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   Advance praise for
QUINN

   ‘Em Strang’s is a true voice, and Quinn is that rarity, an original work of fiction, which excavates trauma and memory and refuses the frameworks placed on it. This book is its own landscape. Strange and powerful.’

   Paul Kingsnorth, author of The Wake, winner of the Gordon Burn Prize

   ‘I read it at a sitting, compelled by this strange and beautiful work. It was haunting in the best sense; a poet’s vision of a mind disorganised by fear, distress and death. Yet the narrative never lost sight of the human frailty in Quinn, or of his lost sense of love. An astonishing feat of imagination.’ 

   Gwen Adshead, author of The Devil You Know

   ‘Such graceful prose with not a wasted breath; such grounded sharing from the magma of experience.’ 

   Alastair McIntosh, author of Soil and Soul

   ‘A beautifully constructed and mesmerizing book that makes you think afresh about the enduring residue of pain both for those who have committed acts of violence and those affected by them. A brave and original attempt to answer our culture of dehumanization with a story that rehumanizes at every level.’ 

   Marina Cantacuzino, author of The Forgiveness Project
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   To Mary

  

 
  
   Men have hitherto treated women like birds which have strayed down to them from the heights: as something more delicate, more fragile, more savage, stranger, sweeter, soulful – but as something which has to be caged up so that it shall not fly away.

   Friedrich Nietzsche

   Not everything that is faced can be changed; but nothing can be changed until it is faced.


   James Baldwin
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‌Part I

  

 
  
   The sound of a woman praying

   1

   Things have been done that hurt the mouth to speak of.

   Let it be known that I have suffered. I was familiar with suffering in the way only some men are – it was in my blood. It was as though my ancestors had passed suffering on as a gift. A gift in dark blue, almost black wrapping paper that smelt of tar.

   Whenever I awoke there was a pressing on my windpipe and a constriction of the space between my ribs and my lungs. I could only speak in a hoarse whisper of how much suffering had come.

   I did not ask for pity. I was alive and sometimes I sang or roared the story of my suffering. I knew very little in those days. Perhaps the only thing that was clear to me was that I had to find Andrea, to be reunited with the woman I had lost. I missed her soft voice. I missed the way we would lie together, hands and feet barely touching, like a god and his goddess depicted on an alabaster tomb.

   She was a good goddess – we used to joke about this stupid phrase – with a small nose, like a child’s button nose, and thin, shoulder-length hair like her mother’s; so fine was her hair that it seemed to float around her head like a golden halo. She never fussed about her hair like other women do. It was just hair, in the way breath was breath and flesh, flesh.

   I had to search for Andrea, not least because I was the only person who knew where to look. It was obvious that so much of this suffering could have been avoided if they had made an effort to unpick the endless stream of hysterical stories that had been woven around her disappearance.

   But it was not to be. Instead, I found myself in a dank little room, with no memory of having got there. I had crossed no roads, waded no river. I had not walked thrice around the rowan tree. When I looked up at the slit – it could not be called a window – I saw the occasional blackbird or seagull in flight. The slit was too high to see through at eye level, even if I stood on an item of furniture, so I had no idea what was nearby. I had no idea where I was. Sometimes I heard doors banging and people’s voices – a world of sorts. But I was not alone: grey concrete walls, bed, desk, chair, bucket, slit.

   I knew Andrea was in the woods, and I could smell her. She had a sweet, musty smell, the way carnations smell when they start to die. I liked that smell. Perhaps I liked it because it was familiar and I knew the woman it belonged to.

   We had loved each other all our lives – since we were five or six years old. No, we had imitated love, pretended love, failed and misunderstood love. Or I had. Andrea understood these things better than I. It is a bitter truth I return to at times of darkness and hopelessness, of which there are many.

   It is true that when I speak, I begin to remember. Or when I remember, I begin to speak. It is a difficult process and a long story. Sometimes I prefer watching the sunlight move across the floor. Silence has been a good friend to me over the years, though not in a religious, prayerful way; not in the way my mother would have liked.

