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For Nicolas Flynn





’Tis sweet and commendable in your nature, Hamlet,

To give these mourning duties to your father.

But you must know your father lost a father,

That father lost, lost his, and the survivor bound

In filial obligation for some term

To do obsequious sorrow. But to persever

In obstinate condolement is a course

Of impious stubbornness. ’Tis unmanly grief.

It shows a will most incorrect to heaven,

A heart unfortified, a mind impatient,

An understanding simple and unschool’d.

 

Claudius in Hamlet, Shakespeare







The plane descended from the low clouds and the outskirts of Manchester appeared below: roads and sports fields, rings and crescents of little red terraces, the silver roofs of factories and warehouses. After we had landed, the crowd jostled and groaned for twenty minutes before the carousel began to move and I caught sight of the large suitcase, which I recognised by the strip of gaffer tape that sealed a gash on its front pocket. I dragged it over the out-of-service travellators from the terminal to the station, where I bought a ticket from the machine, presented it to the guard blocking the platform entrance, and sprinted to make a train heading into the city. Beyond the windows, darkness fell over the semi-detached suburban houses and the skyline on the horizon: skyscrapers with red lights flashing at their highest points surrounded by phosphorescent murk. I got off at Piccadilly station and made my way along the platform, across the brightly lit concourse. The digital clock opposite the Burger King read 20:57, but the station was so empty that it could have been the dead of night – a few late commuters climbed the approach to the station, earbuds in, heads bowed; a few drunks were arguing outside the Spar while a wary-looking woman stood waiting under the bus shelter. On Piccadilly Gardens, a flock of pigeons were eating chips and doner meat from a tray near the fountain and three men in black raincoats with smooth, pale heads and rough, red faces huddled by the door of the Wetherspoon’s, smoking. They were the kind of men one saw everywhere here and it shocked me to see them now after two years in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where besides the few addicts who hung around in Central Square, raving and begging for money under the constant surveillance of the police, one rarely saw a face whose scowl had set into wrinkles or any other such signs that life was a struggle above all else.


I stopped at the junction of Portland and Oxford Street because I had forgotten where I was going and which was the best way to get there. ‘Any change, pal?’ said a man who sat cross-legged in the doorway of the betting shop next to the McDonald’s, his dog sleeping on a blanket beside him. I reached into my jeans pocket, pulled out a five-dollar bill, and said that it was all I had and he could have it if he wanted. He shrugged. ‘Go on then. Better than nowt, isn’t it?’ I dropped it in his cup. ‘Have a good night, mate. God bless.’ I walked along Chepstow Street, dead except for the lights glowing in the windows of the Peveril of the Peak, until I rounded the corner and the new skyscrapers came into view and I could use them to guide me towards Tom’s flat.


Soon, I could see Tom’s building poking above the rooftops, the windows of its upper floors lit up against the dark sky. It was a 60s block of council flats named Calico Court that stood on Deansgate Interchange, a large roundabout on the ring road. Since I’d last been home, Tom had bought a one-bed flat on the eighth floor. I hadn’t visited yet but I knew where it was because, as a teenager, I had an older friend named Rob who had a flat on the twelfth floor of the adjacent building. We used to go back there after gigs and parties to keep drinking beer and taking speed until the sun rose. Then we’d switch to ketamine and drink Southern Comfort and lemonade until the evening, when I would walk the three miles back to my mum’s house to sleep. Whenever I thought of this part of the city, I always pictured the view from Rob’s window on one of those dreary Sundays: tower blocks and red-brick houses with dark slate rooftops sprawling for miles towards the moors over Salford. Tom had bought the flat while I was in America, far away from those sad years and immersed in academic life. He gave me a tour via FaceTime and, though I feigned enthusiasm, he could see that the thought of living in a Hulme council flat depressed me. For him, it was simply practical. It wasn’t that he didn’t see how the whole of Manchester was dark and wet, choked with cars, littered with rubbish, neglected and brooding with violent resentment, but that he could protect himself from the world outside. As a result, he’d been able to save some money and build a good life despite never moving away. In contrast, I had always defined success only by how far away I’d managed to get from home, a trait I must have inherited from my parents, both of whom travelled lightly through their lives, inclined as they were to pack up and leave if ever they reached a dead end.


Whenever I returned to Manchester, which I had done rarely since moving away and not for five years, I always behaved haughtily, softened my vowels and pronounced my ts, because I was afraid that if I didn’t, the distance between me and the city would disappear and I would be part of it again, as it had never ceased to be a part of me. It was true that the longer I remained in America, the more idealised my idea of my home city had become, and the more I bought into its grand self-mythology. Sometimes, I walked along Massachusetts Avenue, listening to The Fall in my headphones and singing along, believing that Manchester was the best city in the world, that it was somehow special. When I made an off-colour joke in the presence of my grad school peers and it met with faces of incomprehension, even concern, I missed the quick wit of Mancunians, for whom no joke was too dark. When I felt alienated by the well-paved streets and tidy lawns of Cambridge, I was susceptible to conjuring nostalgic tableaux: rain falling on the Ship Canal, a waterlogged football pitch at Turn Moss on a foggy Sunday morning in November, the owner of Marhaba Café spinning a naan by his tandoor oven. Sometimes I took these for images of home. But if I missed the city, I missed it hopelessly, as a thing that had disappeared, leaving only an atmosphere and a few impressions, never as a place to which I might seriously return. Now that I was here again, it was the US that seemed imaginary: the clapboard house near Inman Square where I rented a room on the first floor, Harvard Yard on a winter evening when the steps of Widener Library are lit up from below, and Mia’s house in Orono, Maine, where we had spent a week with just each other for company before I finally decided I had to pack up and leave. Even as I took my seat on the early Greyhound back to Boston and watched the miles of fields and woodlands beside the I-95, the romance of being heartbroken in America was not lost on me. Even now, pressing the buzzer at the gate of Calico Court, it still wasn’t.


