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  Prologue












On a good day in Robin’s life, on an ideal day which is creatively profitable, the world buzzes with the fact that he is a maker and not a subordinate, it fizzes with tangibility, and the pavement glows where the air hits it…

Or one of those days when Robin doesn’t find himself skint and stranded in town at three o’clock the following morning.

On one of those perfect days, I believe Robin got up at eight (although this is conjecture) when the sun shone through the thin seventies-style curtains, shining off the gloss of the Kubrick poster, bringing the paler curves of the faces out in relief. He fished about for the jeans tangled on the floor and stumbled out to the bathroom to stand in the shower. And because it was such a fine day, the water springing against him was just the right temperature to refresh him. His hair washed clean in an astringent smell and body soaped in minutes, he climbed out and glanced at the grubby mirror fixed to the wall over the sink. He ran a wet arm across its steamed surface and briefly contemplated shaving. But you shouldn’t waste the time of perfect days.

He grabbed at the pile of clothes on the floor. The T-shirt, he had left his T-shirt in the bedroom. Wrapped in a blue towel, he walked watery footprints across the landing to find the green cloth nearly pushed under the bed. He pulled it on, followed by brief towelling and the rest of his clothes. They rubbed uncomfortably against him where he was still wet. Then he thundered down the stairs. Perhaps barefoot? He could be wearing his trainers at this point, but that would mean that they had been in his room, reeking. Perhaps that makes sense, Robin’s room full of day and night male scents, bloke stuff.

Wouldn’t know, never been there. Only knew about the film poster because I was with him when he bought it.

Were his housemates still in, breakfasting, when he got downstairs? Half-watching gaudy breakfast TV and laughing at snatched jokes, brushing their hair in a mirror in the hall before leaving the house? I don’t know what his housemates do for jobs, so I just have to guess.

But Robin had orange juice for breakfast on the pale square dining table, the sunlight still insistent through the plant-filled window ledge, bouncing off sea-green tiles on the walls. The orange juice was from the ‘freshly squeezed’ bottles even though he couldn’t afford it. And he drank instant coffee (Gemma would never have approved). It was black. The milk had turned sour. He ate hot-buttered toast that leapt deliciously browned from the toaster and he thought about the bacon wrapped in the fridge, out of date tomorrow. But an ideal day is not a lazy day.

He dropped his plate and glass into the fading bubbles of the lukewarm washing-up water and took his mug upstairs with him to brush his teeth and collect his stuff. You know the sort of things. The sort of things that belong to artists, visionaries.

A few minutes later, the door clicked into its latch as Robin launched himself onto the balcony and ran down the steps to the street. The magician was out into the city.
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Noel invited the stranger, who turned up a week late on our post-grad course, to the pub, where he sat buried into the corner of a cheap foam sofa, gathering himself to the open fire as if he was suffering from a persistent freeze that followed only him.

His ice put us on edge. It was only mid-autumn. We were hardly the most sociable bunch in the first place, reading physical geography, finding stories within the rocks of the land, but we’d no interest in excluding him.

I pushed a pint in his direction; some of the lager dripped with the motion. Girl buys boy drink. But it didn’t feel that way right then. I was just trying to force down his tightened limbs. “I’m Bernie. It’s Robin, right?’ The man looked cold and dazed. Two cautious eyes lit by the flames of the open fire looked up. Something scared that didn’t know its strength.

“No one here trusts you for not drinking.” 

He took the drink awkwardly. “I suppose I don’t blame them.” He sipped from the glass.

“Where did you come from? Most of us at least know each other by sight: halls, subjects, committees, mutual friends…” I trailed off, waiting for his answer. 

He wiped his hand across his face. “I took a year out. Been teaching in Africa.” He hesitated as if seeing a need to explain more. “I struggle to stay in one place.” 

“That’ll explain the hunched shivering look before the winter.” 

He laughed lightly and made a visible effort to rearrange his shoulders. I felt grateful for this effort and warmed to him. “Not to mention the coat.” 

But he didn’t take it off. “I got back yesterday…” He hesitated as if suddenly deciding that I didn’t want to hear all this, but I nodded him on, and he gave a small smile before continuing. “Thirteen hours of high altitude, elasticated socks and menus on a yellow card.” 

“Jet-lagged?” 

