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About the book



In the garden, there were three flamingos. Not real flamingos, but real emblems, real gateways to a time when life was impossibly good. They were mascots, symbols of hope. Something for a boy to confide in.


First, there were the flamingos. And then there were two families. Sherry and Leslie and their daughters, Rae and Pauline - and Eve and her son Daniel.


Sherry loves her husband, Leslie. She also loves Eve. It couldn’t have been a happier summer. But then Eve left and everything went grey. Now Daniel is all grown-up and broken. And when he turns up at Sherry’s door, it’s almost as if they’ve all come home again. But there’s still one missing. Where is Eve? And what, exactly, is her story?


FLAMINGO is a novel about the power of love, welcome and acceptance. It’s a celebration of kindness, of tenderness. Set in 2018 and the 80s, it’s a song for the broken-hearted and the big-hearted, and is, ultimately, a novel grown from gratitude, and a book full of wild hope.
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liminal, not criminal







DANIEL | SOMERSET, ENGLAND | MAY 2018



He is cross-legged on the floor of the public library, deep in cookery, holding a book of old recipes, gripping it tight, his tears tapping out the code of how lost he is on its sun-bleached cover.


He is soft rain.


He is a filthy shirt.


He is two nights on a bench, one night in a doorway, two nights under a tree after years and years of mattress and cotton sheet.


The book in his hands is simply called Fruit. It’s hard and heavy, a book to be used and passed down, built to last. On the front cover, there’s a still life painting: a table draped with cloth, a ceramic jug, a plate of apples and pears.


For a second, he has the sensation that he is a boy sitting in a church, holding a bible.


He has never been to church.


And his own kitchen table, his jug and plates, where are they now?


The library is quiet this morning. Silent slo-mo papery room.


There is no one close but Daniel Berry is not alone. The bodies of these books have thick spines and buttery fingerprints. A man can do worse for company than cooks and celebrity chefs, and he imagines them lined up with offerings: a pot of strong coffee, bowls of broth and noodles, bread and flapjacks straight from the oven.


He closes his eyes, and it scares him, so he opens them again.


He feels like he is outside in his pyjamas.


Sometimes the only thing to do is keep perfectly still.


He remembers being knocked off his bike last year, how he lay on the road for a long time, too scared to move, to discover what damage had been done. After a while it was sort of pleasant, looking up at the sky, watching the clouds from inside a private bubble of shock.


His stillness now, it’s something like that.


Funny what the mind does. How it leaps from chefs to flapjacks to pyjamas to falling off a bike and watching clouds, all without him moving a muscle.


Also, he is not dead. This is what he thinks next. He is not dead, but he is a body in the library.


Very Agatha Christie, Daniel.


It’s true, he thinks. He is a warm living damp body in a public library. He has dragged the wet swamp of himself in here and no one has stopped him.


As a boy, he was often in the library. His mother would come with him sometimes, but mostly she would leave him while she went off to run errands – this was the story she used to tell, a tale of bills to pay, letters to post, things to buy from the market. By the time she collected him on her way home, he would be the proud temporary owner of a pile of books, he had a way to fill the hours and the hours, a way to avoid the packs of other boys who didn’t take kindly to newcomers. He was frightened of these burly boys, fascinated by them too. The way they would sit for ages on a wall, languorous and slow and short-sleeved in the sun. They made the passing of time look easy. They made being a boy look easy.


Just when they began to notice him with friendliness instead of suspicion, even throwing him the occasional All right, Dan as he walked past, it would be time to move on again.


Will there be a library? he would say to his mum.


And Eve Berry would say yes, don’t worry, I’ve checked and there’s definitely a library.


What would she say if she could see him now? If she could smell him now?


Mainly, he smells of fear.


He reaches out to the shelves, places his hand across two spines, strokes them as if they are wood he has just finished sanding, a job well done, smooth and good and real.


This helps, just a little, he can feel it helping.


He listens to the sounds around him, tries to tune in to something other than himself.


Health and safety warning for all visitors to the library this morning: please be careful not to trip over the poor excuse of a man on the floor of the cookery section, or step in his puddle of sorrow. We hope to have this mess cleaned up as quickly as possible.


How the human mind will turn on itself. As a species we think we’re so evolved, so superior, and yet hidden inside the cave of the human mind, we’re all beating ourselves with sticks.


Tears come, again.


He is an empty stomach.


He is the urge to steal.


He is a boy’s facial tic, a twitch of the nose that should be long gone.


Excuse me, a voice says.


Daniel looks up.


There is a woman standing beside him. She crouches down, puts her hand on his shoulder.


I just want to say, she says. Whatever it is that’s hurting you right now, it won’t last forever.


His mouth opens, he doesn’t speak.


Trust me, she says.


And the weight of her hand on his shoulder.


He will feel it through these filthy clothes.


He will feel it through pyjamas.


He will feel it through a clean T-shirt, a soft jumper.


He will feel it through all the seasons as they manifest around him, in the skies and underfoot, in blossom and birth, in hibernation and awakening, in the simple air, in snow and sunlight, in resilience and rot, in a flourish and a fading, in the many guises of an old tree, in every living thing.


Over time, the story changes.


Sometimes, in his mind, she is not a woman at all.


She is a pool of still water.


She is a rush of colour and flight.


Like a kingfisher, here then gone, that no one saw but him.






SOMERSET, ENGLAND | MAY 2018



I found him in the library, check-shirted, cross-legged.


I had gone in for a novel, something hard and fast and stark, preferably overwhelming.


I found him in the library, a crumple of salt and blue eyes.


Silver-brown stubble on olive skin, that was him.


Mousy hair, rough hands.


He was staring at a book as though it were a map, or a photo of someone he loved.


But this man was not the first thing I noticed.


It was his small companion, beside him on the dirty carpet.


A ceramic sheep.


He kept looking at this ornament, as if it was speaking in a small sheepish voice, as if they were having an important conversation.






RAE | NORFOLK, ENGLAND | APRIL 2018



Unlike this time last year, no one has started a fire in the back garden using shoe protector spray, a lighter and someone else’s coat. There has been no physical violence. No one has deliberately thrown the past in someone else’s face, as far as Rae can tell. A successful party by this family’s standards.


And now a bell is ringing. An old brass bell, once owned by a town crier. The bell their mother likes to brandish when she wants to demand attention.


We’ve all been summoned to the lounge, a voice says.


Tell me it’s not what I think it is, another voice says.


I’m afraid so. Hope you remembered your earplugs.


As a gift for her husband on his eightieth birthday, Sherry is about to serenade him with her special a cappella version of ‘I Want to Know What Love Is’ by Foreigner.


