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To my parents, my safe harbour against the darkness


And to my Orphic companions, Kiran, Daisy and Tom:


may all my journeys begin with you









ACT ONE: STAGE FRIGHT




Your legend now equals our thirst, Beloved –


Your word has spread across broken nations.


– Agha Shahid Ali












Chapter One


Many people would love Aida. Years after her death, her music would survive. It would play on the radio, find itself on lists of the greatest hits of the decade, at parties fifty years into the future where people who weren’t born when she began would try to remember what it was like to be us. Anniversary albums would be released ten, twenty and thirty years after they first came out. Cover songs of varying quality would cycle in and out of existence. New droves of youth, cracking out from their eggshells, baby ducklings dancing to her tunes; they would continue to fall in love with her, again and again, but we were the first.


We loved her best of all.


There are memories of discovering her that ring in us still, like eating good food for the first time. Aida was our first lick of adulthood, no longer craving sugary music but something that hit the back of your throat instead, thrummed all the way through you. We didn’t feel embarrassed listening to her in our parents’ car, swaying to her in the shower; we could be proud of her, of ourselves for our evolved tastes.


At first, loving her was a small club, a private smattering of people – beginning in New York, where she played at places like Luna Lounge or the Gaslight Cafe; she began to appear on the lists of people whose taste we were learning to ape. Her first EP was only four songs long. We gorged on it, instantly hungry for more. Started to record her in bars, spy work on our phones, smuggling them onto the internet to share with each other. Not quite piracy; we did it for love, not profit, noble Robin Hoods, shaking out bags of jewels to the poor. Eventually, it stopped mattering if they were new songs; we hankered after every live version, variations in her voice, the languor with which she could stretch out a vowel that was so different from the recording studio version, its sleeker polished sound.


Many of us in love with her already, even without having seen her face. In the videos from the club, she was half shadowed. We got a sketchy view at best, the moon of her cheekbone cutting through her shaggy hair, the long fringe. The tiny thumbnail on her studio’s website was similarly curtained, huge eyes and red mouth glowing like the poster for a horror film. We were hooked on the sexiness of her, the thousand-cigarette voice, the low swoop of her hip as she got up to the mic. Many of us pledged our virginities to her, refusing dates, eschewing the possible love of mortals out of fidelity to her.


Listening parties, streaming her live performances into our living rooms. Often ramshackle, last-minute affairs: her schedule was unpredictable and she never played more than three songs in one go. Still, we gathered in basements to listen together. Hushed breaths and drinks smuggled out of our parents’ liquor cabinets. Dressing for the occasion, mouths sticky with lipstick, lace and black suits, the swish of long dresses. All to sit together in the dark, lit only by candles and the white glow of a phone in the middle of the table, creaking out her voice. The way it bounced off walls, wooden floorboards and blankets stored in basements for winter. Every cough from the audience was met with the arched eyebrow of chastisement: our unforgiving love could not allow for these flaws in the human body. When it was over, our reverent hush lifted slowly, not all at once. We’d straighten our backs, wiggle our toes and stand a little unsteadily as if rising from a sleep. The clearing of throats, cracking of knuckles. We’d make awkward conversation, unable to look each other directly in the eye. It felt intimate to listen together, like all of us slipping naked into a bath, but soon we were addicted to this too; it was as much a part of it as the candles, the smuggled music, the way we had to hear everything first, as soon as it came out; any distortion of time was unthinkable. Waiting between songs was like waiting between breaths. There was never enough of her for us until she exploded. And even then, we held on. Our teeth sunk into the myth of her.


By the time her first album came out, we were fevered for it. Swore we’d wait to hear it together, lying through our combined teeth. Most of us even bought physical copies, a nostalgic rarity – we needed something physical to build our altar around, something of hers to hold in our fingers. The extent of this devotion was a shock to our parents. Glistening plastic of discarded packaging curling on our floors as we fumbled with it; the artwork, a painting of Salome hoisting the head of St John the Baptist as she swivelled her hips towards us, the title HYMNS splattered under her breasts in gold. We had been hoping for a picture of Aida herself, had already imagined her looking right at us, our first full glimpse of her face. The disappointment rocking through us even as the opening bars turned us drowsy and drunk.


By the time we gathered to listen to it together, we already knew all the words. All over the country, it was happening, the music melting us to the floor, strewn out in seas of limbs. Each song thrumming through our body collective, wired up and breathing over and under each other, and the settling in of her voice in our bones. Over and over again. Each note was gold. We slurped it up so long we felt sick after. Leaving the garage legless, forgetting where we lived, where we’d parked our cars. She rang in our ears everywhere, scrambling books into our bags before classes or running on the track or during lunch, low behind the chatter of the cafeteria, the chewing of a hundred jaws.


You couldn’t dance to her music but we tried anyway. Our awkward jerking bodies moving as newborn colts might. In the summer before college, we played her everywhere. Lake water and stolen whiskey, bonfires all through July and the crackling of Aida over the flames. Her lyrics were the ones we wrote in each other’s notebooks for the purposes of seduction. Most of us holding her in our ear the first time we ever fucked someone, Aida guiding our hands as we unbuttoned someone else’s jeans and slipped into their skin. Humming us through break-ups, parents’ divorces and bad test scores, into the swimming holes and sleeping outside before sneaking home the next morning with our clothes and hair still damp, crawling into our beds and waking up with the smells of forest and dirt rubbed into our sheets and our brains cleaned out, softly buzzing.