“And…” he began, leaving the word lingering, as if unsure whether or not to follow it up. “They say, when you come back, that things might not be normal, straightaway.” He pulled a palm across his face as if it would bring him into normality. “Just, all those sights. I close my eyes and I see faded posters for the Sheraton and Hilton at passport control and hear the hum of insects in the hot crisp darkness.” He blinked slowly.

Again, I had to nod him into continuing.

“The crescent of the moon lies on its back out on the other side of the equator. That’s what I see when I close my eyes, the moon upside down in a red sky over the eucalyptus-lined hills and mountains.” He rolled his shoulders and looked at his phone as if to stop himself rambling. “I suppose that here never felt that normal either, to be honest.”

The honesty startled me. I enjoy being on the outside, but I find people on the outside usually make efforts to pretend not to be, striking the casing of a world they don’t understand and just alienating themselves even more. It’s different for me. I might not be part of my environment – a story that I’m never part of – but I do understand it, sometimes explaining it to the people inside when they have got tangled up with its undulations, helping them to unpick their way back in.

“I hear you’ve got a good rep, though. Good at data.” His sudden change in topic, an echo of a charm that might be more vital if he were less jet-lagged, also felt like he was trying to avoid the glare of attention.

“What a compliment.”

He smiled. “I saw you in the lecture earlier. You can look at the information and find the story to make sense of it, to make it come alive.”

More than flattered at ‘having a rep’, I was taken aback at how his summary resonated with me. That’s who I am, the narrator of the outside world but never part of it. I like it here, being able to make sense of everything around me but not hurt by it. 27b’s music suddenly merged from the imitation of the sound of underwater to a deeply insistent dancing jazz. There were whoops from the bar and a chairless area in one corner was filled with a collection of dancers. I saw Robin smiling and gestured towards the dance floor with my eyes. “Come and meet the others.”

He glanced down at his huddled body. “I think it would be easier just to watch for now.” 

“Nope, that’s not a thing. If that was a thing you could have just watched documentaries about Africa on the TV.” 

“I…” 

“You can’t just watch.” 

He smiled. He took off his coat. He took the glass and sipped from it as I watched. Then he placed the glass on the table and took my empty hand. 

Another whoop. “Hey, Bernie’s on the dance floor.” I smiled at the darkness where it came from, unable to make out any face. The voice sounded like Mark’s. Well, they should have introduced themselves to the stranger. 

As Robin stood beside me, I realised that he was taller than I had at first thought. And some of the residue of his personality was still living in England because his body was fitting into the rhythm against me, pulling me into the music, to enjoy its magic.

Girl dances with Boy. I did sense it then, but I dismissed it.

We landed on seats at the four-person table, eight of us crowded about it. Now I had broken the ice, everyone wanted to know who the cold-looking man was. Sophie and Luke were already folded into each other, but graced Robin with a temporary parting from each other’s lips to say words like, “It’s Robin, isn’t it? What do you think of the course so far?” and not listen to the answer. Gradually, the group uncrumpled who Robin was, glimpsed the mislaid spirit before we coiled off into debates about art and science.

At closing time, he pulled me back and whispered to me. “Do you think I’m alright?” His eyes were reaching out for an answer with an impossible honesty. I could smell the beer on his breath.

“Alright?” 

“Settling back into the UK again; finding my identity here.” 

“You’ll get there. The witticisms will gradually overcome the inappropriate laborious answers to questions.” 

He looked a little serious, downcast at the criticism, but then his face cracked with laughter and I realised only when it was broken, the proximity we’d had to each other.

I didn’t worry about it too much.
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A couple of weeks after meeting Robin my own ‘other world’ started to interrupt my new home – news of a brand-new baby brother and requests for me to go home to see him. No matter how much I tried to detach, make it a story from my past, home would keep dragging me back. I found myself sleepless on a flying visit to see my dad and his wife, Eleanor, who I hadn’t got around to seeing in nearly a year – and my little brother who I had never seen before. 

My journey took three hours. The falling in and out of sleep between stations made it seem even longer. By the time I reached home, I was hypnotised by travel. I didn’t want to stand up as the rooftops of my village came into view. 

In the past, I would have made this journey dutifully many times in the year. Then, after the marriage, my excuses had been more easily accepted. They, Dad and Eleanor, expected that I would come home in the end, anyway. After eighteen years growing up in the house with just me and my dad, they must have assumed that I was dependent on their world.  

