



[image: Portraits at the Palace of Creativity and Wrecking by Han Smith]






About the Author




Han Smith grew up in Japan, Russia and elsewhere. A queer writer, translator and adult literacy teacher, she is the recipient of a 2019/2020 London Writers Award; she was shortlisted for the 2019 Mslexia Novella Award, the Bridport Prize and the Desperate Literature Short Story Prize and longlisted for the Brick Lane Short Story Prize and the V.S. Pritchett Short Story Prize. She has also been published by Five Dials, Cipher Press, Hotel, Versopolis, LossLit, Litro, The Interpreter’s House and the European Poetry Festival. She lives in London. Portraits at the Palace of Creativity and Wrecking is her debut novel.







Portraits at the Palace of Creativity and Wrecking


Han Smith


[image: John Murray Originals logo]


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2024 by JM Originals 
An imprint of John Murray (Publishers)


Copyright © Hans Smith 2024


The right of Hans Smith to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




Cover illustration © Jason Marsden




Excerpt of ‘Requiem’ by Anna Akhmatova reproduced by kind permission of Margarita Novgorodova and FTM Agency, Ltd.




All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ebook ISBN 9781399814263


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ




www.johnmurraypress.co.uk




John Murray Press, part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company








For my parents, my grandparents, my sister, my almosts




(Portraits unfinished / Later)


Later, a portrait of water. Portraits of black shine and green and the screaming. Portraits of spades, a forest, bones, voices of bones, cracked loss and caves. Portraits of clawing back to the ghosts, and back to the caves and the risk-lines and shine-screams because they are the sound of the truth through long nights. Portraits of touch and briefest music; portraits of threadbare hope and collapse. Later, all these portraits. The wreck.
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Part I




Portrait #1


 The haunted


This is the portrait of who she used to be. She was a ­daughter – or rather, she was almost a daughter, because that was just the way things were – and she had always known what kind of cursed place she lived in, to a lesser or greater extent at different times.


She knew broadly, for instance, that her own mother’s grandmother had been sent to the region from a better, cleaner city, in the west of the country and years ago. This was where the story ended: this great-grandmother was dead now and had always been dead, thick in the layers of mothers and past things. She had always been dead but did have something to do with the other woman who lived alone and had no family to visit her on weekends, so that the almost daughter’s family came instead. They had brought her bread, because that was all she asked for, along with potatoes and cheap cab­bageheads and onions. The lonely woman was not dead then but very old and had no whole teeth at the front of her mouth. She presumably had teeth at the back of her mouth, but the almost daughter had always avoided being close enough to be able to check, as doing so caused her a vague, pulsing nausea. On the days when the lonely woman spoke too much, the almost daughter could imagine the saliva pooling and foaming in the throat the voice was coming from, and the sensation would then spread out to her own throat. The room the woman lived in smelled of bare skin, and the onions. There were also days the family had come when the woman did not speak at all, or was howling or was not even dressed.


The almost daughter was aware that, like her mother’s mother’s mother, the old woman had also come from the city further west, and had not necessarily chosen to come. She knew that the place the women had ended up in, or had been sent to – the place that was her own town now – had not been a proper town at the time. The schools that she and her brother attended, and also the factories, and the apartment they lived in, had somehow not existed yet. It was difficult to think a lot about this, but the only reason the buildings were now there and solid, and were full of real things like noise and the lifts, was that people like her mother’s mother’s mother and maybe the lonely woman had been sent and not allowed to return. These people had had to remain for so long that all the blocks and lamp posts and the schools had been built and eventually had become a town. If the almost daughter sometimes did think about this, despite the difficulty and despite the fact that she generally had other things to think or not think, there really must have been a huge number of people sent from wherever else and not let back, if a whole life-sized town had ended up being built. At the same time, if so many people had been sent and then had not been allowed to go back, there must have been something and someone to keep them there, and the something must have been very large and strong, and the someone must have been many people, too. Then there was the question of why they had been sent, and why they were not permitted to go back, and this was where things were even harder to keep hold of. In any case, if it had been important and worth thinking so much about, surely someone would have said it all out loud by now.


