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‌Prologue

    1898

    I’m on the high bank, staring out to the Tyne’s mouth, where the slow brown river meets the hickety sea – for it’s canny breezy today, with white spume blowing off the tops of the waves. And from every direction, here come the luggers racing home, red sails bellying with the gold of the sun and their holds brimming with silver fish. And that’s just how I feel: full of gold and silver and racingness.

    For he’s out there somewhere, on his way home. And when they’ve moored up and cranned out, and he’s lain down for his bit sleep in the afternoon, that’s where I’m going straight after work’s finished. Never mind my tea, never mind folk talking, today all I’m doing is throwing off my oilies and running to my lad.

    I mean to kiss him awake and I don’t care who sees me opening his door. For aren’t we promised now, and can’t a promised lass kiss her lad awake from his bit sleep? And later – oh, later! – we’ll go wandering out to where the wyn’s thick and tight-knit, and the sun’s warmed the long grass, and find a hollow to lay out my shawl. There’s a fluttering in my innards just to think of it.

    And all the while I’m checking the sails as they swoop in, for the Osprey’s dark mizzen. Oh, and there she is! Tacking out along the far shore, swift as a bird, for if there’s a breeze Da likes to ride it in, and save on tug fees, and scoff at the crews being towed home, tame as lapdogs on a lead. She’s too far off for me to make out the lads on deck or what they’re about, but if she’s the Osprey – and she is, she is! – then my lad’s aboard somewhere, feeling this same sun on his face, this same breeze that’s whipping my skirt round my ankles.

    So now I’m walking along the top bank, to Nater’s Stairs, with my eyes fixed on that dark mizzen, watching her sails fold like a butterfly’s wings as she comes about, then belly out again till she’s aiming straight as a red arrow for the quay. And I’m thinking, if I run I can meet her, and watch her tie up, and who cares if I’m late to the farlane for once? For this is the first day of my life as his promised lass, and I want to taste every last bit of it.

    I’m running now, and my shawl’s coming adrift, and my scarf loosening so my hair’s fairly whipping round my face. And here’s Nater’s Stairs thronging with folk, so I must dodge round them, and grab at my scarf to stop it falling, and unhook my shawl where it’s snagged on a cran, here, and again here, and say sorry, sorry, as I gallop past, taking one step, two steps at a time, and trying not to look down, for I’ll lose my balance if I do, and stumble, and be delayed and I mustn’t be delayed for I’ve a boat to meet…

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌Chapter One

    2007

    Ben stares at his face in the mirror, just stares, trying to see who’s in there. He feels like his body’s a coat that belongs to someone else. He’s put it on by mistake and now he can’t get it off. It feels like at school when you write down the wrong answer in pencil, then rub it out and write over it, but the dent of the old writing’s still there underneath – and it was right all along. 

    He’s been awake for hours waiting for Dad to leave, listening to him moving around the big open-plan flat: boiling the kettle, slamming the fridge, the dishwasher, the tumble dryer. Then finally, finally, the clomp of his boots down the hall to Ben’s room, and the slap of his hand on the door: ‘Hey, lazybones! That’s me off now. I’ve left a couple of twenties on the table. Remember and call Nana if you need anything.’

    The front door bangs shut and Ben waits a minute before unlocking his door. Still in pyjamas, he pads around the flat in bare feet to check Dad’s really gone – which is daft, because of course he has. Plus Dad couldn’t lurk quietly if he tried. Still, Ben checks every room just to make sure, then puts the chain on the front door in case he pops back for something or the cleaners turn up on the wrong day.

    Dad’s away on the boat all this week, which means Ben’s got loads of time to do what he’s decided. Nana’s supposed to drop in later with his tea, but that still leaves the whole day.

    He goes back into his room and locks the door again. It’s second nature now: push it shut, lean on it a moment with his eyes closed, turn the key, then drape his dressing-gown over the keyhole. Not that Dad would ever crouch down to peer through, plus the key’s in the way, but it makes Ben feel safer.

    After burrowing to the back of his wardrobe, he tugs out the old sports bag he had in Year 5. He keeps it hidden under a load of other stuff: his new sports bag, all his trainers and flip-flops, odd bits of diving gear. He heaves it onto the bed and unzips it. There’s a couple of old Newcastle shirts on top, in case Dad breaks in to his room – he never would, but still. Underneath the shirts are all his private things, in separate washbags: his make-up and nail varnishes, his jewellery, all his hair stuff. Poor old Lily the Pink’s squashed in there too, during the day. Dad stuffed her in a bin liner for Oxfam four years ago, but Ben swapped her for a cushion at the last minute.

    He tugs Lily out and sits her on his pillow. Then he takes a deep breath and starts pulling out the clothes he’s going to wear.

    ‘Nothing too feminine for your first outing,’ it said on the website. ‘You want to blend in, not draw attention to yourself.’ So he’s got a pair of denim cut-offs and one of those pink peaked caps that show your hair, like a baseball cap with the top missing; and a short-sleeved stripy pink T-shirt. He was going to wear one of the little strappy tops he’s bought, but he was worried people would be able to tell, somehow, just by looking at his shoulders, that he was a boy.

    He’s been buying clothes for months now, from that big all-night supermarket on the Coast Road: just one or two things at a time, making sure he always goes to a different checkout girl. And he always buys a girl’s birthday card too, so it looks like he’s getting pressies, plus normal boy’s socks or something, and crisps and that, so the checkout girls never batted an eyelid.

    He thought for ages about shoes, because trainers always make his feet look enormous, even though they’re still only a five. In the end he got some of those open-toed sandals with Velcro fastenings, that could be for a boy or a girl. He was going to get the pink, but then he remembered what the website said and got the blue instead.

    When everything’s ready he goes into his en-suite and has a shower to wash away being a boy – at least that’s what it feels like. He uses one of the fruit shampoos he keeps hidden in the sports bag, with the matching conditioner and shower gel; then blow-dries his hair with styling mousse, so it’s a bit feathery in the front where he put in some blonde streaks last week.

    Dad’s always trying to get Ben’s hair clipped short like his, but Ben can’t stand the macho Bruce Willis look he goes in for. What he really wants is hair long enough to do in different styles, but Dad would never go for that. Plus he’d get serious grief at school if he started turning up with long hair. So in the end they compromised. Dad says he can have it long as he likes at the front, provided there’s what he calls ‘a proper barber job’ at the back.

    Ben’s practised this feathery style loads of times – it’s the one that makes him look most like a girl – but he’s always had to brush it out before anyone sees it. And wipe off his mascara and his careful layer of glittery eyeshadow. But this time he leaves it all on, then goes back into the bedroom where his outfit is laid out neatly on the bed.

    He unfolds some new cotton knickers and pulls them on. He’s been planning this for months, but now he’s actually doing it, he feels sick and a bit shivery. The knickers are covered with tiny pink hearts. Standing sideways, he checks out his reflection in the mirror. Do they hold him flat enough? He’s not sure. Maybe. But what if someone looks closely? Shivering properly now, and feeling like he might actually throw up, he grabs his old grey hoodie and trackie bottoms off the floor. He’ll wait till he feels better, he decides. Have some breakfast first, maybe; see what’s on TV. Be a normal boy for a bit longer.

    Except he’s not a normal boy, is he? Not inside, not deep down. And he can’t put it off any longer. Dropping the hoodie back on the floor, he reaches for the stripy pink T-shirt.

    When he’s ready, he opens the front door a crack, and listens for the chuntering of the lift, or footsteps tramping up the stairwell. The flat’s on the top floor, and the last thing he wants is to bump into one of the neighbours. He’s decided to go down by the stairs so he can nip back up and hide if he has to, because with the lift there’s always a risk of the door sliding open and coming face to face with someone he knows.

    He goes down one flight at a time, peering nervously along each landing. By the time he reaches the bottom his heart’s thudding so hard he feels sick again. Tilting the cap down a bit more over his face, he pushes out through the big security door then walks quickly along the street – not looking left or right, hardly daring to breathe – until he rounds the corner, when he starts to relax a bit. Away from the flat it’s less likely that someone will connect the little blonde girl in the stripy T-shirt with ‘Big Paul’s lad from Collingwood Mansions’. But now there’s another problem. What do girls do with their hands? It feels awkward to leave them just hanging by his side. And his feet seem all wrong walking along, too big and clumsy – do girls take smaller steps? – so he’s sure anyone looking properly will realize straight away.

    The website said for your first time out you should go where nobody knows you, so he’s off to this mega shopping centre on the other side of the river, which people flock to from all over and there’s loads of Norwegian-looking couples and crowds of women with Scots accents trailing round with bulging carrier bags. He goes the back way to the station, where it’s mostly boarded-up pubs and charity shops and he’s less likely to meet someone from school – though all his friends are off on holiday now, which is why he decided on this week in the first place.

    They won’t let you go in for the operation unless you’ve been ‘passing’ as a girl for up to two years, which means he’s got to start now, before puberty sets in. Well, he should have started ages ago, really, because he’s finished Year 7 and some of the lads in Year 9 have already got spots and smudges of dark hair round their mouths. But he’s read there are some hormones you can get that stop puberty from happening – which is something else he’s got to worry about, because how is he ever going to get hold of those without Dad finding out? Plus they stunt your growth, and probably have all other kinds of side effects, but that has to be better than a hairy chest and Adam’s apple.

    On the train he grabs a corner seat. His palms are sweating; he wishes he had a magazine or sunglasses to hide behind. He’d forgotten how everyone always stares at you on the train, because there’s nothing else to do. He’s the only young girl on her own, which makes it worse somehow. There’s a gang of noisy girls down the carriage a bit, who keep glancing over at him; and an old bloke opposite grinning over the top of his newspaper. What are they looking at?

    Ben gets out his phone, for something to do, and switches it on. It beeps straight away. There’s a message from Nana asking if he’s fine with a fish supper for his tea, which is weird because she never usually bothers what he wants; and another one from Dad just saying hi, which means he’s probably been on to Nana.

    Seeing the girls giggling together gives Ben a real yearning to be in a gang like that, and go for sleepovers and nail parties, and try out all the milkshakes and fancy lattes in different coffee shops. And he starts wondering where he could meet some girls to hang out with who don’t already know him from school. But everywhere he thinks of – like a girls’ footie team, or dance lessons, or swimming – means going in changing rooms. Which means sharing cubicles and stripping off, which he’ll never get away with. Which brings him back to the operation. Everything he thinks of always brings him back to the operation.

    He’s been to this shopping centre loads of times with Nana, so he knows where all the different shops are – she’s always dragging him around, buying him puffa jackets he never wears and boring jumpers and navy slippers.

    He goes to an accessories boutique first to try on the sunglasses, and chooses some big ones with pinky-brown glass and gold frames, and a little gold heart on a chain. There are loads of girls his age wandering around, rotating the stands of earrings and hair stuff. Nobody stares at him, which is a relief, and the assistant’s really friendly and pops a free watch ring in his bag when he goes to pay.

    On his way out, he catches sight of this young blonde girl coming out of the shop opposite: petite and pretty in denim cut-offs and a pink visor just like his. When he realizes he’s looking at his own reflection, a fantastic buzzy feeling zips straight through him, from his toes to his throat, that makes him want to laugh out loud. He’s doing it! He’s really doing it!

