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We are, I am, you are


by cowardice or courage


the one who find our way


back to this scene


‘Diving into the Wreck’, Adrienne Rich









For Esther









1. The General Synopsis (prologue)


Sometimes it’s a man, sometimes a woman, both from a school of unflappable pronunciation, soothing and sure, as if permanently stationed, permanently on the lookout. The Coastal Stations at 0500, regular as clockwork, a ritual against ill fortune: falling more slowly, now rising. Falling more slowly. Rising slowly. Channel light vessel automatic. I am curled up in bed, and the stopping places register down the curve of my spine – Berwick upon Tweed to Whitby, Whitby to Gibraltar Point – until the names recede in the lapping of oars: Fog patches, occasionally poor later. Rain or showers. Good, occasionally poor at first. Rain or showers, perhaps thundery. Showers then occasional rain. Moderate or good. There’s never a panic in the voice, that good, a press of reassurance, the blessing of a hand on top of the head. Loch Foil to Carlingford Loch, Mull of Galloway to Mull of Kintyre – the places come into focus again with a quickening of the heart – Mull of Kintyre to Ardnamurchan Point. Stop: here in the throat. And as night follows day: Ardnamurchan Point to Cape Wrath.


Argyll, Easter, 2019


Portbeag is at the end of the road. The drop into the hamlet is steep and I have to stop twice to consult the instructions that will lead us to a Tupperware box on the doorstep where the key to the bothy has been stowed. As I come back to the car, a man appears waving to show us where we can pull in to park. He’s in long shorts and boots: just back from a walk, he says. ‘I’ll give you a hand with your bags, if you like?’ There are no shops, and we have supplies for the week. ‘Mother and daughter?’ he asks, and it pleases me that he sees it.


‘It’s a bit of a way,’ he says, cheerfully, taking the heavier suitcase from Shirin and a couple of bags of shopping from the boot. He has an Edinburgh accent: ‘Across the stream,’ he says, raising the hand with the bags to indicate, ‘up through those trees, along the cliff path.’


As we set off after him, I tell him about the car hire: what a rip-off it was, how stupid I was to book online; that it turned out, with the insurance, to be three times the cost.


He listens patiently. ‘It can be a minefield,’ he agrees, clambering up around the rocks on the track. ‘Have you been to these parts before?’


Shirin’s granny, I explain, her paternal grandmother, lives around the corner at Sonnadh. But I haven’t been back for years.


‘I come up in the summer holidays,’ Shirin tells him.


‘You’re on your holidays now?’


‘Working holiday,’ I say. ‘I’ve got work, Shirin’s got a dissertation to write.’


‘Perfect place, I’d have thought,’ he says. ‘Plenty of peace and quiet.’ He is friendly, guileless. ‘I doubt you’ll find much changed,’ he says to me. ‘My family have a house. We’ve been coming here since I was six years old.’


From the cliff path, we dip down through a gate and swing around the side of a low stone building built into the rocky cove. There’s a plastic chain to ward off walkers, which he unlatches, and I wonder for an instant what a life would have been like with a steady man like this.


He stands back to let me turn the big key in the door and I push inside. ‘Cosy,’ he says, as he stoops. He’s been curious to see how they’ve done the bothy up, heads straight for the window. ‘Fantastic view you’ve got,’ he says, peering out.


There’s a sofa bed with a tartan rug, a kitchen sink, and a wood burner in the corner by the window.


‘Well,’ he says, straightening up. ‘I’ll leave you to your peace.’


‘Wasn’t he nice?’ I say as soon as he’s gone. I’ve never thought of the place as belonging to anyone but Ardu, which is why it’s taken me so long to come back.


The big window frames a view across the sea to Rum, two hills turned by their proximity to water into mountains. The afternoon is extraordinarily clear. It’s as if we’re watching from the inside of an old television set. Everything outside is bigger and vaster and brighter than I remember.


‘Which way are you going?’ Ardu was bound to ask. He’d rung before we set off.


‘Whichever way the satnav takes us,’ I say.


‘You don’t want to bother with that.’ He reels off the names: ‘Stirling, Callander, Tyndrum.’


‘Okay,’ because it’s easier to agree.


Soon there’ll be no reason for us to speak at all: Shirin will be finished at university and off into her own life.


‘Did I tell you, I won’t be up there ’til you’re gone?’ he says.


The whole point of Shirin coming up with me is for her to see him. ‘Why?’


‘Things to do,’ he says.


‘Like what?’


The click of a vape against his teeth. ‘Nothing to stop her staying with Mother,’ he says, ‘when you two fall out.’


‘What things?’ I ask. Though I’m cross on Shirin’s account, I, too, had counted on his being there. It’s fifteen years since I last clapped eyes on him, and though he doesn’t know it, I’m writing about it, writing at last about him. Seeing him: this is how I imagined finding an end, picturing – what? – not reconciliation exactly, but some kind of undoing, an untying of the knot.


‘There’s no signal and no Wi-Fi,’ Shirin says, holding out her phone.


‘It’ll be good for us,’ I say, pulling the duvet from where it’s been hung over a beam to air. ‘I didn’t realize there’d only be one bed,’ I say. ‘Sorry.’


