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To my mother for not being like Alice’s
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The past falls open anywhere
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prologue


 The day she would try to kill herself, she realised winter was coming  again. She had been lying on her side, her knees drawn up; she’d sighed, and the heat of her breath had vaporised in the cold air of the bedroom. She pushed the air out of her lungs again, watching. Then she did it again, and again. Then she wrenched back the covers and got up. Alice hated winter.

It must have been around 5 a.m.; she didn’t need to look at her clock, she could tell from the glow behind the curtains. She’d been awake most of the night. The weak dawn light cast the walls, bed and floor in greyish-blue granite, and her shadow as she crossed the floor was a grainy, unfocused smudge.

In the bathroom, she twisted the tap and drank straight from it, bending over and pushing her mouth into the pressurised, icy flow, gasping with the shock of the cold. Wiping her face on the back of her hand, she filled the toothmug and watered the plants on the bath edge. It had been so long since she’d cared for them that the parched soil didn’t absorb the water, and it collected on the surface in accusing, mercuried drops.

Alice dressed quickly, putting on whatever clothes she found discarded on the floor. She stood at the window, looking down into the street for a moment, then went downstairs, slinging her bag over her shoulder, closing the  front door behind her. Then she just walked, head bent, coat pulled around her.

She walked through the streets. She passed shops with drawn-down, padlocked shutters, street-cleaning lorries scrubbing the kerbs with great circular black brushes, a group of bus drivers smoking and chatting on a corner, their hands curled around polystyrene cups of steaming tea. They stared as she passed, but she saw none of this. She saw nothing but her feet moving beneath her, disappearing and reappearing from under her with a rhythmic regularity.

It was almost fully light when she realised she’d reached King’s Cross. Taxis were swinging in and out of its forecourt, people milled through its doors. She wandered inside, with a vague idea of buying a cup of coffee, perhaps, or something to eat. But when she entered the white-lit building, she became mesmerised by the vast expanse of the departures board. Numbers and letters flicker-flacked over each other; city names and times were being arranged and rearranged in letters caught on hidden electronic rollers. She read the names to herself - Cambridge, Darlington, Newcastle. I could go to any of these places. If I wanted to. Alice felt up her sleeve for the bulk of her watch. It was too big for her, really, its face wider than her wrist, but she’d pierced the scuffed strap with extra holes. She glanced at it, then automatically lowered her arm again before realising that she hadn’t in fact taken in what she’d seen. She raised the watch to her face again, concentrating this time. She even pressed the little button at the side that illuminated the tiny grey screen - where constantly shifting liquid crystal displayed the time, date, altitude, air pressure and temperature - in a bright peacock-blue light. She had never worn a digital watch before this. It had been one of John’s. His watch told her it was 6.20 a.m. And that it was a Saturday.

Alice turned her face up again to the departures board.  Glasgow, Peterborough, York, Aberdeen, Edinburgh. Alice blinked. Read it again: Edinburgh. She could go home. See her family. If she wanted to. She looked to the top of the column to see the train’s time - 6.30 a.m. Did she want to? Then she was walking fast towards the ticket office and signing her name in cramped, cold-handed writing. ‘The Scottish Pullman to Edinburgh’ the sign said as she got on, and she almost smiled.

She slept on the train, her head resting against the thrumming window, and she was almost surprised to see her sisters waiting at the end of the platform in Edinburgh. But then she remembered calling Kirsty from the train. Kirsty had her baby in a sling and Beth, Alice’s younger sister, had Annie, Kirsty’s daughter, by the hand. They were straining up on tiptoe to find her and when they caught sight of her, they waved. Kirsty hitched Annie on to her hip and they ran towards her. Then she was hugging both of them at once and although she knew their boisterousness masked concern and she really wanted to show them she was all right, she was fine, the feel of both her sisters’ hands pressing into her spine meant that she had to turn her head away and pick up Annie and pretend to be burying her face in the child’s neck.

They hustled her to the station café, divested her of her bag and placed in front of her a coffee adorned with white froth and a sprinkling of chocolate. Beth had done an exam the day before and she related the questions she’d been asked and how the invigilator had smelt. Kirsty, trailing nappies, feeding bottles, jigsaws, Plasticine, held the baby, Jamie, in the crook of her arm while expertly harnessing Annie into a pair of reins. Alice rested her chin in her hands, listened to Beth and watched Annie cover a piece of newspaper with green crayon. The vibrations of Annie’s strenuous efforts travelled across the table and up the twin violin-bow bones of Alice’s forearms to reverberate in her cranium.

She got up and went out of the café to find the toilet, leaving Kirsty and Beth discussing what to do that day. She crossed the waiting room and pushed through the steel turnstile into the station Superloo. She couldn’t have been absent from the café table where her sisters and niece and nephew were sitting for more than four minutes, but during that time she saw something so odd and unexpected and sickening that it was as if she’d glanced in the mirror to discover that her face was not the one she thought she had. Alice looked, and it seemed to her that what she saw undercut everything she had left. And everything that had gone before. She looked again, and then again. She was sure, but didn’t want to be.

She bolted out of her loo, shoving her way through the turnstile. In the middle of the concourse, she stopped still for a moment. What would she say to her sisters? Can’t think about this now, she told herself, just can’t; and she slammed down on top of it something heavy and wide and flat, sealing up the edges, tight as a clam.

She was walking fast back through the café, reaching down beside her chair for her bag.

‘Where are you going?’ Kirsty asked.

‘I have to go,’ Alice said.

Kirsty stared at her. Beth stood up.

‘Go?’ Beth repeated. ‘Go where?’

‘Back to London.’

‘What?’ Beth sprang forward and seized hold of the coat Alice was pulling on. ‘But you can’t. You’ve only just got here.’

‘Have to go.’

Beth and Kirsty exchanged quick looks.

‘But . . . Alice . . . what’s happened?’ cried Beth. ‘What’s wrong, what’s wrong? Please don’t go. You can’t go like this.’

‘Have to,’ Alice muttered again, and walked off to find the next London train.

