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            PART ONE

         

         Organise a fake holdup. Verify that your weapons are harmless, and take the most trustworthy hostage, so that no human life will be in danger (or one lapses into the criminal). Demand a ransom, and make it so that the operation creates as much commotion as possible  in short, remain close to the truth, in order to test the reaction of the apparatus to a perfect simulacrum. You wont be able to do it: the network of artificial signs will become inextricably mixed up with real elements (a policeman will really fire on sight; a client of the bank will faint and die of a heart attack; one will actually pay you the phoney ransom), in short, you will immediately find yourself once again, without wishing it, in the real, one of whose functions is precisely to devour any attempt at simulation, to reduce everything to the real 

         Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation
         

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
      
         
         
 
          
 
         I WAS READING about how to survive the end of the universe when I got a text message from my friend Libby. Her text said, Can you be at the Embankment in fifteen minutes? Big disaster. It was a cold Sunday in early February, and I’d spent most of it curled up in bed in the damp and disintegrating terraced cottage in Dartmouth. Oscar, the literary editor of the newspaper I wrote for, had sent me The Science of Living Forever by Kelsey Newman to review, along with a compliments slip with a deadline on it. In those days I’d review anything, because I needed the money. It wasn’t so bad: I’d built up some kind of reputation reviewing science books and so Oscar gave me all the best ones. My boyfriend Christopher did unpaid volunteer work on heritage sites, so it was down to me to pay the rent. I never turned down a commission, although I wasn’t at all sure what I’d say about Kelsey Newman’s book and this idea of surviving beyond the end of time.
         
 
         In some ways I was already surviving beyond the end of time: beyond deadlines, overdraft limits and ultimatums from my bank manager. I hit deadlines to get money, but not always to give it away. That winter I’d been reduced to cashing all my cheques in a high-commission, no-questions-asked place in Paignton and paying utility bills at the Post Office with cash. Although what did anyone expect? I was hardly a big-time writer, although I was still planning to be. Every time a white envelope came from the bank Christopher added it to the pile of mail on my desk upstairs. I never opened any of these envelopes. I didn’t have much credit on my phone, so I didn’t text Libby back; but I put the book down and got off the bed and put on some trainers. I’d vowed never to go out in Dartmouth on a Sunday evening, for complicated reasons. But I couldn’t say no to Libby.
         
 
         The grey afternoon was curling into evening like a frightened woodlouse. I still had fifty pages of The Science of Living Forever to read and the deadline for my review was the next day. I’d have to finish the book later and make sure I filed the review on time if I wanted any chance of it being in the paper on Sunday. If it didn’t go in until the next week I would miss being paid for a month. Downstairs, Christopher was on the sofa cutting pieces of reclaimed wood to make a toolbox. We didn’t have a garden he could work in, just a tiny, completely enclosed and very high-walled concrete yard in which frogs and other small animals sometimes appeared miraculously, as if they had dropped from the sky. As I walked into the sitting room I could see sawdust getting in everything, but I didn’t point this out. My guitar was propped up by the fireplace. Every time Christopher moved the saw back or forth the vibration travelled across the room and made the thick E string tremble. The sound was so low and sad and haunting that you could barely hear it. Christopher was sawing hard: his brother Josh had been for lunch yesterday and he still wasn’t over it. Josh found it therapeutic talking about their mother’s death; Christopher didn’t. Josh was happy that their father was dating a 25-year-old waitress; Christopher thought it was disgusting. It had probably been up to me to stop the conversation, but at the time I was worrying that I hadn’t even looked to see what book I was supposed to be reviewing, and that the bread was running out and we didn’t have any more. Also, I didn’t really know how to stop the conversation.
         
 
          
         Sometimes when I went downstairs I’d think about saying something, and then I’d imagine how Christopher would be likely to reply and end up saying nothing at all. This time I said, ‘Guess what?’ and Christopher, still sawing madly, as if into the back of his brother’s head, or perhaps Milly’s head, said, ‘You know I hate it when you start conversations like that, babe.’ I apologised, but when he asked me to hold a piece of wood for him I said I had to take the dog out.
 
         ‘She hasn’t been out for ages,’ I said. ‘And it’s getting dark.’
 
         Bess was in the hallway, rolling on a piece of rawhide.
 
         ‘I thought you walked her this afternoon,’ Christopher said.
 
         I put on my anorak and my red wool scarf and left without saying anything else; I didn’t even turn back when I heard Christopher’s box of nails fall on the floor, although I knew I should have done.
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         How do you survive the end of time? It’s quite simple. By the time the universe is old enough and frail enough to collapse, humans will be able to do whatever they like with it. They’ll have had billions of years to learn, and there’ll be no matron to stop them, and no liberal broadsheets and no doomy hymns. By then it’ll just be a case of wheeling one decrepit planet to one side of the universe while another one pisses itself sadly in another galaxy. And all this while waiting for the final crunch, as everything becomes everything else as the universe begins its beautiful collapse, panting and sweating until all life arcs out of it and all matter in existence is crushed into a single point and then disappears. In the barely audible last gasp of the collapsing universe, its last orgasmic sigh, all its mucus and pus and rancid jus will become pure energy, capable of everything imaginable, just for a moment. I didn’t know why I’d contemplated trying to explain this to Christopher. He’d once made me cry because he refused to accept spatial dimensions, and we’d had a massive row because he wouldn’t look at my diagram that proved Pythagoras’s theorem. According to Christopher the books I reviewed were ‘too cerebral, babe’. I didn’t know what he’d make of this one, which was a complete head-fuck.
         
 
         According to Kelsey Newman, the universe, which always was a computer, will, for one moment – not even that – be so dense and have so much energy that it will be able to compute anything at all. So why not simply program it to simulate another universe, a new one that will never end, and in which everyone can live happily ever after? This moment will be called the Omega Point, and, because it has the power to contain everything, will be indistinguishable from God. It will be different from God, though, because it will run on a processing power called Energia. As the universe gets ready to collapse, no one will be writing poetry about it or making love for the last time or just bobbing around, stoned and listless, waiting for annihilation, imagining something beautiful and unfathomable on the other side. All hands will be on deck for the ultimate goal: survival. Using only physics and their bare hands, humans will construct the Omega Point, which, with its infinite power, can and for various reasons definitely will, bring everyone back to life – yes, even you – billions of years after you have died, and it will love everyone and create a perfect heaven. At the end of the universe anything could happen, except for one thing.
         
 
         You can’t die, ever again.
 
          
         It wasn’t the kind of book Oscar usually sent me. We reviewed popular science, however wacky, but we drew the line at anything New Age. Was this a New Age book? It was hard to tell. According to the blurb, Newman was a well-respected psychoanalyst from New York who had once advised a president, although it didn’t say which one. He had been inspired to write his book by reading the work of the equally well-respected physicist Frank Tipler, who had come up with the idea of the Omega Point and done all the necessary equations to prove that you and I – and everyone who ever lived, and every possible human who never lived – will be resurrected at the end of time, as soon as the power becomes available to do it. Your death will therefore be just a little sleep, and you won’t notice any time passing between it and waking up in eternity.
 
         Why bother with anything, in that case? Why bother trying to become a famous novelist? Why bother paying bills, shaving your legs, trying to eat enough vegetables? The sensible thing, if this theory were true, would be to shoot yourself now. But then what? I loved the universe, particularly the juicy bits like relativity, gravity, up and down quarks, evolution, and the wave function, which I almost understood; but I didn’t love it so much that I wanted to stay beyond its natural end, stuck with everyone else in some sort of coma, wired up to a cosmic life-support machine. I had been told once – and reminded of it again recently – that I would come to nothing. What on earth would I do with all that heaven? Living for ever would be like marrying yourself, with no possibility of a divorce.
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         There were thirty-one stone steps down to the street. I walked with B past Reg’s place on the corner and across the market square, which was completely deserted except for one seagull pecking at a flapping chip wrapper and making the sound they all make: ack, ack, ack, like a lonely machine gun. B hugged the wall under the Butterwalk by Miller’s Deli, and stopped to pee as soon as we were in the Royal Avenue Gardens. Everything seemed to be closed, broken, dead or in hibernation. The bandstand was empty and the fountain was dry. The palm trees shivered. There was a smell of salt in the wind, and something seaweedy, which became stronger as we approached the river. No one was around. It was getting darker, and the sky above Kingswear was bruising into a mushy green, brown and purple, like the skin of an apple. The wind was coming in from the sea, and all the little boats danced on their moorings as if they were enchanted, making ghostly sounds.
         
 
         I put up the hood on my jacket, while B sniffed things. She liked to visit all the benches on the North Embankment, one by one, then go around the Boat Float and home via Coronation Park. She was always slower and sleepier in winter, and at home I kept finding her balled up in the bedclothes as if she was trying to hibernate. But she still followed her routine when we came out. Every day we stopped to look at the mysterious building site in Coronation Park. The previous autumn Libby had heard from Old Mary at her knitting group that it was going to be a small, stone Labyrinth set on a piece of raised and landscaped lawn with a view of the river. But it was still just a hole. The council was funding the project because a study had said it would help calm everybody down. Dartmouth was a sleepy harbour where people came to retire, die, write novels or quietly open a shop. The only people who needed calming down were the cadets at the Royal Naval College, and they would never come to the Labyrinth. My main worry was that the builders might cut down my favourite tree, and almost every day I went and checked it was still there. The wind tore across the park and I hurried B past the building site with its flapping plastic and temporary fencing, looked at my tree and then went back to the Embankment. This February was cold, cruel and spiteful, and I wanted to be at home in bed, even though it wasn’t much warmer than outside and the damp in the house made me wheeze. B obviously wanted to go home too, and I imagined her curled under the covers with me, both of us in hibernation.
         
 
         There was still no one around. Perhaps I’d been worrying over nothing all these months. Perhaps he didn’t come any more. Perhaps he’d never come.
 
         Upriver, the Higher Ferry was chugging across the water towards Dartmouth. It had only one car on it, probably Libby’s, and its lights danced in the gloom. Things on the river tinkled. I stood there waiting for Libby, looking at all the boats, not looking for him. I listened to the ding-ding-ding sounds and wondered why they seemed ghostly. I reached into the inside pocket of my anorak. I already knew what was there: a scrap of paper with an email address on it that I knew by heart, and a brown medicine bottle with a pipette. The bottle contained the last dregs of the flower remedy my friend Vi had made me several weeks before. I’d been up to Scotland for Christmas to stay with Vi and her partner Frank in their holiday cottage while Christopher went to Brighton, but it had all gone wrong and now Vi wasn’t speaking to me. Because of this, I was objectively lonelier than I had ever been, but it was OK because I had a house and a boyfriend and B, which was more than enough. I also had this remedy, which helped. Her handwriting was still just legible on the label. Gentian, holly, hornbeam, sweet chestnut, wild oat and wild rose. I put a few drops of the mixture on my tongue and felt warm, just for a second.
         
 
         After a couple more minutes the ferry arrived. There was a thump as the flap came down; then the gate opened and the single car drove off and headed down the Embankment. It was Libby’s, so I waved. Libby and her husband Bob had closed down their failing comic shop two years before and now ran Miller’s Deli, where they sold all sorts of things, including unpasteurised cheeses, goose fat, lemon tart, home-made salads, driftwood sculptures and knitted shawls and blankets made by them or their friends. I made jam and marmalade for Miller’s Deli to supplement the income I got from my writing projects. My favourite lunch was a tub of pickled garlic, some home-made fish pâté and a half-baguette, which I often picked up from the shop on winter mornings. Libby was driving slowly, with the window down, her hair going crazy in the wind. When she saw me she stopped the car. She was wearing jeans and a tight T-shirt with a hand-knitted, red shawl tied over the top, as if February was never cruel to her at all, and as if she’d never worn thick glasses, or baggy tops screen-printed with characters from horror films.
 
         ‘Meg, fuck. Thank God. Christopher isn’t here, is he?’
 
         ‘Of course not,’ I said. I looked around. ‘No one’s here. Why? Are you OK? Aren’t you cold?’
 
         ‘No. Too much adrenaline. I’m in deep shit. Can I say I was at yours?’
 
          
         ‘When?’
 
         ‘Today. All day. Last night as well. Bob came back early. Can you believe they diverted his flight to Exeter because of a slippery runway at Gatwick?’
 
         ‘Have you spoken to him yet?’
 
         ‘No, but he’s sent messages. He was supposed to text me when his plane landed at Gatwick, which I thought would give me loads of time to get home and change and make the place look lived-in and stuff. When I heard a text come I just thought it was Bob at Gatwick – it was the right sort of time – and I was in bed with Mark, so I didn’t look at it immediately. I mean, it’s half an hour to get off the plane and out of the airport, and then another half an hour into Victoria, then twenty minutes across to Paddington, and then three hours to Totnes to pick up his car and then another twenty-five minutes to drive back here. So I wasn’t exactly panicking. But by the time I looked there was another text saying See you in half an hour. Then another one came asking where I was and if I was all right. I almost had a heart attack.’
         
 
         Libby was having an affair with Mark, a bedraggled guy who had washed up in Churston, a village over the river in Torbay, when he’d inherited a beach hut from his grandfather. He lived in the beach hut, ate fish and picked up any casual work he could get in the boatyards and harbours. He was saving to start his own boat-design company, but Libby said he was about a million miles away from that. Libby worked in the deli with Bob most weekdays, and spent the rest of her time knitting increasingly complicated things and writing Mark love letters in dark red ink, while Bob played his electric guitars and did the shop accounts. She had invented a book group at Churston library and told Bob that’s where she went on a Friday night. She also saw Mark at her knitting group on a Wednesday, although that was more problematic, because there was always the chance that Bob might drop in with leftover cake from the shop, or that one of the old ladies might see Mark touching Libby’s knee. This weekend had been different, though, because Bob had gone to see his great-aunt and -uncle in Germany. She’d been with Mark since Friday.
         
 
         ‘So you came to mine last night? And … ?’
 
         I frowned. We both knew there was no way Libby would ever spend a whole evening at my house. Sometimes, but not so often recently, she’d drop by with a bottle of wine from the shop. Then we’d sit at the kitchen table, while Christopher simmered on the sofa a few feet away, watching American news or documentaries about dictators on our pirated Sky system and mumbling about the corruption of the world, and the rich, and greed. He did this on purpose because Libby had money and he didn’t like it. Mostly when I saw Libby it was at the pub, although Christopher often complained about me going out and leaving him on his own. B had been sniffing the ground, but now put her paws up on the side of Libby’s car and whimpered through the window. She wanted to get in. She loved going in cars. Libby patted her head, but didn’t look at her.
 
         ‘No … I must have lost my keys.’ She started brainstorming. ‘We, er, me and you went out last night and I lost my keys and had to stay at yours. I was drunk, and I didn’t worry about bothering Bob because he was in Germany and I thought I’d go out and look for my keys today, and in fact that’s what I was doing when he sent the messages, but I’d left my phone at yours and …’
 
          
         ‘But you’re driving your car. Do you have separate house keys? I thought they were all on the same keyring.’
 
         Libby looked down. ‘Maybe I found the keys … Holy shit. Oh, Christ. Oh, Meg, what am I going to do? Why would I have driven the car to your house anyway? It’s only a five-minute walk. I’m not sure I can fit this together.’ She frowned. ‘Come on. You’re the writer; you know how to plot things.’
 
         I half-laughed. ‘Yeah, right. You read. I’m sure you can plot things too.’
 
         ‘Yeah, but you do it for a living. And teach it.’
 
         ‘Yeah, but …’
 
         ‘What’s the formula here?’
         
 
         Formula, like the stuff you feed to babies. This was my speciality; she was right. After winning a short story competition in 1997 I’d been offered a contract to write a groundbreaking, literary, serious debut novel: the kind of thing that would win more prizes and be displayed in the windows of bookshops. But I’d actually filled most of the last eleven years writing genre fiction, because it was easy money and I always needed to pay rent and bills and buy food. I’d been given a £1,000 advance for my literary novel, and instead of using it to clear my debts I’d bought a laptop, a nice pen and some notebooks. Just as I’d begun to write the plan for it, Claudia from Orb Books rang and offered me two grand if I could knock out a thriller for teenagers in six weeks. The official author of this book, Zeb Ross, needed to publish four novels a year but didn’t in fact exist, and Claudia was recruiting new ghostwriters. It was a no-brainer: double my money and then write the real novel. But I was only a couple of chapters into the real novel when I realised I needed to write another Zeb Ross book, and then another one. A couple of years later I branched out and wrote four SF books in a series under my own name, all set in a place called Newtopia. I kept meaning to finish my ‘proper’ novel but it seemed as if this would never happen, even if I stuck around until the end of time. If Kelsey Newman was right and all possible humans were resurrected by the Omega Point at the end of the universe, then Zeb Ross would have to be one of them and then he could write his own books. But I’d probably still have rent to pay.
         
 
         I sighed. ‘The thing is, when you plot a book you can go back and change things that don’t work and make everything add up neatly. You can delete paragraphs, pages, whole manuscripts. I can’t go back in time and put you on a bus to Mark’s, which would probably be the best thing.’
 
         ‘How would that work?’
 
         I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Then you could have walked round to mine and lost your keys and your phone like you said.’
 
         ‘But why would I have a weekend bag with me?’
 
         ‘Yeah. I don’t know.’
 
         ‘There must be a way. Let’s go back to basics. How do you tell a really good story? I mean, in a nutshell.’
 
         I looked at my watch. Christopher would be wondering where I was.
 
         ‘Isn’t Bob expecting you?’ I said.
 
         ‘I need to get this right, or there’ll be no Bob any more.’
 