Soon, we were packing off to colleges and taking her with us. We scattered over the country; no more listening parties every time she put out a new piece of music. Her sound got glossier and more moneyed but we didn’t care; our devotion rose and swelled, a tide on a moonlit night. We crammed the stadiums with our swaying bodies, glossy with sweat, shivering like leaves in the wind until she appeared. Shaking hair out of her face, squaring up in front of the mic at the start of every song. How she bounced back and forth like a boxer as she warmed up. This was the Aida we loved best of all, the Aida we felt was ours, the glint of her teeth in a grin right before she made us cry.


She toured constantly to placate our thickening numbers, to slake our thirst between albums. In Milan, we stormed her secret show in a small bar and the police had to be called to shut it down. Aida, leaving the venue with a beanie pulled down over her cloud of hair, grinned at a camera phone as a block-shaped security guard bundled her away. I’m just glad people showed up, she drawled, and winked at us.


The tattoos began appearing when we were about eighteen. Song lyrics and titles, her name, the album art that meant so much to us because she chose it. Copycats of her own tattoos: we studied the glossy pictures to get a better read on her skin, magnifying them on our computers till she was larger than life. Determining a bee on the outside of her left wrist, a vine of leaves following the veins on her right inner arm. On wilder members of our tribe, there were frescoes of her face, outlines of her nose, that famous mouth.


Later, we would forget about them, slyly tucked under the collars and sleeves of our work clothes and relegated to our private bodies. Sometimes, stood in front of the coffee machine or the elevator, they would twinge, our fingers feeling for and scratching at the ink, this physical scar of our love. We thought we would always remember how deep it went, how Aida was carved into those years like a madness, but our grown-up selves, now busy with the humdrum we’d sworn to avoid, could not even dream of it.


When Aida disappeared, it brought that love swelling back up against our skins, back to the forefront of our mind. What had lain dormant in the comfortable knowledge that she would always be there – another show, a new album to listen to, some collaboration for us to casually go over – came flooding back, a violent surge in the temperature of our adoration. We seized up, a force to find her.


Finally, we had a chance to become part of her story. Her rescuers, her saviours. She played a gig in San Francisco and then she was gone. We who had been studying her for years, learning her every habit, breathing in her tastes – of course we would be the ones to find her. Our noses attuned to her like hounds.


We set out for the search.









Chapter Two


Waking up in London as if it is any other city, as anonymous as Nice where she has just been or Dublin where she is next to go. What will you do in Dublin? the man next to her on the plane asked because she hadn’t been quick enough to put her headphones on. Drink Guinness and read Joyce, she said. And he suggested Edna O’Brien to prove he was a feminist and then Aida put her headphones on and stared out at the black night, cloudless and starless, that she wished she were swimming in, moving untethered from one city to the other instead of strapped next to a man who wouldn’t shut up in a large metal can. But this is London, not Dublin, and she has brought no books with her, only a copy of the first Bloodbitten book she’s already read several times. Pages dog-eared, smeared with hot sauce, battered but precious, a saint’s relic. It is the first thing she packs, from the list taped to the inside of her suitcase:




Bloodbitten


earplugs


headphones


2 pairs of jeans


6 T-shirts (no white!!)


dresses (assortment)


toothpaste


guitar


laptop, laptop charger, phone charger


passport


cigarettes


bourbon


moisturiser





Everything else is usually easily replaceable on the road but she doesn’t like the new cover for the book – it is a glossy, photographic version of the film poster, the beautiful young Lover wilting with the words ‘now a major motion picture’ wrapped around her front. There is something about the dark Gothic patina of the original that soothes her, even if the book is only there to sit unopened on her nightstand, radiating familiarity. But usually, she does open it, reads known passages in bed to fall asleep to. Her mother calls her obsessive, says she has always been this way – read another book, any book. Here in the privacy of her hotel room there is no one to judge, not even Mama. The book sits on her nightstand under a glass of water, as calming as a crystal.


The hotel television buzzing softly in the background, switched on when she got in to a channel that only plays reruns of American sitcoms, as comforting and bland as thick slices of milk bread. When she lived here, it was the only thing on in the house, the sort of tall, ramshackle rental where no one could agree on anything other than the cultural perseverance of Friends.


Getting in the night before, she’d only taken her boots off before dragging her body over to the bed and collapsing into the first half of her sleep. Halfway through the night, she undressed lying down, shimmying off her jeans and socks, unhooking her bra and slipping it off under her T-shirt. She slithered up the bed and under the duvet using as little energy as possible, dragging her body over the sheets like a seal on land. The room is hot, the bed a dark meringue. Mama will call soon and she will say things like Get out of bed and Explore. Sometimes, Mama looks up where she is going on tour and suggests activities that Aida has neither time nor inclination for: in Prague, she insisted that Aida go to the opera or to see Kafka’s house. When Aida went to Rome the first time, she mourned the lack of pictures taken in front of the Colosseum. She has visions of a refrigerator populated with pictures of Aida, homey candids, not pictures cut out of magazines. In all their family photos, Aida is flinching. It is a great tragedy, considering what she does for a living, that Aida hates to be looked at.


