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Praise for A Line You Have Traced



‘I don’t know which I admire more: the casual beauty of the sentences, the cunning of the design, or the tact and compassion with which A Line You Have Traced weaves together its three layers of time into its instructions for the end of our world.’


Francis Spufford, author of Golden Hill


‘Dazzles with the scope of its wild weird imagination, and the freshness of its storytelling. Roisin Dunnett is a haunting and magnificent new voice in speculative fiction.’


Sam J. Miller, author of Blackfish City


‘This is a gloriously innovative, endlessly surprising gut punch of a novel. Dunnett is a dazzlingly original, luminous new voice in fiction… If the novel has any future at all, then this is it.’


Rebecca Tamás, author of Witch


‘Smart and intriguing. Roisin Dunnett is a writer of clarion talent and A Line You Have Traced is an inventive, ambitious novel.’


Chris Power, author of A Lonely Man


‘A Line You Have Traced is a metamorphosis. A love letter. A manifesto on time and becoming.’


Molly McGhee, author of
Jonathan Abernathy You Are Kind


‘A poised, insightful work of feminist speculative fabulation… I loved this novel.’


Sophie Lewis, author of Abolish the Family:
A Manifesto for Care and Liberation


‘Think Kaliane Bradley’s The Ministry of Time crossed with David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas… Endlessly inventive, emotionally resonant and politically alive… Roisin Dunnett’s debut novel pushes speculative fiction to new heights.’


Zing Tsjeng, author of the Forgotten Women series


‘Magnificent. No word is wasted, and even the most economical of Roisin Dunnett’s sentences can make you understand emotions you’ve never experienced… The subject matter is colossal, but the writing is always intimate, navigating time’s expanse through the little people suspended in it and the little ways they (we) try to connect.’


Sue Gives a F**k


‘In this exhilarating book, Roisin Dunnett brings together three compelling and beautifully drawn worlds and three distinct and powerful voices. You will love each one.’


Isabel Greenberg, author of
The One Hundred Nights of Hero


‘A wonderfully moving and unique time-travel story. Roisin’s writing is rich and poetic. A must-read!’


Pim Wangtechawat, author of
The Moon Represents My Heart


‘A stunning debut novel that asks us what we owe to each other and what trace will we leave on the world. I loved meeting Bea, Kay and Ess and getting lost in their brilliantly imagined worlds.’


Elizabeth Lovatt, author of
Thank You For Calling the Lesbian Line
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To staff on the antenatal and neonatal units
at Homerton University Hospital:
thank you, thank you, thank you.


And to Taryn: I love you.















 


 


 


 


 




Who do you want to be at the end of the world?


Kelly Hayes, ‘Saturday Afternoon
Thoughts on the Apocalypse’
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A warmish day at the beginning of spring.


A bird was singing.


Bea pulled the tray out of the cash register and took it into the dark little room at the back of the shop and began counting out the coins. She had done this so many times, for many days and years now, and so she could count them quickly, barely thinking. The coin tray had four deep metal wells into which different sizes of coin went, and one by one she would dig the coins out of each well with her thumb and into her palm. When she had a certain number, she would set them down in a neat pile beside the tray and begin again. She never lost count, but if she did, as she used to, there were the neat piles of coins to put her back on the right track again.


After she had finished with the coins, she began thumbing through thin bundles of notes. It was then, while staring somewhere between her hands and the space ahead of them, she saw the angel. It seemed to be bent over inside a nimbus of light. With the angel came a feeling of vague irritation and a strong flavour of peace. Then the angel was gone. The notes were still in her hand. She kept counting.


Once the money had been locked in a safe, she walked back into the front of the jeweller’s, into the waning daylight. Her husband, Ade, was off visiting favoured clients, charming them as he did everyone with his expansive way of talking, his appearance of giving those he spoke to exceptional attention. She smiled to think of him in one of several rooms, in several shops and private homes, holding pieces of silver to the light. She spared a moment of unguarded love for her husband. As one can, she thought, for someone in their absence.


She breathed deeply, taking into her the smell of dust and polish, the edge of mould and damp which could not be removed from the shop’s interior, the fainter smell of cow shit and straw from the dairy further down the street. There were not many customers at this time in the afternoon. A woman walked in, stared at candlesticks, nodded at Bea and went out again. A man did the same with silver hairbrushes. She put the account book on the counter and began some careful sums, looking up occasionally at a flash in the alley outside. At intervals she pressed her hands behind her, onto the small of her back, and leaned into them – it hurt after a while, standing here all day.


She pondered lightly the angel’s latest appearance, its tendency to appear to her at all. She associated it with the death of her mother, though it was true it had begun arriving some time after that had happened. She knew it was not her mother, because the angel simply was not her mother. But it was also true that the angel had never come while her mother was alive, nor her father either. She felt sad, so she thought about the money in the stout little safe.


The pain was in her shoulders now. She should stand up straighter. The man who had looked at hairbrushes returned, removing his hat as he walked into the shop:


‘How do, Mrs A.’


The man was an old friend of Ade’s parents, like most in the area were if they were not instead a relative, a child or an enemy. This particular friend was best known in the neighbourhood for having been the first to buy his own wireless radio. That was many years ago. He’d been among the first, too, to move away from the neighbourhood of his birth and business – he was a shirtmaker by trade – to a large house in the suburbs. Bea knew his wife, knew his sisters, his four children and their children. He knew her too, though Bea doubted he knew her first name, and nor would he ever know it probably.


‘Hello, Mr F. Nice afternoon.’


‘Nice, nice afternoon, yes. Show me, can you, these here?’


He didn’t have time for niceties with Ade’s young wife; he made that much clear in the way he stroked his grey beard, staring hard at the hairbrushes she brought out and not looking at her face at all. Ade’s family were well respected, but she, well, who was to say? She hadn’t played with Mr F’s children growing up, as Ade had. Where had Ade found her? his neighbours might wonder. And when, they might wonder, would she give him children of his own?


Mr F bought one of the hairbrushes and left again. When she knew he must be far up the cramped little alley, she walked out to have a look. People and, less frequently, a bus or battered vehicle, trundled past the mouth of the alley where it opened on to the road. All grey, oh, very grey. Nothing to get excited about. But she was, deep down, excited, or something like excited. Something like anticipation, something like apprehension: a quickening. It was a strange feeling, unearned. Because nothing was happening to her, just the same as always. She was young and married and had no parents anymore. Only some of a very few things were going to happen to her, and none of them were happening now.


It would soon be time for her to leave the shop and go home and help her husband’s mother with the evening meal. She was relieved – it had been a long day – but she was also already annoyed, because her mother-in-law was annoying. She was not Bea’s own mother, and Bea held that against her, though of course it was no one’s fault. Above the jewellery cases, above the crammed-together roofs of the jewellers on the other side of the alley, a thin butter-spreading of sky, murky through the glass. She should wash the windows.