Kirsty and Beth gathered up the children, their bags and the baby clutter, and hurried after her. There was a train just about to depart, Alice found, so she ran to the platform, her sisters following behind her, calling her name over and over.

On the platform, she hugged both of them. ‘Bye,’ she whispered. ‘Sorry.’

Beth burst into tears. ‘I don’t understand,’ she wailed. ‘Tell us what the matter is. Why are you going?’

‘Sorry,’ she said again.

Getting on the train, Alice felt suddenly malcoordinated. The gap between the train step and the platform edge down to the tracks seemed to yawn wide into a huge, uncrossable crevasse. Her body didn’t seem to be getting the right spatial information from her brain: she reached for the handle to pull herself across the crevasse, but missed, swayed and lurched backwards into a man standing behind her.

‘Steady,’ he said, and took her elbow to help her on.

Beth and Kirsty crowded into the window when she sat down. Kirsty was crying too now, and they waved frantically as the train moved off, running beside her for as long as they could before it picked up speed and their strides flagged. Alice could not wave back, she could not look at them and see their four blonde heads running beside the train, captured by the frame of the window as if on a reel of flickering Super-8.

Her heart was jumping in her chest so hard as she travelled that the edges of her vision pulsed in giddy sympathy. Rain screed back along the window. She avoided the eye of the reflection whizzing along beside her in another, reversed, tilted ghost carriage that skimmed over the fields as they hurtled towards London.

The air in the house felt icy when she got back. She fiddled  with the boiler and thermostat, reading aloud to herself the incomprehensible instructions, peering at the diagrams bristling with arrows and dials. The radiators coughed and gulped, digesting the first heat of the year. In the bathroom, she stuck her fingers into the compost of the plants. It felt damp.

She was just about to go back downstairs, she thought, when she just sat down where she was - on the top step. She looked at John’s watch again and was astonished to see it was only five in the afternoon. She checked it three times: 17.02. That definitely meant five o’clock. Her trip to Edinburgh seemed unreal now. Had she really gone all that way and then come back? Had she really seen what she thought she saw? She didn’t know. She clenched her hands around her ankles and let her head fall on to her knees.

 



When she raised it again, the rain had stopped. There was a peculiar stillness about the house and it seemed to have got dark very suddenly. Her knuckle and finger joints ached, and as she flexed them they made sharp, cracking sounds that echoed round the stairwell. She hauled herself up by the banister and went slowly down the stairs, leaning her weight against the wall.

In the sitting room she stood at the window. The street-lights had gone on. Over the road a television flickered behind net curtains. The roof of her mouth felt swollen and bruised, as if she’d been sucking boiled sweets. Lucifer, appearing from somewhere, leapt noiselessly on to the window-sill and began rubbing his head against her folded arms. She smoothed the velvet of his throat with her fingertips, feeling the rumble of his purr.

She snapped on a light and the cat’s pupils narrowed, like the closing of a fan. He jumped to the floor and circled her ankles, mewing loudly. She watched him as he prowled the  room, casting sideways looks at her, swishing his long black tail. In the overhead light it was possible to see the ghost of a tabby in the monochrome sheen of his fur. Some recess of her mind told her: he’s hungry. The cat needs feeding. Feed the cat, Alice.

She went through to the kitchen. The cat raced ahead of her through the door and began leaping at the fridge. There was nothing in the cupboard where she kept his food but a tired-looking cardboard box of cat biscuits and the brown rust-rings of tins long since eaten. She tipped out the box. Three biscuits fell on to the lino. After sniffing at them for a time, Lucifer crunched them delicately.

‘Have I been neglecting you?’ She stroked him. ‘I’ll go out and buy some catfood.’

Lucifer followed at her heels, aghast that she seemed to have changed her mind and wasn’t going to feed him after all. At the front door, she got her keys and wallet from her bag. The cat slipped out of the door with her and sat on the doorstep.

‘Back in a minute,’ she murmured and clicked the gate shut behind her.

Maybe it was something to do with the rhythm of her steps hitting the tarmac or maybe it was being out among crowds of people again rather than in the cool, hermetic interior of the house, but as she walked down Camden Road to the supermarket it all started coming back to her. She could see herself in that white melamine cubicle, walls inscribed with skewered hearts and legends of love. She could see herself washing her hands again at the stainless-steel basin, sprayed with silver beads of water. She tried to stop herself thinking about this. Tried to fill her mind with other things, think about Lucifer, about what else she could buy in the supermarket. She had leant on the gleaming soap dispenser; lurid pink soap had  coiled into her wet palm, lathering into oiled bubbles under the water. Behind her in the cubicles, two teenage girls had been discussing a dress one of them was going to buy that day. ‘Do you not think it makes me look a bit kind of flouncy?’ one had shouted. ‘Flouncy? Well, now you come to mention it.’ ‘Fuck off, fuck off !’ What had happened then? What had occurred a few moments later was so disorientating, it was hard to order things in her head . . . Did she need anything else? Milk, maybe? Or bread? . . . Alice had turned then towards the hand-dryer and pressed the chrome button, passing her hands over each other. It had one of those little mirrors stuck to the front. She has never really known why they do that. You’re supposed to be able to dry your hair if you turn the nozzle around, or something, but she’s never found the need to dry her hair in a public toilet . . . What should she do when she got back? Maybe she could read something. She could buy a paper. How long is it since she read a paper anyway? . . . The whole place had seemed reflective - the shining porcelain tiles, the steel basins, the mirror above them, and the mirror on the hand-dryer . . . Maybe she should call Rachel. She couldn’t remember when she last spoke to her. Rachel was probably cross with her . . . The girls’ voices had been bouncing off the walls. One of them had raised herself up on to the top of the cubicle and was looking down on her friend. Alice had, for some reason - why? why did she do that? - stepped closer to the hand-dryer, and the new angle made something behind her appear in the tiny square mirror . . . Perhaps Rachel wasn’t talking to her. That would be strange. They’d never fallen out before. Perhaps she would get a basket at the shop, or a trolley, yes, a trolley would be good. She could fill it with everything she needed. Then she wouldn’t have to go again for a while. But how would she carry it all home? . . . Still with her hands under the hot jet of air, she had stared at the mirror and then,  ever so slowly, so slowly that it seemed to have taken minutes, turned towards them.