In London, Mama would probably suggest a trip to Stratford-upon-Avon because she has an outsized idea of how much her daughter appreciates Shakespeare. She will forget that Aida lived here once, spent twelve long months in this country and never went to Anne Hathaway’s house, so it was unlikely she would make the trip now. There was always a wistful note in her voice when she suggested these things and said how much she too would like to do them – to eat crab off a fishing boat in Bangkok or see Notre-Dame in Paris. In Mama’s opinion, this life of Aida’s is a waste – all this time spent in the sky, country-hopping and seeing so little of the world.


‘People tour with their families all the time, you know,’ she’d often say when she got tired of more subtle ways of suggesting she could come along.


‘Not really. You’d be so bored, Mama.’


‘Your drummer! Doesn’t his wife come on tour with you? I could be with her. Elena, her name is, no? We could go shopping together.’


‘Elena only comes sometimes in the summer. And it’s not very fun for her, I promise you.’


Elena actually stopped travelling with them after their last tour, when she’d had to spend a week on a bus that smelled entirely like broccoli and weed, a vegetal stench that no amount of open windows seemed to cure. It even lingered in Aida’s clothes for two washes and caused more than one screeching fight ending in tears, fights that every member of the band could hear but pretended not to, turning their headphones up to full volume, pretending to be engrossed in their magazines or phones when Elena came down from their bunk, eyes red with tears and nose dripping, building conversations around trivial things: the rain, whose turn it was to make coffee, where all the whiskey had gone. For the sake of their relationship, Raj never brought her again. It is not that travelling this way isn’t glamorous, only that it makes very little sense to anyone who isn’t a part of it; if you move inside a machine without anything to do, it can be lonely. Elena always looked as if she was drifting, unable to latch on to anything. It gave Aida visions of what it might be like if her mother joined them: offers of cups of tea every ten minutes, unsolicited advice on everyone’s relationships and when they should begin procreating, concern spilling out of her like a kettle left too long on the hob.


‘Just say you’re embarrassed of me. What’s the point in pretending?’


‘I’m not embarrassed of you. If you want to come, you can come. Just don’t be surprised if it’s a lot of waiting in hotel rooms and lobbies and not us taking selfies in front of the Eiffel Tower.’


‘You know your cousins have moved back to be closer to their mothers? And my daughter would rather be halfway around the world alone than with me.’


They have conversations of this nature every week and every time, it wrenches her. There is a way her mother has of making every wound seem fresh, so they have to walk through the fire again as if it has never been done before. Sometimes, it will go on longer – Mama will remind her of everything she’s given up for Aida. This is true. There is almost nothing Mama has done in her life that doesn’t belong to her. Every hour of work, every penny saved, it all went into Aida. For years, she wore the same shoes, the worn-out sandals that callused her feet in the summer, forest-green boots in the winter, so Aida could have new ones. At the end of summer, they would hit the back-to-school sales, her mother in trousers mended so many times that they were stiff when they moved, the seams worked over and over. Now these things hang around Aida’s throat, a chain of endless guilt. They hang up, each stewing in their hurt. Later, they will usually speak again, another phone call after her show, especially if it was a good one. Aida sat backstage with her legs crossed on some uncomfortable chair and a glass of bourbon cupped in her thighs. In those moments, she felt her most tender, tired as if whatever held her bones together was being stretched thinly, but full too, the fizzy thrill still popping inside her. Impossible to speak to anyone but Mama then, even if she just sits silently with the phone clutched to her face listening as Mama tells her what is happening at home, which aunties are feuding and who is getting married to whom. The slow, familiar drone of her voice as Aida rests hers, stirs honey through her whiskey and sips at it. She wishes she could have a phone call like that now but her body is pancaked out on the bed and it would be early in New York, too early to speak.


Her only other correspondent on the road is Iris. They write each other emails, a communication that has been long and unbroken for twenty-three years. Scrolling through their messages, it seems they are at cross purposes, their letters ending up in the wrong place. Iris sends a lot of pictures – the new house and the picture window with her girlfriend, Midge, sitting in it posing artfully with their dog. Aida knows every inch of that house without ever having been in it: the Edward Gorey sketch hanging in the study, the cut-glass bowl that holds lemons in their kitchen. She knows the way they’ve organised their shelves (alphabetically for Iris and by colour for Midge, who likes the way it looks) and how much the sheets on their bed cost. Last week, she’d landed to a voice note from Iris saying that she and Midge would be getting married in the autumn and Aida couldn’t help her happiness being tinged with the sourness of not being there to receive the news in person, or to help them paint their walls, or pick out a venue. Everything in her life operates at a distance, as if she is swooping around over it in a helicopter, craning her neck out the window with binoculars. Her own missives to her friend are cultural postcards, emails filled with links to think pieces, journalistic deep dives into the Donner Party or the election, asking Iris to explain the world to her, which she refuses to do. ‘You’re always on airplanes,’ Iris says, ‘Read a magazine. Read Twitter! I’m not a political podcast.’