Please no, not again, Leslie wants to say. Must you sing this every year on my birthday? It’s not special, it’s painful. I had more fun when I went for the snip, if you can remember that long ago – yes, that’s right, that is what I’m saying. Going into hospital to have the tubes that carried my sperm cut and heat-sealed, that was more enjoyable than standing in front of our entire family, their partners and ex-lovers and all the other randoms you like to invite, and trying to work out what to do with my face. They’re looking at me, you’re looking at me, everyone’s looking at me – it’s excruciating. You know I’m a quiet man, Sherry, I’ve always been more reserved than you. The perfect gift for my eightieth birthday? That would be you not singing ‘I Want to Know What Love Is’ by Foreigner.


Please, not again, Rae wants to say. Honestly Mum, I don’t know how to say this, but your rendition, your highly unique cover version, well basically it haunts me, it floods my mind at the very worst moments, like when I’m trying to sleep, like when I’m working, and sometimes honest to God I even hear it during sex, not that there’s been much of that lately. You have to stop singing it, Mum. You have to make it stop.


But who would be so selfish as to silence a caged bird, whose song is her only freedom? A woman who feels like a caged bird, that’s what she often says to her husband.


Let me out let me out let me out, she shouts.


Darling, you know where the front door is, Leslie says.


I just need to vocalise my sense of entrapment. That’s enough for me. It’s a release in itself, she says.


No one’s trapping you, my dear, he says. You’re free to leave whenever you like.


Life’s not that black and white, Sherry says. Emotions are not that simple.


For me they are, he says.


Well maybe that’s what traps me, she says.


What? he says.


Your simplicity, she says.


Leslie smiles and looks back at his sudoku. He is a patient man with a nervous twitch in his left elbow, which juts out when he is feeling stressed. Once, after queueing in a post office for forty-five minutes, he elbowed a teenager in the head and was accused of assault.


*


The Marsh family and their guests are perched on the sofa in the cosy – i.e. small, cramped, suffocatingly cluttered – living room of 4 Abigail Gardens. They are squeezed into armchairs. They are sitting on the floor, waiting.


It’s fine, Rae tells herself. This get-together is almost over. Not long now until she can grab her trainers, jump on a bus and forget these people exist until the next unsolicited reminder.


Who invited the postwoman? her sister says.


The answer is engulfed by a power ballad.


Sherry makes a theatrical, what some might call experimental start, part song, part spoken word. If you have ever heard an a cappella version of ‘I Want to Know What Love Is’, you will understand how curiously arresting it is: a release of heightened emotion, an act of oversharing, teeming with eerie pauses.


Now she loosens up, finds her groove, gets into it.


She sings about heartache, if singing is the right word, which it isn’t.


Rae turns to look at the stranger beside her, who seems to be crying. This makes her laugh, not because she is cruel or insensitive, but because she is, in this moment, traumatised.


She pulls a neatly folded square of tissue from her cardigan pocket and offers it to him.


His name is Rufus. She has no idea if this is his real name, presumes it isn’t, but who knows.


Rufus mouths thank you while nodding slowly and unfolding the tissue as if it were a secret note. He is a picture of earnestness, but not the kind Rae likes in a person, the serious-minded studious kind. His earnestness is mawkish and disorientating. It makes her feel travel-sick.


And now the best/worst bit, depending on how easy you find it to witness desperation:


With outstretched arms and a glossy grin, her mother begins to flap her hands up and down. She resembles a pop star, inviting a huge crowd to get up and sing along. But she is not a pop star. She is sixty-five-year-old Sherry Marsh in her faithful trouser suit and silk blouse, standing on a purple rug in front of a gas fire, its fake briquettes spilling onto the floor, most of them half chewed during puppyhood by a neighbour’s golden retriever. Inside her jacket, the sleeve of her blouse is still torn from when she snagged it on a holly bush after too many ginger wines in the Dog and Duck.


As usual, no one moves. This is how it always goes.


Until it doesn’t. Thanks to Rufus, who jumps to his feet and starts singing.


Sherry is illuminated. She is emboldened. She is happiness personified. Once a year since 1988 she has invited her family and friends to get up and join her in song. In this song. And no one ever has.


There are many ways to describe this, depending on your outlook on life, depending on whether your glass is half full or half empty.


1. Foolishly persistent.


2. Wonderfully persistent.


3. A moving display of love and optimism.


4. A cry for help.


And now Rufus is right beside her, looking into her eyes.


She picks up her brass bell, shakes it about, carries on singing.


Sometimes, a moment of joy is so surprising, so overwhelming, that if a bell is close to hand why the hell wouldn’t we ring it.


The word cacophony does not suffice. The word discordant does not suffice. There is no word for how Sherry’s notes don’t even come close to those sung by Foreigner, for how this surge of joy has inserted a brutishness into her voice that is frankly quite scary – and this, mixed with the sound of the old bell, mixed with Rufus’s overzealous baritone …


Rae remembers the huge headphones she used to wear as a child, often for hours on end to keep everyone at bay, plugged into the empty pocket of her corduroy trousers. She had loved those headphones, and those cords for that matter – they were gold, with a square patch sewn onto the left knee by Eve Berry, her mother’s friend, who had attempted to capture the likeness of Wonder Woman in embroidery. And yes, fair enough, this superhero emblazoned on jumbo cord could in fact have been any woman with long brown hair, but to Eve and Rae she was Wonder Woman and this was all that mattered.


Embroidery is an underrated art form, Rae thinks. Because she is highly skilled at psychological off-roading, at heading off down any available track; how else to distract herself from moments like this? So much better than having to experience the odious assortment of emotions aroused by her mother: disgust, fear, pity and contempt, all rolled up in the shabbiest kind of love, and that’s just for starters.


Rae glances at the curious duo, who seem to have deviated from the original song, their heads thrown back in untuneful anarchy.


She looks away, decides to focus on the painting hanging on the wall, one of the few objects in this house that she actually likes. It’s a painting of a blue kitchen, a bright window, a long table. On this table there is fresh bread, butter, cheese and fruit. There’s a jug of water and a bottle of something Spanish, sweet, profoundly alcoholic, this is how Rae has always seen it. It’s a still life, but to her it’s anything but still. As a girl she would lie for hours on the sofa, staring at this painting, imagining all kinds of different people entering its kitchen, lighting candles and gathering around its table. These people would eat and drink until the early hours. They would talk about all the best parts of being human, like cinema, sea and forests. They would lean in close, fall in love.


Now she notices Pauline looking in her direction. Is that hatred on her face? Oh come on. How was she to know that Rufus would supply backing vocals? That he would egg their mother on, inflate her?


Her sister is mouthing something now.


What? she mouths back.


WHAT THE FUCK? Pauline shouts.


Rae vows to make an official complaint to Stranger of Mine, otherwise known as SOM, through which she hired Rufus. She hadn’t asked for an extroverted singer who would make himself as visible as possible. She had specifically requested a soft furnishing. I’m looking for a male this time, someone to attend a family function with me across an afternoon and evening, she wrote. I need him to serve as a kind of cushion. You know how soft furnishings absorb sound in a room? Well I would like him to absorb the audible impact of my family, to limit their reverb, so to speak. This is the brief, I hope it makes sense. I look forward to hearing from you. Kind regards, Rae Marsh. PS The improvements you have made to your app are excellent, well done.


