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        What is straight? A line can be straight,

        or a street, but the human heart, oh, no,

        it’s curved like a road through mountains.

        
          Tennessee Williams
        

      

      
        My story has a moral – 

        I have a missing friend –

        
          Emily Dickinson
        

      

      
        Exegi this, exegi that. Let’s say

        I am in love, crushed under the weight

        of it or elated under the hush of it.

        Let’s not just say. I actually am.

        Hordes, posterities, judges vainly cram

        the space my love and I left yesterday.

        
          Edwin Morgan
        

      

      
        Budding trees, autumn leaves,

        a snowflake or two –

        all kinds of everything

        remind me of you.

        
          Dana
        

      

      
        All archetypes are spurious,

        but some are more spurious than others.

        
          Angela Carter
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      AMY is standing at the edge of the platform and looking down at the rails. They are clean and silver; it must be the wheels of the passing fast trains that keep them gleaming like that. Dull wood sleepers are spaced between the rails like the rungs of a ladder. Above her head sparrows are fighting in the rafters of the station roof. Woodsmoke is in the air, or someone is burning leaves somewhere.

      This is the best kind of town. Trains don’t always stop here. A train can run straight through and straight past without even slowing up, so fast that the voice on the speakers has to warn people to keep well clear of the edge or they’d be pulled into the wake.

      She turns her head one way along the platform and watches how the distance extends like it’s going into the sky. She turns the other way and the distance stretches in the opposite direction, it makes a straight line of light and space that slices through the built up edges of the town. She imagines the tunnel of space running clear past the flats and houses and the new office buildings all made out of window, through the derelict industrial estate with its smell of burning tyres and out into shabby open country.

      She is standing at the edge with her feet as much over it as possible. She rocks on her heels, testing herself. But people are looking at her now, and just in case someone recognises her, for Kate’s sake, she pretends to be looking over the edge for something she has dropped or lost. No, can’t see it. Is that it? No, oh well, it’s gone. She steps back, resigned, and leaves the station beneath the old Victorian clock that hangs above the automatic doors to the entrance hall. Look at the time. She mustn’t be late for Kate. This has got to stop.

       

      Amy Shone. A surname like that will haunt your life. Everything becomes something you did better then, before, in the shining days. But not if you don’t let it.

      Amy Shone and Kate Shone. When Amy has to sign things it looks like she’s written Amy Shore. These are the only words that Kate has ever seen Amy write, and she thinks it’s very funny now that they live right next to the sea. Kate likes being called Shone. Kate Shone, Kathleen Shone, Kate Shone, she repeats. (More like Kathleen the Hooligan, Amy says, jabbing her in the ribs with the packet of cotton buds, drying her after her shower.) Kate Shone is like the words from a story, Kate tells her. It’s like there’s a moment in a story, she says, where I come into a room full of people and the person who’s telling the story has to say these words because they can’t think of anything that could say it better.

      Because he or she can’t, not they, Amy corrects her, combing out her wet hair. Not that it really matters, she adds. It doesn’t matter at all, not really.

      All the people looked round, Kate says, as the door opened. Kate Shone. She shone for the whole night. The light that came out of her was so bright that you could see by it, it lit up the palace so that people who lived miles away wondered what it was, and birds that were asleep in their nests miles away woke up and thought it was daytime and began to sing. She shone because she was in a very beautiful ballgown, the most beautiful in the whole ballroom.

      At the moment Kate is obsessed with ballrooms and ballgowns. Last week she saw Disney’s Cinderella at a friend’s house, and now when Amy looks out of the caravan window and sees Kate playing by herself in and out of the dunes, she can guess that one of the games is Cinderella and that Kate is surrounded by benevolent animals who are making her a beautiful dress from bits and pieces they’ve found on the beach.

       

      Kate’s latest joke is: Why was Cinderella thrown out of the football team? Because she ran away from the ball. She heard it at school. She likes this school much better than the one she went to last, when they lived in the basement of the hotel Amy was working in and the damp made ferny shapes on the wall above the bed. The others in her class have begun to forget to taunt her about her accent and about living in a caravan and not a real house; a couple of them have even started to come round and make muffled knocking noises on the bottom half of the door for Kate to come out to play. Kate adapts well. Kate has taken very well to this subject. Kate has improved significantly. Kate is a very promising child. They have lived here long enough for consecutive school reports, pieces of paper Amy folds up and stores in the cupboard after Kate has read them out to her. More, Kate’s voice is already becoming markedly rounded, purer about the vowels, more Scottish-sounding. A couple of weeks ago she dragged Amy to the main post office to show her one of the postcards, a postcard of the play-park near the beach, and although you can’t really see who it is because it’s too far away, it does look a little like them, like Amy (dark hair) pushing Kate (light hair) on one of the swings. They bought a copy of the card and stuck it with sellotape to the wardrobe door in the caravan bedroom.

      Amy calls the caravan the stroke of luck. When they arrived here they did what they usually did in a new place, checked out the caravan site, always good for borrowing useful things from: rope, or water in plastic containers, or clothes off makeshift lines. They passed the site office just at the moment that Angus was pinning up the notice. Kate spelled it out so Amy could work out what it said. Assistant Wanted. Amy asked Kate if she liked it here. Then she sent her over the road to the beach and stood for a moment. She crossed behind the office and looked all round her. She carefully worked with her fingers at the washer on one of the outside taps until cold water welled below the spout and ran down into the drain. She put her head through the open hatch at the front of the office. The man who’d been sitting at his desk, Angus, stood up startled, pushed his chair back; it nearly fell over. Excuse me, she said. One of your taps is leaking a little over there. If you happen to have a spanner I’m sure I can fix it for you.

      The good thing about the job was somewhere free to live, the stroke of luck, even through the winter when the site’s closed, when Amy still has to keep an eye on the site and the other old static vans for weather damage or vandalism, and reply to messages on the office answerphone from people making bookings for next season; Angus takes care of any letters. It is the easiest work Amy has had for years, and comes complete with two big furnished rooms, a bedroom and a kitchen/dining-room/lounge. There is electricity and gas, though they have to have baths and showers in the toilet block opposite. In the summer it’s hard to get a shower or a washing machine when you want one. Winter last year was cold, but it warms up quickly in there with the calor gas heaters. Kate likes the heaters, they smell warm and orange. On Christmas day last year they were the only people on their beach all afternoon and until it got too dark to see they drew pictures in the sand with driftwood all the way from the pier to the rocks, and when it got dark they walked the whole length of the sand singing all the Christmas carols they could remember. When they couldn’t remember the words Amy made them up. We three kings of Orient are. We’re too fat to get in a car. All day long we try and try. But never do we get in, o-oh. Cars so thin, so thin, so thin. They’re so thin we can’t get in.