Since I’d been away, Tom had fallen in love with a woman called Mel. We had been introduced via FaceTime and Tom had told me about her and their relationship, but we had yet to meet in person. She was there now – Tom had texted to say she was making dinner – and I was apprehensive about meeting her because I felt wild and dishevelled. A hand-written sign was taped to the mirror in the lift. It read, ‘Stop pissing in the lift. We know who you are.’ I was smiling at these words when the lift opened onto the small hallway and I saw Tom, standing at his door wearing boxer shorts and a T-shirt and smiling back at me. ‘Is it you that’s been pissing in the lift?’ He opened his arms for an embrace. I almost could have cried when I put my face in his shoulder and recognised the familiar laundry smell of his T-shirt. ‘Eh? Well, is it?’ I shook my head on his shoulder as he patted my back. ‘Come inside.’ The flat looked different to the way it had when he gave me a tour with the camera on his phone. It had appeared almost derelict then, with plaster hanging off the walls and exposed lightbulbs dangling from the ceilings. Now, it had been renovated, fitted with laminate flooring and track lighting, and the walls had been freshly painted. I followed him into the living room, where Mel was sitting on the sofa, her legs folded beneath her, looking like a person who had found a place where she felt content and comfortable. ‘This is Luca,’ Tom said. She smiled and said, ‘Hiya, love,’ as she rose to her feet to hug me. When she sat down, Tom took his place beside her, placing an arm around her shoulder. ‘What do you want to do, buddy? Do you want to have a shower and then we can have some dinner?’ I said I wanted to sit and talk with them, to meet Mel properly, but I wasn’t in the best state. From the way they made gentle motions of dismissal and looked at me sympathetically, I could tell that Tom had already guessed what had happened, more or less accurately, and had briefed Mel in advance of my arrival. Tom returned his attention to the book of Sudoku puzzles in his lap and said, ‘Go and have a shower,’ while Mel looked at me again, focused and curious, as though she were busy trying to match the person standing in front of her to the one from Tom’s stories, as though she were a tiny bit amused.


And it was amusing, a person’s best-laid plans falling apart. A man who puts on airs and gets shown up for who he really is, a man who turns his nose up at the people he thinks he’s left behind, only to find himself once again among them: that’s funny. Especially in the North of England, where the humble are revered and the full of themselves castigated. I didn’t think that could be me because I never felt that I belonged in that Northern world to begin with, having been born in America and raised by my single mother as a foreigner, though a white foreigner who easily passed for a local. I never thought I was better than the North, just different to it. When I left, I was only trying to find a proper place for myself. But I knew it didn’t look that way to others. To them, every move I made only confirmed more emphatically that the problem had been me, not the city, and I looked ever more deluded for holding on to the belief that a better fate lay just around the corner, if only I could find it.


I put on some fresh clothes and dried off my hair. Now the hall smelled of curry and I felt my stomach open up. I realised I’d hardly eaten all day. ‘Have you got anything to drink?’ I asked Tom.


‘Now?’ he said. ‘It’s ten p.m. on a weeknight. Have a cigarette instead.’ He directed me to the pouch of tobacco on the living-room table and we stepped together onto the small balcony. ‘Look at them.’ He pointed across the roundabout to the new skyscrapers that now dominated the skyline, surrounded by cranes, the concrete skeletons of their upper floors visible where the final glass panels had not yet been installed. ‘The whole city was sold to investors and that’s what we get in return.’


‘They’re ugly.’


‘They’re a disgrace.’


We stood shivering in silence while I smoked half the cigarette until Tom took a drag and flicked it over the balcony. ‘Come on. Let’s eat.’


We ate Mel’s curry and rice at the table in the living room and tried to make conversation, but it was difficult to talk without getting into my situation, which none of us wanted to go near. I especially wanted to avoid the topic of Mia and my abortive visit to Maine and feared that Tom might ask at any moment what had happened there. Instead, Mel asked about how Tom and I knew each other and we told stories from when we were school friends at Oakwood in Chorlton. Our perspectives on this time were inconsistent, but we kept that disguised until Mel asked whether it was a good school; then I said it was horrible and had damaged me irreparably while Tom said that it had been fine, and probably far better than what many people had to live with. After we’d eaten, we all sat on the sofa and watched 24 Hours in Police Custody on Tom’s laptop. The episode dealt with a man who had been killed by a punch to the head outside a nightclub in Leeds. Tom focused on the show while Mel and I asked each other questions between the exciting moments, keeping our eyes fixed on the screen to help maintain the pretence that I hadn’t arrived there in a state of crisis. I asked her about her work as an immigration lawyer and her family in Nottingham. She asked me tentatively what it was like to be a graduate student in America and I said it was a harrowing experience which, if it didn’t eat you from the inside out, would transform you into a demon and make you insufferable to everyone except your own kind. ‘Every noble value with which you arrive,’ I began, and then I stopped myself because I saw in Mel’s eyes that I was already more animated than was dignified.


