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1



Nociceptors



pain











Heather


A shred of light. Gone, and back, and gone again.


Heather chops with her arms, fingers splayed. Not together like oars, although she’s been told to enough times. Fringe stuck over her eyes as she lifts out her face to take a breath, and is swept back when she dips down. This is for babies, she thinks.


Exhales below the surface making bubbles of interference, chlorine up her nose.


Inhales above it, eyes scrunched against the splashes, stinging, and playground noise of the municipal pool. Scissor kicks.


It’s quiet underwater, where Heather aims for the lower half of a woman in a black swimsuit. The locker key lit and unlit on her wrist as she beckons her.










Cara


She needs to know. Turns off the ignition, and the radio chatter continues, a discussion about the wage gap conflated as usual with maternity rights.


Welcome to Eglantine Manor.


The care home is an eighties build with a pattern of red and yellow bricks like an Aran jumper. The website has pictures of hanging baskets bulging with geraniums, tomato plants at waist height, and sunflowers taller than residents. Today nothing grows in the borders except weeds.


She sees a visitor speak into an entry system to gain access.


Cara would ask outright, but Paul doesn’t like to be reasoned with. He doesn’t like hearing the legal advantages of getting married either; that for instance it’s in his interests to do so because if something happened to her – her, Cara – then he’d be all right. She has offered to pay for a solicitor to get things moving. Once they even got as far as booking an appointment; then the duty manager called to report an accident with a hoist that resulted in three stitches. It was unfortunate timing.


The two incidents were unconnected, and Cara told him so. Yet he took it as a sign, and they didn’t rearrange.


Her plait is coming undone, and she presses wisps behind her ears. Dithers over her sunglasses, which will be conspicuous if worn indoors. Swaps them for normal.


She wants to be with him. Not in a Guardian-reading, Ed Sheeran-listening kind of way – where the woman likes football and the man likes romantic comedies. She’s okay with them being together in a real way. The rough with the smooth. As long as she knows what she’s dealing with.


She enters Eglantine Manor with a flourish: she is buzzed in.


‘I’m Dr Brenner,’ she says, reaching for a pen to sign in as if she’s done it a hundred times. ‘To see Mrs Wycliffe.’


The care worker is an Eastern European with sharp cheekbones. ‘To see Ruth?’


‘That’s right, Ruth Wycliffe.’ She writes Dr then her surname illegibly and scrambles the registration details of her vehicle.


‘You’re her doctor? You have been before?’


‘I’m from the Neuroscience Centre. I’m here to assess her. I’m surprised you weren’t expecting me.’ She offers her photo ID.


‘From the university?’


Cara sanitises her hands in a businesslike fashion. And she has done enough to be shown through. ‘How is Mrs Wycliffe?’


‘She is no trouble, takes her medication like a good girl. Appears happy.’


‘I assume she cannot feed herself? Bathe, um, bathroom herself?’


‘None in her wing do, they are very limited mobility, unless we move them. She is having a duvet day.’


They go down a corridor with a lino floor and handrails along the walls. Faded prints of countryside cottages and teddy bears hang crookedly. Doors and doors: a few open to functional, magnolia bedrooms, a cross between a hospital and a Travelodge.


The residents are in pyjamas and tracksuits. There’s a lounge area where armchairs have plastic covers and a repeat of Poirot on a communal TV. They watch, nap or fret. A carer, also wearing a plastic cover, dispenses drugs from a trolley.


The noticeboard is covered with announcements including Smile, You’re on CCTV!


Cara doesn’t. ‘Can Ruth, Mrs Wycliffe, can she speak?’


The carer taps a security code on another door. ‘She should not be in here.’


‘What makes you say that?’ If Ruth’s too lucid, she must find a way to leave.


‘Too young. She shouldn’t be with the old people. Her husband is strong. He should take care.’


An assistant offers Cara tea from an urn, which she refuses, not wanting to touch any part of this place with her mouth. The smells of urine and bleach.


A frail resident in a red dressing gown chants, ‘I want a biscuit, I want a biscuit, I want a biscuit,’ without pausing for breath.


‘No, naughty, this is not your visitor.’


The whine of an alarm calls the carer away, and Cara is left alone.


Room 19, Mrs Ruth Wycliffe.


Ruth is raised in bed. Her head is propped with pillows and she clutches foam rolls to stop her nails digging into her palms.


Yes, she is young compared to the rest, her expression fixed with her mouth open and bushy eyebrows raised. The sheets are bunched, her torso bolstered with more pillows along one side, and on the other there’s a guard rail to prevent her falling. Her feet almost fold back on themselves, and her tiny frame is contorted. Her fair hair is cropped short. Her skin, dry and flaky. Grey eyes. The print on her nightie is of seashells.


‘Hello, Mrs Wycliffe. I’m a friend, here to visit. I’d like to know how you’re getting on.’ Cara leans closer to get her attention. ‘How do you feel? Are you well today?’


Ruth’s stare goes right through her.


‘My name is Cara Brenner. Has anyone mentioned me to you before? Would you remember if they did?’


Ruth sounds like she has a cold.


Cara takes out her iPad as though it were a genuine assessment after all, mainly because if someone comes in she ought to look busy.


Ruth is smirking. Or was it a flash of pain?


If Cara had her in an fMRI scanner, things might go differently.


‘I’m going to ask you a few simple questions,’ she’d say. ‘To answer yes, I want you to imagine playing tennis . . . And for no, imagine you’re walking around the rooms of your house. Got that? Tennis for yes – pretend you’re chasing a ball around the court, and you send it flying over the net with a good swing – and being in your own home for no. All right, let’s begin. First, are you in physical pain?’ Cara visualises the parahippocampal gyrus lighting up, which shows the subject accessing spatial memories. ‘Very well then. Let’s see if you know what month it is. Is this February? Is February the month we’re in . . . ? And what about the future; will you agree to a divorce so that your husband can get on with his life?’ She’d look for a response in the supplementary motor area at this point. ‘Am I a joke to you?’


‘Wuh.’ Is she laughing at her? Perhaps Ruth understands more than she lets on.


Cara puts the iPad away. Prefers looking at brains as data sets; that’s where the substance is.


There are photos around the room: Ruth in a wetsuit hugging a surfboard with beach hair. Ruth in a halter neck drinking a milkshake. Ruth caught off guard in some ruins in a hot country: she is wearing a hamsa pendant and pouting in a familiar way.


Cara tries guessing where it is: the Acropolis, or Ephesus maybe. Paul hasn’t mentioned a holiday abroad like that.