       

      Kate comes in out of the wind, bringing a cold blast of air with her. She trails sand across the shards of carpet from the door to the breakfast bar. Amy suggests she go and shake herself outside. Even after this her clothes and her hair parting are still flecked with sand. Tiny glitters of it are stuck to her face.

      Amy is frying bacon and boiling potatoes and green beans.

      Yuch, Kate says.

      You’ll eat it, Kate. It’s all I could get, Amy says.

      Kate throws herself on to the couch, dislodging a lump of driftwood, and languidly draws fresh faces on top of the old faces in the condensation.

      Amy, she says. What’s our postcode?

      I don’t know, Amy says. You’ll have to ask Angus.

      We were just playing Ancient Burials, Kate says.

      I don’t think I know that one. You and who? Amy says.

      Roddy and Catriona, Kate says. She hooks her heel on the old book propping the table steady under its wonky leg. The book has a long word in gold on the back. Her A Clit Us. It looks like too nice and old a book to be putting your feet on.

      You know Miss Rose? Kate says. You know how we’re getting Skara Brae at school?

      The bacon spits. Getting what? Amy says.

      It’s this place in Orkney where all the sand was blown away in a storm, and you know what, the archaeologists found this thing, they found a whole ancient village that had just been lying there under it.

      Kate breathes the word archaeologists to herself, checking she has said it properly, before she goes on.

      You know how we’re doing our project about what it must have been like to be alive then?

      A place in Orkney, yes, I think I knew about it once, Amy says.

      Well anyway, Kate says at the window where she’s been drawing swoopy lines, birds above the faces. With Ancient Burials what you do is. You lie down on the sand and you have to keep yourself really really flat, as flat as if there’s like a ton of sand on top of you and you can’t move. And then, you’re lying there and this storm comes and blows all the sand off you and you wake up on the beach where you fell asleep and you get up and you’re in a new place that you’ve never even seen before even though it’s the same place you went to sleep in and you’ve been there all along. And then you explore the place. Amy?

      The fact that Kate calls Amy by her first name when she’s talking to her in the street or in the shops, or talking about her in the school playground, is one of the reasons some people round here aren’t too keen on their children having anything to do with Kate Shone, who even though she doesn’t sound like a tink is after all living no better than them.

      For instance, did you know that four hundred different kinds of insects or living creatures can be supported by living on just the one tree? Kate says, and she says the word supported as if it’s a very important word, one she’s just learned. And did you know that just the one tree can make enough air for, I think it’s ten people, but for a whole year? she says. And Amy?

      Yes, what? Amy says.

      Kate has been thinking about asking this question all afternoon. Can we get a cat? she says.

      Not yet, Amy says.

      Kate knows what this means. She pushes her green beans round her plate with her fork. It isn’t fair. She likes it here.

      What do you want to do after supper? Amy asks her. Do you want to go for a walk?

      I hate going for walks in the dark, Kate says, sullen. I’m going to Angela’s to watch Byker Grove. Everyone has a tv. Angela even has a tv in her own room.

      The smell of autumn is in Kate’s hair. Up here you can actually smell the changes in the seasons. Amy can’t really remember being able to do that before.

       

      There was one time when, it must be about three years ago now, round about this time of year, she left her standing in the street outside one of the big department stores, British Home Stores, by the Christmas display in the window, was it in Birmingham? she’s not sure. When she came back four hours later, just to see, just in case, all the shopping crowds had gone and Kate was still there curled in her fleecy anorak on the ground in the doorway of the shut shop.

      The sea moves black and huge, coiling its froth in and away at her feet. She can see small lights far out in the dark. She found Kate still in the doorway, a small pile of coinage at her feet. Smiling, sleepy with the cold, opening her cold hand above the silver and the coppers, I told them I wasn’t wanting any money, she said. I told them we’ve enough money.

      That was the last time she left her anywhere. The first time, when Kate was very small, when she still cried maddeningly and couldn’t speak, once when she was asleep, she’d put her down and left her on the grass opposite a police station under a tree by a litter bin, and she’d sat on one of the benches to watch. A woman stopped. She looked like she would do. She poked at Kate with her foot. Before the woman had even pushed the door of the police station open they were gone. They were gone before the woman was even halfway across the road.

      The sea, like it is tonight, thick and dark and salt, rolling the rubbish and the shingle into smoothed layers. The hard edges of the rock dig through her clothes into her skin. Amy can feel the scratches on the rock beneath her fingers, an illegible graffiti.

      She has caught herself doing the aimless things again. The very top of the multi-storey car park, out of breath from the concrete stairs, four floors up where the stairs come to an end in open air. Look down and the air rushes to your head. The small spread of town beyond you, the mountains to the north. Sitting on a hump of hard earth in the gorse and the tall yellow grass, in the rubble and refuse of an abandoned building site behind a row of houses and some shops, boarded up, paint-sprayed. Three small girls watching from a safe distance. One of them swiping at the grass with a stick calling, you all right lady? You lie down on your back in the grass. Gorse above you against the grey sky. Concentrate on it.

      Outside the shopping centre, watching the time change from second to second and the temperature stay the same, 8C, on the digital display in the building society window. Letting your head fall backwards on to the back of the seat, cold metal at your neck, people looking at you as they go past. Standing at the station looking over the platform at the rails. All the people there because they’re meeting someone or going somewhere, their tickets in their hands, in their pockets, in their bags. You have no ticket. That’s your secret.

      She thinks of the three girls staring at her, the tall one mouthing to her friends words that look like mad and fuck. She thinks of the roof of the deserted car park. She could always go further north. The peaks of those mountains are already sheathed in snow.

      Or under water. She could walk straight into the sea and feel the ground gladly shift beneath her, the cold wrap her round till she can’t feel it then the surface close over her as if nothing has happened.

      Nobody would come and find you there.

