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‘The Sleep Watcher simmers with tension and a constant threat of violence – and yet it is so delicately and cleanly observed as to make reading a pleasure. A pitch-perfect evocation of coming of age in a seaside town’


Cal Flyn, author of Islands of Abandonment


 


‘Rowan Hisayo Buchanan cuts close to the bone with her insights on family and secrecy, trust and power, and the dangerous, double-edged keenness of intimacy’ 


C Pam Zhang, author of How Much of These Hills Is Gold


 


‘The Sleep Watcher captures that estranging moment of young womanhood when you suddenly realise your body, your parents, your whole world is nothing like you thought . . . It is exquisite’


Ruth Gilligan, author of The Butchers


 


‘Charged with the otherworldliness and shrewd social perception found in the works of Shirley Jackson and Octavia Butler, The Sleep Watcher is a bracing and compelling portrayal of adolescence and feeling uncanny at home’


Sharlene Teo, author of Ponti


 


‘An incredibly moving story about connection, loneliness, and what we do when we think no one else is watching . . . Buchanan’s prose has a brilliantly sensitive touch’


Julianne Pachico, author of The Anthill


 


‘I absolutely adored The Sleep Watcher. It is so finely wrought – with an aching, delicate beauty and suspense’


Jessica J. Lee, author of Two Trees Make a Forest


 


‘Slippery, luminous, ethereal . . . Hisayo Buchanan writes like a dream. She is my favourite contemporary writer’


Abigail Tarttelin, author of Dead Girls
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To my favourite demons










 ‘Declare to the Watchers of the heaven who have left the high heaven, the holy eternal place, and have defiled themselves with women, and have done as the children of earth do, and have taken unto themselves wives: “Ye have wrought great destruction on the earth: And ye shall have no peace nor forgiveness of sin: and inasmuch as they delight themselves in their children, the murder of their beloved ones shall they see, and over the destruction of their children shall they lament, and shall make supplication unto eternity, but mercy and peace shall ye not attain.”’


– The Book of Enoch, translated R. H. Charles
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1


 


I have never returned to the town. I rarely say its name, only that I grew up a few hours from London. I left before I turned seventeen.


All along the coast there are gate towns – Ramsgate, Margate, Sandgate, Westgate-on-Sea. These are openings in the high, hard cliffs of this island, gates to the water or to the land, depending on your perspective. Then there are the raised headlands – Beachy Head, Minehead, Portishead. These offer the gift of sight.


Our town was neither a head nor a gate. It was a ripple. The town bent towards the sea before rising up again cliff-wards. Our cliffs were not famous, and their sides were lumpy and jagged. Tide markers raised their bald heads along our streets. There were three churches, one of which had been converted into a cafe. The local paper bemoaned arsons by suspected youths, but otherwise crime was low.


The sea is now a train ride away but sometimes I see a gull making its white-bellied way through the air to pilfer from our bins or perform some other bastard behaviour. Yesterday I saw two, one swooping after the other in brutality or romance. I told myself I would tell you what happened in that town.


I started wrong. Do you remember? It was while we were making dinner at your flat. Your knife shuttled through the onion. You were blinking back acid tears. Maybe I felt braver because you weren’t looking at me. I mentioned the town and added almost casually, Do you know, while I was living there I stopped dreaming?


Who can blame you for the reply? Other people’s dreams are always boring. I didn’t argue that this was not a dream but an absence. Instead, I gathered onion peel, swiping the husk into my hand.


I have to try again. It wouldn’t be fair to wind myself around your life before I tell you what happened in that place. It’s not a thing I have perspective on, even twelve years later. The memories are salty and humid. Perhaps you’ll say I was barely out of childhood and that my mistakes were understandable. I hope that afterwards you will still want to pack your stuff, for me to box mine, and for us to conjoin our lives. Or maybe you’ll never be able to knot your fingers around mine. Because when you see my hands, you’ll remember the damage they’ve done. You’ll decide I’m not the sort of person you want to live with after all.