    The buzzy feeling takes him into Markie’s, past the men’s and the children’s bits, and up the escalator to the lingerie department. He’s seen it in the distance, when Nana’s been getting her pop socks: a massive maze of underwear stands, with flesh-coloured models in coloured tights or matching bra-and-panty sets on stands towering above the displays. Now he’s going to see it close up. He wants to buy a bra to stuff with cotton wool: one of those little skimpy ones he’s glimpsed through the tops of the girls at school.

    At the teen bras bit it’s mostly mams flicking through the bras, and their daughters lurking behind them looking embarrassed. Ben starts to feel sort of yearning again, because this is another girlie thing he’s never done: going shopping with your mam for your first bra. He leafs through the little packets, trying to make sense of the labels. What does 30AA mean? Is it bigger or smaller than 32A? He takes a 30AA out of its packet and opens it out like he’s seen one of the mams doing. Would it fit him? He has no idea.

    There’s another girl, about his age, looking at the bras on a neighbouring stand. She’s scowling like she hates the sight of them, and she’s on her own so Ben thinks maybe her mam’s forced her go and buy a bra by herself, or maybe her mam’s dead, or divorced, so she’s got no option. Which makes him feel sorry for her, like they’re both in the same boat, so when she looks up he forgets about not drawing attention and smiles at her.

    She sighs. ‘God, I hate this. How are you supposed to choose?’

    ‘Do you understand the sizes?’ Ben asks, then worries that he sounds stupid – then worries that his voice sounds like a boy’s.

    ‘The numbers are for your chest and the letters are the cup size.’ She glances at Ben’s front. ‘You’ll be an AA like me,’ she says. ‘I was going to leave it, but everyone else in my class has started, so—’

    Ben can hardly believe it: he’s talking to a girl who thinks he’s a girl! ‘I don’t know if I’m a 32 or a 30,’ he says. Most of the bras seem to be 30 or 32, so he feels on pretty safe ground.

    ‘Do you need some help there?’ An old lady in a Markie’s uniform comes up behind them. ‘We’ve got a free measuring service if you want.’ She beams down at them.

    ‘No, I’m all right,’ Ben mutters, backing away.

    ‘Go on,’ urges the girl. ‘Mam says they’re brilliant. They find out what size you need, then bring you loads of different styles to try on.’

    ‘I was only looking,’ says Ben.

    ‘Why don’t you both come with me?’ suggests the old lady. ‘I’ll see if there’s a fitter free.’

    Ben looks at the girl. She’s smiling and turning, expecting him to follow her. And he can see it all suddenly, how it could be. The two of them in the same cubicle, snaking their arms through the lacy straps and adjusting them. Trying all the different styles and comparing them. Then maybe going for a milkshake at McDonald’s.

    The Markie’s lady puts her hand on his shoulder to steer him towards the changing rooms, which is the one place he can’t ever go – ever – and it hits him like a punch to the stomach, how fucking impossible this is, trying to ‘pass as a girl’, when he can’t even manage it for two hours, let alone two years.

    ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I can’t—I mean, it’s not—’ And he turns away, his eyes stinging with tears, and rushes off, then breaks into a run, and doesn’t stop running till he’s out of the shop.

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌Chapter Two

    2007

    Mary is smoking a Gitanes – a pungent French ‘gypsy lady’ – her chosen brand of cigarettes for over two decades, though she suspects she’d smoke grass-cuttings if nothing else was available. She often jokes that she took up psychotherapy because the analytic hour only lasts fifty minutes, which is the exact limit of her nicotine withdrawal period.

    She smokes outside – she’s punctilious about that – so the ashtray is a large flower pot of sand beside the garden bench. When it rains she shelters in the porch, blowing fragrant smoke out through the open door. But she feels foolish and undignified doing this, like some callow clerk shivering in the lee of his office block, urgently sucking in and flicking ash in his tea break. (Do people still have tea breaks? She has no idea. Is ‘clerk’ still a viable job description?) So as soon as the rain ceases, she returns to the wet bench, on a blue towel she keeps precisely for this purpose.

    She fears she may smell of smoke – how can she not? – but she hopes that this airing to which she subjects herself forty times a day ameliorates the worst of it. It helps that the house is situated in a bracing position overlooking the mouth of the Tyne, where on a rough day you can literally taste the salt spray on the wind. Which brings its own set of problems, of course – because Mary is deeply afraid of the sea. So every time she opens her front door to light up, and spies the enormous grey expanse of the North Sea in the distance, she comes face to face with her phobia. The karmic irony of the situation is not lost on her.

    It’s her own fault, of course: for choosing a house with a sea view. But she was unaccountably drawn to the building despite her better judgement as soon as she saw it – and she’s learnt in her fifty years not to argue with unaccountable impulses.

    She stubs out her cigarette and returns indoors to her consulting room. She was due to see Mrs Hargreaves at eleven and Mr Barnard at two, but she’s just cancelled them both, claiming a sudden migraine: which is a blatant lie, and something she heartily disapproves of. But how can she concentrate on clients with this occupying her mind? ‘This’ being the two envelopes that came in the post this morning: one a much-recycled brown Jiffy bag addressed in shaky biro capitals; the other slim and white, professionally typed.

    She extracts a single folded sheet from the white envelope and rereads it, though she already knows every word by heart. It’s from the editors of the British Journal of Clinical Psychology rejecting a paper she’s submitted for publication.

    We have now received the peer reviews of your manuscript, ‘Past Life Experience as an Heuristic Principle in Psychopathology’, and we are sorry to tell you that, on balance, they are not favourable. We therefore have no choice but to decline publication.


    The fact that it’s a pro forma letter makes it more humiliating, somehow. But it’s the contents of the jiffy bag that have really destabilized her: three closely typed pages – plus a copy of her own manuscript, liberally underlined and annotated in bold spiky writing. The package has been sent to her by Karleen Bryce – Mary’s old supervisor and one of her staunchest academic supporters – who was on the committee that rejected the paper.

    ‘Mary dear, I’m so sorry about this,’ wrote Karleen in her covering note. ‘I argued till I was blue in the face, but the others wouldn’t be swayed. Anyway, I’m enclosing a copy of Hester’s report. Totally against the rules, of course, but I thought you ought to see what you’re up against. I’m here, as ever, if you want a chat. A lutta continua! K.’

    Sighing, Mary sits down at her desk and leafs through her rejected manuscript again. She knew she was going out on a limb with this paper – about how certain clinical phenomena, such as phobias, false memory syndrome and schizophrenic hallucinations, might be the result of past life memories intruding. But she had been so tentative in her conclusions – some instances in some patients was all she was suggesting. And she had supported every hypothesis with reputable experimental research, along with evidence she herself had painstakingly amassed during twenty-five years of helping clients access memories of their past lives as a way of resolving their current neuroses. Her plan had been to use the paper to spark a debate in the literature, which she would then incorporate into an introduction to the four-hundred-page book about past life regression she’s been working on for the last three years. The book would then be published to resounding critical acclaim and her reputation secured. Spit, spat, spot, as Mary Poppins would have said. How could she have been so naive?

    Mary leans back in her chair. It never occurred to her that others might find her latest hypotheses preposterous. Challenging, certainly, and unorthodox – but derisive? Dangerous? Why, Hester’s report practically accuses her of malpractice: ‘How many schizophrenics are walking around without medication because Dr Mary Charlton has convinced them that their hallucinated voices are simply emanations from a prior incarnation?’ she had written. ‘How many sex abusers have escaped prosecution because Dr Charlton has persuaded the victims that the molestations they remember occurred in a previous life?’

    Unable to settle, Mary gets up and wanders into her tiny back kitchen where she enacts the comforting ritual of grinding fresh coffee beans and loading up the two espresso attachments of the Gaggia. The bulky chrome-and-black contraption dominates the gloomy little room. Like almost everything she owns, this machine has a previous incarnation – in this case, donated by Laura when she was renovating the café.

    Setting out a cup and saucer, she thinks she really ought to eat something: boil an egg, perhaps; put some toast in the toaster. But her appetite’s vanished – not that she ever had much of one. The kitchen is rather dank and unfrequented as a result. Investigating an intermittent smell here a few years back, the plumber had lifted a floorboard and discovered a puddle of water glinting far below in the foundations. On closer examination, it turned out to be a small sluggish spring that rose briefly beneath the kitchen, then seeped back underground to meander its way down to the river.

    ‘You should have the whole place tanked,’ the plumber had said. ‘Your walls are wringing wet.’

    But when he outlined the process – replacing the wooden floor with layers of polythene and concrete – Mary couldn’t face it. It seemed like an insult to a building that had been standing unmolested for nearly three centuries. And she found she quite liked the idea of the spring being there, a relic of the site as it once was. Did someone dig a hole there once to create a small pool, she wondered, and line it with pebbles until the water welled up clear? And scoop it up with a tin jug and set it to boil on a cooking fire? She envisaged a barefoot woman squatting down to tend the fire, feeding twigs of kindling into its hot yellow mouth.

    That would have been long before her house was built, of course – at least in its current form. But old maps reveal that there has been a dwelling on this site for over five hundred years: first an unremarkable two-room cottage (beside, it would seem, a small spring); then an irregular five-storey tower made of ships’ timbers and sandstone blocks pilfered from Hadrian’s Wall. When Mary considers those sandstone blocks, how they were hewn and by whom – and how very very long ago – she feels something akin to awe at the Heath Robinson structure in which she lives.

    The tower was built to house the light-keeper, who tended a candle beacon in the cupola above the fifth floor to guide vessels navigating through the sandbanks at the mouth of the Tyne. In 1808 an elegant new bespoke Georgian lighthouse was constructed further along the bank, and the light in Mary’s tower was snuffed out for good. The building was then pressed into service as an almshouse for the wives and children of fishermen lost at sea. She pictures them crowded into her rooms, these family groups, with their pathetic bundles of worldly goods – the women perhaps stoical and in shock, the children whimpering or whingeing. She pictures them laying out their blankets, their one suitcase, their few tin cups and spoons.

    Occasionally Mary finds herself drawn to the window of her bedroom and transfixed for one, two, hours at a time, gazing down at the river. Why she chose that particular room, of four bedrooms, she can’t explain. It’s up three flights, which is a damn nuisance; but there’s something familiar about the view from just that height that tugs at a memory at the back of her mind. For Mary the past is a series of chambers, along a corridor lined with doors that can be opened at any time. One day, she promises herself, she will investigate that part of her past that once looked down from her bedroom window at the river viewed from exactly that height.

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌Chapter Three

    2007

    Ben’s not sure what he was expecting: an anonymous door, maybe, with a subtle little sign and one of those buzzers that let you in and straight up the stairs. Not this noisy brightly-lit caff, with ‘Café Laura’ in big curly pink writing above the window, and lace netting half way up like at Nana’s so you can’t see inside. Hanging inside the netting on the door there’s a smaller sign saying, ‘When café closed, please ring bell for Salon Laura’, with the cross-dressing website address underneath, so he knows he’s come to the right place.

    But the caff’s obviously not closed. The windows are all steamed up and the door’s got one of those old-fashioned bells, which keeps dinging as old ladies and mams with prams keep shuffling in and out, nattering away like they all know each other. Ben hovers about vaguely outside, trying to pluck up the courage to go in. There’s obviously no kids his age, so he’s going to stand out like a sore thumb. Maybe he should come back later, when it’s less crowded – but then he’ll stand out even more.

