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Antarctica


The first time Mira had her period, her dad thought a fox had got in. She’d stayed in bed to start with, feeling out the edges of this new pain which cut behind her hip bones. When the sensation was too much she filled a bath. Hot water was soothing for a few minutes and then she found that a cloth soaked in cold water could be numbing as well, so she alternated between these two: turning on her stomach in the bathwater, heaving out of the bath; then in the kitchen, kneeling, pulling a T-shirt out the laundry basket, sousing it under the tap and pressing it into her stomach with the tops of her thighs. She had the impression of being the only one left awake in the world and the kitchen light the only light, beaming out into the black back garden, into all of the Black Country. After a few hours of these expiatory rituals Mira was tired enough to sleep and she crawled back to bed, dumbly grateful. The trail of damp and drops of blood resolved into an emptied basket in the kitchen surrounded by a wet ruck of clothes, towels, snack wrappings. In the daylight it did look like the kind of mess that foxes make.


She was nearly sixty now, her father dead, the foxpiles everywhere. A partial hysterectomy after the birth of her son had not diminished the pain, which didn’t stop with menopause but which made itself known at irregular junctures, sometimes for days and sometimes for minutes. There had never been a clear diagnosis: Mira was only told that she had some angry cousin of endometriosis caused by a uterine deformity. It manifested as chronic pain and as a sense of being deeply, unjustly enfettered.


Mira would die in July, leaving behind a cache of emails to the Scott Polar Research Institute. Six months’ worth of archived Calibri dating back to the previous December. The emails began as hectoring, which is not to say that they ended differently.


The Scott Polar Research Institute was a squat building with arch windows on a colourless Cambridge street, and included a museum and library open to the public. Inside was warm and silent. Mira had only been there a couple of times but she could remember every monograph, every stitch on a glassed-up finnesko. There was a telescope on display which had accompanied a trans-Antarctic expedition in 1914 and then spent part of this century stored on a shuttle, taken aboard an expedition to outer space. A telescope which had seen two faces of the sublime, two faces of the limits of human endurance; stars, diamond-dust. It was a piss-take. Mira didn’t want to think about the leather and brass, the artefacts at the institute which recalled to her an imagined homeland. But she couldn’t help it; she threw her guts up in the shower and hated the telescope.


That December, admin@spri had written that he was sorry to say that there is no need for you to take the physical examination, since we will not be going any further with your application to work at our Antarctica-based satellite department. Your medical history excludes you from participating in any of the work on-site. It is clear, however, that your invaluable research. . .


Mira had replied. I don’t see why I would be any less capable of doing my job in the cold. Do you understand that the half of my time is already spent dressed up in polar exploration gear working in ice libraries at minus degrees?


admin@spri (whose name was Rahul) had bounced his empty water bottle on his knee and looked over his computer at the beech trees outside. The administrator worked out of the back room of the Scott Polar Research Institute and was never directly involved with ice. Mira was a glaciologist, he’d read, living in the Midlands among libraries of the stuff: ice in different silvers, dissected and preserved between glass slides like so many snail traces.


In January he had written Happy New Year. While we at SPRI unfortunately cannot take your inquiry any further, we really appreciate your work. I particularly enjoyed the paper you published recently on the inadequacy of satellite-based glacier monitoring.


It’s losing its appeal, Mira’d replied, studying fragments that have been removed, dislocated. . . studying Antarctic ice under a microscope in Sutton Coldfield. Happy New Year. She put it that her disorder didn’t make her more susceptible to frostbite, hypothermia, snow-blindness, nor had it stopped her from being an expert in her field. When admin@spri inquired further she told him that she had a severe form of whatever it was, associated with a shortened life expectancy. What’s left of her uterus was crushing things inside her. (Organs, I mean, she clarified, in case he thought it was a metaphor.)


