become annoyed when I refused to serve him more alcohol. First, I’d tried humour, then when he refused to take no for an answer, he called me ‘a stupid bitch’ and demanded to be served by ‘one of the boys’. I said he could have one last gin and tonic and, using Mum’s trick, wiped the rim of the glass with an alcohol-soaked tissue. Watching as he’d drunk down the tonic and ice, he was none the wiser. All he could smell was gin.

         ‘Do you think that was a satisfying outcome?’ Jenny said. ‘Being duped?’

         ‘Well, it certainly stopped the anger,’ I said, then Jenny wrote for a long time, her hand brushing across the paper in spurts everyone could hear.

         The penultimate part of the day was the ‘teamwork’ exercise. We were split into groups of eight, then told to sit on the floor in a circle. It was difficult to find a suitable position with my skirt being as it was, but I found a comfortable side-turn with my knees.

         Brian was the leader, which I was pleased about, because he came across as more lenient than Jenny. ‘Now, I want you to imagine you’ve crash landed on a desert island,’ he explained. ‘Here are two boxes. In this one you’ll find ten items. The other is empty. Now, together in a team, and listening to one another, choose the most important item to keep for your group’s survival. And then, put that one item into the empty box. You have three minutes to work this out, by talking with one another. So, ready, steady, go!’ 17

         The group rushed forward onto the carpet and began pulling out objects: a lighter, water filter, first-aid kit, adult lifejacket, a doll-baby in a lifejacket, saucepan, sun-tan lotion, mirror, wine bottle, and a survival manual. The others announced the objects out loud, and I realised I was being inactive, so I pushed my way into the circle. Grabbing hold of the lighter, I waited to work out why this could be important.

         ‘We should take the saucepan!’ a French woman shouted, holding it in the air, waiting for a glance from Brian.

         ‘Surely save the baby?’ another woman said.

         ‘It’s not real,’ I said. ‘It could be a hoax.’

         ‘It is real,’ the woman said, cradling it.

         ‘What about the lighter? For fire?’ I said, knowing fire was once intrinsic to cavemen.

         ‘No, we’ll need something to cook in,’ the French woman said. ‘Or we shall die.’

         Everyone started talking over each other, the noise becoming frenzied.

         ‘Sun-tan cream. Burns are deadly!’

         ‘Water filter, we can live without food, but not water.’

         ‘No, the mirror, to reflect the sun into a signal. To be saved by passing aircraft!’

         ‘If we have a lighter, we can cook food and also boil water,’ I pointed out.

         ‘Let’s take a vote,’ someone shouted, but Brian called time and the French woman threw the saucepan in the box. I scanned her face, feeling revulsion towards her lack of negotiation. I knew it then, she would save herself above all others and as I watched Brian writing on his pad, I was sure she wouldn’t make it through the process.

         It was all over. As we filed back into the classroom, we 18didn’t find out what the correct object was for survival. I thought maybe this was the point – there was no right or wrong answer – continued existence could be the only aim. Though as time passed, I was unsure whether my approach was any better than the French woman’s.

         At the end of the day, I joined the queue to be weighed. I hadn’t eaten or drunk anything since breakfast and felt far away from my body. Like everyone else I took off my shoes and placed them against the wall. As we waited, I inspected their feet with their gnarls and peculiar bones. Then I noticed the crevices between the women’s toes. So intimate, I thought, they appeared like a series of small cleavages all lined up.

         When Brian called my name, I entered the room and watched as the woman in front got off the stand. The scales were digital with a black rubber cover. As I stepped on, I made sure a fraction of my heels were slightly off the back.

         ‘Move a little forward please,’ Brian said. ‘You’re, ah, twelve stone two.’

         Pinned to the wall was a colour chart with acceptable height to weight ratios. I was a stone over what I’d said I was. According to the chart I was in the purple zone, the colour of thrombosis. I wished I could’ve taken off my clothes. The skirt and blouse would probably weigh three pounds alone. I should’ve cut my hair short, swapped toast for apples, wine for water. I would’ve if I’d wanted this job as much as Brenda. I wanted to ask Brian if this meant I was discounted. Instead, I decided I should try to befriend him by telling him I’d slept with women. The way he groomed his hair, he was surely gay. If he knew, he might grant me special dispensation. But how could I slip this information casually into the situation? 19

         He wrote my weight into his folder.

         ‘Thanks,’ he said.

         ‘Thank you,’ I said, forcing humour.