‘Do you want to go to bed?’ Tom asked. ‘We can leave you alone.’


‘I think it’s time,’ I said, though it was only half past six in my head.


Tom unfolded the sofa and Mel brought me a pillow and a small duvet. ‘You might want this,’ she said as she handed me an eye mask. We said goodnight and I heard them shuffling around in the bedroom next door. Then I turned the light off and lay down on the hard sofa bed to try and sleep.


But I couldn’t sleep. When Tom and Mel’s muffled voices died away, I heard only the low buzz of an adaptor plug and, when I took it out at the wall, the traffic on the ring road, the odd siren. The city’s murky light filtered in through the venetian blinds. I put on the eye mask Mel had given me but it was too tight for my big head and worse, not being able to see only drew my attention further towards my agitated mental state. I wanted to turn my phone on to see if Mia had texted but I resisted the urge because I knew that if she hadn’t, I would only feel worse. So, I got up, took a bottle of beer from the fridge, rolled another cigarette and crept out onto the balcony. The smoke tasted bad and hurt my throat, but the cigarette did its job and connected me to past moments where I had smoked in the hope that it would make my dissatisfaction profound. I was thinking about Mia and realising what I already knew: that our relationship was over and the reason was simply that she had finally seen who I really was and hadn’t liked it, just as I had always feared she would. I flicked the cigarette over the balcony, watched the glowing tip spiral towards the car park, and went inside wishing that I could rinse its foul taste out of my mouth. I turned my phone on to see if I had a message from Mia. I didn’t, and I looked at our chat on WhatsApp. I waited to see if the word ‘online’ would appear beneath her name. I clicked on her profile picture and then I turned off the phone again.


I was in the first semester of my second year when I met Mia, behind schedule and preparing with dread for the oral exams that all graduate students had to take before they were permitted to move on to the later stages of their PhD. It was autumn, when Bostonians put on their baseball caps, shiny sunglasses, and goose-down gilets and drive out to New Hampshire and Vermont to look at the turning leaves and eat beef jerky and trail mix from sandwich bags. I was invited on several such expeditions by some of the well-meaning peers with whom I sometimes ate lunch but I declined them all because I was always behind with work and because I felt ashamed of myself when I spent time with these people, whose lives were so much more orderly than mine, who belonged where they were. Perhaps in a few weeks, I said. But the leaves turned quickly. They were amber and gold and then they fell, dried up, turned to mulch. Then the trees were bare, the temperature dropped below freezing, and the foggy nights came closing in. I was just as behind as I had always been while the tenth of April, the date of my general exam, drew closer every day.


I had a desk in a dark corner of the fifth-floor stacks, where I sat, paralysed by worry, while in the reading rooms below, amid such a general hush as I had never heard before, the great scholars of the future were assembled in their hundreds, reading the great scholars of the past and present, furrowing their brows at articles, journals, charts, and monographs, newspapers, patents, codices, and bestiaries, microfilm and microfiche, ledgers, manuscripts, transcripts, typescripts, affidavits, samizdat, and facsimiles. They were working on the relationship between church and state in modern Egypt, the economics of respiratory illnesses in nineteenth-century France, and the Judaic foundations of Spinoza’s philosophy of substance. They were working on the Anglo-Indian tea trade, the poetry of Early Modern Central Asia, the death penalty in Singapore, the role of eunuchs in medieval West Africa, agriculture under Khrushchev, the ritual uses of Incantation Bowls in Upper Mesopotamia and Syria, the ecology of fracking, the memorialisation of the Holocaust in Lithuania, the politics of sleep, the future of anthropology, bondage and sadomasochism, Sardinian separatism. I knew because I had asked them, just as they had asked me. ‘What do you work on?’ It was the question that everyone loved to ask and which I hated because, unlike those hundreds of others, I had no satisfactory answer. In my application, I had lied about my interests – I borrowed them all from the supervisor whom I had let steer my path because it was easier than asking myself what I cared about – but now I wanted to do work that mattered; I was lost, and when my peers asked what I worked on, I said only ‘literature’ or, if I was feeling confident, ‘modern literature’ or ‘the novel’.


These encounters could be managed if my interlocutor was a student of government or economics, because many of them had not read a book in years. But they were torturous if they took place with the graduate students in the English department, who saw in my evasiveness a weak adversary whom they could prey on. They spoke like lawyers and had the deadly eyes of seagulls and CEOs.


‘Where did you study?’ they asked me when we spoke in the red-carpeted halls. ‘Oxford or Cambridge?’ When I told them the name of the modern university where I had studied, they looked offended, as though I had made the place up. These were not readers as I had known them. They were not rebellious sorts whose searches for someplace authentic had washed them up on the shores of literature. They were not harmless, diligent misfits who fitted in better on the pages of a medieval poem than they ever did at school. They were businesspeople. They knew who had been hired at which universities and on what length of contract, what grade of pay. They knew their fields like paranoid farmers, watching them at night with shotguns on their laps. They did not confide their doubts, fears and weaknesses, and they did not make jokes. Most were several years younger than me and possessed a preternatural youthfulness; this presented itself not only in the radiance of their skin and the whiteness of their teeth but in their deference to authority and evident trust that the world was in its proper order. If anything had begun to intrude on that illusion, it was only the ever-shrinking job market, which threatened to deny them the careers they believed were their birthright, turning the better among them into trade unionists and the rest into aspiring management consultants.


