
		
			[image: 9781529404586_FC.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			LOVE ORANGE

		

	
		
			

			LOVE ORANGE

			Natasha Randall

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			First published in Great Britain in 2020 by

			[image: ]

			An imprint of

			Quercus Editions Limited

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			An Hachette UK company

			Copyright © 2020 Natasha Randall

			The moral right of Natasha Randall to be

			identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library

			Hardback 978 1 52940 4 579

			Trade Paperback 978 1 52940 4 562

			Ebook 978 1 52940 4 586

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,

			businesses, organisations, places and events are

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			www.riverrunbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			

			For Antonia

		

	
		
			Contents

			Love Orange

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Chapter 21

			Chapter 22

			Chapter 23

			Chapter 24

			Chapter 25

			Chapter 26

			Chapter 27

			Chapter 28

			Chapter 29

			Chapter 30

			Chapter 31

			Chapter 32

			Chapter 33

			Chapter 34

			Chapter 35

			Chapter 36

			Chapter 37

			Chapter 38

			Chapter 39

			Chapter 40

			Chapter 41

			Chapter 42

			Chapter 43

			Chapter 44

			Chapter 45

			Chapter 46

			Acknowledgements

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Jenny Tinkley couldn’t see any criminals on the streets of Bentonville – she really couldn’t see anyone at all. There were big, square cars shifting here and pausing there, obeying the traffic lights that dangled above the wide streets. ‘No criminals. No drug dealers, not like in the city,’ the realtor had been telling her, with one hand lifted off the steering wheel, fluttering her fingers at the gentle population of vehicles beyond the windscreen. A small russet bird caught Jenny’s attention as it landed on the sidewalk nearby. It looked up, and checked some diagonals before directing its little eye straight at her, a tiny black point contracting and expanding. When the bird darted off, Jenny thought it had perhaps been trying to deliver a caution to her.

			Inside the car, an air freshener swung from the rear-view mirror between them, and Jenny supposed from its shape, it was some kind of berry, though it looked more like a mashed brain or a fleshy skin growth. The spreading odour of its tinny chemistry turned her stomach.

			Jenny opened her window quietly sucking in some air, as they idled at a stop sign. The sharp-faced realtor, whose voice had been droning in vicious harmony with the engine’s hum, interrupted her sales pitch to say that Jenny really didn’t need to open the window, that ‘the air inside the car is conditioned, honey’. And the woman pressed the button by her side to close her passenger’s window. With that, she pointed at a large sign positioned in front of a gift shop – interchangeable black lettering demanded: REMEMBER THAT WRAPPING MAKES IT A GIFT. THANK YOU.

			Where were all the people? Jenny’s gaze was pulled to the brick edge of the drive-thru coffee place. There was something moving there. As they glided towards a stop sign, Jenny could see around to the other side of the building where some teenagers had gathered by the Dazzlebucks. They looked like a flock of cockatoos: fluffy white females leaning against a wall, stuffed into tight jeans, brandishing bright fingernails. The males bobbed and weaved before them with parachutes for trousers and swirling patterns shaved into their hair. The realtor glanced over at Jenny, leaning forward a little, looking into Jenny’s face.

			‘What I want to know is, how do their denim jeans not fall right off? Are there safety pins? . . . I never understood that. A lack of belts. Maybe that’s what it is. People aren’t buying belts anymore.’

			‘Heh,’ Jenny smiled.

			‘They’ve been causing a little trouble recently, those young people, I’ll tell you,’ said the realtor. ‘I mean, this town has so little trouble that even the ti-ni-est little events feel like a big deal.’ She showed Jenny a pinch with her fingers and huffed a deep laugh.

			‘Well, anyway,’ she began again. Jenny thought that the realtor seemed to be enjoying herself now, eyes dancing, lips curling, as she checked her rear-view mirror, veering way off the script for the house she was trying to sell to the Tinkleys. ‘Apparently, they all downloaded an app. You know, an app? Well, it was an app for the weejee. You know the weejee? It’s supernatural.’

			Jenny looked at the woman, confused but nodding. ‘Like a Ouija board?’

			‘Right. That’s it. Exactly,’ and she started chuckling. ‘They scared the jeebies out of theirselves, had to call Father Brian at St Peter’s in the middle of the night and get him over with holy water, they were so freaked out.’

			Jenny laughed and shook her head. ‘Oh goodness.’

			‘Yeah, well, regular priests don’t do exorcisms, so all he really did was to tell them to delete the app and go to bed. But someone told me they’re all still worried that they’re going to disappear when a satanic fog rolls into Bentonville on the twenty-eighth of August.’

			Jenny couldn’t think of anything to say.

			‘Teenagers,’ the realtor said, flapping a hand. ‘Gotta love ’em.’

			 

			They coasted along Main Street in the realtor’s large, wide car, rolling past strip malls and gas stations. ‘There are drive-thrus in Bentonville for just about anything you might need,’ the realtor told her. Jenny could see that for herself; you could buy coffee, tacos or noodles, you could withdraw cash. ‘You can even fill a prescription without getting out of your car,’ the realtor beamed.

			‘Watch,’ said the woman as she pulled into Bentonville Pharmacy’s drive-thru lane. An electronic jingle sounded as they drove over a bump at the back of the pharmacy. The silver-haired pharmacist looked up from his wad of prescriptions and opened the sliding drive-thru window: ‘How can I help?’ It wasn’t a cheery phrase; he said it with gravity. Jenny recognised in him the wisdom of pharmacists. He had to lean out of his window to hear them. She could just about see his clean chin and the collar of his blue lab-coat.

