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This is a work of memory and invention by someone who set out to be a novelist. The memoir chapters include fictionalized characters, events and chronologies, and the interspersed fiction is . . . just that.
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Prologue




A generous donor has made it possible for us to send most of our students abroad after they complete their degree requirements. Global Fellows in Fiction may go to any country and do there what they wish, for a typical stay of up to three months. The Global Fellowship adventure is not only intended to help Boston University’s MFA candidates grow as writers, but also to widen eyes, minds, and hearts – from which better writing might eventually flow.


Boston University Creative Writing Department





This is a landscape an art-therapy patient might paint to represent depression: grey sky and a sweep of featureless peat rising out of the sea. The water is the same colour as the clouds; it is flecked by white-capped waves, spikes of black rock, and, intermittently, the silvery spines of dolphins. I pace from room to room in the empty house, testing out the silence with occasional noises: ‘Hi! Ha! Who! How!’ My fingers are stiff with cold. When I open my notebook, I fumble with the pages; I struggle to grip the pen. I write the title of a journal entry: ‘Bleaker Island, Day One.’ Beneath it, an attempt at a beginning: ‘I am living alone on an island.’


I spell it out to myself. I try to make sense of where I, astonishingly, am. What I’ve written sounds like a metaphor, so I clarify: ‘This is not a metaphor.’ I am living alone on an island, a real island in the Antarctic waters of the South Atlantic, and the name of the island is Bleaker.


I have been cold since the moment I woke up, stiff and groggy, fleetingly confused and turning over in my mind all the places I might be: at home, in London; in my student apartment in Boston; at my parents’ house; my best friend’s place; the hotel on Exmoor where I stayed – how long ago? Days? Weeks? – to be a bridesmaid at a wedding. The final option that occurred to me, least plausible, true, is that I was where I in fact was. I dressed in the chill – sweatpants over jeans over tights, woolly hiking socks pulled halfway up my calves – and scurried to the window. Behind the curtain, there it was: the island and, all around it, the sea.


I flew here yesterday, from Stanley, capital of the Falkland Islands, in a tiny plane. We juddered over the water and over a blot of lumpy islands, then past a white beach crowded with penguins before landing, softly, on grass. I stepped down from the plane to face a little hut and a sign that read, in crooked letters: ‘Welcome to Bleaker Island’.


Now, I am the sole resident of a large, dark house. When I first arrived, I stood in the doorway to watch the sun drop out of the sky into grey waves, listening to the thick silence of this empty corner of the world.


I set about trying to make the place feel less empty, or at least, to revise the emptiness into something that feels as though it belongs to me. I unpack the few items of warm clothing I am not already wearing and take my food supplies to the kitchen, lining them up beside the microwave, each day’s rations weighed out and counted in advance. Doors to unoccupied bedrooms I decide to keep closed. In the living room, there is a table large enough to host a dinner party for ten, and deep, bouncy sofas strewn with sheepskins: it is a room made for entertaining and company. It should be full of people, and it makes me panicky to be in there by myself, like a host awaiting guests who will never arrive.


The biggest space in the house was described in the online brochure I read before my arrival as a ‘sunroom’, a conservatory tacked on to the front of the building. Hail is pelting the glass roof with a metallic-sounding din. Through rivulets of melting ice running down the windowpanes, the sunroom offers a panoramic view of the island to the north: waves chewing the edge of the settlement, farm buildings on the other side of a small bay, looming clouds interrupted by wheeling birds of prey. This is where I will write.


I convert a coffee table into a writing station, loaded with the tools I imagined in advance I’d need to build a novel: laptop, notebooks, tatty copy of Bleak House, pencil, pens. I position everything neatly, then worry that the orderliness will seem oppressive. I disarrange the objects, as though I had tossed them down without much thought. Still, somehow, the table feels like a set, the sunroom like a stage, and the island beyond like a gaping, vacant auditorium.