      Then she laughs, and hears her own laugh against the noise of the sea. Kate coming banging in through the door saying, it’s so windy, it’s windier than anything; pointing out of the window at the trees between the site and the main road and saying, look at them, see, every time they shake those leaves the wind comes again. If those trees would just stop shaking their branches like that. Then the wind would stop blowing so hard. Kate watching a mist falling over the hills when they first arrived here, and running to tell her, it’s history, to come and see history.

       

      Always something there to remind me

      always something there to remind me

      I was born

      to love you

      and I will ne

      ver be free

      you’ll always be apart of me

      The words go round and round with the same cracks of space between them. The lines tack themselves round like crockery being smashed. Amy is exasperated, then helplessly amused. The vulgarity of it. The needle stuck in her head.

      Kate is excited about something, has run off in front as they go back to the site from Angela’s house. Angela McEchnie is the rather bland-faced child from her class to whom Kate seems to have taken a liking. This, Amy reckons, may well have something to do with the fact that they have satellite tv in Angela’s house. She is having to get used to lengthening periods without Kate in the evenings.

      Angela McEchnie’s mother isn’t at all sure about Kate Shone. She’s not sure that she likes her coming round all the time, this is what she tells her husband after the Shones leave. They live on a caravan site. There’s no father anywhere in the equation. They’re so English-sounding. Though to be fair they’re not English like the troupe with the goats that moved into the Patersons’ farm are English, and do the juggling and the massage and talk to their vegetables.

      And there’s Angela now, asking all sorts of questions that obviously come from being with the Shone girl. Like why do they go to church on Sundays, what good does it do. And why do people live in houses when they could live in a caravan and go wherever they want to. They’ve got tickets for the circus that’s coming to town next week. Mrs McEchnie used to love the circus when she was Angela’s age. She used to beg her brothers to take her. The lions and seals and everything. Now Angela says she doesn’t want to go because guess who’s told her that circuses are a shame for the animals.

      They pick up the most amazing things from one another, don’t they? is what she said when Amy came to the door to collect Kate.

      Amy offered Mrs McEchnie an open smile.

      I mean, the other day, Angela’s mother went on. The other day Angela told me that Kate told her that there were two kinds of shopping centre. There was one kind that was the ordinary kind, with the shops and the plants and the escalators, and there was a special kind that was half shops, half horses.

      Amy looked confused. Then she laughed. Oh, I get it, she said. Shopping centaur. I get it.

      Oh, ha ha, of course, Mrs McEchnie said blankly.

      Kate and Angela were sitting watching Angela’s father splayed out in his armchair flicking channels. A sixties music programme stayed on the screen for slightly longer than the other channels; he was looking for his cigarettes down the sides of the chair. Kate and Angela laughed at the singer’s hair being so high on her head. They mimicked the way she threw her arms out dramatically with each change of phrasing in the song. Soon both of them were helpless with laughter on the floor.

      You might laugh now, you two, Angela’s mother said, but it used to be the height of fashion to have your hair like that. You’ll probably both be the same when you get a bit older.

      I won’t, Kate said.

      Me neither, Angela said.

      Now I used to love to get my hair up like that when I was a girl, Angela’s mother said. Probably your mother did too, Kate.

      No way, Kate said.

      Mrs McEchnie looked over at her husband. Then she looked at Amy. That one gets more like her mother every day, she said out loud with a smile.

      Yes, Amy said, yes, she does. She does, she thought. It still took her unawares, was always a surprise. She fixed her eyes on the television screen; Sandie Shaw was walking barefoot down a platform above the heads of the swaying teenagers. She stopped at the edge, was about to begin a song.

      No, you’re probably too young for this, Mrs Shone, Angela’s mother said pleasantly. You were probably all green hair and safety pins, eh, whatever the fashion was.

      Amy smiled politely, made a polite noise. Come on Kate, she said, pulling her by the collar of her jumper. Where’s your coat?

      She didn’t bring one. I said when she came, didn’t I Kate, it’s an awful cold night to be out without a coat, Mrs McEchnie said.

      I’m not cold. I don’t need a coat, Kate said.

      Thank you for putting up with her, Amy said, she’s a rogue.

      Well at least she picks the child up, Angela’s mother says to her sleeping husband after they leave. At least the girl doesn’t have to walk home along that sea road by herself in the dark, I’ll give her that. Eh Stuart. Eh.

       

      Snow is a good idea. Snow will cover everything, that’s its grace. Lie quietly everywhere, quieten everything, cool everything to a standstill, blow into the barky crevices of trees, fill the spaces between the light low blades of the grasses, bend and hold them down, settle without question over anything cold enough left in the open. Good dry snow will fall without sound and leave everything white. Up here it can cling for days to the sides of houses and along the tops of walls and fences, depending on the direction of the wind.

      It’s not cold enough for snow yet. Amy switches the light off, moves to the window. The moon is up. On nights like this one you can see the surface of the ocean light up and pulse beyond the car park and the dunes.

      Two beads of condensation slide slowly down the inside of the glass; before they reach the sill she stops one with her finger so the other runs into it. She sits back on the couch and dries her wet finger off on the travel rug, cheap tartan, garish blue intersecting over red and yellow and white and black like the map of a nightmare city. There are small lines of sand in the rucks of the rug like beaches or saharas on the map.

      It is very late, far too late for Kate to be awake. Amy gets up when she hears, waits by the bedroom door, peeks through the narrow gap where the door and the doorframe don’t quite meet. The bedroom is dark, lit for only a moment by the lights of a car reversing out of the car park, the place people from the town tend to come to steam the windows of their cars up with love.

      In the swerve of the moment the light crosses Kate, lying on her back with her arms above the covers and her hands in the air. She seems to be playing a counting game. She counts on her fingers as she recites something in a low murmur. Amy can’t quite make out what it is she’s saying. It sounds rhythmic, like times tables or a poem.

      She leans on the door, careful, silent, pushes into the room. Kate is saying the names of streets and towns and cities. One after the other she is listing the places where they have lived. When she gets to where they live now she goes back to the beginning and goes through the list all over again.

      Kathleen Shone, you should be asleep, Amy says gently. She sits on the bed. Kate pushes her head into her lap. What story would you like tonight? Amy says, settling the covers round them.

      The one about the girl who escapes from the inside of the hill, you know the one I mean, Kate says sleepily into Amy’s cardigan.