         ‘OK. Just keep it simple. Base the story on cause and effect. Have three acts.’
 
         ‘Three acts?’
 
         ‘A beginning, a middle and an end. A problem, a climax and a solution. You link them. Put someone on the wrong ship. Then make it sink. Then rescue them. Not literally, obviously. You have to have a problem and make it get worse and then solve it. Unless it’s a tragedy.’
         
 
         ‘What if this is a tragedy?’
 
         ‘Lib …’
 
         ‘All right. So I was out with you and I lost my keys. That’s bad. Then to make it worse I got gang-raped while I was looking for them, and now I’ve lost my memory and the kidnappers took you away because you were a witness, and only Bess knows where you are, and she’s trying to tell Christopher, but …’
 
         ‘Too complicated. You need something simpler. You only need to explain the car. The story here is that we went out and you lost your keys, which was a bummer. Then maybe because you lost your keys you lost your car too, which is obviously a bigger bummer. Maybe someone found your keys and stole your car. Who knows? All you know is you lost your keys. The only glitch is you still have your car.’
 
         Yadda, yadda. I seemed to have become a plot-o-matic machine programmed to churn out this kind of thing. But when I was dispensing advice like this to the more junior Orb Books ghostwriters I always said they should believe in their project and not just follow a set of rules. Then again, if they got lost in the wilderness of originality I gently guided them back to the happy path of formula again.
 
         ‘OK. So how do me and Bob live happily ever after?’
 
         I thought about it for a second.
 
         ‘Well, obviously you’ll have to push your car in the river,’ I said, and laughed.
 
         Libby sat there for about ten seconds, her hands becoming paler and paler as she gripped the steering wheel. Then she got out of the car and looked around. The North Embankment still seemed deserted. There were no kids trying to steal boats, no tourists, no other dog-walkers. No men looking for me. Libby made a noise a little like the one B had made before.
         
 
         ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘It’s the only thing to do.’
 
         ‘Lib,’ I said. ‘I was joking.’
 
         She got back into her car, did a haphazard three-point turn until it was facing the river and, finally, drove it up on the embankment. For a moment it looked as if she was going to drive her car into the river. I stood there, not knowing if she was messing around, not knowing whether to laugh or try to stop her. Then she got out and walked around to the back of the car. Libby was small but as her biceps tightened I realised how strong her arms were. The car moved; she must have left the handbrake off. She pushed it again, and then the front wheels were over the edge of the embankment.
 
         ‘Lib,’ I said again.
 
         ‘I must be mad. What am I doing?’ she said.
 
         ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Come on, don’t do this. It’s going to be very hard to explain.’
 
         Then she pushed her car into the river and threw the keys in after it.
 
         ‘I’ll say kids must have done it,’ she said, over the splashing, sucking sound. ‘They must have stolen my keys. Even if it does sound crazy, no one will think I was desperate enough to push my own car in the river, will they? Nothing would motivate me to do something as stupid as that. Holy shit. Thank you, Meg. That was a brilliant idea. I’ll call you tomorrow if I’m still alive.’
 
         She looked at her watch and then walked away down the Embankment towards Lemon Cottage, her red shawl moving like a flag in the wind. I remembered a Zen story about a flag in the wind. Does the wind move, or does the flag move? Two monks are arguing about this when a wise man turns up and says, ‘The wind is not moving, the flag is not moving. Mind is moving.’ I walked on slowly, with B re-sniffing benches as if nothing had happened. Libby didn’t look behind her, and I saw her get smaller and smaller until she reached the corner and went off towards Bayard’s Cove. Of course, as any scientist would tell you, she didn’t really get smaller and smaller; she simply got further away.
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         The wind breathed heavily down the river, and I half-looked at the little ripples and wakes in the blackish, greenish water as I tried to hurry B home. There was no sign of Libby’s car. I was watching the river, not the benches, so when someone said ‘Hello,’ I jumped. It was a man, half hidden in the gloom. B was already sniffing his ancient walking boots, and he was stroking her between her ears. He was wearing jeans and a duffel coat, and his messy black and grey hair was falling over his face. Had he seen what had happened? He must have done. Did he hear me suggest the whole thing? He looked up. I already knew it was Rowan. So he had come. Had he been coming every Sunday for all this time?
 
         ‘Hi,’ I said. ‘You’re …’
 
         ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Chilly, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘Freezing.’
 
         ‘You OK?’
 
         ‘Yeah. I think so. How are you?’
 
          
         ‘Cold. Depressed. Needed to get some fresh air. I’ve been at the Centre all day working on my Titanic chapter. Can you believe I’m still at it? I should be grateful I’m still alive, I suppose. Everyone said retiring would kill me.’
         
 
         Rowan and his partner Lise had relocated to Dartmouth just over a year before to help look after Lise’s mother. They lived in a renovated old boathouse near the castle, with spectacular views of the mouth of the harbour. Everything inside it was tasteful and minimal: nothing was old or shabby, although it must have been once. Rowan had not yet retired when I went there for a dinner party. Lise wore too much make-up and spoke to Rowan as if he was a child. She told stories about him getting lost for three hours in a shopping mall, wearing jeans to her company’s black-tie Christmas party and breaking the new dishwasher just by touching it. I’d pictured him alone in an airy office at Greenwich University, with an open window and freshly cut grass outside, surrounded by books and drinking a cup of good coffee, secretly dreading these dinner parties. I’d wondered then why he was retiring at all.
 
         ‘Most people retire and then take up gardening or DIY, don’t they?’ I said. ‘They don’t go and get another job as director of a maritime centre. I don’t think you really are retired, by most normal definitions of the word.’
 
         He sighed. ‘Pottering about with model ships all day. Wind machines. Collections of rocks and barnacles. Interactive tide tables. It’s not rocket science. Still, I’ve had time to take up yoga.’
 
         So he wasn’t going to mention Libby and her car. We were going to have a ‘normal’ conversation, slightly gloomy, slightly flirty, like the ones we used to have when he came to Torquay library every day before the Maritime Centre opened – to do paperwork – and we ended up going for lunch and coffee all the time. Would we kiss at the end of this conversation, as we had done at the end of the last one?
         
 
         ‘How’s your writing going?’ he asked me.
 
         ‘OK,’ I said. ‘Well, sort of. I’m back on chapter one of my “proper” novel yet again, re-writing. The other day I worked out that I’ve deleted something like a million words of this novel in the last ten years. You’d think that would make it really good, but it hasn’t. It’s a bit of a mess now, but never mind.’
 
         ‘Are you still using the ghost ships?’
 
         ‘No. Well, sort of. They might come back.’
 
         ‘And how was Greece?’
 
         I frowned. ‘I didn’t go in the end. Had too much other work on here.’
 
         ‘Oh. That’s a shame.’
 
         ‘Anyway, how about you? How’s the chapter?’
 
         ‘Oh, I keep having to read new things. I just read a hundred-page poem by Hans Magnus Enzensberger about the sinking of the Titanic.’
         
 
         ‘Was it good?’
 
         ‘I’ll lend it to you. It’s about some other stuff as well as the sinking of the Titanic. There’s a bit where members of a religious cult are waiting on a hill for the end of the world, which is supposed to take place that afternoon. When the world doesn’t end, they all have to go out and buy new toothbrushes.’
         
 
         I laughed, although I was remembering that Rowan had already lent me a book that I hadn’t read, even though I’d meant to. It was an Agatha Christie novel called The Sittaford Mystery, and I had no idea why Rowan had given it to me. He’d worked on a short local project on Agatha Christie’s house on the River Dart, which was how he’d come to read the books. But I couldn’t imagine he’d found anything that would interest me. I spent enough time messing around with genre fiction anyway.
         
 
         ‘Sounds great,’ I said. ‘Sounds a bit like a book I’m reviewing, except the book I’m reviewing isn’t great.’
 
         ‘What is it?’
 
         ‘It’s all about how the universe will never end, and how we all get to live for ever. I hate it, and I don’t know why.’
 
         ‘I don’t want to live for ever.’
 
         ‘No. Me neither.’
 
         ‘What’s the point of living for ever? Living now is bad enough.’
 
         ‘That’s what I thought.’
 
         ‘Are you OK?’ he asked me again.
 
         ‘Yeah. Did you just say you’re doing yoga, or did I imagine it?’
 
         ‘No, you didn’t imagine it. I am doing yoga.’
 
         ‘Why?’
 
         He shrugged. ‘Bad knees. Getting old. We’re not long back from a yoga holiday in India, actually. Missed Christmas, which was good. Saw some kingfishers too.’ Rowan stroked B’s head again while I looked away. I knew that his casual ‘we’ meant he and Lise. Long-term couples often did that, I’d noticed: referred to themselves as ‘we’ all the time. Whenever I phoned my mother and asked, ‘How are you?’ she replied, ‘We’re fine.’ I never talked about Christopher and me in that way. Maybe it would come in time. Not that I’d know how to use it, since we hardly ever did anything together. And we were never fine. We were even less fine since I’d kissed Rowan, because I knew that if I could kiss someone else, then I could never kiss Christopher again. In the last five months he hadn’t really noticed this.
         
 
         ‘How’s Lise?’ I asked. ‘Is she still working on her book?’
 
         I ran retreats twice a year for Orb Books ghostwriters in a clapped-out hotel in Torquay. These were supposed to teach already talented writers the finer points of plotting and structure and the Orb Books ‘method’. Orb Books didn’t mind if I charged a few local people to come too, so whenever a retreat was scheduled I put up posters in the Harbour Bookshop and usually got three or four takers. Lise had come to one the previous year. She had been planning to use some of her retirement to write a fictionalised account of her parents’ experiences in the war, but as far as I knew she hadn’t retired yet. She still took the train to London twice a week and worked at home the rest of the time.
 
         Rowan shrugged. ‘I don’t think so.’
 
         ‘Oh.’
 
         He reached down and played with one of B’s ears, making it stand up and then flop down again.
 
         ‘Your dog’s quite lovely,’ he said.
 
         ‘I know. Thanks. She’s being quite patient while you abuse her ears.’
 
         ‘I think she likes it.’
 
         ‘Yeah, she probably does.’
 
         ‘I meant to say … I’ve been looking at some of the cultural premonitions connected with the Titanic recently,’ Rowan said. ‘And I thought of you.’ He looked down at the ground, then at one of B’s ears and then up at me. ‘I mean, I thought you’d be interested. I wondered if I should get in touch with you.’
         
 
         ‘Get in touch with me any time.’ I blushed. ‘Just email me. What’s a cultural premonition?’
 
          
         ‘Writing about the disaster before it happened, or painting pictures of it. Lots of people did.’
 
         ‘Seriously?’
 
         ‘Yeah.’
 
         ‘So it’s paranormal in some way?’ I could feel myself wrinkling my nose.
 
         ‘No. Cultural. The premonitions are cultural rather than supernatural.’
 
         ‘How?’
 
         ‘It’s like … Have you heard of the Cottingley Fairies?’
 
         I shook my head. ‘No.’
 
         ‘Remind me to tell you about them sometime. It’s quite an interesting case-study in how people decide to believe in things, and what people want to believe. I’d guess that there are usually cultural explanations for supernatural things if you look hard enough.’
 
         ‘They weren’t on the Titanic as well?’
         
 
         ‘Huh?’
 
         ‘These fairies.’
 
         ‘No. They were in my old home town.’
 
         ‘I thought your old home town was in the Pacific.’
 
         ‘After I left San Cristobal I was in Cottingley before I went to Cambridge. My mother came from Cottingley, although she was dead by the time I left San Cristobal. Mind you, the fairies were long before that.’ He frowned. ‘I’ll tell you the whole story sometime, but it’s too complicated now. I thought you might have heard of them. Silly, really, bringing them up.’
 
         ‘Oh. Well, I know a good joke about sheep that’s all about how people decide to believe things, if that’s of any interest.’
 
         He smiled in the gloom. ‘What is it?’
 
          
         ‘OK. A biologist, a mathematician, a physicist and a philosopher are on a train in Scotland. They see a black sheep from a train window. The biologist says, “All sheep in Scotland are black!” The physicist says, “You can’t generalise like that. But we know at least one sheep in Scotland is black.” The mathematician strokes his beard and says, “All we can really say for sure is that one side of one sheep in Scotland is black.” The philosopher looks out of the window, thinks about it all for a while and says, “I don’t believe in sheep.” My father used to tell it as if it said something about the perils of philosophy, although I wondered whether it said something else about the perils of science. My father is a physicist.’
 
         Rowan laughed. ‘I like that. I like sheep. I believe in them.’
 
         ‘Did you know they can remember human faces for ten years, and recognise photographs of individual people?’
 
         ‘So when they fix you with that stupid look they’re actually memorising you?’
 
         ‘I guess so.’
 
         ‘Like those machines at Heathrow. But why?’
 
         ‘Who knows? Maybe sheep will take over the world. Maybe that’s their plan. Another plot for Zeb Ross, perhaps. I’ll have to tell Orb Books.’
 
         I wasn’t really supposed to talk to anyone about Zeb Ross, and everyone who worked on the series signed NDAs. But in reality you can’t pretend not to be writing a novel when you are, and pretty much everyone knew that those kinds of books were ghosted – except, perhaps, for their readers, particularly the ones who sent Zeb fan mail asking what colour his eyes were, and whether he was married.
 
         B was now trying to get on Rowan’s lap. I pulled her off, wondering what I smelled of as I leaned over him. And I didn’t mean to look into his eyes, but when I did I saw that they were shining with tears. ‘Hay fever’ is what people usually say when they are crying; it’s what I say, but not in February. I imagined Christopher walking along the river and finding me looking into Rowan’s eyes, and then seeing my eyes suddenly full of tears, because when someone I care about cries I always want to cry too. He never knew about the lunches, or the kiss. Suddenly, joking about sheep didn’t seem quite right, even though Rowan was still smiling. I didn’t say anything for a moment.
         
 
         ‘Why did she do it?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Who?’
 
         ‘Libby Miller. Why did she push her car in the river?’
 
         ‘She’s the one I told you about ages ago. She’s having a tragic love affair. Didn’t you hear what we were saying?’
 
         ‘No. I only got here just as she pushed it in.’
 
         ‘Oh. Well.’
 
         ‘I won’t say anything.’
 
         ‘Thanks.’
 
         ‘Funny how things just go, isn’t it?’ he said.
 
         ‘Sorry?’
 
         ‘The car in the river. It’s just gone.’
         
 
         ‘It’s for the best, I’m sure,’ I said.
 
         Rowan got up to leave, and I felt like a melting iceberg as I said goodbye and walked away from him. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I could have emailed him any time I’d wanted to. I could have got in touch to tell him I’d read the book he’d lent me, but I hadn’t. I could have emailed him to write off the kiss as a mistake and tell him how much I missed our friendship. As I walked away, I imagined going back and asking him if he had come out tonight because of me, and then him looking puzzled and saying it was all just a coincidence.
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         Was it a coincidence that we’d ended up at the library together? It must have been. I didn’t usually tell people that I worked in the library every weekday. It was such a weird thing to do when I had a perfectly good house to work in, and if I ever mentioned my asthma and the damp people didn’t understand why I just didn’t simply move. I recognised Rowan the first day he came to work at the library. He seemed to recognise me, too. After we’d spent a day or so just nodding and smiling at one another I showed him how to get his emails on his laptop rather than the library computers and then he took me to Lucky’s for lunch to say thanks. Over lunch we realised we had friends – Frank and Vi – in common. Frank had been my lecturer almost twenty years before, and he and Vi had been something like a second set of parents for me since then. Rowan had been at Goldsmiths before he got his chair in history at Greenwich, and had met Frank there. Vi was an anthropologist, and she and Rowan had really hit it off and ended up working together on re-enactment projects. They’d wanted to reconstruct the voyage of the Beagle, but could never secure any funding. But they did once spend a successful couple of weeks in Norfolk re-enacting Captain Cook’s death on Hawai’i with their postgraduate students.
         
 
         Cook had been killed by his previously generous hosts when he came back to the island to fix his broken boat. (‘It would be like having your parents come to stay,’ Vi explained to me once, ‘and just after you’ve settled down to eat with your put-upon partner and vowed never to have them back again, their car breaks down and they return to stay for another week while your local garage sources the part to mend their car.’) Was he killed because he demanded too much generosity? Or was it because he’d inadvertently become a character in a ritual, and this character wasn’t supposed to return? Vi, Rowan and the students decided to act out a situation as close as possible to the one in which Cook and the islanders had found themselves. They’d hired an old beachfront hotel to function as ‘Hawai’i’ – a closed community into which Cook came, went and came again. Rowan played Cook, and Vi played the Hawai’ian King and chiefs. The students played islanders, and after the project had to write up how they’d felt about having to bow and scrape to Cook, and wait on him hand and foot. Could this have led one of them to want to kill him, or was there more to it? How much did they believe in the ritual? Rowan wrote about how interesting it was to find yourself allowing and accepting huge amounts of deference and generosity, and, after a while, becoming upset if people don’t give you everything you want. An edited version of the experiment was published in Granta magazine.
         
 
         When I’d asked Vi about Rowan, not long after I’d met him, she had told me how fastidious he was about always taking a good map and a pair of walking boots anywhere he went. I couldn’t bear to admit to myself that I was interested in him, but I lapped up everything Vi said. I would have found out his shoe size if I could have done. When I discovered that he and Vi shared a birthday I even looked up his astrological chart, despite not believing in astrological charts. From Rowan I heard things about Vi that I mostly knew already. Vi’s projects always involved what she provocatively called ‘going native’. Over the years she had picked up several colloquial languages, five complicated tattoos, three ‘lost’ herbarium specimen collections, a drum kit, a dress made from leaves, and malaria. After her long period of Pacific studies, she took more study leave from the university, got a job as a care assistant and embarked on an ethnography of a nursing home in Brighton, which became her bestselling book I Want to Die, Please. Now she was working on a project about subculture and style in late-middle-aged people in the UK. Rowan made lots of jokes about that, mainly at his own expense.
         