From the cold and tiled red floor of the village station, drenched in the yellow of an with autumn sun, I made the short walk to the house on the corner of the road. All my feelings rose as I walked it, as I turned the bend in the road to see the house slide into view, as I walked the garden path, as I scraped around in the seed box in the porch to find the door key, getting dry soil in my fingernails. 

The scent of home.

I leaned on the door to push it open as I heard the key click. In the hallway I called hello, and tugged my bag in through the front door. 

There was no immediate reply. 

I moved into the front room where I found Eleanor, sitting on the chaise-longue, a newspaper supplement in front of her. Her long mousy hair trailed down her back, looking unbrushed but gleaming all the better for it. The odd silver strand had developed since the pregnancy. Eleanor was beautiful, tall and unusually slim. That day, she looked ghostly, exhausted but happy. Eleanor was thirty-four, first kid. 

She looked up as I hovered at the door. The room was lit by both a small window onto the road, and a small lamp in the corner, under which Eleanor had been reading. Both colours of light reflected in small points on Eleanor’s eyes. 

I said hi, again. There was a need for some kind of politeness here. One of us was the guest. She looked as if she was going to invite me in to sit down but then thought better of it. I took the lead, walking to the armchair and slouching into it. “Hello, Bernadette,” she said with traces of a Canadian lilt still left after a decade of the UK. It was a sign of nerves, calling me Bernadette after all the time that she had been there. She knew I was as Bernie as Topcat’s sidekick. She normally got over it when I’d been around for a while. “How’s your masters coming along?” 

And Dad called “Hi!” before I could answer her. The voice came from the block of light, beyond the hallway, that was our over-sized scruffy kitchen. I could see a little of its light through the dining room beyond the red-bricked arch. I returned the greeting and he then continued to make cooking noises in the kitchen, humming A Hard Day’s Night. He would be glad I was back – in spite of everything. 

I turned to Eleanor, untying my trainers and discreetly putting them to one side next to the armchair, trying to make my presence in her life as invisible as possible. “Masters, yes. You know, last term stress, etc.” The trainers looked scruffy in the room. Dad had never had a problem with me doing that, but I was suddenly conscious that it wasn’t the same anymore. 

Eleanor wasn’t looking at the shoes. She smiled distantly. “That’s nice.” She seemed to be staring at the paper in front of her, but I think that she was dozing because the corner of the page was bending over without her flicking it back. She would normally have made such an effort. I had never seen them this way before, so steadily lethargic. I was glad that they didn’t seem to have the enthusiasm left to devote to my return. 

Going through the process of return, the journey, the awkwardness of saying hello again, was a succession of images of another world, like a dream with a chronology that ploughed on regardless of whether I left or slept. Like sleep, this world occasionally succeeded in grabbing me back and then releasing me with dreamlike memories which shuddered into life during the late strained hours. 

I looked at Eleanor as she dozed. She had changed her life to be here. Once, she was choosing jobs, choosing houses, and boyfriends and parties and then suddenly she became my dad’s wife.

I grabbed at a glossy supplement just as Dad came in from the kitchen, holding a flask. He wore tracksuit bottoms with a T-shirt and an apron. “Bernie. Hello!” he cheered, again. I sat in the armchair, my knees brought up to my chin. I beamed up at him, moving my feet back to the floor. He turned to glance at Eleanor who was getting up from her seat. “Did you have a good journey?” He smiled. The corners of his eyes wrinkled in a way that was so Dad. 

I affirmed that I did. Told him that I even did a bit of studying on the train. 

“Good.” He sounded genuinely pleased, then he looked at the flask in his hand. “Here’s  your  tea – white no sugar. But you’ll be drinking it in the car. You’re in perfect time, but we want to get back to him as soon as possible.” He kissed me on the cheek. “It’s good to see you again.” Before leading me to the driveway where a gleaming new people carrier sat, incongruous with the couple I had last known to be living here. All that for just one tiny baby.