   Andrea was used to giving up her life for another, to care for and make room for the beating heart of another human being. She knew how to put herself aside without extinguishing herself altogether. She had this fire in her, something I could not touch.

   Her fire used to shake me out of my torpor. It was as though this word had come alive inside my heart and inside my gut. Torpor overtook me as if it were a living being, some entity that wished to empty me of all light, all gladness. As a child, I had been able to look at a horse and know gladness deep inside me. Something about the shape and the breath and the presence of the animal told me that life was good, that my body was worthy, that my heart was beating for a reason. But later, this gladness left me and was replaced with torpor, and Andrea was the only person who was able to shake me momentarily free of it. Horses can still bring me back to myself, but there are no horses here.

   It was my mother who said to me, ‘The horse mocks at fear and is not frightened,’ and it was the only time I felt understood by her. It was probably the only time she had tried to understand me. She knew that I stopped by the horses on the way home from school all those years, and so she knew that they were a comfort to me. Still, those were words from the Bible; they were not hers.

   It is true that I could smell Andrea all the way from this dank, inhospitable room that stifled me. I could smell her over and above the stench of my own excrement in the tin bucket. It was only a matter of time before the door would swing open and I would walk out again to find her.

   And when I found her, they would have to eat their words.

  

 
  
   The sound of a woman praying

   2

   It was early because the light was only just coming in through the slit and I was drifting in and out of sleep. I heard no knock and the door opened on its own, with no need to unlock or push, even though it was a heavy iron door with hinges the size of crowbars. A man who introduced himself as Martin – his name tag read ‘M. Payne’ – appeared at the door and led me down a series of corridors to a basement. Everything was painted white, with a faint smell of fresh paint, and there were four doors, all of them dark blue, almost black. Martin stood for a while as though he could not decide which door to open, then he hurried me outside.
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   The woods were darker than I remembered and dense. Daylight had not yet fully penetrated the crisscross of branches and the place felt inert, more plantation than woodland. Birds were calling – tits, wood pigeons – and everything was wet from recent rain. As I stepped forwards, mud and leaves reluctantly let go of my boots. There was something erotic about it.

   I understood about mud and reluctance and rain.

   I headed straight for the silver birch, our tree. The sun was beginning to shine between clouds, and the bark glowed. One white incisor in a forest of teeth – that’s what Andrea called it. She was bound to be somewhere near here. This was where we met on Fridays, after she had finished with her mother and I had completed the week’s story. A single silver birch in the middle of larch and pine, and the big car-wash brushes of spruce.

   
    
     [image: ]
    


   

   The stories I wrote were a waste of time. Nobody understood them. I wanted to say something new and present readers with a challenge, but if I wanted publication, I had to churn out a series of stock images and ideas that people could take comfort from or use to explain the world away. The only acceptance for publication I received was from some marginal magazine called SeaGlass and the local Courier, where the guidelines for publication were prescriptive and anodyne. I never liked the published stories, but I refused to give up.

   There was one story that always stayed with me, though it was never accepted for publication – the one about a woman who turned into a swan. Perhaps it was the transformation motif that appealed to me. The woman was not pure and graceful in the way swans are often symbolised. She was manipulative and controlling and made her lover’s life a living hell. I read it to Andrea one afternoon, but she did not like it. It bored her, she said.

   I still do not know why, but swans have been an almost constant presence in my life. I could not get away from them even if I had wanted to. Every year I would hear the arrival of the whooper swans, flapping and calling as they flew above our house. They migrated from the north to overwinter on the lake in the local park. My mother would take me to see them, and when I was old enough to go on my own, I would walk the four miles from our house to the park, scuffing and sliding on the icy pavements.

   There were the swans, magnificent on the lake, noble, if that is even a word these days. There were always one or two young children with their mothers, but I was the only boy my age to stand at the shore and watch the big birds. I pretended not to care what others thought of me, but I pulled my hat down and wore my scarf over my face.

   The swans moved across the water completely. That is why I liked to watch them. They possessed something that I did not, but it has taken me a lifetime to work out what that was, and even now I am not quite sure I have understood.