It brought her pleasure and a rare sense of importance to type the word brief, to feel that she was giving someone instructions. It also gave her a secret to keep from her family, something else to put between them, which made her more distant, safely out of reach.


Rae is addicted to the Stranger of Mine app. She can’t resist hiring a Stranger to sit with her in the cinema, walk with her through an arboretum. What appeals to her most is the lack of pressure. She doesn’t have to make an effort, be a good conversationalist, wonder if they might want anything more – and if not, why not. But even better than this, there is no boomerang effect, which is Rae’s term for what it feels like to get to know a new person. You reveal something about yourself, while believing that this revelation belongs to that moment in time, to that particular conversation, and then BAM – the next time you meet there it is again, coming back at you, hitting you in the face when your new friend refers to it all of a sudden. Getting to know a person – the continuity, the unpredictability – is alarming, to say the least. And with SOM there’s no continuity. No boomerang. The person Rae arranges to meet is simply another body beside her as she goes about her business, to be sent on their way when she says so, never to be seen again.


I think you can go now, Rae says to Rufus in the hallway.


He looks at his watch. Really? But I was just popping to the loo. I don’t have to go yet.


Don’t worry, I’ll still pay for the whole time. Actually, I’ve already paid online, so –


Honestly, I’m happy to stay.


Just go, she says.


But why? Have I disappointed you?


She considers saying yes, you’re as mad as my entire family, I don’t know why I bothered. In fact, I want my money back.


You’ve been fine, she says. But please leave.


Are you aware that you haven’t smiled once since we arrived? he says.


Excuse me?


I don’t care if you give me a bad review. Some people need a mirror holding up to them. You have a really interesting family and you’re a miserable sod. I wish my family would sing.


What the hell do you know about my family? You think coming to one party tells you anything?


Lovers’ tiff? Pauline says, squeezing past on her way to the kitchen for another Bacardi and Coke.


He is not my lover, Rae says.


Too right I’m not your lover, Rufus says. No wonder you have to hire a friend.


What happens next is something that will haunt Rae for years, despite her attempts to block it out. Again and again she has witnessed the members of her extended family losing their tempers, slamming doors, arm-wrestling to win an argument, everyone apart from her father always hurling their weight around, making a racket. Throughout all of this, she has considered herself to be quite unlike them. A black sheep in a separate field, dignified and intelligent, chewing on better grass. A light drinker, in control of her emotions. Certainly not boorish or violent. Certainly not someone who would raise her hand to a stranger in her parents’ hallway, slap him across the face –


They both stumble backwards in shock.


Oh my God, Rufus says, his hand pressed against his left cheek.


Fuck, Rae says. I’m so sorry. I’ve never hit anyone before, I don’t know what happened. It was the weirdest reflex. I am so sorry.


Now Rufus is crying, muttering something about hating his fucking job, wishing he’d stayed at Sainsbury’s, why must everything turn to shit.


Rae is an open mouth, a buttoned-up cardigan, a cracked mirror.


Rufus was full of song and now he is distraught.


How life changes in an instant.


You’re not supposed to judge me, she says.


What?


You’re supposed to be neutral and impervious.


Impervious?


Yes. It means –


I know what it means.


You insulted me.


Does that justify violence?


It was hardly violence.


If I were a woman and you were a man, would you call it violence then?


Rae grimaces. Because he’s right. Do you need a hug? she says.


A hug?


She nods.


No I do not need a hug, he says, moving forward just the same, sobbing into her shoulder.


Sherry emerges from the lounge and spots her daughter embracing a man. What a sight! Like morning sunshine through her ill-fitting curtains. Like discovering a rare antique being sold unwittingly for 50p at a car boot sale. She rushes towards them, throws her arms around Rufus.


And then there are three.


Group hug, Sherry says.


Jesus Christ, Rufus says, spinning around.


Oh, are you crying, dear? Sherry says. Why are you crying? What has my daughter done to you?


I’m afraid she just hit me.


Rae?


That’s right.


Our Rae?


She slapped me in the face.


Well what are you crying about that for? What kind of man are you? For goodness’ sake, I’d like to slap you myself. You arouse passion in a woman who’s usually as bland as a Rich Tea biscuit and just stand there crying?


He does not arouse my passion, Rae says.


Oh shut up, Sherry says.


Don’t tell me to shut up.


Your generation, you’re always crying. Do you see me crying? Don’t you think I’d like to be bawling my eyes out?


Silence.


Rae and Rufus look at each other.


I actually really like Rich Tea biscuits, Rufus says.


Thank you, Rae says. Then she pauses, glances sideways at the wall, at the lilac flock wallpaper coming undone. Why did she just thank him? You’re doing it again, Rae. Being submissive. You are not a fucking Rich Tea biscuit!


She calls a taxi, and on the way into town, Rufus makes them stop at McDonald’s so she can buy him a Happy Meal to apologise. She has never said sorry with junk food before. The taxi drops him five streets away from his house because he wants to safeguard his privacy, says he doesn’t want her turning up in the middle of the night to slap him in the face again. For all he knows she might have a problem, a compulsion, she might be one of life’s slappers. She laughs at this and slips two £10 notes into the pocket of his jacket, which feels wasteful and exciting, as though her evening has been far more illicit than a family party. Consider this a tip, she says, while a wide-eyed taxi driver watches through his rear-view mirror. You won’t take this any further will you? she says. I really am terribly sorry for what happened. Well, you’ll just have to wait and see won’t you, Rufus says, enjoying the sensation of power, of knowing something she doesn’t, of having something on her. Then he and his Happy Meal are gone and she is sitting in the back seat of a taxi by herself. Nice one, love, the taxi driver says. I beg your pardon? she says. Good for you, he says, women’s lib and all that.


At home, Rae showers and changes into an old T-shirt, makes a cup of camomile tea, reads four poems aloud to calm herself down.


After tonight, she will try to forget about the slap, and about her family in general. They are simply people she knows, people she spent too much time with until she was eighteen. They have little to do with her daily life. They do not represent or define her. And it’s highly unlikely that she will ever hit another human being again – it was a blip, that’s all, an involuntary misdemeanour, entirely out of character and no doubt caused by a deficiency of some kind. She will visit the doctor and ask for a blood test, buy a good multivitamin, go back to having porridge for breakfast (she is sure she was calmer when she ate porridge). And she will buy herself the biggest pair of headphones she can find, at least as big as the ones she had when she was a girl, and wear them as much as possible.