She opens a door, peers inside. ‘At least there’s a shower,’ she says. ‘And a loo.’ In the kitchen area she begins unloading shopping from the bags, cramming cartons of milk and yoghurt into the small box of the fridge.


‘I can’t believe we’re both here,’ I say, lying back to rest my eyes: the last time, when I carried you in my belly, dragging myself from the sofa to the beach to breathe in the sea air, and you inside like Jonah, tapping your radar. How lovely it will be, I’d have told you, when you can run over the sand with your bucket and spade, your sandy knickers. I imagined this for you then, your growing-up, the matter of this place lacing your blood, your bones: yours in a way that it could never be mine.


We sit with mugs of tea at the picnic table outside. If we smoked – or could admit to each other that we smoked – we’d have lit cigarettes, something to attach us to the landscape, which vibrates but is impervious.


‘When was the last time you were here?’ she asks.


‘I was pregnant with you. It was our honeymoon.’


‘Honeymoon?’ she says, disbelieving. (And she’s right: my word, not his.)


‘What was it like?’ she asks.


‘I was always trying to make it romantic. We stopped at the lighthouse on the way, and when I climbed over the rocks to watch the sunset, he refused to get out of the car.’ I catch her eye: she is the only one who can understand exactly how it goes. ‘There was another time,’ I say, remembering. ‘It was a beautiful clear night: full moon, and we’d come out to the beach. The water was so still I took off my boots and my jeans and waded in up to my thighs— Don’t you think anyone else might have followed me in?’


‘Was it ever nice?’ she asks, not expecting an answer. ‘I don’t know why you put up with it.’ The water laps lazily in the bay, the air around us moving with the same currents.


‘Do you think we’d have got on, if we’d met when you were my age?’ she asks.


Even the way she sits, the extension of her neck, is far more poised and assured than I ever was. ‘I wasn’t very cool,’ I say.


‘But you knew Dad?’


‘I was eighteen and knew nothing. He was in the third year. I didn’t believe anything could happen.’


‘Why not?’


It takes no effort to picture the way he was, the voice, the sheer bulk of him that made the rest of them look like little boys. ‘He was far more glamorous and clever than I was—’


‘It’s weird to think that you came here,’ she says, ‘with him. And I’ve been here with him, and now we’re here together.’


I raise my mug to hers. We sit as the few remaining clouds are swept to a heap over the islands and the sky becomes translucent, aquamarine, and then one cloud is gently released from the others, floating adrift, glowing like a Chinese lantern in the setting sun.


‘You snore,’ she says. ‘It’s horrible.’


‘You talk in your sleep.’


‘What do I say?’


‘Oh, mutter, mutter – lovely mother – mutter.’


‘Really what do I say?’ she asks, as if, suddenly, I’m withholding vital information.


The visitor book is full of messages about wildlife. Seals, otters, pine martens. The signatures are all from couples, whose eyes have been eagerly pressed into the two pairs of binoculars kept on the window ledge. I suggest that one day Shirin might come back with someone else: it’s made for a couple in love, we agree, the only morning warm enough to eat our porridge outside on the bench. ‘We’ll have to visit your granny,’ I say, ‘let her know you’ve arrived.’


The man was right, little has changed but the odd nip and tuck where a footpath has been tidied, a signpost that points the way to the beach. We take the coast path down from the bothy, over the stepping-stones of a stream and up through sparsely planted trees until the climb becomes so steep, I have to stop to catch my breath. From the top of the hill you can see round the coast to the half dozen cottages at Sonnadh scattered like toys. His mother’s is the bungalow beyond the car park, above the incongruous red streak of the public phone box. The sea shifts below in emeralds and blues; it doesn’t take long to get down to the beach, its pristine oyster-shell sand; ours, the only footsteps to disturb it.


The tide is out. We follow the rocks round into the next bay where there’s a channel running between banks of sand. Shirin climbs up. ‘Dad used to bring me here,’ she says. ‘We used to play lifts.’ She demonstrates, jumping. ‘Going down!’ She lands and some of the bank crumples with her. ‘We did it for hours.’


It’s like watching a film in Super 8, playing over and over, flickering and spotted with sunlight: all the times I wasn’t there.


On the dunes the marram grass is long and bleached to straw. ‘Machair, it’s called,’ I tell her. ‘Your dad told me that.’ It’s harder going, the squelch of moss underfoot. We climb a stile, work our way between long-abandoned bothies, their gap-toothed windows and doors. It must be possible now to see us coming. I’m careful to keep abreast of her: I don’t want it to look as if we’re in any way disconnected.


As we approach the porch, there’s movement from the dark window, a call, ‘Hallooo.’ Shirin pushes open the porch door; there’s a buffer of coats as there always was, a radio, the singsong of a local wavelength. ‘Hello, Granny!’ she calls, and by the time I follow her inside, she is hugging the figure who is seated at a table by the window. The table is piled with papers; there’s a vase of yellow chrysanthemums, a cigarette in a saucer smoking unattended. As Shirin moves aside, Pauline lifts her face to greet me. It’s a shock, the time-lapse waterfall of all the years. She’s an old lady, the starkness of her skull, big bleary eyes, hair loose about her head and white as dandelion fluff. ‘Hallooo.’ She reaches her arms like a child to be picked up from its cot. ‘You’re here,’ she says.