Ruth in fancy dress with four friends in a pub: she is Cyndi Lauper, and they’re the girls who just want to have fun. In the next picture they’re her bridesmaids, and Ruth’s wedding dress is shocking. (Cara couldn’t come up with four female friends, but at least she has taste.) Paul looks slimmer and has thicker hair, although he never looks comfortable in a suit. He isn’t in many of Ruth’s photos. Come to think of it, he isn’t in many of Cara’s either.


Then a ginger newborn in Ruth’s arms, which gives her a pang. A ginger toddler by the swings. A ginger child petting a ginger cat called Nugget.


And a gap of years like a redacted document.


It is unclear why Ruth has a bookshelf. Moby-Dick, Frankenstein, 1984. Anne Rice, V. C. Andrews, Stephen King. Hannah Arendt, Michel Foucault, Susan Sontag. They’re mostly paperbacks, and it’s hard to imagine who might be reading them to her.


Cara opens the only mint-condition hardback, Claribel of Tunis by Reginald Ely. She glances at an inscription in the author’s handwriting:


Ru,


Be gentle, keep hopeful and stay free.


Yours ever,


Reg


A Cambridge snow globe is on the windowsill. Cara shakes it in front of Ruth’s face, to see if she’ll react. Storm static covers King’s College Chapel, then dissipates. Ruth doesn’t seem to notice.


There’s a CD player and FM radio with buttons missing.


‘You ought to listen to music,’ Cara says, tuning to a classical station. ‘Studies show how well it works, better than drugs. Don’t they go in for digital here? Do the immigrants steal whatever they can sell on?’


She flicks through a wallet of CDs, like the one she used to keep in her glove compartment. Etta James, James Brown, Carole King; Bob Marley, Leonard Cohen, Patti Smith; Kate Bush, Siouxsie and the Banshees, The Cure.


‘I’m jealous of your CD player, I rather miss mine. CDs get a bad rap, don’t they?’ She slides one out of the sleeve and turns it over. It’s scratched on the back.


Paul calls it a well-spouse affair, but she is sure that’s a term he read online and uses incorrectly. For one thing, Cara doesn’t have an ill spouse, so their relationship isn’t based on a shared experience and bitter-sweet mutual support. For another, an affair suggests adultery committed in secret, but they live together openly and have for a while now.


On her way out Cara can still hear, ‘I want a biscuit, I want a biscuit, I want a fucking biscuit,’ echoing through the hallway.


She pours gel on her hands till they sting and smell of isopropanol. Shoulders her way into the fresh air.


At least we’re moving in the right direction, she thinks. Consciousness will be explained sooner or later. When enough neural correlates have been discovered and understood, and once the data issues – sharing, massiveness and complexity – are overcome. When that happens, borderline cases can be resolved. Ruth hasn’t done anything wrong, except go on too long.


She gets in the car and has a piece of chewing gum in lieu of lunch. Needs to get back. As she turns the ignition, Cara catches a glimpse of red in the rear-view mirror. And there’s the pang again.










Heather


She opens her dad’s white van – can’t see what she’s looking for. Hand tools, power tools, drill bits are stored haphazardly with cables, alarm systems and replacement parts.


She looks in his toolboxes. In a hardcase. In a bucket, where she finds rolls of gaffer tape and takes one. Pulls out black plastic sheeting from under a stepladder, knocking around fast-food containers. Pockets a Stanley knife.


Rescues cardboard from the recycling. Liberates the kitchen scissors. Tries to make everything fit in her rucksack.


At Eglantine she finds a trolley with clean towels and bedding. Heather grabs some of these too, before going into her mum’s room and locking the door behind her.


Heather takes a selfie: her dimpled smile, and Ruth’s grimace and half-closed eyes.


‘Good one. Your hair looks pretty today. Smells appley, very feminine.’


Ruth spasms.


Heather starts by laying towels along the crack under the door, and covers the hinges by taping plastic over them.


‘I’m not especially interested in boys. Girls aren’t much better really, not as mature as they say. Those bitches are ignoring me now, which I prefer. I’m hanging out more with Betty Willis? I don’t know why she likes me because she’s quite cool and I – I like her because she’s thoughtful. She sends me messages and answers mine, you don’t need to worry about that, and . . . She does these amazing faces like a real make-up artist? I’ll see if I can find you any.’


Heather looks for pictures on her phone, holds it in front of Ruth’s nose and swipes.


‘And this is us eating ice cream we bought at a stand. I had strawberry and Betty had . . . Can’t remember, there were bits in it. We walked in the grounds of one of the colleges – just strolled in through the gates and sat on a bench. The porter man said we were trespassing and made us leave, which was mean, we were only sitting there, we weren’t spoiling anything. We were almost finished, so, quite funny really? It’s pretty with the bridges and boats and the grass all flat and the same length, but you’re not allowed to walk on it, it’s just for looking at.’


The view from Ruth’s window is of evergreen trees, a bird table and fence, and the rear entrance of Purple Patch soft play centre. Heather blacks it out like wartime. Uses gaffer tape and sheeting to obscure every chink of light.


‘Betty said he noticed us because of her, and I could’ve got away with it if I was by myself. And I said, I’d rather be kicked out with her than taken for one of them. But I don’t think it helped, she seemed upset. You can’t tell what’s going on with people, I guess. We don’t do anything stupid, I mean, dangerous. I wanted to ask you what you did when you left school? What countries you went to? Dad doesn’t seem to know and he gets funny if I ask too much. Were you a waitress or have I made that up? Shall I be a waitress?’


Heather strokes her mum’s hand and imagines working in a posh restaurant. Imagines weaving between tables with white tablecloths on a busy evening. Knowing her customers’ names and the menu by heart. Carrying large plates with fancy little portions. She’d have a black dress, hoop earrings, and her hair done up in an elegant knot with a pen tucked in. There’d be candlelight, and then dawn.


She moves a chair against the door and stands on it to block out the transom windowpane above.


On the other side, a member of staff supporting a resident looks up at her.


‘A waitress can work anywhere she likes,’ Heather says, taping along the frame. ‘It hardly matters what city you end up in. I bet you know a lot, more than she does. I wish I paid you more attention when I was younger. I should’ve asked questions when I had the chance, shouldn’t I?’


She turns off the light switch. The room darkens.


‘Dad thinks he can keep secrets from you. It’s stupid, because you know everything. He’s not as strong as you are. Please be patient with him?’


She takes the knife and makes a cut in the centre of the black plastic on the window: a peephole to the garden. Even as she’s doing it she realises it’s too large. It gapes from the glass, daylight leaking in.


She tries cutting a hole in a piece of cardboard instead, the size of a five-pence.


While she’s taping it snug over the first hole, there is a knock at the door.


‘Is everything all right?’


‘Don’t come in,’ Heather calls back.


‘Why did you cover the small glass? What are you doing? It is not safe.’ The care assistant tries the door. ‘Unlock this, please?’


Heather works faster to make the room black with a dot of light.