Alice was by now standing at the pedestrian crossing. The green figure, legs parted in a purposeful stride, was illuminated on the traffic-light opposite. Over the road, she could see the supermarket; figures cruising through the neon-lit aisles. It seemed to her that her life was narrowing down to a vanishing point. People flowed around her, crossing the road, moving on. But she stayed still.

Someone nudged her in the back and she was pushed towards the edge of the pavement. The green figure was blinking on and off. Final stragglers were dashing across the road before the lights changed. The stationary red figure appeared and there was a moment of suspended calm before the waiting line of cars gunned their engines. As they powered past her, hurling fumes up into her face, their solidity seemed enviable to her - edgeless, slick constructions of steel, glass and chrome. The soles of Alice’s shoes peeled away from the tarmac, and she stepped off the kerb.




part one

The only bit Alice can see of her father is the soles of his shoes. They are a faded brown, striated with the grit and terrain of the pavements he has walked. She is allowed to run along the pavement outside their house to meet him coming home from work in the evening. In the summertime she sometimes runs in her nightie, its pale folds catching around her knees. But now it’s winter - November, maybe. The soles of the shoes are curved around the branch of a tree at the bottom of their garden. She tips back her head as far as it will go. The foliage rustles and thrashes. Her father’s voice swears. She feels a shout welling like tears in her throat, then the coarse orange rope lowers itself, slightly coiled like a cobra from the branches.

‘Got it?’

She seizes the rope’s waxed head in her mittened hand. ‘Yes.’

The branches shake as her father swings down. He lays a hand briefly on Alice’s shoulder then bends to pick up the tyre. She is fascinated by the meandering rivulets that wander through its tread and the weft underneath its heavy black rubber. ‘That’s what holds it together,’ the man at the shop had told her. The sudden scraped bald patch in the middle of the meanders makes her shudder but she doesn’t quite know  why. Her father winds the orange rope around the tyre and makes a thick, twisted knot.

‘Can I have a go now?’ Her hands grip the tyre.

‘No. I have to test it with my weight first.’

Alice watches as her father jounces on the tyre, testing to see if it is safe enough for her. She looks up to see the branch shake in sympathy and looks quickly back at her father. What if he were to fall? But he is getting off and lifting her on, her bones as small, white and bendable as birds’.

 



Alice and John sit in a café in a village in the Lake District. It’s early autumn. She holds up a sugar cube between finger and thumb, the light behind it making its crystals the massed cells of an intricate organism under a microscope.

‘Did you know,’ says John, ‘that someone did a chemical analysis of sugar cubes in café sugar bowls and that they found strong traces of blood, semen, faeces and urine?’

She keeps her face serious. ‘I didn’t know that, no.’

He holds her deadpan gaze until the edges of his mouth are tugged downwards. Alice gets hiccups and he shows her how to cure them by drinking out of the opposite side of a glass. Beyond them, through the window, a plane draws a sheer white line on the sky.

She looks at John’s hands, breaking up a bread roll, and suddenly knows she loves him. She looks away, out of the window, and sees for the first time the white line made by the plane. It has by this time drifted into woolliness. She thinks about pointing it out to John, but doesn’t.

 



Alice’s sixth summer was hot and dry. Their house had a large garden with the kitchen window looking out over the patio and garden so whenever Alice and her sisters were playing outside they could look up and see their mother watching over them.  The freakish heat dried up the reservoirs, previously unheard-of in Scotland, and she went with her father to a pump at the end of the street to collect water in round white vats. The water drummed into their empty bottoms. Half-way between the house and the end of the garden was the vegetable patch where peas, potatoes and beetroot pushed their way up from thick, dark soil. On a particularly bright day that summer, Alice stripped off her clothes, scooped up clods of that earth and smeared it in vivid tiger stripes all over her body.

She scared the pious, nervous children next door by roaring at them through the hedge until her mother rapped on the window-pane and shouted at her to stop that at once. She retreated into the undergrowth to collect twigs and leaves to construct a wigwam-shaped lair. Her younger sister stood outside the lair and whinged to be let in. Alice said, only if you are a tiger. Beth looked at the soil and then at her clothes and then at their mother’s face in the kitchen window. Alice sat in the moist dark with her stripes, growling and gazing at the triangle of sky visible through the top of the lair.

 



‘You thought you were a little African boy, didn’t you?’

She sits in the bath, her hair plastered into dripping spikes, and her grandmother soaps her back and front. The skin of her grandmother’s hands feels roughened. The water is grey-brown, full of the garden’s soil, lifted off her skin. In the next room she can hear the thrum of her father’s voice, talking on the telephone.

‘Don’t cover yourself in soil again, will you, Alice?’

Her skin looks lighter under the water. Is this what skin looks like when it’s dead?

‘Alice? Promise me you won’t do it again.’

She nods her head, spraying water over the ceramic sides of the yellow bath.

Her grandmother towels her back. ‘Wee angel wings,’ she says, patting Alice’s shoulder-blades dry. ‘Everyone was an angel once, and this is where our wings would have been.’

She twists her head around to see the jutting isosceles triangle of bone flex and retract beneath her skin, as if preparing for celestial flight.

 



Across the café table, John looks at Alice who is looking out of the window. Today she has pulled the weight of her hair away from her face, giving her the appearance of a Spanish niña or a flamenco dancer. He imagines her that morning brushing the shining mass of her hair before clipping it at the back of her head. He reaches over the empty coffee mugs and cups the large knot of hair in his palm. She turns her eyes on him in surprise.

‘I just wanted to know what it felt like.’

She touches it herself before saying, ‘I often think about getting it all cut off.’

‘Don’t,’ John says quickly, ‘don’t ever cut it off.’ The aureoles of her eyes widen in surprise. ‘It might contain all your strength,’ he jokes feebly. He wants to free it from its silver clasp and bury his face in it. He wants to inhale its smell to the bottom of his lungs. He has caught its scent before. The first time he met her, she was standing in the doorway of his office with a book in her hand, and her hair swung at her waist so cleanly that he fancied it almost made a bell-like note. He wants to edge along its byways and curves in the dark and wake up in its strands.