Where was her husband, where was that man? She breathed deeply against the rush of anger: what did it matter? Her mother hadn’t had much temper. Bea got it from her father, who had often been angry, in bursts that were frightening but rarely dangerous. Neither of them would ever have leaned against a shop counter in the vulgar loose way Bea was now. But then neither of them had ever stood on this side of a counter. She smiled. She was hungry. At least at home there would be bits and pieces to pick from the cooking dinner. It would be loud though, no room for her own thoughts. She should not waste time pining for her mother or being angry – for what? – at her husband. She should do her clear thinking now while there was time. She reached beneath the counter again and withdrew another book, much smaller and thinner than the account book. She laid it open carefully inside the account book, spine against spine. As she took up the pencil again, she noticed the scabs on her knuckles had opened, a sharp red spreading into the flakes of dry skin that covered the backs of her hands. Spring soon, warmer weather. The scabs would clear up. Inside the smaller notebook, she carefully printed the date and recorded the appearance of the angel.


She flicked impatiently at the drops of blood which had transferred mysteriously from her hand to the page. She laid down her the pencil and watched the flitting apparitions of other women hurrying home, as she should be, as she would be soon, hurrying past the window, not looking in. But she was not thinking of those women and where they were going, because they were like her and were going to the same sort of place that she would be going shortly. She was thinking of the angel and what it meant. In her faith, angels minded their own business. They had not, by sanctioned accounts, interfered in human affairs for many ages. The angel that visited her did not speak and left her in no state of awe or trembling. The angel looked very human. Its brief appearances were hard to interpret. It never acknowledged her except, she assumed, by appearing to her. It was not appearing to anyone else.


Unless, she thought, nodding reluctantly at Mr C as he leaned in the door and winked, as he did every day at this time, unless angels did, in fact, appear to everyone. No one had ever mentioned such a thing to her, but of course she had not told anyone about her angel. How could she? Her religion was not that kind. The old stories of visitations were believed and respected in their way, but they were of the past, where different rules applied to what could and could not be.


She thought of her mother again, who had told her these and many other old stories, told them in the faintly scandalised way she told all tales, from things she had seen with her own eyes, to stories she’d read in books, to tales her own mother had told her: ‘And you wouldn’t believe…’ She’d been such an austere person in so many ways, so careful with money and with food (and Bea, too, was careful with money), but she was effusive and decadent in storytelling. Bea wondered if she herself would tell stories like that to her own children…


She hit the counter with the flat of her hand, and the sound took a short, sharp leap into the room before being absorbed by the soft velvet of the jewellery cases. This was the problem with considering the angel: it was so obviously exceptional, so obviously the most interesting thing for her to think about, and yet her thoughts always led away from it; they could not cling on to the fact of it. Why had the angel appeared to her? She could not even begin to imagine what its message was, what instructions it might carry for her. And that was it for the day, that was all the time she was going to have to think of the angel, or of anything, because here was Ade coming through the door.


‘Sorry, sorry, sorry, and good evening!’ he said, following her into the back room where she was finding her hat and gathering her things.


‘Hello, husband!’ she said, and when she turned and looked at him properly, she thought she was quite happy to see him, really, after practically the whole day by herself. He had taken his own hat off, and his striking shock of hair was suddenly leaping out of his head at her. He twirled the hat, feigned a trip, recovered and made a bow. Such small theatricalities were reserved for her, indulged only in private. She kissed him: she wanted to.


‘How lucky I am,’ Ade said, smiling down at her. She wondered if it was a rebuke for not kissing him more often. Did she not kiss him enough? She wasn’t sure. But she had gone into herself since news of her parents’ death had reached them; she’d been told it and it was true. She put her arms round him over his large overcoat and stared up into his beard.


‘How was your day of visitation? Did they buy?’


He sighed deeply, but not, she thought, with displeasure.


‘Mr D bought nothing, Mr E a surprising amount. Those salt cellars in the shapes of animals? He liked them. Very charmed by the two squirrels, and very charming they are, I suppose.’


They shared a very short, smirking silence. They had discussed how extremely silly they both thought the animal salt cellars were, and especially the squirrels.


‘Mr G?’ asked Bea.


‘Well, as you know, I planned to buy and I bought. Candlesticks, a few, silver. Most of them we’ll sell on – a few, I’m sure, will go for wedding gifts. Some will be bought by sorrowful husbands, I expect, same as the hairbrushes and the mirrors. And speaking, you know, as a sorrowful husband myself –’ he grinned down at her, shook her shoulders a little to show he was teasing ‘– I thought a pair of candlesticks for you, in fact. If you look at them and think they will suit you.’ He was giving her what she knew he thought of as his scrutinising gaze.


‘Oh.’ She stepped back, put on the hat. ‘We’d better sell them all on, hadn’t we? We’re not doing so, so well?’


‘Well?’ he said, turning away and making for the front of the shop again. ‘You know as much as I do. I see you’ve had the Big Book out.’ He meant the accounts book. ‘You can judge for yourself.’


‘I can, I can. But anyway, your mother would only have hers at the table.’ She turned around and made for the door.


From behind her, Ade said, ‘You know we’ll be in our own house soon.’


‘Goodbye, husband,’ she said from the doorway.


She walked home quickly, nearly running. She thought of Ade back in the little shop, finishing the day’s accounting, locking away the stock and eventually closing up for the night. She should have accepted the candlesticks. She had to learn to accept these gestures of kindness. She was turning into something hard and brittle like an eggshell.


There were little white buds on the trees which lined the neighbourhood’s better streets. She could smell spring’s freshness above the usual murky smells of the city. Bit of green woven in. The strange quickening of earlier had returned, more troubling than the clean thrill of spring: she felt something in her gathering and ripening, and under the street and under the green she thought she could smell something like blood, and she felt the cruel stab of hope in her gut.


When she got to the house it was not quite dark outside, but the street lights were on. She stood for a moment in front of the house, which was large, self-possessed and silent. From out here you could imagine it unoccupied. Then she opened the door, and the house seemed to exhale, unleashing its great mess of noise.


The telephone was ringing in the entry hall, and over it her sister-in-law was shouting the maid’s name, repeating it like an invocation, though Bea knew they were both in the kitchen together. As she walked towards the kitchen, its heat crawled to meet her; she smelled the chicken as it cooked, probably to the point of drying and beyond, heard the maid’s sharp replies over the cutting of vegetables, the dull knock of a knife’s blade through the resistance of potatoes and onions. Her mother-in-law raised her voice to meet her daughter’s, and the voices fought each other on the subject of salt, pepper, the laying of the table. She could hear the murmuring of her husband’s other sister (unmarried) and a baby (the married sister’s) mewing gently as it was passed from one set of arms to another.


‘I’m sorry I’m late!’ she said, speaking before she was fully through the door of the kitchen to forestall accusation. ‘He didn’t get back to the shop until just now, and I couldn’t leave it.’


