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Praise for Gwyneth Jones


‘A flamboyant, wildly imaginative and deeply moving novel about (of all things) the aliens among us’


The Washington Post


‘A highly original and memorable voice, which isn’t quite like that of anyone else in SF’


Locus Magazine


‘Gwyneth Jones is the finest British science fiction writer of her generation’


Bruce Sterling


‘Gwyneth Jones is astonishingly good. She writes with the complexity of Gene Wolfe and the compassion of Ursula Le Guin’


British Book News
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INTRODUCTION TO LIFE


by Sümeyra Buran


If gender is the social construction of sex, and if there is no access to this “sex” except by means of its construction, then it appears not only that sex is absorbed by gender, but that “sex” becomes something like a fiction, perhaps a fantasy.


Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter (5)


Gwyneth Jones’s rich and extraordinary Life strikes me as intensely bioscientific, not in the sense of fantastic reality but the deeper sense of genetic realism. Life is a fascinating example of near science fiction and some of the best feminist biogenomedical science fiction ever written. Moving from Darko Suvin’s famous definition of SF as ‘cognitive estrangement’, Jones makes the readers question about how much science in science fiction becomes a science reality by blurring the line between science fact and science fiction.


What makes Life original and so powerful is Jones’s skill of offering an alternative society without gender binary through the death of the male chromosome as a result of random mutation, which becomes a ‘genetic fossil’ (Life, 93) in our evolutionary past. Anna, a dedicated scientist inspired by cytogeneticist Barbara McClintock’s gene transposition, discovers the DNA of children with what she terms the ‘Transferred Y’ chromosome. She discovers that the X chromosome jumps to the part of the Y, causing the development of an infertile XX male chromosome: TY. The novel explores how jumping genes cause new mutations that drive the evolution of human sexuality. The Transferred Y chromosome, which is not a virus but a viroid (a smaller RNA agent, without a protein coating that can only infect plants – until the events of Life), offers the theory that species are part of ‘continuous creation,’ an alternative to Darwinian competitiveness, and makes us question ‘if we can be human without [gender]’ (Life, 350) through the disappearance of biological gender differences on the level of DNA.


One of the great strengths of this novel is Jones’s ability to reconceptualize what it means to be human without sex chromosomes, bringing the debate on gender binary codes and the fear of losing them into fiction but examining them through the lens of science within that. Life offers new insights and futuristic perspectives of genome medicine by realistically portraying multiple forms of sex and gender. Jones explores the anxieties and fears of a range of new sexes and the possibility posthuman existence that breaks the boundaries and dichotomies in a similar manner to Donna Haraway’s cyborgian or posthuman ideas, that as culturally created beings, ‘we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism’ (A Cyborg Manifesto, 581). Jones’s speculative genetic realism redefines sex (biology) and gender (sociocultural) by introducing a new perceived threat to society’s understanding of binary sex and gender and how they are linked.


Helen Parker, in her study Biological Themes in Modern Science Fiction (1977), classifies two types of genetic or biological science fiction: either focusing on ‘the genetic accident’ or ‘the planned genetic alteration,’ both of which offer an evolutionary fiction (35). I would argue that Jones’s biogenomic medicine in Life offers an uncontrolled chromosomal future as a consequence of a genetic transformation of the Y chromosome. However, in contrast to the two versions put forward by Parker, this uncontrolled or unexpected biogenetical transformation is not a kind of merely accidental mutation or alteration caused by warfare, man, experimental laboratory fault, a radioactive fallout, or a natural disaster, but rather a kind of inevitable change of DNA beyond the control of man that leads the death of the binary sexes and birth of many alternative sexes. Jones presents a random discovery and demonstrates transformational evolutionary genetic motifs, exploring the idea of the constant and inevitable change of biology. Thus, I call Life a good representative of biogenomedical SF.


The loss of the male chromosome, the extinction of men, and the female-only world has been explored in a lot of feminist SF, including Mary E. Bradley Lane’s Mizora (1890), Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland (1915), and Ursula Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness (1969; hermaphrodite society), among many, many others. However Jones does not portray a Herland-esque single-sex utopia, but instead depicts a more realistic picture of the genetic probability of the natural emergence of alternative non-binary post-sexes beyond sexual dichotomy. As I mention in my article, ‘Violence Against Women in Science: The Future of Gender and Science in Gwyneth Jones’s Life’, Jones depicts ‘genderization of science’ by questioning whether there are essential biological sexual differences through the discovery of the TY chromosome, which de-restructures our gendered society, as sex is no longer a matter of the X or the Y. Life is a good exemplar of depicting the Y syndrome in all human beings sweeping away the debates over biological sex and socialized gender. Jones raises the question of what Life means without sex chromosomes in a more complex world, where multiple sexes might enable the battle of many sexes.


In Gwyneth Jones’s terms, feminist SF ‘propose[s] a future or, better, many diverse futures, where testosterone drives have been … substantially demoted’ and where diverse genders can live together (Deconstructing the Starships, 33). Life depicts genetic SF in an unusual way, opening a new path of biogenomedical science with many diverse sexes, which creates new social conflicts since ‘human sexuality will be changed’ and ‘create a situation where there are no generic traits exclusive to “men” or “women”: when the sexual difference is in the individual, not a case of belonging to one half of the species or the other’ (Life, 380). The novel explores the ideas of a ‘nuclear transfer child’ as a clone baby that parents can buy the trait for a color scheme out of a vanity-parenting catalog, and also of the ‘Transformationists’ as genetically transformed humans; the future of the human race who are born ‘with indetermined sex organs,’ or some others with ‘varied sexual orientation, confessed to being anatomically, or biologically, male or female’ (Life, 366). Referencing Brian Attebery’s claim that gender code ‘is rooted in biology but shaped by culture’ (3), Life’s TY chromosome generates new alternative codes of diverse sexes.


Another element of the book that could be considered science fiction is the portrayal of the central character, a woman and a scientist. In years gone by, the idea of women as scientists was a fiction in itself, dating back to Margaret Cavendish’s The Description of a New World, Called Blazing the Blazing World in 1666, and continuing through the years, Naomi Mitchison’s Memoirs of a Spacewoman (1962), Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974), and Pamela Sargent’s Cloned Lives (1976) are just a few examples. Since the 1980s, feminist SF has redefined and recoded the patriarchal conceptualization of gender, science, technology, and genre. Life is a good critique of how women have traditionally neglected as main characters within SF, and within science itself. These works depict women’s invisible, unimaginable, impossible, undervalued work within science. Jones’s Life portrays our life, a realistic picture of the place of women scientists in all spheres, even in science fiction. Jones questions why, either in real or fictional life, women scientists have not had a lab of their own. Jones depicts what is at stake in the patriarchal control of science, and in women scientists’ place as side and minor characters in SF. Like other feminist SF authors, Jones creates alternative sciences by portraying women as subjects rather than objects in ever sphere of their personal and professional lives.


Getting it off my chest, as a woman academic, I feel Life’s realistic depictions of the patriarchal stereotypes and obstacles women academics/scientists face in science is both important and relevant. It presents a final, motivating vision of a successful but neglected woman scientist finding a room of her own, a lab of her own, and science of her own despite experiencing sexual harassment from a colleague, psychological pressure from her supervisor, even being raped by her classmate. Anna overcomes the patriarchal structures – both societal and professional – but the seriousness of these encounters is not downplayed, nor is it without cost.


It is not precisely made clear in the novel how Anna descends into madness, but as a haunted mad scientist, she portrays her struggle with her split roles as a scientist, a mother, and a wife stuck between her professional and personal lives. Jones draws Anna’s conflicted position as a woman, wife and mother in science in the shadow of Barbara McClintock, whose discovery of jumping genes was discredited for many years until she was awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology and Medicine at the age of eighty-one. Anna’s discovery is also devalued until she succeeds in gaining the attention of the media with the publication of her research, but her rise to prominence is the reverse of McClintock’s: she is vilified, and she is declared a ‘sex destroyer’ (Life, 360). Anna’s success is a double-edged sword, as it impacts not only her professional but her personal life, and she is constantly being made to consider the balance of her scientific principles and her family’s needs.