‘We arrived last night,’ Shirin says.


‘Nothing’s secret,’ Pauline says, cheerily. ‘My carer works for the letting company.’ She turns off the radio, puts her hands together decisively. ‘Would you like a drink? Shirin, there’s a bottle of gin on the side for you. Anything to eat?’


We’ve had our breakfast, we say, thank you.


‘But have a drink?’ she says. ‘Whatever you like. There’s wine? A cup of tea, Jane?’


‘I’ll make it, Granny.’ Shirin goes off into the kitchen, part of a new extension built long after my time.


‘Did you have a good journey?’ Pauline asks.


Before I know it, I’m telling her about the car hire company, knowing it will only get back to Ardu, who’ll tell her how typical it is of me to get ripped off.


‘Your dad’s been on the phone,’ she says to Shirin as she comes back with the tea. ‘He says to say hello, and to say that now I’ve the extra room, why don’t you come and stay with me? Save you from getting on top of one another.’


I tell her we’ll be fine. ‘Won’t we?’ I ask Shirin.


‘I know you’ve got exams, Shirin. If you want somewhere to work,’ Pauline says, ‘somewhere quiet?’


His control is like a high-pitched radio signal.


‘When did you have the extension done?’ I ask.


‘That’s right,’ she says, ‘you won’t have seen it? Room for all the family.’


I am not family and yet I’m here, the raised ghost of the person I once was.


When she gets to her feet, she’s bent double, in the same skinny black leggings she always wore. She shuffles towards a sideboard. ‘Shirin, would you do me a favour?’ she asks, producing a key from a dish and handing it over. ‘Could you fetch me four bottles of white wine in from the shed?’


On the fridge there are print-outs of photographs stuck with Tam-o’-Shanter fridge magnets, among them a photo of Shirin and her dad. She must be about eleven years old, and they are standing side by side with the tan and white terrier at their feet.


Shirin is in the kitchen; she sets down a bag that clinks.


‘Thank you, Shirin,’ Pauline calls.


‘I heard about Whisky,’ Shirin says, coming through.


‘Poor Whisky.’


‘What happened?’


‘She died last week, Jane. She was sixteen, old for a dog. I had the vet out three or four times.’ She reaches for a card. ‘I’m sat here waiting for the bill.’ On the card: a puppy holding a love-heart, and inside, in deepest sympathy. ‘It’s from the vet,’ Pauline says, her grouty laugh, ‘buttering me up!’


I sip at the tea, which is dark from the teabag floating in it. ‘How do you manage with your shopping?’ I ask, abandoning the mug to the table.


‘Donna, my carer, she’s the driver round here. She takes me to shop in the week.’ Pauline sips from a glass that is dark and cloudy, chuckles. ‘She’s a terrible driver,’ she says. ‘You have to close your eyes and hope for the best. You’re going along, and Donna is saying, fuckin’ Japanese, fuckin’ English—’ We laugh, but it gives me a jolt: she’d never have sworn out loud when Faether was alive.


‘Ach,’ she says to Shirin, ‘it’s a shame you’ll miss your dad. He’s up here next week to look after the place when I’m on my cruise.’


‘Where are you going, Granny?’


‘It’s a Med-iter-ranean cruise,’ she says, carefully, as if reading from a brochure. ‘I’m looking forward to it.’


Pauline moved up to the bungalow when her husband died. It had something to do with probate originally, Ardu staying on in the family house. But he’s been there years, and now his siblings want to sell up and have their share of the proceeds.


‘Is the house on the market?’ I ask.


‘The house? Any moment, Jane. It’s a slow business as you can imagine.’


‘Shirin says Ardu’s found a flat in Stirling?’


‘That’s right. Has he shown you the pictures, Shirin?’


Shirin hasn’t seen pictures yet. She asks about walking boots because she’s forgotten to bring anything but sandals, and Pauline sends her back to look in the shed. When she’s gone, Pauline takes a drag from her cigarette, the room gauzy with smoke.


‘What are you writing about now, Jane?’ she asks, tapping the ashtray.


I hadn’t anticipated this level of interest, or that she’d have remembered that I wrote at all. ‘About where I live,’ I say, faltering. ‘Country things,’ feeling the lie as if I’ve swallowed it.


‘Ach, lovely,’ she says.


How treacherous I am, stewing as we wait.


‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like a drink, Jane? There’s wine in the fridge?’


Shirin returns with a pair of grubby trainers.


‘Check for mouse droppings,’ Pauline says, and I catch the dismay on Shirin’s face.


‘What time will you leave on Saturday?’ she asks.


‘Early,’ I say, ‘the car hire’ll be wanting an excuse to charge me extra.’


‘What about Friday, then? Jazmine’s coming up for the weekend. I’m sure she’d like to see you. Will you come for a drink? Early evening? And remember,’ she says to Shirin, ‘there’s plenty of room, there’s always a bed for you here.’


The air when we get out is a shock, the light so violet and gold we have to squint. My head is jangling with the suggestion that Shirin will elect not to stay with me and prove them all right: it was me all along, there was never anything wrong with him.