 
         Vi never used maps, but relied on a strange kind of ‘luck’ to find her way around. If she found a tree that had been cut down she apologised to it on behalf of humans. She talked to inanimate objects as if they too were alive, although since working at the nursing home her conversations with these objects often began with ‘How the fuck are you, then?’ She used tea tree oil as an antiseptic, and ginger to settle a bad stomach. For everything else she used 25+ manuka honey. One time in Scotland I’d gone on a hike with Frank and Vi and she had fixed his sprained ankle with a bottle of vinegar and some daisies. I told Rowan about this in some detail and then felt I’d betrayed Vi by laughing at her. Then again, we laughed at a lot of things.
 
         We found all sorts of excuses to have coffee or lunch at Lucky’s and continue the long, rambling conversations we’d started. These included our thoughts on playing guitar, whether it was immoral to use a dictionary when doing cryptic crosswords, why neither of us could sit at a messy table, why we hated shopping and how many ferry disasters there’d ever been on the River Dart. We discovered that we both disliked email: me because I had a psychological problem with replying to them, and Rowan because he got too many of them and preferred pen and paper. We joked about reading each other’s minds, and tried to guess each other’s lunch order every day. Bizarrely, we’d bumped into each other in a one-off flea market in the hall next to the library, both looking for an antique fountain pen to give to the other as a thank-you present. He was – still – thanking me for helping with his email. I can’t remember what I was thanking him for. And we kept parking our cars next to each other in the library car park. Once when there wasn’t a space free next to his car I drove round the car park until one did become free, because I didn’t want to break the symmetry. A few days later I arrived first, and when I left the library that afternoon and saw his car several rows away from mine I felt like crying.
         
 
         When Rowan’s office in the Maritime Centre was completed we went for our last lunch. On the way there we’d been talking about the Titanic, and I’d recited Thomas Hardy’s ‘The Convergence of the Twain’ and told Rowan my theory that it is a tragic love story as well as a disaster poem. After that he looked at me, and his eyes held mine for a second longer than they should have. Over lunch he told me that he was planning to write a completely different book after the one on shipwrecks, something that would involve going back to the Galápagos Islands for at least a year, but not as Darwin or anyone else: just as himself. I could tell he wouldn’t hang around in Devon for long. Once Lise’s mother was dead and Rowan’s book was finished they were bound to sell the converted boathouse and move on. If I was the iceberg and he was the ship, we’d never converge, because he would change course before it was too late. I wouldn’t sink him, and he wouldn’t destroy me either. There would be no jarring of ‘two hemispheres’.
         
 
         We stayed in Lucky’s until gone four, talking about Rowan’s plans for exhibitions and conferences, and ways in which I could get involved. We laughed a lot as these collaborations became more and more absurd. We never explicitly said we wanted to see one another again, but we planned thousands of ways it could happen. Our eyes touched again, for longer. I breathed out as he breathed in and the molecules of air between us danced back and forth in a frenzied tango that no one else could see or feel. But we didn’t physically touch: we never had. We walked back to our cars together as if we were walking through a force-field. Rowan said quietly, ‘I often go for a walk in Dartmouth on a Sunday evening. Maybe we’ll bump into one another sometime.’ Then, even though I’m sure we meant to just say goodbye by shaking hands or kissing on the cheek, we ended up taking each other’s hands and then kissing properly, deeply, gently stroking each other’s hair. Afterwards, as I drove home panicking and sweating and moaning his name, I realised that I hadn’t kissed anyone like that for almost seven years. We didn’t have each other’s phone numbers, but we had exchanged email addresses. I felt that an affair was inevitable, even though I didn’t want to have one. I’d had plenty of complicated break-ups but never an affair. Who would email the other first, I’d wondered? Who would fashion the iceberg?
 
         Neither of us did.
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         ‘Where have you been?’
 
         I looked at the clock on the oven. It was half past seven. It was dark outside, and there was a cold smell in the house. Christopher had turned off the central heating as usual. Nothing was cooking, no washing was drying, my peace lily was slowly dying on the sunless windowsill; if it wasn’t for the sawdust and Christopher it would be as if no one had lived here for ages: as if whoever had lived here had died.
 
         ‘Walking Bess,’ I said. ‘You knew that.’
 
         ‘For an hour?’ He shook his head. ‘And after storming off in such a mood. I don’t know why you can’t just stay and talk if there’s a problem. I’m not a monster. There’s nothing for dinner, by the way. I’ve looked in all the cupboards. And your mother phoned.’
 
         ‘I really don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t storm off.’
 
         ‘Don’t use that tone of voice with me. It’s not helpful.’
 
         ‘What tone of voice?’
 
         ‘That one.’
 
         ‘Oh, for God’s sake.’
 
         I started going through the cupboards and found some whole-wheat penne and a jar of murky-looking tomato sauce. Our few kitchen cupboards were always full of things that couldn’t be thrown away but couldn’t be eaten either. I didn’t mean to slam all the doors, and thump the jar of sauce down on the table, but I did.
 
         ‘So you are in a mood. I always know …’
 
         ‘If that’s what you want to call being angry, then yes, I am now. I wasn’t before. I walked out of the house completely normally, came back after a normal amount of time, and found you shouting at me.’ As I said this, I was filling the kettle with my back to Christopher. He didn’t say anything until I turned to face him again.
         
 
         ‘I’m not shouting,’ he said.
 
         ‘No. But you know what I mean.’
 
         He looked at the floor. ‘You always say I’m shouting.’
 
         I looked at the floor too, but a different spot.
 
         ‘I’m sorry. You’re right. I do.’
 
         My mind was like a fishing net with too many thoughts wriggling around in it. My stupid suggestion. Splash. The tears in Rowan’s eyes. Splash. Libby’s shawl. Splash. Immortality in an artificial heaven. My eyes were filling with tears again, and I was developing a headache. I imagined an eternity with Christopher. I’d been waiting for the last seven years for him to make sense to me, to fall into place; perhaps in an eternity it would happen. Perhaps in an eternity everything would fall into place, but then it wouldn’t stay like that, because that’s not the point of eternity. Even in a finite universe, a rock doesn’t keep being a rock. Things are always disintegrating and becoming other things. In fact, I was quite looking forward to becoming a rock, or perhaps some sand, once I was long dead and decomposed. It would be a lot simpler than being resurrected and having to go through all this again. In an eternity, though, I’d get one night with Rowan, something I’d never get in this life. But like everything else in eternity it would be meaningless.
 
         The kettle had boiled, and I put the penne on.
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ I said again. ‘You’re right, I do feel a bit unsettled this evening. I think I’m coming down with a headache.’
 
         The pieces of pasta bobbed about in the pan like little tubes of brown cardboard, the empties from a doll’s-house toilet, perhaps, although not even doll’s-house people would put little tubes of cardboard in a pan and cook them. I blinked and looked at Christopher. He was looking at the pasta too.
         
 
         ‘What’s wrong?’ he said. ‘Has something happened?’
 
         ‘No. I don’t think so. It’ll be OK. I’ll take some painkillers. What did my mum say?’
 
         ‘She said she’d ring back tomorrow. Then, as usual, she put the phone down.’
 
         ‘Oh.’
 
         Without catching his eye I picked up the newspaper from the table and opened it to the cryptic crossword that I did every Sunday. I’d done all of it the previous week except for one answer, which I’d written in the margin but not entered because although I thought it was right I didn’t know why. Now I could see the correct answers for last week, and I had been right. I still didn’t know why. Rowan and I once finished the crossword together on a rainy Monday morning in the library, after using a big, musty atlas to look up a lake in Australia and the capital of Corsica. That morning had ended oddly, I remembered. We’d planned to go for lunch as usual, but Lise had texted Rowan to say she had a migraine, and he’d gone home instead. His hands had been shaking as he’d packed up his decrepit, cotton knapsack, and he’d rushed off without really saying goodbye. Now I picked up a mechanical pencil from the kitchen work surface and sat down on the sofa. It was hard to concentrate, and I realised Christopher hadn’t moved.
 
         ‘Any news from Josh? Was he OK after yesterday?’
 
         Christopher rolled his eyes. ‘Who knows?’
 
         ‘Any news from your dad? Is Becca any better?’
 
          
         ‘No,’ Christopher said. ‘I don’t know. I was going to ring him after dinner.’
 
         We ate in front of the TV, with me still looking at my crossword, and Christopher occasionally looking at my crossword too as if it was my lover and he’d become resigned to discovering us together. But mostly he was watching a programme about haunted houses. I hated programmes about haunted houses and Christopher knew this. I ate so fast I half-choked on a piece of penne. Once I’d finished coughing I put my plate in the sink and headed for the stairs, still carrying my crossword.
 
         ‘What are you doing now?’ Christopher said.
 
         ‘I’m going to have a bath. Give you some space to talk to your dad.’
 
         ‘I don’t need space,’ he said. I went anyway.
 
         ‘It’ll help clear my chest,’ I said, coughing again.
 
         I lay there for an hour, until long after Christopher had put the phone back in its cradle and started sawing again. There was always something in the crossword that made me think it could have been written just for me, and I always wanted to tell Rowan about it. Today the clue was ‘Cosmos in a single poem (8 letters)’. After a while I put down the crossword on the damp bathroom floor, made myself stop thinking about Rowan and wondered what on earth I could do about my relationship with Christopher. Was there something I could say to him? I still dreamed about Becca sometimes, even after all these years: her freckled, laughing face freezing at the sight of me.
 
         Becca was Christopher’s sister. She lived in Brighton with her husband Ant. They’d just had a third daughter and there’d been some complications that meant Becca had temporarily closed the shop where she sold her hand-made jewellery. Ant’s brother Drew was an actor, and had been my fiancé in the late nineties when I first met Christopher. For a couple of years we’d all hung around together having silly tea parties and ‘happenings’ in Becca and Ant’s huge house. Just after my first Zeb Ross book had been published Drew had shot his first major drama series, in which he was the young parochial sidekick of a literature-loving detective. A couple of years later there was a Millennium party, where everyone except Christopher and me dressed as bugs. But Brighton soon became very complicated, which was why I had run away to Devon with Christopher, home for him and exotic for me, at least at the beginning. Becca had hardly spoken to either of us since we’d left Brighton, although Christopher had gone there at Christmas to try to patch things up. Drew had blamed Becca somehow, and left the area too. She and Ant ‘almost split up’ because of it.
         
 
         I vaguely remembered the first synopsis I’d written for my literary novel, which was at that time called Sandworld. It was going to be all about a bunch of youngish, long-haired, thin people living in Brighton. They would take cool drugs and listen to cool music and fuck each other for about 80,000 words and then the novel would end. It fitted with what my agent called the ‘Zeitgeist’, but seemed to lack substance, so I’d added a dangerous love-interest for the main character. I also added a philosophy course about hedonism, and made the characters students rather than townies. I wrote lots of pointless sections about nihilism and then deleted them. Then I decided to end the novel with the end of the world, but that didn’t work, so I made it so that the end of the world could just be a fireworks display on Sark, or one of the other Channel Islands – but the reader doesn’t know for sure. Then I put it aside and wrote another Zeb Ross novel and then another Newtopia novel, because I needed the money.
         
 
         When I came back to Sandworld I deleted most of it, changed the title to Footprints, decided to relocate the characters to Devon and started researching some themes about the environment. I made the main character a scientist, and then, perhaps more authentically, a writer who wanted to be a scientist. Recently I’d been trying to make the novel into a great tragedy, but that wasn’t working either. I had realised a while ago that I was always trying to make the novel catch up with my life, and then deleting the bits that got too close, wiping them out like videogame aliens in a space-station corridor. I still didn’t know what to do about it. I’d invented a writer character from New York who deletes a whole book until it’s a haiku and then deletes that, but then I deleted him too. Blammo. Lock and load. In the past few years I’d invented a couple of sisters, called Io and Xanthe, who have lost everything in their lives, a building site with yellow cranes, a run-down B&B owned by a chewed-up old woman called Sylvia, an inconsiderate boyfriend, a married lover, a girl in a coma telling her life story from the beginning in real-time, a life-support machine wired up to the Internet, a charismatic A-level physics teacher called Dylan, a psychic game-show, an extended game of ‘Dare’ that goes wrong, some people trapped in a sauna, a car accident, a meaningful tattoo, dreams of a post-oil world full of flickering candles, a plane crash, an imposter, a character with OCD who follows any written instructions she sees, some creepy junk mail, a sweet teenage boy on a skateboard and various other things, all of which had now been deleted as well. Ducks in a row, then bang, bang, bang.
         
 
         I heard Christopher come up the stairs, walk across the small landing to the bathroom door and sigh loudly before walking up the next flight of stairs to the bedroom. Was he going to bed already? He went to bed earlier than me, because on weekdays he took the 6 a.m. bus to Totnes to work as a volunteer on a wall-rebuilding project. But it wasn’t even nine o’clock yet. He came down the stairs again and tried the bathroom door, which I’d locked.
         
 
         ‘I won’t be a minute,’ I said.
 
         ‘Can I come in? I need to piss.’
 
         ‘I’m just about to get out. Can you hang on?’
 
         ‘I’m desperate. And I want to get ready for bed. Why have you locked the door anyway? Why have you been in there for so long?’
 
         ‘I’m going to be like one minute. Just hang on.’
         
 
         He sighed again. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll go and piss in the kitchen sink.’
 
         ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘But I will only be a minute if you want to wait.’
 
         I heard him muttering something like ‘I don’t believe this,’ as he went down the stairs again. I wished I knew what to say to him, but I didn’t. I didn’t know what to say about us, or about his father and Milly, or about Josh and his episodes, or about Becca and her bitterness about everything, or indeed about Christopher’s lack of paid work. Could I plot one single thing to say that would make everything better? A Zen koan, maybe fifty words long, could change your whole life; it could, apparently, bring you enlightenment. I knew all about this because the Zeb Ross editorial board had recently rejected a novel where some survivors of a plane crash find a utopian island populated by wise people who tell each other Zen stories all the time. The Zen stories, and indeed the novel itself, had no obviously conventional narrative structure. In one of the stories, a woman gains enlightenment after the reflection of the moon falls out of a bucket of water she is carrying. Another told of a woman Zen master who owns a teashop. People who come to her teashop for tea are well treated, but those who come looking for Zen are beaten with a red-hot poker. In the novel, which I had quite liked but pretended not to, each of the main characters is given a koan, kind of a Zen riddle, to work on, and their lives start to change. But their enlightenment is all about cheering up, doing simple things well, not being too high and mighty, and accepting the unfathomable nature of the universe. Christopher, like most people, didn’t like his universe being unfathomable, so I doubted that a Zen koan would help him. Mind you, he did like doing simple things well. He spent every day rebuilding sections of dry-stone wall, after all.
         
 
         He was broken when I met him, and beautiful. We’d gone to bed together for the first time not long after I’d split up with Drew. Everyone wanted to talk to me about the split, or blame me because Drew had been hospitalised, even though it wasn’t my fault. I just wanted to talk to Christopher; although he didn’t say much in those days, we seemed to have a special connection. We both recycled everything we could, and both moaned about Becca and Ant leaving all the lights on in their huge house. He said he liked me because I was an ‘old-fashioned gal’ who used a fountain pen and played an acoustic guitar. That day we’d met in some greasy spoon that no one else liked, and talked half-seriously about running away from Brighton and getting working passages on a ship Christopher had heard of. We wouldn’t escape on a plane, of course, because of the environment. Then we drank all day. Christopher had lived in a shared house near the police station. His bedroom walls were painted magnolia and there was a mattress on the floor, and nothing else. I was wearing a new pair of blue knickers with white lace on the edges, and he laughed at them. ‘What are you wearing those for?’ he’d said. And I thought that meant he wanted me naked, right then, and I threw them in the corner and got under the lumpy duvet and put the spliff he passed me into an ashtray and waited. In some ways I was still waiting. Nothing happened that night except for his long, brown hair spreading out on the pillow, and him stroking my arm until we both fell into a stoned sleep. It didn’t seem to matter much. Back then, life felt like something that would happen in the future, not now; and it felt as if you could easily fit the cosmos into a single poem.
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         After I’d dried off and said goodnight to Christopher I settled down on the sofa with The Science of Living Forever. It was dark and quiet outside the cottage, and the only sounds I could hear were the occasional ack, acks of the seagulls, and the odd door slamming up the hill as people got back home from the pub. Sometimes boats would blare their foghorns from way out at sea, but there were no foghorns tonight. I was tired, and glad I had only one chapter and an epilogue to read. In the last chapter of his book, Kelsey Newman discussed the visions of heaven in all the major world religions, and argued that the Omega Point, essentially the God constructed at/by/in the end of time, was very similar to the Gods we already know. He quoted from the Bible, the Qur’an, the Upanishads, the Torah and the Buddhist scriptures to show that the prophets from history knew all about the Omega Point, and its eternity and power. Was the Omega Point so different from the Hindu God that manifests itself in everything? Was it so different from the Buddhist idea of the interconnectedness of all living things? When the Bible talks about God being the ‘alpha and omega’, the beginning and end, surely this is what is meant?
         