Jones presents a realistic biogenomedical novum with the TY chromosome through a cognitively estranged reality of our transformational DNA. She neither offers a hopeful vision nor a disastrous one and leaves the novel open-ended, refusing to provide an easy solution to the role of woman in a society where gender is entirely constructed separately from biology. Life ultimately leaves the debate about whether genetic change/adaptation/editing will end the gender trouble or create another social gender inequality between the postgendered society unresolved.


Enjoy your Life!


Sümeyra Buran, Riverside, California


August 2021
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Roads, And The Meaning Of Roads, I






On an orphaned stretch of open trunk road, between the urban freeway system and the M6, they stopped at a garage to recharge. The night was warm. The trees in the hedge by the layby raised nets of blurred, dusty, dark branches against a neon-tinted grey sky. Spence went into the shop to pay. He could be seen brightly lit behind plate glass prowling the stacks, peering into the chill cabinet and moving slowly along the racked magazines, surreptitiously peeking at half-naked ladies. Anna decided that she wanted to drive. She got out of the car and stood on the blackened concrete, feeling the weight of the dull heat and the light-polluted clouds. As Spence returned a girl in a pink jacket and tattered jeans arrived on a petrol-engined motorcycle, her boyfriend riding pillion in a complete suit of black leathers. They drew up beside a German van and began to refuel. A nostalgic reek flooded the air, invoking hot road-movie nights in happier times. Spence and Anna had been travellers together for so long.


‘He must be sweaty in there,’ remarked Spence tentatively.


‘I want to drive.’


‘Are you okay to drive?’


‘Of course I am.’


‘Sorry. Didn’t mean anything.’ He held out his keys, with a wary smile. ‘Is it peace?’


She could see through the droop of his shoulders to the hostility he denied.


‘Sure,’ she said miserably. ‘Peace, why not.’ She ignored his offering, used her own keys and slid into the driver’s seat.


‘Shit,’ muttered Spence. ‘Christ—’ He slammed the passenger door and hunched beside her, fists balled against his forehead.


‘Daddy said the s-word,’ Jake murmured, pleased. ‘Did you get me anything?’


‘Not this time babes,’ said Anna. ‘But we’re going to stop at a Services.’


‘In the middle of the night?’ The child’s sleepy voice woke up, fired with enthusiasm. Jake loved midnight pit-stops.


‘In the middle of the night,’ she agreed.


‘And have ice cream?’


‘We’ll have whatever we like.’


Anna had lost her job. She had lost plenty of jobs without feeling much pain. Short term contracts end and are not renewed: there is no stigma. It’s the business. But this was different. It was her own fault, it was because she had started to work on ‘Transferred Y’ again. Spence had been making money at last. Anna had thought she was free to stretch her wings, to do something a prudent breadwinner couldn’t contemplate. She’d known there would be some flak when she published her results, maybe a weird science paragraph or two in the papers. She’d been totally unprepared for the catastrophe that had descended upon her. There was no one to understand. Not her parents, who had taken out an option against bad news. Not her sister (you must be joking). Not Spence, least of all Spence. He said he could not see what her problem was. If she never worked again, which was her overwrought prediction, they weren’t going to starve. Why was she so upset? We’re talking Anna Senoz here, not Marie Curie. She’d been one of the worker bees, footslogger in a lab coat. Now she was one of the unemployed. Why not? In case you hadn’t noticed, it happens to a lot of people.


For fuck’s sake, it isn’t the end of the world. What makes you so special?


The fact that it was my life.


The fact that you love me.


Anna had said the first of these things. Not the second, because if you have to say that, it is already useless; since then they had not been friends.


It was strange to visit them and see her parents settling into a late bloom of prosperity. Treats, indulgences, new possessions. She felt glad for them but uneasy, as if they had given up her childhood’s religion. No car, though. They were true to the old code in that: still acting the way everybody should, but didn’t. Still doing the right thing.


The Motorway. They bowled across the wide confusing pan of the interchange: no lanes, headlights coming from all directions, the monstrous freight rigs blazing, bearing down on you like playground bullies, like street gangs, the only thing to do is not be in the way. Anna set her teeth and kept her line, up to one of the automatic gates. They were through, into hyperspace, into the video screen. Suddenly it was fully dark, all solid outlines had disappeared. The road world was made of lights, a rushing void between the unreeling double strands of scarlet and silver, amber and viridian, brakelights in front, headlights streaming towards her in the northbound lanes. Could be anywhere. It should be anywhere, a nameless country outside time and space, but somehow the road was not anonymous. She could sense that tired, familiar sky still overhead: skinny ragged hank of an island, hardly wider than the traffic lanes that braided it up and down.


Oh, but she truly loved this effortless glide through hyperspace. She loved the disembodied concentration that floated up in her: overtake, recover your lane, gear change up, gear change down. Never wanted an automatic or an autopilot what a cissy idea, get a machine to eat your dinner and fuck for you next. This was a state of grace, hurtling at 130 kilometres an hour (habitual law breaker, like practically every British driver); and then every so often you’d do something wrong, a lapse of concentration or slight misjudgement, a jolt: speed up, dodge, drop back, whew, safe again. Lovely, lovely.


Until, inevitably, they hit a slow patch.


For years now they’d been making this trip, up to Manchester for Anna’s mother’s birthday. Always ended up doing it on a holiday weekend. Always ended up caught in traffic. When they visited Spence’s mother in Illinois, Loulou would insist they didn’t have to leave the night before their flight home: cue panic on the freeway, stacked like doughnuts in a box; and Spence’s mother’s rapture about the gashog-heaven to O’Hare descanting into an aggrieved wail: it’s never like this! For the Goddess’s sake, it is barely five am! Anna glanced at the Routemaster prompt, faintly hoping for an alternative. But if there was any escape, it wouldn’t know. It was dying, they ought to replace the chip but they wouldn’t because they were planning to give up private vehicle ownership. Thus, clinging to the destructive habit we resort to stupid tricks, essentially punishing the car itself: like an unhappy woman who punishes her own body, poor innocent animal, by failing to groom, by dressing drably; by feeding or starving it into physical distress.


Stop that. Don’t think bad thoughts.


She kept her distance; three cars instantly elbowed into her sensible gap. She accepted fate: settled into the nose to tail routine, along with the people on either side, and in front and behind for however many miles. It was as if they were all sitting, each of them staring reservedly straight ahead, on the banks of seats in some giant aircraft, doing odd calisthenics to stave off muscle atrophy on a long, long flight through the dark.


Those economy-class long haul flights, in the days when Anna and Spence used to travel the world: chasing short-term science jobs for Anna, in exotic locations. Those airports, the battered transfer lounges where the aircon gave up long ago, the ragged carpets soaked in an icy sweat of condensation, the tumbledown vinyl furniture. The rumour that passes as if through a herd of animals, so that first one or two and then a few people hover by the desk: and then there’s a surge, an unstoppable rush of bodies that everybody has to join, but which is completely pointless. Someone in a neat uniform peeps around the glass doors and hurriedly retreats, clutching a mobile phone. The people in uniforms are terrified of the crowd. Therefore they put off as long as possible the awful moment when they’ll have to admit that they don’t have enough seats. Actually the plane was full when it left Lagos/Abu Dhabi/Karachi/Singapore, because though all of you here have tickets and you confirmed and reconfirmed your onward bookings, the passengers at the point of origin have the advantage: and there are always more passengers. Always. So they wait and they keep us waiting, in the fear that lies behind unthinking cruelty – as if hoping that some of us will decide, having come out to the dead no-man’s-land of the airport and suffered here for sixteen hours on a whim, just to while away the time, that we don’t want to go home to London or Paris or New York after all.