First I tried to write them off by telling myself that I had something they didn’t: life experience. I knew a bit about ordinary suffering and the same could not be said of them. Yes, they had a lot of book learning, but had they ever tried rubbing speed into their arseholes? Had they ever been arrested for stealing a tub of hummus from Tesco? Had they ever woken up crying on the floor of a stranger’s flat in Bradford? No. Only it turned out that these experiences had a limited applicability to the practice of literary scholarship, whereas their summer schools and library internships turned out to be quite useful. I came to understand that these people had been raised in stable homes on the bourgeois values of aspiration and constant self-improvement, and it was only through getting to know them that I realised I hadn’t. Their composure threw my early life into relief. The centrepiece of my after-school routine had been the episode of The Simpsons that aired daily at 6 p.m., while they had kept busy schedules packed with sporting activities and lessons in music and Latin. While I was skipping school to get stoned and play The Legend of Zelda, they had been diligent pupils at fine preparatory schools where learning was taken seriously by teachers and students alike. For them, history was the teleological progress of spirit towards self-consciousness and freedom; it was Napoleon traversing Europe on horseback with not just the Grand Armée but late modernity in tow. For me, it was a wall display about Queen Victoria whose upper right corner had detached from the Blu Tack and drooped inward to conceal the monarch’s left eye; it was Mr Wheelan lugging the old TV to our classroom, one hand gripping the frame of its rolling stand and the other clutching his VHS of Britain at War. I had been to a provincial university, built to educate the post-war masses. They had studied at Princeton and Yale, read the greater part of the Western Canon, and talked about Virgil and Dante as naturally as my friends and I talked about Zadie Smith and David Foster Wallace. To catch up with them would have taken another lifetime and every day I felt my workload was double theirs: there was everything I had to do – reading for classes, weekly assignments, reading through the list for my general exams – and everything I had failed to do when I was younger. I could not read a single text without thinking that I was probably the only student in my cohort who hadn’t already read it and lamenting the wasted years of my youth when I should have, if only circumstances had been otherwise: if only my dad hadn’t died, if only my parents had been able to secure themselves a comfortable living, if only I had known of an antidote to despondency that would let me exploit the opportunities that fell my way instead of using them as weapons with which to torture myself.


Nobody smoked. At first, I thought that I could step out and smoke a cigarette on the street as one could in Manchester or London, but passers-by held their throats and gasped for air; children eyed me fearfully. One white-haired man walked by as I puffed on a morning Marlboro during orientation week and shook his head. ‘What’s your problem?’ called the angry Mancunian who lived inside of me. The man turned and shook his head again. ‘In my day,’ I understood him to be saying, ‘a Harvard man took care of himself, respected science, and led a dignified life.’ I might have taken his advice and tried to assimilate. That would have been wise. Instead, I doubled down. Giving up smoking would have been an admission that I had been raised poorly, that my parents had taught me all the wrong lessons, that I did not know how to live. Nobody drank either, at least not the way I did, a pint after the library that was always two or three, in deep gulps, interspersed with cigarette breaks, seeing off the hours as though there was nothing better to do.


If I could only have buckled down and read – read and read and read – I might have got where I needed to go, but something was missing. I had frazzled my young brain with computer games and drugs. I had not had the proper schooling at the proper time and I lacked discipline and a vision of a better life. I fidgeted and fucked about. Whether these were injuries of my class, symptoms of the age, or merely personal defects, I couldn’t decide. I had leveraged my relative disadvantage when applying for the scholarship that paid my way, playing up my leaving school without qualifications before seeing the error of my ways and discovering the redemptive power of literary education. It was a story that flattered the right people and so afforded me a novel kind of mobility. But it held no currency here. To have lived an errant, wasteful, self-annihilatory life was no cause for pride. And that story had ceased to console me anyway. The real appeal of literature had been that it connected one to something bigger than oneself. I had grown up in the time after history, without religion, not even knowing my grandparents. To take seriously novels and poems written by people who had died hundreds of years ago and to write your thoughts in pencil between theirs was to join a succession of generations originating in the past and stretching into the future and so illuminate your dingy world with the cumulative power of your predecessors’ ideas and the belief that they could help you change it. To look at the buses crawling up and down Oxford Road on a rainy morning in November and see a scene no less human, no less ripe with the potential for transformation, no less deserving of its own mode of representation than Homer’s Greece or Joyce’s Dublin – the promise, in other words, that one’s own world could be filled with historical meaning – was enough to make me stop messing around and work. But all of that had now been subsumed by the narrow parameters of personal success: the goal was no longer to understand and remake the world, but to publish articles and get a job.


It was past midnight now, dinner time in Maine. The thought of Mia eating a small bowl of pasta alone at the table by the french windows overlooking the garden did not make me wish we were still together. I was glad I had left. It hurt me to think that she had gone off me, but the days that we had just spent together, after I had left Cambridge in a fit of resolve and gone to stay with her, had surely confirmed what I always suspected: that we were not suited to one another, that our strong attraction derived from our more self-mutilating compulsions. I was standing in the middle of the living room now. What else was there to do? I could not have felt further away from sleep. I went back to the kitchen and took another bottle of beer from the fridge, turned my phone back on again and opened our chat. The last message she had sent me was five days earlier and read ‘Can you get toilet paper?’ I scrolled through a few weeks until I got to the one picture she had sent me of herself, sitting on the bus back to Maine with the blue sky above the freeway behind her. She was looking into the camera, her gaze level and steady, so that I felt when I looked at the photo that she was looking at me and not the other way around. It always took me a moment to see how beautiful she was and to remember how much I wanted that private, serious look to be fixed on me again. I turned off my phone and buried my face in my hands. The alcohol had gone to my head and I wanted to keep going but it was too depressing to think about getting drunk on my own in silence while Tom and Mel slept in the next room.