We move until we’re safely out of earshot and Shirin sits on the tarmac to change her shoes.


‘I didn’t know you drank gin?’ I say.


She bashes the trainers upside-down on the ground. ‘I don’t,’ she says.


Jazmine is Ardu’s younger sister. The last time I was in touch with her – twenty years ago it must be – she’d refused to listen. ‘You knew what he was like,’ she’d said. ‘You knew what you were taking on,’ and put the phone down on me.


I follow Shirin, heavy with his propaganda which is everywhere – in the craggy outlines of rock, in the stubborn tussocks of long grass – thinking it was a stupid idea to have come.


She stops and waits for me to catch up. ‘You all right?’ she asks.


I’m no good at disguising it. ‘I hate the way they assume we can’t be in the same place together.’ My chest hurts.


‘I know,’ she says, lightly, reaching to take the bag with her shoes from me. ‘It’s fine, Mum. We can.’


It’s all it takes. A breeze carries the train of the sun, which flips and lifts. We stick to the narrow sheep path, straight into a bog. We are as bad as each other, helpless, cracking up; it’s like walking in toffee. Shirin is out of it first, up on the rocks and laughing because I’m stuck fast, wobbling with my arms out like blind man’s buff. When I catch up with her, she’s already on her haunches, raking through the pearly-grain sand of the beach.


‘I found one,’ she says, gleefully, and holds it out in her hand. Her eyes are sharper than mine. They’re not like other shells, smaller than I expect, but perfect little jewels, the serration of their lips curled in on themselves, and we will be here for hours, collecting, happy as we’ve ever been, the slow, sedimentary build-up of our pockets.


‘Why’s he moving to Stirling?’ I ask. We’re clambering over rocks towards Seal Point. ‘I always thought he’d end up here.’


‘The flat was cheap,’ she shrugs, making a leap between two stacks that I have no courage for. ‘It’s above a Chinese take-away,’ she says.


I have climbed down and have to shout to reach her. ‘Has he cleaned up the house yet?’


‘How would I know?’


‘They’ll never sell it if it’s as bad as you say.’


I catch her up only in time to see a dozen or so seals slide from the rocks and flump into the water. ‘Look at them!’ I say, and for a while the sea is bobbing with their heads until, almost simultaneously, they disappear and there are none.


‘There’s a military thing called SEAL training,’ I tell her. ‘I read about it. They’re like the SAS – the Navy version. They train recruits by tying up their ankles and wrists and throwing them into a swimming pool. The trick is not to struggle. Remember that. Though all your instincts are to fight, if you let yourself sink, the air in your lungs will naturally lift you back up again. That’s the theory.’


The surface of the water where the seals have disappeared is choppy with interference. She has her back to me, and I can’t tell if she’s listening.


‘Perhaps these are the ones that got away,’ I say. ‘What d’you think?’


She doesn’t turn around. ‘Is that going in your book?’ she says. I recognize the pressure in her voice. She sets off, climbing up, performing a tightrope along the rocks.


I let her go, take my time following her back. When I reach the bothy, there’s no sign of her. I come out again thinking to collect wood for the stove, dipping down to the copse beyond the stream. It’s not a serious expedition: the pickings are poor, mostly too damp and rotten to bother with.


‘Mum!’ The shouting comes from above and is urgent. ‘Mum, where are you?’


‘What?’ I shout in the direction of the voice.


‘Mum!’ as if I’ve been lost, and she is lost too.


‘I’m here,’ I shout. She’s zigzagging down the hill.


When we meet, she says, angrily, ‘I don’t want you to be angry.’


‘I’m not angry,’ I say.


‘Where did you go, then?’


‘Nowhere.’


Her face is set. ‘You need to remember when you talk about him that you’re talking about my dad.’


There is no give in her. ‘I know, I’m sorry,’ I say.


‘I don’t think you realize how ill he is,’ she says. ‘When he moves, he shakes.’ She glares at the skinny stick in my hand. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Collecting wood.’


‘I’m going to the beach,’ she says, and though she doesn’t wait for me, it’s understood that I will follow. She stops for a moment at the top of the hill. ‘Your book,’ she says, as if she’s thought about it long and hard. ‘It’s a way of carrying on being obsessed. I don’t think you realize that.’ There’s a hopping energy in her as she takes up the path again, down the rocky bed of the old stream. I am more careful going down, far less adept than she is. On the beach, there’s no one else. She stands holding her elbows, waiting, and what she has to say comes out in a stream:


‘You’re never going to understand him. You can’t presume to understand him.’ She scuffs at the sand, then flicks her eyes straight at me. ‘You’ve got to be more self-aware. You can’t use a book to get back at people. You’re not a victim. It isn’t about him, it’s about you.’


The sand is pale gold. The sea is blue, the waves feathery. Across the way are the islands, Rum, Eigg, Muck. Do they wonder at the child sprung from my rib? Listen to her. She is your voice, yelling in the whale, except she is not inside you any more, she has broken loose.