We make small alliances, we look for people who look like ourselves; or failing that for people with whom we share a language. Then there’s an announcement: our flight will be leaving from a different gate. We all leap up and run, abandoning any semblance of solidarity. Maybe some of us will fall by the wayside, or accidentally rush through a door to the outside, and have to start again with Immigration and Passport Control Hell. Maybe some of us will be trampled to death. Maybe that’s what everybody’s hoping for: that the numbers will be winnowed down, until we, the survivors, are secure. But at every round window of the plane that sits out there in the night on the hot, wet, tarmac (these scenes always happen in the dark) there gleams a pair of listless, patient eyes. It’s worse than we thought. It’s not that there is not enough room for the whole crowd. There is no room at all. There is no drinking water, and the toilets don’t work any more. Oh no, it won’t do. There’s no excuse, not even the thin illusion that you are doing good. If you don’t have the moral bottle to take a two week package tour to The Gambia for fun and sun in a razor-wired and guarded compound, which you’ll only leave to visit the crocodiles by armoured personnel carrier (Sorry, crocodile. Sorry, we know there was one alive last year. We’ll change the information in the brochure very shortly, honest). Then you should stay at home. Don’t worry. The experience you seek will soon come to find you.


Soon come.


Soon come.


When she was a little girl, Anna had been frightened when she found out that her grandfather Senoz (who was dead) had been born a Jew. He’d eloped with a Catholic girl, something his family took so hard the couple had decided to leave Spain, and start again in England. It was supposed to be a romantic story. In Anna’s childish mind the word Jew triggered an image of a great crowd of people shuffling along, dressed in black and white and shades of grey, towards a destination that obviously terrified them but they couldn’t turn back. Where are they taking us, mummy? I don’t know. Sssh.


& Here we are again, shuffling along, heads down, packed like frightened sheep …


The road folds in on itself. Sssh, don’t ask where it leads.


The bad thoughts kept coming back, taking any shape they could find. She glanced at her husband. He seemed to be asleep, or if not asleep he was avoiding her as best he could, inside a moving car. Spence wake up, talk to me, I’m drowning.


She was no stranger to the harsh realities of her profession. Getting fired was nothing really. The problem was Transferred Y, this outrage about Transferred Y: as if Anna physically embodied the phenomenon, and was being whipped and driven from the herd as a scapegoat. She wasn’t to blame, she’d done nothing wrong, so why did she feel so broken, so desperate? She needed to understand. If she understood her own feelings, maybe she could deal with them. Her menfolk slept. Reluctantly, ruefully, her thoughts turned to the person who used to have all the answers: Anna in the long ago. Staring ahead of her, the silence of memory brimming behind her closed lips, she began to tell herself a story.


For a long time, I used to share a bedroom with my sister …





The Spirit Of The Beech Tree



i


For a long time Anna used to share a bedroom with her sister. They were close in age, incompatible in temperament. Anna was fifteen months older: stoical, reserved, well-behaved and single-minded. Margaret was a creature of enthusiasms, with a flaring temper and quick resentment of any authority-figure. When they were small they were often happy together: by the time Anna was ten Margaret’s very presence could fill her with despair. She marked her half of their space with string and tape and begged her sister to respect the law. Margaret took up the challenge energetically, so that whenever Anna opened a drawer, looked for a dress in their shared wardrobe, took a book from her bookshelf she found defiant spoor: torn and scribbled pages, missing toys, clothes tried out, dropped, stepped on and left in a grubby, fingered heap among the shoes.


Anna’s bed was the one by the window, by right of primogeniture. When she came upstairs, an hour later than Margaret, (their parents, pining for child-free time, had tried sending the sisters off together: they’d had to give up the idea), she would pull the curtain round her and sit with a torch and her library book as if crouched in a cave – a mountain between herself and the hateful sound of her sister’s breathing; the entrance of her refuge facing through chill glass into the night. Out in the dark there lived another girl. She was Anna’s reflection, but there must have been a time when Anna genuinely didn’t know this because some of the mystery of the impossible had survived. The other girl floated in space: cold, windwashed, barefoot, marvellously free. She was both an ideal sister and an ideal Anna. She was closure. Between the shell of the reflection and the shell of her own body Anna was poised, safe in her own territory, her privacy ensured. It did not occur to her to make up adventures for the wild girl, or to invent imaginary conversations. She would simply look up from time to time from her reading, to meet the bright eyes of the other. They would smile at each other. The wild girl vanished at last when Anna was fourteen, which was when her parents had the loft converted and the two girls were able to have a bedroom each. She was not entirely forgotten. It was because of her that Anna, usually so levelheaded, had the curious impression – which she confessed to nobody – that she had invented Ramone Holyrod the night when they first met: called up this mischievous, erratic guardian spirit from nothing and darkness, with a past and circumstances all complete.


It happened like this. Anna was wandering the campus alone, in the middle of the night. This was supposed to be dangerous for a female undergraduate. Anna, accustomed to street life on an inner-Manchester estate where the Rottweilers went around in pairs, saw no reason for alarm. Her sister had been staying for the weekend, sleeping on Anna’s floor; it had been a strain. Her mind was buzzed and bruised from lack of sleep, but either her room or her head was still full of Maggie (still Margaret in Anna’s interior monologue, for old time’s sake), so she had been forced to come out for a midnight stroll. She was trespassing at the Arts end of the campus. Owing to savage prejudice on the part of the planners the grass was literally greener down here, because there was more of it. The library was here, (do they think we can’t read?); and the great beech trees that Anna loved. Light from uncurtained windows; security lights along the paths and roads, filled the dark valley, but when she looked away from them the sky above her was cobalt clear and bitten by more stars than you ever saw in inner Manchester.


She had been stupid enough to confide that she was in love.


‘Do you sleep with him?’ demanded Margaret.


‘It’s not like that. We’re friends, we’re in the same … social group, I suppose. He … he isn’t interested.’


She must learn that you didn’t have to answer those kind of questions. You could ignore them, or change the subject, or lie. Everybody did it.


Margaret snorted. ‘You don’t have to wait for him to be interested. Make him an offer. Men will fuck anything, the pigs. Didn’t you see that thing on the news last week, a ninety-three year old great-grandmother gang-raped by a bunch of thirteen year olds? Or something like that. It’s always happening. I don’t mean to be crude but if she can get some, what is your problem? Offer sex, you don’t have to worry about anything else. He’ll fuck you once, he’ll fuck you twice, he’ll get used to the idea, you become a habit and bingo!’ Margaret waved her hand in the gloom of Anna’s sleeping cell, spreading the fingers daintily. ‘The engagement ring!’


‘You’re nuts,’ muttered Anna from her bed, wishing to God being drunk made Margaret fall asleep like a normal person.


‘What d’you say?’


‘I’m going to sleep.’


If Margaret was right about the way things had to be between men and women, then Anna wanted no part of the business. The idea that you could carry on in such bad faith to the point of marrying someone was disgusting. Margaret said they expected nothing else, wouldn’t understand if you were honest. Anna couldn’t believe that the boys, the men, she knew, were really like that. Straightforwardness and fair-dealing must be better. It only needed somebody to make the first move. If it was true that human beings were the helpless puppets of their sex hormones, then why didn’t Anna herself have six children by this time? Surely men must be human as well as sexual, same as women? Surely they must be … Suppose Margaret was right? Anna shuddered. Then too bad, she would stay celibate her life long.


Can’t play, won’t play!


Getting married young was crap anyway. When she married – if she married, it wasn’t essential – it would be at the end of an extended and intense single life, and with somebody she had met long after this callow apprenticeship. The cold kiss of dew on her bare ankles, she lifted her face to gaze at the stars: distracted by reasoned argument and comforted by exquisite dreams. The house in the country where she and Rob would live together. Their cats, their dogs, their two children. As she approached one of the beeches, a solitary tree that she regarded as her particular refuge, a dart of anguish pierced her: he doesn’t love me and he never will.


It was the truth. She could read the game-board, she knew her hopes were doomed. She could see the other couples moving together, possible or probable configurations: not Anna with Rob. Either he had a girlfriend elsewhere, though he’d never mentioned one, or he was gay and shy about letting people know; or (most likely) he simply did not want to do it with Anna. These things happen at first sight, or at least soon: chemicals are involved. Sexual attraction is not something people ponder over for weeks. He must know that Anna wanted him. She hadn’t offered herself on a plate, the way Margaret would advise, but she’d made her moves. She had gone as far as self-esteem allowed, done and said all the things people do and say that code for would you like to do it with me? The answer was no.