The administrator forgot sometimes that the halls behind him were filled with treasures. The Inuit kayak that had slipped through glacial waters years and years before the scientists arrived; sketches of Kamchatka, stills from bore-hole footage of accreted ice. For the kids, a polythene model of a real ice core. All these items sang still and unheld, ringing cold with quiet. Mira’s voice, being the voice of a person, outshone them all.


So the emails continued. In late April, the pain was at a three. At the laboratory Mira remained in her assistive chair and had the tech assistants bring her what she needed. She wouldn’t watch them move smoothly between the countertops; she only raised her eyes when the ice was in front of her.


They could reconstruct air currents that were tens of thousands of years old from this ice core, mined in the East Antarctic: airs that had passed through the branches of extinct trees and the hairs of unimaginable animals. Last month the alumni magazine had run a colour piece on the department’s work with the new shipment of insulated cores, cold cylinders quarried out of an ice sheet kilometres deep, the oldest snows packed densely at the bottom and the youngest at the top. Mira hadn’t been asked to comment; nevertheless, she was now at the receiving end of a trite little email from some trite little art-history grad who’d found poetry in the idea of volcanic ash in Vostok, sheaved and winched up from a great green sea, and who was wondering if the lab could send him some photographs for his project. Mira refused shortly, without explanation. The tephra shimmered in the ice like flecks in a pavement and outside the pigeons fought.


Three. Four. Three. Mira arrived home as the sun was setting. She took her shoes and her trousers off, stared at the coffee grounds in the waste disposal, wondered at how she might go on. Then she lit a cigarette and began her favourite part of the day. I’m writing once again regarding . . . She already knew what she wanted to write; she’d known as soon as the art graduate’s request had come in. I can’t stand Ice as metaphor, a central symbol. The Antarctic is where metaphor goes to die.


The Antarctic is back in vogue, admin@spri wrote back, and linked to Lorde’s Metro magazine cover, Emma Stibbon’s sketches, Sofía Sanchez de Betak’s Antarctic packing list (sweaters from The Row and Clinique Moisture Surge!).


Mira set her teeth. That continent which had not only resisted the Anthropocene but eaten up its regiments was now cropping up whitely in the photos of adventure tourists and Instagram models like a tranqued lion. Foxes scrabbling over scraps of something melting! She glowed at her laptop, TENS unit glinting on her hip, hand slipped between her jeans and her stomach. Almost sultry in the blue light, this angry woman.


In May, Mira’s son visited, all the way up from London and telling his little girl to leave her shoes on the porch. Jay was a solicitor but seemed to spend most of his time running errands for his wife. The two belonged to a sodality that Mira didn’t understand. She was sort of a rich hippie, chanting, affecting an interest in Ayurveda. Whenever she saw Mira she asked after her pain in a manner that suggested she knew how extremely important it was not to sweep it under the rug. (Fine, good. It’s fine.) But their daughter, Charu, was something special. If people could be divided into either ordinary or extraordinary, pain had localised Mira in the ordinary. Jay, who moved around the house as through a difficult dream, was very ordinary; disappointing given the one-time-only nature of Mira’s parturition. (She knew he didn’t like her. She’d picked up the extension while he was on the phone to his father once, years ago. ‘How’s the ice queen?’ she’d heard, and then her only son had laughed.) But Charu had a hint of greatness about her. Today she’d brought a children’s Spirograph to her grandmother’s house. Jay studied his mother as she watched Charu play. Mira expected he was waiting for her to say hypotrochoid and epitrochoid so he could sneer but she didn’t not know how to deal with kids! She cupped Charu’s small dark head.


There was her son looking at her like she’d never loved anyone. Didn’t he know a man in Bradford had gone axe-murderer crazy because his two daughters had made faces at each other when he was talking? Sometimes she could hear the phantom laughter of the two younger technicians; they were still competitive about getting drunk on the weekends. There were twenty-six-year-olds trying to paint ice and bedrock in gouache. There was ugliness and stupidity everywhere: chairs outside the pizza parlour which had been painted to look like pizza slices; a nipple beauty magazine; the back brace her old physio had thought would help; takeaway containers, silver on silver, which passers-by threw into her front garden because it already looked so derelict they didn’t think their garbage could make a difference. These things were not in the Antarctic. Except for the silver fortresses of science, which she understood, most of the ills of civilised modernity had not made it to the Antarctic. Mira’s was an illness of civilisation.