‘Do you want another coffee?’ she says, and as she turns to look for the waitress he sees the shorter hairs springing from the nape of her neck.

 



Sometime after that coffee, John stretched his arms across the  table and pressed her head between his hands. ‘Alice Raikes,’ he said, ‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to kiss you.’

‘You’re going to have to?’ she said levelly, although her heart was hammering in her ribcage. ‘Do you think now would be a good time to do it, then?’

He made a great show of pretending to think about it, rolling his eyes, creasing his forehead. ‘I think now is probably OK.’

Then he kissed her, very gently at first. They kissed for a long time, their fingers entwining. After a while, he pulled back and said, ‘I think if we don’t go soon, we may be asked to leave. I doubt they’d appreciate us making love on the table.’ He was holding on to her hand so tightly that her knucklebones were beginning to hurt. She floundered with her other hand for her bag under the table, but encountered only his legs. He wedged her hand between his knees.

She began to laugh. ‘John! Let go!’ She struggled to release both her hands but his grip only tightened. He was smiling at her, a puzzled look on his face.

‘If you don’t let me go we can’t leave or make love,’ she reasoned.

He released her immediately. ‘You are absolutely right.’

He fished her bag off the floor himself and hurried her into her coat. As they walked out of the door, he pressed her to his side, breathing into her hair.

 



The curtains in the sitting room of their house were of a heavy dark mauve damask, insulated on the outermost side with a thin membrane of yellowing sponge. As a child, Alice took against these curtains. She found it incredibly satisfying to peel away great swatches of the sponge, leaving the mauve material threadbare with light shining through it. One Hallowe’en, after they had scooped out the soft moss of a pumpkin’s innards  and scored square eyes and a jagged mouth into its skin, Beth and Alice were left reverently gazing at its flicking, demonic glow. Kirsty had eaten too much of the pumpkin scrapings and was being administered to somewhere else in the house. She couldn’t say whether she actually planned to burn the curtains but she somehow found herself standing beside them, holding a lit match in a thin-fingered grip, training its curling flame to the curtain’s edge. They caught fire with astonishing speed; the damask fizzled away as the flames tore upwards. Beth began to scream, great tongues of flame were licking across the ceiling. Alice jumped up and down in delight and exhilaration, clapping her hands and shouting. Then her mother burst into the room and dragged her away. She shut the door on them and the three of them stood wide-eyed and frozen in the hallway.

 



Ann runs down the stairs two at a time. Beth’s screams are getting louder. They are real screams, full of terror. The sitting room is filled with smoke and the curtains are on fire. Beth hurls herself sobbing at Ann’s knees and grips both her legs tightly. Ann is for a moment immobilised and it is then that she sees Alice. She is gazing at the flames, rapt, her whole body contorted and twisted with delight. In her right hand is a spent match. Ann lurches forward and seizes her daughter by the shoulder. Alice struggles in her grasp like a hooked fish. Ann is shocked by her sudden strength. They tussle, Alice spitting and snarling until Ann manages to grip both her hands and drags her kicking to the door. She shuts all three of her children in the hall and then runs to the kitchen for water.

 



John has fallen into a deep sleep. The rhythm of his breathing is that of a deep-sea diver. His head is resting on Alice’s sternum. She sniffs his hair. A slight woody smell like freshly sharpened pencils. Some kind of shampoo. Lemon? She inhales again. A  vague overlay of the cigarette smoke of the café. She places her hand on his ribcage and feels the swell and fall of his lungs. The whispering tick, tick of her own blood sounds against her eardrums.

She eases herself out from underneath him and hugs her knees to her chest. She is tempted to wake him up. She wants to talk. His skin is tanned a light golden brown all over, except for his groin which is a pale, vulnerable white. She cups her hand over his penis, curled against his leg. It twitches in response. She laughs and covers his body with her own, burying her nose and mouth in the curve of his neck. ‘John? Are you awake?’

 



The fire was put out by my mother dousing it with water. The black sooty streaks were to scar the ceiling for years. Although my parents often talked about redecorating the room, the fire was never mentioned, never discussed. Not once did they ask me what had prompted me to set fire to the curtains.

Ann scrabbles on her bedside table for her cigarettes. As she strikes the lighter, she glances over at Ben to see if he has been disturbed. He is sleeping with a slightly surprised look on his face. She draws on her cigarette and feels the bitter smoke filling her lungs. A dream about the boarding-school she was sent to has woken her and now she can’t sleep. She is again seven, standing in uncomfortable lace-up shoes at the door of the school, watching her parents’ car recede down the gravelled driveway, too shocked even to cry. The nun standing next to her extracts the small suitcase from her fingers. ‘There we are now,’ she says.

Ann doesn’t know who she means by ‘we’: she has never felt more alone in her life. I can never forgive you for this, Ann thinks, and in that moment her love for her parents sours irreversibly to something that will come close to hate.

She spends the next eleven years at the boarding-school, where the nuns teach her how to eat fruit correctly at a dinner table. Twenty-seven girls line up with twenty-seven apples and twenty-seven fruit knives to watch Sister Matthews deftly pare the tight apple’s surface into a snaking coil of green that falls to the waiting plate. They line up again outside in the yard where the nuns have a perfect half of an old car to learn how to get out of a car without showing your slip. When Ann gets  in she is unnerved by the gaping hole to her right; the car’s body ends just short of the seat she is sitting on and beyond is the damp and misty expanse of Dartmoor. Sister Clare raps on the window. ‘Come on, Ann. Don’t take all day about it.’

Ann glances at herself in the rear-view mirror. Her way isn’t rebellion, but inner defiance. She hoists herself from the seat gracefully, her skirt falling at the desired angle into the correct folds.

‘Good, Ann. Girls? Did you see Ann?’

Ann stops before she reaches the back of the queue. ‘Sister Clare? What happens if you are sitting in the driving seat? Is it the same method?’