 
         As I was reading, I was wondering about basing a Zeb Ross novel on Newman’s book. I imagined a girl-hero who decides to rescue humanity from this artificial, shrink-wrapped universe at the end of time. Perhaps she’d have to kill herself in order to get to the Omega Point, and then she’d have to overthrow it, or convince it to let the universe go. This would undoubtedly be rejected by the Zeb Ross editorial board, though, even though I was on it. For one thing, Zeb Ross didn’t write about unanswerable mysteries beyond the universe. All the plots, however puzzling, had to have neat resolutions, and anything mysterious had to be ultimately explainable using GCSE-level science or common sense. So, for example, if there was wailing in an attic, and the attic was empty, a Zeb Ross hero would show that there was no ghost, but actually a secret room concealed between the top floor and the attic, where a disturbed teenager was hiding – the long-lost cousin of the hero, perhaps, who would now move into the spare room and would be able to help him fit in better at school. Also, no hero in a Zeb Ross novel could ever commit suicide, even if you could prove, using GCSE-level science, that this would not be the end of her. Along with suicide, Zeb Ross novels were not permitted to contain anorexia, drug use, the words ‘fuck’ or ‘cunt’, cannibalism or self-harm. There were a few other things too, all printed on a sheet that we gave to new ghostwriters.
 
          
         Maybe there was some other way of plotting this end-of-universe novel; I could certainly have used Newman’s ideas in one of my Newtopia novels, if I was still writing them. Did I miss them? I wasn’t sure. I was tapping my pencil on my leg, and my thoughts were going tap, tap, tap too, and I was quite distracted by the time I reached the first lines of Newman’s epilogue. I had been wondering whether to skip it altogether. But it was quite arresting.
         
 
         ‘So now you won’t mind’, Newman wrote, ‘if I tell you something shocking. You are already dead. You died a long time ago, probably billions of years ago. In fact, you are already immortal, although you may take a few more lives to properly realise it. You are currently living, and re-living, in what I will term the Second World, which has been created by the Omega Point as a place where you prepare for the rest of eternity. No one knows much about the First World. It probably looked a lot like the world we are living in now, for reasons I will come to in a moment. It is the world whose scientists originally created the possibility of the Omega Point, and thus ensured the immortality of all its beings. You were certainly one of those beings once. How do we know for sure that we are in the Second World and not the First World? Remember that the Omega Point is infinitely powerful. It can, and therefore will, use its Energia to create an infinity of universes that look just like the one you are in right now. There is therefore an infinity-to-one chance that we are not living in a universe created by the Omega Point; it is mathematically impossible for us not to be. Compared with the infinity of time in a simulated universe, the physical life of the universe was a mere sneeze. It is far more likely that we are in a post-universe, which is eternal, than in a finite universe, which must be long-gone. So why are we stuck in this Second World? I have just written a whole book telling you that you will go to Heaven when you die, and now I’m telling you that you are already dead, and living in a world that is distinctly unheavenly. But here’s where things get exciting. In my next book I will explain in detail how to leave the Second World for the last time and embark on the Road to Perfection, which will take you to the Heaven that I have shown is mathematically not just possible, but inevitable. For now, I will conclude with a few remarks about the nature of the Second World, and the purpose of its creation.
         
 
         ‘No one knows’, he went on, ‘what Heaven will be like. It’s unimaginable. But one thing we can say for certain is that all of us, immortal beings though we may be, are not ready for it yet. We were originally wired up for roughly a hundred years of life in a terrestrial environment, and so this is when we begin our immortal lives – just as the Bible says. However, your human brain – and I will show you the science behind this in the next book – has room inside it to store a thousand years’ worth of memories. The Omega Point could give it even more. The Road to Perfection is the place you go after you die for the last time in the Second World. It is where you set about collecting these memories, and it can be whatever you want it to be. The Omega Point will find a perfect partner just for you, if that’s what you want, and together you can go on great adventures. On the Road to Perfection, you will have a new, improved body, with no aches, pains or defects. You will be consciously immortal and enlightened. But only the properly individuated Self can cope with all this. And to become truly individuated, and to be able to succeed in your great Quest on the Road to Perfection, you need to learn how to become a hero in this world. In short, you get out of the Second World by becoming truly yourself, and overcoming all your personal obstacles. Then you will be ready for enlightenment and transcendence.
         
 
         ‘You will receive plenty of Special Invitations in your life: those moments where you are invited to embark on an adventure, where the universe seems to be beckoning you with its finger and saying, Come here and try this. Will you sit on your sofa eating pizza and thinking that adventure is not for you? Then you’ll take a long time to make it out of the Second World, which, of course, is full of pizza-guzzlers and other no-hopers who have not transcended and therefore not a nice place. Decide what you most desire, and set off on a quest to get it. In my next book, I will describe the nature and possible structures of these quests, and give you some ideas about how to complete one. But in the meantime, you can learn almost everything you need to know about what it means to be a true hero from classic myths, stories and fairy tales.’
         
 
         My mind was a tangle as I put the book down and picked up my knitting. I had only a small amount of my turquoise wool left, but I stayed up until about midnight making knit-stitch after knit-stitch and purl-stitch after purl-stitch, continuing my K2 P2 rib and wondering why I hated this book so much. No doubt it would give great comfort to people who’d been bereaved, or who were scared of dying. It was certainly very well argued, and the maths made sense, sort of. Perhaps a real scientist would be able to say what was materially wrong with Newman’s theory. I just wondered what the Omega Point’s motivation was in all this.
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         My turquoise wool had been a Christmas present from Frank and Vi. Claudia, the publishing director of Orb Books and also Vi’s twin sister, had been staying in the holiday cottage in Scotland as well. Things were slightly awkward between us because Orb Books had recently told me they wanted me to focus more on Zeb Ross projects and that they wouldn’t be renewing my contract for the Newtopia books. I’d mentioned this to Vi about a week before Christmas, when Claudia was lying down one afternoon and we were in the kitchen of the holiday cottage making beetroot soup. I explained that Orb Books didn’t feel my own work was ‘commercial’ enough any more and that I was taking too many risks with the genre. Vi had clapped me on the back and said, ‘Good for you. Fuck them. Finish your own book at last. Screw their bottles of oil.’
 
         This was a reference to Aristophanes’ play The Frogs, which she was re-reading over the holiday as research for her next project. In the play Dionysus goes to the underworld to stage a competition between the dead poets Aeschylus and Euripides to see who is the better tragedian, and who, therefore, should go back to Earth to save Athens. They take it in turns to criticise one another’s work. Euripides says that Aeschylus was too dark, brooding and overwrought, but then Aeschylus proves that any of Euripides’ clever but formulaic stories could be about someone losing a bottle of oil. The point seemed to be that every formulaic story starts with a conflict that’s later resolved – like losing a bottle of oil and then finding it again.
         
 
         Vi was grinding pepper for the soup, while I processed oranges into zest, juice and segments. Frank came in for a glass of sherry and then went back to watching the cricket in the sitting room. The dogs were all in front of the fire and Frank’s parrot Sebastian was in his cage on the piano. Every so often I could hear him saying half-sense things like ‘He really middled it yesterday’, ‘See you after the break, Grandma’ and ‘One hundred and eighty!’
         
 
         ‘If we go along with Nietzsche’s arguments that art and writing should do something much more profound than simply have someone lose a bottle of oil and then find it again, then it is obvious how pointless most stories are,’ Vi said, looking up from the pestle and mortar. ‘They’re just dull repetitions of the same kind of idiot losing the same bottle of oil and then, of course, finding it again and living happily ever after and not being such an idiot any more. But I’m still not sure how, or if, Nietzsche comes into this. I’m not sure what he says about tragedy is quite right. I know you think tragedy is beyond all formula, but I’m not a hundred per cent sure.’
 
         ‘Why not? In tragedy if someone loses a bottle of oil, it’s a really important bottle of oil and they end up dead.’
 
         ‘It’s still a formula.’
 
         ‘But don’t you think it’s significant that the end isn’t happy?’
 
         ‘But it is happy for Nietzsche. I think that’s my point. He likes it that everyone is cast into primal oblivion.’
 
         I thought for a second. ‘That is interesting,’ I said.
 
         The kitchen was filling with the sweet smell of roasting beetroot. Vi kept on grinding the peppercorns, breaking them down firmly but gently.
 
         ‘I can’t stop thinking of the stories everyone told at the nursing home,’ she said. ‘They didn’t have beginnings, or they didn’t have ends – happy or sad. People often put themselves and their lives into something like a formula, but then they would subvert it. One woman I worked with told me about her kid walking in when she and her husband were having sex on the living-room floor. “I’ll only be a minute, love,” the father said to this kid. “I’m just slipping your mum a length.”’
         
 
         I laughed. ‘How is that subversive?’
 
         ‘It should be a dramatic moment, but it isn’t.’
 
         ‘I see.’
 
         While Vi carried on talking about nursing-home anecdotes involving blow jobs, false teeth, colostomy bags, thrush epidemics and ninety-year-olds lap-dancing, I was imagining using the bottle-of-oil idea as an exercise on an Orb Books retreat. I imagined telling the new writers about how easy plotting could be if you just imagined that your character has lost a bottle of oil and then needs to find it again by the end of the novel. This wasn’t what Vi had in mind, of course. She was still in the process of working out her theory of the ‘storyless story’, an idea which had come out of all the anthropological work she’d done. She’d got her professorship relatively late – she was now sixty-four – and was planning to talk about this storyless story in her inaugural lecture. I didn’t pay too much attention to this stuff any longer, considering that my entire existence now depended on me being able to take a good but unhappy character from bad fortune to good fortune in a credible way, and give them a bottle of oil – if that was what they wanted – as a prize at the end. I wanted to make my ‘real’ novel less formulaic and more literary, of course, but if I listened to Vi’s theories, then my only narrative strategy would be ‘shit happens’.
 
         Being in Scotland with Frank, Vi and Claudia felt like a proper holiday. During the day we walked on the beach with the dogs, read, or wrote in our notebooks. Frank had some marking to do, Claudia was editing a Zeb Ross novel and Vi was finishing a feature for Oscar, the same literary editor who commissioned me to review science books. In the evenings the dogs lay by the fire and Sebastian hopped around in his huge cage on top of the piano, just as he would at home, interspersing phrases he’d been taught from Shakespeare or picked up from the cricket with words and phrases he’d taught himself, like ‘Banana!’ and, regardless of whom he was addressing, ‘You’re a very hairy man, Frank.’ Frank was indeed very hairy. He was in his early fifties and had a scruffy beard, bushy hair, ragged fingernails and sharp, green eyes, like some creature living in the mountains. Vi resembled one of these mountains: tall, jagged and permanent, with the possibility of a dangerous fall if you took the wrong path.
         
 
         One cold afternoon, while Frank and Claudia were out getting supplies, I asked Vi to teach me how to knit. I’d never knitted before, but I’d bought some wool and knitting needles in Dartmouth on a whim one cold, void-like day earlier that December after a big argument with Christopher. Sometimes arguing with Christopher made me feel as if I were a planet that had been tipped off its axis by some unspeakable cosmic event, so that even rotating normally would now be enough to cause radioactive storms, tectonic shifts and tsunamis. I would stand there in the kitchen scared to do anything, because the tiniest sigh or meaningless glance out of the window could start the whole thing off again. Later, when I reflected on the tiny sigh or the ‘meaningless’ glance I’d realise that there had been something in it after all, and I’d wonder whether the whole problem with Christopher was actually me.
 
         When I got back from the shops that day the argument hadn’t finished.
 
          
         ‘Oh, I see,’ Christopher had said. ‘While I’ve been sitting here worried sick you’ve been out shopping.’
         
 
         There had been a breathtakingly icy wind coming off the sea and by the time I got back I couldn’t feel my toes or my fingers. It wasn’t just that; I could barely feel myself. When we’d first moved to Dartmouth I’d spent afternoons browsing in the shops, imagining myself a millionaire and deciding on this cashmere sweater, that pair of £100 distressed jeans and those dark red, lace-up boots. In Dartmouth you could browse handbags, hardback books, houses, boats, holidays and even swordfish for dinner parties. Most weeks I went to look at a small, yellow, wooden breadbin that cost more than £50. But on this occasion I realised I didn’t want any of it, and I suddenly hated the people that did. We all die, I wanted to shout at everyone. Why are we all bothering with these stupid fucking meaningless things? So I’d hardly had a good time at the shops. After seeing my freaked-out eyes and tired skin in too many boutique mirrors, I’d decided to find somewhere with no mirrors: thus the knitting shop. I’d never been in there before, but I liked the way it didn’t sell anything, just the patterns and possibilities and materials for things. There was a bargain bin and I’d found three balls of red wool, and needles to go with them.
         
 
         ‘I’ve bought wool,’ I said to Christopher. ‘I thought I’d learn to make you socks.’ And then I started to cry while he put the kettle on. ‘I just wanted to do something nice for you, and I know you could do with some proper socks for the project and …’
 
         He chewed on his lip the whole time he was making my tea. ‘I’m such a bastard,’ he said, when he handed it to me. ‘Please forgive me, babe.’
 
          
         A couple of weeks later he asked how long I thought his socks would take. I’d completely forgotten about them.
 
         ‘A while, sweets,’ I said. ‘I haven’t even worked out how to knit a scarf yet.’
 
         Being in Scotland meant I actually had time for knitting. Vi and I were curled up in the sitting room, with books, Biros, pencils and notebooks strewn around us, along with Claudia’s cross-stitch project and Frank’s ‘Rainy Day Cricket’. The open fire crackled away and B was lying in front of it with the other dogs, all of them snoring every so often like a very bored chorus. I got the wool out of my battered hemp bag and showed it to Vi. ‘Do you know what to do with this?’ I asked her.
 
         ‘How cool!’ she said. ‘I’ve never seen you knit. You’ll look like an old auntie.’
 
         ‘Yeah, well, maybe I’ve reached that age.’
 
         ‘Ha,’ Vi said. ‘I knitted when I was a kid. Claudia was better than me, of course. I haven’t knitted for years. I once made a lambswool blanket on a ship between Tasmania and England, while Frank read War and Peace in Russian. I can teach you how to cast on and get going, I reckon. Claudia will show you the rest. You know she knitted these?’ Vi bent down and pulled up the legs of her jeans. I could see the tops of two striped socks emerging from her big, battered DMs. ‘When I got back from Tassie that time she actually counted the mistakes in my blanket, the old cow. You can start by making a scarf in garter stitch, which is just knitting, no purling. After that you can make a scarf in a knit-two purl-two rib. I might make one too. I feel the urge, seeing your wool.’
         
 
         ‘I want to knit socks,’ I said. ‘For Christopher.’
 
         Vi looked horrified. ‘Why?’
 
          
         I shrugged. ‘I think hand-knitted socks will make him happy.’
 
         ‘Then get him to knit his own. Frank can knit. It’s not that hard.’
 
         I laughed. ‘I think the idea of me knitting them for him makes him happy.’
 
         ‘God.’
 
         ‘Not in a sinister way. I just think he feels loved when I make an effort.’
 
         ‘But hand-knitting socks? A pair of socks takes a million billion years. Make some for yourself.’
 
         ‘Claudia made socks for you.’
 
         ‘Yeah, but all that old bat does is knit, when she’s not line-editing or cross-stitching. She has to make gifts for people. Anyway, she’s my sister.’
 
         ‘Yeah.’
 
         ‘But socks are a long way off for you. You need to begin with a scarf.’
 
         ‘OK. Is it hard?’
 
         ‘If you can write Zeb Ross novels, you can definitely knit a scarf.’
 
         We fiddled around for a while, casting on. Vi showed me how to make a slipknot and then a strange lasso with my fingers. She cast on a few stitches while I watched, and then she just slid them off the needle and pulled the wool into a straight line again. It was like casting a spell and then undoing it. After about an hour of copying this, I’d managed to cast on twenty stitches, so that there was a long row of red on one of the needles, as if it was a sword dripping with blood.
 
         ‘Now what do I do?’ I asked her.
 
         Vi took the needles from me. ‘You stab him,’ she said, sticking the empty needle through the first cast-on stitch. ‘Then you hang him,’ she said, bringing the yarn around the needle. ‘Then you throw him.’ She brought the needle under, over and away, and I could then see that there was a new stitch on it. ‘That comes from Claudia, by the way. It was the only way she could remember, when we were learning.’
         
 
         I sat there doing this for an hour or so, and a very basic fabric began to form. Vi tapped away on her laptop, but stopped every so often to check my progress.
 
         ‘You’re doing very well,’ Vi said. ‘You’re a natural. It’s like your healing hands.’
 
         ‘Ha, ha. I have not got healing hands.’
 
         ‘You so have.’
 
         ‘I don’t even believe in healing hands.’
 
         ‘No. But still.’
 
         Years before, when Vi and Frank still lived in Brighton, someone had got Vi a book on Reiki and we’d tried it out one evening. The idea was that you used energy from your hands to heal people without even touching them. When Vi passed her hands over my shoulder – sore from too much writing – it went warm and then felt a bit better. According to Frank, my hands had more energy even than Vi’s. Apparently the bunion I passed my hands over just went away about a week later. But after that my shoulder got worse again and I didn’t think about Reiki any more.
 
         I knitted a few more rows.
 
         ‘I might go into business doing this,’ I said. ‘Like my friend Libby.’
 
         ‘Just do it to relax,’ Vi said. ‘Otherwise you’ll ruin it.’
 