There are raised voices from the hall and they’re trying the door again. ‘What’s happening? Open it, now.’


‘Go away!’


In the seconds it takes for her eyes to adjust – and Ruth to emerge floating in the sky – they find a key and force their way in, ripping through the materials.


The bedroom is saturated with light.


And there is Heather standing with a blade in her hand.


She is made to wait in the manager’s office for Paul to collect her.


Sits in the passenger seat of the van with his old issues of Coast magazine and Classic Boat. Fanta bottles at her feet, and a tree air freshener dangling from the mirror.


‘Explain what you were doing?’ he says as he drives.


She doesn’t reply.


‘Skiving. Not for the first time, was it. Stealing. Carrying a knife. What else don’t I know about? Druggies?’


Heather rolls her eyes.


‘The damage you’ve done to the paintwork,’ he says, ‘they’ll bill me for. They’ll move her out to redecorate and won’t bother moving her back in. She’ll get a worse room because of this. That was a nice one she had, where she could watch the birds, and near the nurses’ station in case there was a problem? You’ve ruined it. You aren’t allowed to visit her by yourself any more.’


The ring road is at a standstill. Cyclists weave around roadworks. It rains thinly, the windscreen wipers making visibility worse.


‘I don’t want you seeing the end. Cara says you aren’t old enough.’


‘She said that?’ It comes out louder than she intends. Cara is supposed to be on Heather’s side. She goes on about ‘us girls’ sticking together.


‘Cara knows more about these things. She said it’s too disturbing for young minds. I’m sorry for you.’


‘Mum wants me there when it happens. It’ll be good for us.’


‘Your mother can’t have a say in what she doesn’t understand.’


The traffic in front of them stop-starts. The light is green, but there’s nowhere to go.


Heather sighs. ‘Will you be with her? Or will you be in the car park eating Greggs?’


His face settles in a blank as if he hasn’t heard.










Cara


Virtual brain slices with blobs of orange and blue, hot and cool like weather systems on grey maps. Data spools across a screen in the control booth.


Behind thick glass, the volunteer lies in an fMRI scanner, like a pharaoh in a magnetic sarcophagus. Trussed up in a head brace, blanket, and trailing wires. He is obeying the instruction to keep still.


He’s shown pictures and his answers appear as he presses a keypad in his hand.


[Pyramids of Giza] . . . [Green].


[Snowflake symmetry] . . . [Green].


[Tiles from the Alhambra] . . . [Green].


Silvia, who administrates timeslots in the scanner, is monitoring him.


[Conch] . . . [Green].


[Surrealism painting by Miró] . . . [Red].


[Rings of Saturn] . . . No response.


[Celtic No. 3, from Owen Jones’s The Grammar of Ornament] . . . [Green].


[Dandelion clock] . . . [Red].


[Sculpture by Barbara Hepworth] . . . [Red].


End of slideshow.


Cara speaks into the mic. ‘And finally, I’m going to show you some more number sequences and I want you to tell me whether you can see a pattern? As soon as you spot a pattern of any kind, I want you to click green for yes, as in, yes, there is a pattern – and if you can’t see one, if you think the numbers are just a random jumble, then I’d like you to click red for no. Same fingers as before, and the length of time will vary. Is that okay with you?’ She holds down the talkback, waiting for the reply. ‘Can you hear me, Mr Fremont?’


‘Yes,’ he answers, crackling through the speaker. ‘When you . . .’


She turns to Silvia. ‘The sound quality is awful. I can hardly make out a word.’


Silvia checks the volume and shrugs.


Cara talks into the mic again. ‘You’re looking for numbers in an order. Click green for pattern – and red for random. Can you manage that for me?’


‘Index finger if I can see a pattern like . . . what . . .’


‘What?’ (Several tonnes of magnet costing millions. Intercom that costs shit.) ‘Splendid, Mr Fremont. Let’s see how we get on, shall we?’ Cara runs the program.


The slideshow starts, appearing simultaneously in the booth and for the volunteer inside the tube.


22, 25, 28, 31, 34 . . . [Green].


He gives a correct response to the first set. He is off to a good start.


7, 17, 27, 37, 47 . . . [Green].


96, 108, 120, 132, 144 . . . [Green].


As his mind works, his vascular system sends glucose and oxygen to his hungry brain. Blood rushes to the neurons demanding it most. What the scanner isolates are pumped ions active in his blood flow: they light up like a flare in the night sky. That’s where the thought is with near-millimetre precision. Which is impressive—


291, 57, 529, 62, 16 . . . [Red].


—until you realise that a single cubic millimetre of human brain contains a billion or so connections, and no existent computer is able to map it.


101, 103, 107, 109, 113 . . . The scanner howls like an aircraft.


Cara expects activity in the horizontal segment of the intraparietal sulcus. That’s not news. Also in the left angular gyrus, if he’s wording towards the solutions. But what she’s really interested in is Mr Fremont’s orbitofrontal cortex in the frontal lobes, a so-called hedonic hotspot.


It’s not just whether he sees patterns, and how quickly he answers, and his rate of accuracy. Are they satisfying answers? Are they attractive? Cara is curious as to whether, as it were, they’re pretty patterns.


9, 16, 25, 36, 49 . . . [Green].


888, 777, 666, 555, 444 . . . [Red].


The experiment is out of her hands now.


She looks sidewise at Silvia and says, ‘You need a trip to Maplin to fix that thing. A job for you in the morning, perhaps, before I come back next week.’


200, 14, 783, 94, 0 . . .


1, 10, 11, 100, 101 . . . There’s a noise like a fire alarm.


The program freezes and a warning flashes on the screen.


Silvia jumps to attention and turns on the main lights. ‘Panic button.’


‘No, no, I don’t think so.’ Cara presses the intercom. ‘Don’t be silly, Mr Fremont, you only have four minutes left in there.’


Mumbling on the speaker.


Her colleague snatches the microphone away. ‘Relax, sir, everything is all right, I’m coming for you now.’


‘We’re practically finished—’


The doors are thrown open, and the table he’s on slides out.


Silvia holds his hand like an angel of mercy. She unpacks him, setting him free from wires and equipment.


After a moment it’s clear he’s perfectly fine. Probably just bored.


A single booking takes four hours, from prep to sign-out. It costs nine-hundred pounds, which comes out of Cara’s budget, no matter what the outcome is. And this entire session has to be junked.


She scoops up her folder and laptop, and a pen she threw on the floor.


He says, ‘I never thought of myself as claustrophobic before. It was like being in a drawer in the mortuary.’


‘More like a sleeper train,’ Cara says. ‘Not remotely scary when you think about it.’


‘You did very well.’ Silvia pats him on the arm. ‘We’re extremely grateful to you for giving up your time to help the university with our research. Would you like a cup of tea? I can sit with you until you feel better.’