Sister Clare is nonplussed. What a question to ask. She thinks for a moment, then brightens. ‘Don’t worry about that. Your husband will be driving you.’

The nuns hand out heavy books, and the girls balance them on their heads. Anyone wearing their hair up is scolded. They must parade across the gym in a figure-of-eight. Ann hates this more than anything else; she resents the restricting symmetry, of ending up where she began. Nevertheless, she volunteers to go first and executes a perfect turn. The nuns applaud and so do the other girls, though less enthusiastically. She removes the book and while the other girls are performing, Ann opens it and begins to read. The book is full of diagrams and cross-sections of plants. Ann follows with her fingertip the path of water through the plant up from the spread of roots, through the stems, to the petals. She reads on and learns about how plants fertilise. She is heartened by the gentle brushing of pollen against stamens and hopes that it is like that for men and women and not like the whispers that go around the dormitory. She has spent hours poring over a forbidden copy of Lady Chatterley’s Lover and found herself none the wiser. Was it not all about flowering and seeds anyway?

To the complete surprise of her parents, the nuns, the school and Ann herself, she did well in her final exams and gained a place at Edinburgh University to read biology. Edinburgh suited Ann; she liked the tall, dignified buildings of grey stone, the short days that sank into street-lamped evenings at five o’clock, and the dual personality of the city’s main street, which on one side had glittering shops and on the other the green sweep of Princes Street Gardens. She liked the small flat she shared with two other girls, which overlooked the Meadows; it was at the top of a tenement block with a cold, windy central staircase leading up to it and an equally cold sitting room where they sat and drank pots of tea in the evenings.

University life did not suit her. Every day just seemed to uncover more and more things she didn’t know. She found lectures bewildering and tutorials humiliating; she was one of the few women in her year for biology and the men either patronised her or ignored her. They found her reserved and old-fashioned, preferring the company of the more liberated nursing students. She was too bored and too proud to ask for help from any of the academics. On the day she got her results, Ben Raikes asked her to marry him.

She’d known him for exactly six months. Two days after they first met he’d told her he was in love with her; it had been a surprising and, as she would later find out, uncharacteristically impulsive admission. She didn’t know how to answer him, so didn’t. He hadn’t seemed to mind, just smiling at her as they stood together in the square outside St Giles’s Cathedral. He started taking her to dances - she’d never been before - holding her firmly with his hand in the small of her back, his jawline against her hair. He was inclined to improvise on the dance steps taught to her so rigorously by the nuns. It made her laugh. He had limpid blue-green eyes and a nice smile. Once, when he had called on her at the flat, he had brought her flowers  - yellow roses, the petals curved and pleated together into tight yellow mouths. After he had gone, she’d snipped off the ends of the stalks underwater and placed them in a jam-jar on her desk. Whenever she entered the room, their yellow-yolk brightness pulled her eyes to them.

He asked her to marry him on the Meadows. As she was saying yes, she was aware that she was doing so only because she could not face going to live with her parents. Since meeting Ben Raikes, she had realised that there was some vital part of her that seemed absent, that she could never be wholly activated by love. He held her hand and kissed her and said his mother would be pleased. She fingered the imprint of his kiss as they walked back. The ring he gave her cast a shoal of light-flashes on to the ceiling when she lay awake at night.

 



The telephone rang shrilly. From some depth of sleep, Ben felt Ann sliding from the bed. Later he will try to convince himself that he tensed, listening out for what was being said. But he’ll know that he sank into sleep again because he’ll remember waking with Ann’s palm on his chest, her fingers touching his throat. His eyelids pulled up like portcullises. He couldn’t see her face, the gloom smudging her features, but words reached him as individual sounds, devoid as yet of meaning: ‘Accident,’ Ann was saying to him, over and over, ‘accident’, and ‘Alice’. Alice is his daughter. Accident.

‘Wake up, Ben, we have to get up. Alice is in a coma. Ben, wake up.’

Is this my voice I can hear? It is as if I’m living in a radio, floating up and down on airwaves, each with their different voices - some I recognise and some I don’t. I can’t choose the bandwidth.

This place feels clean. The smell of antiseptic crackles in my nostrils. Some voices I can distinguish as outside myself, those that sound farther off, as if through water. And then there are those within - all kinds of spectres.

Why isn’t life better designed so it warns you when terrible things are about to happen?

I saw something. Something awful. What would he have said?

 



Ann cups Alice’s chin in her hand and scrutinises her face. Alice, unused to this treatment, looks up at her mother, attentive.

‘Where did you learn that song?’

Alice had been singing while she searched the garden for flowers for a miniature garden that she was creating in an old shoebox.

‘Um. I don’t know. I think I heard it on the radio,’ she improvises, nervous. Is she going to get told off ?

Her mother continues staring. ‘It’s a song on a cassette that  I only bought yesterday. There is no other way you could have heard it.’

Ann appears to be talking to herself now. Alice fidgets, impatient to get on with her tiny garden. She wants to steal some cocktail sticks for a runner-bean row.

‘I have a feeling, Alice, that you are very musical. My father was a great musician and you must have inherited it.’

An unusual, effervescent feeling is creeping into Alice. Her mother is smiling at her admiringly. Alice flings her arms around her middle and hugs her.

‘We’ll have to get you some lessons and nurture that talent of yours. You mustn’t let it go to waste. Do you know, my father could name any note that he heard? He had perfect pitch and played with many orchestras all around the world.’

‘Did you go with him?’

‘No.’ Ann eases Alice’s arms off her abruptly. Alice wanders off down the garden, her shoebox garden forgotten. She is musical! What does it matter that she isn’t pretty like her sisters? She has something that sets her apart, makes her different. Perfect Pitch. Nurture. She rolls the new words around on her tongue.

Her grandmother comes out into the garden to take in the washing and Alice skips over to her. ‘Granny, guess what? I’m musical! I’m going to have lessons.’

‘Is that right?’ Elspeth says. ‘Well, don’t go getting above yourself now.’