      All right, Amy says. That one goes like this. There was once a girl who went for a walk round the other side of the hill, where she thought the brambles would be sweeter and the world would be full of wonders different from the ones on the side of the hill where she lived. But she walked and she walked, and she couldn’t tell where her side of the hill finished and the other side of the hill began. She sat on a stone to rest and to wipe her forehead with her handkerchief, and to eat the sandwiches she’d brought. And the hill opened beneath her, the grass and the soil split open and swallowed her up, and closed above her, and when she opened her eyes she found she was trapped in a dim damp chamber deep inside the hill, and the walls of it were made of stone and earth and rock so thick that she couldn’t hear a bird or a footstep or anything, she couldn’t hear a sound.

      Amy doesn’t need to look down to know that Kate, warm in her arms, is asleep.

      White all the way from this coast to the other, from east to west, and all the way north and all the way south. White all the way to where the page ends. Down at the edge of the paper, at the corner of the page, scrawled in all the colours in rough crayoned lines, a flat square house with four windows and a chimney. Smoke rising from the chimney in a spiral of orange. Flowers in the garden that are nearly the same height as the house. A garden path, a fence, a gate. Green for grass. A red front door, a black cat. Above the house, in thick yellow shining wax, smiling, the sun.
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      ROLL over you great big indolent vole.

      If you can remember that then you can remember the right order of the colours. Kate’s favourite is indigo. Though when she tries she can’t think what colour indigo is, exactly. Her favourite colour word is indigo but her favourite colour is turquoise. Indigo. Indian. Turquoise. Porpoise. Miss Rose wrote the thing about the vole on the board. Indolent means lazy. Billy Jamieson said had it anything to do with being on the dole. Miss Rose pretended she wasn’t laughing and said absolutely not. Then she taught them all the rainbow thing. Red then orange then yellow, then green then blue then indigo then violet.

      The Ladies’ toilet block on the site smells damp and of disinfectant round the door. In the summer when it was really hot it had the smell of the insides of the spongebags of the mothers and the old ladies, who left footprints across the grass in the dew with the slippers or shoes peeking out below their dressing-gowns; it had the smell of all the different toothpastes. Aquafresh is the one she and Amy get, it tastes the nicest. The Men’s block always smells of disinfectant whether it’s summer or not.

      Once in the summer this thing happened. Rachel and Nicky were waving out of the back of their car when their mother and father were driving them and their caravan away home, and she was waving goodbye and then there was this other family driving in at the same time and it was that boy Sandy from Dundee in the back of the car that she met afterwards up at the souvenir shop, and when their car drove in he started waving because he thought she was waving to him! But these were summer friends so you didn’t see them again after they left. It was really horrible that time with Rachel and Nicky on the field when the big girls had come across from the estate and one pushed Rachel on to the stones and the really tough one, Jackie Robertson at school’s big sister, said they were going to make them all eat the green stuff. Go on. If you don’t you’ll get a slap. Go on. It’s nice, it’s what they make polos out of. Eat it you, and she pushed Kate in the shoulder and Nicky was crying so Kate just stood there and stared right back and when the girl put the stuff in her mouth she still just stood there staring back, then one of their mothers was calling for them for their dinner and the other one, not Jackie’s sister, shoved Nicky and they said you’d better be here when we get back right or you’re getting battered, and she and Rachel and Nicky all ran back and hid behind the Ladies’ toilet block, but they were safe because those girls wouldn’t dare come on the site, and Kate had that horrible green taste in her mouth for the whole afternoon. But maybe you could think that was just the taste that green has. If that was the taste of green then blue would taste of salt like the sea. But the real sea was kind of grey. White would taste of cream or milk. But white wasn’t a real colour. Orange would taste of oranges. What would indigo taste like? Amy’ll know. In the summer this year it was so hot that things in the distance went wavy when you looked at them. That was called a heat haze, an optical illusion. That boy Sandy sent that postcard with the castle on. He stayed for ages, nearly two weeks. Angus brought the postcard over from the office. It said: We are staying at Fort William now and it has the shows there.

      Kate climbs the shut site gate, jumps off the top and runs across the road and down to the beach. Where the big bonfire was the night before there is a blackened ring out of reach of the tide. There are burnt-out fireworks lying all round on the sand, it is still early, no one else has found them yet. Kate feels very lucky. Quick, she picks one up, and another. They still smell burnt though they’re damp and cold from having been there all night. She shakes the sand off one, black round the hole where the colours and sparks came out, the paper coloured where it isn’t burnt and flaking. The black stuff comes off on her fingers.

      She darts down and picks up the one by her foot. She throws it into the air and watches it fall. She throws another up over her head, watches it thud back on to the sand. She stuffs the least blackened ones down the front of her dress and jumper, and she looks round. A man with a dog off its lead miles down the beach; some boys on a bike down by the edge of the water, she can hear them shouting and fighting. She puts her head down, holding the dead fireworks with her chin and arms, and runs across the sand up to the rocks and the rock pools, trying not to make any sound.

      You can still tell what the names are on most of the fireworks. Blossoming Something. Happy Birds. Roman Glory. Venus Vase. Volcano. Shooting Star. Rocket To The Moon. Kate lines them up against the big rock. Roman Glory, Rocket To The Moon and Shooting Star have plastic spikes so you can stick them in the ground; she sticks them upright in the sand. Then she climbs up and leans over the big rock into the crack. The plastic bag is still there; careful, she edges it out.

      The sea can’t reach as far as the big rock and the plastic bag has kept the library book dry, and the animals. She reaches in, feels for the kangaroo. It is the one she likes best of the animals that she’s taken. Down at the rock pool she dips its nose in the water. She lies on her stomach on the drier sand and presses kangaroo tracks into the sand with its long legs and tail.

      In the bag there’s also the Clydesdale horse with the holes in its sides and the plastic wagon whose harness clips into these holes, and the lion cub, and the sheepdog fixed in the crouching position with its ears up. The lion cub is much bigger than all the other animals, bigger than the carthorse even, its tail alone is almost the length of the horse. Kate stands them all up together at the edge of the water. Then she sits the sheepdog up high on one of the rock ledges. She stands the kangaroo in the horse’s wagon and rolls a path as far round the pool as she can reach. She unhooks the horse and pushes the kangaroo into its place in the harness, and the kangaroo tows the horse back round to where they started. The lion cub floats on its side, its head and one huge paw above the surface. Kate picks it out. With its paw she tries to prise the limpets off the slippery rocks under the water.