‘Oh, well then!’ said everyone assembled, to whom her husband was always blameless and perfect in his actions. The baby was suddenly in Bea’s arms, nuzzling and blowing a curdling bubble of spit. As the heat and the noise of the women rose up and engulfed her, Bea felt something kind, warm and yellow as yolk spilling up her throat. Her customary irritation receded briefly. Someone came and took the baby away again.


‘Come taste the soup,’ ordered her mother-in-law. ‘Is it missing anything? Here, here, I think it needs more salt.’


This was a test. Bea took the proffered spoon into her mouth, let the broth flood in and join with her saliva.


‘It’s perfect,’ she said.


Bea’s husband had a new friend, Haich, who was less expected than he was half-anxiously anticipated at dinner that evening. Her husband, a well-liked man in the neighbourhood, had many friends, most of whom he had grown up with and many of whom had shops on the same narrow street as his own. These men he would troop around with of an evening or settle in the back of someone’s shop for a glass of tea. They worshipped together in the same building on all the holy days. When they died, they would end up in the same cemetery.


Haich was different. It was true that he shared their faith and much that came with it, though he did not attend the same temple. Haich had grown up in a well-to-do area of the city, and his family were well-to-do. They were, as he might put it, established. Haich had an educated accent that spoke of one type of upbringing and a single point of origin, quite unlike the muddled voices of the quarter Bea’s husband was from, subject to mutation with every successive generation.


One night Ade had gone out long hours with his brother-in-law, stumbling home at dawn. The smell that day when Bea opened up the shop told her that Ade and his friends had been smoking in the back room for most of the night, likely over games of cards, the floor littered with orange peel and nutshells. This was rare but not unheard of. These occasional nights were the leftovers of her husband’s bachelorhood, and she liked having the bedroom to herself.


The day after Ade’s impromptu spree, who should appear for dinner but the charming Haich? He had utterly won over her husband and proceeded to do the same with her husband’s mother and sisters, and yes – she had to admit it – Bea herself had been excited when Haich materialised. It was rare for her to meet someone with a bit of gloss. And so Haich had begun appearing for dinner with increasing regularity.


He appeared that spring evening as he always did: unannounced. Ade was with him; they had walked some of the way together.


‘Oh, Haich, wonderful to see you!’ cried Ade’s mother, to whom every friend of Ade’s must be a person of extravagantly good taste.


‘Oh, Haich, here you are!’ exclaimed Ade’s immoderately silly unmarried sister.


Haich bid everyone a very charming good evening and was positioned, as always, beside Ade at the table. Only then were the candles lit and the blessings said so that they could begin. Each dinner that Haich came to at their house – and he came at least once a week – had become a sort of gala event, attended by a guest of honour. Now, Bea was not one to court attention. She had always preferred to observe rather than be observed. But the fact of the matter was that, excluding the baby, she was the most recent addition to the family table before Haich, and she had never commanded such excitement, such deference. There had been a great deal less fanfare, even counting the wedding. These were just the facts as she had observed them.


‘Well, the real problem,’ Haich was saying, ‘is that the old stick-in-the-muds at my paper don’t want to see these popular shows reviewed. They don’t get out and see what working people are like, and what they like. They don’t want to admit that most ordinary people prefer showy, sentimental old comedies to a modern play or the classics we revere. And why shouldn’t they?’


Here, Ade’s brother-in-law made to reply, though what on earth he might have to say on this (or any) matter, Bea had no idea. Indeed, she would never know, as Haich, taking barely a breath, cut across him, continuing, ‘Why should most ordinary people want to sit in a dry and dusty theatre and listen to actors spout lines they don’t understand, that they’ve never heard in their lives, when they could be watching characters that they relate to, whose words they understand? When they could be hearing actors tell the same jokes they tell each other? Why should they?’


‘Exactly!’ replied Ade with enthusiasm. ‘What do any of those ordinary people owe to old masters? What do those playwrights have to say about the daily process of working and earning a living, of an ordinary way of life?’


Bea could remember a time when her husband was more reluctant to enter into these conversations with Haich, waiting to ascertain Haich’s opinion before setting his own foot down. She could remember a time when he might not so readily have referred to ‘those ordinary people’. As often happened during these dinnertime talks, her husband’s contribution had landed a little off the mark:


‘But,’ said Haich, jabbing a fork, ‘but really, you know, some do have an awful lot to say about working and earning a living. Many of them were, in their own ways, great draughtsmen, real workhorses. Consider…’


And here Haich was off again, naming playwright after playwright, some of whom Bea had never heard of, some she had, and still others she felt Haich might have made up for all the fear he had of being spoken against. Her husband, she knew, was carefully storing up information, marshalling his not inconsiderable powers of memory in the service of later conversations with his friend. Hearing the name of a writer for whom she’d once had a passion, she opened her mouth and took half a breath. Sensing the futility of any contribution, however, she closed it again.


Her husband’s father burped softly and sank further into his chair, a posture that preluded a quick mid-dinner snooze. According to Ade, his father had used to terrify everyone in his household: a thwarted, bitter and sometimes cruel disciplinarian. He’d never learned to speak the language of his new home and was prone to fits of temper if he heard it spoken by his children, whom he suspected of using it to conspire against him. But he had mellowed with age and success, with Ade’s takeover of the business and the marriage of his daughter. Now look at him! thought Bea. Drowsing off while a conversation blew back and forth over his head, in a language he had once all but forbidden in the house.


The soup was brought, and everyone else set to work at the brimming bowls while Haich and her husband, but mostly Haich, held forth. Ade, his hair barely tamed by the swift brushing he had given it at the front door, leaned eagerly forward towards Haich. Haich, in turn, was leaning back in his chair, and the further Ade leaned forward, the further Haich leaned back. Haich’s hair was neatly parted, and he wore the slim, half-amused smile which Bea used to think was born of shyness: after all, they were a rabble. But now she understood the smile differently, understood differently the occasional grimaces with which he drew his lips back from his teeth as he adjusted his jaw. He was not pretending to be amused to cover his own discomfort. He was repressing his amusement, and not all of it. Ade’s face was serious, full of veneration. So, they regarded each other at one end of the table. Bea, her husband’s mother, father and unmarried sister sat quietly at the other. Ade’s married sister and her husband were parked in the middle, like bolsters. Haich had them all pretty well trained by now, and no one made further attempts to interject. The room felt stuffy: the weather outside was drizzly but warm. In the centre of the table were the household’s silver candlesticks, worn but always sparkling. They were stuffed with fat white candles, each crowned with an anaemic flame.


The maid came in and began to remove the first course. She took the opportunity to laugh quietly at a joke of Haich’s (he had somehow, while speaking continuously, managed to consume all of his soup). Everyone else laughed louder. At first Bea had found Haich very glamorous, cultured, dashing. She had been flattered that he had chosen Ade’s family for dinner. She was proud to be a member of it, to be married and to have taken her place in society, and her parents had been proud of her too, far away as they were. When Haich had first come to dinner, her parents’ death had not yet arrived. That had been a year ago now, though it felt both less and more. She had not yet begun to be visited by the angel, nor occasionally to catch the smell of blood on the wind. Her place in the world had become less clear to her since, but she saw things outside herself with greater clarity. Once she had detected the note of condescension in Haich’s voice, she could not ignore it.