			‘Got any magic pills to make us rich today, Doc?’ The realtor looked back at Jenny and winked. ‘If only, right?’ Jenny could see that the realtor had a lot of long teeth, and that there was a piece of pink gum clenched between them on one side.

			Mr Salton had the keys to the house, the realtor explained. ‘I’m not here to get my crazy pills,’ she said, shrieking a laugh into the air between them, throwing the gearstick into PARK.

			As the realtor and the pharmacist exchanged greetings, Jenny looked at Mr Salton’s dry knuckles, his clean fingers lightly holding a prescription pad. She tried to imagine the worst pharmaceutical problems that Mr Salton had brought to him by the people of Bentonville but all she could come up with was haemorrhoids and foot fungus. Maybe pinworms, someone’s kids must have pinworms, she thought. Some of those teenagers probably had chlamydia or HPV. Jenny kind of wished that Mr Salton was showing her around town instead of this mouthy realtor.

			‘Hope you like Maple Drive,’ the man chimed, hunching over, trying to see past the realtor into the car. ‘It’s a cul-de-sac . . .’ Jenny and the realtor nodded at him as they rolled away. Jenny raised her hand in a half-wave. He was turning to the next car as it pulled up to his window. The realtor pressed the brakes before turning onto the street and held up the keys, half looking towards her passenger and jingling them at Jenny’s face: ‘He’s your neighbour,’ she said.

			 

			Hank, Jenny’s husband, was standing on the lawn, studying the window frames of the house when they arrived. The price hadn’t yet been agreed.

			‘The house is Arts and Crafts with a Contemporary Twist, as I’m sure you will see,’ said the woman, grappling with the doorknob and twisting the key in the lock. ‘And that means . . .’ The door swept open. ‘That means quality.’ As they entered, Jenny could see there was a lot of wood-like panelling inside. ‘Some of it is actually wood,’ the realtor boasted. ‘And the parts that aren’t – well, it’s just more hygienic, isn’t it?’

			‘Needs some work,’ said Hank.

			‘No, sir, it doesn’t,’ she countered. ‘It’s brand new, everything made to order . . . Take a look around, Mrs Tinkley,’ the realtor announced at her.

			Hank gave Jenny a look that warned her not to be too enthusiastic. The realtor turned on the ceiling fan. ‘Nice fan,’ Jenny said, and peered up the stairs. A brown cuckoo clock looking down from the top of the stairs was ticking but told the wrong time. Jenny hoped the cuckoo would pop out while they were there – she’d never actually seen one before; she’d thought they were just in cartoons.

			‘Mrs T?’ the realtor was calling to her from a room off the kitchen.

			Jenny went towards the voice, and came upon the realtor opening the washing machine in the utility room. She felt a streak of disappointment down the centre of her chest.

			‘I know you’ll appreciate this,’ the woman said, looking inside the drum. ‘It’s the quietest machine on the market,’ she said. ‘The spin cycle is silent,’ she whispered.

			Jenny walked up to the machine and looked inside. It was a shiny chamber and there was a lone grey sock pressed up into the corner of the cylinder. Jenny let out a short chuckle-grunt. ‘Stuck in a drum.’

			The realtor looked into the machine again. ‘Stock-what? Hah, a sock! Now how did that get there?’ She rolled her eyes and smiled a row of teeth and gum.

			Jenny’s gullet was tight and her voice was thin. ‘I hate that the spin cycle is silent.’ She turned away and walked out of the little laundry room.

			The realtor paused, and then her painted lips spread into a smile again: ‘Oh, I get it, you don’t like doing the laundry. I hear ya, sister,’ she said, and followed her out.

			 

			After complaining about the lack of natural light in the dining room and the angle of the staircase, Hank got a pretty good deal from the realtor and the Tinkleys moved into the house on Maple Drive several weeks later, on 1st April 2014, with two young boys, and a pet goldfish. They would have so much more room than they did in the city. And it would be safer here for the kids, who were just seven and twelve years old and had been growing up too fast in the thrumming cynicism of Philadelphia. The first thing that Jenny did was to stick glow-in-the-dark stars onto the ceilings of the boys’ rooms. She put scented candles in the master bedroom. She bought some easy-care cacti from the local superstore to punctuate the windowsills.

			In those early weeks, Jenny thought the house smelled a little like adhesive, and a little like car oil. Hank said that car oil did not smell like that and that it was probably off-gassing from the new carpets. But it did seem that the house had been glued together in places. The skirting boards were plastic and didn’t quite fit against the wall. The kitchen cupboards had some kind of veneer, with tiny upturned edges already threatening to peel away. Everything was dark brown, and though the consistency of this was pleasing, the colour made it all look heavy – which was odd since the exact opposite was true.

			Hank Tinkley surveyed the house over and over again those first few days, opening closets, examining the plumbing, testing the hinges of things. The third night, in the dark, as they lay in bed, smelling and listening to their new house, he declared that he would make their Contemporary Arts and Crafts house into a ‘smart house’.

			‘Arts, Crafts and . . . Technology,’ he said.