She huddled down between two of the tree’s massive roots, feeling very glum. It was not to be. She’d been wanting him for too long anyway: weeks and weeks. If he turned to her now it would be no use, she’d transformed him into the object of desire, she couldn’t make him human again. How could a happy relationship be built on such an unequal foundation? Perhaps she should try a modified version of Margaret’s way, smuggle herself naked into his bed one night. That way at least she’d get to fuck him once. And then walk away. That would be noble. But if he turned her down? If he said, um thanks but I have an essay to write, or um thanks, er, meet my girlfriend/boyfriend. Awful, awful: and not untypical for the results of taking Margaret’s advice.


Her worldly-wise little sister! If Margaret was so smart, why wasn’t some merchant banker loading her with jewels right now? No, Anna would be Rob’s friend, not even a close friend, that was best. Free to look, free to stay near that gorgeous body, to catch a smile from those wonderful lips … Oh, but the night was beautiful. If you managed not to hear the dance music, from someone’s late night party. It was the end of April, dry and fair. The beech tree was in fresh and trembling leaf, the breeze that touched her face carried scents of sap and blossom. It was bliss on a night like this just to be alive. And free, and at the beginning of things …


Suddenly she heard a strange voice, a woman’s voice chanting softly.


I may love him, I may love him


For he is a man and I am only a beech tree …


And then, a low musical wailing.


Ooooooooooooh, Oooooh …


Oooooooooh, Ooooooh …


Anna said sharply, ‘Who’s there??’


There was a rustling pause. She wished she hadn’t spoken, she’d probably interrupted a pair of lovers, damn it, how embarrassing. But there’d been something truly scary about that long moan. Maybe it was murder not sex that was going on. And then what would she do? Her skin crept, her heart thumped. A figure emerged from around the bole of the tree. It was a girl, a girl with long draggled hair, a round and pallid face: a nose ring and wire-rimmed glasses. They stared at each other. Involuntarily, Anna brushed a hand across her cropped, dark curls and touched the bridge of her own nose. Her skin felt warm.


‘Hi,’ said the girl. ‘I’m sorry, did I frighten you?’


She was small, shorter than Anna. She was wearing a long skirt, and her feet were bare. A large, fringed shawl was wrapped around her shoulders. Her eyes were round behind the round rimmed glasses, her mouth curiously wide and thin lipped. It was almost comical, a cartoon sketch of a face; and yet somehow arresting. The question, did I frighten you? was definitely aggressive. Anna admired this: you had to admire a person caught moaning behind a tree who was instantly ready to snatch the initiative.


‘No.’ Anna knew she was now expected to get up and go away, but she sat her ground. The girl sat down too, tenting herself in the shawl as if in a blanket, or a cloak of animal hide. Her bare feet were dirty. The colours of her shawl and skirt were lost in deep twilight, but the skirt seemed to be covered with unravelling machine embroidery, and the tasseled fringe of the shawl was a mess. Someone who did not iron, or mend. A hippie, possibly a tree-hugger.


‘Do you often wander around the campus late at night?’


‘Sometimes,’ Anna answered coolly. ‘Do you?’


‘Aren’t you afraid of rapists?’


‘No. Aren’t you?’


‘I’m all right. I can scare people.’ She raised her shawl in dark wings and shook out her unkempt locks. ‘Oooooh! Oooooooh! I was practising, when you came along.’


Anna nodded politely.


The strange girl laughed aloud. ‘Actually, I was masturbating. You yelled out at just the wrong moment.’


‘Well, don’t let me put you off. Go ahead.’


Silenced, for a moment; the girl started to pick at the skin around her toenails.


‘Are you a first year?’ asked Anna.


‘Nah. I’m a drug dealer. I hate students. I prey on them. I take all their money and ruin their little lives. Are you? You look clean enough.’


Anna folded her hands around her ankles beneath the neat hems of her jeans. Her deck shoes, blue and white gingham canvas, were very clean. She had cleaned them herself. She wished she had not. ‘I think you’re a first year. I think I’ve seen you around.’


The girl wrinkled her long lip, looking like a very intelligent chimpanzee. She shrugged. ‘Okay, you’re right. I’m Ramone Holyrod. I’m doing Modern Cultural History. I bet I’ve seen you around too, it’s a small world. But I don’t remember.’


One of those do-nothing made-up Arts courses, thought Anna the unmemorable. Just what I would have guessed. ‘My name’s Anna Senoz. I’m doing Biology.’ She noticed that the other girl had said I’m Ramone, not ‘my name’s Ramone.’ As if being Ramone Holyrod was important.


‘Oh, a scientist!’ Ramone Holyrod had the conventional reaction: Anna was disappointed in her. Suddenly she laughed. ‘Hey, I do know you. You’re a friend of Daz’s, I’ve seen you with her and her boyfriend, and that rich guy, Tim Oliver; and the American Exchange student, whatsisname. He’s in my tutor group.’


‘It’s Oliver Tim. Everyone makes that mistake. His Dad’s family’s Korean, I mean originally. I didn’t know Daz had a boyfriend.’


Ramone rolled her eyes. ‘You know what our sexual behaviour is like. It’s so fucking hierarchical, teenage sex: alliances and humiliations conferred by who pokes whom, and here we are with no proper hierarchy set up. Therefore nobody wants to go public on who they fuck in case it turns out to be the wrong move. She’s been doing Rob Fowler for weeks. I reckon they’ve both just about decided they’re the right nice, middle-class, clever but not too clever rank because I saw them holding hands today, coming out of his hall of residence. The sly bastard, I hate him.’


Anna’s blood started running cold and slow.


‘Girl scientists always go for Biology,’ remarked Ramone. ‘It’s a fucking crime. They get better ‘A’ level results than the boys for everything but they ‘ant got the bottle to go for Physics or Chemistry. I read about it. You have to go for the big idea if you’re into hard science and girls can’t face that. They don’t like the loneliness. They don’t want to look unfeminine. You’ll never find a pretty girl taking Physics. They stick to the soft teamwork, modest efforts and second class degrees, of their own free will. It’s a fact.’


‘Shows how much you know about science,’ retorted Anna. ‘Do you call Biology second class? That’s ridiculous. You’re living in the past. Do you really think people are going to be worried, a hundred years from now, about missing Z particles and up and down quarks? It’ll be like phlogiston or something, people will laugh. Just look at the board, look at the evidence. They have the big money still, but that alphabet soup is dead in more ways than one. The boys go for Physics because they’re conformists. I mean, really, doesn’t it remind you of Alfonso of Castile?’


‘Who?’


‘You know. King of Castile in the fifteenth century. When they showed him the latest cats’ cradle of celestial spheres that was supposed to reconcile astronomers’ observations with the stationary earth, he said, If God had consulted me, I would have suggested something simpler. Haven’t you even read The Sleepwalkers?’


‘I couldn’t give a shit about Alfonso of Castile.’


‘I thought all Arts Students were forced to read The Sleepwalkers. Even if they had to tie you down and drug you. That and a few other old sacred popular-science texts. It’s about the Copernican revolution, the birth of the modern worldview.’


‘Fuck, no thanks. Not until they force-feed nerds with Deleuze and Guattari.’ Ramone’s long lip curled in a secret, speculative smile. ‘Did you get good ‘A’ levels?’


‘The best,’ replied Anna firmly. She’s started to enjoy this game.


‘So did I. I’m going to do something great, you know? That’s my single-minded purpose in life. I’m going to be famous. What do you think about animal experiments?’


‘I think they’ll continue to be important,’ answered Anna. ‘For the foreseeable future. But I’m more interested in plants.’


Ramone didn’t persist with the animal rights line.


‘Are you ambitious? Will you get a first? Do you think you’ll make it?’


Anna would have liked to explain that the world rank of upper-second is actually the best there is. You do what you do, you do it well. Being famous, high-flying, is a different category: reflecting happenstance, personal need, personal hunger for attention … But she guessed that actual argument with Ramone would not be much fun. Better stick to verbal tennis.


‘I don’t see why not.’


Ramone cackled. ‘Modesty will get you nowhere!’ Then she sighed. ‘Really, I was moaning and crying because I am unhappy in love.’