The maid left with the soup bowls and returned with roasted chicken. Bea applied herself to the food with concentration. It was warm, a little bland, and it comforted her. She chewed the chicken (it was as dry as she’d predicted) and looked at her distorted, sulking face in the bright surface of the candlesticks. As soon as was polite after dinner, she went to bed.


She did not bother to turn the light on in the bedroom. A few feeble street lamps lent the room some light through the open curtains, and still more came from the large white bowl of the moon, brimming with sheetlike luminescence. It was by moonlight that she dimly viewed the photograph of her parents on the dressing table: that grainy oblong, a heavy place in the room. She could not make out their faces, but she knew that they were tight and serious in the camera’s flash.


She got undressed quickly, for it was cold on the upper storey of the house, and got into bed. She liked to slide in carefully, disturbing the crisp shell of the quilt as little as possible. It was a green, silk padded thing, and lying beneath it made her feel aquatic and powerful, like a large scaly fish. Once she had shuffled totally under the bedclothes, Bea spread her arms and legs out in a star shape and fell smoothly into sleep.


The next morning, she was up and out early to open the shop. Ade was visiting again, this time returning repaired items to favoured clients: the items’ prompt delivery, saving their owners the five- or ten-minute walk (or train journey for more affluent suburban customers) was a vital part of the business, at least where the favoured few were concerned. Other locals and regulars often came in to collect this or that item, grumbling that this or that neighbour had had Ade round the day before, delivering a newly clasped necklace or a resized ring. When Bea was first in the shop, such queries had made her stutter, offer apologies, defer to her husband and make offers on his behalf that he couldn’t or wouldn’t keep. Now she could handle herself.


‘Listen, CeeCee. The lady who lives next to you, she’s been coming to us for ten years. She’s old, and she has means, and she spends her money here. Now you and I, CeeCee, we are friends. And you’ve come in here twice since I’ve been working here, and that’s counting this time for your ring resizing, and I’m not going to see you in here again this year, am I, unless it’s to say hello, which of course we don’t charge for. So whose house is getting a personal delivery?’


If CeeCee, as was reasonable, contended that it wouldn’t cost Ade anything to knock on next door once important business was seen to, Bea would lean back and cross her arms and say nothing, just look at her friend with meaning, and the meaning would be: What do you want me to say now? Are we going to fall out over this? And CeeCee, grumbling, would take her ring from the shop and they would part the same way they had greeted each other: as friends.


It was perhaps to do with this version of Bea that had emerged in the shop – confident, uncompromising, workmanlike – that her parents had had reservations about her marriage to Ade. For while Ade was wealthy, and getting wealthier, he was a working man from a working family. Bea’s parents came from a long line of musicians, holy men and men of letters. They were educated, even some of the women, and inward-looking. Her parents had not intended her to work, or not to work as she did now. Bea had never thought about it much until she met Ade and he made his proposal, until she had measured the measured responses of her mother and father. But anyone could see that Ade was a good man with prospects, and Bea hadn’t exactly been inundated with suitors.


It had rained lightly that morning as she walked to the shop, and the trees along the roadsides gleamed and whispered to each other. The sky was darkening so steadily that heavier rain threatened every minute. She stopped at a newsstand in front of a wall layered with peeling posters. Uppermost was a railway advertisement depicting a bathing beauty throwing herself into the sea. Her long limbs, arched into a dive, were accented with thick white stripes, and her lips matched her bathing suit, separated from her skin by strong lines. Bea had never personally entered the sea and could barely swim but had, on her honeymoon, run from white strips of icy foam as they raced up the grey sand towards her. The newspaper vendor followed her gaze towards the smiling diver: ‘I bet she’s a bit chilly hanging about round here in that,’ he said.


Stationed at her post in the shop as it began to bucket down outside, she spread her newspaper out on the counter and read. She had time: she read it all. Not just the columns detailing the activities of this or that politician or union, not just the announcements of deaths, marriages, recoveries from operations and local gymnastics displays, but the advertisements for gas cookers and radios and ale. She looked closely at one for electric shop-window displays. Ade still resisted the extravagance of lighting their windows up all night, but she liked the idea, the shop a star in the many constellations of the city. She licked the tip of her finger and turned a page.


This newspaper, a local one, had a column dedicated to their particular neighbourhood, though it was usually so dull as to test even her commitment to the tight bundles of newsprint: new members of such and such a board, little religious hominies about upcoming festivals, news and hearsay from a far-off holy city, overcrowding in the slum tenements a few streets away. There were some coy mentions of a conference being held that week ‘in which speakers will discuss the possible upcoming challenges to our community and how to mitigate threats’. Bea was not sure which particular threats this conference was inferring. Over the centuries, many had been weathered. It was threat which had brought Ade’s own parents from their country into this, and Bea’s the same. Then there was the great war of her childhood, which she barely remembered, though she recognised the shadow it cast in older faces. Everyone knew one or two men who, though living, were destroyed. Of those things which threatened now, well…you could drive yourself mad, couldn’t you. And Bea, with her angel, knew she was mad enough. She turned the page. She had just reached her hand beneath the counter for her notebook when the bell on the shop door rang for the first time that morning. She jerked her hand back: it was her husband.


‘Hello-hello, good morning!’ he said.


‘Hello, husband!’ she said, just as she always did.


‘I’m sorry I was late to bed last night.’ Ade walked round the counter as she deftly folded the paper and put it to the side. ‘But you know how Haich and I get…’


‘I do,’ she said, making a stern face. ‘You sit up together setting the world to rights, as if you could make any difference with talking!’


She had meant it as a joke, soft teasing. But his smile fell away, and though he retrieved it and replaced it on his face, Bea knew she had hurt him again and felt guilty. But as if in answer, her irritation flared up: Ade was so sensitive where his new friend was concerned! What did it matter if she liked him or not?


They were at odds with each other for the rest of that morning, Ade claiming to be tired from a late night and an early morning, Bea saying she had slept poorly and had a headache. She tried to get the paper out and read again while Ade was in the back, attending to stock and making repairs, but he kept bustling out, wandering the shelves, rearranging things, clearing his throat. When a customer, a stranger, came in to ask about jewellery, Ade made a show of being the one to unlock the glass cabinets that held the most valuable items. By noon, Bea felt as if her chest was full of coals, she was that angry. If her husband cleared his throat one more time, she would punch him in the nose.


‘Bea,’ said Ade, after standing together a long time in a seething quiet. He very rarely said her own name to her. ‘How is your head? Is it still aching? Perhaps it’s because I disturbed your sleep last night. Perhaps you should have something for the pain. Perhaps you’d like to go home?’