         ‘Yeah, maybe. Oh, that reminds me of a joke. Well, it’s not exactly a joke, more a story. There’s a group of fishermen on a tropical island. Every day they get up when they feel like it, go out on their boats and catch enough fish for themselves and their families, and perhaps for anyone they know who is ill and can’t make it out that day. They all have gardens where they grow everything else they need. When they are done fishing, they play with their children, or have a game of cards, or read books in the sunshine. Every night they eat their fish and then go around to one another’s houses and tell stories or have parties. One day, an American comes for a holiday on the island – they don’t get many tourists there, but the location has just featured in some book of “unspoilt destinations” or something like that. He looks at the way they live, and then says to one of the men, who has taken him out on a fishing trip, “You know, you’re missing out on all kinds of opportunities here. If you organised yourselves into a company, you could spend more time fishing, and export the surplus that you don’t need to live on, and you could build bigger houses and have your own swimming pools and trust funds for your kids and you could get yourself some proper clothes and travel the world. Soon you wouldn’t need to fish for yourselves; you could employ other people to do it. Eventually – imagine this – you could retire with a million in the bank and then …” “Then,” finished the fisherman, “I suppose I could afford to go on holidays like yours, and find true peace and harmony by simply fishing in the sunshine.”’
         
 
         Vi smiled. ‘I like it. It’s almost a storyless story. You want a simple life, too, don’t you? You said that was why you didn’t go to Greece in the autumn. You said having a simple life helped with your writing. Your real writing, I mean. Maybe that’s how knitting will be good for you.’
 
          
         My real writing. I thought about how real my Newtopia books were, and my Zeb Ross novels. You could go into any bookshop, almost, and touch at least one of them. My literary novel existed only in my head. It was only as real as the ghosts I’d believed in as a child.
         
 
         ‘Christopher wants a really simple life,’ I said. ‘More simple than the life I want, probably. He said recently that he’s not going to buy any new clothes ever again, just mend the ones he’s already got, which isn’t going to help much with the job interviews, I suppose, but it’s quite a cool idea.’
         
 
         ‘As long as he doesn’t expect you to knit his bloody socks.’
 
         We both laughed. Then I knitted a few more rows.
 
         ‘I haven’t admitted this before, but I do sort of wish I’d gone to Greece,’ I said.
 
         Vi looked up from her laptop and her face slowly avalanched into a kind version of ‘I told you so.’
 
         Back in the summer I’d been accepted to spend October in an artists’ colony on a Greek island to work on my ‘real’ novel. The timing had been pretty good, since I’d just finished a Zeb Ross novel and agreed with Orb Books that I wouldn’t do another one for a year. Vi had been to the colony in Greece the year before and said it was an amazing place. Indeed, she’d nominated me for it, written the reference and helped me select some material to submit, most of which had since been deleted. She said that the whole place had a ‘campfire’ atmosphere, and you got to meet nice people and drink wine and sit on the terrace in the evenings, while being left undisturbed to write, swim, walk or think in the day.
 
         The whole idea of it terrified me. I didn’t want to meet people who might be happy and thus illuminate my own unhappiness. I also didn’t want to leave Christopher, because I thought I’d never return. It hadn’t been very long since Rowan and I had kissed. Although I was determined not to go and meet him on a Sunday evening in Dartmouth, I wanted to go to the opening of the Maritime Centre and at least see his face again. Of course, I didn’t think in those terms at the time. I thought I’d decided not to go because there was no one to look after B, and because I didn’t want to add to my carbon footprint by flying. Christopher would be lonely and might starve, because he didn’t like going to the supermarket and since vowing to grow all his own fruit and vegetables in window boxes had managed only one tomato and some basil. As usual, I had no spare money at all. The trust that funded the colony paid for flights and accommodation, but residents had to pay for their own food. There was also the problem of buying sandals, sun cream, a bikini, sarongs, insect repellent and sunglasses, none of which I owned.
         
 
         I hadn’t been at all sure that being in Greece would make any difference to anything. People who needed constant new thrills just weren’t that good at making the most of what was around them, or even just making things up, I’d decided. I prided myself on being able to get hours – or at least minutes – of excitement from the same beach I went to with B almost every day in Devon. Why should I need anything else? I also felt by then that nothing could surprise me, perhaps apart from really out-there popular science books. Fiction didn’t surprise me at all, and once I’d read the blurb on the back of a novel I rarely felt the need to read the whole thing. I sometimes got three-quarters of the way through a novel and then abandoned it, because I knew what the end was going to be. I’d also somehow got into the habit of reading each page of a novel almost-backwards, scanning the last paragraph to confirm I knew what was coming before I started at the top. After I’d played out October in Greece in my head a few different ways, I became certain that there was no need to actually go. I knew what water felt like, and sun, and I had conversations with people all the time. I drank wine. What was the point of doing all this in a slightly different way, in a slightly different time-zone? I loved flying: seeing the world below me like a doodle, and feeling like a friend of the doodler, but I’d done that before too. I had the results of the experiment already.
         
 
         I also wasn’t sure I would be able to finish my novel under any circumstances, let alone somewhere strange like Greece. It had originally been due for submission in 1999, and every year since then I’d had to email my agent and ask for another extension. The editor who had commissioned the novel had left the publishing house in 2002, and her successor had left in 2004. The publishing house had been bought by another publishing house and had become an imprint. Then the second publishing house was bought by a huge media conglomerate and the imprint changed its name. Every so often I got an email from a new editor asking how the book was coming on, but I hadn’t heard anything since about 2006. The contract had probably been left behind in someone’s filing cabinet and sent to the dump. I’d almost certainly lost my copy. Even my original agent had long gone – down to Cornwall to work as a schoolteacher – so I didn’t have anyone to ask about it.
 
         I sent the email cancelling my trip to Greece about two weeks before I was due to go. I thought this act would make me stop lying awake wheezing for hours every night after Christopher had gone to sleep, but it made it worse. I spent the whole of October Googling the weather in Greece while yawning and almost falling asleep in the library. Since then I’d written about 2,000 words of my novel and deleted about 20,000, which was a net gain of –18,000 words. Was it possible to submit a novel with a negative number of words? I’d changed the title a few more times too, and it was currently called The Death of the Author. It was all very frustrating. I had no problem writing formulaic genre books totalling about half a million words to date, and I never deleted things from them or changed their titles. Maybe I was just a formulaic genre writer, and that was why.
         
 
         ‘How’s it going between you and Christopher now?’ Vi asked. ‘Really.’
 
         ‘Oh, it’s the same.’ I sighed. ‘I know I’ve got to pull myself together. I guess I can learn something from the Greece experience. Next time I get that sort of chance I will take it, I suppose, perhaps. But I guess that’s got nothing to do with Christopher.’
 
         ‘Just don’t knit socks for him.’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘And I’ll make you up a flower remedy. You look exhausted.’
 
         ‘Thanks.’
 
         The next day Vi went to the village and bought herself some black alpaca and started making a ribbed scarf. It turned out that Claudia had a half-knitted Regency dress tucked away in one of her bags, so she got that out and worked on it beside us. It was like being in a club. My knitting felt real in my hands, and all I had to do was knit stitch after stitch and the fabric got longer. It was much easier than writing my novel. At first I’d stop knitting after every row and look at how long my scarf was, and calculate how long it might be in half an hour, or the following day, but after a while I stopped doing that. It was easier if I kept the yarn wrapped around my fingers in the way Vi had shown me, and each time I finished a row to just turn the needles and begin again on the next one. Whenever I made a mistake, Claudia would take the needles from me and fix it, saying things like ‘Yes, this stitch is twisted – look, Vi, at what she’s done – and you’ve dropped this one,’ and then she’d give it back to me and I’d tell myself not to make any more mistakes, because they sounded very difficult to undo.
         
 
         While we knitted, Frank read Russian fairy tales aloud to us. He was writing an introduction to a new edition of Aleksandr Afanas’ev’s nineteenth-century collection, and was getting to grips with the translation. On Christmas Eve he finished with a story called ‘The Goat Comes Back’. He cleared his throat, and said to Vi, ‘You’ll like this, my love. Propp has nothing to say about this one.’ Then he began.
 
         
            Billy goat, billy goat, where have you been?
 
            I was grazing horses.
            
 
            And where are the horses?
 
            Nikolka led them away.
            
 
            And where is Nikolka?
 
            He went to the larder.
            
 
            And where is the larder?
 
            It was flooded with water.
            
 
            And where is the water?
 
            The oxen drank it.
            
 
            And where are the oxen?
 
            They went to the mountain.
            
 
             
            And where is the mountain?
 
            The worms gnawed it away.
            
 
            And where are the worms?
 
            The geese ate them all.
            
 
            And where are the geese?
 
            They went to the junipers.
            
 
            And where are the junipers?
 
            The maids broke them.
            
 
            And where are the maids?
 
            They all got married.
            
 
            And where are their husbands?
 
            They all died.
            

         
 
         When he’d finished reading it, we were all laughing.
 
         ‘Sounds like one of my authors explaining why their manuscript is late,’ Claudia said, knitting so fast it looked like she had invented a new dance.
 
         Vi smiled and didn’t say anything.
 
         ‘Can you read it again, Frank?’ I said. ‘And a few more times. It’s a great rhythm for my knitting.’
 
         By Christmas Day I’d knitted all my red yarn, and I didn’t know what I was going to do next – Claudia suggested starting a new Zeb Ross book. But when I opened my presents from Vi and Frank, I found, as well as a Moleskine notebook and a new translation of Chekhov’s letters, several balls of soft, turquoise yarn and some beautiful rosewood needles. We exchanged the rest of our gifts and then ate a late lunch at the big dining-room table. It wasn’t until early evening when we found out that a TV satellite had come down in the Pacific and caused a tidal wave that had devastated Lot’s Wife, one of the Japanese islands Vi had written about years ago. She’d stayed in a Buddhist monastery there for almost six months. We didn’t have a TV in the cottage, but we listened on the radio. Vi was quiet for a long time after this, and knitted next to me for hours, but by Boxing Day evening she had something to say about it.
         
 
         ‘So many innocent people killed by bottles of oil,’ she said, shaking her head.
 
         Claudia snorted. ‘Come on, V. Surely no one had anything to gain from this. It was just an accident. You can’t come up with a conspiracy theory for everything. The company themselves said it was a huge loss for them as well.’
 
         ‘It’s an encore to colonialism,’ Vi said. ‘Yet another encore. Not even the final one. People just keep on clapping.’
 
         ‘You’ve even lost me, my love,’ Frank said. ‘It could have crashed anywhere, surely?’
 
         ‘Well, maybe. But don’t you think there’s something horribly poetic about a storyless nation being put to death by other people’s “heroic” stories? No one from this island ever did anything to anyone else or went out and conquered anything. But first of all some eighteenth-century explorer turns up and decides to name the island because he thinks it looks like a pillar of salt from a story he’s read, and now this. Killed by soap operas and American drama series.’
 
         ‘How can a nation be “storyless”?’ I asked.
 
         Vi sighed. ‘OK. I don’t think in the end a nation can be storyless. Only a story can be storyless. They did have stories on Lot’s Wife. But in recent times mainly Zen stories, which are storyless stories, because they are constructed to help you break away from drama, and hope and desire. Some of them are funny. All of them are unpredictable. They’re not tragedies, comedies or epics. They’re not even Modernist anti-hero stories, or experimental narratives or metafiction. I lost count of the times someone would say, “I’ll tell you a story,” and then recite something like an absurdist poem with no conflict and no resolution. One of these “stories” was about a Zen monk who, on the day he was going to die, sent postcards saying, “I am departing from this world. This is my last announcement.” Then he died.’
         
 
         ‘Isn’t this a problem of definition?’ Claudia said. ‘They obviously weren’t telling “stories” as we would understand them. If we say that a story is something with a beginning, a middle and an end, deterministically linked, with at least one main character, then someone else can’t come along and say that a story is actually defined as “anything anyone ever says”.’
 
         ‘How about if we define “story” differently again?’ Frank said. ‘What if a story is simply any representation of agents acting? What if that’s all it is, and the shape of the narrative, its determinism, its construction of “good” and “bad” characters and so on are culturally specific?’
 
         ‘Exactly,’ said Vi. ‘Thank you, my love. These structuralists who go on and on about the universality of the hero’s journey like to talk about the story of the Buddha, because he saw three fucked-up things and then set off on a journey and got enlightened at the end. But they don’t pay so much attention to the Chinese story “Monkey”, which is another Buddhist story, but with a very silly Trickster hero who doesn’t do the right things or ask the right questions, but ends up enlightened as well. They also don’t pay any attention at all to the Pacific Trickster Maui, who, according to the stories, fished up at least some of New Zealand with his grandmother’s jawbone. Maui eventually dies while attempting to creep inside the goddess of death, Hine-nui-te-po, through her vagina, which is lined with teeth. He’s supposedly a hero entering an innermost cave – ha ha! – and hopes to secure immortality for everyone. He has taken some bird companions on his great quest. But one of these, the Piwakawaka, or fantail, laughs at Maui and wakes up the goddess, who crushes him between her legs. These are storyless stories, because they are not Aristotelian, or even Claudian.’ Vi smiled at her sister as if she was the one now picking out all the mistakes in Claudia’s knitted blanket. ‘If we go with Frank’s definition, then they are stories, but they’re not satisfying in the way we expect stories should be in the West. They also make us re-think what we mean by “story” in the first place.’
         
 
         ‘Isn’t that more or less a normal tragedy?’ I said. ‘No hero can ever succeed on a quest for immortality. There’s too much hubris.’
 
         ‘Yeah.’ Vi nodded. ‘I see what you mean. But in its very nature the story takes the piss out of tragedy, because it’s funny and absurd, which is not how tragedy is supposed to be. This, for me, is a key feature of storylessness: all structures must contain the possibility of their own non-existence – some zip that undoes them.’ She smiled. ‘The storyless story is a vagina with teeth.’
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         There was no sign of Libby’s car in the river on Monday morning. I had plenty of time to look, since I got stuck in the ferry queue for half an hour. I was on my way to the library as usual, where I planned to finish my review of The Science of Living Forever and then try to work on my novel. I was sleepy but warm, wrapped up in my new turquoise ribbed scarf. I’d woken when Christopher had, at five, and only dozed between then and him leaving. I realised I’d been dreaming Kelsey Newman’s words over and over again – You are already dead – and of being chased around by the Omega Point, which had become a blueish, cartoonish antagonist that said things like ‘Ha, ha, ha,’ and twiddled its moustache. I also dreamed some other words, words that I remembered, and which seemed to be connected somehow: You will never finish what you start. You will not overcome the monster. And in the end, you will come to nothing. After a quick shower, I’d taken B to the beach. I did this every morning in the winter, and some days it woke me up, but most days it didn’t. Today I’d been looking at all the little barnacles clinging to the rocks, and remembering Darwin writing about their evolution, and the female barnacles that at one stage had a ‘husband in each pocket’ – like Libby, I’d thought with a smile. If we were living in some sort of Second World, what was the point of evolution? I supposed Newman would say that the whole point of evolution in the First World would be the ultimate creation of the right scientists, and then their Omega Point. I wondered what the creationists would make of that idea: that the ultimate purpose of evolution is to create God.
         
 
         While I’d been looking at barnacles, B had been fishing for a big rock that I kept throwing in the sea for her. She strutted around with it between times as if carrying the rock was her important job. Animals hadn’t seemed to figure much in Newman’s afterlife. They had in Plato’s, I remembered. If you were sick of being a human, you could ask the Spindle of Destiny if you could come back as a dog or a horse or a sparrow and have a less troublesome life. According to Plato, even Odysseus chose to come back as a normal citizen in his next life because he couldn’t be bothered to have adventures any more. But it didn’t sound as if Newman was a fan of the quiet life. What was wrong with sitting around eating pizza if it made you happy and you didn’t hurt anyone? Why was this worse than, say, slaying a dragon or rescuing a maiden? The idea of a thousand years of adventure just made me feel tired.
         
 
         After a while longer in the ferry queue I thought I was going to drop off, so I started doing the Waterwheel, a breathing exercise I’d learned a long time ago. To breathe like a waterwheel, you breathe through your nose but imagine your breath entering your body at the base of your spine, continuing up your spine, stopping for a second at the bottom of your throat and then tumbling down the front of your body, exiting somewhere around your navel. The Waterwheel eventually creates the sensation that you are breathing in and out at the same time, and that the air is like water constantly flowing around you. It is both relaxing and energising at the same time.
 
         I learned the Waterwheel when I was eight. It was the beginning of October in 1978, and my school was closed because of the strikes. We hadn’t had a holiday that year because of my brother Toby being born, but suddenly one day my father said, half to me, and half to my mother, ‘Meg would like a holiday, wouldn’t you?’ and the next day we got in our old car and drove to Suffolk. It wasn’t much of a holiday at first. My mother was busy with Toby, and my father was working on an important paper and worrying about his promotion application. We’d rented, or perhaps borrowed, a house on the edge of a forest, and for the first few days I simply sat on my bed and read books about children who go on holiday and find criminals in caves, or enchanted castles or dungeons with treasure in them. My parents occasionally said I should go out and get some fresh air, but I got the impression they didn’t much care whether I did or not. Still, when the books ran out I went off to explore the forest. Perhaps I wanted an adventure, like the ones I’d been reading about. Perhaps I did just need some fresh air.
         
