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My mother began me one evening in 1968 on a table in the café of the town’s only cinema. One short flight of stairs away, up behind the balding red velvet of the Balcony curtain, the usherette was yawning, dandling her off torch, leaning on her elbow above the rustlings and tonguings of the back row and picking at the wood of the partition, flicking little splinters of it at the small-town heads in the dark. On the screen above them the film was Poor Cow, with Terence Stamp, an actor of such numinousness that my mother, young, chic, slender and imperious, and watching the film for the third time that week, had stood up, letting her seat thud up behind her, pushed past the legs of the people in her row and headed up the grubby aisle to the exit, through the curtain and out into the light.

The café was empty except for the boy putting chairs on tables. We’re just shutting, he told her. My mother, still blinking from the dark, picked her way down the scuffed red stairs. She took the chair he was holding and put it, still upside down, down on the ground. She stepped out of her shoes. She unbuttoned her coat.

Behind the till the half-submerged oranges in the orange juice machine went round and round on their spikes; the dregs at the bottom of the tank rose and settled, rose and settled. The chairs on the tables stuck their legs into the air; the scatters of cake crumbs underneath waited passive in the carpet for the vacuum cleaner nozzle. Down the grand main stairs leading out on to the street, where my mother would go in a few minutes’ time with her nylons rolled in a warm ball in her coat pocket, swinging her shoes in her hand by their strappy backs, Julie Andrews and Christopher Plummer smiled out from behind their frames exactly like they’d still be smiling, faded and glamorous, a decade out of date, at the blaze of light that blackened the staircase five years later when the junior projectionist (cheated out of a job he believed was his; the management had hired a new projectionist from the city when the old projectionist died) gutted the building with a tin of creosote and the dropped end of his cigarette.

The expensive Balcony seats, where smoking was forbidden? Up in smoke. The Stalls with their deep-seated leathery smell? Gone forever. The velvet drapes, the glass-bowl chandelier? Blowaway ash, a sprinkling of tiny broken shards of light on the surface of local history. Next day’s newspapers were adamant, an accident. The man who owned the cinema claimed the insurance and sold the demolished site to a cash and carry warehouse called, rather unimaginatively, Mackay’s Cash and Carry.

But that night back in 1968 in the nearly closed café the voices were still booming modern love behind the walls. The music was still soaring out of nowhere. Just before the part where the filth get Terence Stamp and put him where he belongs she had fastened her heels behind his back and my father, surprised, had slipped and grunted into her, presenting her with literally millions of possibilities, of which she chose only one.

Hello.

I am Alhambra, named for the place of my conception. Believe me. Everything is meant.

From my mother: grace under pressure; the uses of mystery; how to get what I want. From my father: how to disappear, how to not exist.




The beginning





of things–when is it exactly? Astrid Smart wants to know. (Astrid Smart. Astrid Berenski. Astrid Smart. Astrid Berenski.) 5.04 a.m. on the substandard clock radio. Because why do people always say the day starts now? Really it starts in the middle of the night at a fraction of a second past midnight. But it’s not supposed to have begun until the dawn, really the dark is still last night and it isn’t morning till the light, though actually it was morning as soon as it was even a fraction of a second past twelve i.e. that experiment where you divide something down and down like the distance between the ground and a ball that’s been bounced on it so that it can be proved, Magnus says, that the ball never actually touches the ground. Which is junk because of course it touches the ground, otherwise how would it bounce, it wouldn’t have anything to bounce off, but it can actually be proved by science that it doesn’t.

Astrid is taping dawns. There is nothing else to do here. The village is a dump. Post office, vandalized Indian restaurant, chip shop, little shop place that’s never open, place for ducks to cross the road. Ducks actually have their own roadsign! There is a sofa warehouse called Sofa So Good. It is dismal. There is a church. The church has its own roadsign too. Nothing happens here except a church and some ducks, and this house is an ultimate dump. It is substandard. Nothing is going to happen here all substandard summer.

She now has nine dawns one after the other on the mini dv tape in her Sony digital. Thursday 10 July 2003, Friday 11 July 2003, Saturday 12, Sunday 13, Monday 14, Tuesday 15, Wednesday 16, Thursday 17 and today Friday 18. But it is hard to know what moment exactly dawn is. All there is when you look at it on the camera screen is the view of outside getting more visible. So does this mean that the beginning is something to do with being able to see? That the day begins as soon as you wake up and open your eyes? So when Magnus finally wakes up in the afternoon and they can hear him moving about in the room that’s his in this dump of a substandard house, does that mean the day is still beginning? Is the beginning different for everyone? Or do beginnings just keep stretching on forwards and forwards all day? Or maybe it is back and back they stretch. Because every time you open your eyes there was a time before that when you closed them then a different time before that when you opened them, all the way back, through all the sleeping and the waking and the ordinary things like blinking, to the first time you ever open your eyes, which is probably round about the moment you are born.

Astrid kicks her trainers off on to the floor. She slides back across the horrible bed. Or possibly the beginning is even further back than that, when you are in the womb or whatever it’s called. Possibly the real beginning is when you are just forming into a person and for the first time the soft stuff that makes your eyes is actually made, formed, inside the hard stuff that becomes your head i.e. your skull.

She fingers the curve of bone above her left eye. Eyes fit the space they are in, exactly like they were made for each other, the space and the eye. Like the play she saw with the man in it whose eyes were gouged out, the people on the stage turned him so the audience couldn’t see, then they gouged out his eyes then whirled the chair round and he had his hands up at his face and he took them away, his hands were full of red stuff, it was all round his eye sockets. It was insane. It was jelly or something similar. It was his daughters who did it or his sons. It was one of Michael’s tragedies. It was quite good though. Yes, exactly, because at a theatre the curtain goes up and you know it’s the beginning because, obviously, the curtain’s gone up. But the way the lights go down, the audience goes quiet, and right after the curtain goes up, then the air, if you’re sitting near the stage, you can actually smell a different other air with bits of dust and stuff in it moving. Like when Michael and her mother made her go to the other tragedy that was completely insane about the woman who loses it and kills her children, but before she does she sends them, two boys, really small boys, off the stage, they actually come down into the audience and walk through it, the mother has given them poisoned clothes etc. to give to the princess their father is marrying instead of her and they go to a house or a palace somewhere behind the audience, this doesn’t happen on the stage, it doesn’t happen anywhere except in the story i.e. in your head but even though you know it doesn’t, you know it’s just a play, even so, somewhere behind you the princess is still putting on the poisoned things and dying a horrible death. Her eyes melt in their sockets and she comes out in a rash like if terrorists dropped spores on the Tube. Her lungs melt and

Astrid yawns. She is hungry.

She is starving, actually.

It is literally hours till anything like breakfast even if she wanted to eat anything in this unhygienic dump.

She could go back to sleep. But typical and ironic, she is completely awake. It is completely light outside now; you can see for miles. Except there is nothing to see here; trees and fields and that kind of thing.

5.16 a.m. on the substandard clock radio.

She is really awake.

She could get up and go and film the vandalism. She is definitely going to do it today. She will go to the restaurant later and ask the Indian man if it is okay to. Or maybe she will just film it without him knowing in case he says no. If she went right now there would be nobody there and she could just do it. If anybody happened to be up and around at this time of the morning (nobody will, there is nobody awake for miles but her, but if there were, say there were) they would just think oh, look, there is a twelve-year-old girl playing with a dv camera. They would probably notice what a good model the camera is, that’s if they knew anything about cameras. She would tell them if they asked that she is a visitor for the summer (true) filming the scenery (true) or that it is for a school project (could be true) about different buildings and their uses (quite good). And then maybe there will be vital evidence on her mini dv tape when she gets home and at some point in the investigation into the vandalism someone in authority will remember and say oh that twelve-year-old girl was there with a camera, maybe she recorded something really what is the word crucial to our enquiries, and they will come and knock on the door, but what if they aren’t still here for the summer, what if they’ve already gone home, some investigations take quite a long time, well then the authorities will trace her back home with their computers by looking up Michael’s name or by asking the people who own this substandard house and, because of her, things will finally be put right and a mystery like who is responsible for the vandalism at the Curry Palace will actually be solved.

This is a quintessential place. Her mother keeps saying so, she says it every evening. There don’t seem to be many other people here on holiday regardless of how quintessential it is, maybe because it’s not actually holiday time yet, officially. People in the village do a lot of staring even when Astrid isn’t doing anything, is just walking about. Even when she isn’t using her camera. But it is nice weather. She is lucky not to be at school. The sun has come out on most of the dawns she has recorded. This is what a good summer is like. In the past, before she was born, the summers were better, they were perpetual beautiful summers from May to October in the past apparently. The past is a different century. She herself will probably be the one to live longest into the new century out of all the people here in this house right now, her mother, Magnus, herself, Michael. They are all more part of the old century than she is. But then again her whole life, mostly, was lived in the old century. But then again their whole lives were too, and percentage-wise she has already lived 25 per cent of hers in the new (if you start at 2001 and allow for the next six months of this year now to have already happened). She herself is 25 per cent new, 75 per cent old. Magnus has lived three out of seventeen in it so comes out at. Astrid works it out. Magnus is 17ish per cent new, 83 per cent old. She is 8 per cent more in the new than Magnus. Her mother and Michael are way out there on a much much more significantly small percentage in the new, a much much more significantly large percentage in the old. She will work it out later. She can’t be bothered now.

She shifts on the substandard bed. The substandard bed creaks loudly. After the creak she can hear the silence in the rest of the house. They are all asleep. Nobody knows she is awake. Nobody is any the wiser. Any the wiser sounds like a character from ancient history. Astrid in the year 1003 BC (Before Celebrity) goes to the woods where Any the Wiser, who is really royalty and a king but who has unexpectedly chosen to be a Nobody and to live the simple life, lives in a hut, no, a cave, and answers the questions that the people of the commonweal come for miles around to ask him (most probably a him since if it was a her she’d have to be in a convent or burnt). People who want to know answers to things have to knock on the door of the cave, well, the rock outside, she picks up a rock and knocks it against another rock, this lets Any the Wiser know that someone is waiting. I brought an offering, Astrid calls into the dark of the cave. She has brought an offering of croissants. You probably can’t get good croissants in the woods, like you can’t get them out here. Both Michael and her mother have been complaining about no croissants since they got to this substandard village which is typical and ironic since they’re the ones who wanted to come here and have made her and Magnus come and made her even more weird and unlike everybody is supposed to be than she already is, though with any luck by the time school starts again in September Lorna Rose and Zelda Howe and Rebecca Callow will have forgotten about her being taken out of school early two months before.

Astrid concentrates them out of her head. She is at the door of a cave. She is carrying croissants. Any the Wiser is delighted. He nods at Astrid to come forward.