Sometimes they speak on the phone, when their schedules allow, and it is nice, though that helicopter feeling never quite ends – she is three weeks late to every bit of news, catching up constantly. Holding the phone up to her face and beginning a response but her eyes are too tired to look at the screen for long enough to type it out.


The room is streaked through with light – a crisp, spring glow. From the windows, she can look into the courtyard of the hotel, cherry blossom snowing on the stone, the city mockingly beckoning her out.


Unearthing her clothes, shaking them out on the bed. Nothing has been washed since three cities ago, the cleanest item a yellow shirtdress she’d bought in Barcelona, full-skirted and radiant. She steps into it and rolls up her hair. Dresses are a disguise; on stage, she is always in suits or jeans, oversized T-shirts, pillowy white blouses and velvet trousers purchased from vintage shops and tailored to sit better on her body. Even in interviews, it is always jeans, a sweater, carefully sloppy, hair shaggy and long, draped around as much of her face as she can hide. The more layers she can disappear beneath, the better; she bought a jacket with winged sleeves from a vintage shop in San Francisco on her last trip and wore it to every show since, usually stripping off around the third song when the lights and movement and the heat of the crowd melted her make-up off, sweat stains streaking her sides. It’s become part of the act, the shrug-off midway through her first ballad, squaring closer up to the mic. Even when photographed, she is never too feminine – the closest was a corset under a red jacket for an issue of Vogue on female magic. The coat was large and studded – something between what a circus ringmaster and a military commander would wear – and she posed with it wrapped around her but hated the picture anyway, the curve of her breasts swooning upwards in black lace.


And so this way it still belongs to her, her woman-ness. Lipstick and heels and skirts so wide they can barely get through doors, all elaborate trappings of her private body. Today, leaving her phone on her nightstand, the first time in months she will not need it to navigate herself. In the pockets of her coat are only cash and cigarettes. She lights one on the street outside the hotel. Colder than it looks, as ever. It is the middle of a Sunday, a hush around the centre – she walks to Soho, watchful for the unfamiliar quiet, but outside the coffee shops people still sit and talk and smoke, even though they are in their winter coats.


Leathery old Italian men watching the football with their espressos and beers play tricks on her, seeming impossibly familiar, the same ones she’d walked past many years ago. She picks up a newspaper as a prop before descending into one of the basement bars and orders a cocktail to calm her nerves. She has been staring into people’s faces since she left the hotel. Everywhere else she worries about being seen; London alone holds ghosts for her. Despite the sheer size, it seems impossible that in the twelve hours she’s been here, she has not yet run into anyone she knew. She used to come here all the time, in her previous life, her life in London, as brief as it was.


They drank martinis in this bar she is sitting in, at least when things were going well, but things were rarely going well (especially in their pockets) so usually they’d go to the pub instead, the one down the road. Soho the meeting point between north London and south, the compromise that prevented people from having to schlep too far from their front doors. One Sunday so hungover and desolate that they ordered a plate of chips that sat untouched, cheese congealing on them, drenched in mayonnaise, and shared a pint between three of them. This is only the second or third time she has been in this bar alone; she remembers the first – late December and everyone else gone home for the holidays and Aida, who couldn’t afford the plane ticket, left to her own devices. The city, a giant playground. Strolling through the centre in the days between Christmas and New Year’s, lights still glittering in Piccadilly Circus but emptied out like a purse shaken out, feeling like the final girl in a horror movie where some apocalyptic plague had cleared the city but no one had thought to switch the lights off before they fled.


On New Year’s Eve, she’d taken herself out for a drink, squeezed in beside people with large packages of presents and ordered a whiskey sour. It felt impossibly grown-up and glamorous to go out for a drink alone. There was a copy of Beloved with her which she was reading for a remote book club with Iris but she’d been too lonely to read, instead texting all her friends: it’s so strange you’re not here! They sent her love hearts in response and pictures of themselves languishing in boredom in their family homes and when they returned, they came back together, all of them. Joined at the hip in glossy, untouchable youth. London in her memory was small, all these places joined up together by the glittering thread of other people: the Turkish restaurants down the road from her friend Greer’s house; the park near Johnson’s flat where they would descend when his housemates complained of the weeknight noise, huddling in the grass under blankets and coats and jumpers, drinking whiskey; the hill they’d walked up on bonfire night, eating sticky chocolates. All this seems close and possible now, the memories near enough for her to touch them with her fingers, pull them out in gossamer swathes and wear them. Most of these people melted into the background. She doesn’t know where they live, what they do, who they speak to. Other than Greer, she has lost touch with every Londoner who was important to her.


She stares down at her hands, the martini glass with a lipstick kiss around the rim, the unopened newspaper. Almost ten years since she’d last been in London.


Nothing and everything has changed.