As she tries to sleep, she thinks of those old headphones. She used to plug them into the back of the enormous stereo in the lounge and sit beside it, but mainly she plugged them into her trouser pocket. Those cords were fantastic, she thinks. Eve made such a good job of that Wonder Woman. Eve also used to make biscuits and bring them round in special cellophane wrapping, tied with ribbon. Once, she even made Rae’s mother a skirt. She was sensible and generous, quite unlike her future replacements, all the other friends and neighbours who spent time with Sherry Marsh over the years. The endless cackling, the Babycham nights, the underwear parties.


Rae pulls the duvet up over her head.


She imagines herself living on a small island, where she makes her own clothes and candles, grows her own vegetables and has a cat named Esther. The island is hard to reach, any visitors arriving by boat can be spotted from a distance. No one can arrive unannounced or uninvited.


This island is called Petula, and Rae has been going there for as long as she can remember. It’s part of her psyche, her landscape.


Who else knows about the place? No one really. Only Eve Berry in fact, the one person she told, because she was wholly trustworthy, able to keep a secret, this was something you just knew about Eve.


They were on the beach, out on one of their day trips. Ever since her mother became friends with Eve, day trips to the coast were a regular occurrence. They would get bundled into the back of Eve’s old Mini – Rae, her little sister, Pauline, and Daniel, Eve’s son. It was hot, it was a squeeze, it was the summer of 1985. Eve had bought them sweets for the journey, a paper bag full of flying saucers, lemon bonbons and giant white mice.


Now they were all in the sea, apart from Rae and Eve, who were on a blanket by themselves. Eve was good company. She was attentive, and sort of even, meaning her moods and her voice were all on one level all of the time, this was how Rae saw it. Her mother’s voice and moods were unpredictable, scattered, a frenzy of litter. She made Rae feel tense and untidy.


That afternoon on the beach, Eve was wearing a yellow bikini and a grey cardigan. The cardie looked so soft, Rae wanted to reach out and touch it.


Can I tell you something incredibly private? she said.


Of course, Eve said.


Rae moved closer, just a little. She glanced at her mother, who was bobbing about in the sea, then back at Eve. I have an island that I go to, she said.


An island, Eve said.


Uh huh.


That’s nice. Is it near here?


Oh no, it’s miles away.


I see. And is it your island?


What do you mean?


Do you own it?


I do.


It’s all yours, completely yours.


That’s right.


Sounds amazing. What’s it called, this place?


It isn’t called anything. I’ve never thought of giving it a name.


That’s okay. A thing can be nameless can’t it, Eve said.


Rae thought this over. She listened to the music coming from the tiny radio beside them. A woman was singing about downtown, how it’s a good place to go, a place that will make everything feel better.


Who sings this? she said.


Eve didn’t answer, which was unusual. She was gazing at the sea, watching Rae’s mother swim up and down while Pauline and Daniel paddled nearby, quite separately, two six-year-olds who looked like they had never even met.


Eve? Rae said.


Sorry darling, what did you say?


Who sings this song?


Petula Clark I think.


Petula Clark. That’s a nice name. Unusual.


It is isn’t it. Sounds like a type of flower.


Rae smiled. My island will be called Petula, she said. But don’t tell anyone will you, not ever, do you promise.


Eve laughed, in a friendly kind of way, a way that felt like an invitation to laugh along with her. Which Rae did. And it felt very grown up. She didn’t really know why they were laughing, except that it was something to do with the joy of music and secrets and giving things a name.


I love it, Eve said. And don’t worry, mum’s the word.


Then she looked away, asked Rae if she fancied a swim. And it was over. A perfect moment here then gone, a glimpse of adulthood, of what it might be like to be a woman like Eve. Rae was nine years old, and she was every age she would ever be, just for a second, that’s how it felt. Something like a whole life flashing through her. On a blanket on the sand, she felt completely naked.


Tonight, thirty-three years later, in her own bed in her own flat, Rae’s mind has become busy with this and that. All of which is mist over sea, obscuring Petula.


Petula being her talisman, companion, defence.


Her ladder down to sleep, her childish thing.


(If childish is a clean ocean, a lighthouse, a picnic on a rock.)


Finally, the memories clear and her breathing deepens.


She is there. Inside her wooden house on the island. Esther, her black cat, who follows her around like a faithful dog, is asleep on her lap.


Rae watches the birds from her chair by the window, and just as she too is about to fall asleep, something catches her eye. There is a framed photograph on the sideboard, Rae is sure it wasn’t here before. This house on Petula changes and shifts about, of course it does, all places do; there have been paintings, sketches, even a tapestry on the wall. But there has never been a photo. Because Rae comes here to forget other people, not to be reminded.


Such an effort sometimes, even in a daydream, to get out of a chair and walk across a room.


Before she reaches the photo, Rae knows who it is. She recognises the bikini and the cardie, the attentive tilt of the woman’s head.


And seeing Eve again, it feels like peace itself.


All night, she dreams of freedom.






DANIEL | SOMERSET, ENGLAND | MAY 2018



He is two nights on a bench, one night in a doorway, after years and years of mattress and cotton sheet.


There is a portable radio on a wall in a street in a suburb in which Daniel walks alone.


As he arrives at the solitary radio, he wonders who it belongs to and why it has been left here, switched on. Doesn’t anyone mind the noise? Funny how no one has stolen it on their way past. He thinks about taking it himself, but it will only be something else to carry. Maybe he could barter, swap it for a meal, if he were that kind of person. He pictures a man walking into a fish and chip shop with a portable radio and walking out with battered cod. He is not that man.


He lets his rucksack drop to the floor, then stands and listens.


A woman is talking about the weather. We can expect to see temperatures of up to 27 degrees in parts of England by the end of this week, she says. That’s warmer than the French Riviera, the Costa del Sol. In fact, this could well be the hottest May since records began.


The woman talks about traffic on the roads, how thousands could head for the coast.


She says something about shorts and flip-flops, how it’s time to dig them out.


Daniel pictures people everywhere, poised with spades, about to unearth their summer wardrobes from dry soil.


And don’t forget to wear sunscreen, she says.


He doesn’t have any sunscreen, nor does he plan to buy any. It’s no longer what he considers an essential item. He thinks about how people give tea and coffee, sandwiches and soup to those who have nowhere to live, but does anyone ever give them sunscreen?


Them, Daniel? says the woman on the radio. Haven’t you been sleeping in a doorway and on a bench for the past three nights?


Thanks for pointing that out, Daniel says. His nose twitches.


Well honestly, how long are you going to wander around like this? Other people are driving to the coast, Daniel. They’re restocking their fridges, buying sunscreen. I’m concerned that you don’t have a plan, that you’re not even capable of hatching a plan.


Hatching? You make it sound like an egg.


Well I suppose it sort of is, when you think about it, she says. It’s the beginning of a new life. For a plan to emerge you need to brood for a while, let it develop – you need to incubate.


What a curious DJ you are, he says.


I prefer the term radio presenter, she says.


He hears an engine, turns to look. It’s a grey van with the words ALAN DAVIS PLUMBING on the side. The van parks beside him and a man gets out.


All right mate, he says.