But there was also the matter of the haunted fields where the athletics contests were held each year. For the almost ­daughter’s brother this seemed less of a problem, as he was usually actually taking part, in either the long-distance lap run or the hurdle race. One year, he came second in both. The almost daughter was never selected for an event, except once when an error had been made in the high jump and a girl with exactly the same name as hers had qualified, but the error had fortunately been corrected before she had had to sprawl over the pole. Every remaining year, the almost daughter cheered, for her brother and for their school’s other contestants, so it happened that she inevitably heard what the students from other regions said about the fields, in between their own phases of only cheering and shouting. They were the ones who said the word  haunted, and sometimes said  labour and  detained and the other words. They were the ones who pointed to the blunt rows of what had indeed unmistakeably been  barracks, before they boarded their buses and left again.


So of course the almost daughter had guessed, though equally naturally, she already knew. Clearly, everybody else knew as well, because why would she – just one boring, almost-person – be special in her guessing or knowing? Still, knowing was slightly different from speaking. Knowing was slightly different, even, from thinking. She sat at the table for dinner every evening with her brother, and with her mother, and her father if he was back from the gas plant, and they discussed when they would visit the lonely woman and bring her the vegetables in bags, until the day they stopped and did not go. The television was always bright and they turned the volume up or down, and they knew and their lips moved on and on. Her own almost face, in a portrait of before.




Portrait #2


Tops of heads


In this portrait, there is an actual portrait. It is the portrait that appeared in the lift in the section of the building the almost daughter lived in, the week before the strange time began with Oksana, the new and wild girl at her school, and all the things that were hidden under other things. It was with her father that the almost daughter first saw the portrait in the lift. There was no immediate logical connection to Oksana.


Her father swore quietly, into his breath. It was not an angry kind of swearing. The mirror in the lift was as scratched and hazed in the corners as it always was, but the portrait of the president was glistening. His skin looked taut-polished and the glass shined it further. The almost daughter’s father re­positioned himself but there was nowhere he could stand where he was not facing either his own reflection or the portrait.


It’s a prank, he said. It’s some kind of joke.


The almost daughter shrugged because this was what she did when she was not sure which words to say.


It’ll be gone tomorrow, either way, said her father.


The next morning, the portrait was very much still there. The almost daughter stepped into the lift with her brother. There was a stain now on the portrait below the nose, where a straight moustache had been added in marker pen, and partially wiped away again.


What the hell, said the almost daughter’s brother. He did not attempt to angle himself to not be looking directly at the portrait.


It’s a joke, said the almost daughter. She told him that this was what their father had said.


Her brother asked what else their father had said.


Nothing, really, said the almost daughter. He said it was a joke, or a prank.


Her brother looked like his face was deciding whether it should be laughing or not. He took a photograph of the portrait with his phone. He started to take one of himself and the almost daughter in front of the portrait as well, but then he dropped his arm down instead. He deleted the original ­photograph he had taken.


Fuck, he said. Whenever they get caught, it won’t be a joke for the imbeciles who thought of it.


The almost daughter shrugged and her brother moved his hands in and out of his pockets until they reached the sound like a sigh at the ground floor. Outside, as usual, the sky was still dark and so it was impossible to see his eyes. When they met his friend by the concrete steps of the old Palace of Creativity and Youth, and for all the rest of the way to school, he said nothing.


The almost daughter saw the portrait in the lift for the last time in the afternoon. She had begun to consider taking the stairs, even past the seventh floor, which stank most, because this would avoid being fixed inside the lift with anyone who might get in as well. At the same time, just as she realised she was calculating this, her thumb had automatically pressed the button, and a strange small section of her mind was less reluctant to find out what might happen if someone did get in. This part of her mind was faintly electric.


At the fifth floor, less than halfway up, there was the jolt-stop that meant the doors would open. Her strange segment of excitement drained back down the shaft.


The almost daughter only knew the woman who entered from seeing her inside the lift, which on all other days, without the portrait, was the same as never properly seeing her at all. The almost daughter would not have been able to recall if she lived on the fourth or the fifth or the sixth floor. She lived somewhere in the blur of the middle and nothing more.