He says, ‘I should be getting home. What an adventure; I can’t wait to tell the missis.’


‘I hope you enjoyed yourself,’ Cara says. ‘The invoice will arrive by post.’


Silvia glares at her.


‘Cheque, I mean.’


When Cara first told her parents that Paul was a security systems engineer, what they heard was ‘locksmith’. They had this idea that locksmiths earn a fortune, because when someone’s locked out of their house, they’ll pay anything to get back in. The reality is that Paul installs burglar alarms for little old ladies, and had a two a.m. callout to reset a warehouse unit in Chelmsford last night.


He is dozing on the sofa with a quiz on TV. Next to him on the coffee table is a KitKat wrapper, a tube of crisps and his Canaries mug. Stirs when Cara sits near him. Finds the remote, lowers the volume. ‘How did it go?’ he asks anxiously, because he thinks every day involves lecturing to a packed auditorium and at least one major scientific breakthrough.


‘My volunteer pressed the panic button in the scanner. He ruined my experiment. It wouldn’t have happened if we weren’t using tin cans on a piece of string.’ She leans in for a kiss. Offers him a drink.


Paul shifts his weight. ‘I can do it?’


‘I will. And I’ll open a jar of sauce if that’s okay. I’ll make it veggie so I don’t have to use a separate pan for Heather.’


‘Whatever you think,’ he replies, adding, ‘Yangtze River,’ for the benefit of the quiz show host. ‘Hang on, she needs to talk to you. Sounded, um . . .’


Cara waits.


‘It might be female-related? Better if she comes to you, rather than looking at websites, which can be confusing for a girl her age.’


Cara softens because she’s had an effect on him after all.


The wine rack is the most used part of the new kitchen, which Cara chose because it reminds her of Scandinavian television dramas. She’s spread the cost over several credit cards, chasing down 0 per cent interest deals, but it was worth it.


Gives Paul his wine and leaves him to a sudden-death tiebreaker.


Heather is doing her homework. At least, her books, notes and laptop are spread about on the bed, which is a start.


Her bedroom looks as though it belongs to a younger child. Stuffed toys hugged until they’re falling apart. Crystals with spurious powers. Mermaids. Under the bed is a pair of customised Converse sneakers that Cara gave her, and an imitation pair from Primani that she obviously prefers. She hoards fast fashion, tote bags with inspirational quotes, crusting cosmetics. Flavoured lip balms. Cutesy body sprays. She is a true redhead: pale, freckles, and acne.


Thumbs her phone as if Cara isn’t there.


Cara perches with her wineglass: the silence runs on until she says, ‘Glimpses of the whole world. No wonder you can’t help yourself.’


Heather wipes her nose on her sleeve. ‘Were you still a virgin when you were my age?’


Officially, Cara is offended, but is also quite impressed by her gumption. ‘That’s very personal. Whatever makes you ask?’


They’ve had the talk, such as it was. She was mindful that Heather must have looked up anything she was curious about, and that Cara’s role was more of a reality check. (Which is more than Cara had to go on. Apart from sex ed with Miss Kowalik, she had to make do with magazines passed around at break times. She used to get one with a drawing called position of the month. Glenda thought she bought it for the free eyeshadow.)


‘Betty told me there was this boy she was dating who didn’t know girls grew hair down there; he thought we’re all Barbie dolls. And there was this other boy in our year – different school – who was getting sexy with his girlfriend for the first time and started trying to choke her?’


‘Oh God, did she report him to the police?’ And if she hasn’t, Cara thinks, does that mean I have to?


‘He wasn’t into it; it’s what he thought you do. He freaked out. Mustn’t it be horrible being a boy, worse than being a girl?’ She bites a cuticle.


‘Is a boyfriend putting pressure on you? Because if he is—’


‘When you’re a virgin, you’re frigid. And when not, you’re a slut. Is that right?’


‘The difference today is how they shame you for it because the pictures never really go away, but basically it’s always been the same . . . You have to be careful what you share and with whom.’


Heather is looking at her phone again. Looks at it. Is turning it over like a piece of obsidian. ‘When is it okay to have sex?’


‘When you’re safe and it’s right for you,’ Cara says. ‘The rest is a matter of taste.’


‘Does that include other people’s feelings?’


Cara sips her wine. Extracts an old paperback Tempest from underneath some socks. Ruth Clark is written on the inside cover. For a split-second Cara thinks, Who’s she? Then takes another slurp. ‘I studied this when I was at school, although I didn’t see it at the theatre until I was an adult. On a weekend away in Stratford-upon-Avon, a long time ago.’


Heather buries her face in her arms. ‘I feel sorry for Caliban.’


‘Maybe you’re supposed to. Write about him if a question comes up. You can afford to be subjective if you feel strongly.’


‘What’s subjective?’


‘It means people disagreeing over what they see. There aren’t any wrong answers as such when your argument is well made.’


Heather taps the book. ‘What do you see?’


She considers for a moment. ‘Caliban is a creature of the earth who does the manual labour, whereas Ariel is a floating, ephemeral spirit. The two seem incompatible. However, Caliban has dreams, and Ariel can feel pain. Therefore, neither is purely one substance. Both must be both. The tempest is not weather. It is a struggle between physical and mental states.’


‘Oh that’s clever, but I can’t use it because I didn’t think of it.’


‘Trust me, you’ll think of something better. Likewise, Shakespeare loved his books and creations more than his responsibilities at home.’


‘You mean Prospero?’


‘Didn’t I say that?’


‘No, you said Shakespeare.’


‘Hmm. Sorry, was it gibberish?’


Heather puts the text under her pillow. ‘Do you want to help me or not, with what I want help with?’


‘Haven’t we done that already? All right, go ahead.’


‘Will Dad pay for me to take a gap year, do you think?’


Paul doesn’t pay for his own petrol half the time. The monthly allowance Cara gives him, he spends on crap. She says, ‘A gap year implies that you’ve got a plan for what to do when you’re finished. Have you decided yet?’


She shrugs.


‘Study, work or training? I’m afraid you have to do something. Nothing isn’t an option.’


‘I don’t see why I have to do anything. Can’t I think about the future while I’m off travelling somewhere? Maybe I’ll find out what I’m good at when I’m there?’


‘Where would you go?’


‘I’m not really sure, because what’s the point of getting excited if he’s just going to say no? Will you ask him for me?’


‘So you don’t know where you want to go, and you’ve no idea what you want to do when you come back? Ask him yourself.’


‘He’s mad at me, Cara.’


‘Why? What did you do?’


Heather touches her forehead to Cara’s shoulder and makes a puppy noise.