Part One


Iced Ink









2. Iced Ink


Devon, Autumn Term, 2017


It’s getting worse not better. There’s a mustiness to the room that I imagine is endemic to institutional buildings: books, rotting plants, fear. I’ve never been able to untangle the cords of the blinds, the slats hitched up to one side like a skirt tucked into knickers. Two years’ worth of unfiled papers, plastic bottles, books, the latest iteration of university finance procedures. Every morning I head straight for the window, brace myself against the stiff aluminium frame and prise it open, heave until the window is wide enough, should the need arise – who knows? – to throw myself out.


Later, I’m in a seminar room where, not for the first time, the audio equipment isn’t working. ‘One of you must be good at IT?’ I ask. Under the tables they’ve begun to consult their phones. I poke at the array of buttons, my heart in the roof of my mouth. I know the drill: the evaluation they will fill in is called MACE.


On a scale of one to five: how well was your tutor prepared?


How enthusiastic was your tutor?


This is how it goes.


After class I return like a piece of elastic to my office. Though the room is a mess, I spot at once that something’s amiss, a piece of paper tucked between the rows of computer keys and written in capital letters:


UR ROOM SMEELS OF SIC
CLEAN OUT UR MUG


(Say it, Deborah Gorman says because we have only just moved to London and have yet to be bought the correct school uniform. I’m wearing purple knee-length socks.


Iced Ink, I say.


Say it again, she says; say it faster:


Iced ink, Iced ink Iced ink, Iced ink. Iced ink. Iced ink. I stink. I stink.)


I spot the mugs on top of the filing cabinet: the lumpen pottery one is empty, but the other wobbles with a caramel-coloured blancmange. I dart out into the corridor with it, but in my haste do the thing I absolutely can’t afford to do. I trip, the contents fly. There’s nothing around to soak up the mess, a pancake crust, half-flipped. In a panic I rush down the corridor to the Ladies, yank a wad of loo roll from the dispenser and return, drop to my knees. Immediately the paper begins to disintegrate; my teeth on edge, I pick at the little worms of tissue where they’ve become stuck.


When I was six or seven (six and seven) I used to pick my nose and wipe it on the wall – there! – the shame of being exposed was so unbearable that the telling of that tale was held over me for years. My mattress was on the floor, flush to the wall, and all along the skirting in neat vertical lines were the three-dimensional forms arranged like trophies – fox, stag, moose. Pick-a-nose! Although I’d been caught and publicly shamed, although I’d been warned repeatedly, I couldn’t stop. It was compulsive, a wonder at something produced out of myself; the thrill of prospecting, gold or oil, as if my body were a mine.


But one morning I woke and there was something horribly wrong: an acrid stench like tarmac, so pervasive that I thought the smell must be coming from inside me, something rotten, some long overdue punishment. It was dark and I reached for the lamp-switch, the lamp that was new and mine, its two white halves slotting together over the bulb to form a moonlike whole. The switch wasn’t working. I fumbled out of bed towards the bunks where the babies slept. I wondered if the stench could be them, though it was far stronger than the smell of pee. Only when I pulled aside the curtains and turned around did I see that something terrible had happened. The lamp, which had been so perfect, had been grotesquely altered, a palsy down one side of melted plastic that exposed the ugly grey bulb in a kind of curse – a pox on your house.


‘Gosh,’ a voice says, affably. Anthony is clean-cut, wears a mauve jumper. He stands by the swing door and sniffs the air. ‘It stinks of drains out here.’


I freeze. ‘Does it?’ I say.


‘It really does smell as if someone has vomited,’ he says, pronouncing the word with relish.


I am fifty-two, middle-aged by any definition, and these days sleep fitfully, in and out of recurring dreams: a huge public building, a museum or a concert house, with corridors and wide staircases. I need to pee. I’m directed far away from where eventually I’ll need to be, not sure if I’ll ever remember my way back; take a staircase that winds down and down until I reach a dank basement, L-shaped, the tinkling noise of water dripping from tiles. There’s a row of ceramic toilet bowls. I walk the length of the floor, which is slick with water, and around the corner to try and find a cubicle: there are none. In some bowls the foul liquid threatens to overspill, others are blocked with wads of loo roll. I select the emptiest-looking, though there is piss all around the seat. And now because, thank goodness, I find that I’m alone, and because there may not be another opportunity for a while, I decide, fatally, to shit. It takes no effort, everything I’ve hoovered up into my body, out it comes in an earthy homogeneous mass, which, at first, I admit, is a huge relief. It’s only when I get up and discover that the bowl isn’t connected in any way to the sewer that I realize my mistake. It’s a trap. Who else performs such degraded acts?


The next morning I’m on the campus by quarter to seven. I have yellow gloves and anti-bacterial spray. The smell is like dead rat, and because it hovers at my door, I am entirely implicated. On my knees I pump the spray, little bubbles fizzing into the carpet. With a green kitchen scourer I scrub, sneeze. At which point the door from the landing swings open: Anthony.


‘Hello?’ he says and performs a double-take. ‘What are you up to?’


My face distorts. Anthony sets his hand on his chest and throws back his head. For a moment I’m out of my mind to be discovered. But then I hear laughter, unbridled, friendly, and recognize, in my comedy gloves, how bad I’ve let things get.