    He edges nearer, trying to see inside. It looks cosy, more like someone’s house than a caff; with cakes and sandwiches on a pine table instead of a counter. There are two women serving: a young waitress in a black skirt and white pinny, and an oldish lady in one of those big flowery aprons with a frilly top bit that goes round the neck and a big bow tied at the back.

    It’s her, Ben realizes, that Laura from the website; he’d know her face anywhere. He takes a step closer – next thing he knows he’s been jostled inside by a fresh surge of old ladies and steered towards a small table by the young waitress, who thrusts a menu at him and swoops crumbs away briskly with a J-Cloth.

    Ben asks for hot chocolate and picks up a newspaper someone’s left on the chair beside him so he doesn’t have to look at anyone. The table’s a bit rickety, so he keeps one elbow on it, but once his drink’s arrived and he’s found the Sudoku page, he feels a bit less like a sore thumb and his heart settles back down in his chest. If anyone asks, he’ll say he’s waiting for Nana, but no one does – they’re all spreading jam on scones and fiddling with baby bottles – and at five-thirty the waitress takes off her pinny and there’s just him left, and Laura helping the last two old ladies into their coats.

    He’s been sneaking looks at her, to see if you can tell. The feet are the hardest to disguise, but she’s in ankle boots with heels, so you can’t work out how big they are. And men’s necks are thicker, but she’s a bit jowly and old so it doesn’t really show there either. And if that hair’s a wig, it’s a good one: reddish brownish curls heaped up on top with some kind of clip. If anything, she looks like a thinner version of Nana, if Nana was a bit more colourful and arty, because she’d never wear those big dangly earrings and magenta tights; she’s more of a fleece and leggings type.

    ‘Want a top-up, pet?’ Laura’s shut the door after the old ladies and she’s standing right there by his table.

    ‘I’m all right.’ Ben’s heart starts going nineteen to the dozen again and his chest aches, like it’s filling with concrete. He’s scared to look up in case she thinks he’s staring. Her hands are all freckly and covered with rings and her nail varnish matches the roses on the apron, which match the tights.

    ‘Go on, no charge. I’m making a fresh pot anyway.’

    ‘OK, thanks,’ he says, then wants to kick himself because that means he’s got to stay.

    She bustles off on her high heels round the tables, straightening doilies and cruet sets, then turns her back and gets busy with cups and saucers. She’s got a bit of a waist – not much, but old ladies never do really – and the high heels make her bum stick out, which helps the overall shape of her.

    ‘There you go,’ she says, setting down a tray. ‘Hot chocolate with whipped cream and a couple of chocolate digestives for luck.’

    ‘I saw you on that website,’ Ben blurts out before he can stop himself.

    ‘Well now you can see me in the flesh.’ She does a little twirl and stands there, with her knee cocked and sort of swaying, one hand on her hip and the other behind her head. ‘All me own riah, touch wood, in case you were wondering,’ she says. ‘Though it’s getting a bit thin on the top now. Hence la bouffant styling.’

    She turns the sign on the door to ‘Closed’ and plonks herself down opposite with one of those little sighs old people do when their feet are killing them. ‘No one will come in now,’ she says, ‘but it’s not locked, so you can leave any time.’

    She’s smiling at him. Waiting.

    She knows why he’s there.

    As soon as he realizes, all the concrete that’s been building in Ben’s chest dissolves and there’s a sudden embarrassing hot prickle of tears at the back of his eyes.

    ‘You look like your photo,’ he says, ‘only different.’

    ‘What, fatter? Uglier?’

    ‘Not as pink,’ he says, then wants to kick himself again. Why did he say that?

    She laughs. ‘It’s because of the green background. I keep meaning to get that photo changed.’

    ‘Does it cost a lot?’ Somehow she’s made it OK to ask. ‘The operation, I mean.’

    ‘Depends what you want to have done.’ She looks at him closer, more seriously. ‘It’s for you, is it?’

    He nods. ‘I tried to do it myself when I was little, but I made a mess of it. So I’ve been saving up to get it done properly.’ He sees her flinch and the table rocks suddenly, slopping hot chocolate into his saucer. Why did he tell her about that? He never talks about it to anyone, not even Dad.

    ‘What did you do to yourself?’ she asks – of course she asks; he’s mentioned it so she has to ask.

    Ben can hear the blood pumping in his ears. He can’t look at her. ‘I tried to cut everything off,’ he says quietly, almost whispering. ‘I got a knife and just sort of sawed, but I passed out before I could finish.’

    ‘How long ago was this, pet?’

    ‘When I was seven. Dad says I could have died. I was in hospital for ages.’

    ‘Did you realize you were risking your life?’

    ‘I didn’t care. I just wanted it all off.’ He looks up. ‘I still want it all off.’

    ‘You do know that’s not what happens at Salon Laura, don’t you?’ she says carefully. ‘I just make clothes for men who want to look like women. And do depilation and make-up and that; a bit of voice coaching and deportment. Advice and support, that sort of thing.’

    ‘I’ve been trying to, like, pass as a girl,’ he explains. ‘But there’s no way I can turn up at school like that. But they say I’ve to pass for up to two years before I can even go on a waiting list, and I’m twelve already.’

    She nods. ‘So you’re worried about puberty.’

    ‘I thought if I could get some hormones, it would give me a bit more time.’

    ‘And what does your mam think about all this?’

    ‘There’s only my dad,’ he says. ‘He’s at a meeting today.’

    ‘You mean he doesn’t know you’re here.’

    ‘Your website said “strictly confidential”,’ he says, begging her to understand.

    Laura sighs, as though she’s heard it all before. ‘Look, I won’t tell your father, and that’s a solemn cross-your-heart-and-hope-to-die promise. But even if I had them, I couldn’t just hand over hormones to an underage—Hey, wait a sec—’

    Ben’s scraping back his chair, slopping more hot chocolate. He was mad to think someone he’s never met before would help him get hormones without telling his dad.

    Laura puts a hand on his arm. ‘Don’t run off yet. I know what it’s like, being in the wrong body, with everyone treating you as a lad.’ Ben hesitates and sits down again on the edge of his chair, half turned to the door ready to leg it. ‘That was me for years,’ she’s saying. ‘I kept thinking I’d grow out of it—’

    ‘I’ll never grow out of it,’ he says, and the tears are back, but spilling out this time. ‘And it’s just going to get worse and worse. I’ll have, like, hair growing everywhere and my voice will break. I can’t wait two years. That’s all the time I’ve got before I start turning into a man.’

    Her lipsticked mouth goes soft and sort of sags, so he knows she understands. ‘So let’s work out how I can help.’

    Ben wipes his eyes with the serviette. ‘There’s loads of sites selling hormones, but they’re all big drug companies, or for body builders, or sort of mixed up with porno.’

    Laura pulls a face. ‘I can imagine.’

    ‘I think I’ve got the right name of the puberty drug, but—’

    ‘Hey, hold on, hinny! Do you realize how dangerous it is ordering drugs off the internet? You’ve no idea what they’re putting in them packets.’

    ‘But it’s got to be better than being in a panic the whole time about leaving it too late, and growing into totally the wrong shape, with a beard and big feet like Dad’s.’

    She hands him a fresh serviette. ‘Have you talked to anyone else about this?’

    Ben shakes his head.

    ‘Look, I’ll tell you what I’ll do,’ she says. ‘But you’ve got to promise not to run away again, OK? I’m going to send you to a doctor I know. Now she’s not a surgeon—’

    ‘Is she a hormone expert?’ he asks hopefully.

    ‘No, she’s a psychoanalyst.’

    ‘Oh, a therapist,’ he slumps again. ‘Dad’s taken me to therapists. They’re useless. All they do is talk about getting me to feel “comfortable in my own body”.’

    Laura smiles, as if to say ‘tell me about it’. ‘Mary’s not a normal kind of therapist. She won’t try to stop you wanting a remould. She’s more about trying to work out why you want it so much.’

    Ben eyes her doubtfully.

    ‘You’ll need a report from someone like her anyway,’ she adds. ‘You need someone to declare you’re in your right mind before they’ll accept you for surgery. I had to go six rounds with a shrink before my op.’

    Alarm sweeps through him. How could he have forgotten that? It’s on every website he’s ever looked at: the need for some kind of ‘psychological assessment’. He’s been so worried about ‘passing’ and getting hold of the right hormones that he must have pushed it to the back of his mind.

    ‘So what do you think?’ Laura asks.

    ‘OK,’ he says, weak with relief. Maybe if this Mary’s a doctor, she can get him a prescription for the puberty hormones too.

    ‘Bona. At least that’s one thing sorted,’ she says, tearing a page off her order pad and scribbling down an address and phone number. ‘Here’s her details. Say Laura sent you.’ She glances at her watch, and Ben starts to get up.

    ‘No, you’re all right,’ she says. ‘I was just seeing if I had time to take you upstairs for a tour of La Salon. Try on a few wigs maybe, show you a few tricks of the trade.’ She winks at him. ‘If you like, that is. No obligation.’

    Yes he would like, more than anything. He tries to smile and say so, but the tears are there again, clogging his throat so he can’t speak.

    ‘Go on, you daft filly,’ says Laura, handing him a whole wodge of serviettes. ‘You’ll start me off.’ And sure enough she’s dabbing away under her mascara. Then they’re both laughing and blowing their noses and Ben feels himself relaxing for the first time since he got there.

    ‘Oh dearie mearie,’ sighs Laura at last, pouring more tea. ‘Let me gather my strength.’

    ‘When did you have your op?’ Ben asks, watching her fishing in her apron for a compact and sponging some fresh face powder under her eyes.

    ‘Only fifteen years back, but I always knew I was a lass. I had this vision of Sophia Loren in my mind, probably because I was a bit plump and my lips have always been pouty, so I thought right that’s me – hence the Laura, savvy? Loren, Laura?’ She shrugs. ‘Well it made sense to me at the time.

    ‘So anyway, there I was obsessed with la Loren, and I found this waspie in me nana’s drawer from when she was young, and I started wearing it at night to pull my waist in. Some hope, eh? And Veet had just been invented, so I went to town with that, because I was right hairy in them days, before I started on the hormones. And I was sneaking off to the cottages every Saturday to get changed, then on to La Continental to ogle up the sea-food and fruit. Then blow me, didn’t I go and fall for a lass?’

    Ben’s been checking out Laura’s chin while she’s been speaking: there’s no trace of stubble now. And her arms are just like Nana’s: a bit freckly, and wrinkly at the elbows, typical old lady arms.

    ‘It was before the op, so I sashayed straight into the closet and went back to being a lad. Anyway, we got married and had two lovely girls, then one day Jen comes home to find me prancing around in her baby-dolls. Give her credit, she tried to cope. And we went to Marriage Guidance and all that. But it was hopeless really. There was no way I was going to stop. And she was a Presbyterian, which put paid to any role-play hanky panky. So we staggered on for a few years, me trying to cut back, her turning a blind eye, till she took up with Harry the Crab and went off with the bairns.’

    Ben dunks a digestive in his tepid hot choc and sucks the soggy end while Laura ferrets in her apron again for a pack of Nicorettes and pops one into her mouth.

    ‘That’s why I started the business really. Because back then there was no one to go through the options with. I mean, are you gay or straight?’

    Ben sits up. He’s never thought.