Hello, Daniel says.


Alan Davis grabs the radio by its handle, rolls his eyes, says he’d forget his head if it wasn’t screwed on, and this baby wasn’t cheap, it’s virtually indestructible, battery lasts for ages, break my heart if I lost it, well not break my heart exactly, but I’d be bloody upset let’s put it that way.


It has a very good sound, Daniel says. Warm and bassy.


Alan looks pleased. You’re my little workmate aren’t you? he says to the radio. Can’t believe I left it behind while loading up, I’m always doing that.


Daniel’s stomach hurts, it feels a bit like a stitch but it isn’t. And the blister on his foot is aching again. He wonders if Alan Davis has any painkillers in his van. Is that a weird question to ask a stranger? Can this plumber tell that he has been walking for four days with no destination?


Yesterday, Daniel hitched a lift. He had never hitched before, didn’t really expect a car to slow for his arm and his thumb, but it did. He travelled with a stranger to the motorway services, the ones he used to stop at when he too owned a van with his name on the side.
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These services are not the usual bland pitstop. There’s a farm shop with artisan bread and local delicacies, designer gifts, even clothes – but most importantly, a shower.


He stood for a long time in the warm water.


He bought a cup of tea and a sausage roll, and found half a ham sandwich in the bin, still in its packet, which he discreetly removed while pretending to empty out his tote bag.


As he shook crumbs from the bag, turned it inside out and back again, he stared at the ink drawing of books printed on the side, and the writing beneath it: David Hockney, A Bag Full of Books.


The sight of this bag disturbed him. It looked familiar and strange, like something he used to own when he was someone else. It was his and not his, a tote bag that he had or hadn’t bought from the Strand Bookstore in New York, during a minibreak that he had or hadn’t taken. Before last week he would push it into the pocket of his jacket, take it into town to hold his shopping. He had bought it because he loved David Hockney, especially the paintings of swimming pools, which reminded him of something he couldn’t put into words, a parallel life maybe, that’s how he had described it to Erica. A few months later, after visiting an affordable art fair, she had come home with a painting by a local artist – a man diving into an outdoor pool, a woman lazing on a sunlounger. For you, she said. I know it’s not a Hockney, but I thought we could put it on the bedroom wall so we can see it when we’re in bed.


Erica Yu, Daniel’s ex-girlfriend. Australian, beautiful, prickly. A curious blend of giggly and often humourless. Erica is no longer in the picture, and she is the whole picture, every bullish brushstroke, painting him into a corner.


As he drank his tea, Daniel felt glad that he had come to the services. For once he had made a good decision. The transience was a comfort. He felt at ease, no different to anyone else passing through. As he sat on the grassy bank, gazing at the fields, he was simply a man taking a break from a journey, a man taking his time. There was no need to panic.


Unable to even comprehend the vulgarity of your current situation? Its emotional foulness, its filth? In a time of crisis, just come to our motorway services! All yours from 6am to 10pm. Take a walk, sit by a lake, drink tea, eat a bloody good pie. Everything will be all right.


He placed a little ceramic sheep gently on the grass beside him. There you go, he said.


Thank you, the sheep said.


Later, he hitched his way back to the small city that now had nothing to offer but memories. He was like a cat, returning to its old home after its owners had moved, curling around the legs of ghosts. But Daniel isn’t as brave as a cat. He feels weak and scraggy-minded, can’t bring himself to go near the cottage, to see other people inside it, painting the walls, sprucing it up. Instead he paces through nearby suburbs, takes lifts in strangers’ cars, sleeps outdoors in the perfect ominous night with the weather and the moon, the foxes and the litter, the uncanny echoes and the cider fights.


Do not look the truth in the eye, Daniel. Do not do not do NOT.


Are you okay? a voice says.


Sorry?


Alan Davis has one foot inside his van and one foot out. Just checking you’re all right, he says.


I’m okay, Daniel says.


You waiting for someone?


Sort of. Not exactly.


Fair enough, Alan says, sensing complication that he doesn’t need.


Daniel watches the van pull away. He stands beside the wall, looks down at the space where the radio had been. Its absence hurts. Something else, gone. It had been so warm and bassy. And what strikes him now is the extreme importance of a radio, how it can be a reason to stop, a place to land, someone to hold on to; like reaching out in the dark and a voice saying I’m here, I’m just here. A portable radio is bloody miraculous, he thinks. As well as somewhere to live, every homeless person should be given a small radio, some batteries and a pair of headphones. Alongside food, water and shelter, we need a friendly voice.


Daniel listens. All he can hear now is the faint sound of traffic, a window being closed, a seagull overhead. Not a single human voice, despite the fact that he must be surrounded by people. Inside their houses they are cooking dinner, washing up, putting children to bed, watching TV, reading. They are cleaning, worrying, talking on the phone, stroking furry animals. They’re feeling ugly, feeling attractive. They are fucking, quick and slow, generous and careless. Mainly, they are staring at screens. They are trying to compose sentences. They are comparing themselves to other people. They are asking if anyone has seen their glasses.


Daniel is also quite sure that right now, at this very second, someone close by must be putting a clean cover on a duvet, plumping pillows, throwing a soft blanket across a bed.


He sits on the wall and imagines this, a sight so commonplace, unremarkable, but not to him. Whenever he changed his sheets and made his bed, he always saw it as a moment of love and good fortune. His oldest duvet cover, soft and worn, was the thing he would have saved in a fire.


Seriously? Erica said, when she asked him this question. That’s what you’d grab if the house was on fire – some old bedding?


Yes, he said.


That’s weird, she said.


Is it? he said. Just because it isn’t what you’d take?


I’d take my laptop and my old photographs, she said. Photos can’t be replaced. You can easily buy a new duvet set.


I don’t have any photos, he said. Anyway, it was the first thing I bought after all those months of sleeping in my car. I still remember exactly how I felt when I made my bed and got into it. It was quite a moment.


He turned to look at her, wanting her to ask a question, make a space for more detail, a space for him to unfold before her. What was that like? How did it feel? But Erica didn’t ask questions like that. This was something he had noticed when they first got together, how her questions were mainly about their everyday life – how his day had been, what he fancied for tea, where they might go at the weekend. Or, in a fairly sweet tone, she might ask why he had said or done something in a particular way; she was the queen of disingenuous questions. And sometimes he craved a deeper kind of interest. He wanted her to ask what he had been like as a boy, why he moved away from Wales after his A levels, why he slept in his car for almost six months. Instead, she embraced his history as if it were a series of facts, headlines, bullet points – no investigation required. If he had turned his life into a book and given it to Erica, she would have held it firmly in her small hands, run her fingers down the contents page and index, gazed lovingly at the cover, then placed it on the coffee table in a prominent position. She would carry it in her bag sometimes, as if she wanted to keep it close, or might finally read every page, but she wouldn’t open it again, and she would never speak of having carried it with her, and he would never say that he knew.