While you have no time for dreams, you’ve always had time for books. Whenever I borrow one from your shelves, I trace the graphite underlinings and marvel at your careful attention and the luck of your students. So I thought I’d try to write you one. Or something like one anyway. An account with a beginning, a middle, an end.


Perhaps not everything is quite accurate. There is no one I can check with. I am almost sure that I have not made anyone kinder or crueller than they were. Although it was long ago, I remember that year more clearly than I do last month.










The Facts


That summer, my mind separated from my body as completely as an egg cracked from its shell. The splitting began in those hazy days just after exams were done when everything should have been easy.


Wait.


I’ve always avoided the subject of childhood or given you generic answers. I owe you the facts.


I had two parents – M and F. The woman who birthed, bottled, and raised me was never Mum or Mummy. She was M. Shortened from Mem, the sound my baby lips supposedly made when looking into the moon of her face. My father was named by default. F, said like Eff. Kit and Caterpillar, the names they called me, were not on my birth certificate. We lived under pseudonyms. Leo, my brother, was the only one who kept his true name.


F found it easier to sing than to speak. On the weekend, he was in an indie rock band that played local venues and sometimes weddings. Weekdays, he stitched together freelance programming work. He was good with computers but not with business. There was often a skim of stubble along his jaw. He wore thick black jeans and jumpers in colours like mustard and mint. He cut his hair himself, in our sink, and you could tell. His curls were the pale brown seen on men who were once angel-blonde boys. Indeed, his mother had named him after such an angel. Though he didn’t look like one anymore, he could name all the angels in the Bible and most of the apocrypha. Music and angels were his great loves. He would have said they were the same thing – a purity missing from most of human life.


M stood very straight and so appeared taller than she was. She worked as a therapist specialising in the problems of teenagers. I sometimes wondered if she’d worked with anyone I knew. Her office was in a larger town about six miles away. A screen on her laptop blocked peeping from the sides. The one time she had revealed a client detail was when she explained why she had stopped working with adults – He was stressed because he realised his wife and lover had their periods in the same week. He was frightened they’d synchronised, like they both knew something he didn’t. That’s when I realised adults weren’t for me. She dressed in the colours of the sea – blues, greys, shady greens – as if trying to become part of the local landscape. Although strangers still asked, But where are you from? My grandmother was from Japan and something of that distance showed in M’s face.


The thing about parents is they’re both deadly dull and your first maps of how to live. Mine were no different.


We lived in a terraced house that was part of a line of houses that snaked away from the sea. We’d moved there five years before, when I was eleven, from a larger town inland. At sixteen, I was neither a local nor a stranger. I had friends at school but only one I trusted – Andrew. When he wasn’t around, I joined in the games all the girls played. Men watched us that year, on the pier, on the street, in the shops, wherever we went. We sucked orange Calippos by the bus stop, licking the fluorescent juice off our fingers, looking straight into the eyes of pitiful adults with hair growing out of their ears.


I had decided I would lose my virginity to Andrew because he had long-fingered hands – almost but not quite like a girl’s – which held even the most gnawed pencil with grace. Also because he was my closest friend. I hadn’t told him this decision. I was enjoying having a plan.


Losing my dreams was not a milestone marked in the book M bought about Your Body’s Natural Changes. Still, it happened.










A Specimen of Night


For a while my dreams had been terrible. They shook my body, shoved the blankets off the bed, and sometimes even knocked me to the floor.


I’ll describe the last dream-wracked night I remember. I woke up yet again on the floor. It was old, Victorian probably, pine-yellow and knotted with eyes. My friends had wall-to-wall carpets but Leo had asthma and so we lived with the bare boards. I didn’t mind.


Above me, I could see my brother’s body lumped in his bed, undisturbed by my crash. I touched my thigh, prodding in search of pain. I wanted to know if I would bruise. I had a generalised interest in my body. There were the obvious widely celebrated transformations of female adolescence, but I was interested in detail. My bones were thickening. Even my hair was shifting in texture. Supposedly, my prefrontal cortex was sprouting new fronds.