So I lay down on the sofa bed and remembered a moment I was happy with Mia. We had been in New York for the weekend and were on the train to Boston, drinking cans of beer that we had bought in Penn Station – her idea. Across the aisle, a woman our age was on a business phone call that seemed to have been going on for an hour. Her voice was pinched and nasal and only the uppermost portion of her little head was visible above the headrest.


‘If that woman were a nut, she’d be a peanut,’ I said.


Behind their calm surface, Mia’s eyes lit up with amusement. ‘What would I be?’


I turned towards her and looked her up and down with a kind of mock dispassion. She kept her stern composure and her blue-grey eyes fixed on mine, but I could see the muscles in her face twitching: a smile breaking out because she liked to be looked at that way and I could seldom manage it. ‘You’re a pistachio.’


She looked pleased with herself as she turned away, jutting her chin out, to take a sip from her can of beer. ‘The intellectual nut. Difficult but rewarding.’


‘And what would I be?’


Mia smiled as though she already knew the answer and didn’t want to say it.


‘Come on. I can take it.’


‘You’d be a Brazil. Or a walnut.’


‘That’s not so bad. I thought you were going to say a hazelnut.’


‘Hard and sour?’


‘Cheap and abundant.’


She rested her head on my shoulder. ‘You’re a walnut.’


I kissed the hair on her scalp, though she wasn’t as affectionate as I and didn’t like to exchange these kinds of small kisses, especially not in public, or at least not with me. She shifted, looking for a comfortable position. ‘The intellectual nut,’ I tutted. ‘Are you pleased with yourself now?’


‘Shhh,’ she said.


Then the train passed beneath a bridge and I saw our figures reflected in the dark window: Mia’s head resting on my shoulder, her eyes closed. For the first time, I believed that it would work with us, that we could become a couple and go about our lives together, and I remained still, the way I do when a cat licks my hand, wanting the moment to last as long as possible and knowing that it was beyond my control.


Things might have turned out better with us had we been able to visit each other more easily. She was only a few hundred miles away from Cambridge, on a year-long residency at the University of Maine, where she was writing about the poet Elizabeth Bishop’s late years on the island of North Haven. If either of us had been able to drive, we might have seen each other most weekends, but we couldn’t. ‘Poets don’t drive,’ she told me matter-of-factly. There was the option of a train from Boston to Brunswick, but Maine is a bigger state than one imagines and Brunswick was nowhere close. The only viable option was the seven-hour ride by Greyhound. Mia had made this trip on the day we first met, when she gave a reading on a dark November night at Harvard. It was, I later understood, mostly on account of the long journey that she looked weary that night, but at the time, I mistook her tiredness for the existential sort and thought it was our first affinity.


She was in her early thirties and already a lecturer with two well-received collections of poems to her name, as well as several scholarly articles. I was younger and still swelling with nervous ambition, terrified that I would achieve nothing, while she had accomplished many of her life’s goals ahead of schedule and was more worried that she was growing bored. My head was full of the names of professors and universities, books and articles, scholarships and salaries, all the stuff that was, if not behind her, so normal a feature of her life’s scenery that my excitement must have made me look like a child. I didn’t know all of this the night we met but I knew some because I had googled her name when I recognised it among the list of upcoming speakers on a poster in the English department’s corridor. I remembered her name from my happy undergraduate years on the south coast of England, when I had often taken the train up to London to browse the bookshops and galleries and go along with friends to launch parties and readings. I had even read a poem of hers in a journal I’d bought at one of those readings. It was called ‘Saint Burning in a Parked Car’ and I could still recall its eerie atmosphere. I could almost remember a few lines to do with rain falling on the windshield of a car and wanting to be snow. The poster in the English department read: ‘Tuesday, November 13, Mia Knight (University College London) in conversation with Jocasta Pulaski, Harvard Carnegie Professor of Poetry. Dr Knight will read from her latest collection of poems and discuss her work-in-progress on Elizabeth Bishop.’ I took my phone out of the ridiculous satchel I had purchased in a bid to fit in better among my peers and typed her name into the browser. The search returned a few pages of results and a row of photos: these were from the websites of her publisher, her agent, the university that employed her, as well as from newspapers and magazines that had reviewed her work or interviewed her. I clicked through the photographs until I landed on one that held my attention. Her expression was serious, but undercut by a look of sympathy that emanated from her eyes. She had a fine, Oxbridge sort of face with small, delicate features, but her demeanour was punkish in a way that did not speak of boarding schools and family homes in Berkshire. There was a roughness about her that led me to think we might get along.