The spring night, which had been somewhere else during their volleys, returned, with the scents of new growth and the mournful sighing of the breeze. ‘With Rob Fowler?’


Ramone bristled indignantly. ‘With Daz. I worship her. It was love at first sight, and now she’s in an out and proud heterosexual romance I know it’s a hopeless passion.’


‘She is very pretty.’


‘I don’t mind for myself so much as for Daz. When you love someone you want the best for them. Maybe I’m no good, I come on too strong, I’m not her type. But I don’t see how any intelligent woman can be interested in men, in male undergraduates. They detest us. You can see it in the back of their eyes. They hate and fear us, we’re the alien hordes. Any guy on campus who pretends to think you are a human being is faking it in the hopes of getting laid.’


‘I only asked, because you were saying “I may love him,” just now. When you were pretending to be a dryad.’


‘It was a quotation. From a writer called George MacDonald. You wouldn’t know anything about him.’ Ramone gave Anna a suspicious look, and raised her voice. ‘A weird reactionary Victorian nutcase, but interesting in a bizarre way.’


Anna didn’t know George MacDonald from a Beat Generation poet, so she merely shrugged. Touché for Alfonso.


‘All the women at this place have the mentality of freed slaves,’ growled Ramone. ‘We ought to be the Goths and Vandals, sweeping in to rapine and pillage, but no way not a chance. It’s like the fall of the Roman Empire, but the wrong part, you know what I mean? Freed slaves, getting rich but absolutely no fucking idea of how to take power, no self-esteem, no political perspective. You can’t bring people up for millennia to have zero rights and suddenly expect them to understand what freedom is, what it means to control, to rule, to have authority. They’re out for what they can get. All these pretty shiny rich girls, they don’t know they’re privileged, they take it all like … like cat food. They’re aspiring to nothing more than some smug fucking dishwasher-proof two-car garage career-housewife lifestyle. Or if they succeed in a man’s world, it’s going to be by using their stinking rotten femininity, by whoring in other words. It’s a sin to give them an education, they’re cattle. Are you rich?’ she demanded abruptly.


‘No. I’m poor. About as poor as you can be, and still be an undergraduate.’ She spoke without thinking, instinctively placatory.


Ramone cast a sceptical glance over Anna’s neat and tidy attire. ‘Yeah? I bet your parents support you … Mine don’t. I’ve got a scholarship from some rich shit foundation for the needy, and when that runs out, I starve. What do they do?’


‘My father’s a fashion designer.’


‘Hmm. That doesn’t sound poor.’


‘If you’re unemployed, it doesn’t make any difference what your profession would be.’


‘Who employs fashion designers? I can’t imagine.’


Anna was ashamed to admit that she didn’t know. Another thing she’d discovered over the months, besides the depth of her poverty, was her ignorance about the grown-up world. Her parents’ lives had been a blank, beyond the veil, until the moment she left home. She felt that this was old fashioned and embarrassing.


‘He had his own business. It failed, and his partner ran out on him. I don’t know the details, but we were left with huge, horrible debts.’


Ramone sucked her teeth, affecting shock. ‘We? You mean they made you sign things?’


‘Well, no but …’


‘I suppose Mummy couldn’t be expected to go out to work.’


Anna’s mother was a doctor. She’d started out as a paediatrician, shifted into educational counselling for job security and regular hours. Her salary had poured away for years into the debt pit, leaving little for the household bills. Anna’s parents had never dreamed of trying to escape from the trap: they had to do the right thing. She decided not to explain. She noted that Ramone’s tirades were to be treated with respect. They could knock you off balance and spoil your next shot.


The thumping beat of party music reached them relentlessly, filling up their pauses. ‘Fucking MDMA,’ muttered Ramone. ‘Sometimes I wish no one had ever heard of that stuff, don’t you. What happened to tender is the night, and haply the queen moon is on her throne?’ A gang of male students passed noisily along the path at the foot of the slope and disappeared into the floodlit, shadowy maze of buildings. Ramone lay back, and started shifting about. She rolled over: Anna jumped, startled.


‘Don’t worry, I’m not making a pass. I was lying on a rock.’


‘Are you going to sleep out here?’


‘Maybe. Why not?’


It was time to admit defeat. ‘You’ll get very cold.’ Anna stood up and walked away, leaving the victor in possession. ‘See you around,’ called Ramone, happily.


‘Yes, sure. See you around.’


Her room was free of Margaret. As soon as she walked in, it began to be full of Ramone. Ramone’s round eyes surveyed the neat interior: basic, shabby, battered, anonymous. Ramone’s cartoon grin mocked Anna’s humble decorations. Her chimpanzee lip curled at the stack of text books, she shook her head over the well-nigh complete absence of Fiction, Social Comment or Style Statement in any form. The Narnia and Tolkien paperbacks on the beside shelf just made things worse. One might as well keep soft toys. Anna felt judged, but the judgement was invigorating. She wondered if Ramone was really a lesbian, or was that part of the act? She was full of admiration, which she would do her best to conceal, when she met the wild girl again. She felt that she had met somebody.


On her desk lay the draft of an essay, which should be handed in tomorrow. She was short of an elusive reference. Charles Craft, the best of the boys and the only person on the first year Biology course to offer Anna anything like competition, laughed at her for acting the baby academic. First year work, he said, is make-work, it’s crazy to treat it seriously. But Anna was physically uncomfortable if she didn’t get things right – to her own satisfaction at the time. She would sleep, get up early, go to the library and check through back issues of Plant Genetics. Simple, no problem.


But Rob was with Daz!


Daz and Anna had met at the Freshers’ fair. Daz was a scientist too, in computing, which made her less of a nerd. They were both serious people, interested in doing real work, yet they’d both made friends with the fools across the Great Divide. But Daz had black shiny hair half way to her knees, a beautiful walk and a rangy coat-hanger figure on which clothes fitted like a dream. Of course, Daz! Anna, who had been standing in the middle of her small space, tingling with Ramone-induced energy, dropped onto the bed. Thank God she’d heard the news before she tried Margaret’s evil recipe! So that’s it, she thought. I’d better start getting over him.


Ramone returned to her grubby cell in The Woods, by far the scruffiest hall in the valley, about an hour after Anna had left her: chilled to the bone and bruised by the rocks in that friendly looking hillside. She flung herself at her keyboard, and into full flow.


Some people never leave the childhood home. They grow up, move house, marry, divorce, remarry, have children, but do all of this without separating themselves from a certain psychological landscape. The setting may change out of all recognition, buildings destroyed, trees uprooted; the old furniture sold. The human icons remain, Uncle Sam and Auntie Betty, the cousins, old family friends. People who live like this may say: I will do that thing; I will hold that opinion … but not until my mother dies. They spend decades as adults of the second rank, dancing on the spot, waiting for their moment. Those of us who leave, who extract ourselves from the matrix, will always feel lost in the world, unsure of our place in any hierarchy. But, our emotional lives can be tranquil. The child who stays attached has axes to grind, stakes to protect, territory to mark. Her relationship with society is cluttered with rusty weapons, bad wiring, amended treaties. The child who abandons family lives in equality, having nothing to gain from subservience. We have given up the sweet recursions of the first world for the beauty of beginning. We are not free, but we see our bonds for what they are. We have no obligations.


Save it. In the folder called Commentaries, or COMMENT. Don’t call it ‘Anna’!


She unearthed a small tin of processed peas from her clothes cupboard, pondered briefly (it was the only treat left this week), opened it and drained it into the washbasin; added a dollop of mayonnaise from a rather festering jar and buttered two slices of bread, while licking fingerfuls of the green and primrose mixture. She applied salt and vinegar. Wonderful! Crumbs and butter gobbets fell among the clean socks and knickers she’d brought up from the laundromat but forgotten to stow away. Lying on the bed with her sandwich in one paw and her life’s companion, Peluche, (a blue and once furry toy rabbit scoured by age), tucked under one arm, she leaved through a crumpled notepad of lined paper to find the latest record of her grief:


Dido and Aeneas In The Underworld


I remember


The pyre, and how I climbed it


The sword, and the little mastheads sinking below the sea


I remember too the blow I got


Deep in my side and how I ran confused


Lost, and my hooves snicked on the herby stones


You should have been behind me …


Deeply affected by her own words, she sobbed aloud around masticated primrose-green and wholemeal mouthfuls. ‘Oh God. OH GOD. God, God, please don’t do this to me, I can’t bear it. AWOooooooh! AWOooooooh!’