He glints at her through the darkness of the cave; he is old and wise; he has a fatherly look in his eye. Answer my question, oh revered sage and oracle, Astrid begins.

But that’s all she can say because she doesn’t have a question. She doesn’t know what to ask him about, or for. She can’t think of a question, not one she’s allowed to say inside herself in actual words to herself, never mind out loud to a complete stranger, even a stranger she’s made up.

(Astrid Smart. Astrid Berenski.)

She sits up. She picks up her camera, turns it over in her hand. She shuts its screen away, ejects the beginnings tape, slides it into its little case and puts it on the table. She clips the non-beginnings tape into the camera instead. She lies on her back then shifts over on to her front. By the end of their time here she will have sixty-one beginnings, depending on if they go home on the Friday, the Saturday or the Sunday. Sixty-one minus nine, i.e. still at least fifty-two more to go. Astrid sighs. Her sigh sounds too loud. There is no noise of traffic here. It is probably the fact that there is no noise that is keeping her so awake. She is completely awake. In a minute she will go and film the vandalism. She closes her eyes. She is on the inside of a hazelnut; she fits against the shell perfectly, as if she was born in it. Her head has it as a helmet. It fits the curve of her knees. It is completely enclosed. It is a complete room. It is completely safe. Nobody else can get inside it. Then she worries about what she will do about breathing, since the nut is completely sealed. She begins to worry about how she is doing any breathing now. There is obviously a finite amount of air, if any, inside a hazelnut. Then she begins to worry that Lorna Rose and Zelda Howe and Rebecca, if they were ever to find out she had ever had a thought like that she was inside a hazelnut, would think she was even more laughable and a mental case. Lorna Rose and Zelda Howe are playing a game of tennis on a public court in a park. Astrid walks past with Rebecca. Rebecca and Astrid are still friends. Lorna Rose runs across to the fence and tells Astrid and Rebecca they should come and play on the court next to the one she and Zelda Howe are playing on, and then the winners of each game will play each other to find who out of the four of them is the best. Astrid looks at the court she and Rebecca are supposed to play on. Its surface is all pieces of broken glass. She is about to say no but Rebecca says yes. But look at the glass, Astrid says because it is insane. Coward, Zelda Howe says. We knew you wouldn’t do it. They have put the broken glass there on purpose as a test. If you want to play on broken glass you’re an idiot, Astrid tells Rebecca. Rebecca goes into the court and crunches about on the broken glass. A man comes. He is one of their fathers. She is going to tell him about the glass but before she can he calls everyone except her over to the fence and breaks a Cadburys fruit and nut bar into four equal pieces. He gives a piece to each of them. She looks to see if he’s eating the fourth piece himself but she can’t make out his face, he is too far away. There is something in her hand. It is her camera. If she can get this on film she will be able to show someone everything that’s happening. But she can’t lift the camera. It is too heavy. Her arm won’t work. A doorbell rings, miles away. It is at home. There is no one at home but her. The hall is as big and empty as a desert. Astrid runs along it to answer the door. The hall seems never to end. When she does get to the door she is doubled over, she has run out of breath and she is frightened that whoever is behind it will have gone by now because she took so long. She opens it. A man is standing there. He has no face. He has no nose, no eyes, nothing, just blank skin. Astrid is terrified. Her mother will be furious with her. It is her fault he is here. You can’t come in, she tries to tell him, but she has no breath. We’re not here, she breathes. We’re on holiday. Go away. She tries to shut the door. A mouth appears in the skin and a great noise roars out of it like she is standing too close to an aeroplane. It forces the door back. She opens her eyes, rolls straight off the bed on to her feet.

She is on holiday in Norfolk. The substandard clock radio says 10.27 a.m. The noise is Katrina the Cleaner thumping the hoover against the skirting boards and the bedroom doors.

Her hand is asleep. It is still hooked through the handstrap of the camera. She unhooks it and shakes it to get the blood back into it.

She puts her feet on top of her trainers and slides them across the substandard carpet. It has had the bare naked feet of who knows how many hundreds of dead or old people on it.

When she looks in the mirror above the sink she sees the imprint of her own thumb below her cheekbone where she slept on her hand ! ! She is like the kind of pottery things her mother buys that have been made by real people (not factories), actual artisans working in hot countries who leave the actual marks of their hands in it as their signature i.e. she has signed herself in her sleep!

She presses her thumb into the indentation it made. It fits perfectly.

She flicks water over her face and dries it on the sleeve of her t-shirt rather than the horrible towel. She pulls her trainers on properly. She picks up the camera again and lifts the latch on the door.

There are two ways to watch what you’re filming: 1. on the little screen and 2. through the viewer. Real filmmakers always use the viewer though it is harder to see with it. She puts her eye to the viewer and records her hand making the latch go up then down. In a hundred years’ time these latches may not exist any more and this film will be proof that they did and will act as evidence for people who need to know in the future how latches like this one worked.

The battery sign is flashing. The battery is low. There is enough power to record Katrina the Cleaner gouging with the hoover tube at the inside of each stair. Katrina is something to do with the house. She comes with the package. Her mother and Michael have a joke they whisper when she’s round a corner out of earshot, or even when she’s not in the house and wouldn’t hear even if they shouted it, Katrina the Cleaner in her Ford Cortina. The Ford Cortina is a car from the 1970s; it is probably an oik car, though Astrid doesn’t get the joke; Katrina doesn’t actually seem to have a car; she carries the cleaning stuff along the road to the house from her own house in the village then carries it back again when she’s finished. They always act so juvenile as if they are being really the worst they can be, saying something really risky. Personally Astrid is above such things. People are just different from other people, is what she thinks. It is obvious. Some people are naturally not as suited to living the same way as other people, so they make less money and live a different, less good kind of life.

There isn’t much light on the stairs. It will be quite an interesting effect. She watches the top of Katrina’s head through the viewer. She films her cleaning the stair. Then she films her as she moves down and cleans the next.

Katrina the Cleaner shifts to one side, not looking up, to let Astrid pass.

Excuse me, Katrina, Astrid shouts politely. Can I just ask you something?

Katrina the Cleaner bends away from Astrid and switches the hoover off. She doesn’t look up.

Can I just ask you how old you are? Astrid says. It’s for my local researches and archive. (This sounds good. Astrid tries to memorize it so she can use it to the Indian man at the Curry Palace.)

Katrina the Cleaner says something downwards. It sounds like thirty-one. She definitely looks that old. She has switched the hoover back on again. Thirty-one is tricky. Astrid rounds it down. 10 per cent new, 90 per cent old. She films all the way round Katrina then films her own feet going down the rest of the stairs.

This footage will come straight after the dead thing she taped on the road when she was walking back from the village last night. It was a bit like a rabbit but it wasn’t a rabbit. It was bigger than a rabbit. It had small ears and smaller back legs; it had been mangled by cars; its fur was matted with mud and blood. Four or five crows rose off it when she went towards it; they had been pulling scraps off it. She had found a stick on the verge and poked it with it. Then she had filmed it. At some point she is going to leave the camera on the table in the substandard lounge at exactly the right place on the tape and Michael will definitely pickit up and look at what’s on it, he is bound to, and he is such a loser he is really squeamish about things like that if they are happening in real life and not like on a stage or whatever.

She stops, stands in the hall. The dead thing. What if it was alive but unconscious and she had poked it that hard and it wasn’t dead at all, it could still feel her poking it and only seemed dead because it was in a coma?

Well but maybe it would be okay because maybe if it was in a coma it wouldn’t have felt it so much as it would have if it had been awake. In the four-wheel drive on the way here her mother and Michael did their usual Peep for Sheep game where Michael hits the horn whenever they pass sheep and they did their usual clenched fists in the air that they do whenever the car passes roadkill. It is supposed to honour the spirit of the dead thing. It is juvenile. Astrid liked it when she used to be upset by the dead things. But now she is twelve and they are just dead things for God’s sake.

It is very unlikely that it felt anything when she poked it.

She poked it for her researches and archive.

Astrid puts her eye back behind the camera. Also it is important to look closely at things, especially difficult things. Astrid’s mother is always saying so. Astrid goes through the dark hall and into the front room. But the camera viewer floods with light so bright that she can’t see. She has to look away from it quick.

She blinks. It was so bright it was almost sore.

There is the shape of someone on the sofa by the window. Because of the light from the window behind the person, and because of the flash of light still filling her own eye with reds and blacks, the face is a blur of light and dark. Astrid looks down at the carpet until her sight comes back. She can see bare feet.

It will be someone to do with the house, an oik from the village. It will be one of Michael’s students. Astrid blinks again and turns her back. She ignores that side of the room. She switches off her camera very attentively and collects the charger and the other battery from behind the horrible old paperbacks in the bookcase thing. She carries them through to the kitchen.

Michael is peeling a pear on to a plate. The plate has been used hundreds of times by who knows how many people who have been in this house. He is peeling the pear with a knife which has a wooden handle. The wood of that handle has all the dirty washing-up water of all the times it has ever been washed by the hundreds of dead old people who lived here or holidayed here seeped into it.

The toaster also has old other people’s crumbs in it. Astrid puts her camera stuff down by the chair, unrolls some kitchen foil and breaks a piece of bread off the uncut end of the loaf. She covers the substandard grillpan with the foil and lays the bread under the grill, which she lights. Then she sits on the chair by the door, swinging her legs.

Who’s the person in the front room? she asks Michael who is cutting the pear into neat white slices.

Something to do with your mother, Michael says. Her car broke down.

He takes the plate with the pear on it and goes through to the front, humming a tune. He is humming that Beyoncé song. He thinks he is so now, i.e. he is completely embarrassing.

Astrid knocks her hand against the side of the chair to see if it will hurt. It does, but not very much. She knocks it again, harder. It hurts more. Of course science can prove, typical and ironic, that her hand is not actually hitting the chair by dividing down the distance smaller and smaller. She hits it again. Ow.

She waits for the bread to singe a bit.

She can hear Michael in the front room talking in a loud voice. She opens the bin. The pear skin is coiled on the top of the remains of last night’s dinner. Its insides are bright white. She picks it out. He has peeled it in one complete piece. She holds it in her hand so that it fits back together again in the shape it took before he peeled it. The flap with the stick attached sits on top like a hat. It is an empty pear!

She lets the skin drop back into the bin, lets the lid fall. She washes her hands at the sink. Michael comes back through. She can see the smile he had on for the person in the front room fading as he does.

That’s burning, Astrid, he says.

I know, she says.

He takes the grillpan out, opens the bin and throws in the toast, black side up, on top of the pear peel.

If you’d cut it neatly in the first place, he says, it wouldn’t have caught like that.

I like it burnt, she says under her breath.

He cuts another couple of slices off the loaf and drops them in the toaster.

No thanks, Astrid says.