Chapter Three


Ehsan hands in his notice on a Thursday afternoon, in a quiet, almost empty office. His boss takes the news well and tells him not to bother about the rest of his notice period. When he’d gone into the meeting, his stomach was coiled in knots so tight he thought he might faint. The room they are speaking in is in the back, a tiny airless storeroom. An unnecessary precaution on Christina’s part. Almost everyone has already left for their Easter breaks other than the finance team, who are far too dignified to listen at doors. But he’d asked to speak privately and she’d led him there, to the hole they fondly called ‘the chokey’, which is where the slush pile lives and the empty bottles of champagne from Christmas parties of yore that no one has ever recycled; where people come to take naps when they are hungover or speak to their lawyers when they are getting divorced. It smells like roast chicken sandwiches and decaying paper. He sits at the edge of the chair, leaning forward in a pose that hopefully indicates he means to keep it brief. A copy of Moby Dick is wedged into his back when he tells her he doesn’t want to stay on at the company. Overall, she’s been very good about it – emotive and gentle in a way that he wishes was over, but good. The coil begins to soften and melt and he feels a great warmth relaxing into him, even with the Melville sticking into his spine.


‘Ehsan,’ she says with one hand on his wrist, ‘keep in touch. I’m sure there’s lots of things you can still do for us.’


‘Thank you,’ he says. And, ‘I will.’


A rush of blood to the head when he stands up. At his desk, he picks up a phone charger, a copy of the first book he ever published; leaves his work notebook filled with meeting notes and to-do lists, the good stapler. Usually there is a party. Ehsan has been in this job for six years. He is one of the longest serving members of staff in his department. He should have been given a cake, paper cups of warm prosecco, someone making a speech about his contribution to the business, maybe a single joke about something stupid he’d done three years ago and no one had forgotten, like accidentally shutting the server down when he left the office for the weekend or setting off the fire alarm on a rainy day. Usually there are gifts: soaps and chocolates if you’re new, something special if you’ve been longer serving. A voucher for a wine tasting. A poster of all the book covers you’ve worked on, or a mock-up dust jacket by someone clever in marketing with blurbs from the people who like you on the back. He is glad not to have the opportunity to find out if people like him or not.


At the door, Christina, his manager, gives him a third long hug.


‘You’re going to be okay,’ she says.


‘Thanks.’ He nods. ‘I’m really excited about it. I feel I’ve got a lot of things going on now … Lots of irons in the fire.’


‘Of course!’


Still giddy when he leaves the building. He’s spent more time in that office than he has with any of his girlfriends and now he will never be in it again. A funny, fizzy feeling bursting inside him. It is three p.m., the first warm day of the year. People are still wandering lazily back from lunches. Outside pubs, bankers spill into the streets, rolling up their sleeves and finishing pints. Everything feels possible, the sunlight rolling out a new enthusiasm that he can feel a part of. The musty smell of old books leaving his lungs. He’d been trapped at Lyre Books. Six years and what does he have to show for it? Savings enough to last a month without other work, maybe three.


Even six. He’d been careful, or, according to one ex, painfully frugal. He could stay home and finally write. He could live off his poetry. If that doesn’t work, he could probably move in with Johnson and Alexander, at least for a few months. He could sleep in their studio and make himself useful. He could become a professional cat-sitter. He has a cousin who does that – who travels around the world looking after people’s plants and their cats. It seems like a nice life. Ehsan does well with plants and cats, with most things that don’t involve people.


If all else fails, he could go back home. His parents would have him even now. They have always been afraid that this would happen – it would be galling to admit that they were right, even a little. Abba would say he knew it was coming and the burden of that would sit on his head for the duration, but it is a possibility, even as he pushes it to the bottom of his list.


He goes into the Eagle, the pub he’d had assistant drinks in when he’d begun his job all those years ago. He was the only male assistant in the company, the only one who wasn’t white. Squished in with a group of women who insisted on ordering him a beer while they shared a bottle of Riesling. The roll of those days, the way they felt strung out and all connected to each other, like marbles that constantly shifted in his mind so he could never remember what happened when. He’d waited so long to get there and Lyre Books had a way of making you feel this: the gratitude, the gloriousness of the job. You worked with books now, the thing you’d wanted most in the world. Come up and collect your prize and the prize was a job that ate into your days and had very little to do with books.


Your days were tea, emails, to-do lists, emails, toilet breaks, tea, lunches in the park when it was warm, at your desk when it was cold or raining (it was almost always cold and raining), crumbs of supermarket sandwiches on your keyboard, the girl you liked signing your birthday card, fancying your boss because you were so bored and fantasising about the zip in the back of her skirt, after-work drinks, hungover tea, hungover lunch, hungover emails sent to the wrong people, conferences that ate into your weeks with anonymous hotel rooms and people who couldn’t pronounce your name and tea and coffee and finally hooking up with Emma, who you weren’t sure you fancied anymore but who kissed you on the night bus one time, her mouth like cold glass, Emma who has never had sex with anyone Indian before, which you are not but think both points are totally irrelevant, who rolls cigarettes that are so neat and perfect you don’t want to smoke them and smokes them in bed, which you are sure no one does anymore, and who offered you toast in the morning and pretended not to know you on Monday, and more drinks on Monday to forget Friday and more coffee and tea and emails and finally you are allowed to work on something yourself, finally you are the one filling out the golden form and swiping the company card at lunch with an author, something that feels so big you can barely fit your mouth around it, new business cards that say the word ‘editor’ like it is so square and sharp a word it might cut you but it means nothing to your parents really, though they are pleased at the lift in your voice and finally you can change your email signature and when people ask you what you do at parties there is no pause where you figure out how to couch it and when you raise your head finally, you find that everything is done. Everyone else you used to know and hold so dear is already married and moving off somewhere quieter to procreate or winning awards for their paintings like Johnson, setting off in aeroplanes to wider worlds, and you are left in the office holding a card, making tea and still writing emails and SUDDENLY you are holding invitations to all sorts of things – weddings, stag dos, one hen do even, gallery openings, first birthdays, thirtieth birthdays, parties on the coast – and you can’t even drive yet, all you’ve learned really in the last few years is how to talk about the news without being controversial and SUDDENLY you find that you are made of lead, legs and arms and head at least are leaden or have been leaden for a long time and someone forgot to tell you it was happening because getting out of bed is becoming more and more impossible.