         No reaction, not even an eyebrow flicker.

         ‘You know … ’ I began.

         ‘Next,’ he said, pointing for the woman behind to step forward. ‘And make sure you stand in the centre of the scales please.’

         
             

         

         Days and weeks went by with something plummeting, pulling me down, as if my newly imagined future was departing without me. Because I’d now envisioned myself as cabin crew, the idea had formed roots. I’d recalled things, reasons to help the idea fit, like how as a girl after our first Spanish holiday abroad, a stewardess had smiled right at me, making me wriggle. Like an arrow charged with love, I had felt seen. After that I had wanted a tray table in my bedroom, and I’d tucked the salt and pepper sachets in the drawer of my felt jewellery box.

         Every night after work I drank away the evenings. There was always someone to go out with. At weekends I met the L Gang and talked through art project ideas. I always had something on the boil, but then we’d get drunk, and it wouldn’t matter anymore.

         It was early August when the letter arrived. With my eyes screwed into pinholes in my bedroom, I ripped open the envelope, bracing myself. One word immediately lifted up from the second paragraph: Congratulations. They were offering me the role of cabin crew based at London Gatwick, Worldwide Fleet. I read it over and over to make sure the words didn’t rearrange themselves. Sure, the job was dependent on passing an HIV, hearing and sight test, 20as well as the six-week training course. There was no mention of wages anywhere, but I’d lived on a student loan and overdraft before and made it work. Besides, this was good news for Mum. The static quality of the previous months were about to be recharged by this unexpected right turn.

         That evening, to celebrate, Mum cooked lamb chops with roast potatoes and garlic bread. As a special occasion it would be served out on the patio. She got out the placemats, and folded paper serviettes into fans. I blow-dried my hair and put on bright lipstick before taking a seat, pretending it was an al fresco restaurant. The small lawn was the Mediterranean. A bottle of white wine appeared from the fridge and then Dad arrived with his curls combed flat, a bottle of red tucked under his arm.

         Mum brought out the plates. ‘Hot, hot, hot!’

         As we started to eat, Tammy Dog arrived on the backdoor step, her filmy cataracts veiling her eyes. She rarely moved from her bed these days, but it was a rare warm summer’s evening, and we were together. As she waited, her eyelashes lowering as she caught the scent of chops, her tail jerked in a short wag, in an echo of her full wagging years.

         The golden sunset was setting over next door’s roof shooting out wild pinks and oranges. Surprisingly, it turned into the rarest of jovial dinners. I drank the white wine and Dad his bottle of red. After a while, I felt we were all adults, becoming friends even, rather than a family.

         ‘So, remind me, where did you and Dad meet?’ I said.

         ‘The Christmas party,’ Mum said. ‘I walked into the men’s by mistake.’

         Dad laughed, knowing the anecdote. I had also heard it before, all two sentences of it.

         ‘What was it like for you?’ I said. 21

         ‘The party?’ Mum said.

         ‘No, life back then?’

         Dad cleared his throat, swivelled his bottle round to read the label as if it held crucial information.

         ‘I liked it,’ he said. Picking up his glass, he drank it down in one. Then he pressed both sets of his fingers on the edge of the table, about to stand. Mum’s eyes lowered him back down to his chair.

         ‘What was he like, I mean, what were you like back then?’

         ‘Funny,’ Mum said. ‘Liked an adventure.’

         ‘Oh yes, you spent your national service in Cyprus?’ I said.

         ‘Yes, he did. Didn’t you Jeff?’

         ‘… ’

         ‘What do you remember?’ I asked. ‘It must have been weird, after the war had ended. Like a holiday?’

         He leant back and brushed something off the table. Hundreds of different-sized moles dotted his arms. Galaxies, I thought. The body was a universe.

         ‘Did you always want to work in car insurance, Dad?’

         ‘What’s this, bloody Mastermind?’

         ‘Jeff!’

         ‘I would have had the snip if I knew … ’ Dad scraped back his chair, then took the steps up into the kitchen.

         ‘What was that he said …?’

         Mum shook her head. ‘He doesn’t mean it. It’s just his work, you know.’

         No, I didn’t know how work could make someone so mean. Surely he could change jobs if it was so bad? Now I had a proper job, I saw how easy it was to pass interviews.

         ‘We’re alright, aren’t we?’ Mum said, her eyes 22red-rimmed. She was so beautiful, even with the outdated perm. ‘You’ll be okay.’