A week later, the smell is no more than a haunting: it might be ascribed to the sea-weedy ozone of the photocopier, the fustiness of the unventilated corridor. But in the spirit of truth and reconciliation, I decide to hunt out the cleaner. He’s a small, wiry man of indeterminate age, and I find him in his grey overalls with a packet of crisps, sitting under the back stairs where he takes his breaks. I prostrate myself. ‘I am so sorry,’ I say. ‘I can’t believe how bad it was.’


‘It is bad,’ he says, refusing to acknowledge that it is over.


‘I know. I’m sorry.’


‘Very bad. It makes me sick,’ he says, taking another handful of crisps and turning them over elaborately in his mouth as if they are pieces of glass.


When Ardu rings on my mobile, his name comes up. I wonder sometimes whether he has a nose for my low ebbs.


‘I can’t get hold of Shirin,’ he says.


‘She’s gone back to college.’


‘What’s she doing this term?’


‘Tragedy.’


‘Tragedy?’ He glosses every word with irony. ‘Okay,’ he says, though I can tell by the pop of his fag that he isn’t finished.


‘You know your Shakespeare?’ he asks, which can only be a prelude to showing that I don’t.


‘Not especially,’ I say to head him off.


He huffs. ‘And they let you teach?’


‘I don’t teach literature.’


‘What do you teach, then?’


‘Not formally.’


‘What do they call it?’


If I say the words creative writing, he’ll choke. ‘I’m at work. Is it important?’


‘How’s the Professor?’


‘I told you, he moved, he got another job.’


‘Did you? Are you sad?’ he mocks. Rarely does a conversation go by but that he’ll tell me he’s heard the Professor on some late-night art review. He takes another puff. ‘Maieutic is a good word,’ he says. ‘You should look it up.’


‘I know what it means.’


‘What?’


‘It’s to do with being a midwife,’ I say. ‘A way of teaching. From Socrates.’


He hums a surprise, forgetting that it was he who introduced me to the word in the first place. I don’t discourage him. He’s five hundred miles away and yet he is right here, in my ear – deeper – in a corner of my head, sitting like a guard who, after a little nap, has woken up.


‘It baffles me that anyone would employ you as a teacher,’ he says.


‘You’ve said that already.’


‘You don’t know anything; you’ve read nothing.’


‘Have you been drinking?’


‘What business is it of yours? Anyway,’ he says, ‘where were we? Shakespeare: people are stupid: they say that if Shakespeare were around today, he’d be writing for Netflix. But I say,’ he draws on his fag again, ‘I say, he’d be writing computer games. What do you think?’


He reminds me of the Professor is what I think, and, so unusual is it for Ardu to express admiration for anyone I might have a connection with, I am sensible enough not to have told him the whole story.


‘Quiz the wallpaper,’ the Professor used to exhort us, when, late in the day, I’d returned as a student to the university. ‘Never write in the first person, never write in the present tense.’ How right he was, is what, immediately, I thought. He’d sit in the Senior Common Room, Bunter-ish, with a bag of sweets. ‘I never want to read again about girls getting their periods!’


Only a rare type of man could pull off such an act, a man of discernment, expert in literature, in music and in art, is what I thought. And my fortune was that I knew how to please such men, had been hard-wired for it, the Professor’s chuckle reminding me of the pleasure of being on my toes, a testing in allegiance and taste that, at one time or other, had seemed the only way to be alive.
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I haven’t got all their names yet and the animal exercise gives me a second go at trying to work them out. I ask them to think what sort of animal they’d choose to be, and, if it’s different (it may well be different, I say), what sort of animal they think others might see them as.


‘I’ll start,’ I say, and of course it’s a cheat, something I’ve prepared earlier. I give the impression that I’m thinking hard. ‘Ant-eater,’ I say. They look askance. ‘This is how you’ll see me,’ I say, ‘thinking how pernickety I am. But,’ I gaze at the big aluminium windows, ‘what I see myself as: a hare.’ I give them a second, open to laughter, aware of how I must appear to them, in the same bracket as their mothers. But no one bats an eye.


‘I can clear a field at a hundred miles an hour,’ I say. ‘I box, I sing to the moon, I tremble.’ This last I slip in slyly as a concession to truth: if I make myself vulnerable, I reason, so might they.


As we go around the room, I write the animals down next to their names on the register: a girl who sees herself as a puppy, whom her friends, too, see as a puppy: she is enthusiastic and she is bubbly; there’s a cat/rabbit, a lion/puppy, a golden retriever/kitten. Next time I resolve to rule out puppies and kittens. It’s easy to lose heart. When I reach the girl in the white sweatshirt, we stall. I am gentle with her because I think she may be one of the particularly anxious ones I’m obliged to look out for. ‘We can come back to you,’ I say.


‘It’s childish,’ she says, and her gaze is direct.


‘What’s wrong with being childish?’ I ask. She fixes me and in that moment I am gone, a trigger of heat that sweeps up from my thighs to my scalp, fiery and slippery as a salamander.


The boy next to her has dyed black hair which falls over his pale face. He has been doodling intently but stops, raises his chin.


‘Adam?’ I ask, steeling myself.