      She has her other animals back at the caravan, but these ones are the ones that matter. Each of them has travelled the secret journey back to the rocks in her dark pocket and nobody knows. Each of them has been sneaked into her pocket during morning prayers, silently snatched from the narrow window ledge lined with zoo animals and farm animals next to Kate’s shoulder in the classroom. Kate can shut her eyes and still see out of them through a tiny crack, this way she can check that none of the others is watching and that Miss Rose is looking elsewhere, usually out of the window, while the voices say the words. You just have to wait for the right moment. You just have to reach over. Later in the day Kate is always careful to rearrange the spaces between the animals that are left so no one will notice. She is only going to do the bad thing once more. Out of all the animals on the ledge there’s just the monkey left that she really wants.

      She knows she shouldn’t have taken them. Other children in the class might like them too and want to enjoy them. She knows that, even so, she wants them more than they do. And it’s because she’s not meant to have them all to herself, that’s what made her reach for the orange kangaroo in the first place. But sometimes when she is still awake at night she feels bad in her stomach when she thinks of the animals. It’s stealing, it’s like telling lies or hurting other people. You shouldn’t do it.

      Roddy tells lies all the time. Not to the teacher or to any other adults but if you’re out playing with him. He’s always telling stories, is what Angela calls it. His father is away on a fishing trip at sea. Or his father is the skipper of a new boat and has had to go to New Zealand. Or his father has gone to Aberdeen to buy a new trailer and he’ll be back at Christmas in a brand new car, a silver Vauxhall Designed For The Next Millennium. Everybody knows his father was on the fishing boat, some others in classes above and below them had fathers and brothers who were drowned too. Amy says what Roddy says isn’t hurting anyone. Is my father dead as well? Kate asked her. Amy said, I don’t know, I don’t know whether he’s alive or not, Kate, I don’t even know who he is, does it matter? So Kate said the next time, Roddy, it doesn’t matter about not having a father. Then Roddy went home crying and wouldn’t speak to Kate and wouldn’t come out to play or anything, but now they’re kind of best friends, even better than Angela, though Roddy’s mother won’t have Kate in the house now, not to play on the computer, not even just to watch the tv, so Kate has to go to Angela’s to do that.

      Before there was such a thing as tv and radios, and in other centuries when there were no thermometers or when they were rare and only rich people had them, people like ministers and lords used to write down what the weather was, in special weather diaries. They would write when the crops were ready, and the really hot or really frosty days, and keep a note of how long snow lay on the ground for. Miss Rose says the earth is getting hotter and that this year the summer was the fifth hottest ever, or maybe not ever but the fifth since people started writing it down. At school Kate sits between Catriona and Angela now and at Catriona’s house there is a huge collection of dolls but they belong to Catriona’s mother and Catriona and her friends aren’t allowed to touch them. Some of them have never even been out of their boxes and some are standing in a big glass case in the lounge. The lounge. Kate says the word out loud, feels her mouth go round it. She wonders what it would be like if she and Amy had a lounge, a lounge and a living-room and a kitchen that were all different rooms. For instance, it must be really good to have your own bedroom. In Angela’s house the living-room and lounge are one big room because Angela’s father knocked down a wall. The walls in the caravan are really thin, it wouldn’t take long to knock one down. On windy nights things fall off the shelves and out of the cupboards in the caravan. It’s a good game to try and run and catch them before they hit the ground. On Friday Kate finished her project early and she could have gone and sat in the Gold area and started a new project sheet, or she could have helped Angela finish hers. But then Catriona and Gemma would have seen that Angela was really far behind, and so Kate got this book off the library shelves and read it to herself instead.

      She sits on the sand and looks at the front cover of the book. One Hundred And One Great Wonders Of The World. The book is full of black and white and colour photographs. Kate sees The Pyramids, and The Sphinx; underneath the picture of The Sphinx the words tell her that its nose was shot off by French soldiers who used it for target practice. She flicks the pages. There is an artist’s impression of a place called Atlantis under the sea, with the fish and bits of plant in the broken walls, and another artist’s impression of some gardens in ancient history. A photograph of a huge wall. Kate reads that it’s a water dam they used for electricity. A crater in a desert, as big as twenty football pitches, the writing says. It has been made by a small meteor. There is the first telephone, next to a photo of drawings by cavemen. There are pictures of mountains. One looks like a giant back tooth. The Matterhorn, The Alps, Switzerland. 14,688. The mountain is black and massive, sheer cliffs with snow tucked neatly under them and cloud hooked round its peak.

      Why do people clim b mountains? the writing says. Ever since human ex ist ence began, men have long ed with all their hearts to con quer the natural world. Perhaps the Eng lis h po et Rud yard Kip ling knew the ans wer when he wrote:

      Something hid den – go and find it; 

      Go and look behind the Ran ges, 

      Something lost behind the Ran ges, 

      Lost and waiting for you – Go! 

      She puts a twist of hair in her mouth, wipes sand from her hand off the page, holds the book up so she can blow the sand out of the crack between the pages. You can see mountains not far from here. Rud. Yard. She wonders if it is only men who do that long thing with all their hearts. It can’t be. There were children on the news in the summer who had a mother who was a mountain climber and got lost up one in the snow. Kate and her class had said prayers, and for the girl and boy she had, when nobody could find her any more. But it wasn’t this mountain in the picture that she went up. The it doesn’t Matterhorn. Kate laughs at her own joke.

      Or it could maybe be said Rude yard. It is funny the sounds that some words make, sometimes they’re so different from what they look like. It’s funny how the letters that make up words can look like people. They can look like different people depending on what book they’re in or what sign they’re on, depending on how they’re written or painted. In this book the small a’s look sort of like small nice people with fat stomachs. The other way of doing a’s, the round way, makes them look like they have long faces. The capital M on Matterhorn looks like it’s had its points sharpened ready for a fight. Some e’s can look smiley but usually they look like they do here, mean, like they’re laughing at something horrible. Small d’s always look like they’re wide awake. Small g’s like they’re holding out a hand to shake it, or if they have loops underneath, like they’re looking at you with their mouths open.