*


The first week is lead and you work from home and the second you call in sick two days and work from home the rest and the third you go back because Christina is worried and you are a good editor and for five days it seems you are made of flesh again, flesh and bone, and the week after that is a party and you drink mulled wine with your then-girlfriend and then whiskey and then beer and go home and have the sort of soft, messy sex that seems almost romantic because her roommates are out and you are fumbling on her couch under the Christmas lights. In the morning before you go to the airport to fly back to your parents’ house, she says she doesn’t want to see you anymore and you don’t even ask why. You drag on, half lead and half human, a robot person, through to the next year. You survive seeing your parents. You and your sister, Samira, spend the holiday getting into reality television, watching many hours of Masterchef in the living room while your parents wring their hands, beg you to get changed out of your pyjamas and come out with them in the evenings, to weddings, dinner parties, concerts. You survive New Year’s, ringing it in with Samira and The Godfather, after your parents have already gone to bed. You survive January, you survive another break-up, another day slugging through with ice in your feet. Fishing your ex’s lip ring out of the laundry, then forgetting to do laundry, then sleeping through six alarms and forgetting to go in, then forgetting to pay your gas bill, drink coffee, eat toast, look after Johnson’s cat for two weeks and then buying kitty litter in the corner shop near his house, you hear a ghost: a ghost through a teenager’s tinny headphones, a voice you used to know from long ago, a voice you haven’t fully heard in ten years except when you think about her and you try extremely hard never to think of her and then you are here.


Quit job. Stand on Victoria Embankment with a half-drunk pint staring into the river as if it knows something you don’t because it does, it knows everything. You chose this city, you chose this life, you chose this river over all the other things you could have done, and now what?









Chapter Four


We were used to thinking of ourselves as a secret society. Others might listen to Aida’s music, go to the gigs, buy her T-shirts, but ours was a rarefied love. In a crowd, it was easy to separate us. Rows of us in the front, there since dawn. Ice packs on our feet, kohl smeared around our eyes. Shivering in anticipation, crying with relief when we saw her – some of us travelled with her, hopping from city to city to see her in different towns. The lucky ones saw her every time she came through our towns or the closest cities, taking extra shifts to afford the tickets, living on instant ramen noodles and toast for weeks before.


She was worth it every time. Blacked-out stage, shift of energy when she walked on, even if we couldn’t yet see her, crackle in the air. Thin glow of the spotlight haloing around her. The drum-kiss, the beginning of the beats in our belly. This was our church. If she had asked us to get on our knees, we would have done. Would have rolled down our bodies in stadiums and fields everywhere and bent our knees, heads bowed till she passed a benevolent hand over them.




INTERVIEW MAGAZINE


Journalist Sylvia Laurens speaks to


indie rock darling Aida d’Souza





I meet Aida in a hotel in Rome. I’m waiting for her in the lobby – she’s late but very apologetically stuck in traffic. My phone explodes with explanations and a hope that I’m having a coffee and not too upset. When her car pulls up and she emerges, I almost don’t notice. She is wearing stonewashed jeans and a grey pullover, melting into the other tourists who come through the gold revolving doors. I notice the teenagers in the lobby pull to alertness behind their phones, their spines straightening and mouths opening like dogs at the airport waiting to sniff out cocaine.


It is beyond cliché at this point to describe a famous woman as being shy but she is. She is unassuming. She is normal. Her shoes are scuffed Doc Martens. She has been listening to a podcast about the disappearance of a young man who used to live three streets from here. Aida leads me up to her suite and orders us coffee in a low voice on the telephone. She coils the cord around her finger and then later when she sits down across from me in the soft afternoon light, she does the same with the curls in her hair, looping them and pulling at them. We sip espressos. We eat cornetti. Aida talks about how much she likes Italy, how she wishes she had time to explore. ‘I remember reading in a novel,’ she says, ‘that the light in Rome is like nowhere else. And it’s true. I’d love to just walk in it.’