Later, I set out to begin my exploration of Bleaker. The house is on a narrow section, in the relative shelter of a hill, which I climb, bent into the wind and small shards of freezing rain. From the top, you can see the whole curve of the island: cliffs on the west side and a beach on the east, speckled with black-and-white dots that, when you walk towards them, bloom into penguins. They waddle and slither into the waves and run out again like delighted toddlers. Caracaras cluster overhead, eyeing anything that shines. I walk for hours and see only monosyllables: cliffs, birds, waves, sand, sheep, rock, moss.


A dream: You can see, on an island near yours, a plane. You watch yourself, on that other island, boarding the aircraft. But you know the person you are watching is not really you, because you are here, alone, on an island with no plane. You yell. You try to get the attention of the other you, or the pilot, and explain the mistake, but the wind swallows your voice and throws specks of saliva back into your mouth. The plane takes off and vanishes amongst clouds and circling albatrosses. The other you will get home, be welcomed back by family and friends, marry your future husband and write your novel, and nobody will ever know that you, the real you, are in fact still here, alone. Beside you on the beach, an elephant seal emits a long and fart-like groan.


In the applications I send out to Creative Writing MFA programmes in the States, two years before I find myself on the island, I quote Ted Hughes: ‘For me, successful writing has usually been a case of having found good conditions for real, effortless concentration.’ I want to do an MFA because I desperately want to concentrate, because it will mean I won’t have to work in my draining, unrewarding office job, and because it will take me away from my friends and family in the UK to a place where I will know nobody from whom to demand distraction – but of course it doesn’t. I am accepted onto the one-year, intensive Fiction MFA at Boston University, where, as in London, life gets in the way. I make new friends, develop crushes, go on dates, and spend more time than I could possibly have imagined on the phone to Bank of America and Verizon and the BU International Students & Scholars Office. I worry about rent money and my tax return and my hair and my visa and whether the thing I said to my room-mate about the way her voice carries came out wrong.


At the end of the year, however, there is a chance of redemption. The programme ends in what it calls a ‘global fellowship’: students are sent out into the world, wherever they choose to go, to spend three months living, exploring, writing. In March, there is an information session, which outlines the application process and exactly how much money we can expect to cover our trips; I become preoccupied with thoughts and plans and schemes for my fellowship. I don’t want to waste it. I want to do it right. The absorbing vision of ‘effortless concentration’ appears before me again, and I find myself pining for empty, remote places: snow plains, broad lakes, oceans, wherever there is more nothing than there is something and where, I imagine, I will finally do the thing I have spent my adult life hankering after, attempting, and interrupting: write a novel.


I wonder how productive, how focused, how effective I can be. On the phone to my mother I tell her, ‘I want to know how good at life I can be in a place where there are no distractions.’ After a long Boston winter, it is finally spring, and I am walking down Commonwealth Avenue in bright sunlight. Around me the city is busy and shiny and diverting.


‘And where is that, exactly?’ she asks.


‘The Falklands,’ I say. ‘I think it’s the Falklands.’


Even as I make this statement – I want to know how good at life I can be in a place where there are no distractions – I question it. I wonder how naive I am being. Surely by now I should know that wherever I am, wherever I go, however determined, I can find ways to distract myself, to procrastinate, to put off the real labour of creating something with words.


It turns out, though, that I am not being naive. As I stand in the sunshine talking on the phone to my mother, watching cars and buses and students with cups of frozen yogurt go past, I cannot begin to conceive of how few distractions there will be on Bleaker Island.


‘I’m going to the Falklands,’ I tell my friend Laura, who is a poet. ‘I’m going to live alone on an island and write a novel.’


It is now April of the MFA year, and we are still in the process of putting together our fellowship applications. Laura and I are sitting in a seminar room, high up in one of the towers of Boston University, after a class on Arabic translations of Dickens. The windows frame the silver curve of the Charles sliding between brownstones and glassy office blocks. It is dusk and everything looks pink.