   But I am getting ahead of myself.

   One strange year, a pen built her nest in our back garden, beneath the laburnum tree. She laid one egg but it never hatched, and as winter turned to spring, she abandoned the nest and flew away. My father had wanted to kill the bird and roast her, but even he was restrained by the community’s interest. It was a rare time of social interaction and friendliness in our street. Neighbours we scarcely knew came to coo over the bird, and my mother would stand proudly, as though the pen were her own child. Mama liked to be the centre of a good story and the swan had chosen her back garden, her laburnum tree to nest beneath. Surely this was a good sign from God? But something was wrong: swans do not nest and lay eggs in the winter. Our pen was confused, out of sync with the world, or perhaps she was unwell.

   The sketches I made and the words I wrote in my journal that winter have stayed with me. I used to sit on my brother’s bed as he coughed and wheezed, and read him excerpts: ‘The swan is desperate on the nest.’

   I had wanted to keep the egg, but my father would not let me. Instead, I was allowed to collect up her stray feathers, and I put them in a jam jar in my bedroom. They were very white. I had hoped for a wing feather, but all she had shed were semi-plumes and contour feathers and down. They shone in the gloom of summer evenings before sleep. Sometimes I imagined they had a life of their own. I often dreamt that they had returned to the body of the pen and that when I woke in the morning, they would no longer be there. But they were always there, until my mother threw them away and recycled the glass jar.

   I do not know what happened to the egg. I suspect my father ate it, but I do not know for certain. What is more slippery – a raw swan egg or a father’s anger?

   As a child, I was thrilled by the swans, and even now they drift into my conscious mind unbidden, as though they are bringing some truth to me. My mother always told me that in Christian narratives the swan symbolised grace and transformation and that if you saw a swan, it was a reminder of the possibility that people too could change for the better.

   I had known since before I could walk that laburnum trees were poisonous.
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   Even though the sun was rising fast, it was not easy seeing through the undergrowth. It was not my fault that I had not found Andrea yet. I was dodging branches and brambles. I was doing my best.

   They could talk and laugh as much as they liked, but the job of searching was mine. I had to find her and bring her home, and when I did she would thank me. She would take off her coat and kiss me on the lips. Her eyes would shine, up close, and I would feel the movement of her breasts as she breathed in and out alongside me. I had to find her and bring her home, and when I did they would let me be.

   It was as though the sun were lying or somehow tricking me. Its bright light was coming down, but it had started to rain. It was not light summer rain, but rain like stair rods, as Andrea’s mother would have said. It lashed my scalp and I had to put on my cap and zip up my coat. My coat felt odd, as if it were not mine. The fabric was too coarse for a coat – it was like rough, hairy skin and as the rain beat down, it became slippery.

   I walked around the birch tree three times and saw that there was something flapping high up on the trunk. At first I thought it was a leaf, but as I peered through the rain I could make out a paper envelope stuck to the tree high above my head. I stretched up but could not reach it, even on tiptoe with my arm fully out. I kicked about in the undergrowth for a log or some rubbish to stand on – there were often plastic crates dumped here or empty oil cans. I only needed something to lift me about a head and a neck. I went down on my hands and knees to rummage, but all I found was a rusty knife with a bone handle and a snapped-off tip, and a crisp packet that smelt as though it had something disgusting inside.

   Repulsive as it was, the crisp packet made me feel hungry and my stomach began to growl. It was the familiar, bright, shiny packet that in previous days had always promised food.

   There was nothing edible in my coat pocket, only the small plastic doll that Andrea had bought in Spain. She called it a ‘figurine’, as though she was trying to impress me with her vocabulary. Of course, I was the writer, not her; I knew about language and its weight, not her. The doll was brightly coloured, almost fluorescent, and it gleamed in the rain-light under the trees. Andrea said she thought it looked like her, that in giving it to me, she would be forever by my side. Something sentimental like that.

   I was starving.