      Kate likes to stand in the book section at the back of the newsagent’s shop, where you can smell the paper of the pages of the thick paperbacks. She thinks it might be nice to be locked in overnight at the newsagent’s. Amy sometimes uses the pages out of books to fill holes in the caravan lining or the roof or the door, or to help light fires on the beach, and when they go to a new place she wraps the small things that might break in the pages out of books. Kate is always very careful to hide the books she’s reading from Amy, who might easily just throw them away. If it’s schoolbooks then you have to explain to someone where they’ve gone or why you haven’t got a page that everyone else has got. And if Amy knew the good things that books said then she wouldn’t throw them away. But Amy can’t even read the words on the fronts of shops or buses, she peers hard at the shapes of them and shakes her head and has to ask Kate. She can’t read a story out of a book. She says she doesn’t need to, that she knows enough about things without looking at words or pictures in books. That’s true, because Amy knows thousands and thousands of things. Amy says you can carry more things in your head than you could ever hope to carry on your back, so you have to work out what’s worth carrying and what to leave by the side of the road.

      But even so, Kate doesn’t leave books lying around in the caravan if she’s not there. One Hundred And One Great Wonders Of The World will be safest kept in the safe place at the beach, or in the drawer under her own side of the bed where Amy never looks.

      She holds the picture of the mountain up close to her face. It looks as if the Matterhorn has just breathed out, left its breath in the freezing sky.

      Down among the rocks there are all the good hiding places. Kate shuts the book and jumps up. She shakes the Clydesdale horse to get the water out of the holes, rubs each of the animals dry on her sleeve and the edge of her jumper, and puts them back in the plastic bag. She puts the empty fireworks in the bag too, and rolls it up and pushes it back inside the rocks. She shoves the book, big and square, up her jumper. With difficulty she scuffs the sand over her own footprints, shuffling backwards dragging one foot, until she reaches where the rocks meet the rest of the beach and the footprints meet all the other footprints and don’t make any difference any more. Whistling, hugging her book to her, she starts to run, speeds like the gulls through the clear cold air.

       

      Angus stretches on his back, his hands behind his head. His pyjama top is open. He contemplates his chest. Downstairs Avril is making his coffee and clinking cups and plates. He turns, sighs, stretches again. Far at the back of his head a church bell is ringing.

      Angus, dour Angus is here, how are you man? Donnie slung his arm round Angus’s neck, winked at Linda behind the bar. A drink for dour Angus here please Linda. It’s his ancestry, he told Bill and Willie and Hughie in the packed Saturday pub, he can’t help it, Donnie went on, it’s those teuchter voices calling to him across the centuries, up through the clay of the earth, eh man Angus, is that no right? Donnie slapped his cash on the bar, put on a west coast voice. Be dour now Angus Mhor, he whined, it’s in the family, it’s in the bloodline, it’s the motto, Dour till the Death. Wha dour meddle wi him? Donnie said, and they all laughed. But Angus made them all laugh even more by keeping his face straight and long and saying, well Donnie, me and my northern ancestry, we thank you for the compliment, there’s at least three hundred years’ worth of ancestors here with me in spirit tonight and we’ll all of us have a short and a half each and thank you very politely too, thank you very much.

      A rare thing, one up on Donnie, a rare enough thing that.

      Then swaying the hazy long way home past the harbour Angus saw how the boats sat, like big horses nosing at each other, in the slight wash of the tide. Up past the chip shop, past the garage, careful navigation through the cars parked side to side and bonnet to bumper, then over the road and the grass, along the site fence and the dark space bulked with the shapes of the hire caravans. He stopped at the gate. He held the cold padlock in his hand. He pulled to test the strength of the chain.

      I have to come by and check, he was thinking. Anyway I can just stand here. I can stand here as long as I like. I can stand here looking all night if I want. It’s my right. It’s my site.

      He leaned over the gate, stared into the dark. He couldn’t see anything. The wind sang through the wire fence. He pushed himself off the gate and off to where he should be, towards the houses over the park with the lit squares of their windows, the winter-shut site lying rich and quiet and dark behind him.

      Angus rolls over again when Avril comes in. She looks tired. She is starting to look like her mother. Downstairs on the cabinet there is the photo of them all outside the church. His collar is big and floppy, his shirt with the ruffly frill down the front tucked into the kilt, it didn’t seem pooftery then, they all wore them. His hair was the Kevin Keegan look. Her hair, what would you have called it, full-blown, like someone had inflated it with a bicycle pump.

      He sits up in bed, picks up his cup. He watches her turning the ends of her hair in neatly with her hairbrush.

      What’s it called, he says, that style your hair was when we got married?

      What? she says.

      What’s the style your hair used to be? I can’t remember the name of the style, Angus says.

      Feathered, do you mean? Avril says, busy at the mirror.

      Angus shifts down the bed again, stares up at the light fitting in the ceiling.

      Funny, isn’t it, he says, to see yourself like you were then. Stuck in time like an old Cortina.

      Avril buttons herself into something smart. She sucks air in through her teeth.

      I’ll not tell you again, she says. We’ve to be there by lunchtime.

      Now Angus has just nipped out quickly to get the papers before they go. But he takes the long way round, through the park along the beach road. Down by the rocks he sees Kate, at least he thinks it’s Kate, it looks like her. He scans all round but there’s no one else, there’s no one with her. When he glances back to where she is she’s gone and he has to look all along the shore to track her again, there she is now, sprinting away towards the water.

      At the gate he puts his foot on one of the spars and swings himself heavily over. There are just a couple of things he has to check. He’ll just check them. It’ll not take a minute. He unlocks the office and goes in, leaves the door standing open behind him. There are no messages on the answerphone. He stands for a moment. Then he locks the door again, looks across to her caravan. He looks at his watch. He walks over, brisk, business, and raps twice on the door, and stands, and waits.

      When he eventually finds her she is in the laundry building unloading washing from a machine into a washing basket. She has her back to him, bending in front of the machine, then bending to pick up the basket of wet clothes.

      I’ll do that, he says, don’t you be lifting it.

      Oh! she says, you made me jump. No, I can do it –

      But Angus has already swung the load away from her, and from one end of the room to the other, from the washing machines to the dryers.

      Amy smiles. Thanks, she says.

      Angus stands, shifts his weight. Right, he says. He passes close by her on his way to the door. Everything all right with you? he says.

      Yes, perfectly. Thank you, Amy says.

      No problem, Angus says. Any time. If you need anything, you know, just ask.

      I will, thanks, Amy says, turning away, pushing the change into the machine. Angus hears it falling through the slot as he leaves.

      At the gate again he puts his hand on the top spar and vaults it in one, lands squarely, a little painfully, on his feet. There, he says to himself. He has always been able to do that, since he was a boy.