			Hank told Jenny how the house would work, how much better their lives would be. The temperature would be regulated, and lights would switch on at a clap. The fridge would know to make more ice in the summertime. You could regulate the heating from your smartphone. The house would recognise your voice.

			‘Whose voice? . . . My voice?’ Jenny asked.

			Hank persevered with his technological explanations in the dark but she only heard snippets: ‘Protocols . . . Network controller . . . Domotics . . .’ She knew the answer. The thing, the house-being, might recognise her voice, but her words would be like pinballs in an arcade game, buffeted by the grammar of the machine.

			‘There is a hierarchy of devices . . .’

			She would have to learn a new set of prompts just to do what she had already been doing: the feeding, the washing, the noticing, the containing.

			‘Some controllers initiate messages, and some are only “slave devices”, which means they just carry and respond to messages.’

			‘I carry and respond to messages,’ Jenny said into the dark bedroom.

			‘Oh, come on, Jen, this is supposed to lighten the load – can you just get on board here?’

			Jenny tipped her head backwards on the pillow and reached for air with her lungs, her nostrils flaring slightly, and then she held her breath, hoping to inflate herself a little bit from inside. Her ribs, the bars of bone that kept her heart in place, pinched and resisted.

			‘Yeah, honey, I know what you mean,’ she said, releasing her breath and turning over to face him. ‘The washing machine has a silent spin,’ she offered.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Luke Tinkley entered the kitchen from the basement. The basement was the only place in the house that Hank hadn’t managed to make ‘smart’ in the year since they moved there, and Luke, who was eight years old, had created his playroom there.

			‘We need to think in geological time, which is not normal time,’ said Luke, as he released a handful of white rock samples onto the tablecloth. Jenny mustered a faint smile and turned back to the screen of her tablet, where she was looking at pictures of celebrities who had aged badly. Luke slid onto a chair at the kitchen table next to her.

			‘You . . . are the bones of dead insects smashed together,’ he said to the rocks, blowing dust from them.

			She smiled again as she read. A ding from the microwave, and an electronic female voice: ‘It is the third of April, two thousand and fifteen. The time is six eighteen p.m.. Dinner is ready.’

			The voice was caring and earnest, and low and calm.

			Hank entered and harrumphed into his chair, putting both palms on the plaid tablecloth.

			‘Home, tell Jesse to come to the kitchen. He has to exit his game,’ Hank said.

			‘Contacting Jesse,’ the house-voice confirmed.

			‘Luke, clean up the rocks. The water is ready,’ Hank said.

			Luke gave a big blink of acknowledgement, swept the rocks into his open palm and pushed them into a pocket. 

			The water-drinking before dinner was something that Hank invented after going to a mindfulness workshop the year before. It had been part of his job training as a health-products sales associate. He had a different job now at a company called FINDASERVE but that didn’t matter: you’re usually thirsty when you’re hungry, he told the family.

			‘Yes. I’m coming.’ They heard Jesse’s high voice from the dotted panel of the speaker. But his voice had recently started breaking and he was always striving for the deeper register. ‘I’m just logging off,’ he growled.

			 

			They breathed loudly while they were sipping their water. Sipping promoted the absorption of prana, Hank told them. Plus the point of the water and the breathing was that it would concentrate your mind for the meal and therefore you would not overeat. And, he told them, everyone knows overeating causes cancer. Hank was the loudest breather since he had mastered ujai breathing. Jesse sounded more like he was imitating someone snoring. Jenny was quieter than everyone, but she seemed to be getting some benefit from it since her eyes were closed through most of the water course. Luke took a little zephyr breath between sips, but only when he remembered. 

			Jesse took a final gulp, and Luke did the same, adding a little smacking sound and an ‘ahh’. Hank looked at them askance. He knew they didn’t understand the importance of hydration. But it was for their own good, one day they’d see.

			‘So, kids, lentil casserole for dinner. Does that sound good?’ Jenny said, and both she and Hank got up to bring the casserole and plates to the table. At Hank’s instigation, the Tinkleys had been flirting with vegetarianism for several months now, although Hank couldn’t resist the occasional hotdog, and Jenny couldn’t really think up many appetising meals that didn’t involve meat. She did, however, sometimes suggest that they become dairy-free. ‘I know what it’s like to produce milk from your own body, and it’s harder than it looks,’ she told the family, but they didn’t really hear her. ‘It’s like draining a mother of her marrow. And they do it with a machine.’

			At the kitchen counter, Hank lifted the casserole, sniffed it, ­grimaced and put it down again.

			‘Fuck’s sake, Hank, you haven’t even tasted it,’ Jenny said softly while their backs were turned from the table. 

			Hank flashed her an inkling of a winning smile. ‘Alright, Jen.’

			Back at the table, he launched into the children.

			‘So, what’s for homework this weekend, Luke?’ Hank pitched a forkful of casserole into his mouth.

			‘It’s about math.’ His young voice was sonorous and high.

			‘And how’s that going for ya?’ Hank was chomping his noodles as he spoke.

			‘Okay.’

			‘You don’t sound too convinced there. Need some help?’

			‘Well, I’m not sure you can. Can help, I mean. It’s a conundrum I have.’

			‘Oh well, I can certainly try . . .’ Hank set his fork face-down on the lip of his plate.

			‘Ok-aay, you asked for it . . .’ Luke pushed half of his casserole pile to the edge of his plate in gentle, arcing fork-sweeps. With his fork, he pointed to the food. ‘When you want to add something or take away something, are you counting the numbers or the spaces in between them?’