I open my laptop to show her a picture of the island, the tiny settlement perched on a narrow patch of land: the farmhouse, shearing shed, the house by the water I’ll be renting, and surrounding it, a bleak landscape of rocks and mud. I zoom in on satellite images of the cliffs, the beach and caves and empty space: it gives me a kind of vertigo to see it.


When I look at Laura for a reaction, I can’t quite gauge her expression. She is applying to go to Brittany to translate the poems of Paol Keineg. Her fellowship, I am certain, will be picturesque. When I imagine it, she is eating croissants, drinking good coffee, and riding a blue bicycle around a clifftop village. She has planned a trip that has the potential to be both career-boosting, and actively pleasant.


‘Bleaker Island?’ she says. ‘You can call your novel Bleaker House.’


When I crow with excitement and tell her, delighted, that yes, I will, that’s wonderful, she frowns and adds, ‘Nell, that was a joke.’


Leslie Epstein, Director of Creative Writing at Boston University, is holding my fellowship application and looking at me over the top of it. His eyes are deep-set and reticent, and make me feel as though I have to earn the right to meet his gaze. When I do so, now, there is an amused glint there: not distinct enough to make me certain he is laughing at me, but enough to make me suspect it.


He reads my proposal back to me, in his creaky, mirthful voice: ‘There has never been a literary novel set in the Falkland Islands. What literature there is consists of poetry, non-fiction accounts of the war of 1982 between Britain and Argentina, and thrillers that use the conflict as a backdrop. When I discovered the lack of fiction set in these remote islands, it confirmed to me that if I could go anywhere in the world to live, and write, and observe, for an extended period of time, it would be the Falklands.’


I can feel myself blushing at the sound of my own optimistic pitch. What seemed powerful and utterly convincing when I wrote it is now trite, naive, and arrogant. This is one of Leslie’s great skills as a teacher: sometimes all he needs to do is walk into the room for you to understand where you’ve gone wrong.


He reads on. ‘It was their isolation that first drew me to the idea: this tiny colony of sheep farmers, most of whom self-identify as British, which has existed eight thousand miles from the UK for the past two hundred years. It is difficult and expensive to reach them, on an eighteen-hour military flight from a British airbase. And at the end of that arduous journey, you arrive to find islands home to more soldiers than civilians, and where sheep outnumber humans by two hundred and fifty to one. Large areas of land are still littered with unexploded mines from the war. The temperature between May and October, winter in the southern hemisphere, is rarely above freezing, gales drive in weekly from the Atlantic, power is lost for days at a time. When I try to imagine how it would feel to stay there, I’m not sure whether claustrophobia or agoraphobia springs more pressingly to mind. I imagine the closeness of a community so distant from its purported motherland; the oppressiveness of being stuck on a small, militarized island with limited means of escape. Then I picture the emptiness of it: the unpopulated landscape and deserted minefields; the Antarctic ozone hole that causes extreme sunburn even on cloudy days.’


Leslie lays the paper flat on the desk and smoothens the edges. ‘You can go anywhere in the world,’ he says. ‘People like to go to Europe. You could go to South-East Asia.’


I am discombobulated. Up until this meeting, I had been completely convinced by my case for the Falklands, and had jealously guarded the idea, worried someone else might steal it. Now, it seems perfectly obvious that I should be going to Rome, or Marrakech, or Cuba. I have a sudden vision of myself on the sunlit balcony of a crumbling old mansion in Havana, drinking mojitos, gazing down at the street and making occasional scribbles in the kind of notebook that everyone says Hemingway used, but which he actually didn’t: she seems relaxed, this other me, and smug.


‘But in the Falklands –’ I start. ‘On Bleaker—’


Leslie interrupts. ‘You want to be alone,’ he says, and looks strangely sad.


‘The thing I’m most scared of is getting depressed,’ I say.