‘A raven,’ he mumbles. ‘I like black.’


‘Great,’ I squawk. The girl in the sweatshirt makes a face at someone across the table, shifts perceptibly in her seat.


‘And what creature would you like to be?’ I ask.


He doesn’t have to think. ‘A kingfisher,’ he says. He uses the biro as a crutch. ‘I saw one at my nan’s.’ He shrugs, turns pink. ‘That’s all.’


‘Brilliant,’ I say, and look around, the heat dissipating.


I hand out a poem by Ted Hughes, ‘Wodwo’. ‘What am I?’ the poem asks. I get them each to read a line of the poem, which they do, haltingly, stumbling on the unusual syntax and repetitions, and in the breather I’ve allowed myself a thought comes to my rescue:


‘By the way,’ I say when they’ve finished reading. ‘Ted Hughes wrote wonderful letters. There’s one to his son, Nicholas. About the importance, the necessity even, of being childish.’ I have their attention, a washing line of faces. ‘He talks about the creature that’s in all of us that peers through the slits of armour we create as adults. It’s the only real thing about us, he says.’ Should they be writing this down? I see them thinking. ‘Part of what I hope this class is about,’ I say, ‘is unlearning everything you’ve been taught, dis-arming yourselves.’


They shift like shale, the threat of un-learning, too much at this stage to take on.


The office doors along my corridor contain panels of frosted glass. I shut mine behind me, lean against the bordello-like curtain of flowers I’ve put up so that no one can see if I’m there or not. In the top drawer of my desk there are paracetamol, and I take the last two from the packet, swallow them down with what’s left of a glass of water. I’ve learned to identify the pain, which approaches and amplifies very gradually, from a long way off, a small orb with a built-in homing device. I can’t work out if it’s triggered by anything in particular, but over the last twelve months the episodes have become more frequent. Sometimes, sifting through the stories that pile my desk, I imagine that what these students need is an injection of pain, an electric shock, anything to break the circuit. I have to correct myself: there is pain, there must be; there is, of course, experience of sorts – if we’ve lived a childhood, Flannery O’Connor says, we’ve enough experience to last a lifetime – but how to recognize it, how to gain access?


The best drawings are by four-year-olds who haven’t yet learned to be afraid of getting paint over their nice clean clothes. Somewhere in this so-called education, the fear enters in, as if from henceforth we must learn to disguise the unpalatable truth about ourselves. Everything must be mediated, a kind of police state where words, too, are neutered and deprived of agency. So that the stories can’t be real, they’re not allowed to be alive.


At our last department meeting we were asked what could be done about student anxiety, of which, apparently, there’s an epidemic: what we might do about it. I’d raised my hand rashly at the back of the lecture theatre: ‘But what if we have it, too?’


The monitor in front of me has gone to sleep, but safe to assume that the camera eye in the forehead of the computer is never inactive. I give nothing away. Behind a layer of microscopic dust lies the murky sludge of an ocean floor, where it’s difficult but not impossible to make out a figure bound and gagged in her revolving chair. (Cromarty, Forth, Tyne, Dogger.)
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Black was my favourite colour, too. When we lived in Newcastle, I was going to be a nun. I’d seen nuns out in pairs gliding along the street by the railway line where we lived, utterly self-contained, as if wherever they were going, they’d already arrived. In assembly Miss Trotter, who had a thick helmet of honey-coloured hair, got us to sing from The Sound of Music. Raindrops on roses, a kind of spell. Bright copper kettles: rewards for enduring, for being good. It was the same good that was in stories, in Cinderella, Cap O’Rushes, The Little Princess, the good that might drive you to run away, because, by definition, it wasn’t a kind that could be valued at home. God recognized it, and that was a comfort, God who I came to see as the secret speaking voice of books. But I was so good, I began to worry that he’d end up choosing me for the next virgin birth. How would I get out of that?


‘Bourgie’ was our father’s word, and all things bourgie we were primed to despise: Abba, new furniture, cleanliness, lounge, settee, perms, hot pants, dancing, God, sport of any kind, Renoir (the painter), The Sound of Music (all musicals), public schools, ITV, the Southern counties. We were trained to covet battered things, like Persian rugs, horsehair sofas, dry-stone walls; had a Geiger counter for aesthetics, sensitive to within a hair’s breadth for what he liked and what he didn’t.


Anne and Wendy lived next door to us. Our father called them ‘the bourgie kids’. But it didn’t stop us taking turns to ride their bikes or going back to their house to stuff plastic skittles up our jumpers like the nurses in Carry On. When she caught us, their mother brought us home, standing on the path beside the dusty hydrangeas to explain what we’d done wrong, cradling her beautiful bourgie hands. (‘I beg your pardon, I never promised you a rose garden,’ is what we heard from next door, the song their dad sang (so ours said) when he hit their mother with a frying pan.)


Granny’s was the epitome of bourgie, though we went there often in the school holidays; Granny Georgie with her beds of perfect pink and yellow roses, her hostess trolley, her tubs of raspberry ripple ice cream. At Granny’s we had clean clothes and bath-time every night; we had trips to the boating lake and expeditions in the Dormobile to the seaside. It mattered to her that we loved her. She gave us individual packs of Coco Pops and Frosties for breakfast. ‘Which Granny do you like the best?’ she’d ask, an easy enough question to answer.