Leo sighed in his sleep and his leg twitched. My phone told me it was 1 a.m., but light came from the open door. Looking up, I could see the ceiling pressing in on us. Andrew and I had painted eyes above my bed in black ink, a bit like this –
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Though of course not exactly. It is impossible to be exact about the past. Still, I want to use every tool.


F told us that the angels used to be covered in eyes. It amused us to think of them, polka-dotted with vision. So we turned the room into an angel. M had been annoyed but F had approved.


From downstairs came the hum of F’s record player, an object which had passed out of retro-coolness a few years before. It played at the lowest turn of the knob – a musical muttering. We usually left the doors in our house open because Leo was scared of the dark and because F was absent-minded, prone to wandering from room to room leaving doors gaping behind him. Noise travelled easily through the house. I went down following the sound – pleased that someone else was awake. Pleased too that it was F.


Leo belonged to M and I belonged to F. Leo was M’s the way her hands belonged to her. He was the miracle child, born seven years after me, despite preventative measures. Not expected but wanted was what M used to say. She held him closer, and she looked at him as if he might not be quite real. I pitied him. It seemed too much to live up to.


F had picked up all the parts of me that M no longer had time to see. When she gave Leo a bath, he read to me. When Leo wouldn’t stop crying, F taught me to sing. It wasn’t so bad. Leo and I had one bed each, one placemat each, one parent each. And mine was awake and downstairs, waiting for me. So down I went, for water and a break from the dreams which I could still see hanging spiderweb-like in the corner of my vision.


F sat on a kitchen chair, wearing an old band shirt, long boxer shorts and the orange fuzzy dressing gown that was, according to M, The-Most-Hideous-Thing. His eyes were closed in musical-focus. He nodded as I stepped into the kitchen, acknowledging me without opening his eyes. A drink sat on the table in the good glass. We got the good glass at a jumble sale and it sliced the kitchen light into diamonds. I took a less good glass from the cupboard, one that had been fogged by many baptisms through the dishwasher.


I poured myself water. He opened his eyes.


Couldn’t sleep, I said.


This was calculated for sympathy because F barely slept at night. He was always moving about the house like a familiar ghost. When not listening to records, F played his own songs about angels who had fallen one by one. He was, if not lapsed, estranged from his God. He seemed forever trying to write some sort of treaty between himself and the great invisible thing he sung to. I was grateful that he didn’t play his God-songs in public. The loud boys at school would have sniggered at his unvarnished longing.


He told me that the record we were listening to was written by a guitarist for his dead son. I thought of Leo’s breath stopping. His body falling still. I thought of the miracle unspooling and drank my water.


Come sit on my lap, Caterpillar. F pulled his dressing gown over his knees to make a hammock. You might find this strange. I certainly never told anyone at school about it. But I sat and it wasn’t the way you might be thinking. It was a ritual that we’d never ended. I don’t suppose I knew how. When do you tell your father that you are too big to be held? My toes hung above the floor and I rocked them back and forth in time to the music. And not that I would have admitted it, but it felt good. I let myself lean against him. F smelt of laundry and the oil from his bicycle.


You know I’d die for my family.


You won’t have to, I said, IT workers don’t have a high death rate.


But I would.


I felt the rise and fall of his arm each time he lifted the glass, which was not often. He drank slowly and carefully. He offered me a sip. It tasted of chestnuts mixed with the sharp ethanol smell of the school laboratory. My friends brought orange juice and vodka to school in their reusable water bottles. I was careful not to exhibit too much ease or let my knowledge of that show.


He asked about my subjects at school and whether I knew what I wanted to do afterwards.


I was good at school but didn’t love doing anything then. I was an observer, not an actor. I noted the shadow puppets Andrew’s hands cast as he drew. And the way F’s temples smoothed when he talked about Satan, the angels and saints – all flying or falling creatures. The girls who practised dance routines behind the school, their feet moving in perfect time. The way the sun caught the tips of the tourists’ noses. But being a watcher was not an examinable subject and I wouldn’t, now, give myself an A – I missed so much.