 
         Each morning I would make cheese and pickle sandwiches and a flask of tea and go out for the whole day, wondering what I’d do if I met a fairy, or came across a monster in a lair. I knew I wouldn’t tell my father. It was a bright, crisp autumn, and early in the morning cobwebs glowed white with dew between the low branches of trees, and robins and thrushes sang high-pitched songs that echoed through the forest. Cones were beginning to grow on the branches of silvery-green pine trees, like little cosmoses sprouting in the kind of multiverse my father sometimes talked about. On the ground I would sometimes find bright red and white toadstools that had come up suddenly, like the Yorkshire puddings my mother made on a Sunday. There were different sorts of mushrooms everywhere: some were like huge, spongy pancakes lying at the base of tree-trunks; others were tiny, with stalks like spaghetti. Late in the day, the cobwebs would become almost translucent in the low sun, and I would only notice them at all because of the spiders that hung in the middle of them like nuclei. One time I saw a spider catch a wasp. I hated wasps, and I was quite pleased when this one flew drowsily away from me and got stuck in the web. In an instant, the fat spider came and started wrapping up the wasp in its white silk. The wasp struggled at first, and I felt sorry for it. But then it stopped moving. The spider worked away, turning it around, cocooning it, its thin, jagged legs moving this way and that, each one as precise as a needle on a sewing machine. Then it picked up the wasp in its front legs and took it up to the centre of the web the way a human would carry a newborn baby. I watched for ages, but nothing else happened, and when I came back the next day the whole web had gone. Another day I found some string in the damp, creaky holiday house and made a shoulder-strap for my flask. In the forest I made myself a necklace out of wild flowers by piercing each stalk with my thumb-nail and threading the next flower through it, just like a daisy-chain. I ate blackberries from bushes until my hands were dyed purple with the juice. I had stopped brushing my hair. I’d gone wild, and no one seemed to notice.
         
 
         One bright, chilly afternoon I followed a stream and found a thatched stone cottage that seemed as if it had grown out of the forest. It was covered in a dense, deep-red ivy, with holes for only the windows and the door. It looked like something you might try to draw at school because you’d seen it in a picture book. There was a gate that opened easily, and I walked into a garden and past a small well. Around the side of the cottage there was a wrought-iron gazebo, also covered in climbing plants and half shaded by big, old trees, and inside it there were two wooden rocking chairs and a wooden table on which stood six cups, into which a man was arranging flowers. I’d never seen a man arranging flowers before. In fact, no one I knew arranged flowers.
 
         ‘Aha! A young adventuress,’ he said. ‘Well, don’t just stand there gawping. Come and help.’
 
         I went and stood closer. He was small, with a big, brown beard the colour of tree bark. He looked as if he had grown out of the forest along with everything else. He was wearing electric-blue suede boots and faded red trousers. He had a blue suede waistcoat too. I liked that colour blue: it was the same as the hairband I was wearing.
         
 
         ‘Hold these,’ he said, giving me some flowers. ‘And if you’re lucky I’ll show you some magic and maybe even tell your fortune.’ He winked. After I’d held several bunches of white flowers while he cut their stalks, he asked me to go and gather some foliage. I didn’t know what that was, and I must have looked baffled, because he said, ‘Just green stuff. Go on – quickly – or the spell won’t work.’
 
         When I’d finished helping him I said, ‘Now will you show me some magic?’
 
         He laughed. ‘I just did.’
 
         ‘Oh,’ I said, disappointed. Nothing seemed to have changed.
 
         ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Watch this.’
 
         He took a matchbox out of his pocket and put it on the little wooden table. He sat down in one of the rocking chairs and looked at it; then it started to rise up in the air. I gasped and it fell down with a little clatter.
 
         ‘Is it really magic?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Yes,’ he said, smiling. ‘I suppose so.’
 
         ‘Will you teach me how to do it?’
 
         ‘We’ll see.’
 
         ‘And what about my fortune?’
 
         He looked at me seriously. ‘I’m not sure it’s always good for people to know their fortunes.’
 
         ‘But you promised,’ I said.
 
         He sighed. ‘Come back tomorrow if you like. Make sure your parents know where you are, though.’ The man said his name was Robert, ‘like the herb’, and that before I could learn magic, or indeed understand my own fortune, I’d have to learn some other things. He had a friend called Bethany, who would be there tomorrow, but who was very shy and wouldn’t want to be disturbed too much. He said she was so shy that I might not even see her at all, but that she would definitely be there.
         
 
         The next morning I went straight back to the strange little cottage. There was a beautiful young woman there who was wearing a long, wine-coloured dress. She seemed to be Robert’s wife, although there were other times when I thought she was his daughter, or even his granddaughter. She would sit and play the flute all morning, and on market-day afternoons she would gather up her things in a drawstring bag and go off into the local town. The first thing that Robert taught me was the Waterwheel. We were sitting in the gazebo, and Bethany was inside the cottage playing a melody that sounded like half-finished birdsong. ‘You breathe like this’, he said, ‘when you want to concentrate, or when you’re scared, or’, he smiled, ‘if you want to do magic.’ But he didn’t show me any actual magic.
 
         Each day of the rest of the holiday was more or less the same. I’d arrive early at the cottage and Robert would give me some task to do, like organising the woodshed or filling bird feeders, because, he said, Bethany loved seeing the birds, and feeding them ‘made the other Faeries happy too’. One day we planted bulbs in the garden: snake’s-head fritillaries, irises and grape hyacinths. Another day we made some sort of moonshine in a still at the back of the cottage. Another day we pickled walnuts. One day I gathered blackberries, hawthorn berries and rosehips with Bethany. It was the first time I’d been with her alone. She didn’t say much, but at one point she smiled and said, ‘Robert’s taken a shine to you. He must think you are one of us.’ Then she skipped off to the next bush and didn’t say another word. Later, we made jam. On the last day of my holiday, I asked Robert if he would please show me just a little bit of magic, because I wouldn’t be able to come back again. He sighed and said, ‘Are you sure you want to learn?’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said.
 
         Bethany was still out in the town. I was sitting at the big, pine table in the kitchen, where I had been shelling peas for her. Copper pans, skillets and griddles hung from the ceiling, and there was an axe propped up by the back door. I’d done so many tasks at the table, and I’d got used to gazing over at the strange objects on the dresser, one of which was a ship in a bottle, which particularly fascinated me. I wondered how the ship had come to be in the bottle. It couldn’t have fitted through the neck. Perhaps it had come to be there by magic. One time Robert had been out collecting mushrooms and I’d picked up the bottle and looked at the ship inside. It had white muslin sails, and writing on its hull in a white, chalky script. When I looked closely I saw that the writing said ‘Cutty Sark’. The ship sat on a waxy blue sea, and the bottle had a cork in its neck. I’d wanted to pull the cork to see if it came out, but hadn’t.
 
         ‘Do you believe you already have the ability to do magic?’ Robert asked me.
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said solemnly. ‘I think so.’
 
         He smiled. ‘I think so too. So does Bethany. Not everybody sees Bethany, you know.’ Now he looked down at his hands. ‘Some people think you need to be initiated to do magic, and that you need to understand the relationship between the world of the Faeries, this world and the world above before you can even attempt a spell. It’s a big commitment, and once you open the doors to the Otherworld, you can’t go back. But I happen to think there’s a lot of magic you can do on your own. Some people might say that every time you cook something or give someone medicine you’re doing magic, because you’re changing the states of things by redirecting energy.’
         
 
         I bit my lip. ‘But that’s not real magic, is it?’
 
         ‘That depends on your point of view. You need to understand that good magic is always about bringing harmony to the world, not disorder. And you must also accept that magic has consequences. Do you understand that idea?’
 
         I shook my head. ‘Do you mean getting into trouble?’
 
         ‘When you do magic, you are always involved in the redirecting of energy. You might choose to focus lots of healing energy on someone who is sick, or you might simply sew a good-luck charm into the patchwork quilt you are making for a friend. But you must never do this lightly, because you are always taking energy from somewhere else. Depending on the sort of magic you are doing, you will usually ask for help from the spirits of the underworld – the Faeries; or the spirits from Middle Earth; or the higher spirits that dance among the stars. You might call on the Lord and Lady of Middle Earth to help you with a sick cat, for example, or a Faerie to help you interpret a dream. Some people believe that these magical creatures and deities really exist. Other people believe that they are manifestations of an energy that we can only understand metaphorically, as stories and pictures. In any case, when you ask the Faeries for help with a spell or charm, for example, you always need to do something in return. You might feed the birds in your garden, or plant some new flowers. Faeries like nature. Indeed, they don’t come to our world much any more because of what we’ve done to the natural world. If you don’t do what you’ve promised … Well, all I can say is that it’s fairly easy to use what you would call “magic” to redirect energy, but it always has consequences.’ He frowned and then smiled. ‘Oh, dear. You’re not following me, are you? Bethany said you were far too young. Maybe she’s right.’
         
 
         I shook my head. ‘I’m not too young.’ But I was beginning to worry about this. I already had some idea of what ‘consequences’ were. They were always bad things like burning yourself because you played with matches, or being run over because you didn’t use the pelican crossing correctly, or being sent to your room, or being beaten with a slipper, or having to write lines. I didn’t like the idea of magic so much any more if it had consequences. I didn’t like the idea of offending Faeries who lived in some underworld. What if I forgot to do what I’d promised and they came to get me in the middle of the night?
 
         ‘Also,’ Robert said, ‘everything you do returns to you three times. In other words, if you do something magical you get it back multiplied by three. The problem is sometimes not knowing if what you’re doing is good or bad. In magic there aren’t easy definitions of good and bad, and you can still make mistakes. It’s a tricky business. You can create monsters, if you’re not very careful. If you use a lot of energy and find you can’t redirect it properly, then you can end up with ghosts and ghouls and magical creatures roaming around. It’s unpleasant when that happens, because someone with higher powers has to come and put it right.’
 
         An owl hooted somewhere outside, and my stomach suddenly felt as if it was a cold dishcloth being wrung out late on a Sunday evening. I looked out of the window and saw that dusk was falling. It had been coming a little earlier every day. ‘I’d better get back,’ I said.
         
 
         He laughed. ‘Oh, dear. I’ve scared you off. Well, you’re probably too young anyway. But I can see you have the ability. Maybe when you’re older. Will you come back here again on holiday? Bethany would like to see you again.’
 
         ‘I don’t know,’ I said.
 
         ‘Well, call on us if you are ever back in the area.’
 
         Robert started filling his pipe.
 
         ‘Will you tell my fortune before I go?’ I said, feeling suddenly tearful. ‘You did promise.’ This was the end of my holiday, and the end of coming to the forest, and I had been too much of a coward even to learn any magic. I really wanted to change my mind, but I knew it was too late. And I knew that my family would never come back. Mum had complained of damp in the house, and my father said it was too remote. I realised that I would miss Robert and Bethany and the way they lived their lives.
 
         Robert was still standing by the sink. He put down his pipe, turned and looked out of the window for a minute. When he turned back to face me, his eyes had gone a terrifyingly bright shade of green, and his face was set in an unfamiliar way. Before, he had looked like a wise old tree. Now his face was jagged, like rocks cutting through a choppy sea. He looked as if he was in some sort of trance.
 
         ‘You will never finish what you start,’ he said, in a voice that wasn’t quite his own. ‘You will not overcome the monster. And in the end, you will come to nothing.’
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         This day, I knew, was going to be like any other. Because of the ferry queue it had already begun slightly too late. By the time I’d walked B and driven across Torbay it was always gone ten, but today it was already coming up for eleven and I was still driving. This in itself could be read as a good sign: sometimes the radiator overheated and I had to stop and fill it with Radweld, which made me even later. Usually I’d get an hour’s work done before lunch, less if I had lots of emails to read, and the afternoon would then be postponed until after two o’clock, and by the time I’d finished whatever I’d started before lunch and done some Orb Books admin, it would be time to go to the supermarket and drive home. How was I supposed to write a novel with no time at all to write it in? It didn’t have to be like this. When I had written the second halves of all my completed novels, time had just bloomed everywhere, even in the darkest corners. I’d write at least 500 words at the kitchen table before walking B in the mornings, and make crazy notes over lunch. I even wrote in the supermarket queue sometimes, using the tiny keyboard on my mobile phone. One day I wrote 7,000 words. But I probably wouldn’t get much done on my novel today, especially not with a book review to write.
 
         The countryside around me looked too bright in the cold February sunshine as I drove across Torbay with the radio on low, wondering about how to begin my review. Oscar loved it when I really trashed a book, and I was sure he deliberately gave me books he knew I’d hate. I’d therefore decided to really go to town on The Science of Living Forever, but I didn’t quite know how. It seemed a bit of a soft target. I thought about writing something like Regular readers will know that I should never be provoked on the subject of infinity. But that was way too smug. I’d been writing for the paper long enough now that I could get away with first-person reviews, but there were limits. Perhaps I could make the point that when humans fiddle around with anything natural they completely mess it up, and messing around with infinity would therefore be an infinitely bad idea. There was also Tennyson’s poem about the Ancient Greek Tithonus, lover of Eos, queen of the day. Tithonus has been given the gift of immortality so that he can love Eos for ever, but whoever has arranged this has not also given him eternal youth. So he is doomed to age and decay for evermore. The poem opens: The woods decay, the woods decay and fall, / The vapours weep their burthen to the ground, / Man comes and tills the field and lies beneath, / And after many a summer dies the swan. / Me only cruel immortality / Consumes: I wither slowly in thine arms. Perhaps I’d begin my review with that. But it didn’t seem quite right either.
         
 
         In Newman’s never-ending universe there’d be time to write an infinite amount of novels, and even finish reading all the books I’d ever begun, and all the books I’d never begun. But who’d care about fiction any more? We only need fiction because we die. I turned up the radio when the news came on. A study had revealed that Prozac, taken by forty million people, including my brother Toby, had been working only as a placebo for all this time. As I drove past the Maritime Centre with the sea on my right, I thought again about Rowan. I wither slowly in thine arms. Even if we were both single, he was still too old for me. It was a good thing we hadn’t started emailing each other. But perhaps there’d be an email from him this morning; I’d said he should email me any time. And then what would I do? I couldn’t ever kiss him again, because I wouldn’t be able to leave it there. I couldn’t face living through the aftermath all over again.
         
 
          
         After recycling one of last week’s car park tickets, I spent the morning at what had become my usual desk in the library, writing my review. It had once been Rowan’s usual desk, but I’d taken it over. Oscar only ever had an 800-word space to spare, which often shrank as advertising came in. His assistant Justine spent most of her time sourcing cheap pictures to go with the reviews. The year before, I’d reviewed a book in which a scientist had used slicing ham as a way of explaining dimensions. The ham is three-dimensional, she’d said; and the slice is two-dimensional. It drove me mad. Two-dimensional ‘objects’ cannot exist, cannot be; however thin something is, it still has three spatial dimensions. I’d spent half the review explaining why it was impossible to experience a two-dimensional world, especially if one was attempting to travel from a three-dimensional world made of ham. Justine had come up with a nice image of a hock of ham, which she’d placed alongside an image of the scientist and a caption: ‘The universe is not ham’. I remembered checking and checking that review, worried that I’d got something wrong, and nervous about criticising a real scientist for not being scientific enough. For weeks afterwards I feared the email I’d get from her, putting me straight. But nothing ever happened. I also imagined my father reading my review and being proud of me, but as far as I knew he never read the literary pages of any newspaper.
 
         The Newman review came far more easily than I’d thought. I ended up just summarising his argument, which, like most long and complicated things, including great tragedies and anyone’s life story, sounded far more crazy and improbable in 800 words than it ever could in 80,000. In the end the book trashed itself. I told myself I was glad to be done with it; Newman’s simulated post-universe, a ghost ship at the end of time, was really giving me the willies. But in fact, I wasn’t really done with Newman at all, since I was wondering if I could further trash his ideas in fiction. The post-universe wouldn’t work in a Zeb Ross novel, but it could easily become a sub-plot in my ‘real’ novel. Having some characters trapped in a frozen moment at the end of time was certainly way better than having them trapped in a sauna.
         
 
         After I’d filed my review and been across the road to the cheap café for lunch, it was half past two. I logged onto my Orb Books email account and read the two proposals that had come in for Zeb Ross novels. One of the proposals was from someone I remembered from the last Torquay retreat, Tim Small, a faded-looking man in his mid-forties who’d relocated to Dartmouth ten years before with his wife Heidi who worked as an accountant at the Yacht Club and was having a long-term affair. The locals who responded to my poster in the Harbour Bookshop only came for six days. On the seventh day I worked with the ghostwriters individually on their particular project, which could be a Zeb Ross novel, a Pepper Moore novel or the next instalment of the Vampire Island series. The first six days were the same for everyone: an intensive trawl through Plato, Aristotle, Vladimir Propp, Northrop Frye, Joseph Campbell, Jung and Robert McKee. I gave students their own pair of Orb Books scissors, because there was so much cutting up and rearranging of bits of paper: so much fiddling with archetypes, complications, resolutions and helpers. The scissors had been my idea. So had the whole Vampire Island series, although I didn’t work on it very much.
 
         Tim was the only local student who’d ever had an idea with the potential to work in the Zeb Ross format. He’d wanted to write about a Beast of Dartmoor, and although he’d had in mind a middle-aged, cuckolded protagonist, I’d taken him aside and told him that if he made it a teenager then it was something we’d probably consider. The whole class had been excited about Tim’s Beast. How do you end a story about a Beast? We’d discussed that for hours. Chekhov said if you have a gun in a story it needs to go off. If you have a Beast in a story, does it need to ‘go off’ too? When? How? I was ashamed because I loved these discussions, with their implied neat and tidy narrative symmetry and clever devices, all endorsed by great writers. My novel, my bloody albatross, The Death of the Author, deliberately had no such symmetry, and I was constantly in turmoil because one minute it would have too much narrative: people desperately in love, or waking up from their comas, or lying in ditches contemplating great life changes and so on – just like a formulaic genre novel – then I’d fiddle with it and it would die: a species extinct before it has even begun. In order for a new species to evolve, an already existing species has to split in half, and somehow – genetically, or geographically – members of these halves must stay separate and not go on any dates or have sex for a few hundred or thousand years. If I had my formula fiction and all its dominant genes trapped on one side of a mountain range, and my novel on another, maybe my novel would have a chance to make it. I sighed and unbended a paperclip someone – probably me – had left on the desk. It snapped, and I was left with two useless bits of metal that I was reluctant to drop on the floor. I put them in my pocket. Tim’s proposal seemed pretty good, so I sent a note to Claudia recommending that we consider it at the next editorial board in March. The other proposal was about a girl who eats her own parents, which I rejected.
         