Inhabitants of the cells on either side woke and groaned. An Iranian Media Studies student pulled her pillow over her head and stuck her fingers in ears. The American Exchange smacked the on switch of his ghetto blaster and slammed it against the wall, full blast drastic thrash right in the monster’s earhole. Made no difference. He switched it off and lay grimly enduring. Amplified music in the small hours was a chucking out offence, whereas there was no obvious sanction against Howling Wolf’s behaviour. He was a timid soul.


Ramone did not have a bedtime. She fell asleep about four, dropping like a stone into oblivion in the middle of a sentence in Anti-Oedipus. It was the only way she knew.


ii


Anna Senoz preferred male company, because guys tended not to interrupt her when she was explaining things. Patrick Spencer Meade, the American Exchange student, had noticed this. When she talked to fellow females they would speedily glaze over and soon it would be yes, yes, yes, but what about my new hairdo? Okay, to be fair, yes, yes, yes, but what about <something intellectual>? Result, Anna bewildered. She didn’t know how to leave a thought unfinished. She had no idea why the average male undergraduate let her gab in peace: no idea she was sexy. Picture it: Marilyn Monroe is sitting beside you – a brunette Marilyn, which is so much classier, and brainy, which to the male is subconsciously incredibly attractive, resist the dreadful idea as he will. Holy baloney! Those lovely clear taffy-coloured brown eyes are gazing into yours, that body is staying nice and close; as she explains to you the role of small particles of molybdenum in the process of photosynthesis. No Sir, you are not going to interrupt, not for your life.


The guys, as far as he could tell, didn’t know what was going on either; not consciously. Anna’s signifiers were neat and sober clothing, hardly-there make-up, an air of cool comradeship. There was nothing about her dress or manner that said THIS WAY TO THE HONEYPOT. The guys, who jumped up slavering whenever anything marked GIRL walked by, if the body under the labels belonged to Dumbo, or to a stick insect, never mentioned Anna in their parodic, hard-on discussions of female first year talent. But they kept quiet for her; and in a puzzled way they gravitated. He guessed they had to be aware, at some level, of her wide shoulders, handspan waist and curvaceous little bottom; of the pert, round-as-apples breasts under her clean and modest teeshirts.


Or maybe Spence was partial.


She had been pointed out to him at an early stage in his Exchange Year, by Charles Craft whom he’d met at the Computer Club. She was the girl in Biols who had read everything on the reading list and then some, the one who spent hours in the library reading science journals that had nothing to do with any first year course. Charles had laughed unpleasantly and called her Mr Spock. Spence, who’d already discovered to his personal cost that Craft was full of shit, had detected envy and insecurity, and looked on the cause of these emotions with approval. Then, one weekend, they all went up to London for a critically vital music gig. They all, meaning those members of the loose group of friends who had easy funds for a daunting ticket price; plus Spence and Anna Senoz, poor but scraping by. They’d hardly spoken to each other at this point. They all had stayed at Rosemary McCarthy’s parents’ house. Rosey and Wol (otherwise Oliver Tim) had cooked a large Sunday meal. Spence and Anna, both of them maybe feeling socially marginal, had independently decided to clean the kitchen, which was in a heap big heap mess. Stacked the dishwasher, cleaned pans. She washed, he dried. They didn’t talk. He felt that she was shy, and wondered idly why she didn’t know she was gorgeous. Mean older sisters, putting her down? Father who considered girls second rate? A previously unappetising teen, who had just blossomed into glory? She handed him a large cast-iron frying pan which still had a gob of burnt Bolognese sauce adhering to its butt. Spence returned the article, silently pointing out the failure in her technique. Anna nodded, and flashed him a beautiful smile, before bending to the task of scrubbing it over again.


Hey!


It isn’t often you get to be in at the birth of one of your own legends.


She made him think of his mother. Louise Davinia Spencer Meade, the poor widow-woman he’d left behind him in Annandale, Illinois, lending her large spirit and presence to whatever attempt at counter-culture you could find in a small town on the Manankee river. Spence’s Mom, who liked him to call her Louise, or LouLou, but he preferred Mom, was a vintage feminist. She’d have been proud of him. The menfolk of Annandale were an unregenerate lot, stubbornly resistant to the siren allure of female intelligence, which was one reason why Louise had remained more or less single since her husband died. The other was Spence, of course. She adored him, as he well knew.


Spence remembered his father only as a querulous and smelly sick person of whom his mother was inexplicably fond. He had come to feel grateful, as he grew older, that the man was dead, not merely divorced and hanging around wanting to take his son to the ballgame alternate weekends. He didn’t like to think of the life he’d have had, between Mom and a male rival. Sometimes, in the darkest dreams of kid fantasy, he’d entertained the idea that she had actually killed his Dad. This surely wasn’t true, but it gave a fellow pause, none the less. She had brooded over his childhood like a sweet, capricious thunderhead. He dreaded her rages, which were hardly ever turned against him, but against abstract principles, things the government did, programmes on the TV, and lived for her smiles, her gallant joie de vivre. When he flew over the Atlantic for the first time, the dazzling soft masses of cloud below his plane had looked poignantly familiar. She had weaned him late, hippie earth-mother style. He did not remember, not barely, his possession of her large breasts. But there was Mom: snow crème and eiderdown.


He was sure she wanted him to have a healthy sex life, but he felt strange about feeling anything serious, so far from home. He needed good clean casual sex, not a love affair. So he had decided not to do anything about Anna; or rather he’d procrastinated, through the dull British winter and the chill but pretty Springtime: missing his Mom, thinking about Anna, enjoying his friends, paying little attention to his studies and hating his cell in Woods. Everything in Britain seemed to Spence unclean, especially the food. The university hall of residence was disgusting. Noisy, too.


‘At its inception, a telephone network was perceived as a tool of commerce, without application outside the exclusively male sphere of business or the schematically male emergency services. Telephone communication as a social phenomenon in its own right was unforeseen, until the telephone was discovered or imagined into cultural being by women or women-analogic social males. In 1881, when the first public telephone service was initiated in Paris, Marcel Proust was ten years old. Some ten years later, according to the chronology of “In Search Of Lost Time” Proust – as a homosexual and a Jew, a doubly marginalised male – became one of the first of those to represent and realise this novel technology, by fervently mythologising the Young Ladies of the Telephone – the obscurely necessary, menial yet all-powerful, female agency interposed between the telephone and the world: midwives of an applied technology balanced on the brink of meaning. Proust’s paean of praise for the telephone operators of Paris is not, of course, a serious expression of respect. Yet it is literally true that women, the secret arbiters of cultural significance, by annexing for their own use this male instrument, transformed the concept of telecommunication. It was another socially marginalised male, a science fiction writer, who invented the term “cyberspace”. Here on the threshold of the third millennium, can we doubt that a similar female agency, erased but necessary, will emerge in the new industry of telematics? Note how often, in popular mythology texts, the voice of the computer is female: the voice of the dominatrix, teacher, mother …’


The other students gazed out of the window; or doodled, or frowned in feigned concentration. The tutor, semi-recumbent behind his four-square, sixties desk of blonde and grainy pine, occasionally lifted his lizard lids a trifle and thought, it’s never the pretty ones. Ramone Holyrod had lost some puppy-fat over the course of the year, but the improvement was slight. It’s always the childish ones, he added. The adult-looking undergraduates are the monkey-do accomplished (we won’t say intelligent, that would be a premature judgement indeed); but the most childish, the most unfinished are the only ones with any kind of originality. He wondered if there was any scientific rationale to back this idle observation. One would have to include young Spence of course, whose face was as formless as an egg – an egg with a mop of Dylanesque ringlets on top of a stringy male child’s body – but whose sense of humour was surprisingly sharp. But that could be the accent. Quite possibly Spencerisms would not be in the least entertaining if expressed in graceless UKC1ese.