Find what you love. Practical can come later. No one can avoid practical, he said.


I forget what we talked about next but eventually he said, Started writing a new song for Sun Songs. Want to hear?


Every summer in the swelter of August, the local bands went down to the beach to play. The council knew about it and they’d leave a police car dawdling in case things got rowdy. The town liked to say we sang to serenade the turning of the seasons because of our Viking heritage. We’d been stormed long ago by men who worshipped a god of thunder, a god of wisdom, a god of trickery. The festival had actually been started by a few Victorian pre-hippies who styled themselves as druids. It grew into an excuse to listen to music, drink beer, dance on the sand, and run into the sea in your best party dress.


Okay, I said, and slid off his lap to lift the needle from the record.


F hummed low and soft. The sound had a sway. Sometimes his fingers fluttered over his chest as if to say, the guitar part will come in here. The sound was lofty and hopeful. I thought of honey, the dark amber kind flecked with wax that they sold at the bakery. F worked out his songs as sounds before words.


Will you sing it with me? he asked. It’s a duet, I think.


You know I don’t sing.


You used to.


Singing had stopped making sense to me around the time my breasts came in and my armpits grew whiskers. I had stopped wanting everyone to know what was in my heart.


Yeah, because I was six and didn’t know I sounded like a frog.


It’ll make M really happy.


I wasn’t sure this was true. People do that. They say they want you to do something for someone else when they don’t want to ask for themselves.


I told you I don’t sing.


Okay, Caterpillar. He held up his hands as if I was wielding a gun. But I always felt it when he was upset. The world’s mood music shifted.


John Cage composed a silence called 4'33''. I saw it a few years before we met. The orchestra sat perfectly still but it was not silent. There was breathing. A cough somewhere. A sense of my own size and noise. Time went slow. That is how I felt when F was upset – a tenseness in my chest as I waited for the concert to continue.


I love you, I said.


I know. And there was more breath in the room.










The Day Before It Happened


My school would break up in a few weeks, at the end of June. But we were all done with GCSEs and none of the teachers seemed concerned with doing more than showing us educational videos and letting us nap. I wasn’t worried about my results. The shape of standard tests fitted my brain, though M was always telling me not to be so complacent.


Our last class of the day was history and the teacher had put on the Blackadder episode about rotten boroughs. I half-watched the on-screen caper and half-watched Andrew, sitting next to me, making a paper boat. It bobbed up and down on his knee. All over his arms were blue biro marks, like one of those Celts from Leo’s textbook. I pictured Andrew running down a hill screaming, his stringy arms flailing. And then I thought what it might be like to be so close to him that biro came off on my skin in blue clouds. Forgive me for sharing this, I know you aren’t the jealous type and I was so young. Nothing I wanted then was elegant or beautiful. It was awkward and hungry, and I knew it. Which is why I was waiting for the right moment.


I lifted the boat from his knee and placed it carefully on the crown of my head, keeping my back as straight as the stiff plastic chair. It was so light that I couldn’t feel it. I had to keep reaching my hand up to check it was there.


After school, everyone was going to get pizza and talk shit about the teachers and each other. It was easy to imagine how the evening would go. I’d nod along, that I too thought that the swimming teacher was a creep, that his eyes lingered on our bodies in their green Lycra. When they wore out the gossip, my classmates would end up mouth-to-mouth with someone they would have to decide they either loved or despised the next day.


But I headed home, because there was dinner waiting and there would be hell to pay etc., things that slipped easily off the tongue but which really meant I did not care about these people. I was a schoolgirl by profession, not by choice. I conducted schoolgirl-hood with the diplomacy that I now apply at work.


M and F were expecting me – our family was small and solitary and absences were noted. M and F were both orphans. Orphanhood only seemed appropriate for children or animated animals but that is how F described our family – two orphans and their babies. F because he’d abandoned his religious parents in America and M because her parents were actually dead.


Andrew walked with me to the bus stop. We lived in the same direction.