			His brother mouthed a snide What’re you talking about? at which Luke glared and continued:

			‘From zero to one is the stuff inside one. Like you take a round hole called zero and you can make it into one orange.’

			Hank gave him a look that said I’m taking you seriously, son. ‘Well . . .’

			‘I mean, it’s hard to know. Like, is two at the end of the second part of stuff? . . . They make you feel like two starts after the number two. You have to remember number names but you’re supposed to forget that they are talking about places. Places where the numbers are. Or maybe I’m just crazy.’

			Jenny slid a flattened hand down the table in his direction and patted the tablecloth. ‘You’re not crazy, baby. Don’t ever say that.’ She patted it again.

			‘You need to stop biting your nails, Jen,’ said Hank, looking at Jenny’s dry hand as he got up to leave the table. He held the back of his chair: ‘Luke, numbers count stuff, okay? It’s how you know how much stuff you have.’ Hank raised a finger and pointed at each family member in turn, starting with himself. ‘One, two, three, four.’

			‘So you’re saying that Mom is renamed “four” and the air between us is like a vacuum,’ Luke said.

			‘Hah, you got me. Okay, what about this?’ Hank raised his finger again and started again with himself. ‘First, Second, Third, Fourth.’

			 

			On Fridays, Grandma and Grandpa called in on Skype. The screen showed them from the waist up, sitting side by side, with hands in their laps. Jesse tried to tell them that they were not having their picture taken, that they could move around during a phone call. Hank once had to tell them to adjust the view-cam, though he didn’t say it was because you could see up Grandma’s dress to the tops of her roll-up stockings. At that, Grandpa had to adjust the masking tape he used to trace lines in their front room around the viewable area of the Skype call. Neither grandparent would move outside the masking tape while the session was active. It was okay, Jesse explained, if one of them needed to go to the bathroom or get some coffee while they were live.

			But Grandpa said, ‘It’s alright, I like it here. In the tape. It’s good.’

			Grandpa would ask, ‘You got good neighbours there? They good people? You keep an eye out though,’ he said. ‘I hear that people are tapping into those wires and listening in on folks. They had it on the news.’

			‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry, Grandpa, we have very nice neighbours,’ said Luke.

			‘And those people, I’ll tell you, will never tell you what they’re thinking, but they sure want to find out what you’re thinking.’

			‘Hm-m.’

			‘And how much money you have too. Don’t tell them that.’

			When Grandpa started with his lecturing on all the people out there that are out to get you, the Tinkleys drifted off one by one with weak promises that they’d be ‘back in a minute’. Hank could barely stand the sound of his father’s voice. It was often just Luke left talking to them. He asked Grandma why she called the refrigerator a ‘frigidaire’. He also asked her why they put plastic coverings on their sofas. After a while, he would force Grandpa to say things that he’d rather not.

			‘Don’t you think Grandma looks beautiful in her blue dress today, Grandpa?’

			‘Well, sure, it’s a nice dress.’

			‘Aren’t you lucky that you married Grandma? She’s such a good cooker of meatloaf and lasagne.’

			‘Yes. Grandma is a good cook . . . Your mother cook lasagne, Luke?’

			‘Yeah, I guess so,’ he answered. ‘Sometimes the fridge tells her recipes and she tries to make them.’

			‘The frigidaire knows recipes?’

			‘Yeah, it tells you what you can cook from what you have in the fridge. It’s mostly stir-fry stuff. Like tofu stir-fry. With, like, broccoli.’

			‘Well, isn’t that something. A thinking fridge. That recommends tofu.’

			As much as he might chat with them on Skype, Jenny was aware that Luke hated visiting his grandparents. He didn’t say it, he might not have had the words for it, but she knew it was something to do with that generation’s affinity for synthetic materials. You walked up their front path on a clear plastic mat that covered the paving stones, a sheet of clear plastic was moulded to the tabletops, furniture was plastic coated too, or sticky with some kind of vinyl. The carpet had a polyester sheen, their Christmas trees were never real. Luke would get a funny feeling in his stomach, and be offered a bright blue popsicle.

			‘A bright blue popsicle!’ he would say, shrinking away. ‘What flavour is bright blue anyway – cornflower?’

			 

			In his basement playroom, Luke liked to line things up. Along one wall, there was a stack of paper, a pile of wood-chips, a bucket of water and a small section of tree trunk, all in a row. It was the paper process. Another wall had a pile of wild cotton, a mound of cotton balls, a picture of a spinning wheel, a spool, some thread, an embroidery frame, some knitting needles and a bolt of fabric. The fabric process. Two library stacks jutted out from under the basement stairs, which contained the multi-tiered processes for making plastics and smelting metals. A Dunlop poster on the wall explained how rubber comes from gum trees. This was Luke’s archive.

			‘I swear he’s spectral, or whatever they call it,’ Hank said to Jenny as he sat down to watch TV after dinner. ‘Did you see? He lined up a bunch of rocks.’ Jenny looked around to make sure the boys weren’t within earshot.

			‘Shit, Hank, he’s not autistic. Just leave him alone.’ And then: ‘Mrs Paxton says he’s fine, just a curious eight-year-old.’

			‘Well, if you and Mrs Paxton are so effing sure about that, then get him tested, why don’t you? Then we’ll see who’s on what spectrum.’