This was the closest thing to an apology that she was going to get (and what, indeed, did she want him to apologise for?) – and it was an olive branch. She still felt the coals, but she was grateful, too, that Ade wasn’t like her, the kind to get angrier and angrier. They were both lucky it was he, not she, who was the man.


‘My head is much better, thank you. You didn’t disturb me.’ A pause. ‘It’s nice to think of you,’ she said, improvising, ‘sitting down there, talking with Haich. I like to think of you both together down in the sitting room as I fall asleep.’ Was this plausible? Possibly she had gone too far. But Ade was smiling. He turned to her and took both of her hands.


‘Soon we will have our own sitting room to sit and talk together in.’


‘You and Haich will?’


Ade laughed a little too long. He’s nervous, Bea thought.


‘Well, perhaps I should like to live with Haich if I were a bachelor. But as I’m married, I suppose I’ll have to settle with you.’ He smiled at her again, widening his eyes a bit when she stayed quiet. Finally, she understood him.


‘A house?’


‘A house for us. You and I, and the children once they come.’ Ah. The children that were sure to come.


‘But, Ade,’ she said, trying to smile, ‘is there enough money?’ She knew there was; she did the accounts herself. Their profits had long exceeded her expectations. It was well past time for them to settle down and live together; she knew that too. After all, wasn’t she sick of his mother and his sisters, of never being alone? Wasn’t she sick of all that? ‘I don’t know how you stand that crowd,’ CeeCee had often said to her. But there was unease, almost a panic now, rising up in her. True, she was angry with Ade and that was part of it, but the thought of living with him… They were old friends now – he might be her best friend, apart from CeeCee. Why not live with a best friend? He was too often a mirror to herself, and she could not live alone with a mirror. Bea cast about inside her head for some happiness to show him. Where was it? Where was it?


He was holding both her hands, as when he had proposed to her. He was telling her about it: ‘…all arranged. I can’t wait for you to come and see it, Bea. It’s very modern and spacious, not like my family’s cramped old place. I mean, that’s nice enough. But we’ll be out of the old quarter. There are other young couples, young families like us, interesting people.’ He named the place. It was even further than Bea had imagined. A good long ride on the underground train, miles on a bus.


‘It’s a long way from here,’ she said.


‘But you won’t have to make the journey so often.’


‘Won’t I?’


‘Well. There will be no need for you to work here as much, maybe even at all. I’ve had an approach about Gee’s boy – he’d like to learn the trade. A cousin, keeping it in the family till I’ve a son of my own.’


Her feet did get tired standing all day. She would like to have more time to read. A son of his own.


‘And, after all,’ said Ade, ‘you won’t be able to work once the children come.’


It was as if he hadn’t noticed how, in three years of marriage, children had failed to arrive. Well, she had noticed. His mother had noticed. Many people had noticed, and the women had little compunction saying something about it. Normally Ade avoided the subject, but this was twice now he had brought it up in short succession. They were connected for him, the house and the children. The stab in her gut again; she pushed the pain far to the back of her, put the sadness up on a high shelf. Lately, even hope must be pushed back, because it too was pain.


‘Your parents didn’t intend I keep you here our whole lives.’


‘My parents,’ said Bea quite calmly, amiably even, ‘did not intend me to work here for any amount of time.’


‘Well, no. But it was necessary, and you, I thought, seemed quite happy…’


‘Oh yes.’


‘Yes, quite happy. But it isn’t necessary anymore, and once something’s not necessary, is it suitable? Haich was saying something similar the other night, not regarding you specifically, of course, but women of the working class, the class of women who must work… You do not have to work. Our circumstances have changed. For the better!’


Neither of them was talking in a celebratory way about this, though there was much in the conversation to celebrate. Haich, indeed, thought Bea. He had no wife, but it seemed he had ideas about other people’s wives. As many ideas about them as he had about everything else. Had he suggested the house with that meagre grin on his face?


At that moment, Ade jerked his hands out of hers: the bell on the door had rung again. Bea wiped her palms on her dress (they’d become hot and clammy holding her husband’s all that time) and slipped into the back while Ade did business. She stood and regarded the room, a strip of sunlight coming in through its one small high window. There was dust in the light, and just behind the light, a little way away, was the angel. It was bathed in a cold, harsh whiteness like sheet lightning, or a strong moon. It was kneeling on the floor, seemingly intent on something on the ground. It vanished almost immediately. Bea walked over to where it had been sitting and got on her own knees and looked at the floor, running her hands over the dusty wood. She stayed on her knees a long time, tracing with her fingertips in the dust. But there was nothing there.
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A warmish day at the beginning of spring.


I could hear a bird singing.


I closed the window of the office kitchen and turned my attention back to the machine. It blinked a blue light at me and flashed the words ‘Fresh water’ on its flat, black screen. I removed the pale rubber tube from the cup of soapy water, rinsed out the cup and refilled it. I replaced the tube and the coffee machine began to suck, pulling water through its milk-dispensing mechanism and spitting white froth back out. The coffee machine instructed me at each step, as it had instructed me many times before, asking first for water with a small portion of electric-blue detergent, and then demanding more clean water for a second rinse. In between these imperatives, it shuddered, before ejaculating pale froth. I no longer needed the coffee machine to prompt me. Nonetheless it continued to do so, flashing words up on its little touchscreen, and I continued to read them and obey. The coffee machine communicated assertively, in the simplest possible way, saying neither please nor thank you. Once the process was over, I turned off the machine, which made a moaning sound, spat up a final dose of warm brown coffee and finally fell silent.


I moved around empty meeting rooms, removing trays of biscuits and turning off the lights and air conditioning. It was nearly time to leave. I had worked as a temp in this office many times when one or other of the two permanent receptionists was ill. The days, filled with the benign conversation of the other receptionist and the banal requests of executives who, though rude, bore me no ill will, were tedious but bearable. Nothing I did mattered, and I loved that. Sometimes, not often, someone would express an interest in what I did outside of their office. This gave me the opportunity to indulge in vague fantasies. As a matter of fact, I didn’t do anything, not in the way they meant it. I had another part-time job in a gallery, where I sat with the art and directed people to the toilets. The rest of the time I just sort of swanned about, worrying vaguely about money and when and how the world was going to end.


‘He said you were an actress,’ the other receptionist had said to me as she was packing up to leave (she was on the early shift, I the late). ‘I told him, “She’s not an actress!”’ She’d looked at me doubtfully. ‘Are you?’


‘Oh no,’ I’d reassured her. I could see how she might wonder how the executive had arrived at that conclusion. I would also have been mystified if I hadn’t told him the lie myself. I didn’t think he would retain the information. I hadn’t retained any about him, not even his name.


‘He’s not got a lot in his life at the moment,’ said the other receptionist, whose frankness I feared and respected. ‘His wife left him.’ She saw my expression, which conveyed shock that he had ever had a wife at all, and nodded. ‘He’ll be alright, he’ll find someone else,’ she’d said, shrugging on a coat whose colour – highlighter pink – matched her nails. ‘He was given a bit of leave to get his head together. Don’t forget there’s cake left over in the fridge.’