‘But it’s not. It’s an illness of the body.’


Charu was still drawing circles. Mira looked at her son like she might hit him. ‘Made worse by idiots. A botched hysterectomy, misprescribed medication, yoga idiots, alcoholic idiots, litterers.’


‘Mum. You don’t think that your quality of life would be better in the tundra because there aren’t plastic bags in gutters there.’


Mira eased out of her chair and began to walk slowly to the kettle. ‘I haven’t slept properly in years. Even on painless nights. All I can hear is traffic.’


‘So move to the countryside.’


‘There are more cars than people in the world now. In the Antarctic there are three highways. That’s it. And it’s not the tundra. You aren’t a listener, Jay.’ She paused while it boiled. ‘Did you know there are mountains on the moon?’


Jay made an inarticulate noise and then said something that sounded like Old Woman Yells at Moon. This was a variant of a joke from The Simpsons, but Mira didn’t know that, of course. She would have been angrier if she did. The moon, like the Antarctic, was a place that she could never go and had always wanted to reach.


(Jay had fumed all the way home. He didn’t call Charu’s attention to Spitfire Island or the M40 bunny sign, didn’t smile at the motorway gleaming with spring. His mother was delusional, she’d been on her own too long. She wanted to see everything that mattered: fire and ice, the biggest sky, the palest continent. You could have seen: my ninth birthday, he’d thought about saying. What was the point? He paid taxes now, made dinners, renewed his kid’s passport. He couldn’t wait to see his wife.


Mira’s son would not be relieved when she was dead. But he would be not-relieved in the way that one doesn’t think of a white bear, or black fox. He would explain what had happened to Charu, who would cry for hours and then take the next day off school and feel better. Mira’s son would only cry once, in his wife’s arms after a long phone call with his father.)


From June: He and his wife are wrong ones (wronguns?). He’s very into wellness now. Wants me to do a centring chant. How’s this: I am the centre. Of a circle of pain. Exceeding its boundaries in every direction.


You don’t hate metaphor, the administrator replied.


(Rahul would spend the end of the summer watching the beeches tremble outside the window of his office at the back of the institute and waiting for an email from Mira. By autumn, he would decide that she had gone. To that white infinite where metaphor goes to die. He would jounce the empty steel water bottle.)


But July first, bright and soaking. The pain had been bad for a week. On Thursday Mira had stopped going to work and on Tuesday she called an ambulance. They parked outside her house and a paramedic with a French manicure put her on nitrous oxide. The next day the pain had calmed. On Friday Mira carried it with her into the city centre; in the back of the cab she ran her cold thumbs under the waistband where the pain was lying low-level, four-five-three, not caring if the driver noticed. ‘Here is fine.’


She stepped into a small gallery. He had found someone to send him ice-core photos after all, her trite little student. His project was one of several but Mira found it straight away: ten unframed paintings tacked to a posterboard mount in the corner of the exhibition.


She stood there for a while, longer than she was used to standing. Others wanting to visit those paintings saw something on her face and stayed away or considered them from a distance. The old furrow between her eyebrows relaxed. She looked like someone under the influence of an analgesic, or the sublime.


She went to write to Jay about them and realised that she only had his phone number. The ghostly taunt of ice queen still rattled down those copper lines. She didn’t describe the paintings in detail to admin@spri. It was enough to say that they were not trite or little, and that from afar they’d only looked like blank sheets of paper.









Break-Up Fantasy #273 (Donnie)


It’s a couple of days after Christmas and we’re both back in town. We meet up by the docks to exchange gifts. It’s cold and the water below us is moving fast. I look fantastic.