			She was standing by the sofa, looking at Hank, who was looking at the TV. ‘Okay, fine. I’ll get him tested. So you can back off.’ And she turned away and walked out of the room to the sound of canned sitcom laughter from the TV.

			Jenny went to the kitchen and stood in front of the smart-home panel on the kitchen wall.

			‘Home, how can you tell if your child is autistic?’

			The panel glowed pink, and a female voice replied: ‘Here’s what I found. A test for autistic traits.’

			Here goes, she thought. I’ll take the test for him – save him the embarrassment.

			‘Number one. I prefer to do things with others rather than on my own. Agree? Don’t agree? Not sure?’

			‘Don’t agree,’ said Jenny. The house-voice dropped a techno-burp before starting again.

			‘Number two. I often notice small sounds when others do not. Agree?’

			‘Agree,’ Jenny whispered. She didn’t want to interrupt the ‘home being’.

			‘Number three. I frequently get so absorbed in one thing that I lose sight of other things. Agree?’

			‘Agree,’ Jenny mouthed.

			‘Number four. I would rather go to a library than to a party. Agree?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Number five,’ the house-voice said.

			‘Home, no more, please,’ Jenny said. ‘Thank you.’

			Yikes, Jenny thought, that did not go too well. She could see where this was heading. Maybe she wasn’t getting her son’s answers right.

			She trotted over to the basement door.

			‘Luke, honey?’ she asked down the stairs.

			‘Yeah?’

			‘Just a quick question, honey – just an easy one . . . Um, would you say that you often notice details that other people don’t notice? I mean, would you say that is true? You know, in an easy kind of a way . . .’

			He came to the bottom of the stairs and looked up at her. He had a small shovel in one hand and a glove on the other.

			‘Mom, you had a haircut and it looks a little weird.’

			She paused.

			‘Oh, okay.’ She wondered whether to ask him again, or to try another question. ‘Okay, honey, I see. You are really very good at noticing . . . That’s all I needed to know. Thanks, sweetie – you’re so helpful!’

			She closed the door gently; she didn’t want to disturb him. He needed time in his basement room to unwind. She hoped that he might be a scientist when he grew up. But yikes, she thought, leaning her head against the door. Yikes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Hank did yoga on Saturday mornings. It was an online class, in real time, with Leslie, in California. The rest of the family were reminded of his class when the smell of incense slithered up the stairs in the early morning. At that smoke signal, everyone was supposed to be quiet. Hank, on the other hand, turned the volume up on the yoga class so that the whole house hummed with sacred orders.

			‘Let your thoughts dance across the screen of your mind . . . Release your shopping lists . . . Become aware of your third eye.’

			The boys were still in their beds. Their Saturday morning ritual was to repeat these chantings to each other with zombie faces.

			‘My third eye is blinking!’ Luke said to his brother, sitting up in his bed, his eyes rolling upwards.

			‘I could poke you in your third eye.’ Jesse was still waking up.

			Luke waited. The voice from downstairs continued: ‘Find your tension triggers and release them.’

			‘Kapow,’ said Jesse from under his blanket, and Luke giggled.

			‘Jesse, Jesse, who am I?’ Luke said, and hung his head with a sorrowful expression. ‘Ruff-ruff.’

			Jesse’s head emerged from his pillows, looking up – ‘Ha ha. Down, dog!’ – and fell back to the bedding.

			When the singing part started, the boys joined in, careful to keep within the music’s beginnings and endings. They both sat bolt upright and howled:

			‘Ommmm! Ommmm! Shanti. Shanti. Shanti-hee-ee.’

			The last syllable they belted out, in a higher pitch, with some operatic waverings. And then quickly shut up, falling back onto their beds and guffawing into their pillows.

			 

			Downstairs, Hank opened his eyes and looked up. The sound system rarely echoed so roundly. He took air into his flaring nostrils and turned his attention back to the screen. Leslie, with her beautiful limbs, with her nice clean feet and articulate toes, was starting the sun salutations. He would try to keep up. Sometimes he rested in his own modified child’s pose – looking up from the supplicant pose, hands supporting his chin. She said they could. There were lots of modified poses for those who needed them. Hank wasn’t very flexible, it was true; he couldn’t touch his toes. But Leslie was flexible, he thought, both in body and mind.

			Hank tried to empty his brain. At his most successful moments, he was still dogged by random words that pinged into his headspace. Vaginas. Grapefruit. Escrow. In the warrior poses, Hank could feel powerful, but then, sometimes, suddenly, he would become spittingly furious. He experienced surges of rage, tinged with humiliation. But he wouldn’t give up. Sometimes he did emit tears during those internet yoga classes. He wasn’t sure where they came from. According to Leslie, people stored emotions in their hips, so maybe it was that.

			Why can’t men wear yoga pants? Hank was thinking during one of his modified rests. There were just a few things that women could do that Hank wished he could – like wear yoga pants. Once, he tried some ballooning palazzo pants that were apparently for yogis. Some major yogis were men, after all. But why did they only have rust and olive colours to choose from? He found some dark purple ones, bought them, wore them once and threw them out – he felt like a genie released from a bottle. So he settled for latex running shorts under plain white shorts. That way, he wouldn’t shine his jewels at anyone during Downward-Facing Dog in a studio class.