The woman looked past the almost daughter to the portrait. The moustache, the almost daughter saw, had been redrawn, and rewiped, and words around the face had been added, and these had also been scrubbed out again or crossed through. There was a hair-crack in the glass in the bottom left-hand corner.


This was when the sound came that could easily have been something from the lift machinery. It could have been grinding cogs: it rasped and smacked.


The woman had spat. It had come from her throat. She turned and stepped out to the corridor again, and the almost daughter watched the wet projection settle, and then separ­ate. The longest trail seeped down the nose to the mouth. It pleated, and was undeniably mesmerising.


In the evening, the almost daughter’s mother sat in her headphones and spoke to the screen. The almost daughter often watched her doing this while she wrote out her homework or partially read the chapters that she was supposed to be reading. Her mother spoke at the screen and looked into the camera hole and the box beneath the camera hole showed the woman who was in Bristol in England and who her mother was actually speaking to. The woman in Bristol spoke in English and this was to help her mother speak in English. Sometimes, her mother did not speak in English, but said things slowly and blandly, as if to a pet, and this was to help the woman learn, in exchange. The woman in Bristol was the person the almost daughter’s mother had found on a website for her brother, so that she would help him speak in English before he took his exams to go to university. When her brother had said that the idea was idiotic and that he could just as well watch videos and not speak to a stranger, her mother had spoken to the woman instead. It was usually when her father worked late at the gas plant. At first it had been once a month and now it was at least one evening per week.


It is like a play, her mother was saying, in English. No, not play, she said. She shook her head. She typed on the keyboard and then spoke back to the woman. Not play, she said. It is like a game. Like joke.


At night, the videos arrived. The usual ones that came from her class and also the parallel class at the school were of ­animals that spoke in dubbed voices, or of people pouring hot things or cold things down their necks, but the preview images of what had been sent now were very clearly something different. She clicked on the first of them without breathing. She could see that it showed the inside of a lift.


The camera had been placed above the doors, so that the view of the portrait opposite was clear, and the people who stepped into the lift came into the frame with the tops of their heads first. Some of the tops of the heads that shifted in immediately shifted out again. Some faced the portrait for just a few seconds, and then turned their backs on it so that their expressions could be seen, distorted slightly from the angle. Two boys laughed and raised their hands in a salute, and one of them punched the other and he fell into the corner and was laughing still, but looked tired or nervous. Two other boys looked tired but did not laugh. One woman with a baby said: Aha, and one man with a case on wheels next to another man said: Just disrespectful. Disgrace, is what it is.


No one spat and no one marked on moustaches, in any of the videos. The almost daughter clicked on each of them again to check, and it was then that it became properly clear that this was not the lift in her building. She realised this and simultaneously realised that this was utterly obvious, or should have been. The mirrors were different, and the buttons were different, and the acrylic of the flooring was ­differently stained. In one video there was no mirror at all, and in another there was a handrail made of dark wood. All of the lifts were different places, and the lift that would show her brother, and her mother, and her father, and the woman who had spat, and also herself, was not the lift in any single one of the videos.


She checked this just one more time, and then read the comments from the rest of her class. Most had only responded with images that were either the yellow faces or the eyeballs. Some had said: Haha, but none said: Hahahahaha. One said: Too far, and many said: Oh God, and the almost daughter’s deskmate said: Oh no. Her friend, who sat in front, said: Okay, but like that man says, it’s pretty disrespectful, no? After this more had said: Too far, and Fuck.


The almost daughter returned to the top of the messages. The first video was from the person she knew would have sent it, without knowing especially that she had made this prediction. The person was the new girl, Oksana, though the ­second and third and fourth were not from her. These were with messages that said that the clips were forwarded from older ­brothers and cousins.


The almost daughter could hear her own brother in the other room with the computer on. He would come back soon. It was close to 4:30. He was watching other videos that he shouldn’t have been watching. She sent one of the yellow faces and tried to choose which one her brother would pick if his class had also been sharing the lifts, and if these were the videos he had been watching instead of the ones he deleted after watching. She thought of him checking through each of them as well, squinting to recognise their parents or himself, and biting the inside of his cheek flesh like she had.