I had spent the afternoon in my carrel, reading a few pages of a novel and allowing a thought to divert my attention and gather pace until I was once again cursing my inability to integrate and develop. Then shortly after six, I packed my books away, took the elevator to the ground floor, and exited via the large double doors in the grand entrance hall, making small talk with the security guard while he checked my bag for books as though I had more in common with him than with my peers, as though he saw it that way too. Harvard Yard was quiet. Across the lawn, spotlights illuminated the white-painted steeple of the memorial church. The air was cold in that northeastern way, dry and biting. I crossed Quincy Street towards the Barker Center and stopped to check the time. I was early. If I went inside now, I would have to make conversation with the other attendees. So I concealed myself in one of the many secret corners that I knew, a stone bench surrounded by bushes in the corner of the courtyard, and lit a cigarette. That was when Mia emerged from the double doors of the Barker Center. She stepped out wearing only a black turtleneck and jeans, shuddered at the cold, and resisted a furtive glance either side of her – a sign that she was conscious of the possibility of being watched. She raised her nose to the cold air and looked about searchingly, a look whose meaning I understood well. Placing my cigarette in my mouth and drawing on it slowly so that the circular ember of its tip would be sure to catch her eye in the darkness, I stepped forth at a pace meant to suggest peripatetic contemplation. Our eyes met across the courtyard. I smiled. She took a tentative step forward. I took the pack of Marlboro Lights from my inside pocket and extended them towards her. She came forward, drew one, and placed a hand on her chest, indicating gratitude. She took the lighter from my hand, lit her cigarette, and took a thirsty drag. ‘Thank you,’ she said.


‘Not a problem. You’re lucky to find a cigarette around here.’


‘You’re English,’ she said. ‘Northern.’


‘What about you?’


‘London. But I’m in Maine this year.’


‘What’s in Maine?’


‘Fir and birch trees. Little harbours with lighthouses and clapboard churches.’


‘Sounds nice.’


‘Moose.’


‘Have you seen a moose?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘They’re rarer than you’d think, and bigger.’


‘How big?’


Two professors entered the courtyard. One was Dana Cushing, the Victorianist. The other was Gladys de Rijke. I had taken her ‘Comparative Romanticisms’ seminar in my first year and she had given me a B+. At Harvard, that was tantamount to an invitation to leave the university. Through their large spectacles, they regarded us with mild disapproval.


‘I’d better go inside.’ Mia was holding her cigarette by her side to conceal it from the professors. ‘I’m reading tonight.’


‘Are you?’ I said, though I knew full well who she was. ‘Then I’m on my way to your reading.’


‘Where do you put these?’ She held up the cigarette.


‘They don’t provide a place for them. They don’t want to encourage it. Here.’ I flicked mine into the hard earth of a flower bed and she did the same.


‘Nice to meet you,’ she said, meeting my eyes directly.


‘You too. I’ll see you in there.’


‘Thank you for the cigarette.’ She entered the Barker Center via the double doors while I stood in the cold for a few minutes longer before following her inside. I entered the large, wood-panelled reading room at the optimal time, once most people had arrived but before the reading had begun. Just as I took a seat at the back of the room, beside a row of undergraduates, a silence fell and Professor Pulaski stepped up to the lectern. She began by introducing Mia, listing her publications and achievements, before describing her work, while Mia stood, head bowed, beside her. When her turn came to take to the lectern, she did so gracefully but with a stylish lack of deference. She seemed to take up little space, to hold her hands close to her sides, and yet she commanded attention with her poise and her intensity. Her speech, which began with an expression of gratitude for the generous introduction, was measured and precise. She made no jokes or other attempts to set the crowd at ease and instead treated the whole occasion with utmost seriousness, a seriousness I might earlier have thought excessively high-minded, but which now struck me as precisely what my life was missing. I sat up straighter in my seat, though I was sitting too far away for her to see me as clearly as I could see her.


Her poems were tightly wound. They made an impression of clarity, even simplicity, so that your instinct was to nod in agreement rather than to strain in confusion, but although their syntax made a kind of sense, it was not easy to say exactly what the poems were about. They alluded to men and women, lovers, fathers and mothers, though all of these figures had an archetypal quality in the poems. There were often places of lying down – beds, baths, graves – and elemental, almost religious objects like blood and water, skin and paper. As she read, her intonation seemed to alternate between passion and dispassion, so that she sometimes seemed to be pleading with us, insisting we understand what she was saying, while at other times she might have been reading the list of ingredients on a cereal box. Despite the conventions I had learned from academic literary criticism, my favourite interpretive game was to guess from an author’s work what they were like as a person. Mia Knight, I guessed, must have had a very tender centre to require such a spiky exterior.


The reading was followed by a round of applause and a volley of eloquent responses from the hosting professor. Then the conversation turned to Mia’s current project on the later life and work of Elizabeth Bishop. She spoke clearly, with received pronunciation that sounded learned rather than bred from an early age. She spoke of bays and basins, cod fish, fisheries, and schooners, pronouncing the words in a way that drew one’s attention to their individual syllables. She spoke of the prosaic quality of Bishop’s metre and, to illustrate what she meant, recited several lines from memory. Next, there came questions from the audience. A young associate professor in a tight suit asked a long question about Robert Lowell and John Berryman, which seemed to offend Mia, who dismissed it with tactful but firm conviction while the man wrote rapidly in the notebook on his lap. Next, an elderly emeritus asked an even longer question about Marianne Moore and the Presbyterian Church, which Mia did not appear eager to answer and whose grammatical structure, anyway, did not readily invite a response. She looked relieved when the poet-in-residence asked a question, which moved the discussion onto the subject of ‘lyric affect’. A volt of excitement was palpable among the graduate students. A row of undergraduates slipped out quietly as the conversation went on. The emeritus tipped his head back towards the high ceiling. Closer to the front, there was much raising of hands, crossing and re-crossing of suit-trousered legs. The clock was about to strike half past seven when Professor Pulaski interrupted the discussion to say that we had run out of time and to thank Dr Knight for making the journey from Maine to be with us. These remarks were met with applause, which gave way to an excited murmur of conversation around the room.