Ramone had finished.


‘Very nice,’ said their tutor.


Very nice meant I wasn’t listening. Interesting! which never came Ramone Holyrod’s or Andrea David’s way, meant Good. Lucy Freeman heard it often. She was the pretty one. ‘Comments, anybody?’


Ramone gritted her teeth and glanced fearfully at Spence, who was a computer nut and probably knew what a modem did. But the American Exchange was preoccupied. Martin Judge, the other male member of the group, took issue, as usual. ‘I don’t understand why you have to bring sex into everything, Ramone.’


Relieved, she turned on him, ‘What do you think I should bring to a discussion about Technology In Society? Jars of marmalade? Sex is in everything. I didn’t put it there. The most significant thing in your entire social and cultural life is your assigned gender. Everything else comes after that fact, including your relationship with technology. Don’t you accept that?’


‘Jars of marmalade would make more sense. Whoever invented the screw-top lid made more positive difference to women’s lives than political feminism, if you ask me—’


‘Okay, if sex doesn’t come into it, why did you say women’s lives—?’


‘Children, children … Telephones. The subject was telephones. Ramone’s essay. Could we return to our moutons?’


At the end of the session Ramone, bright colour in her pasty cheeks, bundled up her belongings into her shoulder bag. She tried to take the essay with them; she was now ashamed of it and miserable. The tutor made her leave it on his desk. His resigned glance at the butter-stained first page cut her to the heart. She stomped out. Lucy and Andrea had departed to some girly lunch date, but the appalling Martin was lying in wait pretending to talk to Spence. She had to walk down the corridor between the two of them, feeling hatefully small and untidy, a heaving maggoty mess.


‘Look, Ramone,’ began Martin. ‘I’m sorry I upset you. It’s just that I don’t think our Technology and Society tutorials are the place for sexual politics. It’s not the subject of the course and it’s not fair on the rest of us. I’d honestly love to sit down with you some other time and have a proper discussion about the whole sex and gender thing.’


The term shit-eating grin, she thought, was coined for occasions like this. She stared, fascinated, analysing the precise content of that exposure, male teeth with a fat juicy turd locked behind them. It means, I’m stealing something from you. I’m being obnoxious, and we both know it but you can’t prove it and you can’t stop me. I’m getting something for nothing from a female. I’m copping a feel here.


‘I know what’s wrong with you, Martin. You’re afraid for your life. You don’t want me to mention sex because by mentioning sex I insist that I’m here at the university as a woman, whereas you still think women ought to accept that they’re here as second-rate men. Your privileges aren’t protected any longer. I’m not going to keep the rules of the little boys’ club, I’m not going to pretend to be inadequate. I’m going to claim to be a complete human being. And if that’s what I am, where does that leave you, you titless freak!’


Spence wondered what ‘a God’s name would happen next. Martin opened his mouth and closed it. Knots of muscle on either side of his jaws worked visibly.


‘Well, see you around, Spence.’ He strode away.


Spence cleared his throat. ‘I don’t think you can claim William Gibson for a marginal male Ramone. In the US it’s okay for a guy to be a writer, was in the eighties anyway, as long as he makes good money. And science fiction is some kind of heartland. Maybe it’s different over here, but to me bracketing Gibson with Proust sounds weird. I mean, not in a good way—’


She shook her head. She could not talk about her work. Her essays were creations, they stood or fell. It was over: another stillborn, another fortress levelled. They dawdled, to avoid the awkwardness of bumping into Martin again. Ramone seemed surprised that Spence was still by her side as they passed out into the May sunshine.


‘Are you two going to go on like this for the whole degree course?’ he asked.


‘Maybe not. He didn’t say “until our next encounter, dear lady” this time. Arsehole. I got to him. Maybe someday he’ll learn to leave me the fuck alone.’


This reading of the situation was enough to make a basilisk blink, but Spence let it stand. ‘I thought he was going to do a Dr Johnson on you that time.’


‘Say what?’


Spence took a violent swing at the air. ‘I refute you thus!’


Ramone glowered, her hands bunching into two ready little fists. She bared her teeth: plain fury behind them, no shit. ‘If he did, he would get a surprise.’


He’d been trying to think where he’d seen a likeness of Ramone Holyrod. Now he knew. It was an Aubrey Beardsley drawing of Messalina. Messalina, Going To The Bath: snakelocks, glowering cheeks; a dumpy Queen Victoria bundle of garments full of pugnacious forward movement … He’d have to tell someone this, it was too good to waste. Not Ramone. Much as she’d bite your head off if you dared to suggest it, he knew she longed to be better-looking. She was a pig to live with, but his heart went out to the kid. Her absurd, bantam hen bravado: he’d get a surprise! Martin Lodge was six two and built like a linebacker. You could only hope that crazy Ramone would never meet the man callous enough to hit her. Because she was asking for it.


He had caught himself wondering if she knew about that in herself.


‘I’m moving out,’ he announced.


‘Huh?’


‘I’m moving out of the Woods. I met some guys—’


‘But it’s the end of term next month. I mean, why bother?’


‘Yeah, well.’


‘You won’t get your rent back.’


‘That’s okay. I’m moving into a squat. The fact is,’ Spence was wondering why the HELL he had told Ramone, the LAST PERSON IN THE WORLD he wanted informed of his escape plans, ‘I’m thinking of staying in town for the summer. I have an open ticket. I can temp with a software house, make some easy dosh and head home in September.’


She beamed, round eyes glowing. ‘Cool! When are you moving? Can I help?’


He didn’t have the balls to refuse. ‘Sure. Sure, why not?’


The day Spence moved into his squat they all went along to help, in Rob Fowler’s battered but capacious old Volvo and Daz Avritivendam’s glossy Renault – a version of they all that meant Rob and Daz and Ramone, Anna and Spence and a computing friend of Spence’s called Simon Gough. Everybody stared, lost for words, at three tiny old Hampshire cottages, their picturesque flint walls gruesomely painted-over in coarse bright colours. A junk-metal man with a frilled yellow head, possibly representing the sun, stood where roses should have clustered over the middle one of the three front doors. The other two doors were roughly boarded-up.


Spence was moved to apologise. ‘That’s the way it goes for us tourists these days. There’s no romance left in the Old World. You schlep into the interior to rubberneck the savages in their traditional murdered-bird hairdos, and find them sporting war-bonnets made of flattened Coke cans and Radio Shack parts –’ He blushed. Daz, the lissom, elegant black girl with the confusing English accent, was an ethnic-origin Tamil from Borneo. ‘Er, meaning no offence.’


The World’s Most Gorgeous Malaysian patted him kindly on the shoulder. ‘We do our best to stay ahead of your games, Americano. We do our best.’


In the kitchen the head of the household, a skinny smoke-dried individual going by the name of Mr Frank N. Furter, was transacting business with three oldish men in working clothes. It was a surprisingly clean kitchen, although doing double service as a menagerie. A black and white rat sat in a cage by the cooker, next to an iguana the size of a rabbit in a glass vivarium. A grey parrot peered down from an old-fashioned drying rack slung from the ceiling; there was a cat with kittens in a basket under the table. Frank seemed distant. Spence was nervous and hustled them away before Ramone – who had shed ten angry years the moment she saw the animals – could ask to play with the rat, or get her busy paws into the vivarium.


Everyone cheerfully hauled everything up to his room: cardboard boxes, a secondhand mattress, a murderously heavy suitcase full of books, an old dining table from the Salvation Army; orange crates for chairs. When Spence became absorbed in wiring his computer rig, they all faded away. The squat was too interesting, it produced strange noises: bongo drumming, wild laughter, rapid furtive footsteps. Spence’s neighbour, a friendly brown-skinned Aussie blonde in a bikini, who introduced herself as Alice Flynn, popped in and explained that there was sunbathing on the roof … Before long, the only removal assistant left was Anna Senoz.