      On the way to the paper shop he is thinking how some English people can be quite nice, when you get to know them individually. Not that he knows her. In fact it is just amazing how you can be working with someone for more than a year and still not know them at all, more than that they like their pay in cash, and they don’t like that much milk in their tea, and they don’t want to be bothered with a lot of questions and the like. Her favourite is the red one with the ice-cream inside, he bought her it and he even managed to persuade her to put her purse away for once, that she didn’t have to give him the 57p for it, he didn’t want it. 57p, for God’s sake. It’s strange how you can not know someone but still know they’re not like anyone else. Angus takes the letters and papers from her, he says, don’t you worry about those, I’ll do those, Amy. He likes to say her name. He tries not to say it too often so that when he does it really feels like it means something. He is sure she’s run away from some man, some man who was beating her about, her or her girl. He’s sure of it. Some man who lifted his fist to her just once too often, now that would make anybody take to the road. Or some man who took all her money, something. Or maybe she took all his money. She’s got her reasons anyway, whatever they are. Sometimes Angus imagines a suave English smooth-dressed smooth-talker at the site gate, sometimes he’s a balding stocky thug, built like a boxer, who asks whether she’s there. He says something ungracious about her in his East End accent, or his posh water-resistant surface of a posh restaurant voice. Angus looks him up and down, feels his nostrils flare and sneer as he coils his arm back and punches him hard, knocks him to the ground, both of them, the thug and the smooth bastard, on the ground feeling their jaws as Angus flexes his fist. Don’t be letting me hear you speak about the lady like that again, he says. And if I catch you hanging around anywhere near her. If I catch you anywhere near her again.

      Hughie in the pub last year: See you’ve a new helper up at the site now Angus.

      Donnie: English, is she no? Stuck up, is she?

      Hughie: No yet, but she soon will be! eh Angus? eh Donnie? eh?

      Angus, looking at the bar, looking at the smoke uncoiling into the air from the cigarette in his hand, saying nothing.

      When he gets to the paper shop and takes his hand out of his jacket pocket he is surprised to find, crumpled in his palm, a small white sock, damp and warm. A child’s school sock, he stares at it in amazement. He smooths the creases out of it. He sorts through the damp change for the girl behind the counter, and he folds the sock up even smaller and lets it fall into the inside pocket of his jacket. He chooses a packet of the mints Avril particularly likes. He jogs home, takes the short cut, singing to himself under his breath.

       

      Amy opens the door into a place that has been scorched black. The door swings back behind her and thuds against its frame, both the frame and the door have been buckled by heat. At least there is still a door. Everything that was here in this room before has become rubble, brittle, nothing. She steps forward. She can’t go very far into it because the floor is broken open, if she looks down she can see right through to another place below. There is a hole above her head too, burnt through the roof. The walls are charred black all round her. She steps carefully back to where she was, puts her hand on the door to balance herself. The varnish on it is cracked and blistered. When she takes her hand away her fingers are smudged with soot, so that the creases in her skin stand out white.

      She can’t think where she is. She can’t think what it can mean. It is like the inside of her head has been blasted with the same sudden heat and left porous and buckled, smoke still hanging, as sky smashes through the soft top of her skull.

      Amy Amy Amy.

      Kate wakes her, calling from the other room.

      What? Amy shouts, what? what?

      She looks down at what’s in her hands, a jumper, needle, wool. She pushes the needle in the direction it seems to want to go in, from one side of the tear in the wool to the other.

      Did you know this thing, shouts Kate, that we’re just made of water and rock, I mean our bodies? Did you know that we eat rocks all the time?

      Yes, Amy shouts, I knew that. I’m sending you out to the beach later to pick up a bucket of stones. I thought you’d like them for your supper tonight.

      She can hear Kate laughing through the wall. She laughs too. Will you want them fried or roasted? she shouts. Baked might be nice. Or how about chips? If someone will lend us a chisel.

      Oh, Kate calls through. Wait, I forgot to tell you. What kind of mountain – no. Wait. What mountain doesn’t matter? Do you give up?

      I give up, says Amy.

      The Matterhorn! – no, that’s wrong. What do you call a mountain that doesn’t matter?

      I think you’ve given it away, Amy shouts. Aren’t you cold through there? Stop shouting. Come through.

      Kate comes through. She flops down by Amy’s feet and opens a big book.

      The doesn’t Matterhorn, she says. Do you get it? Do you get it?

      Here’s your jumper back, Amy says. It’s filthy. I’ll have to wash it. It looks like you’ve been carrying coal inside it.

      She looks down at Kate. Come here, she says. Stand up, come here. What did you do to get your neck so black?

      She wets her finger in her mouth, scrapes at Kate’s collarbone above her dress.

      Can I write a diary? Kate asks.

      A diary? Amy says.

      I’ll write the weather in it, Kate says. Today it was sunny and rainy.

      She picks up her jumper and examines the darning Amy’s done. It is quite good, the wool is nearly the same colour as the jumper.

      Miss Rose says it’s getting colder and colder in the winters, and the summers are getting hotter and hotter, says Kate. There are new insects and everything, new spiders coming because of it.

      As long as you don’t bring any of them home, Amy says. The water pump must be broken again; Amy is pouring water out of the big plastic container into the sink.

      There are all new plants too, Kate says. There is this new kind of green stuff on ponds and rivers, and dogs if they swim in it can get poisoned and even die.

      Pull that jumper off, Kate, Amy says.

      But I just put it on, Kate says.

      And find me your flannel, Amy says.

      Kate leaves the book with its pages splayed open on the floor and comes over to the sink. She stands still while Amy rubs at her neck. Do you think, maybe, do you think that people could get poisoned by the green stuff? Kate says.

      I can’t get this black off you, Amy says. It’s like you’ve been rolling in oil. Wait –

      Ow, Kate says.

      There, Amy says. That’s a bit better. Then she says, Kate, look at this, it’s all down the inside of your dress. Where have you been?

      Just down at the beach, Kate says.

      Take it off, I’ll have to soak it. And I’ve just done a washing. You liability, Amy says. I know exactly where you’ve been.

      Where? Kate says. She wonders what the word liability means, if it’s anything to do with being able to tell lies. She thinks of the plastic bag with the animals in it, tucked in the rocks in the dark. I wasn’t there, she says.

      You’ve been up the inside of a chimney, Amy says. You’ve been playing Roll In The Grimiest Place So Amy Has To Wash Everything.