    ‘See? You’re so caught up with getting the op, you haven’t thought about what it means for the future. Like, do you want to marry an adam or an eve? A molly or a dolly? At your age neither, most likely. Or maybe both, who knows?’

    Ben takes a bite of the digestive and tries to get his head round what she’s saying.

    ‘Sorry, duckie. Am I embarrassing you? I forget that people aren’t usually as forthright as moi. You will say if I’m going a bit OTT, won’t you?’

    ‘No, you’re all right,’ he says. Though she is totally embarrassing him, especially as she looks vaguely like his nana. Plus it’s hard to keep track, with all the weird words she keeps using.

    ‘I mean, what if you go ahead with the op and it turns out you’re a lesbian? You know about lezzies, I assume? Right, then, so what if you go to all that trouble only to find out that your meat and two veg would have come in quite handy after all?’ Laura tops up her cup and clicks in another sweetener. ‘Doesn’t mean you have to give up your maquillage and frocks. You can still slip in your falsies and mince up the Bigg Market of a Saturday night. Or get implants if you want to go the full dowry and live as your actual zelda. What I’m saying is, there’s different options. Right, where was I?’

    ‘Harry the Crab,’ Ben says. ‘Is he a big bloke with a beard; smokes a pipe? I think I met him once down the Seamen’s Mission with my dad.’

    ‘That’s the lad. Tell you the truth, it was a relief when Jenny left. I sold the house, spent a thousand smackers on zjoush and cossies, went on the hormones, got the riah sorted, and never looked back. Then I had the op and it all went horribly wrong. Not the op, that was textbook remould. But suddenly there I was cut like a lady, dressed like a lady, out on the town with lads like bees round a honeypot – I was still fairly young at that point, remember. But when it came to a clinch I wasn’t interested. What, rub that bristly chin against my ecaff? Excusez-moi, I’d say, I’m off home to the cat.

    ‘Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying I shouldn’t have gone ahead with the op. There’s nothing like slipping on a Lycra one-piece in Lanzarote and not worrying about your lunchbox. Though talking of Lycra, you’d be amazed what they’ve come up with in the way of underwear these days, so you can hang onto your giblets and no one’s any the wiser.’

    ‘But I hate them.’ Ben bursts out. ‘I hate everything about being a boy. It’s not just what it looks like, it’s what it feels like inside. I’d just be pretending to be a girl if I had Lycra squashing everything flat.’

    ‘So, go and see Mary and get your assessment. Then—’

    This time it’s Ben who looks at his watch and jumps up in a panic. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he says. ‘Nana’ll be going nuts.’ He opens the door, then stops. ‘Can I – I mean, about them wigs and that…’ He feels his ears going red.

    ‘What about tomorrow? The caff’s shut all day and my first client’s not till three, so we won’t be rushed. How does ten o’clock sound? Right, I’ll be expecting you.’

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌Chapter Four

    2007

    Ben always looks forward to Dad coming home off the boat, and it’s always great for the first six minutes. But then the pressure will start up, all the macho stuff Dad goes in for, and Ben will start half wishing he’d go away again.

    So he’ll breeze in smelling of the sea, with this great gust of wind behind him. Because he’s a big bloke – not fat, because he’s always on and off that Atkins diet, and not exactly tall. But he takes up a lot of space, with beefy shoulders and tattoos, and a belly you can punch hard as you can and he doesn’t even flinch. And his sea boots are enormous, with thick socks folded over the top, and his jerkin’s thick as a bullet-proof vest, all zips and pockets for his gipping knife and tools and that. And he’s always carrying a load of creaky yellow oilskins and his ‘sea bag’, he calls it, packed with gloves and socks and weird long underwear – though they hardly ever change when they’re out, so he always niffs when you get up close.

    ‘If you think I’m bad, son, you should stick your nose down the cabin after a few days,’ Dad says, almost bragging. ‘Minging’s not the word for it.’

    It’s great to see him, though. And his first night back they always have an Indian and get out a DVD, it’s a sort of tradition; and sit on the sofa digging into greasy cartons, side by side, though it’s usually explosions and car chases, but sometimes Dad gets out something funny and they have a laugh together. Then later Dad goes out and gets hammered with the lads from the boat and Ben goes to his room and locks his door, gets out his nightie and Lily the Pink and goes to bed.

    This time, though, feels different. Ben’s always had his secret life, but since he’s met Laura he doesn’t feel so sad about it. It’s more a proper quest now; and even though he doesn’t know how it will turn out, he feels like he’s on the road to somewhere.

    This morning she showed him how to pluck his eyebrows – not so they were obvious, not so anyone would notice, but definitely more like a girl’s. She said there are loads of ‘tricks of the trade’, as she calls them, to make you look more feminine without people putting their finger on quite why. Like dyeing his eyelashes; they’re doing that next time.

    Tomorrow Dad’s borrowing a motor launch from Harry the Crab and they’re going diving, Ben and Dad and two of the lads from Deep Blue who taught them to dive. The visibility’s usually rubbish this time of year, with all the summer plankton, and the wind churning everything up, but it’s been calm all week so Dad reckons it’s worth a go.

    Ben’s always in two minds about diving. He loves being under water, the quivery green light, the dreamy way the weed sways; and he likes being with Dad, up to a point – but he hates all the macho talk about the gear and the wrecks and that. To Ben, a wreck’s just a place for fish to shelter from predators and storms; but to Dad it’s the HMS whatever, with X tonnage, sunk on X date with the loss of X men. Ben wonders sometimes about all those lost men. Can ghosts haunt under water? Does it bother them being forever dived on and rummaged through by lads in wetsuits with metal detectors?

    They set off first thing and the water is flat as a mirror, and clear to ten fathoms, which is really unusual for the North Sea. They take it in turns going down, and the two Deep Blue lads go first – because you’ve always got to go down with a buddy, that’s the first rule of diving: in case something happens, like running out of air or your line breaking. Then it’s just Ben and Dad waiting on the boat, all togged up except for masks and fins, just rocking gently in the sunshine and sipping tomato soup from the Thermos.

    Dad throws him a smile that says, clear as you could write it, ‘Love you, son,’ and Ben’s just basking in it, and flashing the same message back, when the thought sneaks in like a shadow: ‘What if you’d seen what I was doing yesterday, Dad? Would you still love me then?’ And it dims everything a bit.

    When it’s their turn, Dad takes ages checking Ben’s gear – is the tank strapped on properly, are the pressures OK? When he checks his mask he’s right up close, so Ben’s looking up at his big white teeth, with the vampire incisors; and the scar on his lower lip from that bottle fight at the New Dolphin pub years ago. Ben remembers Dad kissing him when he was little – even more often than Mam did – and cuddling him on his lap when they were watching telly; but that all stopped when he came back from the hospital.

    When they go down everything seems to be in slow motion, because the gear’s so bulky you can’t turn quickly, and the fins make it feel like you’re kicking through treacle. And there’s always that moment when he panics at bit, when he puts in the mouthpiece – because it’s different from normal breathing; you have to pull the air in, like sucking on a baby’s bottle. However many times he’s done it, it freaks him out to have to suck in air all the time. And sounds are really weird under water too, so it’s like you’re deaf, and have to use a special sign language with your buddy; and if the boat engine’s going there’s a faint throbbing sound, but at the same time there’s this really loud roaring and hissing noise, which is the air from your tank.

    Once he’s got over that though, it’s brilliant, with the sunlight dappling down through the water near the surface. Then deeper down, once he’s switched his torch on, there’s loads of starfish, and crabs bumbling along through the weed; and it totally takes over his brain, so he doesn’t have to think about footie or school or pretending to be what he’s not. Then suddenly there’s this humongous blue lobster peering out from a cranny. This whole bit of sea is protected, so there’s always loads of shellfish, because they stick around where they’re spawned, mainly. But there’s hardly any proper fish, because they get caught as soon as they swim away – just a few little sand gobies darting about near the bottom.

    Afterwards Dad’s in one of his high-five moods, because they’ve done this ‘father-and-son activity’, like when he comes to watch footie practice and Ben’s done some really quick moves – which he’s practised over and over, because he knows Dad will worry that he’ll be ‘failing as a father’ if his son’s not interested in sports.

    And that’s the trouble really. The times that should be the best times, when they’re off with a bunch of lads to the match, or getting on their gear for a big dive, that’s when Ben feels saddest. Because Dad’s in his element, and full of pride, grinning at Ben. And you can tell he’s just praying that everything’s OK, and Ben’s got over what Dad always calls his ‘accident’ and is a normal boy after all.

    Ben wonders sometimes if his mam left because of him; because he didn’t know to hide it when he was little, and was always nagging at her to buy him Barbies and Polly Pockets.

    After she left, the flat looked pretty much the same, which was weird – even in Dad’s en-suite, because he didn’t dump her old moisturizers and shower gels for ages. It was only when Ben opened her side of the wardrobe that it really hit him. And there was just this one pair of beige pop socks balled together, all dusty in a back corner; and that floaty black negligee Dad gave her for their anniversary, on the matching padded hanger. Then one day they disappeared too.

    ‘It’s just you and me now, buddy,’ Dad says. ‘And buddies always stick together, right?’

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌Chapter Five

    2007

    Mary’s phone rings deafeningly in the hall. It’s a wall-mounted seventies contraption installed by the previous owners in a vain attempt to hear it from the fifth floor. It’s Laura, ebullient as ever: ‘Bonjour, duckie! How’s it diddling?’

    ‘Actually I’ve hit a bit of a setback,’ Mary says. ‘So I’ve been drifting about rather pathetically wondering what to do about it. You remember that paper I sent off to the BJCP? The one I was planning to use as an introduction to my book? Well they sent it out for peer review and one of my peers has reviewed it rather badly.’

    ‘Does that mean it won’t be published?’

    ‘She’s suggested I send it to the TPR instead – that’s the Transpersonal Psychology Review – because, and I quote, “this is exactly the kind of pseudo-scientific mumbo-jumbo they like to publish”. Sorry, Laura, you’ve probably no idea what I’m talking about.’

    ‘Excusez-moi. I can speaka da English. You’ve sent a chunk of your magnum opus to a pukkah scientific journal and some miserable bint’s said it’s only fit for the cat’s litter tray.’

    ‘She’s accused me of endangering my clients too.’

    ‘Well there was that rampaging nutter last year,’ Laura reminds her, referring to a client who’d torn up his prescription – with rather florid results.

    ‘But that happens all the time. A client starts to improve then discontinues their medication. It’s a perennial problem, regardless of the type of therapy.’ Mary extends the telephone cord to its limit out into the porch and reaches for her Gitanes.

    ‘So why has this peer review bint—’

    ‘Professor Hester Griffin is a highly articulate, formidably intelligent—’

    ‘OK, this brainy peer review bint – why has she got it in for you?’

    Mary sighs. ‘It’s not me she has a problem with – it’s anything that smacks even vaguely of the paranormal. It’s a bit of a crusade for her. She assumes that because I can’t cite a physical mechanism for the transfer of memories from a past life, then that transfer can’t possibly occur – even though the documented evidence is overwhelming.’

    ‘So why is she still banging on about it?’

    ‘It’s so frustrating! In any other scientific field, if you encounter some evidence that doesn’t fit your current theory, you question the theory – not the evidence. It’s as though the whole quantum revolution never happened. I’ve had run-ins with her before, at various conferences. Cryptoamnesia’s her specialism, so I suppose I should have expected something like this.’