Michael doesn’t hear. He is such a wankstain. He is doing something with a cafetiere. His second name is stuck on the end of her first name and she has no say about it at all. She picks up her camera stuff and goes through to the hall. But she has no idea where the plug sockets are in the hall of this substandard house. She can’t see one. She knows where the sockets are in the front room and in the lounge part of the front room. Or she could go back upstairs, but typical and ironic it sounds like Katrina and the hoover are in her bedroom now. It doesn’t actually make much hygienic difference just vacuuming over a surface. Old people have licked the furniture with their dead tongues and ingrained the banister all the way up the stairs with skin flakes off their old hands.

She goes back through into the lounge. The plugs by the tv are all being used. If she unplugs one she will probably be in trouble for something.

The sound of vacuuming stops suddenly. The French windows are open. The room fills with the sound of the garden i.e. birds etc. She crosses back into the front bit of the room and unplugs a standard lamp. She plugs the charger in and stands up.

In the yellow rectangle of sunlight coming through the high front window the person is lying stretched out on the sofa. Her bare feet are up on it like she lives here. Her eyes are closed. She is actually asleep.

Astrid comes closer to the sofa.

She is kind of a woman but more like a girl. Her hair is supposed to be blonde but Astrid can see much deeper dark in her hair at the roots of her parting. Her feet are up on the cushions. The soles of them are quite dirty.

This close up she is younger than Astrid’s mother, younger maybe than Katrina, but definitely too old to be a girl. She isn’t wearing any make-up. It is weird. Her underarms aren’t shaved. There is hair there, quite a lot. Her shins and thighs and the backs of them are also not shaved. It is unbelievable. They are sheened with actual hairs. The hairs are like hundreds of little threads coming straight out of the skin.

Less than a foot away from Astrid’s face the girl, the woman, whatever, has opened one eye and is looking straight at her with it.

Astrid jumps back. There is a plate on the floor by the sofa. She picks it up as if Michael has sent her through for it. Carrying the plate ahead of her she marches across the room and straight out through the French windows into the garden and round the corner.

She is out of sight of the house before she stops. Her breath is high and funny. It is weird to look at someone. It is weird when they look back at you. It is really weird to be caught looking.

The plate is sticky with something. Astrid sucks a finger. It tastes sweet. She puts the plate down on the grass near the rockery. She dips her hand into a watering can to get rid of the stickiness. Then she wonders if it was water in the watering can. It might have been insecticide or weedkiller. She brings her hand up to her nose but it doesn’t smell chemical. She puts her tongue out and tastes it. It doesn’t taste of anything.

She goes down the garden to the summerhouse. The summerhouse is just a big shed though it was advertised as a summerhouse; her mother and Michael have been complaining about it since they got here, since one of the main reasons for coming to this boring nowhere is so her mother can work in a summerhouse all summer like some writer from the past used to. She can hear her mother inside it from as far back as here. She is very loud, even on a laptop keyboard. She is writing and researching about people who died last century again. She types with two fingers incredibly hard like she is angry, though she generally isn’t, it just sounds like it.

Astrid stands outside, by the door on which there is to be no knocking except in an emergency. She stands in this garden with all its old trees and bushes and all the fields and woods that go on and on beyond the house. She is not being disturbing in any way. Compared to those trees round the summerhouse she is the kind of meaningless tree that gets planted in the grassy areas of the car parks of supermarkets.

The typing noise has stopped.

What? her mother shouts in the summerhouse.

Astrid takes a couple of steps back.

I can hear you, her mother shouts. What?

Nothing, Astrid says. I was just standing.

Her mother sighs. Astrid hears the chair grind back. The door opens. Her mother comes out into the sunlight. She squints her eyes, steps back into the doorway and lights a cigarette.

There, she says, and breathes out. Now. What?

I didn’t want anything, Astrid says. I was just here.

Her mother sighs again. A bird sings somewhere above them.

Did you see that thing that happened to the Indian restaurant yet? Astrid says.

Her mother shakes her head. Astrid, I can’t think about anything else just now, she says.

She is always having to think about dead people from sixty years ago. They take up her whole mind when she is writing about them. Personally Astrid thinks there would be a lot more usefulness in finding out about things that were happening now rather than people who died i.e. more than half a century ago.

When I woke up I had like a thumbprint here where I slept on my thumb, Astrid says. It was amazing.

Mm, her mother says not looking at Astrid, who has her thumb on the place in her face where the imprint was.

Like the blue pottery at home, Astrid says. You know how it’s got the thumbprint in it from the artisan who made it.

Her mother doesn’t say anything. The bird is still singing, the same three notes over and over.

It’s a really nice day, isn’t it? Astrid says.

Mm, her mother says.

This is how summers used to be, isn’t it, before I was born? Astrid says.

Mm, her mother says.

Like with days like this going on for months, like all the way from May to October some summers, i.e. like summers were perpetual in the past? Astrid says.

Her mother doesn’t notice. She doesn’t react at all. She doesn’t even say Astrid stop saying i.e. like she usually says. She leans on the doorframe and carries on smoking. Astrid feels her own face redden. Cigarettes are completely insane. They are harmful. They smell terrible. They typically cause all sorts of diseases and not just to the person smoking them.

She kicks at the tall grass round the wall of the summerhouse. She knows better than to say out loud the thing about not smoking. It is a thing you can only say at certain times.

Who’s the person? she says instead.

What person? her mother says.

In the house, Astrid says.

No idea, her mother says. Is Michael still here?

Uh huh, Astrid says.

Is Magnus up? her mother says.

Don’t think so, Astrid says.

Remember, if you go anywhere this afternoon take your mobile, her mother says.

Uh huh, Astrid says. Her mobile, switched off, is in the bottom of one of the litter bins at school, at least that’s where she left it three weeks ago. If her mother and Michael knew this they would literally have kittens; they are still paying rental. Her mother thinks she is always safe carrying it, because of being able to call, obviously, but also because people can always be geographically pinpointed by the police by their mobile phones if they go missing. THINK UR SMART ASTRID SMART. U R A LOSER. UR NEW NAME = ARS-TIT. FACE LIKE COWS ARS 3 HA HA U R A LESBIAN U R WEIRDO. It is dangerous, to bully. A girl died last term at Magnus’s school because of internet bullying. A letter came from Magnus’s school about it. You are supposed to tell people if you are being it. But that was at Magnus’s school. At some point soon Astrid will tell her mother that her mobile phone has been stolen.

Have you eaten something? her mother is saying.

I had some toast, Astrid says.

Don’t do that, Astrid, her mother says.

Astrid doesn’t know what it is she’s supposed to not do.

What? she says.

Kick like that, her mother says.

She stops kicking. She stands with her arms out from her sides. She looks at her mother. Astrid is personally never going to be a size fourteen. It is gross. Her mother is gently tapping the end of the half-smoked cigarette on the frame of the door. When the cigarette has gone out she scrapes with her foot at the ash that fell, puts the half-cigarette back into the packet, goes inside the summerhouse again and shuts the door.

Astrid waits for the noise of typing to start. It takes a moment for it to. Then it does.

She looks at the way the sun comes through the leaves above her head i.e. the story of Icarus who had the wings his father made which the sun melted when he flew too close. She wonders what the difference would have been if the father had made the wings for a girl instead, who maybe would have known how to use them properly. But probably this would depend on how old the girl was, because if she was Astrid’s age it would be okay. But if she was any younger it would be dangerous, she would be too young, and if she was any older she would be worrying about people seeing up her skirt and the sun melting her eye make-up.

Astrid also knows from somewhere, Magnus probably, that it is supposed to take twenty-eight seconds of looking straight at the sun to make a person go blind. What would it be like to be blind? You couldn’t go to a play, or a film; there would be no point. A tv might as well be a radio. She shuts her eyes. How do blind people decide where the beginning of the day is if they can’t see if it’s light yet or not? if they can’t see the difference between the light and the dark that happens every day?

She wonders what would happen if she were to stand here and make herself look at the sun for twenty-eight seconds.

Her eyes would melt.

There would be doctors and ambulances etc.

She steps into the blaze of sunlight between the two old trees. She opens her eyes wide and looks directly up. One, she counts. One second is too much. Her eyes clam shut. Inside them is all flashing light. When she opens them she can’t see anything except the circle of the sun she looked at, bright orange. She closes them again. The outside world shifts on her eyes, like an inside photograph. Then the inside photograph is laid over the outside world when she opens them. If she could take photographs with her eyes it would be amazing. If she could do this and she had wings i.e. in the myth with the wings, she could take aerial photographs. She would soar over everything like in a helicopter. The substandard nothing of the village would be obvious. The smallness of these massive trees she is standing under would be like obvious. She could fly over home. She would be able to hold the whole house in the palm of her hand. She would fly over the whole school in a fraction of a second. All the people in the classrooms doing French right now, and the sports field, the playground, the streets around the school, would be like nothing, smaller than the palm of her hand and getting smaller and smaller depending on how high in the sky she chose to go.

It is too hot in the garden. She walks towards the house. That’s her bedroom, there. She would fly up and go in through the window. She would never have to touch the carpet with her feet again. She would be inches off the ground all the time. She would fly up to Magnus’s window now and peek below the blind. (Magnus Smart. Magnus Berenski. Magnus is not even bothered. Why should I care about him when he clearly doesn’t give a fuck about me, he said once. But Magnus can remember him. He put me on his shoulders and we walked along the beach, he told Astrid one night in the treehouse. He let me spoon sugar into his tea.) The blind on Magnus’s room is always down. He doesn’t ever have a bath or a shower. He doesn’t get up until two in the afternoon most days and only comes downstairs to bring down dirty dishes, collect his dinner in the evening and take it back upstairs with him and lock the door again. Their mother and Michael are losing their patience. But even though they are annoyed with him he still gets to do it. Because typical and ironic, when Astrid tried taking her dinner up the stairs as well all hell broke loose.

The four-wheel drive is gone from the front. There is an old white car in the driveway. The kitchen is empty. The tv is on by itself in the lounge. A man has gone missing on the news, and the police have found a body. Astrid puts today’s newspaper on the armchair and sits on it, keeping her arms and hands tucked into herself away from the arms of the chair. The newscasters and the people they are interviewing keep saying that a man went missing and that they have found a body, but nobody will say that the body is anything to do with the man who went missing or vice versa though it is obviously what they mean. It is something to do with the war. The prime minister comes on surrounded by cheering Americans and having his hand shaken by men in suits. After the news a woman in a tv studio talks for ages about what happened to her bowel movements since she started putting her food into special combinations. Not just a pretty faeces, the woman presenter says. Everybody in the studio laughs. It is juvenile. A man phones up the programme and says he has been drinking his urine. The people in the studio discuss whether it would make you feel better to drink your own urine. Astrid is glad that Michael isn’t here since he would probably think the urine thing was a good idea and make them all do it.