         With Dad gone, I finished my wine and waited for pudding. A hefty blue folder sat upstairs on my old school desk with ‘Pre-Work Training’ printed on the front. They suggested we learn every airport code across the globe. Some were obvious – JFK ( John F Kennedy) (SIN) Singapore but some didn’t make sense – EZE (Buenos Aires) or MCO (Orlando). From the back room I had taken Dad’s old atlas, along with his pocketbook on British birds and Mum’s medical dictionary. To learn about the world, I’d decided to tackle it by placing a stick-it note with the code written over every destination. Perhaps even make a collage.

         From above I heard the toilet flush and water gush down the pipes. After a few minutes I was surprised to see Dad return with two large brandies in the special crystal glasses. Mum, our usual intermediary, got up and went into the kitchen. Then it was just Dad and me, and I kept my eyes averted as he sat down, nervous in case he said anything hurtful again.

         ‘Cognac con hielo,’ he announced. I smiled, raising the glass in a half-cheers, remembering how he’d taught me to say this to the Spanish bartender when I was nine or ten. Back then I’d pictured the word ‘hielo’ as the word ‘yellow’. Brandy and yellow, I’d thought as I carried it over to his sun lounger, proud to be his personal waitress. As a reward he allowed me a crème de menthe, which glinted like emerald poison.

         ‘Ew, that’s strong,’ I said, feeling the burn.

         ‘It’s quality.’

         Mum switched on the radio, then turned it up. She started to sing along in that high-pitched voice she used for 23Christmas carols. Every now and then I’ll get a little bit restless. She clattered the plates on the drying rack, and I got the hint about the drinking. The choice, as always, was mine: Dad or her. Be good like her or bad like him. I wanted both and to be neither of them.

         By the way he rested in his patio chair I could tell he was pleased I was drinking the brandy. We were less uncomfortable now the bridge was here. Maybe nothing could hurt now. I lifted my glass: once like creosote, it tasted of grapefruit.

         ‘Smells of the sun,’ he said, examining his brandy up against the falling sky.

         ‘Fruity,’ I added.

         At this moment the urge came. I wanted to get really drunk. Out of it. Free from the weight of my body and the confines of my clothes. I guessed he did too because he swallowed fast. Once his glass was drained, he got up, nipped a head off Mum’s lavender, then shot it over next door’s fence. I went and stood by Mum, hoping for a hug, and she flicked some suds at me from the washing bowl to make me laugh. He was gone a while, but when he came back I was sat back outside and he was with the Brandy bottle.

         ‘So what did you enjoy so much about playing cricket?’ I said, the drink opening up a topic he’d talk about. I wished I could light a cigarette, but it’d never felt right to do so at home.

         He mused a while, circling his glass.

         ‘The camaraderie.’

         ‘You had lots of friends then, at the club?’

         ‘Not what I’d call friends exactly.’

         Now one of those solid gaps. 24

         ‘I was thinking the other day, if you had a favourite type of bird?’ I said. ‘If you had to choose one …?’

         ‘Why do you want to know?’ he said, in a civilised tone. I pushed my glass towards him a fraction and he poured me a drop.

         ‘If it were a choice, between life and death …? Which bird, Dad?’

         I’d called him Dad, a strike at intimacy and he’d felt it. Mum turned opening a cupboard, one ear always out for danger in case she needed to step in. Not that she ever could, it being all atmospheres and subtexts rather than actual physical happenings. She carried on drying the dishes and I drank a sip down, feeling my engines start to rev. As long as we stayed here, in this spot, Mum couldn’t say anything about the drink, but she was there just in case. Dad knew this too. Safety in numbers. It was a dangerous communion of sorts.

         Then he sighed in a way which demonstrated he’d been holding his breath.

         ‘Long-tailed tit, I suppose,’ he said, giving in.

         That was enough for me and so the sun lowered in the distance. There was no talk of the job, my possible joyfilled adventurous future. No talk of anything much, just us and our insides lifting off on fire surrounded by the crazy-paving.

         
             

         

         On the final day of the training course, from an initial class of twenty, only fifteen of us were left. One trainee had been sent home because she couldn’t shout loud enough during an emergency door drill and the others had just caved under the pressure.

         We were led into a small room full of orange jumpsuits 25which smelt of gym changing rooms. I was handed a large men’s size and once we’d changed, we queued up along a metal staircase, the grating harsh on our bare feet. A mock fuselage of a Boeing 747 towered above us. At around sixty feet high the upper-deck slide dropped down almost vertically. In order to use the slide, you had to take a running jump, then lift your knees with your arms crossed, fingers gripping your collar so as not to cut open your palms. Once descended, your boiler suit would catch the base of the slide and propel you onto your feet to start you running.