Unlike in Britain, where events of this kind were followed by a visit to the pub, at Harvard they were followed by a dinner. Professors sometimes invited promising graduate students, whom they felt might benefit from meeting the invited speaker, but I was nobody’s promising student. Since the only advisor with whom I’d had a good relationship in my first year had left for a job at NYU, I had become ever more isolated and estranged from my superiors. Mia was still at the front of the room, being schmoozed by a cluster of professors. There was no chance that she would speak to me in such circumstances. To the professors, that would have been as surprising as her speaking to the catering staff, who were beginning to clear the seminar room of the complimentary soup, bread rolls and fruit that were laid out on a long table at the back – so rigid were the lines between the classes: undergraduates and graduate students, the tenured and untenured. I stood alone beneath the bronze bust of John Harvard and ate a few slices of melon from a paper plate. Half the attendees had left by the time Mia was escorted from the room by Professor Pulaski in her bright red blazer and Eric Weld, Professor of Critical Theory, with his spiky hair and long black coat. Professor Weld held the oak door open demurely as Mia passed through, before adjusting his tie and ushering through an associate professor, the poet-in-residence, and two fourth-year graduate students: Samantha Liu and Chase Fagan. Samantha’s invitation made sense, I thought, watching from afar and sucking the flesh from a melon rind. She was one of Pulaski’s star students and had just published her first collection of poems. But there was no reason that Chase Fagan should have been invited. His work had nothing to do with poetry. He was simply the most obsequious student in the department. Chase walked at the back of the entourage as they passed the tall windows of the reading room, exaggerating his laughter to make clear that he could hear whatever was being said at the front of the group, which I knew from experience was unlikely to be funny. Maybe he would end up sitting opposite Mia at the dinner. Maybe she would fall for him, that little shit Chase Fagan.


A few of my peers were going for drinks at Daedalus and I joined them because I didn’t want to go home. After a couple of rounds of eight-dollar IPAs and a long conversation about whether it was strictly necessary to have published a well-received monograph to secure a tenure-track job, or whether in certain rare circumstances, a few articles in prestigious journals would suffice, I was just about to excuse myself when I looked across the bar and saw Chase appear through the door. My heart sped up as Samantha followed with Mia behind her. I looked away but our eyes had already met for a brief moment. I looked back. She was standing at the bar with Samantha and Chase and they were presenting their IDs to the barman. Now they joined our table, though they sat at the far end. Chase obviously considered it his duty to entertain Mia, asking her questions as though he were a talk show host and introducing her to the others one by one, stating their fields and sometimes a notable accomplishment: ‘This is Isabel. She knows everything about early modern print culture. And this is Carlos. He’s a medievalist. He just wrote a fantastic essay on Julian of Norwich for the LARB, which I recommend highly.’ I hated to hear people talked about in this way, as though our personalities were identical to our achievements, and I began to imagine taking Chase into a pub full of bald Northern men and introducing them: ‘This is Gaz; he’s a bin man. This is Baz; he’s a scaffolder. This is Big Phil; nobody knows what he does.’ But now Chase had reached the far end of the table, where I was sitting. ‘And this is Luca,’ he said to Mia. ‘Remind me what you work on, Luca?’ The whole group fell silent. I was glad that it was dark in Daedalus because my face turned red with shame. He knew what he was doing. Nothing embarrassed me more than my failure to decide on a field of study. They were all looking at me now and I might have screamed were it not for Mia, in whose eyes I saw sympathy and understanding. ‘I’m still figuring it out,’ I said. Nobody smiled, nobody laughed. When Chase continued his round of introductions, I saw that Mia’s eyes remained fixed on me.


I got up a few minutes later, squeezing past the others and making my way towards the back exit to smoke, hoping that Mia would follow me. I stepped out into the cold dark and lit a cigarette, waited, but she didn’t follow. How silly of me, I thought, and I decided to get my bag and go home. Inside, Chase and Samantha were speaking across Mia, who leaned back in her chair and twisted her head towards me as I passed. Handing me her phone, she said, ‘Can I have your email address?’ I typed it in and said that it was nice to meet her, while Chase looked at me, his eyes full of contempt.


Back at home, I sat on the front porch facing the park, looking up at the big white moon and refreshing my inbox. It was past midnight when she finally emailed. <No subject> ‘It was nice to meet you tonight. I have some time before my bus tomorrow. Would you like to have a coffee?’


‘He was dreadful,’ Mia said of Fagan the next day. ‘A kiss-arse of the worst sort. What an awful man.’


‘Isn’t he?’ I said. ‘I hate him so much.’


‘Is he typical?’


‘He’s exemplary.’


‘God. I don’t envy you.’


‘And in Maine?’ I asked. ‘Are they as bad?’


‘I hardly see them. They leave me to my own devices. But no, from my interactions so far, I wouldn’t say they’re the same at all. They’re sweet and wholesome. Liberal suburban. Unthreatening in quite a pronounced way.’


‘Sounds nice.’