 
         At about three, my phone vibrated. I guessed it was Oscar calling from the paper; but all I ever got on my phone’s display was Withheld number, regardless of who was calling. As I hurried out of the library I wondered what was wrong with my review. Oscar was only in his early fifties, but acted as if he was a grumpy old man and all his reviewers were his naughty grandchildren, or his wayward pets. He only ever called if there was a problem, and he always smoked on the phone, suck, suck, pause, although on the few occasions I’d been to his office there was no evidence of his smoking anywhere.
         
 
         ‘I thought you weren’t there,’ he said in his mild, clipped Caribbean voice. ‘I was about to give up on you.’
 
         ‘I’m at the library. I can’t answer the phone inside or the librarians get really upset and shout at me.’
 
         Our conversations usually began in this way, with him telling me off and me saying something amusing about the librarians, who had never, in fact, done anything amusing at all. Most conversations in publishing were vaguely Alzheimic, because everyone suffered from over-thinking and over-reading and no one could remember if this was the first time they’d said something today, or the fifteenth, and whether it was true or made up. You can identify someone who works in publishing because they tell every anecdote as if for the first time, with the same expression as someone giving you a tissue that they have just realised has probably already been used.
 
         ‘Well, never mind about that.’ He sucked and paused. ‘This is your strangest trick yet.’
 
         ‘What is?’
 
          
         ‘This review you’ve sent me. What were you thinking?’
 
         ‘You didn’t like it?’
 
         ‘I did like it. It’s pretty good. Very funny. What a nutter this Kelsey Newman is.’
 
         ‘So … ?’
 
         ‘Well, you’ve baffled me this time,’ he said. ‘You novelists are all the same.’
 
         I couldn’t imagine what I’d done.
 
         ‘This book was published in 2006. Sometimes we’re a bit late with a review, but never two years late. Where did you find it?’
 
         ‘You sent it to me. Didn’t you?’
 
         Obviously he hadn’t.
 
         ‘Don’t be so silly,’ he said. ‘You novelists don’t know the difference between fiction and reality; I’ve always said so. But don’t worry, I won’t write you off as insane this time. It’s not the first time someone’s reviewed the wrong book, after all. Don’t bother to review the book I did send, though. It’s too late now, and some extra advertising has come in for the next few weeks.’
 
         ‘God, I’m so embarrassed,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know how … I mean, it’s weird. I don’t know what happened.’ As well as being embarrassed, I’d just lost about £400, as well as all that time on Sunday that I could have spent writing my novel.
         
 
         ‘It’s a shame, really. It was a good review. Still, it’s given me an idea that you might like. We should put these books under the microscope, I think. Enough bloody people read them … I’ve got the proof of the new Kelsey Newman book here somewhere. It’s out this month. It’s not the kind of thing we’d normally review, but since you’ve read the other one … What’s the new one called? What does the blurb say? Hang on.’ There was the sound of paper being shuffled around, and then more sucking and pausing. ‘Oh, here it is. Second World. It’s got quotes on it from a couple of wackos – oh, and one from your friend Vi Hayes. She says it “provides a blueprint for living based on what we have learned from the most well-loved fiction”. You could just review it – same sort of style as the one you sent today – or, if you felt like it, I could send you all the New Age, self-help, blueprint-for-living-style books I’ve got in the cupboard and you could do a two-thousand-word feature on this kind of phenomenon and the way these nutcases write about …’
         
 
         Some deep part of my brain now started speaking to me in a calm voice, as if it was talking me – or, I guess, my ego – down from a thin ledge on a tall building. Say no. Say you’d rather starve. Write your novel. Don’t bring yet another species of commercial writing into its fragile ecosystem. Say no. No. No. No.
         
 
         ‘That’s such a good idea,’ I said. ‘The feature, I mean. It would be …’ I remembered last time I was in Arcturus, a New Age book and crystal shop in Totnes. I’d gone there to buy a birthday present for Josh and decided to browse some of the other crazy books while I was there. At the time, I was writing the third book in my Newtopia series. In these novels, which were set roughly fifty years or so in the future, a corporation has colonised everyone’s unconscious, so that people have two lives: one in the ‘real’ world, and another in a fantasy realm accessed via a chip in their brain. This alternative world has its own currency, fashions, language and conventions, and although many years ago people had to sign up for user accounts and choose to log into them, by the time my novels took place people had no choice about it: everyone was simply microchipped at birth. Also, everyone was by then unaware that they were living two lives. The chip in people’s brains was programmed to make the best use of the mind’s down-time, and the minute someone’s brainwaves slowed down – during sleep, on a coffee break or simply between thoughts – they would be switched over to this alternative world, which I had called Newtopia.
         
 
         The whole series had been inspired by a news story I’d seen where two fat people were divorcing in real life because their thin online avatars had both married other thin avatars that stood in place of other real-life fat people. I’d wondered what would happen if it became so normal to have this kind of second life that people were unaware they were even having one. In my Newtopia novels, a girl-hero discovers The Truth, which is more or less to do with something called the Corporation, which has colonised everything in sight and beyond, and then she sets about finding other people who Know. Between them they find a way of hiding their unconscious selves on the edges of the cells in the mobile-phone network, although they can’t do this for long each time before they are discovered. They have adventures and relationships between the two worlds, with various dramas to do with unconscious betrayal, confused identities, awakenings and the rising arc of the greed and power of the Corporation. In the third book I thought I’d explain exactly how this unconscious world was structured, and I’d had some crazy ideas about the Corporation colonising something like the astral plane. I knew nothing about such things, but Arcturus was full of books about the astral plane.
 
         Two women had come into the shop just after me. They browsed the astral plane books too, before moving on to books about co-dependency and ‘not loving too much’, photographing your own aura and developing magical powers. ‘I’ll get you this one, love,’ the older woman said to what must have been her daughter, probably in her thirties. The younger woman was holding about three other books and had just opened her purse. ‘I’ve got five pounds left on this credit card,’ she said. ‘And about seven pounds fifty on this one. So if you get me that one as well, then …’ ‘I’ll get you two, love,’ the older woman said. ‘And then we’ll get the bus back. I know you need them.’ What were these four life-changing books? I never got to see.
         
 
         ‘I’ve got it!’ I said to Oscar. ‘I’ll do like a first-person thing.’
 
         ‘How?’
 
         ‘Send me the books and I’ll pick maybe four or five of them. Each one will tell me to do or think something different, and each one will promise that my life will change because of it. I’ll do what each one says and see what happens. Then I’ll write about it. It’ll be a kind of gonzo project. Almost an ethnography, if I meet some weird people.’
 
         ‘Excellent. I love it.’ He paused. ‘Make it funny.’
 
         ‘Oh, I will.’
 
         ‘Deliver at the beginning of April,’ he said. ‘Make it three thousand words if you like. We’ll do a double-page spread with a picture. Paul is very into first-person features just now.’ Paul was the editor of the paper.
 
         ‘OK. That’s great. Thanks, Oscar. Sorry about the fuck-up.’
 
         ‘That’s all right. I know what you novelists are like.’
 
         Then he was gone. Before I put my phone away I checked my credit. It was down to fifteen pence. Still, my mistake had worked out quite well. I had lost £400 and some weekend time, but gained about £1,500 and whatever I could get from selling the New Age books afterwards. But by the end of the process I would have lost a lot more time. You should have said no, said my brain. Perhaps I could recoup the lost time by using the research in my novel somehow. Could my poor, bashed-about protagonist, once metafictionally called Meg, but now nameless, also do a first-person, almost-ethnographic project? The novel could always take new layers, especially as I was always stripping them out. I was a big believer in layers, and taught a whole day on them on the retreats, emphasising to the students that a novel is never one storyline, but many layers of storylines. Something like an ethnography – and I could make it full-blown in the novel – would enable my protagonist to do things she wouldn’t normally do, which would be good. Lately I couldn’t motivate her to even go out of the house. Perhaps she could be an anthropologist who objects to exoticism and therefore decides to do an ethnography of her home town: that would give her an excuse to be out taking part in life and I wouldn’t need to mess around with rainforest locations and tribespeople. But that must already have been done. I had long ago realised that I needed a love-interest too, but my protagonist wouldn’t fall in love with anyone normal. Maybe an older man?
         
 
         I thought about writing a few notes, but when I took the lid off my pen I just sat there with it poised in midair while the fluid of my conversation with Oscar drained out of my mind. Once this had happened I thought I’d be able to work, but instead I found I was left with a great amount of sediment which amounted to this: where the fuck had the Kelsey Newman book come from? How in God’s name had I managed to review a book Oscar hadn’t even sent? I’d messed up reviews in all sorts of ways in the past, but I’d never reviewed the wrong book. I sighed. Perhaps Vi had sent it. It didn’t seem likely; I doubted Vi would send me anything ever again. But if she’d blurbed it, she’d definitely read it. But how could she have blurbed it? It sounded like the kind of project she would hate. Then again, what was it doing with a note from Oscar in it? For the rest of the afternoon my phone kept vibrating and whoever it was left messages, but I didn’t have the funds left to pick them up, or call anyone back.
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         On Boxing Day evening in Scotland we’d all gone to bed early. The discussion about Zen stories had looked as if it might turn nasty, and everyone was still upset about Lot’s Wife, especially when Vi talked about some of the people she remembered from the monastery. The next day I went to the beach early with Frank and Vi. While Vi sat on a rock, looking out to sea, Frank did t’ai chi. I sat on my own rock, watching them both. After a while Vi stripped down to an old red-and-white striped bathing costume, screamed, dived into the freezing water and screamed again. For the next few minutes she thrashed around like a fairground goldfish, although a rare one with a voice: ‘Ow, ow, it’s cold, oh fucking shit, it’s cold.’ Then she started doing a kind of backwards butterfly stroke that looked both silly and graceful at the same time. I knew that by doing this Vi was, in her own way, becoming one with the universe, and the universe had therefore also become silly and graceful at the same time. For me this kind of connection seemed impossible. I knew that if I tried to become one with the universe it would reject me in the same way the sea rejected the boats whose skeletons framed the shore.
         
 
         ‘You OK?’ Frank called to me.
 
         ‘Yeah. Just cold,’ I said. ‘Especially watching Vi. She’s giving me goosebumps.’
 
         ‘Do you want to do some of this?’ he asked.
 
         ‘What? t’ai chi?’
 
         ‘Yeah. Come on. It’ll warm you up.’
 
         I shrugged and walked over to him. He showed me a few movements, all of which were too subtle for me to really comprehend. I copied him for a while, but I didn’t get very warm. I started jumping up and down instead, while watching him.
 
         ‘I’ve been struggling with this,’ he said, showing me some fluid-looking movements. ‘It’s called “Carry Tiger to the Mountain”.’
 
         I stopped jumping and smiled. ‘That’s a nice name. It looks good to me.’
 
         ‘You’re also struggling a bit at the moment? Vi said something.’
 
         Vi’s splashing was quieter now. She’d stopped complaining and was swimming out towards the lighthouse. But there was an energy in what she was doing that I just didn’t seem to have. I wasn’t struggling at all. There didn’t seem to be any point. What would I struggle against? Christopher? My mother? Orb Books? My novel? Myself? Would I struggle for Rowan, a man who was too old for me and didn’t want me anyway?
 
         ‘I think I’m a bit depressed. I’ll be OK.’
 
          
         ‘You know we’re always there. Come and stay in London if you like.’
 
         ‘Thanks. I might do,’ I said, although I knew I wouldn’t be able to afford the train fare or explain to Christopher why I was going.
 
         ‘Vi told me once that if you ask the sea for help it never fails you. I tried it a few times. It does make you feel better. You can just ask the sea for help and see what happens, or, alternatively, you can give it your problems. It’s big enough to take them, after all. You could choose some large stones, make each one represent one of your problems and throw them in the water.’ He shrugged. ‘Probably sounds a bit hippy for you. I know you’re more down to earth than we are – but sometimes you just need something to help you focus and let things go.’
 
         ‘Thanks, Frank. I’d feel too self-conscious doing it now, but if things get any worse I’ll certainly think about it. I’ll go to Slapton Sands when I get home. There are lots of big stones there.’
 
          
 
         On our last night in Scotland we all got drunk on sloe gin, and Claudia and I started recounting the most ridiculous Zeb Ross proposals we’d ever rejected, including one for a novel narrated by a cat, and another where one character turns out to be a manifestation of the Buddha.
 
         ‘What was that really weird Zen story from that manuscript?’ Claudia asked me.
 
         ‘There were quite a lot,’ I said.
 
         ‘The one with the psycho old woman who burns down the monk’s hut.’
 
         ‘Oh, yes,’ I said. ‘That narrows it down. How did it go?’
 
         ‘There is an old woman who looks after a monk while he meditates for twenty years,’ Vi said. ‘Is this it? She gives him food and water and makes his clothes and eventually sends a prostitute to throw herself at him because she wants to see what he does with all his wisdom. He’s taken a vow of chastity, but will he be tempted? The monk says something poetic to the prostitute about an old tree growing on a cold rock, and tells her there is “no warmth”. When the spurned prostitute tells of this, the old woman is angry that she has supported someone who after twenty years has not learned compassion. Then she goes and burns his hut down.’
         
 
         ‘Yes. I hated that one,’ Claudia said.
 
         ‘Why?’ I said. ‘I liked it.’
 
         ‘It doesn’t tell you anything useful,’ she said. ‘All it says is that this psychotic old bitch has got this poor monk in her clutches and has resorted to violence because he isn’t exactly what she thinks he should be. It’s a horror story, really, of someone who sets out to ruin someone’s life, like an obsessive stalker.’
 
         ‘Only if it’s seen from the monk’s perspective,’ I said.
 
         We drank a bit more, and then Claudia reminded me of the manuscript about a teenager who takes up gardening and accidentally grows lots of carnivorous plants that speak to her all the time and become her only friends. We both started giggling and trying to remember terrible lines from it, like ‘We’ve been growing since the beginning of time, Melissa!’ or ‘You too will taste the exquisite blood of the bluebottle and become one of us!’
 
         Then, out of the blue, Vi said to me, ‘My God, Meg. When exactly are you going to realise that the world is more complicated than a predictable formula? You’re so scared of taking things seriously, it’s no wonder you can’t get on with your real novel.’
 
          
         If she hadn’t begun by using my name I would have assumed she was talking to Claudia. It was the first time she’d ever said anything to me that wasn’t supportive, kind or indulgent. I didn’t react to it very well.
 
         ‘I am so sick of this,’ I said back, before I’d really thought about what I should say. ‘Don’t you realise that anyone can put together a story that has no shape? Anyone can make up a few random actions and string them together. Children do it all the time. The real skill is as Claudia says: you need to find original ways of doing everything Aristotle said you should do, which isn’t at all as easy as just following his instructions. It takes some real hard work to create a reversal that’s not clichéd, to have a recognition that isn’t based on a token, or a “sudden realisation”, or something the hero knew all along – but on the rising action and tension in the whole plot. You should read Aristotle again, because he tells you not just how to write those bottle-of-oil stories, but proper, meaningful tragedies. And yes, they’re predictable too, sort of. But he says that one of the key things the writer has to do is to make the person who hears or reads the story feel astonished, even though the story itself has a formula and is written in accordance with probability and cause and effect. It’s a great art to make someone surprised to see the picture, and even more surprised when they realise they had all the pieces all along.’
         
 
         ‘But that’s the trick,’ Vi said. ‘Making people feel astonished when they hear the same old story is just the same as making people want a new kitchen every two years, and new clothes, and makeovers. People somehow forget that they’ve “heard it all before”. These narratives don’t make them see anything new. They don’t defamiliarise anything in their lives.’
 
          
         ‘How does throwing together some random events help people to see things anew? Every time I go out I see random events. It’s not art. Art needs artfulness.’
 
         ‘No one said that there’s nothing in the vast space between formulaic narrative and completely random events,’ Vi said. ‘Life at its least artful is life that is trying to follow a formulaic narrative. Don’t you think?’
 
         I didn’t know quite what she meant, so I said, ‘No.’ I paused, but she didn’t say anything, so I went on. ‘You think Chekhov’s so great …’ I did too, of course, as she well knew. ‘But even Chekhov couldn’t get it together to write a novel. He found it too hard. He kept all his best observations and images for it, and they came to nothing, because actually making a plot hang together over eighty thousand words or more is almost impossible.’
 
         ‘He was busy making money with his short fiction and his plays,’ Frank said. ‘He was keeping his family afloat.’
 
         ‘Aren’t we all,’ I said.
 
         Chekhov’s plan for his novel had been simple. He described it in a letter in 1888: ‘The novel will take in several families and a whole district, complete with woods, rivers, ferry boats, railways. At the centre of this landscape are two principal figures, a man and a woman, with other individuals grouped around them like pawns. I do not yet aspire to a coherent political, religious and philosophical world view; my opinions change every month, and therefore I must confine myself to describing how my characters love, get married, have children, die, and how they speak.’ To make a novel come together, perhaps you have to have a world view, even if it’s wrong. But I hadn’t settled on my own world view either, even one that was wrong.
 