      Kate cringes away from the cold flannel. But if I’d been up a chimney, she says, the black would be on the outside not the inside of my clothes.

      You turned them inside out on purpose, to fool me, Amy says, flicking the flannel. Then you told the coalman he had a new girl helper. You’ve ruined this dress. I’m never going to get this out.

      She tosses the dress into the dirty washing corner. What’s a coal man? Kate says. She squats down on the floor by the gas heater in her vest and pants; she cradles herself inside her book. She sings, it doesn’t matter horn, it doesn’t matter horn.

      Amy rakes through the wardrobe, pulls out the green dress.

      What about wearing your favourite? she says.

      Kate looks down at the book again. No, I don’t want to wear that one today, she says.

      Usually it is a special treat for Kate to wear this dress. They found it in a second hand shop in Aberdeen; a dress some child wore to a wedding or a special family occasion, like a miniature evening gown, fancy, thick satin green and flouncy in all the right places, lovingly hand-made. Amy is surprised. Not this one? she says. You can. You can if you want.

      Kate doesn’t raise her head. The last time I was wearing it, she says, some boys said about me wearing it.

      Amy can see Kate in the long door mirror, picking at something on the floor. Some boys said what? she says.

      Well, Kate says, I was playing Best Man Dead on the beach –

      By yourself? Amy says.

      Yes, Kate says, if you do it yourself you get to decide how to die, and you always win. And some boys came past –

      Which boys? Amy says.

      I don’t know them, they were quite big boys, maybe in primary six, Kate says, and one said to me, you must be going to a party, you’re going to get into trouble, you’ve got sand all over your party dress. And I said no I wasn’t going to one. And then they laughed at me and one said she’s wearing a stupid party dress and she’s not even going to a party.

      Oh, Amy says. I see.

      She shuts the wardrobe door, comes over and sits on the couch.

      Come here, she says, and get warm.

      Kate takes her book and pushes under Amy’s arm, hooks it round her and presses into her side. She opens the book at the mountain section and reads about them again, silently spelling out the difficult words.

      Is that the doesn’t Matterhorn? Amy asks, glancing down at the page.

      Yes, Kate says, squirming in closer. This one.

      There are several pictures of mountains; she points to the one in the cloud. Read about it to me, Amy says.

      As Kate is reading out the words and the poem she feels Amy’s arm stiffen uncomfortably round her neck. Amy’s whole body seems to stiffen. Kate looks up. Amy is staring at the book.

      Kate turns the page.

      No, wait, Amy says. Turn it back.

      Kate flicks the page back over.

      Is that – Vesuvius? Amy asks, her voice small.

      Kate looks to see what the writing says. She spells it out to herself. Yes, she says, that one, and she points to the colour photograph of the green hill with the split in its peak high above a city and the sea.

      No, Amy says.

      Amy puts her finger on the page opposite, on the writing, on a word.

      Yes, says Kate, amazed. Yes. She points to another word. Can you read that? she says.

      Amy doesn’t say anything.

      Kate points to another. Can you say that one?

      Amy stands up.

      Well how can you read only the one word? Kate says. If you can read one word then you can know the other words too. You must be able to.

      Amy walks over to the big window and stares out. She walks back over to the couch. She takes the book from Kate and stares hard at the page again.

      If you can read some letters you must be able to read others, Kate says. She scowls. When Amy gives her back the book she turns it the right way up and reads what the writing says: In August 79 AD in (hard word) south ern It a ly the ground started to shake and the sea round Mount Ve su vi us began to boil. On 24 August the volcano erup ted and the top of the mountain split and blew right off. Burning stones and smoke and red hot lava were throw n high into the air and fell for miles around, complete ly cover ing the towns of (hard word) and (hard word).

      Do you want me to read it out, what it says? she asks Amy.

      Amy is still pacing up and down, now her hands are both covering her face. No, no, she says. She turns, and when she takes her hands away from her eyes her face is wild-looking.

      Listen, Amy says. Get all the things together that you’ll need and put them in the big blue holdall.

      Kate feels cold all over. She shuts the book slowly. She looks at the cover. It is made up of pictures of wonders of the world. She traces with a finger the lines of space between the pictures, from the top of the book to the bottom, and from one side to the other. Now Amy is rummaging about in the other room. Kate holds the book hard against her chest. It is big enough to reach all the way from under her chin to her stomach.

      Amy comes clattering through. She has the blue holdall. She goes to the wardrobe and begins taking things out and pushing them into the bag. Come on, Kate, she says.

      When she looks to see what Kate is doing, she stops, puts the bag down. She comes over and crouches down to Kate’s level. She pulls her hand up inside her cardigan sleeve and uses the cuff to wipe Kate’s face.

      We’re not leaving here, she says. It’s all right.

      Kate chokes a wailing noise in her throat, sore, shuts her eyes. Aren’t we? she says.

      No, Amy says. Now listen. I have a question for you.

      Kate sniffs wetly, opens her eyes.

      If you wanted something, Amy says, if you really wanted something, but you didn’t know how to get it. If you needed something, but, say, you didn’t have enough money to pay for it. What would you do?

      Kate doesn’t know how to answer this. It sounds like a trick question.

      What would be the best thing to do? Amy asks. Under the circumstances?

      Kate wipes her nose on her sleeve, forgets she’s crying. Could you just take the thing you needed? she asks.

      Amy laughs. No, she says. Not this time. What would you do?

      Kate thinks hard. She can only think of one answer. I’d ask you, she says.

      Right, Amy says, jumping up. Right.

      The right answer; Kate is relieved. Amy goes to the wardrobe, takes out Kate’s favourite dress again. She holds it up and it shimmers on its hanger. Wear this one, she says.

      Kate looks at the floor. Where are we going to go? she asks.

      We’re going on a holiday, Amy says.

      A what? Kate says.

      I’ll be back in a minute, Amy says.

      What about school? Kate is saying as the door clicks shut. She tries to see out of the window where it is that Amy is going, but it’s too dark outside to make anything out.

      There’s school tomorrow, Kate hears herself say.

      She sits in the new silence, still holding the book.

    

OEBPS/imagedata/9780349007977.jpg
The first novel by the author of How to be Both,
winner of the Baileys Prize for Fiction

Like

‘I love her prose . . . clear and lucid and at the same time
full of little quirks and subtleties’