Now he pictures their bed. He wonders if anyone has bought it yet, wonders who is sleeping in it now.


He pictures the iron bed frame and the mattress – the first big items he and Erica bought together when she moved in. The mattress was made from linen, cotton, hemp and wool, among other things. It was natural, breathable, medium tension. I think you love this bed more than me, she said. I think I might love it as much as you, he said, back in 2012, Year of the Dragon, year of stupid excitement, year of day trips to Ikea.


How did Ikea always steal a whole day, even when they only went for one thing? They would eat meatballs, chips and gravy, followed by cake, while looking out at the car park. It shouldn’t have been fun, but it was. The amount we’ve eaten today is grotesque, Erica said after they had queued with an overflowing trolley, then paused for a cheap hot dog, paused again to buy ten packets of Swedish biscuits, before returning to Daniel’s van with thirty-two items they didn’t really need – and without the item they had gone for.


Here’s a question, Daniel:


When is a bed not a bed?


When it’s a pocket-sprung desert island.


After Erica left, a month before he did too, the cottage and everything inside it changed. His corner of the world turned against him. He was a castaway in his own bed, stranded in his own room.


He thinks about the roses, wonders how they’re getting on without the sound of his voice. It’s only been a few days, but maybe they’ve noticed his absence? He has always believed in the intelligence of trees and flowers, always treated them like companions. He would tell them what he’d been doing, what was happening in the world; sometimes, he would even read them poems. And why not, what a way to start the day, hard to think of anything better than barefoot in the garden with a poem and a plant and a mug of strong tea.


They can’t hear you, Erica would say, by the kitchen door in her pyjamas.


Now he kicks his heels against the wall. It’s only a matter of time before someone comes over to ask what he’s doing, why he’s sitting on private property, loitering on a quiet street.


He waits.


And nothing happens.


I could be a potential intruder, he thinks. For God’s sake, I could be anyone.


He begins to sweat.


There is a kind of whooshing sound, coming from nowhere and everywhere.


It’s the sound of his own body, the whoosh of fear.


He doesn’t know where to go.


The wall seems to be getting higher, or maybe his legs are getting shorter, further from the ground like a boy’s legs.


He remembers the boys from his childhood. When they sat on a wall they owned that wall. And now he no longer owns anything. Apart from these clothes, this rucksack.


And why is that exactly? a woman says.


He looks around.


It’s me, she says.


Who is me?


Don’t you recognise your friendly radio presenter? Anyway, I want to know, she says.


What, he says. What do you want to know?


Why did you give all your things to charity? Your beloved bed, the swimming pool painting, all your brushes and tools. How could you bear to stand there while they took it all away? Even the bedding you would’ve saved in a fire.


I don’t know, he says.


It was quite extreme, she says. I mean, I applaud your gesture, the hospice will make good money from selling all your things, but there’s no going back, what’s yours is someone else’s, what’s gone is gone.


Daniel pictures the men from the charity shop loading his possessions into their van.


Take everything, he said. I’ve boxed it up, used bubble wrap, it’s all labelled.


Did someone die? one of the men said. If you don’t mind me asking.


Daniel shook his head.


And the van drove away with all the things he and Erica had bought together.


What a wild donation.


He stood on the kerb and waved.


He imagined a harvested heart, beating on ice in a box in the back of the van.


Later that week he locked the cottage door for the last time, posted his keys through the letterbox.


He walked to the charity shop.


Where else would he go?


It was part of an old factory; red brick, urban regeneration. This building was the home of community projects – a bar, a theatre, a hub for local artists. And across three floors was Aubrey’s, run by the local hospice. A poster in the window said Buy pre-loved – help us give someone a good death.


Aubrey’s was organised into bedrooms, kitchens, living rooms. It was like wandering through a museum, or some kind of installation, an exhibition about love and home and history, all the shifting shelters we make.


And there was Daniel’s life for all to see, their sofa, chairs and coffee table, their lamps and vases, their entire kitchen from cups to colander.


Christ, Erica. Look at all our stuff in here, it’s so bloody eerie. I feel like I’m on the set of a TV show that we once used to star in. It’s all still here, it’s not too late.


He sat on their sofa and waited.


A cold wind blows from the radio presenter’s mouth, just for a second.


Daniel rubs his hands together but they are not his hands. The skin is so rough and dry, its sound is new, high-pitched. Sandpapery, he thinks, looking down at his own hands.


Then he looks up.


All the stuff with my mum, he says. I still can’t believe it.


I know, the radio presenter says, I know.


And the landlord, the fucking landlord.


It’s all right, she says. It’s all right. I’m here, just lean into my voice.


It was the longest I’d lived anywhere, he says. I’d built an archway in the garden, bought a little woodshed, painted it pink. You should’ve seen the wild flowers, we had so many bees. It was our home. It was a game, a hot bath, a medicinal whisky. It was a bright forest, a brilliant den, but you have to go and you’ll never choose when.


Breathe, Daniel, the radio presenter says. Slow down, take a long deep breath.


Then she just left, he says at the end of his breath.


I’m so sorry, she says.


He shrugs. His bloodshot eyes, his odd socks.


Where will you sleep tonight? she says.


In the park, he says. I was in there earlier, I found a private spot under a tree behind the tennis courts.


Private, she says. In what sense of the word exactly?


You know what I mean.


Fair enough, she says. You choose to snooze in the dark of the park.


Choose, he says. In what sense of the word exactly?


Interesting question, she says. And by the way, what’s with the sheep?


He rummages for his pet, his pal, his memento. He opens his fingers and there it is, smiling in the palm of his hand.


The thing you gave away, and then didn’t, she says. Look at you. I see you, I see what you are.


And what am I? he says.


You’re a dropped boy, left behind like an old wooden toy. That’s you isn’t it, Daniel Berry, she says.


He smiles.


Dropped overboard whistle snore, black of night a son no more, he says with a surprising swell of volume, a surge of aliveness, as his hand moves to the side of his head, where all of a sudden it hurts.






RAE | NORFOLK, ENGLAND | APRIL 2018



They are playing ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’ on the radio again. Didn’t they already play this an hour ago? Rae is sure she has heard it twice since she got up. Either that or ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’ featured in one of her dreams last night, and has lingered in her consciousness like sinister background music.


Over the past week, Rae’s dreams have been disturbingly vivid, so long and intense that she wakes up exhausted. Camille, her psychoanalyst, was excited to hear this news and called it a significant development. It means something important is finally happening in the bowels of your psyche, she said, her fingers pressed together like a woman in prayer. Finally? Rae said. Bowels? she said. Camille smiled, told Rae it would be best if she ignored the content of her dreams and paid deep attention to the tone. Content is a red herring, a box of old hats, she said. Rae squinted at her therapist, who was bright and mischievous and French. Do you mean, she said, that focusing on the content of a dream is old hat? Precisely, Camille said. Pay attention to the atmosphere, the emotion, the texture – what’s left on top of you when the dream is over.