She and most of the other office workers had left an hour ago. Since then I had waited in silence, eating small bites of the cake, reading magazine articles on the internet, ignoring the emails that flashed and faded at the corner of my computer screen, and staring out of the window at the flat, blank sky: the office was on the fifth floor. Vague portents of doom assailed me as always, but other than that, the time had passed peacefully. I logged out of the reception computer and turned off the television mounted on the wall, which was muted and tuned to a twenty-four-hour news channel. Footage of a block of flats on fire, which had been played and replayed over the course of the day, winked out. I took a rucksack out from under the desk and stuffed my jacket into it, followed by my shoes: black suede, slightly stained, too small. I replaced them with dirty white trainers, replaced the jacket with a shapeless orange jersey and put in my headphones.


The sense of composure the coffee machine always induced was dissipating. I was running late already. I consulted my mobile and discovered an ominous conversation between my friends, messages which were superficially benign but emitting a troubling resonance. Cue wasn’t using as many emojis as usual. El was putting full stops at the end of all their sentences. The exchange ended with a curt K from Cue, to which El had replied, after a twenty-minute interval: OK. See u there.


I stood motionless for several moments, staring at the two little messages. They vibrated with menace. I wanted to type out something pacifying but wasn’t confident of producing the right effect. Eventually I wrote:




Leaving work now, might be 5 min late. Cant wait to see u both!! Xxx





I sent the message and scrutinised it again. Two exclamation marks was excessive – that was obvious – but there was nothing I could do about them now. God, I was later than ever, alone in a dark office. I put the phone decisively into my pocket, gathered everything else of mine together and, clutching it all to my chest, walked through the doors of the reception area, which closed automatically behind me.


On the underground train a man glanced up at me from his phone repeatedly. I suspected that he was a time traveller, a tourist probably. He had to be careful not to give himself away. I made sure I didn’t meet his eyes so he wouldn’t realise I had guessed his true identity.


I ran out of the station and up the narrow street outside. I knew that running, especially at my pace, was futile, but nonetheless I ran, rucksack bouncing flaccidly against my tailbone. It was a hard blue dusk. The daytime crowds that gathered on the stretch between the station and the supermarket to line up at the post office and the pharmacy and the money exchange and the food stalls were slowly dispersing, and the evening crowd was moving in, pouring out of the mouths of the station and the heaving buses. The street lights blinked on as I ran beneath them.


I entered the supermarket and wandered around in the aisles. In some ways, I was glad to be going to dinner and surrendering the responsibility of feeding myself to another person who, apparently, was happy to do it. (I hated cooking for others only marginally less than I hated cooking for myself, and only because when I cooked for other people, I was generally drunk.) On the other hand, the dinner party posed many risks, many uncertainties and variables. What were we supposed to be bringing? Apparently, we had to bring something. I knew that whatever I chose would be wrong, but at least if I chose with El and Cue, we could be collectively wrong. Just as I’d begun to fear they had left without me, I discovered them in the refrigerated food aisle. They had their backs to me, but even faceless and at this distance they radiated something that was so familiar, so intensely like themselves, that it filled me with joy. They were different in height but alike in bearing. They were mine, my friends: chosen and given. I came towards them filled with this feeling of joy, which was no less complete for being mingled softly with a certain wariness. The group chat continued to emit a sinister vibe. If I had known Cue and El less well, I might have suspected my lateness was the cause, but they were both indifferent timekeepers themselves. I joined them before the large, humming refrigerator, and there was a short exchange of greetings before we turned our attention to its contents.


‘Should we bring olives?’ I asked, hovering my hand over them.


‘Oh, certainly,’ said El. ‘But which ones? The ones with red in the middle?’


‘Not the ones with red in the middle,’ said Cue.


‘Why not?’ asked El.


‘Because they’re disgusting,’ said Cue. El shot her an assessing glance, and Cue, sensing eyes on her, returned an expression both poisonous and obscurely sexual. Her tongue was sticking out slightly – I was never sure if she knew this about her tongue, that it made itself known that way from time to time, that it was a character in her face, one with a sensual role.


My voice interceded weakly: ‘I quite like the red ones. But maybe the ones with green bits on? And the little pieces of lemon?’ They were both silent, considering either the olives or their imminent disagreement, and I pictured the calm, blank face of the coffee machine, commanding, uncompromising.


‘OK, these ones,’ I said, putting them into Cue’s hands. She beheld them for a moment.


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘These look nice.’


Things devolved further in the booze aisle, and my strength had been spent on the choice of appetisers. I fell further and further behind, and dawdled at the checkout, trying to distance myself from whatever kind of situation this was about to become. By the time I left the supermarket, clutching a bottle of red and horrible wine, it was completely dark outside and El and Cue had positioned themselves dramatically under a street light to have their argument.


‘I can’t rely on you. You’re supposed to be my friend and I never see you.’


‘I see you as much as I see anybody else,’ said El with such a mild, airy tone that I knew the conflict must already have escalated dangerously.


‘I’m your best friend,’ said Cue, before noticing me. ‘We’re your best friends,’ she amended.


‘Well, I’m sorry,’ said El even more mildly. ‘But I did explain to you that I’m not going to be around as much now. That it won’t be like when I had no job and no life.’


I wondered whether a time traveller might be hidden somewhere in the groups of shoppers making their way in and out of the sliding automatic doors of the supermarket. Whether this was a significant moment in my life, worthy of witnessing, of travelling from the future to witness. Perhaps the day my two best friends parted for ever, following a bitter disagreement. I searched but could find no likely faces in the trickling crowd.


Usually, my little fantasies about the time travellers were comforting. At the very least, as on the underground, imagining them passed the time. But this moment, it seemed, must be spent in reality’s gruelling dimension.


‘I see,’ said Cue acidly. ‘Well, I didn’t realise you meant that we wouldn’t be close anymore. OK. OK. Now I understand. You’re not as good a friend as I thought. That’s fine. I just need to adjust my expectations of you accordingly.’


I remained silent, clutching the merlot and gazing from one to another. Their expressions were carved harshly, illuminated from above. I hadn’t eaten anything that day except leftover cake, four tangerines and a banana from the office fruit bowl. This harassed, indecisive feeling of having arrived in a scenario that contained much anger, with little warning, was familiar, almost nostalgic. It reminded me of fights with my ex and my mother.


El had backed up against the street lamp and folded their arms. It had begun to rain lightly, and I did not want my hair to get wet, and I did not want to drop the bottle of wine as I looped my scarf over my head. Cue was crying, which usually was fine. The rain was coming down hard now, releasing a feral smell from the base of the lamp post.


‘Oh, now don’t say that,’ El was saying. ‘That’s not…’ They sighed irritably. ‘Listen, what you need to understand, as my best friend, is that right now I am prioritising Becoming Famous. That is the priority for me at the moment. There isn’t much time. I’m getting old. The planet grows old…’


‘What the fuck?’ screamed Cue. ‘We’re not old!’