I am with friends in London, the night before I begin my journey to the South Atlantic. We are drinking wine in a Hackney flat. I have finished my year in Boston and flown back to the UK to attend a wedding and dump three suitcases of clothes and books on the floor of my childhood bedroom at my parents’ house.


It’s hot. People are fanning themselves with coasters. My hair is sticking to the sweat on my temples. We take turns squeezing out onto the tiny balcony; over the rooftops of dimly lit estates, the city shines. It strikes me that even this – the heat, the sweat, the electric horizon – will soon be precious.


Everyone seems to have a strong opinion about what I am about to do.


The lawyer, who is stressed and overworked, thinks the isolation will be wonderful, a complete escape. ‘You can do yoga. You can meditate.’


The ecologist wants to know about the wildlife, wants me to set up a blog.


The actor says, ‘It will be a chance to really get to know yourself,’ then, doubtfully, ‘but perhaps you know yourself quite well already?’


The primary-school teacher is the only one who downs her glass, looks me in the eye, and says, ‘Of course you’ll get depressed. It’s going to be fucking horrible. It will be cold and you won’t have enough to eat. You got depressed house-sitting alone in Wales for a week.’




Any Idiot Can Write a Book


In my first year as an undergraduate at the University of Warwick, the English Department secretary circulates an ‘opportunity’. A production company is looking for contestants to participate in a new TV show. They are seeking unpublished writers who have completed a novel. The show will be modelled on The Apprentice. Each week, a writer will be voted off and sent home. At the end of the series, the winner will be given a ‘financial prize’ (amount not stated) and their novel will be published (publisher unspecified). Applicants should respond with a CV, photo, and description of their writing. The name of the show is Any Idiot Can Write a Book.


I have just finished my gap-year novel: a tortured romance about a young woman in Northern India who falls in love with a Tibetan refugee. An agent has seen it and gently suggested that the story might be better if more things actually happened. I am not ready to accept this advice. Instead, I write a synopsis of a book in which nothing happens, set against a backdrop of glistening Himalayas, and send it off to the people behind Any Idiot Can Write a Book.


Two weeks later, I am taken in a taxi to a farmhouse on the outskirts of Stratford-upon-Avon, where I am filmed over several takes getting out of the car and walking up the garden path. The front door is open, because the cameraman is standing there, but I have to pretend to ring the bell and wait.


If I had any suspicions that the premise behind Any Idiot Can Write a Book was flawed before I arrived, these are confirmed once we start the work of filming the show – which in fact is not a show at all, but a pilot that may or may not be developed and which we will shoot over the course of a single day. Aside from me, there is only one other contestant: a skinny Liverpudlian called Jake, who has a shakily drawn snake tattoo winding around his neck in the shape of a noose. The judge is an eminent literary critic of whom I’ve not heard. This is her farmhouse.


Jake and I are ushered into a barn that has been converted into a large study. We are told to sit at computers and type.


‘Type what?’ asks Jake.


‘It doesn’t matter what,’ the director says. ‘We’re not focusing on the screens.’


‘Well then, what are you focusing on?’ Jake responds.


The director says nothing.


Jake faces his keyboard and begins to jab at it with his forefingers. I turn to mine and pretend as best as I can to be hard at work on the novel I have already finished, but beyond frowning at my screen as I type nonsense into Word, it’s unclear how exactly I should dramatize the moment. The essential issue with the premise of the show is apparent at once: there is nothing remotely interesting about observing people writing.


‘Can you walk around the garden a bit?’ the director asks me. ‘Can you look troubled?’


Meandering between elaborate flower beds of hollyhocks, I try to look both whimsical and perturbed.


‘What’s wrong?’ a girl with a microphone asks.


‘I’m . . . I’m worried about my novel,’ I try.


‘What’s worrying you?’


‘Nothing happens in it.’


The director interjects. ‘Let’s try this one more time.’