She sighs into her glass. ‘You aren’t giving me much to go on. But I can see you’ve got a lot on your mind. And perhaps rushing into a career when you still don’t know what your passion is isn’t very wise? Perspective could be useful. I admit part of me regrets not taking a gap year when I was your age, I didn’t have the chance. It doesn’t mean you shouldn’t.’


‘Yes, and you are brilliant at this kind of problem-solving. Can’t you find out if he’ll listen a bit, please?’


‘Not at the expense of your A levels. If I help you with this, then you have to promise to see them through and try your best in your exams, no matter what else happens. Have we got a pact?’


‘Yes, I swear. Tak.’


She smiles weakly. ‘I’m doing veggie pasta tonight. We’re having the same.’


‘Good, that’s how it’s supposed to be. You won’t tell Dad what we talked about, will you? The private stuff?’


‘Of course not. Girl talk is girl talk.’


Heather’s cheeks turn pink. ‘Scientists disagree all the time. You’re always bitching about how someone else is wrong and you know best. Science is subjective then?’


‘Absolutely not.’ She finishes her drink, giving her an excuse to go for a refill.










Heather


The offshore wind farm is a mile out. A millennial harvest. Heather can’t remember a time it wasn’t there. Gusts come in from the North Sea.


Dog walkers are making the most of the wide, empty beach. Day trippers wear coats and carry ice-cream cones in their gloved hands.


It’s pre-season in Great Yarmouth, with attractions opening freshly painted shutters. The road train runs up and down the promenade. Chip shops. Amusement arcades din noise and blink lights. Bags of candyfloss hang in kiosks, and claw machines are full of unclaimed prizes. Seagulls spar for scraps.


Cara offers Heather pirate golf, the rifle range and the model village. She refuses them all. The twenty-pound note she gave her stays in Heather’s purse.


What’s left is scenery, and watching people on the dodgems.


Cara says, ‘Shall we do a selfie on the pier?’


‘No thanks.’ Heather looks back out at the wind turbines.


‘Tell me what you’d like to do.’


We both know the answer to that, she thinks. They drove two hours to prevent it.


Cara studies each donut stand and burger bar with interest. Takes her phone out for inspiration.


‘We can meet later if you like?’ Heather says. ‘I’ll go for a walk and you can read in a café?’


‘There’s no need to wander off. If you won’t decide, then I will . . . Aha, I knew there was a reason we came here.’


When she sees an aquarium of jellyfish at the Sea Life centre, Heather smiles, however briefly. It is like a porthole, and the water cycles the pulsing bodies in alien light, tiny balloons with trailing strings. ‘This is for babies.’


Indeed, there are a lot of families here, and Cara isn’t best pleased. Her attention switches between the lava lamp tanks throbbing with jellies, and the parents who can’t control their offspring.


Heather moves along without her.


The centre is narrow, and the exhibits set in low-lit artificial rocks. The aquariums shimmer with fish – hanging shapes in space. Silver and flecks of electric green. White with spots. Transparent so you can see their needle fishbones.


Some fish are ugly brutes, grubbing on the bottom for food. Toby puffer. Paddletail. And chocolate chip starfish.


Some are comic characters darting between plants and scenery, usually on a sunken ship theme. Pajama cardinal. Blue tang. Lined sweetlips.


They come and go. Take fright and hide. Eyeballs swivel and mouths gulp. Some look hard at you, holding your gaze, and some won’t stay to be examined.


The tanks are multisided prisms, large like coffins. The water heated or cooled to the captives’ liking. Continuous bubbles.


Heather circles one, taking in views from its other windows. She cannot see in the top or underneath. Parts are blacked out. Creatures inside tremble and change. There is a community in there, a vibrating system.


A glow reflects her back in outline.


She likes to think this is how Ruth looked when she was the same age. She should’ve come here with her mum when she was small enough to appreciate it, instead of being practically an adult with Cara. This is – what’s the word? – a travesty.


Heather presses her forehead to the glass. Do they want out as much as she wants in?


Cara is on the other side, shown by some trick of light as far away and shaded. Adjusts her faux-fur hood, flattens her gilet. Takes a picture she has no intention of sharing. Is doing this for something to do, to distract her brain.


An underwater tunnel: the closest Heather will ever get to swimming with the sharks and rays soaring overhead – and to a turtle ancient like a dinosaur. It’s primeval in there. You could fit humans in this aquarium, and she wonders if they do.


Heather imagines herself suspended in water. Imagines herself naked, in silence, skin tinged green, mouth and eyes dead open. Hair spreading like seaweed, with gills. Imagines people staring at her and unable to come near. She’d stay in there, another creature, can almost feel the flutter of fins and slip of tails along her body.


Cara is beside her again, staring up at the pale underbelly of an orbiting reef shark. ‘You’d be good at conservation work,’ she says, not realising that saying it means Heather will never do it. ‘When you’re a young person, you have this idea that your parents will always be there and will never change; and that the friends you make at school will last for ever; and when you meet someone, romantically, you might truly believe that you are going to stay with him for the rest of your life. It’s a trick of the developing brain, these strong feelings. Powerful emotions are normal; the good and the bad. They come and thrive for a while. They seem overwhelming. Then they pass.’ She nudges Heather’s shoulder with hers. ‘Your dad and I are separate to Ruth. Do you understand?’


‘Yep. I get it.’


‘Blended families, well, show me one that isn’t these days. Still, there is no question of me trying to replace Ruth, whatsoever. I wouldn’t dream of it.’


‘No. You wouldn’t.’


‘Because you and I are separate too, Heather, so we get to define what this is. What being “steps” means to us girls. Our version doesn’t have to be the same as anyone else’s. And we have fun too, don’t we?’ She attempts a reassuring smile.


‘Do we?’


‘Yes. Who else can I binge-watch Nordic Noir with?’ (Cara is saying this because of Paul’s lifelong hatred of subtitles. Cara drinks wine while Heather eats veggie Haribo, and they have spirited debates about who the murderer is. Heather keeps track of who’s been with who; and Cara points out production mistakes. They can polish off a whole season in a weekend.) ‘We should watch the American remakes for a laugh, I bet they’re terrible.’


‘When?’


‘I wasn’t suggesting – neither of us wants to right now. Sometime.’ Cara takes her phone out. Is she checking for texts from Paul? Is he above sending the news that way? Make Cara break it to her, on top of the rest?


‘Dad doesn’t love you like he loves Mum.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘You deserve to hear it, after everything.’


Cara is jostled by a woman with a buggy trying to pass. ‘I have been patient, haven’t I? I made room for you.’


‘I know that you try.’ Heather presses her palm on the aquarium wall. The turtle with its craggy face comes near, every wrinkle and horny scale fills her view. ‘Hello, my sister.’


Later, there is a homeless man in a doorway hunched on cardboard. He has holes in his sleeping bag. Heather gives him twenty pounds.