 



I was sent once a week to a woman down the road to have piano lessons. Mrs Beeson was tall and incredibly thin with long grey hair that was usually looped into clips on top of her head or sometimes spread in a greasy grey curtain over her shoulders. She wore long orange crocheted cardigans. Spit collected in the corners of her mouth when she talked. Throughout the  lessons in her dark front lounge, her large, mottled cat would lie across the piano, purring.

I learnt how to hold my hand on the keyboard as if I had an orange in my palm and how to translate the black dots on the page to the smooth, flat white keys or the thin, finger-like black ones - every good boy deserves favour, all cows eat grass. I learnt the flamboyant Italian phrases and how to alter my touch accordingly.

I practised hard. The piano in our house was right next to the kitchen and my mother would open the door to hear me play. My fingers became strong and muscular, I kept my nails short, I held in my head the precise number and types of sharps and flats in each key, at times of stress I would drum out the fingering for different scales on any available surface.

I did exam after exam, toiling over the same three pieces for months to perform them in a musty church hall to a glazed-faced examiner. I think I did believe that I was talented: my certificates, framed by my mother, said so, didn’t they?

 



Alice had been at the party three-quarters of an hour. Mario had kept her clamped to his side for the first half-hour but as soon as he became drunk enough she had extricated herself and escaped to the corner of a room. It was a second-year’s room, covered in posters of the Stone Roses and the Happy Mondays and crammed with people; the bed was sagging under the weight of six people and a girl in a tight white catsuit was dancing on the desk, shouting at a few of the goggle-eyed boys to look at her.

Alice found the boys here odd: they were either incredibly introverted, with an excess of knowledge in an esoteric subject, or stunningly arrogant, but yet completely unsure of how to talk to her. It was the first time she’d mixed with large numbers of English people. On her first day a boy called  Amos had asked her where she’d come from. ‘Scotland,’ she’d replied.

‘Ah, how many days did it take you to get here?’ he’d asked, in complete seriousness.

She looked around the smoky room and told herself she’d give it another five minutes and then she’d leave. Mario waved from the other side of the room, Alice drained her mug of warmish, syrupy wine and smiled back thinly.

Mario was an Italian-American from New York, very rich and very beautiful. He was at the university for a year, courtesy of his father. When Alice had asked him how he’d arranged an exchange year from America, he said, ‘My father opened his cheque book,’ and roared with laughter. She had met him in her first week while wandering the corridors of the university library. She’d seen him smiling at her and had asked him for directions to the North Wing. He’d offered to show her and led her instead to the tearoom where he’d bought her tea and cakes. He sent her flowers that soaked her room in a heavy, sweet scent, he called on her at all times of the night and day. He wanted to be an actor and would recite great chunks of plays to her in public places. He had long, wild, curly black hair that reached almost to his well-formed shoulders. She’d met no one like him in her life and he seemed large and colourful compared to the bland, well-brought-upness of most of the people she’d encountered so far. Aside from that, she was flattered by his attentions: Mario had so many women after him.

Last night, they had been walking through the deserted streets of the town centre after seeing a film. Mario suddenly pressed her up against the metal framework of an empty market stall and kissed her hard. She was amazed. His body was hard and hot and his hands travelled over her body. He was pushing his pelvis into her, making the metal pole behind her press into her back.

‘God, Alice, I have the largest boner ever,’ he breathed into her neck.

‘Boner?’ she managed to say.

‘Boner. You know, erection. Do you want to see it?’

She laughed incredulously. ‘What? Here?’

‘Yeah. Why not here? There’s no one around.’ He pulled open her shirt and started biting her breasts.

‘Mario, don’t be ridiculous. We’re in the middle of town.’

Alice felt him start hitching up her skirt and feeling for her pants.

‘Mario!’ She wriggled and pushed him away. ‘For God’s sake.’

He grabbed her by the hips and went to kiss her again, but she struggled free. ‘What the hell’s the matter with you?’ he shouted, his face red with exertion.

‘Nothing is the matter with me. We’re in the middle of town. I just don’t want to get arrested, that’s all.’

She started walking away but Mario caught her by the arm and swung her round. ‘Jesus Christ, I’m only human, Alice. Don’t you think I’ve been patient? I bought some condoms today, if that’s what you’re worried about. I assumed we might get around to it at some point.’

‘You assumed, did you?’ she scoffed. ‘Well, you assumed wrong.’

‘For fuck’s sake, honey, anyone would think you were a fucking virgin or something.’

They stared at each other, Mario panting and Alice rigid with anger. ‘Well, for your information, I am,’ she said softly and walked off.

Mario caught up with her outside the darkened windows of a bookshop. ‘Alice, I’m so sorry.’

‘Go away.’

‘Alice, please.’ He caught hold of her and wrapped his arms around her, suffocatingly, preventing her from walking any farther.

‘Leave me alone. I want to go home.’

‘Alice, I’m so sorry. I was a jerk to say those things. I had no idea. I mean, why didn’t you say?’

‘What do you mean, why didn’t I say? What was I supposed to say? Hello, I’m Alice Raikes, and I’m a virgin?’

‘I just had no idea. You seem so . . . I don’t know . . . I mean, I couldn’t tell.’

‘You couldn’t tell?’ She was angry again. ‘How do you usually tell?’ She struggled but he held her fast. ‘Let go of me, Mario.’

‘I can’t.’

She felt that his whole body was shaking and she realised in horror that he was crying. He hugged her and sobbed loudly into her hair. ‘Alice, I’m so sorry. Please forgive me. Please forgive me, Alice.’

She felt a mixture of disgust and guilt. She’d never seen a man cry before. There were people walking past, staring at them. She put her hands up to his shoulders and shook him. ‘Mario, it’s all right. Don’t cry.’

He released her at last and, holding her at arm’s length, gazed at her searchingly. His face was desperate and tear-streaked. ‘God, you’re beautiful. I don’t deserve you.’

She fought an impulse to laugh. ‘Mario, come on, let’s go. People are staring.’

‘I don’t care.’ He flung himself against the wall. ‘I’ve upset you and I can’t forgive myself.’

‘Mario, you’re being ridiculous. I’m going.’