‘What’s wrong?’ says the girl.


‘I’m worried about my novel.’


‘What’s worrying you?’


‘Nothing happens.’


We do this over and over.


‘What’s worrying you?’


‘Nothing happens.’


‘What’s worrying you?’


‘Nothing happens.’


By the final take, my distress is genuine.


In the afternoon, I read the opening scene of my novel in a recording booth; my voice will play over footage of my dramatic typing. After that, I sit on a bench under an umbrella in the drizzle answering questions about how much I want to be a writer (very much) and what it would mean to me to get through to the next round of Any Idiot Can Write a Book (as the day wears on, less and less). Just as it begins to get dark, we film the judging and elimination scene. Jake and I sit at the kitchen table opposite the critic, with our novels in front of us. I understand by now the ridiculousness of the situation, but still, I’m nervous. My hands and forehead are sweaty; my throat feels dry.


I read a scene from my book in which the two lovers meet for the first time, in a temple in Dharamsala, surrounded by flickering candles and stray dogs. I try to keep my voice steady and expressive, but as I go on, it becomes increasingly raspy. I look up at the director to see if he wants me to start again from the top, but he is whispering something to the microphone girl and doesn’t appear to have noticed.


Next, Jake reads a chapter of his novel, which is called Bad Splatter and follows the adventures of a happy-go-lucky drug dealer called Rad the Fucker.


The director interrupts. ‘You can’t say that.’


‘What?’


‘Fucker.’


‘But that’s his name.’


‘Give him a new one.’


Jake looks troubled, but eventually begins again and gets through his scene, in which Rad the Bastard drowns an adversary in liquid concrete on a building site.


‘Thank you both,’ the critic says. ‘I know you’ve worked hard on these chapters. I’ll start with Nell.’


She absolutely loves my chapter. It is poignant, and romantic, and sad. The characters are robust and sensitively drawn, and the whole section is full of potential, suggestive of all the many things that might, at some point, start to happen. My face is getting hot; I try to nod seriously. Somehow, despite the praise, I feel unwell. I hold onto my manuscript so tightly the paper turns furry with sweat.


‘Now, Jake.’ The critic turns to him and her face sets into a grimace. ‘I have to say, I was really disappointed by your work. I found it incredibly predictable. I’ve heard it a hundred times before.’


‘What?’ Jake is half out of his chair. ‘That’s not true.’


‘Drug dealers . . . concrete . . . I mean, it’s all cliché, isn’t it? It’s one cliché after another.’


‘You haven’t understood the project,’ he says. ‘Let me read it again.’ He picks up his pages and starts from the top.


‘No need, Jake.’ She cuts him off. ‘There is absolutely no future for you on this show, or as a writer in any shape or form. You are untalented, unimaginative, offensive and tired.’


I am sitting so tensely in my chair that my shoulders start to cramp. My gaze swivels between the two of them as they argue. Their voices are rising. Jake looks a little unhinged; his eyes begin to bulge. A shout of ‘You’re a fraud!’ is accompanied by a plume of spit that lands between us on the table. I might throw up.


‘You can argue and shout,’ the critic snarls, ‘but it won’t make your writing any more palatable.’


Jake is on his feet now. ‘This is pathetic,’ he says. ‘This is a waste of my time.’ He turns, knocking his chair over behind him, and stamps out of the kitchen.


In the aftermath, the room is silent, and then the microphone girl says, ‘I think that was really good.’


When everything is wrapped up, the microphone girl walks me to my taxi.


‘Great day,’ she says. ‘You were just right. We think this could be a segment on Richard & Judy, actually. They’ve expressed interest.’


‘Is Jake OK?’ I ask. I haven’t seen him since he was eliminated at the kitchen table.


‘Jake? Oh, he’s fine.’


‘He seemed pretty upset.’


‘Yes, he was good, wasn’t he?’


‘Good?’