Sometimes we were left so long that when they arrived to fetch us home, it was as if we had been brainwashed: we didn’t want to go, we said, clinging to the bannisters, crying, all that careful anti-bourgeois training undone.


We moved to London when I was nine. In my non-uniform purple socks I was introduced to the whole class. I warmed to Mr Richards because he had a beard, and because he said I reminded him of the girl in Carrie’s War, which is exactly how I saw myself. He sat me next to Deborah Gorman, whose job, he said, was to look after me, Deborah, who smiled and kicked my shins under the table, daring me to tell and die: Jane Feaver, a Newcastle Geezer, caught her nose in a lemon squeezer.
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This student comes in to see me: she’s skinny, with lank dark hair, hooded eyes and a bad cold. She sniffs. She is buried in an oversized black coat made from curly woollen fur – an ape suit almost – and she doesn’t take it off. She sits in the farther away of the two chairs, and I suggest she moves nearer. She produces a piece of paper from her bag and at the same time, from within, her phone rings. I take the paper from her as she deals with the phone. There are two or three typed paragraphs.


‘It’s the child’s-eye exercise, is it?’ I ask, buying myself time. My bedroom has always been my safe place, I read. Two goldfish are introduced. They reside in a luxurious black bucket. ‘Reside? Luxurious?’ I ask. ‘How old is the child?’ The girl shrugs as if, surely, it’s up to me to tell her. ‘Think about it,’ I say.


We read on. In my youthful ignorance I named them Target and Zero.


‘I like the names,’ I say, trying to sound encouraging, ‘but do you need to tell us she is ignorant or youthful?’ My heart is sinking because we haven’t got very far, and I can feel her turning to stone in front of me.


They are the saddest goldfish in the world, the story goes. Then Target dies.


‘Why are they sad?’ I ask. ‘And how does she know which fish is which? How does she tell them apart?’


A mother appears in the next paragraph, making dinner. In another room, a younger sister is playing on her computer.


I want to ask what the point of the story is because What is the point? is a question I ask of myself again and again.


(‘You should write about it,’ Ardu has said, because what else do I have to write about?


‘Why would I want to do that?’, the ground shifting under my feet, sensing the pulse of his satisfaction: my resistance, enough of a reaction for him to know he has me still, can feel the tug, his end of the line.)


The girl is waiting, her chin set.


‘I wonder whether there is something missing?’ I venture. I’m not sure how far I can push her. ‘Or someone missing maybe?’


The girl is flint. ‘My father died two years ago,’ she says matter-of-fact. She is quite still, Estella-like, with her paper-pale skin, the pink end of her nose.


For a moment in that room we have fallen through the ice and our limbs are incoherent and flailing. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I say, drawing back into my chair. ‘Maybe,’ I say, tentatively, ‘that’s what’s at the back of the story. It might be too difficult to write,’ I say, putting it as a question. ‘You’d only need a hint, but it would put a different slant on everything.’


She takes another sniff and folds her story into her bag. She gives a tight smile. I feel a surge of validation. This is what writing is about, I want to tell her, it is difficult and hard, and you just have to keep going until that moment when you prod and feel yourself come up against something real, something live.









3. Dut


We had it from our father: vanity was the deadliest of sins, the first thing we were taught, the three oldest of us, who were girls. There was no make-up for us, no shaved legs or armpits, no contact lenses, no plucked eyebrows. To be caught looking in a mirror would warrant instant exposure, trained as we were to police and inform on one another. There was one bathroom at the top of the house in Brixton, and you weren’t allowed to lock the door. ‘What are you doing in there?’ A violent rattling. At so much as a glimpse in a mirror, or the reflection from a shop window, ‘Vain cow!’, as if by paying attention to yourself you had the nerve to imagine you could be anything other than the ugly sister.


I know precisely the moment when vanity stole in. I was fifteen and, over the space of one weekend, the small gang of girls at school to which I was attached had turned themselves into mods, each arriving into our form room on Monday morning with a sleekly cut bob.


Mum had always cut my hair, which was long and frizzy and which latterly I wore in two plaits fixed to the top of my head. I was sick of being the odd one out, four-eyes, fleabag, and, without telling anyone, set off with my birthday money for Pratt’s in Streatham, where, on the top floor, sectioned off from rails of lingerie, there was a hairdresser.


The girl behind the desk appeared to be waiting for me: she scooped me up and sat me down across from the old lady asleep under a helmet. Here was a punitive expanse of mirror. Tina was her name, set in a gold chain that swung forwards as she leaned in towards me. She had flicks from her temples, a wedge of hair at her nape, and my heart sank: a full-blown soul girl. A style like hers? she suggested, lifting the ends of my hair dispassionately. ‘Bob,’ is what I’d primed myself to say, but couldn’t bring myself to do anything but agree. When she’d finished cutting, she got out the rubber brush, spiked like a weapon, and pulled and ground, the engine of the blow-dryer. She took up one of the golden spray-cans and set the flat of her hand against my eyes, sprayed in loops as if she were killing flies.
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