Cara


The funeral is the same day that Cara is interviewed for a documentary, and she wears the same outfit for both.


When it’s over, Paul puts his wife’s affairs in order as if he’s rehearsed it. Her input isn’t needed if you don’t count his overdraft (and she is willing not to for the time being).


Paul is vacuuming his van. The extension cord runs down the path. His feet stick out of the back and he is sweating through his T-shirt in a manly way.


She brings him squash in a plastic tumbler. ‘Is there anything I can do for you?’ she asks again.


Inside the van is as neat and tidy as she’s ever seen it. He seems to be thinning out his tools and creating space. For new equipment, she thinks. Is he setting up his own business? Wouldn’t put it past him.


‘Looks great,’ she says, because it’s important to show him that she’s impressed. ‘Almost like new, you could sleep in there if you had to.’


‘Yeah, been on the cards for a while. Good to get it done at last.’ He sighs guiltily.


‘It’s okay,’ she says in a soothing tone. ‘Some sense of relief is normal, as much as the loss is. You did your part, seriously, everything that was asked of you, with honour. I admire how well you’re coping. I’m saying – it’s fine to put yourself first for a change.’


He nods.


‘I hope I have been supportive enough.’ Then she adds, ‘For Heather, too.’


‘You’re incredible.’


‘Am I?’


‘I can’t believe you stayed with us this long – let us stay here.’


‘Silly. This is your home too.’


‘I see the two of you together and it’s very maternal, I suppose.’


Not the ideal compliment, but she’ll take it. Is it pathetic that she wants him to say things like, ‘Cara Mia, you make me the happiest man alive’?


He leans into the van to run a cloth through the tie-down rings.


‘It’s my birthday soon,’ she says gently. ‘And it’s okay with me if we don’t do anything special. I’m not expecting a present. In fact, I’d rather postpone it until there is less sadness.’


Did he hear her? Does she need to repeat herself?


‘What have you got in mind?’


‘Mm, I was thinking a city break – not now – in a few months, when we feel more settled and can talk. A long weekend, just the two of us. I haven’t been to Venice and I always wanted to go. Or the three of us, if Heather is too young to be left alone. I don’t think she is, though. Trusting her to show some independence could be exactly what she needs.’ Cara is afraid she has pushed her luck.


‘No harm in checking the flights.’


‘Research, yes; good idea. Why didn’t I think of that? I’d love to visit Piazza San Marco with you, the Doge’s Palace, and Gallerie dell’Accademia; and there’s a bookshop I’m dying to see. We can be tacky tourists and ride in a gondola.’


‘Under the Bridge of Sighs.’ He squints. ‘It’s called that because it connected the old court to the prison – and after they were sentenced, prisoners who were led through there saw their last view of Venice from its windows, and they sighed.’


‘A made-up story,’ she says, muffled by another blast of the vacuum cleaner.


‘There are two elliptical arches,’ he adds, ‘one above another, so it looks soft. Fragile.’


She opens her mouth. ‘I might explore the cost of going by train. I’m sure I can find a hotel with a nice terrace bar for when you’re bored of sightseeing because that’s important too, you relaxing. Lido beach. It’ll be the best of both. But it’s only an idea. We can book cheapy flights if the train is expensive.’


‘I have to check with work. I’ve had a lot of time off lately.’


‘No rush,’ she says, looking up at Heather’s bedroom window—










Heather


—looks down as her dad goes in with a brush attachment next. Funny, he never vacuums the house.


The Audi is parked next to it. ‘Will you do mine, seeing as you’ve got it out and everything? My car?’


Heather can’t hear his reply.


‘Don’t worry,’ Cara continues. ‘I’ll get it valeted. It’s always spotless when the Polish boys have finished with it.’


‘No need,’ he says. ‘The least I can do. I should’ve offered.’


Heather wishes they’d have a big row. Emotional outbursts can be good, although Cara doesn’t believe in them.


Ruth’s possessions – what was kept at Eglantine, or stored in the attic for some alternative universe where she still needed them – have crept out of their bags and boxes and taken over Heather’s bedroom.


Clothes from the sick years, comfy and over-washed. Brochures, maps and tickets that are flimsy to the touch. Spanish playing cards. A sewing tin. A pretty comb. Costume jewellery in silver and semi-precious stones, including a necklace with a hand-shaped charm. Out-of-date guidebooks, and a stack of novels that Heather has no interest in.


The sum of the parts feels important to hold on to. When she examines each item, however, she can’t tell the rubbish from the record.


She gets as far as sticking a few photos on the wall for their slippery, nostalgic feel. The Wycliffe family. Nugget the meow. Ruth the free spirit.


Sits cross-legged on the bed. Opens her laptop. Closes a homework reminder that Cara set up (there’re that many she doesn’t notice them any more).


Heather’s essay is on civilising the savage. She is keen to point out that what with all the usurping, slavery, threats and gaslighting going on by the allegedly ‘civilised’ nobles – not to mention the duke’s fixation with his daughter’s virginity, and how he keeps knocking her unconscious without asking permission – they aren’t exactly civilised to begin with.


aside from the exploitation and bullying taking place in front of us the audience there is absolutely no reliable [backspace] impartial witness to confirm what a tyrant said happened years ago in the past we know her as a foul witch because HE calls her it but then he also admits she was strong and powerful and was there before he was and then she died


Heather types three paragraphs without a single punctuation mark because of her feelings on the subject. Is finding her flow when her phone chirps. Urgh, she’s sick of scrolling through condolences.


How? she resumes. We don’t know what happened to her or what became of her body? Was she murdered BY HIM? He had the means motive and opportunity unquestionally. We don’t hear her side of the story do we. They say nasty things about her till she doesnt even matter anymore and her child is abused because hes different. Different NOT ‘misshapen’.


Therefore, to get back to the essay question because Heather has wandered off-topic and it is probably costing her marks, what is civil about name calling? How can we be sure the ‘savage’ wasn’t brutalised by the ‘noble duke’ in the first place? He might have been an innocent?


Heather starts in the middle. Then she’ll write a conclusion. Finally, she will do an introduction if she can be arsed.


More notifications. Messages sending thoughts and prayers and [gif hugs]. The funeral was the same, filled with people who knew and loved Ruth that Heather had never seen before. They seemed to expect a reaction from her.


. Ruth Wycliffe, what a stunning and hilarious woman you were, taken in a horrible cruel way. I miss you and you are forever in my thoughts. Keep on dancing. RIP Babe! Tina & the Masons Arms Band XXXxxxoxox


. Shocked by this sad news [sad crying face] I will remember your well years with fondness. Raising a beer to you. Clive [thumbs up] [beers]


. Heather, We are Devastated to hear what’s happened. Stay strong and if there’s Anything we can do to help don’t hesitate to ask. We are here for You. Best wishes at this tragic time. Lots of love, Aunt Kathy, Uncle Trev and Charleston oxo


Kind of you! Heather replies to the next post. Sweet, this’d make Mum happy and mean a lot to her [happy, blushing face]. Running out of ways to say thank you, she resorts to more xs, [rainbow]s and colourful [heart]s.