‘Yes, we thought he did really well. Oh – you know that was staged, right? They were practising that scene all morning.’ When I look blank, she repeats herself. ‘It was staged. They rehearsed the whole argument. Jake was totally fine with it. He loved it.’


My head is feeling thick and fuzzy. This information sinks in slowly. ‘It was staged,’ I repeat. And then, ‘But does that mean she didn’t really like my book?’


‘I thought someone had told you afterwards,’ the girl says. ‘Sorry. We had to keep you in the dark before and during, obviously, to get your reactions.’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘Which were great, by the way. You looked really happy, and then really shocked.’


I nod. ‘I was,’ I say. ‘I was really shocked.’


I sink into the taxi seat, ready to head back to Warwick and what turns out to be a severe bout of tonsillitis. I will be bedridden for a week and lose a tenth of my body weight, and by the end of it, I will have arrived, somehow, at the conclusion that it is important for things to happen in a novel.


Boston University Global Fellowship Proposal Excerpts: Text and Subtext






	1. There has never been a literary novel set in the Falkland Islands . . . When I discovered the lack of fiction set in these remote islands, it confirmed to me that if I could go anywhere in the world to live, and write, and observe, for an extended period of time, it would be the Falklands.


	1. I want to write – to be a writer – and still, at twenty-seven, don’t know what exactly I want to say.







	2. When I contacted travel agents to get quotes and information for this trip, the general response was incredulity. Many don’t actually operate in the colder season, when I plan to be there. Most tourists, they told me, arrive on cruise ships, offload for a day and leave before dark. The few independent visitors come in the warmer months, between November and April. I might have a nicer time, they suggested, gently, if I delayed my trip until the summer. They stopped short of asking me directly, ‘Why?’


	2. I do not want to have a nice time. What I want – what I need – is to have the kind of time that I can convert into a book.







	3. It is hard to explain the appeal of loneliness to a writer; of isolation and disorientation, displacement and homesickness.


	3. I am scared that the life I want to lead, the life of a writer, is inevitably built on loneliness, and I need to know if I can hack it. If I can teach myself the art of loneliness, then perhaps the art of writing will come more easily to me. If I can break my habit of being distracted, maybe I’ll also break my habit of writing novels that don’t work.







	4. I want to go to a place, not just where I can write, but which I can write about. So much about the Falklands makes them a rich subject for stories: their extreme isolation, both geographically and culturally; the way the language has developed independently of British or American English to become something completely its own; the contrast between the Islanders and the soldiers on the vast British military base; the hardships and extremity of life lived in a place so remote. The fact that the islands are, according to the local government, ‘free from crime’, makes them a ripe setting for drama of any sort. In a place where nothing criminal ever occurs, how would people respond to peculiar or sinister events? Two years ago, the bodies of two Chinese fishermen washed up on the shore of one of the more remote settlements; the strangeness of that occurrence, and the possibilities for ensuing mystery, suggest to me that the Falklands are brimming with potential for fiction.


	4. My peers from high school and university seem to have spent their twenties nimbly climbing the ladders of their respective careers: from med student to trainee to junior doctor; law degree to bar school to pupillage to tenancy. Teachers. Scientists. Journalists. Successful young people who know where they are going. Meanwhile I have been pursuing this intangible goal of ‘becoming a writer’ and I have nothing much to show for it. I do not, therefore, have the time or money to waste a second of my Global Fellowship. When it is over I will need to find a new job to support myself, and that will inevitably reduce my writing hours, and the goal that is always just out of reach will slip further and further away, and soon enough I will turn thirty and still not know what to say when people at parties ask me what I do, and at some point – when? – I will have to join the ranks of people who wanted to be writers but are now something else. In short, this trip needs to offer everything all at once: material and time, drama and silence, because otherwise I do not know what I will do. I need to leave the Falklands with a novel.







	5. Jorge Luis Borges described the 1982 Falklands War as ‘two bald men fighting over a comb’. I would like to spend my Global Fellowship exploring all the reasons he might have been incorrect.