‘Does it tire you here?’


‘Terribly.’


‘Then why are you doing it?’ She sat back in her chair and folded one leg over the other. She had a habit of asking difficult questions directly.


‘The honest answer?’


‘That’s up to you.’ She took a sip from her mug of black coffee.


‘I was pressured into it by a mentor. He did all his degrees here and he has strong connections. He held my hand through the whole process.’


‘Who was that?’


‘Jacob Solomon. Do you know him?’ She shook her head. ‘He was a kind of father figure, I suppose. He believed in me. I didn’t want to let him down.’


I told her that after my dad died and I dropped out of school, I had moved between a few cities, working odd jobs, drinking my wages, and getting used to the idea that I would lead a life of quiet despair, and that it was only when I belatedly went to university that I believed life could be anything more. Then I threw myself into my work in a way I hadn’t known I was capable of. Ideas had made life meaningful again and I believed I had finally found my place in the world. So when Jacob invited me to his office during the first semester of my final year and told me there was a scholarship I could apply for that would pay for my first two years at Harvard, the master’s years, and that if I could get through those – which he didn’t doubt that I could – I would be able to stay and get my PhD, I felt that a moment I’d been waiting for all of my life had arrived: the promise of a sacred purpose.


Mia wrinkled her nose at this last phrase.


‘I’m exaggerating a bit,’ I said. ‘But in essence it’s true.’


‘Do you really want to be here?’


‘I thought so,’ I said.


‘Because you wanted to think and read and teach?’ I nodded. ‘And have you been here long enough to know that’s not what it’s about?’


I nodded again.


‘It’s a job,’ she said. ‘A good one in some respects. In others less so.’


‘I just wanted to lie on a chaise and read novels.’


‘That’s what everybody wants. You can’t truly have believed that’s what you were signing up for, can you? You were canny enough to get this scholarship.’


‘I lied in my application.’


‘How so?’


‘If I can be honest, I didn’t think they would give it to a white man of average talent unless he had another string to his bow – so to speak – so I made various allusions to my working-class background.’


‘And that isn’t true?’


‘Well, I didn’t think it was until I came here. In Manchester, I was middle-class.’


‘But not here.’


‘Coming here has made me re-evaluate everything. That’s what I’m doing with my time here: re-evaluating my life. That scholarship interview was a turning point for me. I had to go to their offices in Kensington where I was interviewed by a panel of eminent professors, private school, Oxbridge types. I hadn’t understood how people like that viewed me until that day. I hadn’t understood what it meant to have an accent.’


Mia inclined her head to a guilty angle. ‘I mentioned it yesterday when we met outside. It was the first thing I said.’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘How old are you, Luca?’


‘Twenty-nine.’


She squinted as though my answer confirmed a suspicion. ‘Then you’re probably going through your Saturn Return. Are you interested in astrology?’


‘I’m open to many things.’


‘Every twenty-eight years, Saturn returns to the position it occupied at the time of your birth.’


‘Is that bad?’


‘It can be. It’s a time when people ask themselves difficult questions and make big decisions. It’s a time when people can feel stuck, lost, frustrated.’


‘How was it for you?’ I said, and then realised that I had slipped up. I only knew she was three years older than me because of my internet research.


She looked at me directly and without blinking, said, ‘I realised that I was going to leave my husband.’


‘But you didn’t?’


‘I waited. I requested that we do couples therapy. I wrote my second book.’


‘But you did in the end?’


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I always knew I would, but it took time until I was ready. Everybody says that during your Saturn Return, you should resist the impulse to make rash decisions. That’s what I did. But you should explore your fantasies and impulses. They can teach you a lot about what you want.’ She paused here and deepened her focus on me. ‘I think you’re quite rash and impulsive. Am I right? Are you a Sagittarius?’


‘I think so,’ I said.


‘When’s your birthday?’


‘December twentieth.’


She smiled, pleased with herself. I was enjoying myself, too. ‘Do more,’ I wanted to say, ‘reveal me to myself.’ I said, ‘What time’s your bus?’


She checked her watch. ‘I’ve got time.’


‘Another coffee?’


She raised a hand in firm refusal. ‘But go ahead and order one for yourself.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m fine, not if you’re not having one,’ and she gave me a sceptical look.


‘I’m going to Vassar College to look at the Bishop papers next month,’ she said when we stepped out onto Mount Auburn Street and walked slowly towards the station at Harvard Square. The day was bright and freezing.


‘Where is that?’


‘Poughkeepsie, New York.’ We stopped by a crossing while the traffic passed. ‘Isn’t it a pleasure to state the town and then the state?’


‘Wilmington, Delaware,’ I said.


‘Duluth, Minnesota.’ We crossed the road. ‘Anyway, it seems there’s no easy way of getting there without a car so I’ll probably be passing through Boston.’


‘Well. I’d love to see you again.’


I had surprised myself with that word but I didn’t regret it because Mia now stopped at the entrance to the station, met my eyes, and said, ‘Me too.’


We held each other’s gaze for a moment. The look in her eyes seemed to ripple with possibilities. She looked determined, vulnerable, wary, horny, curious. Finally, we said goodbye without touching and she turned and walked down the stairs into the subway station without turning back. I went to the Harvard Book Store and bought copies of both her collections of poems, which I took back to my flat and scanned in bed with my hand down my pants, looking for some trace of our chemistry in the lines and finding nothing.
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