. Ruth Clark was careless, argumentative and vain. Reg


What’s this, a troll? Eww.


You can’t let them get to you, Heather thinks; you’re not supposed to feed them either. It happens all the time, even on tributes for dead people.


She clicks on the active profile of Reginald Ely, Author of the classic self-actualisation novel Claribel of Tunis.


Cara enters her room without knocking. ‘Aren’t you sorting this out yet?’


‘Course work,’ Heather says, fumbling to swap her phone for her laptop.


‘You can’t even see the floor,’ which is one of her catchphrases, only today it’s true.


‘I’ll do it later, I swear. Listen, I need to tell you something, I don’t think I’m a four-subjects girl any more, you know?’


Cara nods. ‘I understand. Three is generally what’s required.’


‘What?’ Heather says, mimicking the reaction she expected to receive. ‘I thought you’d be disappointed with me.’


‘I was expecting this. I don’t think you should spread yourself too thinly.’


She exhales, glad she hasn’t caused a scene. And Cara’s big on women owning their choices. ‘I might drop religious studies?’


‘Not tourism? Well, it is your decision. Would you like help with mathematics? You could go up a grade if you put your mind to it.’


‘Use of maths,’ she says.


‘I’m sorry, what’s use of maths?’


She offers up the textbook and Cara steps over the mess to glance through it.


She flattens her mouth. ‘I’ve never heard of this subject before. I thought you were taking—’


‘I am. Tools for the real world, Cara, it’s handy. Graphs and data, like pie charts? I like pie charts. They give a rounded view. I did tell you.’ Heather adds the book to the mess. ‘Is it all right to put some of this back in the loft for a while? Please?’


‘You’ll only have the same problem the next time you try, except with more dust and mould. Do yourself a favour, and declutter. Paul is. Get rid of anything you don’t like or won’t use again. Whatever you keep is your responsibility from now on.’


Heather’s cheeks grow warm. ‘I can feel Mum watching over me sometimes.’


‘That’s nice.’


‘Do you think she is?’


‘I think it is fair to say you’re going through a process. When my dad died—’ She knocks over some aerosols. Makes a bad job of setting them upright between the rose quartz (for love and compassion) and a tiger’s eye (for psychic power). ‘This is out of control, how can you possibly concentrate?’


‘I’ll organise, I promise, I’ll . . .’


Cara reaches across her to pick the photographs off the wall. Lays them in Heather’s palm like wages. ‘Blu Tack leaves marks,’ she says.


Heather types nonsense on her computer until Cara takes the hint and leaves her alone. Grabs her racerback swimsuit and octopus towel. The essay will have to wait.


Cantabrigians complain about Parkside Pools because it’s old-fashioned without being old. There are three, including a competition pool which closes to the public when they host galas, and a kids’ pool with water slides. It has a gym in it, diving boards, raked seating, and a waveform roof.


Heather likes the glass walls best, allowing you to see the blue swimming pools from outside, moist and enclosed like a paludarium.


And then when you’re swimming inside when the weather is freezing – and you’re loose, dripping and nearly naked – you can see the pedestrians go by in their overcoats. They make her die.


She isn’t a great swimmer as she learned late – was taught by Cara, who was shocked she couldn’t already. Cara listed some scenarios where Heather might conceivably drown: river, ocean, the artificial lake at the Botanic Garden. She wouldn’t have let Heather play on the stepping stones if she had known; she asked Paul why he hadn’t seen to it.


Paul replied it was bad luck for a sailor to learn how to swim.


Heather doesn’t do it to compete, to lose weight or to be sociable; none of those are appealing. She isn’t exactly fit either. Plenty of wrinklies pass her in the lanes. She swims when her body is tired and her head is crazy. It’s good because you haven’t made anything, so nobody can tell you you’re doing it wrong.


She does sensible breaststroke for a while.


Sculling backstroke.


Likes to hold her breath and watch the blurry bodies from the neck down. She likes to go deep – the bottom of the pool falling away like a valley, then she breaks the surface with splashy drama when it feels uncomfortable.


Climbs out, chilly and wet.


Walks parallel to the window wall: the real world with its uneven grass, bus shelter and skate ramp is less familiar through it.


Paul is out there at the front, waiting by the entrance. He is holding a coil of thin blue rope.


She waves and says, ‘Dad,’ a few times, but he’s not looking this way. Hurries to dry and get dressed, wrapping the wet swimsuit in her towel. Her ponytail makes a damp patch on her denim jacket between her shoulders.


‘I can get home by myself,’ she says. ‘I’ll text if I need a lift. What have you got there, is that a noose?’ It’s reasonable for her to ask, because there’s a knot tied in it with a loop at the end.


‘No, a bowline.’


‘Bowling?’


‘A loadbearing mariner’s knot, easy to tie and undo. Ancient. Very useful. They call it the king of knots.’ He attempts to tie it again, one-handed, uses his pinkie to control it. He manipulates the rope to pull the loose end through a hole he’s made. Drops it. ‘Easy with practice.’


‘Yeah, it’s good. Are you okay, Dad? Does Cara know you’re here?’


‘I need to tell you something that she won’t understand.’ He gathers the rope in his left hand and prepares to retie a knot with his right. ‘I saw your mother.’


‘Really? Today? When?’


‘A few nights ago. It was dark. I was in the back garden having some fresh air. I swear it was her.’


‘What did she look like?’


‘Full of cheerfulness. Sparkling.’


By the light of his eyes, she can see Ruth too. ‘Aren’t you lucky,’ she whispers.


‘You believe me then?’


‘I do.’ She shrugs.


‘I’m glad. Because she spoke to me. She had a message.’


Heather’s mouth goes dry. A message from her mum.


‘You mustn’t worry any more, she said. It’s all going to be all right.’


‘Whoa. Anything else?’


‘The way ahead is clear. She’s made sure.’


‘Clear? Did she say that?’ Heather sniffs behind chlorine-scented fingers.


He shakes his head sadly. ‘She faded away then, back to where she came from. I don’t know whether you believe in unsolved mysteries – what’s unexplained? I didn’t want to keep it secret from you, even if I sounded crazy.’


‘Thanks. You were right to tell me.’


‘We took care of her and now she’s helping us too, I reckon.’


‘I wish I’d been there.’ She presses her head against his arm and squeezes.


‘Here, hold this.’ He gives her the coil of rope and wraps the end behind his body.