    ‘Pardonez?’

    ‘Cryptoamnesia. False memory. Where people remember things that didn’t happen. Hester’s published quite widely on the subject.’ Cleverly argued papers, Mary recalls, with a hint of rhetorical flourish.

    ‘So she reckons people who remember their past lives are making it all up.’

    ‘Yes, in a nutshell.’

    ‘But why would they? Why would I invent a toerag like Tom to explain why I wanted a sex change?’

    ‘She’d argue that there are alternative explanations that don’t involve reincarnation.’

    Laura snorts scornfully. ‘Hormones in the womb, you mean? They don’t explain all them nightmares though, do they? It was finding out about Tom that got rid of them.’

    ‘Hester would argue that you created your Tom persona as a post hoc rationalization – a way of making sense of the nightmares – and that I colluded with you.’ Is that what she’s been doing all these years, Mary wonders, constructing elaborate castles in the air with her clients?

    ‘Hey, you’re not taking this seriously, are you?’

    ‘Perhaps I’ve been working on my own for too long,’ muses Mary, cradling the phone under her chin to light her cigarette. ‘Most of my clients these days come fully expecting me to regress them to a past life. It’s not exactly an uncontaminated sample. Whereas if I was in some sort of group practice, or attached to a university, rubbing up against other opinions—’

    ‘You’d still be seeing the same clients,’ Laura reasons.

    ‘Yes, but perhaps I wouldn’t be so ready to look for a past-life explanation.’

    ‘Actually I’ve just found you a bona new one – totally uncontaminated too.’

    ‘Oh no,’ Mary says in dismay. ‘I’m sorry, Laura. I can’t face taking on anyone new at the moment – not with all this hanging over me. It wouldn’t be fair.’

    ‘Oh, go on,’ Laura puts on a wheedling voice. ‘He’s only little.’

    ‘What do you mean?’ Despite herself, Mary’s curious.

    ‘I mean he’s only twelve years old and if ever a lad needed your help it’s this one.’

    The boy sits on the very edge of the red sofa, trying not to sink into it. He’s jiggling his bony knees, rubbing a finger over a scab on his arm, obviously just dying to pick at it.

    Mary inherited this sofa from her aunt, but it’s served her unexpectedly well over the years, being unusually yielding and womb-like; even the most resistant of clients usually succumbs to its embrace eventually. In fact it’s such an effective way of inducing relaxation, that when it wears out she will immediately search for an identical replacement. She settles into her own chair, a far more upright and utilitarian item from the local Oxfam shop – known technically as a ‘cottage chair’, apparently – and adjusts her old cashmere cardigan around her shoulders. ‘So what can I do for you?’ she asks.

    ‘I want to be a girl,’ the boy blurts out. ‘I mean, I think I am a girl. I mean like deep down.’

    ‘Do you? How intriguing. Tell me a bit more about that.’ He’s a pretty boy; rather girlish in fact, so that’s interesting. Small, blonde, skinny, intelligent-looking. How does one look intelligent? It’s a quality of watchfulness, Mary muses, of attention. Many children seem so vacant.

    The boy stops jiggling and moves on to wiping his palms on his jeans. ‘Ever since I can remember I’ve felt like a girl, even though I’ve been to doctors and that, and they said I’ve got, like, male chromosomes and male “secondary characteristics”.’ He pauses, obviously embarrassed.

    ‘Go on.’ She smiles encouragement and reaches for her double espresso. Caffeine at the start of each session, to get her neurons firing, nicotine at the end, to top up her endorphins; though at her level of addiction it’s more to fend off withdrawal symptoms than for additional stimulation per se.

    ‘When I was little I thought I was a girl called Annie.’

    Something tightens in Mary’s chest when she hears this: a held breath, a surge of adrenaline. ‘I don’t remember it very clearly now,’ the boy is saying, ‘but I used to know loads about her, like where she lived and what her mam looked like and that. Dad says I kept crying and pushing my real mam away, saying I wanted to go home.’

    Mary quells an impulse to lean forwards. If she’s right, this is a classic spontaneous past-life manifestation; the clearest she’s ever encountered.

    ‘Dad says that I made her up,’ the boy continues, ‘like she was an invisible friend, but it didn’t feel like that. It felt more like she was inside me, like she was me, and I was born into the wrong body.’

    ‘And do you still have Annie inside you?’ Mary asks neutrally, controlling her excitement.

    ‘Not really. I can sort of feel her sometimes, like when you see something out of the corner of your eye. But I don’t really know about her any more – except what I can remember from when I was little. But even that’s faded now – it’s like being Ben has taken over. Except I still feel like I’m really a girl.’

    The sun’s in his eyes through the window – nice bright blue eyes – so he has to squint at her. Excellent, Mary thinks automatically. When her clients’ vision is compromised, they ease into the trance more completely. ‘Laura tells me you want gender reassignment surgery, and that you tried to mutilate yourself a few years ago.’

    ‘Dad thinks that was because Mam left and I was upset and trying to get her to come back. But it wasn’t that. I mean I was still upset about her going, but I was even more upset about being a boy.’

    ‘You did say that your father was going come with you,’ Mary chides mildly.

    ‘He was going to, but he was called to a meeting.’

    She hides a smile. ‘Well we can talk for a while today, but if we’re going to see each other properly I will have to meet your father.’

    ‘I’ve brought the money,’ he volunteers, worming a hand into his back pocket and tugging out four £20 notes.

    ‘It’s not because of the fee, Ben. It’s because you’re under sixteen. He has to sign a form to say he agrees for me to see you.’

    The boy’s narrow shoulders sag when he hears this, and he closes his eyes for a moment. Mary’s aware, then, in a way she hasn’t been before, of how very young he is to be doing all this – going to see Laura, setting up this consultation – and what a very heavy, lonely burden it is that he’s carrying. And she has a sudden visceral and utterly uncharacteristic impulse to gather him onto her lap and rock him against her, with his fair head tucked snugly beneath her chin.

    ‘Look, don’t worry about your father now,’ she says. ‘I’ll give him a ring later and sort it out with him.’

    The boy looks up in alarm. ‘Can’t you just write that report? Laura said I need an assessment before—’

    ‘I’m sorry Ben. It’s illegal to assess you without parental consent.’

    He hangs his head. ‘I never actually told him I was coming,’ he confesses.

    ‘I’ll talk to him and explain, if that would help,’ she offers. ‘You’d be surprised how persuasive I can be.’

    ‘No!’ he bursts out, almost shouting. ‘No,’ he repeats, more quietly. ‘Please don’t say anything.’

    ‘Don’t you think perhaps it’s time he knew? If you’re really set on surgery, you’ll need parental consent for every stage of the process.’

    ‘But I can’t tell him,’ he says miserably, close to tears. ‘It would totally freak him out.’

    Mary watches him stuff the money back in his pocket. ‘You know where I am if you change your mind,’ she says opening the door for him. Then, touching him gently on the shoulder: ‘You don’t have to do this on your own, you know.’

    As she watches him walk down the street, a small dejected boy in jeans and trainers, she experiences a wrench that’s almost physical in its intensity. Observing it in herself, she muses that this must be what’s referred to by the expression ‘her heart went out to him’.

    She returns to her consulting room and starts writing up her notes on the aborted session. ‘Client reported spontaneous regression in early childhood, similar to cases reported by Stevenson, Weiss, Shroder, etc. Client subsequently declined treatment due to…’ How ironic that the one case that might have supported her thesis, the only case of spontaneous regression she’s ever seen, has been both proffered then withdrawn on the same day. Perhaps it’s karma, she thinks wanly, a sign that it’s time to rethink her approach.

    She’s just tidying away her case notes when the front doorbell rings. It’s the boy: pink-cheeked and out of breath, as though he’s been running. ‘Dad’s off on the boat now,’ he says. ‘But he’ll be back tomorrow if you want to meet him. Or I could let you have his satellite number.’

    Mary feels like cheering, but satisfies herself with a broad smile. ‘I think I could probably wait until then,’ she says. ‘It would be better to explain things face to face, anyway.’ She conducts him back into her consulting room and he sits down on the sofa again.

    ‘And you can do that report, can you?’ he asks. ‘So I can go on the list for the operation and hormones and that?’

    ‘Of course – if and when it’s called for. But I will have to spend some time talking to you first.’

    Mary pauses, deliberating. Now he’s agreed to let her meet his father, perhaps it wouldn’t be entirely unethical to check whether her suspicions are confirmed? ‘We could make a start now, if you like,’ she suggests. ‘I could introduce you to the way I work, and perhaps we could talk a bit more about Annie.’ Just a few minutes, she promises herself, just to see… ‘You know, I see quite a few clients like you,’ she goes on. ‘People who feel they may be carrying someone else’s memories as well as their own.’

    The blue eyes widen. ‘Other children?’

    ‘Yes, children especially.’ Mary notices with satisfaction that he’s begun to sink back into the red sofa. ‘I suspect everyone has these feelings sometimes, but most people in our society ignore them or push them away. But I think some children may have a special gift for tuning in to other memories.’

    She’s always careful, at this stage, not to say ‘past lives’. ‘Now I want you to lie down with your head on the cushion – that’s right, good, don’t worry about your shoes. I’m going to help you relax and see what we can find out about Annie.’

    The words she uses to induce the trance are so familiar, she could repeat them in her sleep. ‘Keep breathing slowly and deeply. Think of a place you know where you feel happy and relaxed…’ The boy’s under in just a few minutes, his limbs loose and unguarded, like a cat splayed in front of a fire.

    ‘There’s a door in front of you. Can you see it? Good. Stand up and touch it. Think what it feels like under your hand. The door leads to a place in your past. Push it open. What can you see?’

    ‘I’m outside the smokehouse on the quayside, and the lumper’s upending another cran of herring into the farlane. And here’s the fish tumbling in, all silver and a-slither, hitting the farlane like water and splashing up the sides – and right out, some of them, so you have to scoop them off the ground before some daftie kicks them.’

    Mary lets her breath out in a long silent whistle. She’s listening to a herring girl! Annie must have been a herring girl! It’s all there: the accent, the vocabulary, the historic detail – material no boy of Ben’s age could possibly know.

    ‘Good, very good,’ she says, controlling her excitement. ‘What else can you see?’

    ‘I’m looking down at my hands, and Flo’s beside me, shovelling salt on the fish so’s we can hold them, because they’re that slippy, you can’t get a grip without a roughening of salt. A Shields herrings is that full of oil this time of year, all you’ve to do is squeeze it and the oil’s slipping through your fingers like dripping.

    ‘So now we’re back to gipping again, getting up a rhythm, the dip and slit and flick of it. You’ve to let your hands do the thinking, and keep only half an eye on them, because if you pay too much mind, that’s the best way I know to a sliced finger. Flo picked it up quicker than me, because she was less hasty. But that’s Flo, isn’t it? She likes to be sure what she’s about, but I’m like a sand-flea on a hot dune.

    ‘It’s hard on the hands mind, this job; what with the salt pining them, and the skin cracking, and the salt nipping in the cracks. Then there’s the gipping knife to watch out for, because the edge must be sharp as lightning or you can’t keep up your speed. We bind up our fingers and thumbs with flour sacking to be safe, and that’s a right canny job of itself when you’re dim and bleary of a misty morning.