He seized her hands. ‘Don’t go. Tell me you forgive me. Do you forgive me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Say, “Mario I forgive you.” ’

‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘Say it! Please.’

‘All right. Mario, I forgive you. Right. I’m going now. Goodbye.’

She walked down the street, leaving him slumped against the wall in an attitude of profound grief. Just as she was about to turn the corner, she heard him shout her name. She turned. He was standing in the middle of the road, his arms flung wide in an expansive theatrical gesture.

‘Alice! Do you know why I got so upset tonight?’

‘No.’

‘Because I’m in love with you! I love you!’

She shook her head. ‘Good night, Mario.’

The next day, Alice was reading some critical theory when he knocked on the door. He smiled at her radiantly and offered her a bunch of wilting chrysanthemums.

‘Mario, I told you I couldn’t see you today. I’ve got work to do.’

‘I know, Alice. I just had to come over. I’ve been up all night, just walking by the river.’ He clasped her around the waist and kissed her deeply. ‘I meant what I said last night, you know.’

‘Oh. Right. Mario, you have to leave. I’ve got an essay to write.’

‘That’s OK. I won’t disturb you, I promise.’ He ran his hands down her sides.

‘You’re disturbing me already.’

He walked to the other side of the room and sat down on the bed. ‘I won’t do it again. Promise.’

She carried on reading. He made a cup of tea in the tiny kitchen in the corner of her room. He flicked through a couple of her books and put them down with a slap. He fiddled with  her stereo, looked through her CD collection and then began doing press-ups.

‘Stop that.’

‘What?’

‘That panting. I can’t concentrate.’

He rolled on to his back and looked up at her. ‘You work too hard, you know.’

She ignored him. He began stroking her ankle. ‘Alice,’ he whispered.

She kicked him off. He grabbed her ankle. ‘Alice.’

‘Mario. You’re really getting on my nerves.’

‘Let’s go to bed.’ He ran his hand up to her thigh and buried his head in her lap.

‘Right. That’s it. Get out.’

‘No. Not before I’ve got what I came for.’ He smiled wickedly. ‘Do you know why I came here today?’

‘No. Frankly I don’t.’

‘I came,’ he paused to kiss her left breast, ‘to take away your virginity.’

 



I had both my hands clasped around the last banister and was swinging from side to side. I was not allowed to do this as it weakened the woodwork but my mother had a visitor and I was eavesdropping.

‘My father was very musical,’ she had her social voice on, ‘and it was always my greatest wish that one of my girls would inherit his talent.’

‘And they haven’t?’ the visitor enquired.

‘I used to think Alice had. She plays the piano, but she is not particularly talented. She tries hard but her playing is average, really.’

I left the hall and walked through the kitchen. With my right hand I was testing the springiness of my little  finger. It felt frail, brittle. I could have broken it with one cruel flick.

It was as if a large bowl of warm liquid I had been carrying around inside me had sprung a leak. All that warmth was draining away. I was furious with myself for being so gullible and with my mother for planting such ideas in the first place only to dash them by idle chat with some tedious neighbour. It was almost dark outside but I tore around the garden in a rage, ripping leaves off plants until my hands were bleeding.

My grandmother happened to come into the bathroom with a pile of clean towels while I was bathing my hands in tepid water. She put down the towels on the side of the bath when she saw me and began stroking my hair, tucking loose strands behind my ears. ‘Alice Raikes, why is it that you rail against life so?’

I said nothing. Bitter-tasting tears were rolling rapidly down my cheeks.

‘Can you tell me what it is that’s making you cry? Or would you rather not? Did something bad happen at school today?’

I looked up, so that my face and hers were framed by the mirror. ‘I’m just so ugly and horrible,’ I burst out, ‘and I’m no good at anything.’ My sobs were beginning to choke me.

‘Well, my dear, I have to say that I’ve seen you looking better.’

I looked at my face and laughed. My eyes were swollen and bloodshot and my cheeks streaked with mud and the green ooze of leaves. My grandmother squeezed my shoulders with her powerful hands.

‘Do you not know how bonny you are? Is it blonde curls like your sisters that you want?’ I hung my head. ‘I see it is.’ She turned me round to face her. ‘Alice, I’ll tell you a secret. In here,’ she pressed her hand against my solar plexus, ‘right here, you have a reservoir of love and passion to give someone.  You have such a huge capacity for love. Not everyone does, you know.’

I listened solemnly. She tapped me on the nose. ‘Just you make sure you don’t give it all away to the wrong man.’ She turned to pick up the towels. ‘Now, away up to bed. You’ll be worn out with all that crying.’

I didn’t give up. I still went once a week to Mrs Beeson’s flea-infested front room to be drilled in my scales and touch. Somehow my mother’s proclamation released me. I stopped galloping through exams and played what I wanted. Mrs Beeson phoned my mother to report that I had lost my motivation and that I could be a ‘nice wee player’ if I tried a bit harder. But I had no interest in that any more.

 



Alice looked down at Mario’s flushed and grinning face. She had already made up her mind that she was going to sleep with him at some point, but was convinced that it wouldn’t be good for his already considerable ego for them to do it whenever he decided the time was right. Right now he had his hands inside her shirt and he was struggling with the clasp of her bra. She tried to get hold of his arms. They grappled.

‘Mario, stop it. I am not going to sleep with you today. I mean it.’

He smacked his head with his palm and shouted, ‘Then when? I have to sleep with you! I must!’

‘I have to work. I’ve got this essay to write.’

He cast himself face down on the floor and began rolling about, groaning.

‘I am going to sleep with you,’ Alice noticed that Mario was suddenly still, ‘but not now.’

‘OK. Just make it soon. I’ve got balls like watermelons.’

She laughed and turned back to her books. After a while  she realised Mario had gone to sleep. Later they went out to the party.

 



John took the stairs two at a time. Trust Alice to have an office on the top floor of a five-floor building. When he got there he could see through the glass door that the room was deserted, apart from Alice. She was sitting, straight-backed, with her hand on the telephone, as if she’d just finished a call. He strode in, slipped his arms around her shoulders and, lifting the heavy plait of hair, kissed her neck. ‘I was wondering if you’d like to have lunch with me,’ he whispered.