‘Smooth,’ she says.


‘This is dinghy rope. You be the rescue crew . . .’ He tucks his left hand in his pocket to show he can’t use it.


‘Shall I pull you in?’


‘No! Not yet.’


He crosses the short end over and winds the line round his knuckle, feeding the end through towards his body. He steps away and Heather pulls: the knot synchs. Paul is tied in a loadbearing loop.


‘A bowline can be tied when you’re clinging on to rocks or treading water,’ he says. ‘This could save your life.’


‘Right. I’m with you.’


In the evening Heather finds the framed photo of her mum at the ruins in Carthage, and a hammer and picture hooks.










Cara


Cara is led to the kitchen, blindfolded. She touches Paul with the exaggeration of a seeing actor playing a blind character. ‘I’m going to scream if people jump out at me.’


‘Okay, you can look now.’


She takes the blindfold off, hair fluffing up.


Heather gestures grandly to an aquarium on the countertop containing two goldfish – an orange one and a white one – swimming through stringy plants and watery space. ‘Aren’t they divine?’


Cara says nothing. Then says, ‘Why does it have to be so big? I thought goldfish live in bowls.’


‘Oh no, that’s cruelty, you mustn’t keep goldfish in a goldfish bowl, it causes them stress. They can grow to a foot long. I hope these do.’


Paul pecks her on the cheek. ‘Happy birthday.’


‘They have three-second memories and food drops out the sky,’ Cara says. ‘What is there to be stressed about?’


‘They can remember months at a time,’ Heather explains. ‘The man at the garden centre told us, which means these can still remember being for sale, poor things. See how shiny they are, and shy.’ She stoops to the glass. ‘This is much nicer, you’ll like it here.’


The fish she is talking to swims away.


‘If I had a million guesses . . .’ Cara slips her arm through Paul’s. ‘What possessed you?’


‘Better than jewellery,’ Heather mutters.


Cara clenches her teeth. Goes closer to examine her gift. ‘Are they males or females? Not one of each, I hope.’


‘What do you want them to be?’ says Heather.


‘Oh God, are we going to be overrun? Do they eat their offspring?’


‘Don’t you like them?’ Heather looks genuinely hurt by the possibility. (Paul wouldn’t’ve come up with this by himself. This is Heather’s doing, and she expects it to be received with delight.)


Cara checks her reaction. ‘I admit it is original. They’ll look good in the lab, I expect.’


‘You can’t move them, they’re traumatised enough as it is. They belong here with us.’ She points. ‘This one likes you. What d’you want to call it?’


‘You can name them, really, you choose.’


‘No, they’re yours. We meant to get three, only we’d need a larger tank and it wouldn’t have fitted. I measured.’


The white goldfish scoots along the glass, eyeing the humans. The orange goldfish stays in the background.


Heather says, ‘They love each other.’


(How much did it cost? She won’t check his balance in front of him, that’s rude.)


‘I’ll name one and you can name the other,’ Cara says. ‘What about that?’


A present, a takeaway and a birthday treat. These are the traditions. Cara used to groan her encouragement if Paul did something she liked, except he hasn’t got the stamina to keep going, and she fakes so they can stop sooner.


She is ready for new traditions. Venezia. Eating linguine ai frutti di mare with a cold Soave. Then she can truly celebrate. Tomorrow she will send Paul links to her shortlisted hotels: her enthusiasm for that is real.


He holds hands with her across the duvet. ‘I reckon I took you by surprise.’


She giggles.


‘You’re a bobby-dazzler,’ he says. ‘I take it for granted almost. It’s a shame we haven’t spent more time together being private.’


‘What’s stopping us?’ She strokes his hair. ‘How about if we set aside an evening every week for date night, just us grown-ups? I promise I won’t do any work. And you and I can talk, and share, and we’ll book our weekend away.’ She kisses him.


‘I wish it was always like this.’


‘It is. We can be.’


He looks wistful. ‘Can I ask you something?’


She bites her lip.


‘I know it’s a big step,’ he whispers, ‘and we shouldn’t rush into anything. Only I think, maybe, before anything else happens, we should get you sterilised?’


Downstairs in the not-as-new-as-it-was kitchen, which she kept meaning to take pictures of before it had a big fat fish tank in it, her laptop emits blue light in the dark.


The curry containers weren’t washed properly and are smelly in the recycle bin. She won’t do it, not while it’s still technically her birthday.


She kills a bottle of Petite Sirah. Opens another email.


This is not what we agreed. The Austrian research demonstrates a correlation and I was under the impression we were of the same mind . . .


Cara is with Paul precisely because he’s different from the men she used to go for. She doesn’t want to come home and carry on the same conversations she had in the lab. Doesn’t want to live with a colleague who feels threatened by her success.


So what if he’s got a few rough edges? Haven’t we all?


You’ve lost perspective on this occasion, Dr Brenner, and, I say this out of respect, have made an error unworthy of you . . .


In a sense they are both new to this. God knows she’s held back plenty over the years. It is, therefore, inevitable that he couldn’t discuss certain issues with her while his wife was alive.


Perhaps this is his way of expressing a need for greater intimacy? At least he is thinking long term. That’s not nothing.


If you elect to withdraw that will be a blow to us and yet it could be preferable to having involvement with a project in which you have little faith. I await your prompt reply.


There are no ideal relationships. Only real relationships. With compromises we’re prepared to make, and those we aren’t.


She clicks on social media from habit.


. ‘Few Rewards: A lacklustre study by @CaraMBren @StewartBANG adds zero to our understanding of the nucleus accumbens. What next for the #neuroscience of motivation?’ [shortened link] #NAcc #neuro #neurobiology


. Experiments on animals are pathetic and POINTLESS. EVIL. No excuse. KILL YOURSELF first before hurting another lab beagle. Beg for forgiveness. [frightened animal]


. wot long words grandma.


She gnaws the inside of her cheek.


[Report]


[Block]


[Repeat]


It’s not too late to buy herself a present. She could join a wine club that delivers a mixed case each month, then they’d be less likely to run out. Probably work out cheaper.


Supervisions. Babysitting, depending on your point of view.


‘The conclusions might suggest that men’s neural connectivity is optimised for intrahemispheric communication,’ Cara says, ‘which favours spatial perception and motor control. While women’s wiring is interhemispheric, facilitating analysis and intuition. Front and back, versus left and right. Thus, human male and female connectomes seem to reinforce society’s expectations. This could be the neurobiology of gender difference. What are your questions?’


The room she time-shares overlooks a main road and is large enough for a two-person sofa, plus a desk against the wall. The plumbing squeals when a tap runs next door and her whiteboard has the remnants of a pornographic doodle on it (not by her).


The students sit as far apart as the tiny sofa allows.
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