			Okay, so he didn’t look like a yogi, but that was probably because he had Viking blood. He found that out by sending off a sample – a swab of his inner cheek – to a DNA identification company. ‘Who Are You?’ their ads shouted. And he was sure that it would be gratifying to know. ‘Sixty-eight per cent Viking’ was the result, which would explain his light blond hair. He thought it might also explain why he felt sometimes that justice needed to be upheld. A beard would probably have suited him, but these days it was too hipster to grow a beard and Hank didn’t want to make that particular statement. Plus he didn’t grow facial hair very easily.

			Hank looked at his big hands and gnarly knuckles and wondered if the fact that he moisturised them was heresy. What kind of Viking was he anyway? He didn’t have all that rugged a look. If anything, he was a little bit pretty. He knew that. He’d been teased about it by boys and men. They’d called him a ‘dumb blonde’ and sometimes a ‘bimbo’. Women liked him though, and told him he looked like Rob Lowe, with his long eyelashes and pink cheeks. But sixty-eight per cent was a lot of DNA – why weren’t his shoulders more broad? He needed more jaw and more nose, and a larger brow. He’d watched the first two seasons of the HBO series just last year and seen that Vikings were humongous men.

			Hank wondered if he was what they called a ‘metrosexual’, but then, there was nothing sexual about his grooming. He wanted to look good – what was wrong with that? Hank’s grooming was a private matter. It had all started as a twenty-year-old when his nose was littered with blocked pores and he asked his sister what to do. Face masks, facials, scrubs, she told him. These days, behind the closed doors of his bathroom, he would sometimes use a face mask. Sunday nights, Hank would sit on the toilet lid for the required ten minutes of mask time, crossing his legs and looking at his nails. It was also a good time to address his toenails, as the creamy gel was hardening on his face. Soon he couldn’t move his jaw, couldn’t frown. He wondered if this was what Botox felt like. Men do get Botox. He was sure some of the guys at the gym had it – the ones that looked immovable, steely. It made you look more masculine.

			He was in Child’s Pose when Leslie mentioned something about feeling reborn after the Savasana Corpse Pose. ‘We roll onto our right sides because it mimics the process of birth,’ she was saying. Wrapped in his curled body, Hank’s thoughts wandered to those Chilean miners that were trapped a few years back. He had been watching TV with Jenny when the miners were finally rescued after weeks underground. ‘They are experiencing a kind of rebirth,’ the President of Chile said as the news cameras focused on the blackened men appearing one by one from the rescue shaft. The miners were pulled up and out in a tiny elevator, wearing the sunglasses they had been given to allow their eyes to adjust to the glare of the ‘surface conditions’.

			‘I’d be too claustrophobic to be a miner,’ said Hank. He took a sip off the top of the beer he’d just poured. They were both facing the TV screen, looking into the faces of the miners. Would they be able to see the trauma or wisdom that came from that mine? But their sunglasses were a perfect foil – they gave the miners the privacy they might have needed in this time of being born again, in the process of their salvation. The men were smiling, they were breathing, calling up to God and collapsing to their knees.

			‘I cannot believe it, that guy with the girlfriend and the wife,’ Jenny offered. One of the trapped miners had an apparently unresolved love triangle above ground – a mistress and a wife who were vying for ownership of the unfolding tragedy. When the desperate family members of the miners had all gathered at Camp Hope by the borehole to the miners’ refuge, the girlfriend had been turned away. It wasn’t clear where the wife was – but they knew that when her miner-husband sent his dirty clothes up the borehole to be washed, she kept the clothes without washing them. He had hoped they would reach the girlfriend, apparently. The wife wanted some revenge, for him to sweat it out, naked.

			‘Jeez, you wonder how they all had so much tooth decay when they came up – I mean, it wasn’t like they had a lot to eat down there.’ Hank changed the subject.

			‘But they had cookies, remember? They shared cookies.’ Jenny reminded him. ‘And I guess they didn’t brush their teeth . . . or maybe it was the lack of sunlight, of vitamin D.’

			‘After two months? Nah. I just think that the last thing they were thinking about was dental hygiene.’

			‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Can you imagine the heat? The total claustrophobia? The panic attacks . . .’

			Hank turned the TV down and turned to Jenny, putting his arm around her and drawing her to himself. ‘Well, how about a little mining over here, eh?’ And he buried his nose in her neck. She relaxed and they lay back. But the miners were still coming out of the ground and Jenny looked at the screen over Hank’s advances. ‘Not here,’ she whispered. ‘They’re still coming out of the earth!’ she said sweetly, nodding at the screen.

			 

			Jenny stayed quiet on Saturday mornings during Hank’s online yoga class. ‘Welcome to your time,’ Leslie intoned. ‘Yes,’ said Jenny quietly, placing noise-cancelling headphones over her ears. The house-voice had informed her already that the quality of her sleep had been ‘poor’, that she had awoken twenty-six times during the night. She turned over and tried to go back to sleep. It was so luxurious to sleep in a bed by yourself. She sent one leg right across the bed diagonally and pulled all the pillows around her, settling into the position she liked best – the recovery position. But sleep didn’t resume and she opened her eyes to look at the bedroom curtains. Why were they so sunbleached already? she thought. But clean, they were clean, at least. The sun cleans things with its light. Water and light – these were cleansing elements with their waves that gently stroke at things. You bathe in sun and water. Perhaps she should have a bath.