We kiss. You’re holding a large wrapped box, and there’s excitement all over your handsome face. ‘Me first,’ you say, and I smile, take my hands out of my jacket. I tear the wrapping off slowly, folding it up as I go along because I know being green is important to you. ‘Look at your face, Lauren. Expectant pleasure much?’ Expectant pleasure is what you call the way that I look at your body before we have sex.


Inside the box is a silicone strap-on and a set of dilator plugs. They’re so I can peg you, pursuant to a conversation we had in November where you told me that’s what you wanted. My Christmas present is getting to fuck you.


I stand very still; a diving bird drops into the grey waters. I know that you think we have unbelievable sex even though the number of times you’ve made me come is in the single digits. You think that we have unbelievable sex because I am constantly, nonchalantly acquiescing to the new things that you want to try. They’re things that make you look cool and open-minded, which makes you think that you’re treating me, but they still revolve around your stimulation and pleasure. You’ll let me put a finger up your arsehole and think we’re being adventurous, but won’t go down on me for more than three minutes at a time. The bird comes up for air some way away from us.


My present for you – Italo Calvino’s Six Memos – burns in the inner pocket of my handbag, wrapped in red chiyogami paper. I can feel my eyes filling up with tears. The cold helps.


The wind whips your face as you move towards me. ‘Lauren, baby, what’s wrong?’


‘I can’t do this anymore, Donnie,’ I say. My gaze is dead and beautiful.


I take the strap-on out of the box and hold it for a second over the side of the dock, gripping it firmly by the phallus. Without breaking eye contact with you, I drop it in the water. I shake the dilator plugs in after it. The current carries everything away.


For a second, you consider jumping in after them.


‘I’m sorry. It’s the only way I can properly end this. You know that if I didn’t just throw all of that non-biodegradable silicone into the river, you’d continue to wonder if this could work. You’d text me, call me, write me letters. You would write my initials in margins, sometimes with your initials above them. We’d sleep together sometime in February after seeing each other again at a mutual friend’s party; it would be terrible. The only way to finish to this once and for all was to hit you in your soft spot – by which, of course, I mean your overriding love for the planet. To do something so environmentally unforgiveable that you could never question whether or not the end of our relationship was for the best.’


You look back at me. Still handsome; devastated by understanding. The silicone penis bobs downstream, imperishable.









Vampires


Naiser lives with Vince in north London. They live in a maisonette, technically, on the part of a long wet street just before where the trees in front of the residential care home drop their white flowers. Vince struggles with sleeping and imagines that sediment is collecting in his lungs, both of which he blames on the traffic looping infinitely outside. Naiser stays awake most nights anyway.


He spends them working at the small table in the hall; a little black table, forty years old and probably only designed to hold one rotary telephone and the Yellow Pages. He doses up, writes ten thousand words a night of bad, thematically committed, Category Romance. He churns this stuff out and sells it without much difficulty to Harlequin Blaze or Mills & Boon: Desire, and it keeps him afloat: covers his part of the rent, covers occasionally going out, covers sleeping through the days after his all-nighters or moving without appetite around the narrow kitchen. He jokes about putting his English degree through its paces.


This time the Adderall kicks in just before midnight. It rolls down his back in chalky waves and he’s suddenly, relievedly, purposeful. Naiser gets his amphetamines from a friend of a friend and can’t write without them. Now, he won’t move from the little table for the next nine hours. He’ll look up a few times to take a sip of water, and once to watch blue lights flashing down the road outside, towards Archway.