I, too, did not appreciate the implications of this statement, neither of our decrepitude nor that of the planet. I was horribly preoccupied with both as it was.


‘I’m old,’ repeated El, ‘and it is urgent that I become famous before I visibly age any further.’


‘What’s the point of being famous if you don’t have any friends?’


‘Don’t ask me that. Anyway, I do have friends. My friends are fine. No one else has complained. They’re fine.’


‘Have you asked? Have you asked Kay if she’s fine?’


‘Kay, are you fine?’


They turned to me. The mention of my own name catapulted me out of a state of fretful reflection. I had neither anticipated this disagreement nor rehearsed my position. There was a long pause.


‘I’m fine,’ I said.


‘Oh, thank god,’ said El.


I woke up the next morning with a hangover so inevitable that its manifestation was almost reassuring. The hangover was not a gentle one, but it was not the worst I’d had. In some ways it made life more bearable by rendering the world very simple and small. I took small breath after small breath and tried not to throw up. From the unforgiving wooden stool where I was sitting, the white walls of the gallery yawned out, a huge pale throat. Cue was standing above me, all in black (as was I), wearing sunglasses and eating a wrap (as I was not). It was part of my job to tell her not to eat in the gallery, but I couldn’t summon the strength. I did not care what she did, or what anyone did. From the floor by my chair, a walkie-talkie buzzed loathsomely.


I’d fallen asleep easily the night before: warm, content, cushioned by alcohol. I had woken up nauseous at 5 a.m. and had vomited violently and intermittently ever since. I had been sick in the shower, the bad wine of the night before splashing royal purple across my feet. Even the small sour chunks of food that came back up were stained purple. I vomited again just before leaving the house and twice on the way to work. The vomit by then was pale, nearly transparent, but tasted scathingly of acid.


I survived the morning and made it to this stool in this gallery for this shift that I had. Thank god it was the gallery today and not the reception. The gallery paid worse but supplied more regular hours. The gallery job was also more permissive with regard to personal appearance. I was wearing a dirty smock dress and a jumper I’d slept in and thrown up in and which smelled that way. Neither I nor my clothes were in a state fit for a corporate reception desk. But we were fine for the gallery, or if not fine, at least not egregiously the opposite. I was nearly certain I wouldn’t be sick again (as long as I didn’t eat or drink or move much at all or close my eyes for too long), but I had no idea what would happen if I was. I supposed I would have to aim away from the art. On the opposite wall was a photograph of a rainforest: several metres wide, it was one of a series called Paradise.


Cue was still hovering over me, looking bored and slightly concerned.


‘Do you want me to cover for you for ten minutes?’ she asked solicitously. Her eyelids shimmered with a subtle gloss, expertly applied. Cue looked clean and well rested, as indeed she was. Her job, which El and I did not fully understand but at which she was highly respected, did not require that she work at the weekends. As such, she had risen at a reasonable hour, showered, applied a range of moderately expensive products to her skin and hair, and dressed carefully in preparation for the day. I did not really envy her any of this (the job sounded terrifying and I found her grooming regimen absurd), but I was jealous that she looked nice and didn’t seem to have a hangover. She claimed not to have drunk much the previous evening, but I was suspicious of this assertion. I just had a weaker constitution than she did. Cue had been hardened by years of compulsory weeknight drinking with her colleagues in sharp jackets.


Regardless of her own state, Cue seemed to feel dimly responsible for mine. I suspected that she had sensed my anxiety during her argument with El, which would have irritated her and caused her to fight more viciously. Now, however, I was tender and open, flopping beneath her on this chair like nothing so much as a sad, washed-up jellyfish. The disagreement had reached its crescendo shortly after I had declared myself ‘fine’ and been resolved with concessions on both sides (and an agreement to attend dance classes together once a week). My feelings were no longer a threat to anyone: I was too weak.


‘Give me your lanyard and go and have a cigarette or something.’


‘No, thanks,’ I said, warmed by the offer. ‘I’m OK here. It’s nice looking at the plants.’


‘Are you still coming out tonight?’


It was inconceivable that I would go anywhere tonight, or ever again.


‘Yeah.’


When the half hour struck, all the gallery invigilators rotated into the next room on the circuit. Cue went to meet someone for brunch, and I dragged myself out of Paradise and into a pulsing, pink-reddish installation. The installation was by a different artist and had a longer lifetime within the gallery. I had come to know it well, considered the piece a friend. Though the atmosphere might have been hostile to a casual visitor (an inhospitable soundtrack, violently erratic changes of lighting), to me it was familiar and relatable. If I was ever happy at work, it was with that installation. It was called And Then my Mother said (From Her Perch Deep Beneath the Waves), and its atmosphere was womblike, aquatic and murderous. The whole experience of being inside it was far less confronting if you simply submitted to the waves of hellish light that rolled across the space, the irregular buzzing of electrical currents. And this was much easier if you had sat with the work for months, and easier still if you had become a jellyfish like me. My nausea had its own familiar currents and tides. It made sense in this space. I sort of puddled myself on top of the small stool recently vacated by my colleague (departed, headed for Paradise) and breathed deeply. Someone asked where the toilet was and I told them softly.


After the room had been empty for a while, I surreptitiously pulled out my phone (we were not supposed to have them on shift, but no one kept this rule, which was understood to be barbaric). I had a missed call from my mother and another from my grandfather. I could have returned my mother’s call during my lunchbreak with ample time to spare but had no intention of doing so. She always conveyed that I was low on her list of priorities and could only be allocated a correspondingly small portion of her time. I had no objection to this – better to be left to my own devices – but I hated the feeling of being ushered out of a conversation she had initiated, usually for some practical reason (my contribution to a gift for a cousin’s upcoming wedding or the date of a compulsory family camping trip; once she had called me, audibly drunk, from the back of a friend’s car to harangue me about student loans).


I would have liked to speak with my grandfather. He could pass an entire morning absorbing two biscuits and the contents of a printed newspaper, and I found this pace of life immensely comforting. He had never been an especially energetic sort of person and had spent his life being moved from one moment to the next by my high-frequency grandmother (whom my mother greatly resembled). Now my grandmother was dead. She should have been my first loss but had lived too long: almost a century. Several years before her death – which was peaceful, in her sleep – a friend of my own age died after a long and gruesome illness. He had been friends with the three of us – El, Cue and I – and his death brought us closer to each other than we had ever been to him. Cue had been in love with him, but this was never discussed. In fact, we never talked about our dead friend at all. The unfairness of his death, the shock of it, had taken some of the edge off my grandmother’s. In some ways I resented my dead friend for this. Perhaps it was better to say I resented the illness that had killed him, and I hoped that was true.