And then people were sending ferrets and baths of ice again already, and the videos pushed up to the nothing of the phone. The face she sent was an open-mouthed one. There was no face for the mixed wad of spark and dread that had told her in a kind of whisper that the new girl would be linked to the portrait in some way.




Portrait #3


The woman with the cave inside her


This is the portrait of a woman with a cave inside her. In this portrait, the woman with the cave inside her is standing in the approximate centre of the room, and is wearing one sock on each of her scabbed feet. This is good. There is supposed to be one sock on each foot. Why is it good? It does not matter, maybe. What matters is that they are on her feet, one each.


If they are on, and one on each, and it is still the morning, there is a chance for order and calm. There is the possibility that she will, today, remember and have the force to slice things and boil them, or layer them inside the pan, which will not exhaust her even as she lifts it, and she will remember first the butter in the pan. There is of course no certainty – not at all. But the potential has formed, if she has reached this far, that she may in fact recall whether this is a day when the key-click is expected at the door, and that she thus may not be frozen by the click and wait for it to disappear. With the socks and this good start in the centre of the room, not stuck or falling or too close to the window, she will come to the door, and recognise the faces. There is, if not clarity, a distinctness in the socks. She will recognise the faces as people and not ghosts.


She will know the faces as people and not ghosts.


And then no. No. It is not good. She is checking now, and yes, she has done it again. What she has done again is she has failed again. What she has managed is not good after all, and she is the dirtiest failure herself, because look at the colours of these socks more attentively, if this is possible without falling forwards and down. This one on the side of the window, left or right or whichever it is, is the grey sock with the red at the top. On the other side, the left or right other side, the sock is grey but the kind of grey that knows that it once, in another life, was white. It has no red and no other colour. It smells. It smells of her own smell that she hates as much as she hates her own skin and wastage and hands. They are terrible, awful hands to have, and now she sees that she is not wearing other clothes. This is not good and it is not good, or worse, that she even thought that the socks were good. How could she have thought that? She is naked.


She is naked, apart from the two different greys. The one that was white in another life is the one that stinks most of all, and of her. Not in another life at all, just in its own life, but so long ago. She could try again to get dressed, of course, but what is the point? So far and long ago.


The woman with the cave inside her. Hacked inside her and scythed inside her. Gape and another day, another life.




Portrait #4


Below, and history


The portrait from the lift, or from all of the lifts, is ­certainly somewhere in this next portrait too, because it was still somewhere within the almost daughter on the day this is a portrait of: the day that Valya had already decided would change their lives irreversibly, and forever. What Valya was talking about would happen later, but first there was the man with the broken briefcase who came to the school and held up a photograph of a monument that did not actually show the monument. Valya meant her own life, and Elda’s life, and inevitably also the almost daughter’s life.


The man came when the wall bell had rattled for the lunch break and there was groaning and swearing when the history teacher said that everyone should stay behind. She said that it would only take ten minutes. Less, if I can help it, she said. The almost daughter moved to sit at Valya’s desk because clearly this did not count as a lesson. When Elda saw, she brought her chair close as well. Valya said she was sure that whatever was coming would be fascinating, and yawned to show her slack welt of chewing gum.


The man placed the broken briefcase on the front desk and lifted out the photograph. It was not large, and only showed the river.


This is a scandal, said the man. I’m sure we can all see that this is a scandal.


What he said, while the history teacher stood with her arms across her chest at the back of the room, was that a monument had been built some years before to stand up out of the river, near the gas plant. The monument had then collapsed and fallen into the water and was no longer visible, or was nearly not visible. He said that sometimes the tips of parts of it could be seen in the summers when the river was low.


The history teacher asked if he was coming to the point. Someone in another row asked whose idea it had been in the first place to put a monument in a river.


The point is we’ve finally raised enough funds to restore it and rebuild it, said the man.