This tv only has thirty or so channels on it and most of them are rubbish. It is typically substandard. There is a 1980s music video show on another channel. It is okay to watch it because neither of them is around to act like a loser going on and on about when pop music was political or do the stupid jerky dance. The video comes on about the girl who is in a café having a cup of coffee and reading a comic then the comic comes alive and she becomes part of the story. The boy from the strip cartoon winks at her, then he holds out his hand, right out of the picture into her world and she takes it in her real hand and goes inside the cartoon world and becomes an illustration like him, but out in the real world the woman who owns the café can’t work out where the girl has gone and is angry she left without paying for her coffee so she screws the comic up and throws it in the bin which in comic world is i.e. a total disaster and makes men with crowbars break in and start being violent. So the boy actually rips his world open for the girl (his world is made of paper) so she can escape through the ripped paper of the comic back into her own world. The woman in the café in the real world finds the girl, who’s real again, collapsed on top of the café rubbish bin behind the counter. So the girl grabs the comic all crumpled out of the bin, goes running out of the café, runs all the way home and sits in her bedroom and tries to smooth it out. The end of the video is the boy from the comic (who is the lead singer from the pop group too) trying to smash his way through into the girl’s real world to become real, not just an illustration.

Astrid goes through to the kitchen and breaks the loaf in two without touching anywhere any knife will have been. She fists out the bread from the inside. She eats it. On her way back through she pulls her t-shirt up over her mouth and breathes into the cotton, then smells the cotton where she breathed. It smells quite nice. She wonders if this is what she would taste like, this sweet breath-smell taste, if she could taste what it was she tasted of, or if someone else was maybe to. But what if she tastes disgusting? She worries about tasting disgusting through two more videos. Then she switches the tv off.

She fits the battery into the camera and checks it’s working. She tucks the charger, still charging the other battery, in behind the old horrible crime and mystery paperbacks on the lowest shelf of the bookcase. She listens in the hall but there is no sound of Magnus. She leaves the house by the front door. Her mother and Michael keep saying how amazing it is to be in the country where you can trust people and leave your car unlocked and the doors of the house unlocked or even wide open. Astrid checks that the front door is locked behind her. If people want to rob the house they can go through the open French windows in the garden and her mother can be to blame. They won’t find the charger unless they’ve come specifically to steal old Agatha Christie novels, which would be an excellent ironic crime.

She walks down the lane that leads to the road that leads to the village. It is very hot. She thinks of the house behind her, sitting there full of all its horrible things, and all their holiday things there too, arranged and different, like things floating on a too-hot surface. It is the moment before burglars walk in through the garden and just help themselves. But, since it’s the moment before this happens, the rooms downstairs are all empty, nothing in them but things, like the rooms are holding their breath in this hot summer air. Magnus told her that idea about how something on a film is different from something in real life. In a film there is always a reason. If there is an empty room in a film it would be for a reason they were showing you the empty room. Magnus held up a pen, then dropped it. He said if you drop a pen out of your hand in real life, that’s all it is, a pen you dropped out of your hand there on the ground. But if someone in a film drops a pen and the camera shows you the pen, then that pen that gets dropped is more important than if it’s just a dropped pen in real life. Astrid knows this is true but she is not completely sure how. When Magnus is speaking to people again she will ask him. She will also ask him, if she can remember to, about why she poked the dead animal with the stick without even thinking. Magnus will know the reason she wanted to and will explain it. That would be amazing, if she had had film of that animal, not dead yet but just before it was run over, the minute before it was run over. There it would be, sitting at the side of the road, whatever it was, a rabbit, or a cat, just sitting there with its eyes and paws etc.

But it would only be really amazing if you watched it knowing what happened after it. You would know, but the animal wouldn’t. If you knew this and had film of that it would be exactly like if you were looking at a room before it was burgled. You would know, but the room wouldn’t. Not that a room can know things, as if a room could be alive, like a person. Imagine a room alive, its furniture moving round by itself, its walls calling across the room to one another. A living room, ha ha. Imagine if you were in the room, the living room ha ha ha, and you didn’t expect it to be alive and you went to sit down on a chair and the chair said get off! don’t sit on me! or it moved so you couldn’t sit on it. Or if walls had eyes and could speak i.e. you could come into a room and ask it what had happened in it while you were in another room and it could tell you exactly what

Hello, someone says.

         

Hello, Astrid says back.

It is the person from this morning who was lying on the sofa in the front room.

She is walking alongside Astrid. She has two apples in one hand. She weighs them both, looks them over, chooses which one to keep for herself.

Here, she says.

The apple comes at Astrid through the air and hits her quite hard in the chest. She catches it in the crook of her arm between herself and her camera.

Astrid, the person is saying. Astrum, astralis. How does it feel to have such a starry name?

Then she starts talking about stars. She says that because of light pollution from cities and streetlights, the night sky can’t be seen properly any more and that all over the western world the sky now never gets properly dark. In more than half of Europe, in America, all over the world, people can’t see the stars any more in the same way as they were able to in the past.

She has a way of talking i.e. Irish-sounding, or maybe a kind of American. Though Astrid hasn’t said anything about how she’s going to the Curry Palace, she starts talking about it. She says has Astrid seen it and that it is a blatant act of local crime. Why else would anyone throw black paint at the door and windows of the only ethnic restaurant in the village? The only ethnic restaurant for miles around?

Astrid holds her camera higher, then up near her eye, though it’s off and its lenscap is on. She hopes the person will see it and ask her about it. But the person has stopped talking now and is walking faster, a little ahead of Astrid. Astrid lowers the camera. She starts eating the apple. She hadn’t realized how hungry she is.

How did you know? she calls. I mean about the restaurant?

She hurries to keep up.

How did I know? the person says. How could you miss it? How could you not know?

Are you something to do with the house? Astrid asks.

The person has stopped in the road. She is looking hard at the ground. She suddenly crouches down. Astrid sees a bee there, crawling on the rough tarmac, the large kind of bee, the furry kind. The person gets something out of the back pocket of her cut-offs. It is a little packet. She rips it at its corner and empties something out of it into the palm of her hand. She folds the corner of the packet and slips it into her back pocket again. She spits into her hand. It is gross. She is rubbing spit into her palm with her thumb. She scrapes her spit on to the road just along from the bee, which has stopped still now because something is close to it that’s bigger than it.

The person gets up and walks on, licking her palm and rubbing it on the denim of her cut-offs.

Astrid thinks about asking her how old she is. She looks at the person’s legs with the hair on them. It is obscene. She has never seen anything like it. She looks at the bare feet, walking on the road surface.

Is it sore walking on your feet like that? she asks.

Nope, the person says.

Did your car break down? Astrid says.

They are on a road Astrid doesn’t recognize now.

Cars are a very bad idea in such a polluted world, the person says.

Did you rent us the house? Astrid says.

What house? the person says.

The house we’re renting, Astrid says.

The person finishes her apple and tosses the applecore into the air and over a hedge.

Biodegradable, she says.

Why did you do that back there, near the bee? Astrid asks.

Resuscitation, the person says.

She takes the sachet with the folded corner out of her pocket, makes sure it’s tightly folded down, then tosses it to Astrid. It is the square kind they have in café sugar bowls, the kind that has random information on it like the dates of birth of classical music composers or famous writers or the names of famous cars and horses that won races. On one side it says WHITE SUGAR. On its other there is the ripped-through picture of a fighter plane and the words ‘LD WAR 2 1939–1945 An Estimated 55 Million Lives Were Lost’.

Keep it, she says.

Astrid balances the apple and the camera and tucks the sugar into her own back pocket. All along the new strange road the person is talking about how, after the summer, the worker bees throw the drone bees out of the hive because there’s not enough food for all the bees for the whole winter otherwise and the drones’ usefulness in the hive is finished now that the queen has been fertilized, and the running of the hive is changing because of the summer being over, so what the worker bees do is chew off the wings of the drones then let them drop out of the hive on to the ground.

What happens to them then? Astrid says.

Birds eat them, probably, the person says.

The drones do their best, she says, to hold on to the bees that are ejecting them; they hook on with their feet as their wings get chewed off. But for now, she says, the drones are safe. It’s only the beginning of summer.

She is some kind of a bee expert. She is whistling now. She puts her hands in her pockets and walks along the road ahead of Astrid, whistling a tune like a boy would. Astrid is going down a road that she doesn’t know with someone she doesn’t know, and her mobile phone is buried in rubbish and she is now officially untraceable.

How do you know my name is Astrid? she calls at the back of the person’s head.

Well, that’s easy. The man told me, she says.

What man? Astrid asks.

The man. The man at your house, the person says. The man who’s not your father. I don’t have a father either. I never even met mine.

Astrid drops the half-eaten apple. It rolls off the road on to the verge. She almost drops her camera, but catches it against her as it slips. She stops. She stands in the middle of the road.

Car, the person says as a car rounds the corner ahead of them. Astrid jumps to the side. She tries to remember what she’s said so far out loud. It wasn’t anything about anything. She never said anything. She never mentioned a father or not a father. The car swerves round her and she feels the air as it passes. It is as if a car engine is roaring in Astrid’s ears and eyes, though there’s no wind at all and the noise of the car is gone and it’s a completely calm, completely sunny, ordinary July day.

The person has carried on walking. Come on then, if you’re coming, she calls without turning.

She is now going quite fast. Astrid starts to run. But it’s as she catches up that it dawns on her. The whole point of being awake first in the morning is that there is nobody else about, just Astrid, yawning, near-asleep, leaning out of the open window, steadying herself with her elbows on the sill to film the light coming. All there is is the waking-up birds, all there is is the trees moving in the wind, the crops moving, no cars on the near or the faraway roads, no dogs barking, no nothing. But on one of the mornings Astrid, through her camera lens, which has a very good long range, has seen her.

It was her.

It was definitely her.

It was far away, there was someone sitting on the roof of a car, a white car, Astrid is sure it was a white car, parked at the very far edge of the woods. She seemed to have binoculars or maybe some sort of camera, like a birdwatcher or an expert in some kind of nature. Funny that she was watching the only other person awake, who almost seemed, typical and ironic, to be watching her back, and now when Astrid catches her up on the road she talks as if they’re midway through a conversation and as if she takes it for granted that Astrid understands exactly what she’s talking about.

Because listen. If you tell anybody at all, the person says, I’ll kill you. I mean it. I will.

The person turns and looks at her. She starts to laugh, as if something has delighted her, something so funny that she can’t not laugh. She makes a wide-eyed face at Astrid and Astrid realizes that the reason the person is making this face at her is that her own face is so wide-eyed. Her eyes have gone so wide open that she can actually physically feel how wide open they are.

The person, still laughing, reaches out her hand, puts it firmly on the top of Astrid’s head then raps twice, hard.

Anybody in? she says.

For quite a while after, Astrid can feel the place where it knocked. The top of Astrid’s head feels completely different from the rest of her, like the hand is still there touching her head.