What if these are the best days of our lives? I asked. One of the teachers had said they were.


Mr. Greene just has a shitty life.


True, he was probably a sad sack at sixteen too. I hated it when adults reminded us that they’d been young. They were predicting our doom.


Andrew laughed. Don’t worry Kit, you’ll be extraordinary. You’ll fly to Mars and they’ll put you in The Museum. He was joking. By The Museum he meant the two rooms of town memorabilia that stood next to the now-shuttered tourist information centre. It was where I was about to start working part-time that summer. I’d be doing weekends until school ended, because the tourists were already sun-chasing their way to the sea. Once we finished for the holidays, I’d be there half the week.


The rest of the way home, he described the kraken comic he planned to draw using only blue and yellow ink. I liked listening to Andrew talk. When he told me his plans, I could see them clearly. That was one of the reasons I’d chosen him. Our minds were already so close together that when he talked I could plunge into his ideas. My only doubt was that everyone already thought we were doing it, which made me feel as if the whole year was observing the twists and motions of my body.


We reached my door first and I asked if he wanted to stay for dinner. M liked Andrew because he was polite. F liked Andrew because his love of monsters meant that he listened carefully when F spoke about how baby angels aren’t cherubs but putti. Sweet little Italian inventions. And that the cherubim of the Book each have four heads, four wings, ox hooves, human hands and could run thunderbolt-fast. Andrew would nod and draw little sketches and hold them up to F for his approval. The night might have gone better if Andrew had come to dinner and made F smile. But he didn’t. He had promised to eat with his own mother.


They say our unconscious minds are always reacting to micro-expressions – the flicker-fast motions that the conscious mind doesn’t register but which reveal people’s true selves. Our bodies are therefore always having entirely secret conversations with one another. This presents a problem when trying to remember M and F back then. I am tempted to draw what was micro, macro. To paint something far bigger than could be seen on the surface. Because if you’d asked me at the time, I would have told you that everything was fine. Well, not exactly fine, but manageable.


M had cooked a chicken and was carving it on the kitchen countertop, her face level to the bird. Leo stood by her side, chanting, Wings, wings, wings, wings! He’d be too embarrassed to do this if one of his mates was over. Nine was too old for dance and clatter in public. Sometimes he seemed unbearably young, shadowing M, and other times he seemed entirely independent of all of us, off in his own secret world of friends and video games.


F put a hand on the top of Leo’s head which stopped him. Wait, F said, You have to ask what other people want. His fingers splayed over Leo’s curls, stilling his bounce.


Kit? F asked.


Something in me wanted the slim bones of the wings. Wanted to suck the sweet fat from the joint. I looked at Leo, at the slick of his bottom lip. I considered that he, the miracle child, had somehow got the best of M and F. He had the gold ring around his irises from F and M’s delicate jaw. I thought of how I’d had my own room before he was born. F looked at me and he was smiling in a way that said he would support my claim to the wings.


Breast is fine, I said.


Are you on a diet? M asked. You don’t like breast.


I didn’t, it was too bland. And yet, for a moment, it appealed. I planned on becoming the sort of person who lived in the capital and survived on black coffee, grilled chicken breast and green beans. And I didn’t want to scrap over a bird. I wanted dinner to be easy, simple. I wanted F to be pleased and for Leo’s small fists to unclench.


I really don’t care. I filled everyone’s glasses because I was thirsty and because it was the sort of house where you were never allowed to just pour your own water.


M inserted the knife into the bend of a leg. Steam sighed out from under the skin. She put it on a plate. You’ll like this better.


I’ll have a wing, F said.


M paused. The knife rested on the chicken’s back.


A wing? she asked.


Yes.


Are you sure?


Yes.


Leo sighed.


F looked at M, irritation and something else marking his face, and said, Leo, you have to share. Now, why don’t you put out the cutlery?


Leo obeyed with a steady thunk thunk.