‘Sorry about this,’ said Spence, blushing. Someone had recently rewired the cottages, which were linked by casual breaches in the interior walls. Socket plates dangled everywhere, over heaps of fresh dust: but the only power point in this room was not conveniently sited for Spence’s plans. ‘I need to get back online, my Mom worries. If she sends me one e-mail that bounces, she’ll be on the next plane—’


Anna nodded, more impressed than she liked to admit by an e-mailing mother.


She didn’t mind being left alone with the American Exchange. She didn’t know what to say to him but it was restful to sit quietly. So many hours she’d spent like this when she was a little child, watching while Daddy did things …


‘Do you know what his real name is, downstairs?’


‘You mean Frank? No, I don’t. What business is it of mine?’


Where Anna came from, horny-handed sons of toil who spent their afternoons cutting up lines of white powder were not good news. She was concerned. He was a tourist, as he had admitted: seeking thrills, taking risks he didn’t recognise because they didn’t look the same as at home.


‘It might be your business if the police come calling.’


Spence finished connecting his printer, set it on its base and stepped back. ‘They won’t. The Bournemouth police are cool, Frank told me. They don’t bother recreational users. What’s wrong with the guy providing a service? You use drugs, I’ve seen you do it.’


‘I think my parents have smoked dope most of their lives, and they know I do too. If taking alcohol is okay, there’s nothing much wrong with cannabis. But there are limits.’


‘And different people have different ideas about where the limits are.’


He gave her a look, assessing new information: and added, not really changing the subject. ‘Where d’you think Ramone comes from? She’s a phenomenon, that kid. Having the room next door to her on campus, I got to know her habits. She never sleeps. Likes to scream, too. It was a wild party for one, all night and every night.’


Anna frowned.


She was right, it was a shame to tell tales. ‘I suspect she may be the smartest person I’ve ever met. I couldn’t prove it, most of her work is a disaster, I just have a weird feeling she may be brilliant. And doesn’t have an idea how to deal with it, because no one ever told her, or showed her how—’


‘I think her parents are sort of hippies.’


‘That would figure. Brought up in a cave, by dog food eating drop outs—’


He’d heard that Anna and Daz were planning to stay on and work through the summer. He wanted to ask her about that. But what could he say? Secret lust made it impossible to form the most innocent remark—


‘I’m gonna have to use the light socket as an interim auxiliary power source. Damned wiring in here is totally inadequate.’


‘Who did it, anyway?’


‘Ah, hm. Me, actually.’ He dragged one of his orange crates into the centre of the room, tucking a connecting block and an electrical screwdriver in his pocket. ‘Make sure it’s switched off at the wall, will you?’


‘Er, don’t you think you should disconnect at the mains?’


It was Spence’s mother, the original Ms Fixit, who had taught him to be a handyman, infecting him at the same time with her own cavalier impatience. He knew it but he couldn’t help it. ‘Not yet, I’ll just see if this is going to work—’ He unscrewed the lightbulb, handed it to Anna, hauled up the naked end of the cable that led from the board. ‘I want to get the rig running today, send my Mom a—’ He needed a third hand, just for a moment—


THWUMP!!


‘My God! SPENCE!’


The American Exchange lay flat on his back on the dusty boards, blueish around the mouth. Anna hoicked the live lead from between his clenched teeth: now what?


He opened his eyes.


‘Oh, thank God. Are you okay? What were you doing?’


‘I got confused,’ explained Spence weakly. He was wearing a shapeless teeshirt and vivid cotton shorts. Her breath was on his face, he could smell her body, and something too big to be hid was happening in the crotch area. He prayed she wouldn’t notice, but of course she did, he saw the flick of her glance. Absolute truth, he was too dizzy to care.


‘Quick thinking, Batgirl. You saved my life.’


Anna wanted to tell him she didn’t mind about the trouser-snake. She knew those frisky creatures could take on a life of their own, at the worst moments. She wanted to tell him she knew it wasn’t personal. But Spence, though a tide of conscious colour swept from his chin to his hair, didn’t seem to need reassurance. He lay ruefully smiling while footsteps pounded up the stairs, and the whole squat’s population came rushing … You’d think they’d be more cool about strange thumps and unexpected power shorts.


‘What’s going on?’ yelled Rob’s voice.


‘Nothing serious. Spence ate some electricity.’


‘Do him good … Is he dead?’


They all peered down. Spence felt like a stepped-on insect.


‘Oh man,’ complained Frank. ‘I’m fucking glad I didn’t pay you for that wiring job.’


‘How much did he eat? Should we take him to a hospital?’


‘I’m fine,’ mumbled Spence, sitting up and holding his head. ‘I’m fine.’


Ramone dropped on her haunches beside him. She was cuddling the black and white rat, her eyes were shining, she was completely uninterested in Spence’s sufferings. ‘Isn’t he great? He’s called Keefer. The iguana’s called Betty. They let her out to eat cockroaches at night. And there’s a red-kneed tarantula. Hey, Flynn says there’s another spare room. I think I’m going to move in!’


Spence groaned aloud.


‘If anyone’s got any money I could go out and fetch some beers?’ offered Alice Flynn, sensing a party atmosphere.


Nobody took her up. They repaired in a body to the pub, and drank pints of Fullers’ London Pride while the shadows lengthened. Anna stuck with Spence – no doubt because like a good Girl Scout she was waiting to see if he would fall down bleeding at the ears. The dose of current that he’d eaten had left the inside of his mouth bruised and peculiar-feeling; and the erection incident lurked, adding to his mortification. But she was sitting there, talking to him across the grubby wooden table—


The way Anna wore make-up reminded him of Japanese girls: specifically one Japanese girl at his High School, whose delicately pencilled eyes and burnished lids had held his attention. Anna’s work was less obsessive, but had the same quality: a graceful, unswerving acquiescence to the social norms. If a naked female face (such as Ramone’s) was a challenge, and full war-paint a provocative display, Anna’s message was that she wasn’t trying to pick a fight. He had noticed that she never wore lipstick. He wanted to ask her why not. So her parents smoked dope. By some asinine standards they were evil radicals, but they’d trained her to tell the difference between unconventional and dangerous. She’d been raised to mind her manners, pick up after herself, think for others, share the chores; and take no shit about other classes of restriction. He knew the feeling. He had a deep sense that they’d arrived here, in this south coast Brit university, on matching trajectories. Was that good or bad for him? It is opposites that attract. What lived behind that demure reserve? Maybe she was a lesbian.


‘Are you a feminist?’


‘No, not at all. Why do you ask?’


‘Well, the way you dress, always real quietly, uh, just wondered—’ He was behaving like Martin Judge. He would not have known that Judge was unendurable, until Ramone started snarling, but he trusted the rabid one’s reactions: and now hated himself. She would think he was a lout.


‘I don’t think it’s fair,’ explained Anna, ‘to dress and make up as if you’re cruising for sex, unless you are. You can’t go around signalling don’t you wish you could have some? and then get angry if that’s what people respond to. It doesn’t make sense.’


‘You think women shouldn’t try to look sexy?’


Anna frowned. ‘I don’t know about shouldn’t. I don’t think you can do “should, shouldn’t” for other people. It’s something I’ve decided for myself.’


‘But that still means you think it’s wrong—’ He was tying himself in knots. The pub was filling up with folks enjoying a pre-club aperitif. A glorious form at that moment brushed by Spence’s shoulder: high heels, huge eyes, liquid red lips, black basque and lacy thong under a sheer violet shift. ‘To dress up like her. Or him,’ he corrected himself, because the form was tall and straight-hipped, and you never can tell.


‘Can’t tell ‘em apart, these days,’ she agreed, giggling. ‘That’s different,’ she added. ‘Girl or boy, if you are cruising why not say so? Nothing wrong with that.’


‘Perfectly logical, captain.’


He recalled Craft’s ‘Spock’ jeer, and could have bitten his bruised tongue out.


Anna sighed, and gazed into her pint.


‘Actually, I was thinking of Ramone,’ God bless her, Ramone again. Who’d have thought she would become his helpful virtual chaperone? He felt guilty, but ruthlessly set her to work. ‘She says she’s a feminist but doesn’t seem to get anything out of it, except angry all the time. You know she claims she’s in love with Daz? D’you think she’s really a lesbian?’


Anna hesitated, smiled faintly and shook her head.
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