    ‘They’re alive, some of the herring, when you gip them. They look dead, but when the warmth of your hand gets to them, they start moving: like you’re a saint, bringing them back to life, except the blade’s going in like the very Devil himself, to scoop out the slither, the teeny heart, the wee sliver of its soul.’

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌Chapter Six

    2007

    Best fucking time of the day, Paul reckons, striding along the top bank above the Fish Quay. Not quite light yet, couple of boats steaming home with a wake of offal and mewling gulls. Can’t beat it. Smell of bacon frying at the Seamen’s Mission. Further along the bank, Charlie and Jimbo are sitting hunched on their bench as usual, seventy if they’re a day, with their tabs and a six-pack of Stella between them, watching the boats come in.

    ‘All right?’ says Paul as he passes.

    ‘Right y’are, Paul,’ says Charlie, and Jimbo grunts, never much of a one for conversation. Worked the same boat all their lives and still in each others’ pockets. Fishing does that for you.

    Paul takes a deep breath, sucks down the cold brown river smell, along with the chugging diesel from the two boats mooring up and a whiff of seaweed from the Black Middens. And the fish smells, a nebfull like nothing else: the silver smell of fresh-caught, the sharp yellow stink of the scaggy old skeletons in the gutter that even the rats won’t touch.

    Nessa never could stand the smell of fish. The old man said that should’ve ruled her out from the start. She said she could always smell it on Paul’s hands, even after he’d scrubbed them. Reckoned it got under his skin, even though he’d made skipper the year after they got together and hardly gipped a fish since. That was Nessa for you, though: finicky, with all her lotions; squeamish. They all are these days, mind. Herbal this, herbal that. Not that he minds a bit of nicey-nice. It’s just tiring to keep it up all the time.

    Paul’s off down the fish market to meet Dougie, his Shields agent, to go through the boat’s gear: what needs getting, what needs mending. Old Dougie’s all right, if a bit of a stickler for his to-do lists. But you need a lad like that on shore when you’re off on a trip, keeping in with the buyers, the trades; pricing up diesel from different suppliers. The cost of diesel’s wicked these days, and the boat just drinks it on a trawl: with the twin rig you can literally watch the fuel gauge dropping. Still, it scoops the fish up no bother, that rig – nearly three hundred boxes this last trip: cod, haddock and whiting; plaice and lemons; hake, turbot, dabs; couple of halibut, the odd few Dovers. That’s over eight grand for the five days, though there’s fuck-all left once you’ve deducted the diesel and the lads’ shares.

    Dougie likes his tabs, so they’re sat on a bench outside the Mission: Paul sucking on an Extra Strong mint while Dougie puffs away on a Marlboro, ticking things off on his clipboard. Typical Dougie: must be the only lad in Shields taking any notice of that new No Smoking sign they’ve put up in the Mission.

    By the time they’re done, the boats are unloaded and the market’s well under way, with Big Bill Palmer and Weasel Willie clomping through the melt in their Timberlands, working their way round the catches with their chitty books, rattling out bids to the buyers. And forklifts zooming up and down, loading boxes on to the vans backed up outside.

    Paul checks out a couple of ‘sold’ boxes before the market lads shovel the ice on. A few decent halibut and monk; but the haddock are all under a kilo as usual – you never see a decent haddock these days.

    There’s a couple of younger lads hanging about down the far end of the shed, squatting and peering in the boxes: student types, by the looks of it; hoodies and trainers. Weird hair. They’ve got a clipboard each, and a cool box.

    ‘They’ve been here since Monday,’ Dougie tells him. ‘From that lab place along by Cullercoats, that Dove place. They’re saying there might be something up with the fish, so they’re checking.’

    Paul wanders over. ‘Howay,’ he says. ‘What’s going on?’

    ‘We’re taking samples,’ says the taller one, straightening up and pushing a pansy flop of hair off his face with the back of his hand. ‘Just a routine survey. Nothing to worry about.’

    ‘You from DEFRA then?’ Paul asks.

    ‘They’ve provided some of the funding, but we’re nothing to do with them really. We’re marine biologists, from the university. Part of a team investigating the effects of water-borne pollutants.’

    ‘What, from that chemical plant in Blythe? I thought they sorted that out years ago.’

    ‘It’s more general trends we’re looking at. Mutation rates, abnormalities, that sort of thing.’ He’s from down south; London by the sound of it. A bit posh, a bit fake cockney like that Jamie Oliver.

    ‘They’ve found some flatties with dodgy innards,’ says one of the market lads, jumping down off his forklift. ‘Males loaded with roe instead of milt.’

    ‘Who told you that?’ asks the tall lad sharply – and he seems pissed off. ‘Look, I promise there’s nothing to worry about. A certain number of anomalies are to be expected in any natural population.’

    ‘How many of these “anomalies” are there, then?’ asks Paul. He’ll have to ask the deckies if they’ve noticed anything.

    The other lad drops a plaice into his cool box and stands up. He’s chubbier than his mate, a pale couch potato with spiky dyed-black hair. ‘It’s too early to say,’ he says, not meeting Paul’s eye. ‘We’re still collating the samples.’

    It’s obvious the lad’s lying through his teeth, but there’s no point trying to push it. He’ll get nothing out of these two. Still, fish with dodgy innards – that’s the last thing Paul needs, the state the business is in right now.

    Nana’s in the flat when Paul gets home, stuffing Yorkshires and profiteroles in the freezer. Paul swallows a sigh. Why doesn’t she keep this stuff at her place? She knows he’s trying to cut back on the carbs. She’ll say they’re for Ben – ‘He’s a growing lad,’ she’ll go – but it’s because she’s narked at how Paul’s shifted the weight, when she’s still Michelin Woman in her red trackie bottoms.

    ‘Howay, Mam,’ he says, filling the kettle. ‘Where’s the bairn?’

    ‘I shouted when I came in, but there’s no sign and his door’s locked.’

    ‘It’s always locked, even when he’s in. Fuck knows what he gets up to in there.’

    ‘Lad his age needs his privacy,’ says Nana, piercing the film on an individual syrup pudding and putting it in the microwave. ‘Shall I do you one, son?’

    ‘No!’ he says, sharper than he means to. Then, ‘I’m all right, thanks.’ There’s a freckled banana in the fruit bowl and an unopened four-pack of red apples he bought before he went away. So much for the lad’s five a day. ‘You’ve not been feeding the bairn puddings for his breakfast, have you?’

    ‘He says he’ll get his own, so I leave him to it.’

    He shoots her a look. She’s supposed to do Ben’s meals when he’s off on the boat, but he wouldn’t put it past her to skip the breakfast shift altogether. Roll up later with some baps for dinner instead. Still, it’s the school holidays so he doesn’t say anything.

    He watches her upend the pudding into a bowl and slather cream over it, then take it through the arch to the open-plan lounge. Cost a fucking fortune, this flat: big bay windows right along the far wall looking out on the river. The wow factor they call it. Nessa was on at him night and day till he put in an offer. He’s glad he did though, now she’s gone. It’s safer for the bairn on his own on the fifth floor, behind all them security doors. And Paul likes to think of the lad looking out these windows when he’s away on the boat, and him looking back, like they can see each other, though that’s daft when he’s three hundred and fifty fucking miles northeast, off Aberdeen, trawling for whitefish.

    ‘Bring us a cup of tea, will you, son?’ Nana says, kicking off her sandals and reaching for the remote.

    ‘How you getting on with them books?’ he asks. She’s always done the boat’s books: back when Da was skipper, and before that even, when it was old Skip in charge and Da was third man.

    ‘Nearly done. Them DEFRA forms are still giving me gyp, mind. I were here till past eight Friday getting them sorted.’ (Good, Paul’s thinking. At least the bairn had some company.) ‘Then I had one of them dreams where you go on working. Except I had to take all the papers to Portugal for some reason, and fit them in under my twenty-two kilo limit.’ She chuckles, and it turns into a juicy cough. ‘Had to take out all me party shoes.’

    ‘Monk’s going for a good price at the moment,’ Paul says as some chat show appears on the telly. ‘But you’ve to go through that much by-catch to get them, it’s hardly worth it.’ Nana nods vaguely, eyes on the screen. She’s always yammering on about how he never talks to her, but look what happens when he does.

    Standing, sipping tea, he feels his mobile buzz in his pocket and takes it out. ‘This is Dr Charlton,’ says some woman in a posh raspy voice – and his heart does that thing: stops for a second, then dunts against his ribs like it’s been kick-started.

    ‘Is it Ben?’

    ‘He’s fine, Mr Dixon,’ says the woman. ‘He’s not ill and there hasn’t been an accident. But he came to see me yesterday requesting therapy. So I thought I should discuss it with you before proceeding.’

    Paul slides the phone shut, then strides over and grabs the remote to switch off the telly. ‘Did Ben say anything to you about going to a therapist?’

    Nana shrugs. ‘Never tells us a thing. But he’s at that age, isn’t he? What kind of therapist?’

    ‘Analytic psycho something. She wants to see me. “In her consulting room”, for fuck’s sake.’

    Paul feels a slight pressure building in his chest, like there’s too much air in there, like when you’ve been diving and come up a bit fast. He feels stupid, embarrassed. What’s going on with the bairn? He seemed fine last night. Tucking into his tikka marsala; jabbering away after the dive.

    ‘I doubt it’s owt to worry about,’ says Nana, licking sweet gunk from the back of her spoon. ‘Audrey Robson’s going to a therapist for her spider phobia. It got so she couldn’t go in the bathroom without Terry hoovering the Venetians and pouring boiling water down the plugholes.’

    ‘He could be up to all sorts on that computer,’ he says. ‘Locked inside that room.’

    She’s sneaked back the remote and put the chat show on mute. Paul wants to shake her; make her focus on what’s happening with her fucking grandson. ‘It’ll just be some hoo-hah with the school,’ she says. ‘That Gifted and Talented nonsense. That new Head’s always sending them on trips and that.’

    It’s not that, Paul knows. But it’s hopeless talking to his mam. She’s already distracted, flicking through channels with the sound off.

    ‘It’s because he’s an only child,’ she says – her pat answer for everything. ‘If he’d had a little brother to play with, maybes he wouldn’t be on the computer all hours.’ As if Paul and Nessa hadn’t spent five fucking years trying for another baby.

    ‘How’s Nessa getting on with that new wean?’ Nana asks: not to wind him up – she’s not that devious – more because what’s on her mind just pops out of her mouth without her thinking what effect it’ll have.

    Paul breathes out slowly. ‘Canny,’ he says. ‘Just started nursery.’

    When Nessa wrote that she was pregnant with the first one, Paul’s knees went weak, literally, just like they say when you get a shock.

    He hadn’t been that bothered when she buggered off, not really. Just bloody fuming that she’d upset the bairn – and pissed off that she’d made him look a prat in front of the lads. And her new bloke whisked her straight off to New Zealand, so at least they weren’t rubbing his nose in it.

    Then he got this letter out of the blue saying she was expecting, and giving the date. So he did his sums and worked out – surprise, surprise – that she was already three months gone when she moved out. And it just got to him, didn’t it? The idea of her bloke’s sperm doing their thing while she was sleeping right next to him in the fucking bed.