Part of me would rather have spent the evening with my grandfather, eating chips from the shop around the corner, accompanied by the slow tick of the clock and the murmur of crime drama on the television, than gyrating in a club with Cue. But what good would that have done for my sense of myself? No, I was young with a vibrant social life, and the evening ahead of me was going to reflect that. I resolved to return my grandfather’s call tomorrow, or perhaps the next day if I was indisposed.


Feeble as I was, the previous night had bent rather than broken me. By the time I emerged at the end of my shift, I felt quite fresh again. I had purchased, in a moment of weakness, a bacon sandwich for lunch. The bacon had a crisp, slick edge of fat on it, hot, almost sparkling in my mouth. I felt strong and sated, yet fresh and fragile.


Several hours later, on the train to the club, that joy had been replaced with the mild wildness of drinking on a hangover: I’d become drunk almost instantly. I was vibrating: every time I smiled, my teeth flashed in the carriage, blinding everyone. My eyes were glittering like precious crystals. I could see time travellers spaced out carefully here and there. They were trying not to show that they were looking at me, but it was difficult for them: getting this glimpse of me was probably the realisation of a lifetime’s ambition, like seeing a pyramid or a wild lion. Cue was telling me something intimate and stupid, and I was agreeing wholeheartedly. Neither of us were in therapy but we knew all about it.


‘Just because you’ve admitted something out loud,’ said Cue in a broad, rich voice, ‘doesn’t mean you’re not in denial about it.’


The train stopped and my eye caught a poster on the wall of the station through the scuffed-up window: it was of a woman in a bikini diving into the water of some holiday destination. Her body was a single unblemished shade, her swimsuit neon green, a sporty, simple cut. If I had a body like that, I thought, I would wear exciting, challenging swimwear. But I did not, and my swimwear was severe and resented.


‘I wonder how much money you make if you’re on a billboard like that. Do you think you make more the more billboards you’re on?’


‘Hmmm, could be.’ Cue handed her tobacco over. I took a filter out of the packet and held it lightly in the corner of my mouth. ‘Or maybe you make more if you wear less? That can’t be true. Or is it?’


The carriage slid on past the woman diving, and on and on further into the dark, and then out again into more light, more posters, more people hovering around outside the doors of the carriage, which hadn’t yet opened. We held out cigarettes between our fore and middle fingers, sweeping out of the train and onto the escalators and up, back onto the surface. When we got out of the station, we lit our cigarettes and strode forward. The night was clear, and the stars and moon were out. I was always overcome at about this moment with a child’s birthday party feeling: what if we had the date wrong, the place? What if no one was there? Cue was rummaging through her rucksack and pulled out two small tin cans.


‘Quick, we’d better finish them. They won’t let us take them in.’ After handing me one of the cans, she reached into her bra and took out a tiny plastic bag filled with a greyish powder.


‘Will we?’ she said. I eyed the packet with ambivalence. I’d used to be very keen on that stuff, very keen indeed. But recently I seemed to have hit some sort of narcotic ceiling, or perhaps I had managed to traumatise myself with one too many unfortunate encounters and soul-melting comedowns.


‘Oh, go on then,’ I said.


After walking and drinking and talking, walking and drinking and talking down a number of similarly deserted-seeming streets, we came across an open gate covered in posters that led into a large industrial car park. The music, which had been drifting quietly between the parked cars on the streets, became suddenly loud and discordant, several sources clashing together. There was a crowd separated into several pens on different sides of the car park, standing, sitting, in some cases lying on the tarmac. We drained what was in the cans and walked towards one of the queues.


‘We’re on the guest list for Lady Jay,’ I said. This was always a tense moment. When El was performing as Lady Jay, they frequently promised and then forgot to put us on these lists, and each time it was a small but potent humiliation for Cue and me. We were silent and alert as the list was checked with a long purple nail. When our names were found and crossed out in biro, we proffered our hands, which were marked with a large black cross, and we went on into the club.


Everything was perfect when we went inside: the music was perfect, the crowd was perfect, and we pulled off our coats and our jumpers and distributed our money and our keys and our phones into our pockets and the bum bags we had slung around our shoulders, and we stuffed the coats and jackets into a corner behind some chairs. We forged through the crowd to the bar, because you had to go to the bar, even though we had both had enough to drink and the drinks would be so expensive. But we did it anyway, and my arms and my chest and my legs and ass were pressed up against everyone else’s arms and chests and legs and asses.


‘What do you want?’ yelled Cue. ‘Bombs?’


‘Yes,’ I yelled. The drinks were sticky, sweet and somehow urinal under the lemonade. We drank them, went, ‘Wooooooo!’ and pushed off onto the dance floor, and we were at once two bodies involved with an ocean of bodies, consumed and nourished by the crowd. The music was like the lights – flashing, making some things hidden and other things jump out. I watched Cue swinging her hair for a moment, then went inside of myself and became lost there for a while. The music was incredibly loud. I felt incredibly intimate with it.


I was sure I had spotted another time traveller: they were twisting their arms up into the lights and shooting little glimpses at me whenever we were both turned in a similar direction. The time traveller had to be careful how they moved because of their outfit: the great white feathered wings strapped to their back, which were continually being crushed against people in the crowd. One wing caught on someone’s shoulder and bent at an angle, stretching elastic against the time traveller’s bicep. They had bright white fairy lights criss-crossed all over their torso, and I could see a battery pack pressed by the wires against the small of their back. I marvelled at the effort of the outfit, and at the thought of how far they must have come to see me. That I would one day be so famous and respected that tourists from the future would disguise themselves in outlandish outfits such as these just to come and catch a glimpse of me doing nothing more than living. Perhaps I should go over and make out with the time traveller, I thought. That would be a story for the folks at home.


But it was time for a show.


The music cut and Lady Jay walked onto the stage, resplendent with her towering hair and towering shoes, breasts ballooning an impossible distance out in front of her. She was covered from head to toe in dusky pink frills like an old-fashioned lamp. While her track played, she walked across the stage and clambered slowly into a bath. I had seen the number before, and my mind wandered. I thought about all the nuclear bombs in the world, how they must all exist and yet never be detonated, a balance of odds so dubious that it seemed almost like something in nature: robust and fragile as an ecosystem. Cue leaned over and said something into my ear.


‘What?’


‘I SAID SHE LOOKS SO HOT ALL COVERED IN MILK, NO?’


Lady Jay did look hot covered in milk: the milk was being poured over her into the bath by two topless dancers. As neon lights flashed and the number reached its climax, Lady Jay grinned and blood began to flow out from between her teeth, down her neck and over her chest, mingling with the milk and staining it with gory candy stripes.


It had taken El many attempts to get the hang of finishing the number while pushing the capsule up against the back of their teeth, but Lady Jay executed it flawlessly. She rolled over in the bath and gyrated her ass, stained with milk and blood, at the audience for a while before the lights cut and the number ended.


‘WOOOOOOOOOOOO!’ I screamed.


‘WOOOOOOOOOOOOO!’ screamed Cue. We clapped our hands violently above our heads.
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