These linguistic glitches, spoken in that soft accent, are a big part of why Rae enjoys going to therapy. She replays them in her mind throughout the day, the endearing sound of Camille’s sentences, the way she tries so hard to translate her French psychoanalytic insights into terms Rae will find useful. I always try to remember you are my layperson, Camille said. Concepts like transference mean nothing to you. Which makes you a lucky woman, Rae Marsh!


Rae tends to leave her sessions feeling perplexed and at sea, which is how she likes it. Perplexed is always an improvement on what she is feeling when she arrives, and she likes being at sea, it’s an antidote to how landlocked she usually feels.


You throw me into the sea and I find that helpful, she once said to Camille.


And you are the most intriguing patient, Camille said. You like to have saltwater hair, oui?


The chaos of their conversations. The fetch of their waves.


Rae couldn’t remember the last time she had salty hair. She hadn’t swum in the sea since she was a child. And this struck her as extremely sad. Because the years when she swam in the sea were the very best years. And there were only three of them.


Clever Camille, always tapping into her sadness like that.


This morning, Rae’s dream has left her with a profound sense of irritation. She is not a fan of the Beatles, and she certainly doesn’t want to hear their songs in her dreams. That’s bordering on nightmare territory quite frankly, and is bound to be Freudian in some way, because Rae’s mother is obsessed with the Beatles. Sherry Marsh discovered a long time ago that if you are prepared to pay for the pleasure, plus the postage, you can find all kinds of Beatles merchandise on the internet. Which is why the house that Rae grew up in is now full of Beatles toilet roll, Beatles toothpaste, Beatles jugs, Beatles wallpaper, Beatles candles, Beatles lampshades, a Beatles washing-up bowl, Beatles dusters and boxes of Beatles matches. Sherry prefers her merchandise to be functional. I’m interested in the juxtaposition of fandom and domesticity, she once said to Rae and her father, a sentence that silenced them both. Did Sherry Marsh just use the word juxtaposition? You never cease to surprise me, my dear, Leslie said, grabbing hold of his wife and kissing her.


Is love really that simple? Rae thought, as she grimaced and turned away from her parents. Can a kiss be bought with a surprising word? Are people this easy to impress?


In her first-floor flat, Rae makes a pot of coffee and tries to forget about the Beatles.


It’s a Sunday, and yet she has a meeting. Most irregular. She has been invited to meet Sally Canto, founding director of Stranger of Mine, following a complaint from one of its employees, Mr Rufus Willoughby. While they would usually ban any member of the public who hits a member of staff, or abuses them in any way, Rae has been a loyal customer since the beginning, and everything in life is complicated, nuanced, so instead of making a rash decision, Sally Canto would like to discuss this matter in person.


Why had Sally suggested a Sunday? Rae felt insulted by this. Yes, she used SOM as regularly as other people used Uber or Deliveroo, but it was rude to extrapolate from this, to box her in as the kind of person who didn’t have plans to spend the weekend with friends or family, a lover or a hypoallergenic dog. Which she didn’t, of course, but that was not the point.


She stands by her kitchen window, looks down at the communal garden. This garden is one of the things that persuaded her to buy this flat last year, to make the commitment, put down roots. It’s long and narrow, with winding paths and archways, little areas to hide in.


Bruce Springsteen is playing on the radio now, ‘Born to Run’.


She opens her mouth to sing, closes it again. Because Rae Marsh does not sing. Even the thought of it makes her feel unwell, makes her feel too much like her mother’s daughter. It takes a lot of effort to maintain the degree of separateness that Rae requires to function well in life, and singing would threaten that, make her feel like a rotten apple, shaken by song from her mother’s dubious tree.


But what is a soul without music, Rae? This question sits tight in her muscles, is posed by a stiff neck, a sore back, a tension headache.


So Bruce sings by himself, and she looks down at the garden, jigs about to the saxophone part of the song, thinks how good it is.


Sally Canto is waiting in the park, beside the bandstand, just where she said she would be. She is eating an ice cream.


You must be Ms Canto, Rae says.


Please, call me Sally. Can I get you a Mr Whippy? I was going to wait until you arrived but I just really fancied one.


No thank you, Rae says. Is that some sort of supersize Mr Whippy?


Sally smiles. I know the ice cream man, she says.


Without any awareness of doing so, Rae compiles a first impression:


Sally Canto is a woman who eats ice cream at 10.30 in the morning. She has no qualms about being messy, just look: see that drop of ice cream on her shirt? Does she look bothered, is she searching her bag for a tissue to wipe it off? No she is not. This hint of unruliness is endearing, but the urge to remove that stain, to grab a wet wipe and rub it all over Sally’s chest, is overwhelming. She may not even have paid for that drippy Mr Whippy, things just drop in her lap, quite literally, probably.


Shall we walk? Sally says.


Sure, Rae says.


They set off along the path just as day trippers spill from a bus. These visitors begin to take photos straight away, snapping flowers, trees and squirrels, a frenzied spaniel, two teenagers kissing.


Talk about manic, Sally says. Did you notice how they didn’t even look around before they held up their cameras, didn’t even get their bearings?


Like pent-up animals, Rae says, reading the slogan on the side of the bus.


GET OUT & ABOUT WITH TMN


What’s TMN? she says.


Take Me Now, Sally says.


I beg your pardon, Rae says.


TMN stands for Take Me Now, Sally says. They run social events, days out.


Now, just ahead of them, two women run towards each other, squealing. Their squeals are not equal, in volume or gusto. It’s as though one of these women has just found herself joining in, mimicking her friend’s welcome for the sake of politeness, and now seems shocked by her own behaviour. They hug for a long time, a tight squeeze, it looks painful, airless. When the hug ends, the more eager of the two pats her friend’s face all over as if to check she is really there. Hello hello hello, she says. Hello my dear, the other one says, flinching now, leaning backwards, pulling away from those toddlerish hands.


Sally and Rae have slowed right down, they’re making no secret of their nosiness. It strikes Rae that this is a moment of intimacy, the way she and Sally have instinctively changed their pace to observe these women. Rae spends a lot of time walking with strangers, and knows only too well that this shared pace and interest rarely happens. She is often left behind while she watches a bee on a flower, stops to see which book is making someone laugh.


This is rather apt, isn’t it, Sally says.


Sorry? Rae says.


The unwanted touching of another person’s face, Sally says.


Oh, Rae says.


She feels betrayed, hurt. Further detail about Sally Canto: she knows how to burst a bubble.


I’d like to apologise for that, Rae says. It was completely out of character. I can only assume that a lifetime of irritation with my family had built up in my system and was released in a kind of gesticulative burp.


Gesticulative burp? Sally says.