The almost daughter squinted at the photograph. The pieces that often stuck up out of the river, especially when they were frozen there in winter, were logs, or mesh, or metal piping and scraps. If some were parts of a monument, they were indistinguishable from waste.


I told you this would be riveting, said Valya. Elda laughed too much and the almost daughter stopped looking at the photograph and also laughed.


The man with the broken briefcase was still speaking. He was saying that if anyone was interested in helping with restoring the monument and some other projects, they would be very welcome to join in. There are decisions to be made, he said. Young people, of course, are particularly crucial. We’re even thinking of opening a small museum alongside working on the monument, and we’d be very keen to have your ideas. Other towns have made progress and now it’s our turn.


In the room, the sounds of other voices and chair scrapes were already louder than the sound of the man’s voice. It was not in any way necessary for the history teacher to clap her hands to interrupt the man, but this what she did, with force. She paced to the front of the room again, where she said that there had not been any agreement that the man could talk about the museum. This was meant to be just about the monu­- ment, she said. That was what we were assured.


The man nodded. They’re only ideas, he said. We’re very much in the initial stages.


The history teacher took the photograph from the man and held it out towards the desks again. Well, my dear ­crucial young people, she said. The sweat patches under her arms were perfect semi-circles. You’re all so very welcome to join our good friend on his noble mission, she said.


She slammed the photograph back into the broken briefcase and said that the class could be dismissed, and the half that were not standing already hauled up and began to move to the door.


I haven’t said when our meeting will be, said the man.


The history teacher was outside the door and the corridor noise fused into the room. The man said quickly that a meeting would be held in the music room, after lessons had ended. He latched the clasps on the broken briefcase and tapped limply on the one that clearly would not fasten. He stared at the blackboard for a number of seconds. Valya said ­something about the teacher’s hormones, and Elda laughed, very loudly, again.


The almost daughter raised her bag strap slowly. The weighted thing that was happening inside her was more and more like being a lift in its shaft. She was the lift and was bound by the mechanisms that were summoning her, heavily, to the floors with pressed buttons. She could not see who and what was waiting and needing her on each of the floors, but she knew they had a magnetic hold, and she had a dull, vague sense of their outlines through this pull. On one floor, there was simply something related to the expression on the man with the broken briefcase, whose glasses, in fact, were broken too, though not to the same overt degree. His expression was causing something similar to the feeling she had had when her brother’s old stitched-face rabbit from when he was very small had split open. It had happened only a year before and he had said that he did not care at all, but he had gathered every one of the rice grains from inside and his lips had been tightly matted together.


On another floor, waiting equally patiently, though of course the lift itself could never know which waiting was any more urgent than another, there was the photograph of the monument itself, or rather the photograph not of the monu­ment. There was its sunken and drowned-in oddness only. And on the same floor, or in any case a close one, there was the strained aggression of the history teacher, which might mean nothing or might mean much more. There was still the portrait, somewhere, as well, and there was the question of who might stay with the man and ask him something, or even go to the meeting. It would not necessarily be Oksana, the new girl. It might be, but it could also be someone else. Finally, or as finally as she could tell, there was the prospect of avoiding what Valya had decreed would change their lives so drastic­ally, that afternoon. The almost daughter had not concretely been looking for a way to avoid this so far, but now that the prospect was there, it had a shape.


The almost daughter was suspended in the shaft. It had never been clear at all to her how any lift decided which floor to visit first when the buttons were pressed at exactly the same moment. The experiments she and her brother had conducted, years ago now, had never been conclusive.


In the corridor, her mouth opened smoothly, not a lot like the doors of a lift, but a little.


Maybe we should go to his meeting, just for fun, she said.


Elda and Valya, just ahead of her, both stopped. Elda’s eyes flicked straight to Valya’s.


Just for fun, said the almost daughter. Just to do something, for once.


Valya turned around completely and placed her palms on the almost daughter’s shoulders. She asked if she was high, or possessed, or just an idiot.


Or all of the above, said Elda.


The almost daughter shrugged. Just for fun, she said again.


If you’re telling me you don’t even remember what we’re doing after school today already, said Valya. Then go ahead and dig up the scummy river or whatever it is instead. Feel free.