Judging by the teenagers salivating in the lobby, I’m guessing that walking around cities anonymously is not a luxury that Aida has anymore. She is at that particular edge of fame: not really a household name yet but known, with a cultish, worshipful following. In college town, she cannot buy a cup of coffee without being hounded. In the metropolis, she can wind her way for a little while, undetected. Her devotees call themselves ‘Starlets’, a riff off her first EP, The Night Full of Cheap Stars. It is a secret club sort of name – if you know, you know. They wear stars in their lapels when they come out to see her, not the sort of swish bits of merch that more publicity-savvy artists might have rolled out but homemade bits of glitter and flash, fashioned out of wrapping paper and Christmas ornaments. Sparkly lines of them, sporting tattoos, wailing when she is late to come on stage so hysterically that it pierces eardrums. They have been known to faint when she appears. It is their dogged love that has risen her up; her label was small, unflashy, no big push behind her. The Starlets are the ones who have crested the wave and brought her here to Rome, to a first-name-only kind of fame, a gravitas that allows her to compete with no other Aidas.


Her features are distinctive, delicate – the heavy brow bending over a painterly face. There is a sense that she might slip undetected for a while and then catch the eye of one of her magpie-like fans: strolling through the shops all day under the radar only to cause a stampede in the Vatican when word gets out that she is in the building. I share this observation with Aida in the thought that it might amuse her but she seems distressed by it instead.


Last night I went to her concert at the Teatro Morgana. I watched it from the pit with the Starlets, who wept openly, even the men. Aida emerged in a velvet suit on a blood-red stage. She looked a bit Phantom of the Opera.


‘We make little changes to the set as we move,’ she says. ‘I’m a reformed theatre nerd so I love to fiddle with those things.’


She is easy and comfortable now – much more at home discussing her work than she is its reception. Last night, the set was populated with reproductions from antiquity. They will switch these out when they leave Italy; the flowers change every night. ‘It’s like the Ship of Theseus,’ she says. ‘By the time we are back in America, it will look nothing like what it was before we left.’




Inferno is only your second album but it feels sort of legendary already.


Thank you.


I feel like people are already looking for Aida-isms in it. That must be very satisfying.


I try not to read too much of what people say about it.


Teenagers in particular seem to really relate to you – they see you as their own personal guiding star.


I love that.


What helps you tap into that voice?


I don’t see it as a voice. I try to write as close to the bone as possible, which I think teenagers respect. And I take the bus sometimes, you know, to go swimming – and I listen to the conversations of school children. There is this sense that every generation is new and unknowable but I listen to the kids and they just sound like my friends did. It’s not so mysterious.


It’s interesting that Inferno feels like a break-up album – much the way Hymns did – and yet, you’ve not been romantically connected to anyone in the time between the albums.


Is this interesting?


I think so.


I like to keep my personal life private. Everything important is in the music already. I don’t feel we have secrets, my fans and I. When we are together in a room, we all bleed together. But I don’t really think discussing the details of who or when is important.


No, I know—


If you wanted me to speak about the matter abstractly …


Please do.


Well, the common wisdom goes that people write a break-up album for one of two reasons. Revenge or to get them back. I like to think there’s a third – to get over them by putting that hurt into something. This is what we like to do, us creative types. We like to believe pain is meaningful. But the intention behind art has never interested me. The art is what interests me.


You sample a lot of interesting artists – people I’d not heard of before. A. R. Rahman, Abida Parveen.


I grew up with that sort of music. My mother is Indian and I haven’t had a chance to visit so when I was little, music was what kept me connected to that sense of identity.


So you’re Indian?


I think that’s what I just said.





We stopped reading there. It was shocking to us that they didn’t know. Her first EP, The Night Full of Cheap Stars, was filled with clues. Sitar strings. The line on the first single where she rose out of the Arabian Sea like a Botticelli Venus. We knew before everyone else knew. Of course we did. We looked at her pitch-black hair, glinting silver-blue under the lights, and we knew. We knew from the way she squared up to the mic and dropped her hip, the feminine wiggle under her dark suits, from the way she pushed her hair around. There was nothing else to explain it. We knew from the gleam of her skin but still they treated it as news. Numerous write-ups that suggested she’d been trying to hide, to whitewash herself to coast on a certain racial ambiguity that would be sexier, more mysterious than the truth. Activists called her a sell-out and we took to the internet to defend her honour. She was a musician, not a political statement. Couldn’t they see that? She was never meant to be an ordinary woman, reading out her history as if it belonged to us. She was more than that. She was the way of learning a world.


If anything, it made her dearer to us. The confirmation that she was one of us. A rebuttal every time our parents accused us of our mass Westernisation, of our inability to listen to anything that wasn’t music made by white people. We loved to disabuse them of this notion, throwing it casually into conversation – ‘and anyway, Aida is Indian’, as if she was a friend whose house we wanted to be allowed to stay over at and not a celebrity whose pictures we pored over and stuck up on our walls. It didn’t end their scorn but blunted it; they complained about her tattoos, her bourbon-drinking, her apparently lascivious lyrics, but there wasn’t much to pick at. She was so buried in mystery that they couldn’t really get her, though everyone tried.


All you really had to go on was her music. And that belonged to us.


These songs were for us. She wrote them from the words inside our brains. She yanked our truths and secrets from deep inside our guts and put them to song, stringing them up for everyone to see.