That’s right, Rae says, aware that what she just said was bizarre, but this is one of those times when she must stick to her own rule: commit to your piffle. If you want to come across with any degree of authority, you have to stick to your story once it’s out there, speak it with confidence, conviction and passion. Commit to your piffle, your baloney, your drivel, your bosh, your bollocks, your cobblers, your crapola. Never draw attention to the fact that you don’t believe in what you’re saying.


Well that’s a new one, Sally says. I’ve never heard someone liken a slap to a kind of burp.


Haven’t you? Rae says.


That’s actually quite inventive, Sally says. So do you often experience irritation as trapped wind?


Rae thinks it over. She can’t believe they’re already talking about trapped wind, but she takes it as further proof of the intimacy quickly burgeoning between them. Her bubble is back. Long live the bubble.


I do actually, she says.


Rufus must have really pissed you off, Sally says. What did he do?


He called me a miserable sod.


And was that a fair comment?


Possibly, yes. But he also said it was no wonder I had to hire a friend.


Ah. He didn’t reveal that in our one-to-one.


Your what? Do you mean meeting?


That’s right. He said he did his best, even joined in the karaoke.


There was no karaoke.


No singing?


Well, there was singing, sort of, but not karaoke. My mother sings by herself, a cappella. The same song every year.


Sally grimaces. He also said he liked your family very much, and when he told you this, you hit him.


That was not what happened. And anyway, he’s supposed to be impartial.


That’s true, and he’s been given a warning for that, not for the first time either. He struggles with restraining his opinions. But this doesn’t excuse the fact that you hit him, and pretty hard by the sound of it. The thing is, I don’t want to fall prey to socially conformist double standards.


Sorry? Rae says.


If you were a man and you’d slapped a female employee, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation. You’d no longer be able to use our services, simple as that, Sally says.


That’s what Rufus said.


So what do you suggest?


Just as Rae is about to answer Sally’s question, to make a case for remaining a loyal user of SOM, to reassert herself as a calm and logical person, something happens. She imagines slapping Sally across the face. The scene in her mind is as vivid as her recent dreams. She pushes her hands deep inside the pockets of her three-quarter jeans.


Look, Sally says. I did need to check you out, to take Rufus seriously, but I’m not here to cut you off.


Oh, Rae says.


Everything’s fine, Sally says. I’m sorry if I worried you. Do you fancy a coffee?


Rae has no idea what’s going on.


At a table for two there is no further mention of Rufus. They drink coffee, eat almond croissants. Sally tells Rae about Stranger of Mine, how the idea came to her one night as she dined alone in her local Italian restaurant.


The wine was so good, Sally says. Just the house wine, but really lovely. That’s the good thing about dining alone, you can order the house wine.


What do you mean? Rae says.


Well, no one orders the house wine if they’re with other people do they, Sally says. It looks tight, like you don’t care what you drink and know nothing about wine.


I’m always happy to order house wine, Rae says.


Interesting, Sally says. I always go for the third on the list, maybe the fourth.


Rae wonders where this is going. She is still hungry after her croissant, would order a toasted teacake if she were alone, but she isn’t.


And it was during my second bottle that it came to me, Sally says. How sometimes you just want another body beside you, not for sex or anything like that. Just the presence of someone who doesn’t know you, doesn’t expect you to be who you normally are, to pick up the threads of a long conversation and keep sewing sewing sewing. For heaven help us if we want to change the pattern, the material, the stitch.


Rae’s heart has gone off-piste. Instead of the usual one two, one two, its rhythm is all over the place. To her relief, it settles. Must have been the coffee. Nothing to do with the fact that sitting with Sally in this moment is like sitting in front of a mirror.


I’ve always been drawn to embroidery, she says.


Sally laughs. See, that’s exactly what I mean. What you just said was random. You didn’t try to empathise or agree with me. You have no interest in pleasing me, in investing in something we’ve built over time. I like that very much.


Rae tries to sip from an empty cup. She wonders if anyone pleases Sally Canto, thinks it’s probably unlikely.


That evening at the restaurant, I just wanted to share a meal with someone, to eat together by candlelight, Sally says. I didn’t want to be alone, or with anyone I knew. The company of strangers is so precious, Rae. We can be whoever we want to be – surely this must be good for the brain? I’m convinced that time spent with strangers creates new neural pathways, that SOM is helping to slow the decline of the human brain, caused by the fact that so many of us now exist in a giant hyperconnected echo chamber. I’ve been thinking about ways for SOM to sponsor neurological research into this. Familiarity not only breeds contempt, it destroys brain cells.


I find that fascinating, Rae says.


I thought you would, Sally says.


I do. There’s a lot to be said for anonymity, privacy, disconnection.


And this is why we’re here, Sally says. She picks up her cup and clinks it against Rae’s. To you, she says.


Me?


Yes.


Why me?


I’ve been following your progress.


My what? Rae says. She wasn’t aware that she had made any progress, in any area of her life.


All the contact you’ve made with SOM since we launched. And you’ve made a lot of contact. All those long essays full of feedback and new ideas, they were incredibly useful.


Do you mean my emails? They were hardly essays.


They had introductions, conclusions and references.


I like to be thorough.


Well, I think we should consider all of that as a kind of high-level induction.


A what?


You know more about my business than anyone. You’re its target user, but you’ve also helped shape and drive the project. We made vast changes to the app after your assessment. To me, it’s as if you’re already part of SOM.


Already? Rae says.


I’d like you to officially join us, Sally says.


I beg your pardon?


I’d like you to join the company. I know you already have a job – you’re a copywriter aren’t you? Freelance, I believe.


Rae nods.


Well I’m here to make you an offer.


I thought you were here to tell me off. What about Rufus?


This is nothing to do with Rufus. Anyway, our IT person says he’s applied for a job at Argos.


How does he know that?


She knows what everyone’s doing.


Rae shivers. The thought of being spied on like that. The thought of Sally following her progress. The thought of anyone following her.


Is this a joke? she says. Are you recording this on your phone?


Sally shakes her head. You’re not very trusting, are you, she says.


Anything could appear on YouTube, Rae says. You have to be careful these days.


This isn’t a joke, it’s a serious offer.


Right. Okay. Well, this is all very sudden and unexpected.


Of course.


I need to go off and have a good think, Rae says.


Sally’s voice is quieter now. Rae has turned her down, lowered her volume, is refusing to listen to what she is saying about money, flexible hours, a desk in their friendly office, the co-authoring of articles and papers about modern neurological decline.


Rae remembers something her mother once said: If anyone you don’t know comes up to you, just shout STRANGER DANGER!


Her entire body is saying no. Because Rae is a woman who knows only what she is not, who is defined by what she isn’t. Her life has unfolded in the negative. She has unfolded in the negative. And now Sally Canto wants a yes.


I do hope you’ll say yes, she says.


Home again, Rae goes straight into the garden.


She walks across the grass to the patio, unfolds a deckchair, sits down.


She closes her eyes.


And now she is back on her island. The place where she can say yes without fear of being smothered or overwhelmed.
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