         I had no memory of how, or if I’d ever been brave. The boldest thing I’d done so far was change my name to ‘Tom’ at art college. People had used it without question and for a while I’d been free to explore whoever this was. But now, here I was, the ‘Karen’ on my name badge, suddenly realising I was afraid of heights, realising I hadn’t thought any of this through since I believed I would be carried in an aircraft, not ever facing a physical and willing descent.

         One, two, three … My knees began to twitch and wobble. I counted to five. Pressing the railing between my fingers, I knew I had to jump. So, for the very first time consciously, I stopped thinking and ran, leaping while lifting my knees in the vast space, then dropping into sheer chance.

         Air stuffed the open cave of my mouth. The gagging shocked me – how easy it was to become suffocated by something as everyday as air! Before I knew it, the Velcro patch at the base of the slide caught my jumpsuit, yanked my knickers into a thong, then threw me onto my feet. How solid the ground was as my right ankle wrenched over. Still, I corrected my balance then couldn’t stop running. I was in a state of thrust, uncontrolled, until I punched into the blue crash mat and found myself on the floor. I stood up at once, 26ignoring the pain in my ankle. If I showed any weakness I would have to come back and repeat the jump. Composing myself, I strode over casually to the group, foot throbbing. The others, all pink and high, enthused how they’d like to do the jump again. I grinned, thinking how they were all insane, while nodding along with a fake enthusiasm.

         I pictured the curved shoulders of a bottle of wine and a cigarette. Maybe invite everyone round for a celebratory cheers. It was eleven in the morning, and we still had the medical exams that afternoon. We were being put up at the Hilton near the perimeter fence. My room had a view of the control tower, and I could make out heads moving behind the glass. I calculated we would be back by six. I’d pick up a bottle and thanks to completing my medical training, R.I.C.E, knew to rest, ice my ankle, compress and elevate it above my head.

         For the rest of that last day, each time the trainers came into view, casually watching over us during lunch in the canteen, or passing by us smoking outside, I hid my swollen ankle behind suitable furniture. I pretended to be pain-free, learning fast how the authentic me could remain safely behind a presentable host who also happened to be me. This should have signalled danger, this splitting, this doubling, but it was ever so everyday to me.
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            CHAPTER 2

            Lift Off

         

         
​LGW – NBO – LGW

         As the train pulled into Gatwick, commuters stared intently at my uniform and my face as if I were a puzzle they wanted to work out. When a man offered to help me with my case onto the platform, I said I was fine, while he placed his hand on the handle. My mother’s world, one where women didn’t carry suitcases, swayed close behind me. In the end, I let him lift it; I was now part of an airline, I couldn’t quibble over an outdated idea of chivalry. I decided not to say ‘no’ on my first day.

         As people sped along the platform, a few slowed to let me by. I walked briskly towards the escalator, feeling like I was starring in my own documentary. All the time I sensed the eyes on me. John Berger’s book Ways of Seeing sprang to mind, how ‘men look, and women watch themselves being looked at. Men act, women appear.’ Since I’d read this, 28I’d tried to stop seeing myself through the lens of others. Molested in the street at the age of eleven, the breast-grab had shaken me into a girl with a before-body and after-body, of dreamy then awake. I wanted to walk along the street in my own kind of female camera, not realising myself from outside in, but inside out.

         Determined to have control – I couldn’t do anything about the uniform hat – I decided to be in charge of the lift. So, as the public filed in, I stood to the side making sure it was my hand which was nearest the over-sized DEPARTURES button. While they slotted their sizes into the cramped space, one woman studied the yellow CREW label on my suitcase, and I felt a quiver at what lay ahead.

         From the terminal, I took the bus to the crew report centre. To research my trip to Nairobi I’d watched the video Out of Africa with Mum. Set in Kenya, Meryl Streep played the colonialist author Karen Blixen, whose husband had bought a coffee plantation. She joined him in Nairobi where he’d had an affair, then given her syphilis. To this day there was a part of Nairobi called ‘Karen’ which seemed significant and made me wonder whether there was a divine plan. When the film ended, Mum passed the tissue box and I wrote down four words: pen, plane, poetry, fire, which formed the basic plot of the film. I’d slipped this into my pocket as a potential talisman.
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