After a pause, I climbed into the back. Central locking was something of a novelty to me after my friends’ student cars. We waited for a couple of seconds in the plush décor of the car. I fished for the flask on the front seat. A warm drink, after all that travelling, seemed quite welcoming, even if I had to drink it out of a plastic cup. I sipped at the steam. Eleanor still hadn’t left the house. Dad jumped back out of the car, into the house, “Just to check that’s she’s okay,” leaving me to admire how the car sound system was superior to my tinny speaker at home. Two minutes later, he re-emerged, arm around her. Did he help her into her seat, help her with the seatbelt? I don’t remember, but it would not have seemed odd. I was slightly happy because of his care, the understanding he exuded into her silences. 

He loved her. 

I didn’t get to hear the posh CD player’s fine-tuned acoustics. We were a family. We were meant to be talking so Dad didn’t even try putting it on. We weren’t wordless in the car, but our words were idealess, exchanging pleasantries. Too many emotions fuzzing in the air to try and form into words. Everything was fuzzing up with the emotion. The rest of the day falling into a blur, arriving at the white hospital – bright lights – why was it that the whole world seemed to be offering this sharp light everywhere? Tall hospital doors. 

Then coloured rooms; nursery rooms; ‘A Picture for Mummy’ papered rooms; little red chairs. 

Then pale rooms again. Glass windows onto glass boxes, one of them containing Freddie. (Bernie and Freddie. Dad, did you do this name thing on purpose?) 

And we stopped, and we all gazed at the tiny creature in front of us, little, more tiny than anything, more tiny than he should be. Hopelessly harmless and dependent – and compared to my natural insomnia, interestingly asleep.

I felt something. Wondered if it was love. Knew I had to keep away from this place. 

“They don’t know how soon we will be able to take him home, Bernie.” Out of the passing, memorised images of this early time, those are the only words I can remember from the hospital. 

Back at home, conversation, food– not fast food, or dinner party, or cheap improvisations. More conversation. Money, exams, we’re proud of you, do you remember so and so? Looking forward to you coming home this summer. 

But it was too late by then. I knew I loved Freddie. It was the final decider, simple, a reality slithering towards me, and pinning my eyes with its own. 

Sometime, Dad, I’ve got to tell you. 




I declined help in tugging my bag up the stairs as normality set in back home, well the home of Eleanor and Dad.  I left the open suitcase on my bed, bringing my life back into the old room, and started working my way down the winding stairs for coffee. I kept my feet on the wide side of each step, where there was still bare dark wood and my foot was smaller than the step. Me and my clumsiness, it took ankle acrobatics. What if I misstepped? What if Dad, or Eleanor misstepped? 

How many times did the thought have to cross my mind? I reached the bottom, the wider steps. Dad was clinking plates, piling them into the kitchen. There was the mumble of passing conversation between the kitchen and the dining room. I wondered how other people could live like this, how cosy, how terrifying.

What if someone were to die? 




I slept out of politeness. Sleep seemed to come very easily upon me for once. Funny, considering the nightmares I was having in the early evening. That night, there was sleep and a six o’clock train in the morning, because I had to be back for, er, something. Well, it was nearly my finals, so I couldn’t miss lectures. 

They were asleep when I got up. I knew they would be. Why did Dad have to insist that I woke him to say goodbye? I knocked on the door, reticently. I was already in my coat, my bag on my shoulder. Dad came to the door after the period of time it would take to put on slippers and a dressing gown. He must have woken instantly. “It’s all right,” he whispered slowly closing the door behind him. “I was awake. Early morning sunshine.” 

“You weren’t,” I hissed. 

He smiled. 

“It was good that you came to see Freddie.” 

I shrugged, embarrassed, 

“Did you like him?” he asked stupidly. 

It wasn’t the time to tell him about the love and its implications. “Sure.” 

He smiled at me. “I would give you a lift to the station, but I really don’t want to wake Eleanor.” 

“No. Don’t be silly,” I interrupted him. “I don’t need the starship to take me anywhere. I already have style.” 

He ruffled my hair. “Have a good journey.” He said as he kissed me goodbye.
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You know what magicians do?

They throw light across the skies in good times; they are friends with kings and queens; they temporarily lose their powers, maybe trapped by stronger forces in distant lands. They are significant to the stories, but they are side characters. The real stories are made up of battles or courtships or comings of age. So, Robin and I, the narrator, could both share our otherworldliness on campus while everyone else did the things that made the world turn around. We could still be the outsiders.

Still, it was hard to always remember with Robin that I was here to only tell other stories. I wondered if my love could ever be good enough for a story. 
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