She felt stiff in his arms. Her profile was pale and set.

‘What’s wrong?’

She said nothing. He came around to crouch beside her and grasped her hand. ‘Alice? What is it?’

She looked at him for the first time. Her pupils were so dilated that her eyes were almost black. He stroked her hand and kissed it. ‘Tell me.’

She dug her nails hard into the back of his hand, gathering strength to speak. ‘My grandmother has died.’

He put his arms around her. ‘Alice, I’m so sorry,’ and he held her as the first tears splashed on to her desk.

 



Alice had forbidden John to take up the invitation that she knew her mother would issue after the funeral.

‘But I want to see the house where you grew up,’ he had protested.

‘Tough,’ she’d said grimly.

So when Ann pressed John to come back to the house he knew to make the excuse that they had to get back to their B&B. But Alice’s precautions hadn’t prevented her mother from buttonholing her in the crematorium toilet. ‘John seems very nice.’

‘Yes. He is.’

‘Have you been seeing him long?’

‘A couple of months.’

‘Where’s he from?’

‘London.’

‘I mean originally.’

‘Originally? What do you mean, originally? He was born in London.’

‘He could be Italian or Greek or something. He’s so dark.’

‘Dark?’

‘In colouring.’

‘Well, so am I, in case you hadn’t noticed.’

‘Is he Jewish?’

Alice exploded, ‘What the hell has that got to do with anything?’

‘So he is,’ Ann said calmly.

‘Yeah, he is. Do you have a problem with that? You are so hypocritical sometimes. You call yourself a Christian, putting on that ridiculous performance in there when you know Granny didn’t even believe. Aren’t Christians supposed to be tolerant and love thy neighbour?’

‘Alice, there is no need to fly off the handle. I was merely asking.’

Another woman came into the toilets and went into a cubicle. Alice washed her hands in the scalding water and her mother handed her a paper towel.

‘I’m just worried that it may cause you problems, that’s all.’

‘What do you mean?’ Alice hissed. ‘What problems? There are no problems. You’re the one making problems.’

‘Do his parents know about the relationship?’

Alice made a fatal hesitation. ‘His mother’s dead, for your information.’

Ann rolled her eyes. ‘Does his father know, then?’

Alice was silent.

‘Has he told his father he’s seeing a Christian?’

‘I’m not a bloody Christian!’

‘Alice! Don’t swear in here!’ Ann turned round to see if the other woman might have heard. ‘A Gentile, then,’ she whispered.

‘No. He hasn’t.’

Ann pushed her face close to the mirror to check her make-up. ‘I see.’

Alice was sullen, defiant, her mouth drawn into a tense line. Ann sighed and, in an unaccustomed gesture, clutched her daughter’s hand. ‘Alice, I’m not getting at you. You can see who you like, as far as I’m concerned. You should know that by now. I just can’t bear to see you letting passion impair your judgement. Don’t ever let all this being in love stuff obscure your sense of self-preservation.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘I just don’t want . . . I don’t want you to get hurt.’

‘I’m not going to get hurt. John’s not like that.’

‘You don’t know that. Men don’t have the decisiveness of women. And Judaism is notorious for putting pressure on men not to marry out.’ Ann wanted to impress this on Alice but didn’t know how to do it without angering her further. ‘Notorious,’ she repeated lamely. ‘Ask anyone.’

‘What would you know about that?’ Alice scoffed. ‘And, anyway, I’ve only been with him for two months. We’re not planning to get married or anything.’

Beth came through the door. ‘Who’s getting married? Not you, Alice?’

‘Oh, my God,’ Alice clutched her head dramatically, ‘no, I’m not getting married.’

‘John is Jewish,’ Ann told Beth with emphasis.

‘So?’ Beth was nonplussed.

‘There!’ said Alice. ‘You see? Not everyone reacts like you.’

Beth looked from her sister to her mother and linked her arms through theirs. ‘Come on. This isn’t the time to argue about this.’

They went out through the doors. John was standing with Ben, Kirsty and Neil.

‘John, I’ve been trying to convince Alice to come back to the house and she’s being very stubborn. You will come, won’t you?’ Ann pressed John’s arm.

 



‘It’s called the Law,’ Alice said.

‘The Law? That’s a funny name.’

‘Sometimes it’s known as Berwick Law. It’s a volcanic plug, one of three, the other two are Arthur’s Seat and the Bass Rock. They’re all made of the same volcanic rock.’

‘Hey, I’ve heard of the Bass Rock.’

‘It’s very famous. There’s a large gannet colony there.’

‘Can you see it from here?’

‘Usually you can see it easily, but today it’s a bit misty.’

They strained their eyes and she pointed out to John the outline of a craggy column of rock that reared up out of the sea.

‘Is the white stuff rock or bird shit?’

She gave a short laugh. ‘I don’t know. Probably shit, I think. In the summer you can get a boat out there from the harbour.’ She swivelled round forty-five degrees. ‘That’s my school.’

John looked down at the grey and brown buildings clustered at the bottom of the Law, the large white Hs of rugby posts staked into the neighbouring field. ‘It’s tiny!’

She laughed. ‘Do you think so? Well, it’s hardly a North London comp. There are about six hundred pupils, I think, not all from North Berwick. The people from other towns  and villages near here send their kids here too. That smaller building is the primary and the larger is the secondary.’

‘Did you go to the primary school as well?’

‘Oh, yes, and Beth and Kirsty.’

They carried on slowly up the grassy slope, Alice clutching the urn containing Elspeth’s ashes. Seagulls swung on invisible trapezes in the foggy, salty air. Ben had agreed quite readily to Alice’s proposal of scattering them on the Law. Ann had been less inclined to believe that Elspeth had told Alice that was her wish and was more in favour of fertilising a rosebush with them. But, for once, Ben had asserted that if that was what his mother had wanted then that is what she should have. The sisters had been surprised. John had chosen that moment to converse with an elderly and, as he rapidly found out, deaf friend of Elspeth’s in another corner of the room.
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