Elda, in the shrill voice, repeated that she could feel free.


The almost daughter laid her hands over Valya’s hands, both of which were still on her shoulders. It was difficult to make the shrug conspicuous with the hands there. I’m joking, she said. Calm down. I’m joking.


And then at the table in the hall by the kitchens, which was one of the tables near the radiator pipes because of how late they had been to arrive, and the almost daughter’s hair was static and confining, Elda tried to eke out the mocking further, and Valya was plainly bored and had moved on. She was reminding them of the significance of the day still to come, and the potatoes tasted like soil or rain, and the man with the broken briefcase and his photograph was still somewhere close by. He had to be: he was in another classroom, or else he had already given up and was walking across the cement outside the school. Or someone – whoever, as it really could be anyone, and the new girl Oksana was just one example – was saying that they would come, first to the meeting, and then to help with everything that was trapped beneath the river’s dead grey skin.




Portrait #5


On posture


This is the portrait of another almost thing, because the people from the modelling agency, it turned out, were not exactly people from the modelling agency. They were not the people who chose the girls who might become models and might be famous, which was what Valya had thought and said they would be. This was what her cousin had said they would be. Valya’s cousin had been to see the people who chose at an event in another town, although she in the end had not been chosen. Valya had said she had been very close, and also that a man who rented out billboards to the people from the modelling agency had bought a space for his daughter on the list of the top twenty girls or top ten girls that rightfully had belonged to the cousin. She had said that the daughter of the man who rented out the billboards had a face like a goose.


The people who came to the school that day, instead, were people who gave information about the agency and collected money from anyone who wanted to go to the events with the people who did do the choosing.


It’s called a casting, said the tall woman not exactly from the agency. But of course the numbers have to be limited even before you reach the casting. That’s why there’s the entrance fee.


The other person was a man in a suit. And it’s not just that, you see, he said. You need to be really, properly prepared. It’s no use just turning up as you are. If you’re honestly going to be serious about it, we need to see that you’re committed.


The woman explained that this was why there was a first entrance fee, to be paid immediately, and a second one in two months’ time, to be paid if the participants had properly prepared and wanted to continue to the casting.


Did your cousin mention it would cost so much? said Elda. I don’t remember you saying that.


Valya said that it was an investment. That’s how you have to see it, she said. Think how much you could make back in just one job.


It’s called a shoot, said Elda.


Or a job, said Valya. They say that too. And anyway, it does make sense that they need to be sure they don’t get swamped with cases that are completely hopeless.


The almost daughter could not tell if Valya was looking too much at her. Elda was definitely looking at her. The tall woman and the man in the suit were showing photographs on the projector they had set up, and the almost daughter stared ahead at these. The poses of the girls with arched backs and stretched legs hovered over the rubber marks in the wall.


While the photographs continued, Valya said they would need to make a concrete plan. We’ll have to cover everything in the two months we have, she said. Walking, clothes, body, and make-up.


And posture, said the almost daughter. This was something the tall woman had said while indicating the girls in the ­pictures.


We can meet once a week to train, said Elda.


Twice, said Valya. At least twice a week.


Elda said that this was what she had meant.


We could meet in here to do it, she said. My mother won’t let us do it at ours and anyway she’ll think we’re training to be prostitutes. She doesn’t really understand the difference.


The almost daughter thought then of two things. First that her mother probably thought the same, and then about the place she passed every day.


We can do it at the outdoor gymnasium, she said. Behind the old Palace of Creativity and Youth. No one ever uses it now and we’d have a lot more privacy there.


We’d freeze to death there, said Elda. That’s insane.


If it’s colder we’ll look better in the photos we have to take for the portfolio, said the almost daughter.


Valya said that it was not a bad idea, and Elda said it was it worth considering.


The almost daughter added together the money she had inside her pencil case and in the mouse purse she kept at the bottom of her bag, and had enough, she concluded, more or less. The last girl in the photographs looked very, very cold.


On the rectangles of cement outside the school, Valya said that she would try to decide on something for their first training session. She said that Elda and the almost daughter could bring their own ideas as well, but that of course she did have slightly more experience, given what her cousin had reported back to her.