	5. I really hope he was incorrect.










Closed to All Vehicles and Pedestrians


My journey to the Falkland Islands unfolds in increasing degrees of strangeness.


From London I fly to Santiago. It takes thirteen hours, overnight, and I share the economy cabin with the Chilean football team. They spend their time affably autographing shirts for other passengers. When I walk out of the airport in Chile the air is cold. It is late June, and I realize with a spasm of shivers that I’ve flown into a new hemisphere, a new season: it is suddenly winter.


From my hotel room: a view of the city and snow-capped Andes. The peaks of the mountains turning pink at dusk. Strains of Amy Winehouse drift up from the courtyard that make my skin prickle, familiar and strange. Fighting jet lag, trying to stay awake, I read Darwin’s Voyage of the Beagle: August 27th, 1833, ‘I stayed a week in Santiago, and enjoyed myself very much.’


The next day, after a restless night, I wake up late to the sounds of sirens and shouting. There’s an angry crowd marching through the city. The ebullient receptionist at the hotel, Daniela, cautions me against going out – the park is closed in any case, she says – but she can’t explain in English what the rally is about. I watch from the window of my room as armoured vehicles pass, streaked with brightly coloured paint. Later, it’s quiet. I wander out into the city and find myself in a cloud of tear gas lingering from the recently dispersed protest: burning in my throat, stinging my eyes. Almost immediately, while my breath is still tight and my vision blurred, I experience a blossoming dread. Tomorrow I leave Santiago for the Falklands. I am going somewhere stranger, wilder, colder, and bleaker than I want to imagine. When Darwin arrived there, in the March of 1833, he found an ‘undulating land, with a desolate and wretched aspect’. They were ‘miserable islands’, he wrote, inhabited by ‘runaway rebels and murderers’. I cough, and wipe my mouth, and squeeze water out of my eyes.


It would be easier, I think, to stay here for the duration of the fellowship, become friends with Daniela, learn Spanish, and do my writing at the terrace cafe outside Pablo Neruda’s house with a view of the park and the city below. But then, what would I write? ‘Life is nice, the coffee is good, and everyone is kind.’ I could join the protests if they go on for another day, I think, get properly tear-gassed and write about that.


But the flight is booked for seven a.m., and I will be on it.


Later, I sit in the hotel courtyard in the last of the day’s sun, watching cats hotfoot across tilting rooftops. Daniela brings out pisco sours and sweet, crumbling cookies. Sugar tingles in the back of my throat. It’s hazy and I can barely make out the mountains.


On the plane from Santiago to RAF Mount Pleasant, East Falkland, I am the only woman. The rest of the seats are occupied by a Chilean fishing crew of stocky, rough-skinned men who occasionally stare at me with a dull curiosity. A strange landscape slides beneath the aircraft: beige grassland and blue lakes and white peaks. It is not so much like a different country as a different planet.


I dig through my hand luggage searching for the itinerary I put together before I left, and unfold it in my lap: white sheets that I convince myself still smell a little of the ink from the printer in the Boston University Library. It all looks so clean and easy written down: my route across the world is only a few inches long, from one side of the page to the other. There is a map of the Falklands archipelago, with the twin masses of its two largest islands, East and West Falkland, spread side by side like the wings of a butterfly pressed onto the paper. Around them, the smaller islands cluster, with names that seem lifted from adventure stories: Carcass, Lively, Pebble, Motley, Beaver, Barren, Bleaker, Ghost. I have put stars next to the places I will visit, and drawn little arrows between them, marking the direction of travel. I remember how unsure I was, when planning everything, where I should go and when and for how long, but it doesn’t look that way written down: it all looks deliberate and certain, as though I knew exactly the right thing to do.


‘I think I’ll just go straight to Bleaker,’ I told my mother. ‘I want to get straight to the isolation bit, to spend as much time as possible on my own. That’s the interesting part.’