A list of the books under his belt: the womanising executive with a soft spot for his son’s tutor, the surfer girl who convinces a Danish property developer not to tear up her beach with only her fury and her wet tan, the sheikh who marries for love, the stony-hearted cowboy, and – as Naiser moved into Category Fantasy – two succubus stories and one about an angel. Vince doesn’t like the fantasy titles. He claims to object to the succubus content on a moral level: it’s not erotic, he says, to have a female demon fuck a guy while he’s sleeping so she can drink up his life force; it’s bad press for every gender. Naiser thinks that he handled the material tastefully – less predator and more tormented enchantress, unable to appear except in dreams. He’s fairly sure Vince just doesn’t like romances, though he dutifully reads even Naiser’s trashiest work. These kinds of books run to formula anyway: the central characters must both have appeared by page ten, must have made eye contact (luminous) by page thirty-five, must have had sex (dazzling, forbidden) by page sixty. Naiser obeys even when the words begin to feel like dead things.


Tonight, he’s writing Italian vampires. The plot’s watertight: the lady vampire, pretending to be human, returns to Milan to get revenge on her sire, banking on the fact that he will not remember Changing her a hundred years ago in Italy; her sire hasn’t stopped thinking about her since the moment of turning.


Naiser slips into eddies of overfocus. Writing the inevitable ballroom scene, he becomes obsessed with Carrara marble; he’s eight hyperlinks deep into the history of Carrara quarries before he can pull himself back from the brink. Collated research on vampiric anatomy puzzles him for what seems like hours until he establishes that vampire veins flow with venom rather than blood (but must flow or there’d be no page sixty). Sometimes he looks in the bathroom mirror and feels an enormous tenderness for himself. He’s very alone during these hours of the night.


Not all the passages require so much research. With deep, closed-eye concentration, Naiser squeezes the juice from old memories of sex. Coiled fingers, exposed throats. Trembling. Little shivers. All the small movements which Naiser puts in his story to relay intimacy and interiority to the readers of Harlequin Category Romance, small movements copied from real women who only made them to relay intimacy and interiority to Naiser, but who might well have copied them from a book they once read.


Under the table, his toes curl in the 4 a.m. chill. His feet prickle with particles of dirt, invisible crumbs picked up from the blue carpet. It’s Marina tonight, a girl he dated at university: Marina, whose body and warmth and touches he’s rinsing for content. They’d taken part ironically in the quizzes run in the college bar, and she’d told Naiser she liked him after he’d correctly guessed the answer to a question about langoustines.


That doesn’t translate into nineteenth-century Milan; that’s just a thing that he’ll remember forever. Naiser puts it from his mind and tries to remember which denomination of coin her nipples were closest to in size. He workshops Italian lira but settles on ‘dimes’. Suddenly it’s been light for hours and Vince skims past him on the way to the shower.


The sticky, backed-up feel of the wrong early morning. Spring. Slush. They take the bus five stops to the breakfast place they like. Vince is talking about the sediment in his lungs again: he pictures it soft and black and magnetic, like the iron dust they give you to play with at school. The strips of window sealant that’re exposed to the road outside are going black. Naiser, listen to me.


Naiser wipes flakes of pain au raisin off his jeans and tells Vince that he feels like the guys at Facebook who spend their whole nights filtering out beheading videos until they go crazy.


Vince has heard him like this plenty of times since they were students. Vince is good at picking him up when he crashes, pushing extra food on his plate. Salt for the electrolytes, he says; tea, not coffee. Naiser thinks of a college day in April when study drugs were more recreational than productive, and feelings were felt and not the ghost of them. He’d been up all night and supposed to read Jack the Modernist for a class that day. The library only had one copy which couldn’t be borrowed, so Naiser had sat on the bench in the reading room under all the white ceiling panels of light and read the whole thing in an hour: rolling, feeling genius, feeling in love with the new dense possibilities of language, interacting with that silvery little volume as purely as a body interacts with water. Afterwards he realised that he’d been grinding his teeth the whole time; a rising ache in his jaw the ghost of loving that book (and his memory of the ache the ghost of the ghost of it). In the class he’d learned for the first time about the entertainment novel which has all the outward features of the novel but [ . . . ] is bound to nothing and based off nothing i.e. is entirely meaningless and then he’d met up with Marina outside her accommodation block and forgotten about it again.
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