M settled a wing on Leo’s plate and a wing on F’s. She cut herself a breast. Then for each of us peas, mushrooms in mirin and soy, and brown rice from the rice cooker. On each plate, a blue swallow flew across a china sky. I touched the rim of the plate intended for me. It was warm from the dishwasher.


F went to the fridge to get himself a beer. I moved to take the plates to the table, but M held up her hand to stop me. I watched as M lifted one wing from its plate and tucked it next to its sibling.


For your brother, she spoke quietly, her eyes on F’s back. She gestured to the plate of wings. Then she placed a leg where F’s wing had once been. I wondered why she bothered lowering her voice. He would notice soon enough.


There is a game that I’d learnt in the playground years before and brought home. The asker says: If everyone in your family had fallen off the boat and they were all drowning, who would you save? It could be that in your version it was fire and not water. At the time, Leo had answered honestly, M. I didn’t begrudge him that. M said her children. I knew she meant Leo. F refused to answer. I had hoped he’d choose me although I thought he’d pick M – perhaps he had been too hurt that she didn’t choose him to say so. Whenever I imagined that boat, I saw our kitchen table upturned – M and Leo on one side and me and F on the other, waiting for the wave to come. I always sat next to F.


I am getting ahead of myself. For the moment, it was me and the split limbs of a chicken, watching as Leo fastened his lips over the narrowest edge of the wing before F had even opened his beer.


I didn’t – Leo said when F’s eyes found him. The corners of my brother’s mouth were stained by dark soy.


He’s growing, M said.


F opened the knife drawer too fast and it juddered on its track. You can’t . . . Out in the world, not everything is going to be for him. He’s got to learn that. The bottle opener smiled brightly up from F’s tight hand.


Don’t, M said.


F didn’t reply but he jerked the bottle opener so hard the cap span to the floor and rolled under the table, its silver teeth pointing up.


Leo ate fast, gnawing the wings to grey sticks. He even ate the peas and the slime of mushrooms without complaint. F sliced his meat with fork and knife rather than lifting bones to his mouth. I looked down at my own plate. The blue china swallow soared towards the bone of the dead bird.


I have since wondered if things might have been different if I had gone to the park that evening and filled my mouth with the sweetness of cider. Or if I had been the one to ask for a wing. Or if I had taken Andrew to the beach, pressed him against the sand, pushed my face into his and been the sort of teenager that you are supposed to be. Or if none of this had anything to do with what happened next.










The First Night


I’m scared that this next bit will make you dismiss me as an attention-seeker or deranged. You may wonder why you let me into your house, never mind into the warm pocket of your bed. Because of this, I will try to tell it as simply and with as little embellishment as I can. I want you to understand that I was the sort of girl you might have met at your own school. I’m under no illusions of specialness.


After dinner, Leo and I went to our room. Leo got into his bed, under the dinosaur poster. Their bodies with delicately hatched scales had hung in the same place for years. I’d known them so long, I could point to the stegosaurus and apatosaurus through the shadows. Soon, Leo’s faint snores rippled across the room.


I sat in bed texting one of the girls on the swim team, gathering up accounts of new dates and new heartbreaks. She was the sort of person whose greatest joy was the pouring out of other people’s lives. I didn’t like her, but I enjoyed the taste of other people’s secrets.


M came to check on us. She was an early-to-bed, early-to-rise person and she was already wearing her pyjamas – rain-grey leggings and a loose tank top that made it look as if she was about to go for a run. She smoothed back the curls from Leo’s forehead and kissed him there. Three times, for luck.


She came to my bed and I flipped my phone face down because I didn’t like her eyes on the details of my life. She always managed to make them feel small. She looked at me like a patient, like someone in need of counselling.


How was school? she asked in a voice lowered so as not to wake Leo, although nothing woke Leo. He had more than once fallen asleep on a beach towel in the midday sun, with tourists shouting around us.


Fine. Told you at dinner.


Just because exams are over doesn’t mean you shouldn’t pay attention. This is a good time to talk to your teachers about how to prepare for next year. It felt like she told me these things to simply say them. We had never had that easy repartee that mothers and daughters are supposed to enjoy.
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