Something has definitely i.e. begun





the beginning of this = the end of everything. He was part of the equation. They took her head. They fixed it on the other body. Then they sent it round everybody’s email. Then she killed herself.

That noise outside is birds. It is swifts. They are making their evening noise. Birds are pointless now. Evening is pointless. They took her head. They put it on the other body. They sent it round the email list. Then she killed herself.

It was a Tuesday. It was just a Tuesday. Magnus knows there will never be just a Tuesday again. There used to be just days in the week where everything felt like normal. It is astonishing now to think of that feeling. They walked along the corridor, just walked down the main stairs then along the corridor like it was any old Tuesday. He was wearing what he’d put on that morning. It was just clothes. The clothes didn’t mean anything other than clothes, then. Was he wearing those socks? He knows he was wearing those trousers. He was definitely wearing those shoes. Those are his school trousers. Those are his school shoes. It was just a joke. They were all laughing about how funny it would be. He was laughing. He was the one who pushed the door open. He can still feel the door now pushing hard back at him on its fire hinge. They used one of the new scanners. A child could have done it, though, even on old equipment. It was a pretty easy procedure. But they were both computer-stupid. They couldn’t have done it if he hadn’t shown them. First they scanned her. Then they scanned the other picture. Then they dragged the head on to the other picture. Then they emailed the jpeg round the email list. Then they went on doing things, clothes, shoes, school corridors, home, days of the week, day after day, for days. On one of those days, she killed herself.

Is it light? Magnus blinks at the blind pulled down over the window. You can pull down a blind but it’s all still there behind it. Light makes all his muscles like they’ve been drugged. It makes his legs not want to do anything. It makes his arms like they’re set in stone. If it’s light, it’ll darken. They took her head. They put it on a different body. They sent it to people. Then she killed herself.

He sits up, holds his stomach. He squints in the light, the dark. Far far away, as if he is looking down the wrong end of a telescope, he can see a boy. The boy is the size of a small stone. He is shining, as if polished. He is wearing his school clothes. He waves his arms the size of spiders’ legs. He speaks in a squeaking voice. He says things like well cool, quality, quite dodgy really. He talks all about things. He talks as if they matter. He talks about calculus, about how plants grow or how insects reproduce or about what the inside of a frog’s eye is like. He talks about films, computers, binaries. He talks about how holograms are produced. He himself is a hologram. He has been created by laser, lenses, optical holders, a special vibration-isolated optical table. He is the creation of coherent light. He is squeaking about it now. He says coherent light is well cool. He is quality. He contains all the necessary information about his shape, size, brightness. He is sickeningly excited about himself. He is quite dodgy really. He only seems to be dimensional. He is a three-dimensional reproduction of something not really there. He was never really there. Look at him. He’s lucky. First of all, he doesn’t exist. That’s lucky. Second, he is so small. He could slip away under a door. He could slip away through a crack in a wood floor. Third, he is back then, before. The real Magnus is this, now, massive, unavoidable. The real Magnus is too much. He is all bulk, big as a beached whale, big as a floundering clumsy giant. He looks down at his past self squeaking, shining, clambering about on his own giant foot as if the foot is a mountain, an exciting experiment or adventure. Hologram Boy has no idea what the foot belongs to. Hologram Boy could never even imagine such monstrous proportions. First they. They then. Then they. Then she.

Magnus lies on the floor face down. If he were really a whale, even a beached whale, it would still be possible. If he were a fish, any kind of fish, in or out of water. It would be possible to go on breathing. Or it would be a relief, the flap, the panic, the not being able to breathe any more. If he were just the water or air that passes through the gills of a fish. Or if he were a dog, any dog, on or off a lead. If he had paws with pads leaving galloping trails of pawprints along a beach in the sand. If he were a dog with a dog-brain. He could be a dog from now on. He would be loyal. He would wait all day in a house for nothing but someone to come home. He would enjoy the waiting. He would eat from a bowl. He would drink with his tongue. He would do as he was told. He would do stupid tricks. It would be brilliant. He could be any animal. He could be a badger. He could live in the ground. He could eat worms. He could dig with talons. There could be earth in his talons. He would gladly be a badger. Bad ger. Even the word is lucky. It is only half bad. Magnus himself is all bad. He was bad all along though he didn’t know it. He believed in his own coherent light. He was wrong. He was bad. He was bad all through. He is like a rotten fruit hanging off a branch. If anyone picks him, splits him open, they’ll see. The world with its Tuesdays, holograms, whales, fish, dogs, frogs, snuffling wet-eyed badgers, reels away from him. It reels away by itself as if he is watching down the telescope an old-fashioned film of a foxhunt in old England, all jolly hunting horns in its fading soundtrack as the fox disappears then the backs of the horses, the backs of the huntsmen recede. Hologram Boy smiles a boyish smile, waves his handkerchief as if goodbye, then all the Christmases, Easters, half-term breaks, summer holidays flicker away, gone. Magnus pulls the duvet off the bed. He rolls it, heavy, over his head but he can still breathe, even against the weight of it. Worms are eating her. There is earth under his nails. The bone, the muscle that held her body on her head were snapped. The end. It is because of him. He showed them what to do. They did it. They put her head on another body. They sent it round the email list. She killed herself.

Magnus is shocked every time he thinks it. What really shocks him is that nothing happens. Nothing happens every time he thinks it. Didn’t it matter? Doesn’t it? They took her head. They put it on the other body. Even though it was a lie it became true. It became more her than her. When he got home that Tuesday he checked his mail. The message flashed up. He was on the email list too. He clicked on her. There she was. It was funny. He laughed. He thinks of it now. He gets stiff. Up he comes, up he goes. Every time he thinks of himself standing looking at the picture they made, on his own, in his room. He was in on the whole thing. Every time, up he comes again. Ah. He is so fucking monstrous. He can’t stop. He has tried. Try harder, ha ha. It was hilarious. The way her head was on the neck. The way the breasts were angled. The way hardly anybody knew. But he knew. Now he is laughing again, stiff as hell. He is foul. He changed himself when he changed her. He snapped his own head off without even knowing. It transplanted itself on to a body he doesn’t know. If he looks in the mirror he looks the same as before. But he isn’t the same. It is a shock to see how like himself it looks. She saw herself changed too. She never knew who did it. It was him. He did it. Magnus is God. There is actually no God. There is only Magnus. Hologram Boy believed God probably existed. Hologram Boy saw God as more human than human, moving among subhuman beings like the weekly celebrity among the Muppets on The Muppet Show. Hologram Boy was the form captain. He made the speech in Assembly on Remembrance Day for the dead soldiers in the world wars. It was Hologram Boy’s job to lay the wreath, lead the squeaking prayers, lest we forget. But Hologram Boy was all forgetfulness. He was lucky. Hologram Boy’s brain was all blank light. There will be no forgetting now. There will be no forgetting ever again. The remembering is like the darkening. The darkening is now happening more. It is like the way having the flu made light go dark. It is almost exactly like when he had flu in December 1999 January 2000. The old series about the Germans down below in the submarine was on tv every night, the pressure, whether or not they’d survive being that low. The first time it happened was two days after he knew she’d done it. He was standing, just standing, by a bus stop by a tree. The tree had a sticking-out branch. Above the tree, round the branch, the sky got darker. Then everything got darker. But nothing had changed. The sky was blue. There were no clouds. There was no change in the air. It just carried on, getting darker. It went away after he slept. Then it came back again the next week in the café. Then it went away. Then it came back, darker. There is no warning. It is like when you are at a cinema waiting for the lights to go down. Something inside your brain knows that at any moment the lights will dim. So sometimes you feel them go dim when they haven’t done anything, haven’t changed at all. It keeps happening to him. It is caused by causal effects. He has caused it. He has changed the way the world is. They played about with her head until they were happy. They shifted it about on the neck. Then they delivered it. Then she killed herself.

Forty people in the upper sixth probably saw that picture. Twenty-six people in the lower sixth probably saw it. Magnus can’t calculate how many other people possibly saw it, or can still see it. There was a lecture about it at Assembly, after. Milton said the people who sent it should come forward. It would come to light, he said. When it did it would be worse for them then if they didn’t come forward now. But it can’t be traced. There is no way the email can be traced back to them. Anton found a zipcode from somewhere in the States. He got it out of the back of the magazine. The message was sent from ‘Michael Jackson’. When Magnus checked his mail that Tuesday night that’s the name that came up. He had laughed. He had thought it was well cool, to be part of it. He was in the common room when Jake Strothers first came in with the photo. Jake Strothers stole it from the school office. Jake Strothers had been sent to deliver a note but when he got there the office was empty. The filing cabinet was wide open. Jake Strothers looked in it. He found the photo on her file. She was in the lower sixth. She was near the front of the Ms. Jake Strothers came into the common room, showed it to Anton. Anton had the magazine in his locker. He fetched it out, folded the photo on to it. Jake Strothers went crazy. Don’t for fuck sake you’re bending it. Jake Strothers had wanted to go out with her. That’s why he stole it. He didn’t want a phone photo. He wanted a photo taken unsneakily. Then Jake Strothers actually looked at the composite Anton made by folding it. They both laughed. He asked them what they were laughing at. They wouldn’t tell him or show him. They knew he hadn’t ever done it yet. They could sense it like it was written on his forehead. Anton said: I’m not responsible for what happens to homosexuals. Magnus said he wasn’t. Anton said: I believe you, honest. But I’m not responsible either for what happens to innocents who see things they’re not ready for yet. Anton was right about that. Hologram Boy was so fucking pure. Hologram Boy noted his own stiffs like interesting science experiments. At this point he was still Hologram Boy. At this point Hologram Boy was still under the illusion that he was Magnus Smart. It was still an ordinary Tuesday. Magnus Smart knew something they didn’t know. A child could do it for fuck sake. Anton, Jake Strothers, hadn’t a clue. They were computer illiterates. Magnus Smart told them there was something he could really show them. It was after school hours. There was hardly anybody about. They walked along the corridor past the cleaners. They went down the main stairs. The school was empty, hollow, big as a whale. They walked through it like they were inside its ribs. But now Magnus is bigger, more bloated than the school. He knows more than the whole school does. They pushed the door open. What is it you see when you see a photo of someone? There was an article in the paper. It said: the tragedy of the loss of Catherine Masson who went to Deans. A happy generous well-loved person a polite bright girl a good friend whose friends would all miss her a keen member of the Lapidary Society. The photo in the paper was the school photo. It was the same one. Magnus knows more than she knew. Magnus knows more than her family knows, even now. All the people who got the email, all the people who read the paper, Magnus knows more than them all. Anton knows. Jake Strothers knows. Nobody will know Magnus is anything to do with them. They are known as bad. He is known as good. They met at the side gate as if by chance they were just walking along at the same pace going home from school. Anton was looking at the ground as he walked. He said nobody was to know, nobody was to say. They all agreed, they nodded without saying anything, no one would know. But Magnus knows. He is all swollen up with knowing.