			As the taps were running, it annoyed Jenny that having a bath was an act of rebellion in her household. Hank didn’t believe that baths counted as bathing – since you soaked in your own filth. ‘Basically you redistribute the different dirts around your body. Just think about it. That is not becoming clean,’ he intoned. But the house could not detect between someone having a bath or a shower, and Jenny simply wanted a bath; she wanted to soak in a different medium. Air was too fizzy, too tingly – sometimes it seemed to her that she could feel molecules and photons hitting her skin. One day, she thought, she’d fill the bathtub with warm almond milk and have the most luxurious Cleopatran soak. Hank would be horrified, but he didn’t have to know.

			It was healthy for spouses to have secrets, Jenny reminded herself as she reached up to the upper bathroom cabinets looking for something fragrant to put in her bathwater. Her grandmother had once warned her knowingly that marital secrets were inevitable. And lately, she had seen her point: little secrets were the pins of resistance. With secrets, you could escape the reflection you were trapped within – the picture of the person your spouse thinks you to be. Jenny liked baths and Hank didn’t have to know about it. Nor did he have to know about her crush on Barack Obama. (How she admired his integrity!)

			Hank also didn’t know about her correspondence with John, Inmate 6587 at Flainton Correctional Facility. It started as an outreach initiative she joined at the local church – and she had mentioned it to Hank at the time, but he had never asked about it and so he didn’t know she had been corresponding with John for nine months now, sharing light news, health worries and occasionally warmer, sometimes darker feelings. She sent him cookies every month, and if there was a nice correctional officer on duty sometimes he actually received them. John was so grateful for her letters, and his humility was breathtaking at times. He told her that he kept two pieces of paper, one in each pocket. One said: I am nothing. The other said: I am everything. The tone of his letters was sometimes a little strange, wooden maybe, until she realised that he was often quoting from the Buddha. John was a rookie Buddhist.

			She went to retrieve his latest letter from her bedside-table drawer and perched on the edge of the bath to read it again.

			 

			Dear Jenny,

			You ask good questions, Jenny, you’re a curious person. The sound of incarceration, that’s a nice way of putting it. There is nothing that I can do to keep the noise out I even have ear plugs I even tape bunches of tissue paper over my ears and I wear a hat over that and it probably looks real stupid. I lie on my bunk, and if I don’t block up my ears, all I can hear is banging, because people bang here. It’s not rhythm, its not tribal or primal or anything. This noise – it’s like being inside a broken clock. Guys rap at the bars on their beds, and they knuckle-punch at the steel on their doors. In my meditation practice I try to block it, or just hear the clangs and the clacks, and I think to myself energy is energy. But it’s hard to forget that people are angry here. Pent up.

			I should probably tell you I have moved cells so that you can put the right address on your envelopes. (it’s still just as loud here though) I am now in Unit 5238, Block C3. Some new inmates have come in. I was just glad I got a new guy because I didn’t want to be put in with a cell warrior. The last guy was sharpening pens all day and trying to boil up some foul-smelling alcohol and I wasn’t going to get any sleep. There’s been trouble in the cells so I have to stay in my cell for a week and we’re not allowed to the vending machines or the exercise yard, and they’ve taken away our stuff but I borrowed a pen and some paper from a friend to write this. Anyway the whole block is on lockdown because someone stabbed a guy in the neck yesterday. I guess you might of sent cookies but I don’t think packages are getting through right now. They are supposed to check and make sure the mail gets to the right prisoner but when you change cells sometimes they just drop the packages in with someone else. Right now the guy I’m in a cell with cries all the time, someone said he got attacked on his first day and I guess he has some medical issues now. A guy got burned by someone else with an iron last week too, and they didn’t even take him to medical. Supposedly the guy burned him because in the morning he got too close when they were standing in line for food. People bust up here over the smallest things. You don’t even want to look at people or they can say you looked at them wrong and go at you.

			Keep writing to me, Jenny. Long is the night to him who is awake.

			Peace,

			John

			 

			She sat on the edge of the bathtub, and for the hundredth time she felt awash with guilt. What was this intimacy she had struck up with a convict? They told each other things. Nothing too concrete; she was careful to use a post office box for their correspondence. She didn’t know anything much about John’s life before prison, that was true. At first, they had written to each other with light descriptions of their lives – Jenny told him about the patients at the plastic-surgery clinic where she worked part-time, and John replied with the canteen menu and a record of how often the inmates were counted and checked – but, some letters later, they began to share their private horrors. John told her how the prison educators tried to make them get in touch with their rage by howling and roaring in group sessions. He said the shrieking had given him tinnitus. Sometimes he felt like he was spinning. Meanwhile, Jenny told him that she was tired, very tired, and that she felt like she was spinning too. ‘My washing machine has a silent spin,’ she once wrote to him, but later erased it. ‘Do you ever feel like you’re invisible?’ she asked him instead.

			A tenderness, an unnecessary kindness, developed through their exchange. The convict and the housewife, the rough and the smooth – each with its own damnation. It was something about the thunder and lightning of his life, and the marshmallow numbness of her own. Her new Bentonville life was so fat with ease, she told herself. ‘I have no reason really to complain,’ she told him. ‘I’m really very lucky.’ John’s life, on the other hand, was a savage hermitage.