    It was like a double whammy, because Paul has a problem with his sperm. When Nessa couldn’t fall pregnant again after Ben, they went for tests; her first, then him when they couldn’t find anything. And it turned out his lads were slow swimmers and pegging out before they got to the egg. Plus they were deformed, loads of them – they showed him a photo they’d taken – with big heads, or bits missing. It was just as well she hadn’t fallen pregnant, they said, because there might have been a problem with the baby. So that was that.

    Then he got her letter from New Zealand. And it started him thinking about Ben. Because she’d fallen pregnant slap-bang no problem with her new bloke (Paul refuses to use his name, even to himself). But it took three years of trying before they had Ben. And it got him thinking, what if he’d always had this problem with his sperm, like from way back when he was a nipper? What if Nessa had been having it away with some other bloke behind his back, and kept quiet about it when she fell pregnant with Ben?

    He couldn’t get the thought out of his head. What if he wasn’t Ben’s real dad? He phoned Ness up in a lather, and she denied it of course. Still, it was all he could think of for ages; getting out all the old holiday snaps to see which bits of Ben looked like Nessa and which like him. He even got Nana to fetch round some photos of himself as a bairn to do a comparison. It was driving him nuts.

    Then Ben had his accident and it all kind of slotted into place. Like maybe this stuff about wanting to be a girl was something Ben had inherited from this other bloke? And it was a relief in a way, to think it wasn’t Paul’s fault, for having dud sperm or not being a proper role model or whatever. Then he read about DNA testing and decided to go for it to find out for sure.

    The results came back when he was off on the boat, so it was in a stack of post piled up on the hall table when he got home. He recognized the logo on the envelope straight away, but Ben was there just in from school and nattering on about something, so he shoved it in the drawer under the Yellow Pages. Then when he came to get it out later, he couldn’t bring himself to open it – even though it cost a packet to get the test done.

    The envelope’s still there where he left it, like a tab smouldering under a blanket. All he has to do is hoy off the blanket and the flame will leap out. He doesn’t know what he’ll feel when he opens it, one way or the other, but he knows there’ll be no going back.

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌Chapter Seven

    2007

    Paul recognizes Dr Charlton’s house. He must have seen it a million times from the boat: the cream tower at the end of that row of old houses on the top bank, with that weird thing on the roof. When he gets there, he sees it’s got one of them blue plaques on the wall, dated 1727, and he’s just started reading when this little bird of a woman pops out from behind a bush, puffing on a French ciggie.

    ‘They painted the whole building black at one point,’ she’s saying. ‘So it wouldn’t distract from the new lighthouse further along.’ She sticks out a hand for him to shake, and she’s in gloves, even though it’s the middle of summer. Funny, that. ‘May I offer you an espresso?’ she goes. ‘Or would you prefer a gin and tonic at this time of day? I’m afraid I don’t keep beer.’

    He follows her inside, to a room that’s like a cross between a posh antiques shop and one of them old railway waiting rooms. So the window and skirtings are dark maroon and there’s one of them fancy Axminster squares on the floor, like his great granny used to have. There’s a big scuffed leather-topped desk in one corner with one of them old captain’s chairs, and the mantelpiece is crowded with elephant ornaments, all sizes – from India by the looks of it, somewhere foreign anyway.

    Paul sits down on a big soft sofa and she perches in an armchair opposite with her gloved hands resting in her lap like she’s about to play the piano. The gloves are those fingerless jobs, the same dark green as her Doc Marten boots and that fringed paisley shawl. She’s got style, he’s got to hand it her – though God knows what century it’s from.

    The cream walls are jam-packed with books, with more piled up on the floor, and there’s a squashed-looking leather pouffe by the fireplace, where there’s one of those ancient coal-effect electric fires Paul thought didn’t exist anymore.

    ‘Before you ask,’ she’s saying, ‘Ben’s told me all about his gender dysphoria. That’s why he came to see me.’

    Paul takes a breath. Shit. So that’s what this is about. ‘But that was years ago,’ he says. ‘He’s into sports and that now. Computers and diving and what have you.’

    ‘I’m afraid not, Mr Dixon. Your son’s simply learnt to hide his feelings and “gone underground” as it were. But from what he tells me, they’re as strong as ever – though it seems they’ve lost the hallucinatory features that must have been so alarming for you and your wife when he was younger.’

    ‘That Annie business, you mean.’ Christ, he’d nearly forgotten about that. Bairn bawling in his buggy down on Bell Street because there was a tyre factory where ‘Annie’s house’ should have been.

    ‘We talked quite a bit about Annie,’ she’s saying. ‘Your son’s a very unusual child, Mr Dixon. He displays a great deal of self-awareness, but I have to tell you that he has been extremely distressed for a very long time.’ And now she’s looking straight at him, a look with a weight behind it, for all that she’s hardly up to his oxter.

    ‘I can’t believe he came to see you without telling me.’

    ‘Ben’s afraid you’ll reject him.’ The look’s still there, pinning him down so he couldn’t get up off the sofa if he tried.

    ‘But I’ve never given him any reason—’

    ‘Children pick up nuances, Mr Dixon. Far more than we realize. Not just from what we tell them, but from how we react to things. And as I say, Ben’s an unusually perceptive child who’s desperate to gain your approval.’

    Paul shakes his head, to clear it. He keeps getting this picture of Ben at St James in his Toon Army gear, sat beside him and shouting for Shearer. ‘So he’s still on about all that stuff, about being a girl?’

    ‘Very much so,’ she says. ‘But if you are agreeable, I think I may be able to help him. Do you believe in the soul, Mr Dixon?’

    ‘What?’ Is she some kind of religious nut?

    She laughs then: a proper wide laugh with her head back. ‘Oh dear, I can see how that must sound. Don’t worry, Mr Dixon. I’m not planning to reclaim your son for Jesus.’ She looks younger when her solemn look goes, and quite attractive if you like the type – long skirt, amber brooch, and one of those heavy buns that’s really a thick plait wound round and round. But those green gloves – what’s that about?

    ‘To reassure you on that count, I am not affiliated to any kind of religious group, Christian or otherwise. I am a fully qualified Jungian therapist, with a doctorate in neuropsychology and over twenty-five years’ experience in the NHS and private practice.’ She waves vaguely in the direction of a load of framed certificates on the wall over the mantelpiece. ‘I lecture at universities up and down the country, and I’ve published three books and numerous papers in reputable journals.’

    She sounds almost bored as she recites all this; it’s obviously something she’s said over and over. But it helps to know she’s got a decent brain in there.

    ‘Ben tells me he has been to therapists in the past?’

    ‘Fat lot of good they did.’

    ‘Well, that’s why I’m hoping my approach might prove more helpful. In recent years I’ve found myself concentrating on my clients’ recall of what appear to be previous incarnations – past lives if you like – hence my rather inopportune mention of the soul. So it would help me to know whether this is an approach you’d find acceptable.’

    ‘Now just hold on there—’ Paul’s not sure he finds this acceptable at all.

    ‘I know it may sound rather far-fetched—’

    ‘Damn right.’ He should have known when he clapped eyes on those elephants that there was something off about the whole set up.

    ‘—but please bear with me a moment.’

    ‘Go on then,’ he says grudgingly. He’ll give her three minutes, he decides, and if she hasn’t convinced him by then, he’s off out of it.

    ‘Thank you. And I appreciate your candour. Believe me, you’re not the first person to find my approach somewhat unusual. But before I say anything else, I should stress that I’ve had a great deal of success with my clinical method. It enables me to achieve catharsis – that is, get to the heart of a client’s problem – far more rapidly than other methods I’ve used over the years.’

    ‘Go on,’ he says again, crossing his arms. If she’s trying to impress him, she’s got a long way to go.

    ‘Right, let’s start with the soul. Have you ever heard of a phenomenon called near-death experience?’

    ‘You mean all that seeing a white light, and going towards it?’

    ‘That’s part of it, yes. But I’m talking about the many reported cases of people on the point of dying – from a heart attack, perhaps – who are subsequently revived and recall floating above their bodies and seeing things they couldn’t possibly have seen from their hospital beds. There are even cases of blind people who were able to describe the clothing of the people who revived them.’

    ‘And you think it’s the person’s soul seeing those things.’

    ‘That’s not the only explanation, of course. It could be some kind of telepathic knowledge, for example, that’s only available to the unconscious brain. But the existence of something we might call a soul seems as good an explanation as any. And it’s the one I base my clinical practice on.’

    That’s when it starts to go really weird: when she starts talking about people dying and their souls lurking about, like at a bus stop, waiting to jump aboard the next baby to be born. Though she doesn’t put it like that, of course, because it’s all spouted in her posh boarding-school voice like it’s some Open University lecture on the telly. Anyway, it turns out that scientists have been studying this reincarnation business for years and, if she’s telling the truth, it looks like there could be something in it.

    ‘It’s worth reflecting,’ she’s saying now, ‘that ours is the first era in which humans have not simply assumed the existence of past lives, ancestor spirits and spirit possession – the latter of which I suspect is actually a manifestation of a past life intruding into the current one—’

    ‘So what’s all this got to do with Ben?’ Paul cuts her off mid-sentence. She might have persuaded him she’s not a nutter, but he can do without the lecture, thank you very much.

    ‘I believe your son may be the reincarnation of this girl he calls Annie. I think that may be why he has become obsessed with procuring gender reassignment surgery—’

    ‘Did you say surgery?’ Paul’s mind tilts dizzily for a second, and he’s back in the flat six years ago, pulling Ben’s blood-soaked pyjamas back up and wrapping his limp little body in his duvet, then charging down four flights of stairs with him in his arms, and the lad weighs nothing, nothing.

    ‘You’re not aware that Ben’s been investigating the possibility of surgery?’ Her voice has gone soft, so he knows it must be all over his face: the knife, all that blood, the shock of it. Bairn almost died, for fuck’s sake.

    Paul shakes his head dumbly.

    ‘One thing transsexuals complain of prior to surgery is a profound sense of having been born into the wrong body. Well I hypothesize that in some cases – Ben’s included – that may be exactly what’s happened.’ That weighted look is back on her face, making him focus on what she’s saying. But her brown eyes are kinder now, like they can see what he’s going through.

    ‘The doctors said it was hormones in the womb made him like that,’ he says. ‘Or something about how we were bringing him up – but he started on about Annie pretty much as soon as he could talk.’

    She nods, like this is par for the course. ‘All I can say is that I’ve treated several cases of gender dysphoria, and in my experience there can sometimes be powerful reasons in a past life that prevent a soul embracing its current physiological gender.’

    He takes a deep breath. ‘So how can you help Ben?’

    ‘Well, there are no guarantees, but with the majority of cases I’ve treated, I’ve found that once the precipitating past-life trauma has been identified – and recalled in full – many of the neurotic symptoms in the current life resolve.’

    Paul tries to weigh it all up. If you think about what she’s saying logically, it’s completely barmy. Investigating someone who’s been dead for years as a way of curing someone who’s alive today. But the way she puts it, in her la-di-dah professor voice, makes it seem almost reasonable. Like it’s the obvious explanation for what’s been happening with the bairn.

    ‘So how does it work?’ he asks guardedly.

    ‘I put the client into a light trance, and follow his or her associations back into the relevant past life. In some cases the memories are very close to the surface, and only one or two sessions are required to access them. Sometimes it takes many sessions – if there’s more than one past life to explore, or if for some reason I meet resistance.’

    ‘So you could end up going right back to the Stone Age.’ He’s half joking, but she doesn’t take it like that.