He did it.

They did it.

Then she did it.

She killed herself

Magnus shakes his head hard inside the duvet. He says the words to himself again. She. Killed. Herself. Nothing. Words are pointless. They mean nothing. They don’t do anything. He pulls the duvet off his head. He is still in this room. They are on holiday in Norfolk. Is it dark yet? Doesn’t matter. Catherine Masson. He says her name to himself. Catherine Masson Catherine Masson Catherine Masson. Doesn’t matter doesn’t matter doesn’t matter. She was happy, generous, well loved. Her friends loved her. He puts his head inside the duvet again. She was bright. She was polite. She went to the Lapidary Society. At the Lapidary Society they polish stones to make things, like jewellery or cufflinks. She would have kept the things she made on her dressing table in her bedroom. There she is, at a computer, in her bedroom. It is a girl’s neat bedroom. It has posters of singers, pictures of tv personalities, cut-out pictures of horses, baby animals, tigers, polar bears. It is the moment she opens an email saying it is from Michael Jackson. She clicks on it. She stares at the screen. Ah. Doesn’t matter. Doesn’t matter. He passed her one time in the corridor. He is not even sure it was actually her. She was just a girl. She was in a bunch of loud laughing girls. They were terrifying. They were going to French. They were eating crisps, jostling each other through the classroom door. They were shouting about how stupid the French word for tyres was. Les pneus. Was it her? If that girl was her then they passed within about half a metre of each other but they didn’t know. She didn’t know who he was. He didn’t know it either, who he was. She is lucky. She is dead. She can’t feel anything. He can’t feel anything either. But he isn’t dead. After, the rumour went round the school. A girl from Deans had killed herself in the bathroom in her house. Her mother or her brother had found her. He heard the rumour in Maths. Charlie wants to add an extension with a floor area of 18 metres squared to the back of his house. He wants to use the minimum possible number of bricks, so he wants to know the smallest perimeter he can use. Write down an expression for the area in terms of x, y. Calculus is the mathematics of taking limits, especially with reference to rates of change. There was nearly a war over who discovered it first, whether it was Leibniz or Newton. Leibniz invented the = sign. Maths = finding the simple in the complex, the finite in the infinite. He sits on the carpet, holds his feet. It was a Tuesday. The whisper said she hung herself. Sarah walks with her brother Steven from home to school every day. One day they time themselves. When Steven gets to school he says: it takes me 6 mins 8 seconds. When Sarah gets to school she says: it takes me 6 to 7 minutes. Whose answer is more likely to be true? Hologram Boy, who was going to University, squeaked inside his head that hanged was more correct than hung. Correction. There is no University. University is not more likely to be true. University is laughable. Calculus is laughable. Everything is a joke. Even the days of the week are laughable. It was a Tuesday when he heard it. If, that other first Tuesday, he just hadn’t been in the common room after school. If he hadn’t known so much. If he had just not. If they hadn’t. Then they hadn’t. Then she wouldn’t have. Then she might still.

That noise is someone knocking on the door of this room. He lifts his head out of the duvet. Above the door is the jut of a roofbeam. It is probably not original. His jeans are in a pile on the floor. His long-sleeved shirt is piled next to the jeans. All the clothes he brought here are in a pile by the sink. She goes through the door of a bathroom. She sits on the edge of a bath. She is surrounded by shower curtain. What would there be a smell of? Toothpaste, soap, clean things. There would be carpet under her feet. Maybe the carpet would still be damp from the last person who had a bathor shower. She must have been quite resourceful. There aren’t that many obvious places in a bathroom. It is a strange room to choose when you first think about it. But after you think about it for a while it makes perfect sense. You go in then you go out of a bathroom. You don’t stay for any length of time. It’s where you empty all the shit out of yourself. It’s where you get clean. She looks at him from the edge of the bath. She is polite, bright. She is wearing her school clothes, like in the photo. She looks straight at him. She nods. It is the least she can expect. She expects it. No she doesn’t. She’s dead. She isn’t looking at him, she can’t look at anyone. But there she is, sitting on the edge of the bath, looking at him. She holds up the showerhead like it’s her who’s got the stiff, not him. She waggles it at him. She gives him the eye.

That noise is someone knocking again. Someone is shouting something. It sounds angry.

Right, Magnus calls. All right.

His voice sounds strange. It seems to come from his stomach. It is surprising to him that there is still a connection from his middle to his head.

Magnus, the voice behind the door had called. How long ago did it call? It had been his mother’s voice. The words weren’t angry in themselves but the sound of them was. Come downstairs now. All right. All right. It is all he has been saying for days. He is monstrous, a liar. All right.

Magnus gets up. He feels dizzy from standing. He walks across to the door. Then he notices his bare arm above his hand. He notices his chest. He looks down. He isn’t wearing anything. He turns back into the room. He pulls on the shirt. He takes a button, lines it up against a buttonhole in the shirt’s other side. But he can’t get the button to go through the buttonhole. He can’t get his hand to do it. He pulls on the jeans. He tucks himself in. He takes the zip, finger there, thumb there. He makes an effort. The zip goes up.

He unlocks the door. Above the keyhole the door has a latch. It is pretending to be an authentic old latch. The door is pretending to be an authentic old door. Maybe everything there is isn’t authentic any more. Maybe everything there is is a kind of pretending. Magnus opens the door. The hall is too bright. This is the kind of bright that goes dark. Over there is the door to the bathroom. It has a little rectangular plaque stuck on it that says the word Bathroom in swirling writing with an illustration of a watering can next to the word. Flowers are growing out of the word, through the letters, the capital B. Magnus shuts his eyes. He is sweating. He feels across to the wall with his hands, feels with his toes for where the floor turns into the stairs. He opens his eyes a crack when he knows he must be past the bathroom door. He goes down the stairs.

Down in the hall he turns to face the door of the room where they eat every night. He steps towards it, stands in front of it. He raises his chin off his chest. All right. He opens the door.

There’s his mother. She doesn’t know anything. She is saying something. Magnus nods. He picks up the plate from a place at the table with no one sitting at it. His sister takes the plate from him. She doesn’t know either. She is putting something on the plate out of a dish on the table. It smells of fish in the room. Michael is saying something. He doesn’t know anything. He is pointing at something. Magnus nods. He hopes that this nodding is what they need. He nods several times, as if he is very sure of what he is nodding about. Yes. Yes, definitely. No worries. He takes the knife then the fork from the place setting. He slides them against himself where his back pocket should be. They must have gone in. There is no sound of them hitting the floor. He can feel the cold of them against his back. The cold is astonishing. It is astonishing to feel anything. The feeling won’t last.

If you don’t mind, I’m going to take this up to my room, Magnus says. Please excuse me. Thank you very much.

He is polite. He is like her. She was polite, bright. Les pneus. His mother says something. It sounds like an exclamation mark. His sister hands him his plate. He takes it in both hands so as not to drop it. The fish on it is dead. It is headless.

The door swings shut behind him. Ahead of him are the stairs. They are deep in shadow. The door with the word Bathroom on it is at the top of them.

Magnus walks to the front door. He puts the plate down on the carpet. He opens the door, picks up the plate again. It is so bright outside. It is unbelievably bright. He hunches his shoulders. Any minute now it will darken. That noise is just wind in leaves, the noise of birds. The birds are like a nightmare. They are making the same noises, again, then again, then again. The leaves are hissing. Birds are pointless. They make a noise to reproduce for their own genetic ends. Leaves are pointless. Trees are pointless. They sustain the lives of insects which die almost as soon as they’re born. The leaves help to produce oxygen that keeps people breathing, then people stop breathing. Insects pollinate a third of the food that people who are horrible to other people, people who are going to die because of it, eat. Hologram Boy: a purpose-bred silkworm moth in caterpillar form can transform the mulberry leaves it eats into half a mile of unbroken silk thread stronger than a steel thread of the same thickness would be. Information is a joke. It is laughable. It is so meaningful it is meaningless. The other noise is the crunch of his own feet on gravel. It doesn’t hurt enough. He looks down at the ground moving under him. It doesn’t hurt now because he is walking on grass.

He is on a little bridge. Under it is a clogged river. He leans over, scrapes the fish off the plate with his hand. Most of it lands in the water. Part of the tail-end breaks off, lands in a bush on the bank. He drops the plate in after the fish. Then he gets the knife out of his back pocket, then the fork. He drops them over too.

The bush is a scratchy one. He leans right into it to reach the bit of fish that got away. When he has it, he goes to the river’s edge. He wades in, then he cups the broken pieces in the water. He lets them float out of his hands. They waver then sink, flaking apart, settling round his feet.

Magnus sits down on the bank in the litter, the weeds. His jeans are wet up to the thighs from the river. Once last year two girls from school came round looking for him. It was a Wednesday. He was at Chess Club. Astrid told him afterwards. She had been in the garden. Two girls had put their heads over the gate. Was this where Magnus Smart lived. Was she his sister. What girls? he asked her. He couldn’t believe it. It was unbelievable. What did they look like? Don’t ask me, Astrid said. I didn’t recognize them. They were a lot older than me. They were like your age, sixteen at least. One had her belly button done. But what did they want? he said. Hologram Boy. He was all shiny with amazement. They wanted you, Astrid said, but you were out. Why would they want me? (Hologram Boy. He was so brightly shining.) Well duh, Astrid said. She was throwing her powerball at the wall by the Egyptian prints, an illegal thing to do if Eve ever knew, catching it, throwing it again, catching it, throwing it again. The prints shook as the ball hit the wall. No, really, what? he said. I told them you didn’t live here, she said. I told them you have a body odour problem you have to go to the doctor about. I said you were at a special clinic taking medication. I told them your nickname was Wankstain. I told them you were gay. They were both really ugly. The one with the belly button was infected. One of them had a scar like this all down her face. They both smelt disgusting of dead fish.

He caught her powerball in mid air. He ran up all the stairs to the second floor with her screaming give it back all the way up past the bedrooms, grabbing at his arm when he went up the ladder to the loft. He threw it out of the velux, it fell deep into the shrubbery where she’d never find it. She said she didn’t care about a powerball so he went to her room to get her old Gameboy. He threw it out of the window down into the bushes too. For nights he tried to work out who those girls had been. He made lists inside his head of the ones who had pierced belly buttons, at least the ones he knew about. It was amazing that a girl with a piercing would want to come to his house. He had lain in bed doing it with a sock, imagining one of those girls was Anna Leto. A girl like Anna Leto would never have come to his house looking for him, would she? She definitely had a piercing. It was legendary. She ran the hundred metres. Athletes aren’t supposed to have them. They tried to give her a hard time about it but because she kept winning things for the school they couldn’t. After the soldiers went into Iraq Anna Leto was still anti-war. This made a lot of other people be it. Hologram Boy believed in order vs chaos. Obviously some countries knew more about good order than others. But if Anna Leto was anti-war then it wasn’t all wasters desperate to get off classes on protests who were it. Even Hologram Boy was nearly persuaded. Magnus thinks of the moment when Anna Leto stood up in class to tell them to be anti-war.