			It had started by accident, almost. Father Brian had suggested the correspondence with prisoners after he read the parable about the goats and the sheep, and Jenny realised that she wanted to be a sheep, so she signed up. That is, wasn’t it the sheep who help the wretched, and thereby gain their places in heaven – while the selfish goats go to hell? Well, whichever was the good one, she wanted to be one of them. It wasn’t that she was such a good Christian – she was good, just not that kind of good – but most of all, she just wanted to ward off trouble. If she was good, then maybe other people would be good to her too.

			John’s prisoner profile listed his crime as ‘voluntary manslaughter’ but Jenny had never asked him about that; it seemed like a very personal question. Of course she could ask him, but she felt she didn’t want him to have to explain himself to her that way. The court already convicted him; she didn’t need to do that. John had told her he was a good person who had made bad choices, and that one of his bad choices was that someone else was imprisoned as an accessory to his crime. He felt very guilty about it. The whole thing was a big mistake, he said. He hadn’t yet really told her in broad detail about his other bad choices, but now Jenny was in her forties she felt she knew about bad choices.

			Bad choices. What a phrase. It’s the kind of phrase she carefully used with her children. She could hear herself saying: ‘You’re not a bad boy, but biting is bad behaviour.’ Her own bad choices were more protracted. She made long and slow bad choices. The kind you could regret only with decades of hindsight. For example, it was only now that she knew, she really knew, that she had made a mess of her twenties. Again and again she had found herself out of her depth, but was so caught up in the manic pursuit of life that she hadn’t realised how totally vulnerable she had been. She had dated horrible jerks who had STDs and coke problems and who left her stranded in far-away nightclubs in the middle of the night. She once accepted a drink from a stranger and was sure she’d been roofied when she woke up on a sofa in a place she didn’t recognise. She had lost her deposit on apartments to unscrupulous landlords whose telephone numbers never picked up. She had been shouted at by her bosses in ways she shouldn’t have accepted. One particularly vicious female boss even said into her horrified, tear-welling eyes, ‘Ah, it’s a pity that women cry so easily.’ She had been to hypnotists and acupuncturists to gain the courage needed to forge ahead after these small brutalities.

			‘But did I ever really make any choices?’ she wrote to John a few months back. ‘I mean, I feel like most things just happened to me. I didn’t really do them.’ He didn’t seem to understand her and responded that ‘even going along with things is a choice’.

			‘O-ba-ma . . .’ she mouthed, noting through the earphones just how much of her voice she could hear passing through her nose. She stirred the cloudy, oily bath with her hand. She hoped Obama was the man she thought he was. He was wise – and how few, how very few wise people there were these days. She couldn’t think of any at all. Maybe Ellen DeGeneres – her wisdom was sewn into her humour. The Ellen that was projected into the world was kind and good. She cheered people on, she made them laugh, she gave them TVs. That will be her legacy. Like Obama – who read a lot of good books and spoke the kindest words. And when he danced with his wife, Jenny watched them avidly, the wide and tender take of their embrace, and Jenny imagined how that felt.

			Jenny had memorised one of his lines: ‘If you’re walking down the right path and you’re willing to keep walking, eventually you’ll make progress.’ She had written it to John in a letter, and he had replied expressing doubts about right paths – the thing is, he said, there are no wrong paths, just unhappy ones. This is what the Buddha says, he told her.

			Paths, thought Jenny, slipping into her eucalyptus bath – was hers the right path? It seemed like a stupid word to apply to herself. The word applied to heroes. Along with ‘quests’ and ‘journeys’. But Jenny wasn’t on a path. She had removed her headphones temporarily to get into the bathtub and she could again hear the yoga mantras through the floor, saying: ‘The past and the future are here and now.’ Yes, she thought, not a path, more like a lonely treadmill.

			Maybe Obama was talking about purpose. Jenny had one glaring purpose these days – to mother her children. It was nice to have a purpose, a crucial purpose. But ‘purpose’ wasn’t quite the right word. Motherhood was weighty. A vicious tenderness, coloured by the colossal horror that her children might die. And freedom – what exactly did that mean anymore? You couldn’t ever escape the state of motherhood – whether you were with your children and tending to them, or whether you were away from them. It didn’t matter: because they existed. They existed as though your very own beating heart was out in the world, walking around, vulnerable to the vagaries of street and forest. And so you are never free of them. You’re locked in your own love. It was stupid to think of motherhood as a prison but that was how it felt, and Jenny really hoped that John would understand that without her having to spell it out. He was sent to prison, and they pushed him through a door and locked him in there. But Jenny felt like that dumb frog from the apocryphal story, the one that gets boiled: for so long she felt her life warming up nicely – she got a job, got a car, got a very handsome boyfriend, the handsome boyfriend proposed, she went part-time, and they started a family – but, soon, when it was already too late, she realised that she was trapped in a boiling role that would skin her of her ripening self.

			She wondered: at the Pearly Gates (or whichever threshold awaited), what would she have to say for herself? She hated the epithets on gravestones, they were so confining. A gravesite of identity: Mother, Sister, Daughter, they said. It would be better to put down what people could have been – without the restraints they had suffered. Like: Mary, quite contrary, she should have planted millions of trees. Or: Little Bo-Peep, she might have clothed the whole town with her excellent knitwear.

			Here lies Jenny, she thought, mother of two, wife to one, daughter, sister, niece. She was a sheep, not a goat. Or a frog who thought it was taking a bath.
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