She read our diaries, the things we scribbled in our teenage notebooks, the emails that lived in our drafts folder, texts from old lovers that we pored over in bed with the lights off, things we said to strangers six drinks in under the grimy blue lights of a nightclub toilet, lines from our favourite films, thoughts we’d had about ourselves in the shower that were so ugly we couldn’t bear to write them down or even voice them, words of self-assured emancipation that we practised saying in a casual way to our bosses or one-night stands, insults packed in by our gym teachers, our parents, bullies, hurled at us by men on the street that stuck to our skin, every declaration of love or hate that we’d swallowed instead of saying out loud, words stuck to the roofs of our mouths, backs of our throats, secret words from deep inside our darkest selves, twisted to gold by this woman who had never met us.









Chapter Five


Everything is cold and crisp as a memory. This is how Aida imagines it must be when you die: walking through streets that are marked with your stories. The bend that holds a kiss. The tree you puked under when you were twenty-two and heartbreakingly drunk. A fight remembered under the canopy of a bus stop, rain smearing your make-up.


Her phone guides her to an impossibly grown-up house, the kind of place movies about London are set in, the Richard Curtis films that formed her view on London before she got here. Steps up to a green front door. Greer’s husband Tim answers when she knocks. They have never met but his hug is warm and welcoming, his Americanness enveloping her. Back at university, Greer exclusively had a thing for men who weren’t white so he is a surprise. Her dates were usually introduced by their ethnicity as the primary identifying characteristic and they fell into the annals of their social history that way. ‘My Ethiopian ex-boyfriend’, ‘my Bangladeshi ex-boyfriend’, ‘my Kenyan ex-boyfriend’, and so on. She once even had a go at Aida for only dating white men, a thing that ceased to be true over the time they knew each other but seemed like a particularly rich accusation coming from Greer, whose family has a summer home in Cape Cod, who went to Yale before she came to London, a woman so pale her veins are tattoos.


In their bright wide kitchen, Greer is making cocktails, shaking them in the metal can so gently that you can hear the ice slide down from one end to the other. Aida is unfashionably early – Greer lets her taste and judge the strength of them. She is hoping, despite the bite in the air, they will be able to use the patio.


‘If we get enough whiskey in them, I think it’s a possibility,’ she says. The drink is strong, ginger and honey.


Greer and Aida were in the same year at university and arrived in London separately for grad school. Greer was studying Renaissance Literature and Aida English but they’d met on a pub crawl organised for the American contingent. Less than thirty minutes into the evening, Greer was already the leader. She’d taken to London like a duck to water; her grandmother was English, which meant she knew everything already, where to go and where to avoid, which pubs were considered too touristy to linger in, which restaurants were ‘hidden gems’, which bookcases had whiskey bars hidden behind them, striding through town without a map with the quick gait of someone whose confidence is equal to, if not larger than, their intelligence. Greer invited Aida to every single party she had, cultivating her friendship with a determination that frankly made the more grating aspects of her personality less relevant. Salons, she called them, inviting people to bring their art. She hung a red curtain in the living room and lit candles in old wine bottles. People sat on the floor, draped their bodies on cushions and rugs, spilled wine. There was poetry and music, much of it very bad but all of it celebrated with hushed attention and committed applause.


They have not seen each other in a few years – every time they are in the same city, they give each other the gift of a visit. It is sometimes wonderful: once in New York, they drank many martinis and snuck into the hotel swimming pool after hours, diving in their underwear like teenagers on holiday with their parents. Another time, they’d gone to see a production of The Seagull and hidden by the stage door, smoking a cigarette until the beautiful actress playing Nina emerged and made chit-chat, winding her silk scarf around Greer’s throat as a parting gesture. Greer is the kind of person magical things can happen with. She has a habit of attracting adventure, a sparkling that remains even though in her current life she is an academic who teaches bored twenty-year-olds about Dante. Even at almost forty with a house that is clean and nice and far away from the glamorously messy bohemian flat of her youth, she has kept her mystery and sprinkles it on nights like these.


Greer and Tim are a certain kind of people she has stayed friends with over the years despite, or perhaps because of, their almost claustrophobic gentility. They are genteel in the way that they will never ask her for concert tickets or an autograph for their niece. They will invite her to their dinner parties and never make a fuss about introducing her to people. They have been raised in the sort of comfortable, affluent whiteness that means it is easy for them to pretend that nothing has changed in ten years. They make good salads, strong cocktails, always have enough ice and are diligent hosts, making sure the conversation is political enough to feel charged and exciting but always just short of heated. Nothing real ever happens at these parties. People bring flowers and wine and fuss with the music, switching from soft jazz to nostalgic pop as the evening descends, sometimes warbling along badly to Fleetwood Mac. Later, they will light candles, switch off the lights to create a seance mood. The feeling is warm and congenial, rising slowly to the brink of possibility around dessert, where the conversation is hushed and more intimate and there is a swell of exciting energy where it feels as if someone may reveal a secret – an illicit love child, a porn addiction, support for a right-wing government. But this never happens; the warmth scatters around ten or eleven and people lift out of the party and back into the streets, home to relieve babysitters and dog-watchers, their wine-giggles dispersing under the street lamps and in the backs of Ubers.
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