But he daren’t remember properly. He doesn’t dare let it into his head in case. Because there they all are by his garden gate. They’re waiting for him, the girls. All the girls he will ever know. Every girl he is ever going to look at. Every girl who is ever going to look at him. They all have it, her face, the school photograph face.

He glances up at the sky, then down again. Bright means dark. At his first Assembly on the first day of the school year Hologram Boy read out the reading about how the earth was a formless void. There was deep darkness. God said let there be light. There was light. God used the light to divide the day from the night. Anton had a new phone. It lit up. It played a dimensional tone. He was using it to take photos of bits of girls at Registration. He lined it up on passing girls, pressed the button. All the girls look the same this year, Anton said in his ear. He was pleased someone like Anton had singled him out to tell him something like that in his ear. Look, Anton said. They all look like they’re off porn sites. It was true. After you’ve looked at sites, all girls start to look like it. Commercials on tv begin to look like it. Singers on the music channels all look like it, well, the girls anyway.

He could ask Eve when he gets back if he could borrow her laptop. He could ask Michael, if she is busy on hers or doesn’t want anyone to touch it. He can work out the email, it is people’s names plus sp for school pupil dot deans dot co dot uk. Dear Catherine Masson. I am. I hope you don’t mind me. Please don’t mind me emailing you but. You don’t know me but. You have no idea how. I wanted to say I’m really. I’m so. Magnus is sick on to the grass by his hand. Nothing much comes up. For a moment he feels much much better. Then the good feeling goes. She walks into a classroom but all the faces are strange to her. She can’t make them out. They used to be her friends. Now she doesn’t know any more. There’s no knowing. For all she knew it could have been any one of them. She walks down a street she knows or into a shop she’s been in a thousand times. It’s strange to her, it’s changed. She sits at home. Her family, sitting in the same room, is in a different world, one where things haven’t changed. She sits on her bed. Catherine Masson. Doesn’t matter. Here it comes, the darkening, it comes down on him, the grass he’s sitting on turns grey. He shakes his head, closes then opens his eyes. The leaves above him are black. The river is black water. It ends in a massive smashed black ocean. It doesn’t matter any more what numbers add up to. All the billions of electrical impulses, billions of messages sent in miraculous nanoseconds at the flick of a button or a key or a switch across grey miles, countries, continents, the whole wide world: this is all it adds up to. He did it. They did it. She got the message. She killed herself.

He gets up. He walks back over the bridge, retches again. He holds on to the wall of an old white building. He has the slightly better feeling again. He thinks he could stay like this for a while, head down, shoulders against the wall, looking at the rubble, the weeds pushing out of the place where the building meets the ground. But a man comes out. He shouts at Magnus until he gets up. All right, Magnus says. He nods sorry to the people through the big window in the front of the building. They are looking at him in amazement. There is a vase of flowers on the table between them. Magnus crosses a road. He walks past a chip shop. Some boys are standing outside it. They shout something after him. He wonders how it would feel, to be kicked to death by them. He tries to remember a prayer, but the only thing that will come is the words for now I lay me down to sleep I pray the Lord my soul to keep if I should die before I wake I pray the Lord for them to come after me, knock me down then kick me until I’m dead. But they don’t, because there is no God. They shout something else but they don’t come after him. Never mind. Magnus feels better. He knows what to do. He has known all along, really.

He walks back to the house. It is the correct house, the house he left, because its front door is still open. He can see Eve, his mother, sitting in the front window. She is holding a wine glass. He can see the colour of the wine in it. It is dark. Winedark! Hologram Boy squeaks. It makes Magnus laugh. His stomach hurts. His family is laughing at something too, something else, in the front room of this strange house. He can hear Astrid, his sister, laugh. She has no idea. After all, Hologram Boy is saying, why get three yobs outside a chip shop to do it when nobody’s better at doing things than you yourself are? Absolutely, Magnus agrees. Absolutely. He says it every time his foot hits a step all the way up the stairs. BATHROOM. It is on there for the benefit of all the people who temporarily pass through this rented holiday house. He is level with the picture of the watering can. He puts his forehead against it. He pushes open the door with his head.

It is a very plain bathroom. It is so meek, mild. There’s the white bath with the rough-rubber grips in the shape of a large foot with toes, stuck to the bottom of the bath’s insides so people won’t slip getting in or out. There’s the power-shower. There’s the pink bathmat folded on the edge. There’s the shelf of towels, the spare pink soaps. There’s the sink. He has only come in here when he hasn’t been able not to. He has urinated in the sink in his room. He has kept his eyes shut when he absolutely had to come in here, when he needed to

Excrete, Hologram Boy says brightly.

He sees himself in the mirror. He looks remarkably like himself. It is a joke. The towels on the shelf are folded so neatly. The walls have more of the little plaque-pictures of garden things on them, flowers, wordless pictures. A cheap amelioration of a room which we like to pretend is nothing to do with the cloacal. Hologram Boy says the words amelioration then cloacal in his unbroken voice. He waits, head cocked, for Magnus to say absolutely back.

Fuck off out of here you fake little shit, Magnus says to Hologram Boy.

Hologram Boy fizzes a little, as if overloading. Then he snaps into nothing in an instant like someone unplugged him.

Magnus breathes out hard. He looks at the ceiling above the bath, at the fake beam. He wonders if all the rooms in the house have them. He stands on the edges of the bath. He tests the beam with his weight by hanging off it by his arms. It holds, firm enough. He takes off his shirt, ties one arm of it to the beam with a slipknot. He tugs on the other arm to tighten it.

The girl in the magazine had breasts that were angled as if coming at you out of the picture. There was no escape from them. They were like two stupefied eyes looking at you. They were quite big, with lighter-darker tan marks over their nipples. She had dark hair. He can’t remember what kind of eyes. Her nipples were large, hard. Her mouth was red, open. Her wet tongue was there, her teeth. Her body was arched so you could see into all her holes.

Catherine Masson was wearing her dark blue school pullover. It had the shield embroidered into it on the left side of her chest, with its words in it, Endeavour With Concord, the Deans motto. She was wearing a tie with a full-looking, soft-looking knot. She was wearing a white school shirt with its lapels tucked neatly into the pullover. She was smiling a friendly smile. Her mouth was closed. Her skin was clean-looking. Her brown hair was shoulder-length. Her fringe was quite far down over her eyes. You could still see her eyes quite clearly. They were deep brown.

He used one of the new scanners with a Mac. First he scanned both using Photoshop. Then he clicked on the marquee tool. He showed them how to select the head, copy then make a new layer with the body. Then he showed them how to cut round her with the lasso. He showed them the background eraser. He explained pasting the head, dissolving the edges, blending it normal. He showed them save, then how to send it as a jpeg, then finally how to delete.

Magnus puts his arms around himself. He is shivering. He is freezing cold. He stands in the bath on the rubber grip. Reaching up, he ties a slipknot in the other arm of the shirt. He stands up on the edges of the bath again. He loosens the knot until it is big enough. He pushes his head through it. It hangs loose all the way round his neck. Its cuff juts into his ear. He is at the angle of depression. Conduct an experiment to discover how a beam will progressively sag with a loading upon it where m = the load in tonnes, where n = the sag in mm. He takes one foot off the edge of the bath. He holds it in the air. He should say a prayer. Now I lay me down to sleep. He is shaking. He puts the foot carefully back on the edge again. He can see the dust on the top of the beam, the places whoever painted it black missed with the brush. He is level with the lampshade. He can see the cobwebs on its upper rim, the dust on the top of the lightbulb. He can’t work out why the lampshade isn’t shaking too, why the whole room isn’t shaking.

Meanwhile someone has come into the bathroom. It is his own fault. He should have locked the door. He didn’t remember to lock it. He is such a failure. He can’t even do this properly.

         

It is an angel. She stares up at him.

It was just a joke, he says.

I see, she says. Is this a joke too?

She leans on the towel rail, watching him. She has yellow angelic hair.

It’s my fault, he says. Because first I showed them how to. Then they sent it round the list. Then she. I have to.

He starts to cry. He holds on to the beam.

I understand, the angel says.

It was an accident, he says.

Okay, the angel says.

The wrong thing happened, he says.

I get the picture, she says.

She is nodding. She is very beautiful, a little rough-looking, like a beautiful used girl off an internet site. She is all lit up against the wipe-clean wallpaper.

Do you need some help? she is saying. When you’re ready I can knock myself against you here so you lose your balance.

She has him by the leg; she is holding very tightly round it with both her arms. Her arms are bare. The leg she is holding is shaking against her chest, her face.

Just say when, she says into his jeans.

He swallows. He is crying. His face is all snot or sweat. Sweat or snot is all up the cuff of the shirt by his nose.

Come on then, she says. Ready when you are. You want to?

He nods. He tries to say the word yes. He can’t. Sweat or crying, he doesn’t know which, falls from somewhere, hits his chest.

Are you sure now? the angel who’s holding him says





the beginning again! Extraordinary. Life never stopped being glorious, a glorious surprise, a glorious renewal all over again. Like new. No, not just like new but really new, actually new. Metaphor not simile. No like between him and the word new. Who’d have believed it? That woman, Amber, had just pushed her plate away, pushed her chair back, long-limbed and insouciant and insolent as a girl, and had stood up and left the table, left the room, and Michael, now that all that was opposite him was her empty chair, could stop, breathe out, wonder whether Eve, who was scraping at breadcrumbs with her napkin, if she looked up, say she looked up and looked him straight in the face, would see the surprise of it written all over him. His face would have that astonished look more usually found on the face of a soprano hitting a high perfected oh.

Eve was looking up at him now. He straightened his mouth in case. The perfect pitch of her, in his ears and his head and jangling all through his blood, so that he leaned forward at the table then sat back again then couldn’t think how to sit. What Apollinaire called ‘that most modern source of energy–surprise!’, words he wrote on the whiteboard at the start of every academic year, modernist literature being full of the energy of surprise, as Dr Michael Smart told the new third-years every first term. But Dr Michael Smart God bless him and all who sail in him had never before hit a note quite like this one for this startling a quality, this piercing a newness, this jolt of an oh.

He sat forward, leaned on his hands on the table. He sat back again. His arms and legs were acting new to their sockets, his hands had never before been at this loss as to what to do with or where to put themselves. But he felt so exceptionally good. He felt remarkable. He drummed at his legs; they felt good. He stretched out in his chair. Every muscle felt strange, new, good. Eve was still speaking, oblivious, good. She was clearing plates, telling Astrid something. They were saying something about spoons. Spoons! There was a world, with spoons in it, plates, cups, glasses. He held his wine glass out in front of him, swirled the end of the wine in it, watched it settle. It was good. It was Gavi, from Waitrose.