          
         ‘You’re just making excuses,’ Vi said, sighing. ‘You have to start writing seriously before it’s too late. At least Chekhov wrote classic short stories while he wasn’t writing his novel. You’ve so far managed not much more than a few thin novels that preach neo-liberal morality to unsuspecting teenagers. You tell them that the world is OK if you can find a way of owning it, and possessing it and making “your own” sense of it. You tell them, indirectly, that everything fits into some pre-determined story-structure where you can do whatever you want, but only if you’re the hero. You tell them what a happy ending consists of, which is always individual success. You tell them that nothing irrational exists in this world, which is a lie. You tell them that conflict exists only to be neatly resolved, and that everyone who is poor wants to be rich, and everyone who is ill wants to get better, and everyone who gets involved with crime comes to a bad end, and that love should be pure. You tell them that despite all this they are special, that the world revolves around them …’
 
         ‘For God’s sake,’ I said. ‘It’s not that simple, and you know it. I’m not saying that Zeb Ross novels are high art, but some of them have marginalised characters who learn that it’s OK to be who they are …’
 
         ‘To accept their lot in life and not make a fuss …’
 
         ‘But they do make a fuss. Stories are all about fuss. You seem to think a three-act narrative comes together like knitting a scarf, but it doesn’t. It’s bloody hard work. Have you ever tried it? No, of course you haven’t. You haven’t even tried to write one of the flabby, plotless stories you seem to think are so much better, that any six-year-old could string together in about five minutes. Your writing is easy because you go somewhere and do things and just write them down. But fiction is different. It’s fucking hard and at least I try to do it, which is more than can be said for you.’
         
 
         As I got up to leave the room I saw Frank move towards Vi and put a hand on her shoulder. Before I left the next morning I saw only Claudia, who said, ‘Gosh. I’ve been wanting to say all that for years. Good on you, girl.’ Sebastian was still saying ‘Good on you, girl’ when I went, and Claudia was trying to bribe him, with a piece of banana, to go back to his Shakespeare quotations before Frank and Vi got up. I hadn’t spoken to Frank or Vi since.
 
         Almost a week later, on New Year’s Day, I’d woken up in the house in Dartmouth, pressed my leg against Christopher’s and then watched as he got up without looking at me and left the room. He’d clearly been unsettled by Christmas too, although he hadn’t yet said why. The day ahead was gaping like a black hole. I couldn’t go to the library, because it wasn’t open. I couldn’t read a book, because Christopher thought you should spend a day reading a book only if you were ill, or if someone was paying you to do it. He’d hardly said anything since he got back from Brighton, but he had mumbled something the day before about building a new kitchen cupboard. I imagined holding nails, sanding things and then waiting for the cupboard to fall off the wall.
 
         It wasn’t Christopher’s fault: things fell off our walls because under the white plaster they were made of nothing more than wattle and daub, a Neolithic concoction still used in the nineteenth century when our house was built. According to a History Channel documentary, wattle and daub consisted of thin wooden strips held together with dung and straw. When things like cupboards fell off walls, Christopher would weep on the sofa and I would make him cups of tea, tell him he wasn’t a failure and find a historical programme for us to watch on TV. I would want to escape to the bath with a book, but I’d end up watching something about the Cheddar man, or Boadicea, or glaciers, or Stonehenge, and tell myself it wasn’t a waste of time, because these things could easily find a place in a Zeb Ross novel, or even, until I felt the need to delete them, my own. Then I would start coughing, because of the damp in the house, and my lungs would put themselves in a weird kind of Safe Mode until I could go outside again. I’d never directly told Christopher that the damp in the house made my asthma worse, thinking only an idiot wouldn’t be able to see that. This was a bit passive aggressive, of course, as was the way I hammed up my coughing when we were arguing. Sometimes I dredged up stuff from my lungs that felt as if it had been there since the beginning of time.
         
 
         The New Year’s Day black hole had been sucking me in, which is what black holes do. While Christopher loudly brushed his teeth and went to the toilet, I took four drops of the flower remedy Vi had made me in Scotland, and looked out of the bedroom window onto the rooftops. I imagined the sea beyond them, and the castle. The castle was just a postcard to me, and the sea didn’t go anywhere. I suddenly thought that I could get up every morning for the rest of my life and look at the rooftops and it was possible that nothing would ever change. If nothing changed, I may as well be dead. Perhaps some people began every day with this thought, but it was new to me. I thought I’d already had all the depressing thoughts it was possible to have. Then I felt ungrateful, although towards whom or what I didn’t know. It wasn’t even as if I could stand at the window yearning for something, apart from money. I’d given up yearning for Rowan. I did want to apologise to Vi, but I didn’t know how. She was due to come down and open the Labyrinth in March. Once I’d found out what it was and heard they were looking for a celebrity to open it, I’d suggested Vi. She’d been on TV a couple of times, as well as having a bestselling book, and I thought she might like the Labyrinth. I knew I’d have to find some way of apologising before then.
         
 
         In the end I’d driven out to Slapton Sands with B and stood on the shingle beach wondering what it would be like to walk into the flat blue sea and never come out again. Of course, I didn’t walk into the sea. I looked down, and instead thought about the way you could move shingle around and it would still be shingle. It should have been freezing, but the air was clammy and a light, warm spray settled on my hair. B was hyper-alert at Slapton Sands, even in the winter, her paws touching the shingle lightly as if it was made of jagged pieces of broken glass. I felt almost as bleak as I had done in Dartmouth when I’d bought my wool, and on the long car journey with B back from Scotland. This time I did ask the sea for help. I stood there, looking down at the breaking waves, and I said, ‘Help me,’ and then added, ‘Please.’ The act of asking for help made my eyes fill with tears. But the sea said nothing, just splashed more waves at me. So I picked up some large stones and imagined that each of them represented one of my problems. My argument with Vi. My continuing lack of money. Christopher’s despair. My despair. The damp house. My novel. Sex. It could have gone on, but I thought I should stop there. Then I threw the stones into the sea, and didn’t feel like I had thrown them away at all; I felt like I should go in after them. If I did, would Christopher be embarrassed at my funeral? Would there be an obituary?
         
 
         Shallow, shallow. And the sea was deep. In a solitude of the sea / Deep from human vanity / And the Pride of Life that planned her, stilly couches she. My favourite poem, and the only one I knew by heart, was about the sinking of the Titanic. I said the rest of it out loud to the sea, as I had done to Rowan, and for a while I imagined that the sea could hear me. I wondered if it would think much of this poem, in which it functioned not as protagonist or antagonist but merely as the neutral fluid in which the iceberg and the ship are destined to collide, and in which the wreck of the Titanic eventually lies, with ‘dim moon-eyed fishes’ looking on. And then, quite suddenly, on that warm, wet first day of 2008, the sea did spit something out. It was a ship in a bottle, a perfect ship in a slightly chipped and sand-smoothed bottle, and it landed right at my feet. It had been in the sea a long time, but I recognised it. The bottle had a waxy blue sea inside, and the boat on this sea had the same inscription, ‘Cutty Sark’, on its hull. Then I told myself it was impossible that I’d recognised it, and I closed my eyes, and then opened them again. It was still there. I couldn’t believe it. Was this the sea’s idea of help? ‘What the hell does this mean?’ I said to the sea. It said nothing back. Shakily, I picked up the ship in the bottle and took it home. It had sat on a shelf ever since, while I tried to work out what it might mean, and whom I could ask about it now that I wasn’t speaking to Vi any more, since I didn’t know anyone else who would even believe what had happened.
         

         
             [image: alt]
            

         
  
          
         The tide was up as I drove along Torquay seafront on Monday evening and I half-hoped that waves would splash over the car, but they only did that during storms, and at spring tide. If the car got washed away I’d probably escape and then I could claim the insurance money and get a new car. Maybe I should just push it in the river like Libby had done with hers. One of the billboards at a bus stop on the main street into Paignton was still advertising the opening of the new Maritime Centre last October, although the sign was torn and flapping. I hadn’t gone to the opening; I didn’t even get an invitation. The rest of Paignton was the same as usual: magical mystery tours on offer in two local travel agents, and Madame Verity’s fortune-telling shop doing business next to the pet beautician. The wind had picked up, and clouds moved across the sky thinly, as if being pulled from a dispenser. While I was waiting for the Higher Ferry to take me back across the river to Dartmouth I got a text message from Libby: Police totally bought car story, so did Bob. Come for dinner on Saturday week? Mark coming too!!! Yikes! You up for a drink this Friday?
         
 
         I parked illegally outside Reg’s place, although the yellow line was so worn that it wasn’t really there any more. I felt a bit breathless going up the steps. Maybe I needed to take iron supplements, or eat more greens? My mother was a big believer in iron. If anyone felt ill, it was always mild anaemia. Maybe I needed a jar of manuka honey. I opened the front door to find B waiting for me, with bits of shredded book-proof everywhere: rare for a Monday. I was far from famous, but I was alive and had published something not that long ago, so I was often sent proofs of new SF novels by young women, along with form letters asking for blurbs. B ate them all. Or, to be more precise, she chewed them and spat them out. She’d once done this to a book I was supposed to review for Oscar, and after that I’d had to arrange for everything important to be sent to a PO box in Totnes, and for Christopher to pick up my post on his way back from the project. Oscar’s speech about how a novelist like me should be able to come up with something better than ‘the dog ate it’ was one of his classics. B loved books, but particularly proofs, with their cheap, shiny paper, even more than she loved the filled bones they sold in the market on a Saturday. Sometimes I imagined I saw pieces of novel coming out in her shit and always saw this as my own novel, which of course she couldn’t have eaten because it wasn’t finished. I saw a website once about all the weird stuff that comes out in dog shit: Barbie doll heads, toy cars, Lego, spoons. B loved books, and the bubble wrap inside padded envelopes, but never touched letters, perhaps because they were insubstantial, and I could see an intact bank statement on the floor. It would go with the others. Oh – and something that looked like it could be a cheque from the paper. Fantastic. There was also the form letter that had come with the proof. Apparently, what B had eaten this time was ‘Futuristic noir for a post-MTV, post-cyberpunk generation’.
         
 
         To celebrate the money coming for delivery of my last Zeb Ross manuscript, I’d bought a hand-held vacuum cleaner to deal with B’s chewed-up paper and Christopher’s sawdust. Now I pulled it out of its cradle and started sucking up the pieces of paper slowly. The book had been so mangled that I couldn’t even see how thick it had been, but I caught the odd undigested paragraph here and there: something about a woman penetrating herself with a gun encrusted with diamonds, and, further up the hallway, a short scene where presumably the same woman lets a man rub his dick between her breasts while she is flying a car. After the book was cleared up I moved into the sitting room to deal with the debris from Christopher’s sawing. As the house filled with a concentrated smell of rancid dog, I wondered again about the Newman book. If Oscar hadn’t sent it, then where had it come from? Christopher never got any mail, ever. In some part of his mind he’d never properly moved to Brighton, let alone moved in with me, and I assumed all his post still went to his father’s flat in Totnes. If he had been sent a book, here, B would surely have eaten it. Not that Christopher read books. Although he read The Guardian from cover to cover every day, all the books people gave him about recycling, heritage sites and globalisation remained barely skimmed. He’d been in the middle of a politics degree when his mother died. He must have read books then, but I couldn’t imagine what they would have been.
         
 
         Before walking B I went up to my study and tried to prepare the space for some proper writing later. I plugged in my laptop and switched on the lamp. Things lit up, dimly, including my poster of the Periodic Table of Elements, which I put up wherever I lived. It comforted me: whenever life got complicated I looked at it and reminded myself that all matter in the universe could be broken down in terms of those boxes. My blue shelves were crammed with uneaten proofs of my own books, finished copies of the same books, manuscripts and copies of the few interviews I’d been asked to do, mainly with small SF magazines. Their journalists, who usually conducted interviews via email at one a.m., or else were bearded and anoraked parodies of themselves, asked me things like ‘What is the role of women in science fiction?’ and ‘Have you seen the film The Matrix?’ and told me that my author photo did me no favours. I’d never been much good at interviews, and my carefully constructed answers made me feel about as real as Zeb Ross; as if I was making myself up as I went along. Apart from my own novels – at least, while I was writing them – I didn’t much like science fiction. I never admitted this; instead, every so often I would read three-quarters of an SF ‘classic’ so that I’d have something to say in interviews. I did like The Matrix, of course, and had read all kinds of essays on it, including Baudrillard saying it didn’t represent his ideas at all and was, in fact, a re-working of Plato’s Simile of the Cave. My interview answer about it now went on for about half an hour, and made even the most geeky journos glaze over.
         
 
         Zeb Ross didn’t have any kind of public profile yet, which Orb Books had decided was a bad thing. He was one of the few people left in the Western world without a Facebook page or a MySpace account, and he didn’t even have an email address. He had good reason for this, namely that he didn’t really exist; but we didn’t want his readers to know that. We’d therefore decided to recruit someone to construct all his social networking pages and hang around non-paedophilic chatrooms being him, and I had promised to recommend Christopher’s brother Josh at the next editorial board.
 
         On the top of my blue shelves my ship in a bottle was getting dusty. I still hadn’t done anything with it. I’d thought about taking it to the Maritime Centre to show Rowan, but probably wouldn’t. Sometimes, late at night, I visualised going there. But I couldn’t tell Rowan how I’d come to have it, and I also couldn’t tell him why it was important. My fantasy also ended up with us kissing again, which was another reason not to go. I’d thought, of course, about simply putting all this, minus the kiss, in my novel. Perhaps the damn ship had washed up in the first place because it wanted to be in my novel. But what function would it perform? I’d already included, and then deleted, various MacGuffins, including a secret map and a mysterious statue, both of which embarrassed me when I thought of them now. I taught MacGuffins on the retreats, which of course meant I shouldn’t use them in my serious novel about the Real World, in which people must want meaningful, if problematic, objects and can’t just obligingly want random things that move their plots along. The term ‘MacGuffin’ was introduced by Alfred Hitchcock, and describes an object that has no meaning in itself, but motivates action in a plot because many of the characters want to obtain it. It could be a document, a key, a diamond, a statue or anything, even a bottle of oil. Aristotle said that using a random object to motivate action or force a recognition was lazy plotting, and I agreed. My plotting was definitely not lazy, just ineffective. I wondered if everything that everyone wanted was a MacGuffin, but the thought was so depressing I abandoned it.
         
 
         I picked up my ship in a bottle and rubbed some of the dust off with my sleeve. No one wanted this object; not even me. I sighed. The top of my shelves was where I filed unfathomable things, or, at least, things that were unfathomable in a different way from my tax forms and royalty statements. There was a framed photograph of a brown, mushroomy £10 note that I had found lying in some leaves in the rain more than twenty years before, after asking the universe to please give me some money from somewhere, anywhere, because I needed to get the train out to Essex to see my friend Rosa, who’d just broken up with her boyfriend. There was also a scrap of paper with Drew’s phone number on it, which I’d found five miles away from where I lost it. There was an embroidered purse that had once contained tobacco, and which I’d found a few years back when I still smoked, in Danbury Woods, miles from anywhere, just after I’d realised I’d left my tobacco at home. I’d once planned a feature for a science magazine where I explained how all these things, which had seemed to happen by ‘luck’, were really matters of unremarkable chance and probability. There’d been a few cases around then of people finding their wedding rings washed up on beaches three hundred miles away from where they’d lost them, and people answering ringing phones in telephone boxes to find their long-lost relative on the line. I didn’t like these things, and so had wanted to plot them away. To this end, I had been planning to write about apophenia, the perception of meaningful connections where in fact there are none. But the editor who’d commissioned the piece left the magazine and I’d had to abandon it.
         
 
         I had two desks. One now had my laptop on it, along with an empty document stand, and various wrist-rests and armrests that my mother gave me to prevent RSI. The other was covered in as yet unboxed bank statements, the letters that came with the proofs B ate, book contracts, film options, incomprehensible Russian royalty statements, cheques for amounts like £5.50 and £7.95 that my overdraft would swallow if I ever banked them, increasingly nasty letters from the Inland Revenue, unfiled paperwork from Orb Books, two ring-bound notebooks and the books and proofs sent to my PO box and delivered by Christopher. Many of the items on the desk were there because whenever I wasn’t around Christopher trawled the house fishing up anything belonging to me, and then put it all on this desk. So where was the book I should have reviewed? I’d come up and got the Kelsey Newman book just after Christopher left to walk Josh to the bus stop on Saturday afternoon. Of course, I didn’t check the publication date because I was only looking for my deadline. This was on the compliments slip in the Newman book, and so I’d read it and reviewed it.
         
 
         Now I looked properly and found a book on the Golden Section, with a press release inside it with a publication date of ‘March 08’. That must have been it. If only I opened my own post things would have been different, but Christopher recycled all the padded envelopes from the PO box before I even saw them. I once told him why I didn’t like all this random crap ending up on my desk, and how I wished he wouldn’t open my mail. He said if I wanted things to be different I should be tidier and more organised, stay at home all day like normal writers, research using the Internet rather than the library and learn to control my dog. I thought he was probably right about all that, so I didn’t push it, or say that I couldn’t stay in the house all day because it was hard to breathe. I blamed him for that more than I should have: he’d organised this place on the cheap through a friend called Dougie from the project, who hadn’t wanted bank references or a deposit. So how could I ask him about this? I wanted to know precisely how the compliments slip had transmigrated from one book to another without him being completely responsible. And where had the bloody Newman book come from in the first place?
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