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I know,’ and then paused so I could feel the weight of her scepticism. ‘But wouldn’t it be better to meet some people first? To get a sense of the whole country? Don’t you want to see how it all fits together?’ When I gave no response, she said again, a little more forcefully, ‘I think it would be good for you to meet some people.’


A compromise, then: I will spend the first few days at a settlement called Darwin, on the west side of East Falkland. It will be remote, very quiet, an indication of what is to come on Bleaker, like an isolation taster-course. From there, to satisfy my mother, I will go to Stanley, capital of the Falklands, and stay for a month in a guest house. I can research my novel in the government archives and at the museum; I can settle myself into the culture and lifestyle; and I can ‘meet some people’. Then, finally, I will make it to Bleaker: six weeks of solitude in the wild. An island of my own.


Beneath the maps on the itinerary, there is a spreadsheet, listing the days of the trip alongside where I will be staying, what transport I have booked, and how I am planning to feed myself. Darwin: meals provided by the host. Stanley: bed and breakfast (food available from local stores). Bleaker: self-catering (provisions already packed in my bag, to be topped up in Stanley). Inside the little squares on the chart, the dates look small, confined and orderly. The trip does not look very long. It is not very long. It is a short jaunt, what my grandfather would have called a ‘jolly’, and on the third page of the schedule are the words ‘Return Home’.


The plane begins its descent into the airport, a high-fenced, khaki-coloured military base, and my stomach drops. I fold up the itinerary and tuck it back into my bag. Life is not how it looks in spreadsheets. This does not feel like a short jaunt. I am not jolly.


As I wait for my case to appear on the carousel that snakes through the small, boxy arrivals terminal, it hits me that I have never been more alone, and never further from home. The fishermen are in high spirits, talking and laughing as they shoulder their bags, present their documents to be stamped, and vanish through a door at the far end of the room. I am the last passenger remaining. After ten minutes, my case arrives, wobbling along on the conveyor belt, and for a second it looks so lonely on its precarious journey around the room that I want to cry.


Outside the terminal at Mount Pleasant, I am met by Eleanor, the owner of the guest house in Darwin where I’ll spend my first nights in the Falklands. She is holding a sign that says, unpromisingly, ‘Mel Stevens’.


In the car with Eleanor, I am shy and confused. She seems, in her breezy Englishness, entirely familiar – the sort of person you might run into at a farmers’ market in, say, Hereford – and yet outside the car is a landscape so weird that the word I come back to over and over is alien. The ground is flat and beige and unchanging, a rolling scene of mud and grass and gorse. There is nothing I can see that distinguishes one mile from the next: no buildings, monuments, trees, hills. It feels as though we are at sea, surrounded by water with no sight of land, and might sink at any moment without a trace. The road cuts through space like a line across a blank page, and either side of it are wire-laced fences festooned with red signs that say ‘DANGER’ and ‘MINES’ under images of skulls and crossbones. The sky arching over us is the widest I’ve ever seen, turning pink to lilac to dark red as we drive into a blinding sunset. We are at the bottom of the world, I think. This is the bottom of the world.


Things Eleanor tells me as we drive: that she is, in fact, English, but emigrated here with her husband just after the war in 1982; that her husband is currently away competing in the Island Games, an international sporting competition for island nations that is the Falklands equivalent of the Olympics; that man-made climate change is a myth created by people who would like to see rural communities forced into cities and that if I don’t believe her I should look up the mini ice age that occurred during the reign of Henry VIII; that although she used to accept Argentinian guests at the hotel and personally has no problem with Argentinians – does, in fact, treat all nationalities equally – some people in the settlement found their presence disconcerting, and some people found their rudeness and insensitivities distressing, so she had to stop hosting them; that the only people Falkland Islanders trust less than Argentinians are writers, but that she, Eleanor, writes romantic fiction in secret.
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