    ‘Theoretically, yes, but that’s extremely rare. Statistically speaking there were relatively few humans alive during the Stone Age, so the odds of a soul today tracing its provenance back to a member of a Stone Age population would be many millions to one.’

    They’re starting to talk as though he’s agreed to the therapy, Paul realizes. ‘So what’s the down side?’ he asks bluntly, back-tracking a bit. ‘Isn’t it dangerous, hypnotizing a twelve-year-old?’

    ‘I am a highly qualified and experienced practitioner,’ she says, ‘and what I do is perfectly legal, but the client is vulnerable in any therapy. Having said that, it is my judgement that without help Ben could be in an even more vulnerable situation—’

    ‘What do you mean “vulnerable”?’

    She fixes her eyes on him again. ‘Mr Dixon, I believe your son has been very lonely and unhappy for a very long time. We know he’s tried to mutilate himself in the past, so there’s every reason to fear he might try to force the issue again – and of course he’s older now.’

    ‘So he’d make a better job of it, is that what you’re saying?’ Paul feels light-headed, like he’s going to faint. His kitchen at home’s full of fucking knives.

    ‘I think he’s unlikely to attempt another mutilation, but I can’t be sure. What I do know is that there are documented cases of children committing suicide when their desires for a sex change are thwarted.’ She leans forward. ‘Mr Dixon, I believe I can help Ben, but I can’t predict the outcome. Whether you let me try or not is completely up to you.’

   

  

 
  
   
    
‌Chapter Eight

    2007

    Ben’s dad always carries a wad of cash in his back pocket. Where most men have wallets, he always has this folded sheaf of tens and twenties. Ben used to get a buzz when he’d bring it out to buy just a burger and Coke, peeling a twenty off the outside, and the girl behind the counter with her eyes popping. But these days it’s a bit embarrassing, like boasting he’s OK, even though everyone knows the fishing’s crap and lads are selling up right, left and centre. That’s just Dad though: he never thinks, just barges in with a big grin and orders drinks all round.

    Ben’s dad’s almost famous in North Shields; he can’t walk down the street without someone saying howay or tooting their horn. That’s just the way he is: fingers in lots of pies. The boat’s the main thing, of course. But he’s got all these other deals going on too, that he calls his nice little earners. It’s like when anyone in Shields gets an idea for making a bit on the side, the first thing they do is call Dad. It got so bad that he had to stop giving out his number because the home phone never stopped ringing. And it would either be someone calling about trawling gear – Dad once bought a load of second-hand rigs from somewhere – or rough blokes with Scottish accents on about cheap diesel. Then there was some DEFRA training thing, then the lads with the fishcakes. Eventually he got two separate mobiles: one for business and one just for Ben and Nana, so they can always get through. Plus the satellite phone on the boat, which is a different number again.

    Today Ben’s tagging along to the ships’ chandlers where Dad’s checking out some new shackles or something, but they’re stopping off for breakfast at the Seaman’s Mission first.

    Dad’s really quiet, which is weird because he’s usually chatting away about the footie or diving or something. Ben sneaks a look at his face, but he’s just staring out towards the Black Middens. Maybe that doctor’s phoned, Ben thinks, then pushes the thought right down to his feet and concentrates on the pavement instead, trying to match his pace to Dad’s, just the two pairs of black trainers walking along, sizes five and ten.

    The canteen at the Seamen’s Mission smells of tabs and chips and the air’s blue with smoke, even though there are big new No Smoking signs everywhere because the ban’s just come in. It’s full of blokes in woolly hats, with big jackets on the backs of their chairs and newspapers spread out, like they’ve got no homes to go to. Dad says that’s because they haven’t really, because when you’re at sea all you want is to get home, but when you’re home you can’t wait to get back on the boat. Dad says the canteen is like half way between the two: with the river just outside and lads packed in all round eating fry-ups, which is just like on the boat.

    Dad does his usual howays to everyone and loads up a tray. When they’re settled at a table, Ben opens his sausage bap like a book and squirts brown sauce in a careful squiggle; and Dad rips open a mustard sachet with his teeth and reaches over to the next table for the ketchup.

    ‘I went to see your doctor friend yesterday evening,’ he says in a bit, quietly, so no one can earwig.

    Ben closes his bap carefully and sits back. ‘I was going to tell you,’ he says. ‘But I didn’t know where to start.’

    ‘She says she can help you,’ Dad says, cutting up bacon then lifting fried eggs onto his toast. The smoke’s making Ben’s eyes sting. He feels sick.

    ‘Look, I know I’ve not been much of a dad—’ Dad goes on in this same quiet voice.

    ‘No, you have!’ Ben says. ‘Don’t say that. It’s got nothing to do with—’

    ‘Nay lad, hear me out. I’m away most the time and fucking shattered when I’m back, or off out somewhere. I just wanted to make some dosh so I could give you the best, try to make up for losing your mam. I didn’t realize you still—’ He pauses, glances round, clicks two sweeteners into his mug. ‘And then you got in the under thirteens and, well, I just didn’t realize. I should have asked, I suppose. Truth is, I didn’t want to know.’

    They both look at his plate, where he’s getting his next mouthful organized, a bit of each thing on his fork.

    ‘Are you cross?’ Ben asks.

    ‘Shit, Ben,’ says his dad, like a sigh. ‘I wish you’d said something.’

    ‘I thought you’d hate me.’ It comes out in a whisper.

    ‘I ought to batter you within an inch of your life.’ Ben looks up. He’s been bracing himself for a telling off, but Dad just sounds weary. ‘I mean, think what it’s like being told by some shrink that your son wants – what does she call it?’

    ‘Gender reassignment.’

    The words sound so daft, hanging there in the blue air of the canteen. Ben feels a giggle starting, from nowhere, and checks out Dad, who’s half smiling too.

    ‘She’s quite something, that doctor,’ Dad says, shaking his head. ‘Like, what’s with all those elephants, for fuck’s sake?’

    ‘Did she have her gloves on?’

    ‘She said there’s this disease she’s got in her hands, where they go all white and numb if they get cold. If it’s severe, she says it can turn into frostbite or gangrene or something and they have to cut bits off.’ He winces, and Ben winces back.

    ‘But she’s written loads of books and stuff,’ Ben adds quickly, in case she’s sounding too weird. ‘I looked her up on Google.’

    ‘It’s OK, son.’ That tired voice again. ‘There’s no need to argue the toss. I signed you up for six sessions, starting tomorrow. Then we’ll take it from there.’

    Ben doesn’t say and Dad doesn’t ask about the rest of it: his visits to Laura and his bleaching kit; checking out those puberty-delaying hormones; his M&S nighties and still sleeping with Lily the Pink. They just sit opposite each other munching away like nothing’s happened.

    And a minute later, two young blokes with trays of All Day Breakfast come and sit at the same table, so they have to budge over a bit to make room; and the young blokes start going on about DEFRA this, DEFRA that, with Dad. And Ben just sits quietly munching on his bap, breathing in the smoke and the chip smell, and feeling his tummy slowly fill up like a smile.

    ‘Do you know how gurnards sleep?’ Ben asks, like the start of a joke, not expecting an answer. ‘They wriggle into a rock crevice and wedge themselves in with their front fins, so the sea can’t wash them out.’

    They’re strolling along the Fish Quay to the chandlers, checking the moorings to see who’s in and who’s out. Ben wants to run and shout – because Dad knows and it’s OK! The thing he was most dreading in the world and it’s OK! – but they’re just walking, sizes five and ten, not touching, just like normal.

    ‘And herring and cod sink down to the sea bed and lie totally still. But they have to separate from each other a bit, because if they slept in a shoal, they’d be found by predators. So they just hang in the water by themselves, or find somewhere to hide.’ Ben likes the idea of the sea bed as an actual bed. He likes to think of the fish sleeping there, and the sand rucked up like a blanket, with seaweed duvets draped over the rocks and silver bodies tucked snugly inside – though it’s fucking freezing in the North Sea, even in the middle of summer, because of the currents from the Arctic.

    ‘So what do they dream about?’ Dad asks, teasing. But it’s actually something Ben’s thought about.

    ‘I think you probably need eyelids to dream,’ he says, ‘so you can shut out the real world. And fish don’t have eyelids.’

    He’s tried not blinking, to see what it would be like to have eyes like a fish: flat and round and always open. First they felt cold and dry, then they sort of ached and he really wanted to close them. It must be weird not to have the choice, to just stare out even if it’s pitch black in the middle of the night, or you’re half dead in the hold waiting to be gutted, with your eye right up against another fish’s eye.

    ‘Most of our catches are at night,’ says Dad. ‘So we’re probably scooping them up when they’re napping.’

    He’s joking, but Ben doesn’t think it’s very funny. That’s the weird thing about Dad. He can go diving with Ben, into that echoey green world, that’s all swooshy water noises and bubbles, and little shrimps pootling about, and weed waving like brown ribbon, then put on his leather jacket and stride into the chandlers and buy a mile of new tickler chain for the trawl gear to go crashing through the lot of it.

    Afterwards they climb the Ropery Stairs up to the top bank. Ben counts the 119 steps, like he always does, feeling his heart pumping, but Dad refuses to stop for a breather till they’re at the top; then they hold on to the railings and look out across the river to South Shields and wait until their chests stop burning.

    There’s an old artist bloke setting up an easel along the road, stretching bungee straps around the painting to stop the wind catching it. Ben’s noticed him before – same place, same painting gear, same four tins of Stella – but it turns out Dad knows him from way back.

    ‘That’s old Skip,’ he says. ‘Owned the first boat I ever went on. Bloody brilliant skipper but daft as a brush – in and out the loony bin, but always held it together on the boat. Then something happened, his auntie or his mam died or something, and he finally lost it.’

    ‘Cheers, Skip,’ he goes as they get nearer. ‘How’s it going?’

    ‘Not too bad,’ grunts the old bloke, mixing paint on an enamel plate.

    Looking at the painting, Ben feels the breath catch in his chest. It’s a view of the Fish Quay from where they’re standing, but it’s as though he’s seeing through Annie’s eyes again. The 119 steps are there still, going down to the quayside; but instead of bushes and grass, the old bloke’s painted tall houses either side, with dirty brick chimneys and great billows of grey smoke. And down on the Fish Quay, instead of just five trawlers tied up, there’s a zillion masts with reddish brown sails furled around them, and the boats all moored so close together you can’t see the water.

    ‘I should take you to his stall down Tynemouth Market,’ says Dad, looking over Ben’s shoulder. ‘He’s done views of Shields going right back to the year dot.’

    There are people on the steps in the painting, faces Ben thinks he half recognizes: that scowling woman with the basket and a shawl criss-crossed over her chest; those two lads hanging nets on a wall. And they’re all wearing hats, even the two grubby bairns squatting together in the shadows halfway down, on a front step that Ben knows has a slight dip in it from being scrubbed so often.

    He looks from the painting to the real Ropery Stairs – litter snagged on the bushes, crumpled tin of Stella on its side, KFC bag mashed in a corner – then back again. The old bloke’s painting the weather now: thick grey storm clouds over South Shields in the distance and scrappy specks of white foam on the water. In the middle of the river two small boats are tilted over sideways, as if their sails are full of fish instead of wind. And Ben can almost hear the snap of the rigging in that forest of boats moored in the harbour, feel the sting of the salt on Annie’s bandaged hands.
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