   There was nothing to stand on, nothing big enough to lift me to the envelope, and the weariness was coming on. My body felt limp and hopeless, and my back was beginning to ache. I lay down in the wet mud, not caring, feeling the rain pelt my body and stream off my face.

   The waves of weariness had come, and everything I was doing – the searching – seemed pointless. The paper envelope was flapping on the trunk like a huge moth. I hated moths.

   I was going to lie for a long time.

   Lying flat on the earth felt good. It made my bones feel solid, real, in a way they never did when I was upright. Andrea understood and often just talking to her about my back eased the pain. She did not think I was making it up. Andrea was beautiful like that. She listened. She had nice skin and a small animal waist – mink.

   There was a lot of back pain and I knew the bones were in the wrong place, that they sometimes nudged up against other bones, trapped nerves and caused the rest of my body to sit out of alignment. That is what Andrea said.

   She and I grew up together in the woods at the end of our street, woods of larch, pine and spruce, and that one white incisor, that single, exquisite silver birch. We built dens together out of the rubbish that was dumped in the woods, along with sticks and logs, pine needles and big daubs of mud in the winter. We made everything together.

   If it is possible to imagine integrity – the kind that most human beings are deficient in – then it is possible to imagine Andrea. She often said to me that her generosity was a cover, that she gave of herself in order that people thought well of her. But I watched how she tended to her ailing mother without grumbling and expected nothing in return. Her mother might spill her food a dozen times and Andrea would clean it up a dozen times. As her condition worsened, it was the loss of independence that her mother struggled with most of all. Andrea saw this and respected it.

   Who am I compared to Andrea?
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   In the wake of Andrea’s disappearance, Mark McAdam became the focal point of one of the hysterical stories concocted by the local community. I knew that McAdam, whoever he was, had done nothing wrong, and I watched as he tried to extricate himself from the web of lies that was being woven around him.

   People like to know the truth. People like certainty and clarity – especially when they are afraid – and so, during the first weeks of the investigation, McAdam served a useful purpose. He was a stranger to the area. Nobody knew anything about him, so it was easy to attach blame, to indict and demonise. Where there is no understanding, there is harsh judgement. I know this truth very well, not least because I grew up believing what my parents impressed upon me: that I was lacking in something, something I would never be able to retrieve. I would never move across the waters of my life completely.

   The story of McAdam always makes me smile. It was ironic in many ways: people sought certainty in the least certain place.

   Andrea had told me about McAdam in the late summer – our last summer in the woods before her disappearance – when the trees were just beginning to turn. She had laughed so hard about their encounter. I do not know why, because it seemed eerie to me and inexplicable, things which most people find discomforting. But Andrea was not like most people.

   McAdam had turned up at Andrea’s door one day, seemingly out of the blue. She said he had introduced himself as though he was an old friend, and when Andrea showed no sign of recognising him, he persevered, ‘It’s me, Mark. Mark McAdam. We met on the retreat last year. Don’t you remember? Heidi introduced me to you…’

   But Andrea had no memory of McAdam. None at all. If she had been a woman who was easily frightened or suspicious by nature, she would have shut the door in his face. But he was persistent, and she was fascinated by the uncanny nature of his story.

   ‘We walked up the mountain together, the three of us,’ he said. ‘You must remember that? The big mountain at the back of the retreat centre. It was a hot day and you forgot to bring your water bottle… Heidi got a stitch halfway up. I remember because you were wearing a pink hat with a swan on it. Or a goose, I can’t remember exactly…’

   Andrea did have a pink hat with a swan on it, and she did have a friend called Heidi who also attended the caregivers’ retreats; and the centre did have a mountain at its back; and she had climbed it with Heidi. She remembered all of that, she said, but she had no memory of McAdam. She told me she had looked closely at his face. She had made eye contact with him and held his gaze, but there was no flicker of recognition. Her body did not respond. Her mind could not recall anything.

   McAdam had continued to recollect specific details of their time on retreat together, but the more he spoke, the more amused Andrea became. She assumed that he must have met Heidi and learnt all this information from her. How else could he know so much about her?
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