Your cousin who didn’t actually get chosen, said Elda, and Valya said again that she had been very close.


And it’s also how she met her boyfriend, she said. The one with the motorbike that came from Japan.


While Valya was describing the helmet that the boyfriend had bought with the cousin’s name on it in red, the almost daughter was looking at her watch. It was an hour and a quarter since lessons had finished. Additionally, if she looked up again towards Valya, and seemed to be looking at her but looked past her, the lights in the music room might still be on. It was the same strange tugging in her mind shaft again, snagging on her to pay attention to Valya, but also doing the strange, deep things with the monument she had never even seen. It was mad because if she had not seen it, it was not even the monument itself but just the idea of it that was lurking so much. It was only an old and broken squat of stone, and only the very tips of it at that, but then there was also what was underneath, like having things to say but not knowing how, or having things to ask but never doing it properly. The lights in the music room – yes – were still on.


I forgot something, said the almost daughter. I left something in the bag with my indoor shoes.


She waited for Valya or Elda to ask what it was that she had left behind. Valya was still showing the size of the printed letters on the helmet in the air. It was Elda who said that they could not really wait. It’s already getting late, she said.


If Elda and Valya walked together and without the almost daughter to the tram stop where they each got onto their separate lines, Valya might change her mind about the outdoor gymnasium. Elda might think of a better idea. The two of them might also rank the girls who had paid the first part of the entrance fee: they might decide on their top twenty, or top ten, and the almost daughter could imagine them deliberating. On the other hand, they would do this anyway, and without her, at some later point if they did not now.


I’ll only be ten minutes, said the almost daughter.


Let’s just say we’ll see you tomorrow, said Elda.




Portrait #6


Backs of heads


The music room was emptier than the gymnasium had been, and there was no projector, and the man with the broken briefcase was not there. From outside the door, the almost daughter could not hear the words that were coming from any of the mouths that were moving inside. A boy from her brother’s year group was sitting on the lid of the piano with his feet on the stool, and his mouth was moving most of all. The heads that were turned to him were backs of heads and only some were recognisable. Even if they did seem recognisable, they might turn around and still be wrong. The back of Oksana’s head, for instance, did in all likelihood seem to be recognisable. The number of other students who had black hair that was rippled and also looked purple under certain lights was not an especially high number at all. It was zero, or at least it had been for some time, but of course it was always possible that someone else had chosen the same dye in the meantime. It was not probable, plainly, but it was possible.


The almost daughter blinked. The boy on the piano was doing something with his fingers that was different from what he was doing before, and his mouth was also doing something new. He was looking directly through the glass, at her. He was beckoning for her to come inside with his fingers, and the backs of heads were turning now as well.


She raised her hand to create a sign that would say she was only passing by and was on her way to somewhere else. There were all kinds of gestures to communicate this, surely. The hand stalled in the air for a moment and then pushed forward on the door.


Better late than never, said the boy on the piano. He pointed to one of the chairs in the skewed circle with his foot. Although we’re basically already done for today, he said.


One of the heads that had turned and did not have the black, jagged hair that was also purple stood up and came towards her with a clipboard. The almost daughter remained in the doorway.


Just put your name here if you’re interested, said the girl with the clipboard. We’re having another meeting soon. We’ve not really decided anything yet.


The almost daughter did not take the uncapped pen. I wasn’t really coming for the meeting, she said. I actually just thought I might have left something here.


The girl with the clipboard looked back at the boy on the piano and raised one eyebrow at him.


It’s not a marriage certificate, he said. It’s just a name.


We’re not even starting with the monument, said the girl. We’re only going to be talking about an exhibition and maybe a website.


The almost daughter took the uncapped pen with the hand that had pushed the door on its own. She passed it to the other hand and laid it on the clipboard.


I was really just looking for my scarf, she said.


The girl with the clipboard rolled her eyes. She said she had not seen a scarf in the room and sat back down on the chair she had left. The boy on the piano began speaking again, not looking at the almost daughter. The heads became backs of heads again.
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