If he were this wine glass there would be hairline cracks holding him together, running their live little electrical connections all over him. Oh. To be filled with goodness then shattered by goodness, so beautifully mosaically fragmented by such shocking goodness. Michael smiled. Eve thought he was smiling at her. She smiled back. He smiled at Astrid too. She gave him a murderous look and scraped a plate. Good for her! Obnoxious little creep. He laughed out loud. Astrid glared at him and left the room. Both Eve’s children needed therapy. Magnus was a case in point. To refuse to eat with them was one thing. To refuse, though, to acknowledge a guest in the room, to act as though she weren’t there, to refuse to say a simple hello, as he’d just done, was quite another kind of rudeness, deeply reprehensible no matter how profound the adolescent hell angst etc. and Michael, who generally kept well out of that side of the parenting thing, was actually going to make a point of talking to Eve about it later in bed. But now a large moth had come in through the open window and was hanging around the lit candle. Moths couldn’t help it, like a moth to a, they were genetically programmed to be attracted by light, of course they saw all light as love-light. When they swam through air drunk towards it it was because they believed, genetically, that they’d found their Übermoth, the one moth in the whole world especially for them. They would even try in a clear night sky to fly as far as the moon if the moon was full.

No preamble–this one went straight into the flame and dropped on to the table with an audible thud. It was a brownish moth. Over it went on itself, and again, and again. He could make out the furred blur of its facial features as it flopped itself round on its damaged wing (he had always had excellent eyesight, good eyes; well into his forties and no need at all at any point in it for glasses or contacts or whatever). Moths and candlelight! Like a moth to a flame! Dr Michael Smart had been reduced to cliché!

Deeply exciting, though, cliché was, as a concept. It was truth misted by overexpression, wasn’t it, like a structure seen in a fog, something waiting to be re-felt, re-seen. Something dainty fumbled at through thick gloves. Cliché was true, obviously, which was why it had become cliché in the first place; so true that cliché actually protected you from its own truth by being what it was, nothing but cliché. Advertising, for example, loved cliché because it was a kind of pure mob truth. There was a lecture in this, maybe for the Ways To Read course. Source? clearly French, he would look it up. Larkin, for instance, the Sid James of English lyric poetry (now that was quite a good observation, Dr Michael Smart firing on all cylinders) knew the power of cliché. What will survive of us is love. His old racehorses in that horse poem didn’t ‘gallop for joy’ but for what must be joy. Larkin, an excellent example. Comic old sexist living all those years in the nether librarian circles of Hull, no wonder he was such a curmudgeon, but he could crack a cliché wide open with a couple of properly pitched words. Or when Hemingway, for example, wrote it before anyone else had even known how to think to express it, didst thou feel the earth move (or however it was he faux-peasantly put it in the not-very-good For Whom the Bell Tolls, 1941 Michael believed), could he have had any idea how his phrase would enter the language? Enter! The language! Cliché was earth-moving, when you understood it, when you felt it, for the first time. Earth and movement, an earthquake, a high-pitched shattering shift in the platelets far down in the heat, below the belt, beneath the feet. Moth plus flame. Right here, right now, Michael had seen and felt and heard the precise drama of the moment when that moth wing singed and went brittle in the candle. He had felt the whole substantial impact of individual moth hitting individual table. He had felt these things, yes, more acutely, more truly, more surprisedly, than he had maybe felt anything since he was, oh, he didn’t know, a fresh-faced (cliché!) twelve-year-old, and not a twelve-year-old like that one over there either, he thought to himself, casting a glance over the top of the bland combed hair of the head of Eve’s curmudgeonly girl, not a twelve-year-old now, when nothing was new and everything was so already known and been and done and postmodern-t-shirt-regurgitated, no, he meant a back-then tank-topped twelve-year-old at the side of deep water, lying deep in the long grass and the noise of summer, the sweet core-line of a piece of the grass in his mouth, when for the first time he saw two insects, two flies of some kind, long-legged water-flies, a metonym you might say for the whole of summer, and the one was on the other’s back in a sheer frenzy of what Michael knew for sure, for the first time, the most innocent time, was entry.

Entry! It was a wonderful word. The fly in the fly. The boy in the grass. The grass in the boy. The boy deep in the day and the day deep in the boy. He particularly liked the word sheer too; as a word it was calmed and smoothed yet still so bloody boyishly enthusiastic, it still went as far as it could. The sheer surface of the water, imagine, then someone diving right into it, unabashed.

She had entered him like he was water. Like he was a dictionary and she was a word he hadn’t known was in him. Or she had entered him more simply, like he was a door and she opened him, leaving him standing ajar as she walked straight in. (Ajar! When is a door not a door? Terrible joke from boyhood television which he was never supposed to watch, it was never funny, that joke. Not till now. He had never been open enough to it till now, ha ha!)

Who is she? what’s her name again? Eve, taking him aside before supper in the kitchen, quietly asking him. It was unlike Eve to forget such things or be cavalier with the details of made appointments; he was suddenly pleased, it made him feel good about his own organizational clarity. He had been dotting the insides of a trout with knobs of butter. Too much and it’s spoilt. Too little and it’s spoilt. Well judged. Amber something, isn’t it? he’d said, poking butter in under the slit.

She had rung the doorbell this morning. He had opened the door and she’d walked in. Sorry I’m late, she’d said. I’m Amber. Car broke down.

Dessert, is there any? Eve was saying now, passing through the room. She was smiling her persuasive smile. She was in a good mood. The fish, by the way, was perfect, she said as she leaned across him.

Yes, he said. It was good, wasn’t it? (She had liked it; she had liked everything he put on the table, she had wolfed it all down so, well, wolfily, fishskin and all, that Astrid had stared at her and Michael had found himself wanting to stare too; he had forgotten what it was like to have what you made be quite so physically appreciated. Nobody ate like that any more, like they were hungry, like what they were eating was good.) I thought Pears Belle Hélène, he told Eve. I just need to heat it. I’ll do it in a minute.

Eve took the last of the plates, took the plate from between his hands. She kissed him as she did; he kissed back, light but pressing; she put her hand to the back of his neck then went through again. The sun was gone but the evening was warm. She would come back into the room any moment now. Any moment now she would come down the stairs, turn towards the door and enter and sit there opposite him again and he’d glow inside his clothes like a reddening electric element. Would he start to smoke and smoulder? Would his clothes melt into his skin? Would his khakis start to singe where they stretched tight against his thigh?

He drummed his thigh again with his fists. Ha-ha! he said. Astrid gave him a withering look. He ignored her. He sang. It’s a Barnum and Bailey world, Just as phoney as it can be. His voice sounded good. His reflection in the window made him look boyish. But it wouldn’t be make-believe. The moth had stopped moving. He went to pick it up off the tablecloth and it moved again; it had only been resting. He got it; he held it close to his nose; he was tempted to put it in his mouth.

He was smelling a moth for the first time.

Moths didn’t smell of anything.

It was fluttering inside his hand. Thank you, moth, for your excellent simile, he said as he closed his hand, leaned over, closed his eyes, put his hand through the open window and dropped the moth out, not looking to see where it landed.

Good luck, moth. If you believed in me.

Michael liked the old songs. They were lyric poems in themselves. He breathed in, deep. The air was new and clean to him. He had finally mastered an oven he didn’t know, in a house that wasn’t his, and an electric oven at that, always the worst. There was moth dust left on his hand; he wiped it on his jeans. The doorbell had rung. He had opened the door and in she’d walked. She had walked right past him. He had answered the door while he was still on the phone. Hang on, he’d said to Philippa Knott. Something’s come up, can I call you straight back, Philippa? His own voice saying Philippa’s name, he could hear it, gravelly, soft-rough, skin needing a shave, hotel afternoon skin, the promise of it going into Philippa Knott’s ear. As he’d answered the door he’d been wondering what he’d call her, Pippa, Pip maybe. A pity she used her full name already, the full name was always more meaningful, more full; these other names were child names; pity; they tended to like to be asked to be adult. He’d ask her later what she’d like, which name she’d prefer him to use. She’d have been waiting for someone to ask her; they generally always were; generally loved to be asked.

Philippa Knott had known to return and hold his eye over the heads of the others in the second-year Victorian seminars; she was slim and dark, long dark hair with a very slight wave in it. Good dress sense, almost totally straight-A in her accumulative writtens for continual assessment, a couple of notably good second-year essays especially one on pre-Freudian suggestion in Robert Browning’s monologues; she’d written very well about the surfaces of stone in Browning’s poems, the way Browning made such sensuality of stone, he’d told her so in his office at the end of the summer term when she’d come to ask him to supervise her American dissertation. She’d looked him directly in the eyes then too; she was game, that was good. Excellent, he’d said, are you here in town for the summer? because I’ll be popping up and down, marking, office work, holiday home in Norfolk, have you got a mobile number, or? He’d put his hand on the small of her back as she’d left his office and she’d let herself shift, just slightly, back into it. He’d phoned Justine to check her summer exam results, mostly beta-alphas; good, that settled it.

Then this happened.

Sorry I’m late. I’m Amber. Car broke down.

He hung up on Philippa Knott, something’s come up, can I call you back? She walked straight in and sat down on the sofa. She looked at him, uninterested; she wasn’t here for him. A bit raddled, maybe thirty, maybe older, tanned like a hitchhiker, dressed like a road protester, one of those older women still determinedly being a girl; all those eighties feministy still-political women were terribly interested in what Eve did. Hippie name. Amber. Ridiculous name.

I’m Michael Smart, Eve’s partner, he’d said and held out his hand. She looked at his hand, looked back at him, blank. He held it out, up in the air for a moment more then dropped it to his side, cleared his throat.

Eve’s in the garden, he said. She’s working in the summerhouse. I’m sure she’ll be here in a moment. She’s expecting you, yes?

She was looking out of the window. She didn’t say anything.

Perhaps I can get you something while you wait? Some fruit, or maybe a drink of something? (Inside he felt blustery, overdone.)

Hunky-dory, she’d said. Is there coffee?

Hunky-dory. He hadn’t heard the words hunky-dory for years. She had an accent that sounded foreign. Scandinavian. It came into his head in the kitchen, how he used to cycle to the campsite and lean on his bike-seat over the fence watching the holiday people and it was the year of the two Swedish girls, their hair so light it was almost white, and the patchouli oil smell, and the friendship bracelets, the leather thongs they had round their necks, they had ankle bracelets too, and their toenails painted purple and black, and the way they strode laughingly between the tents and the taps where they filled their water-bottles, and they called to him over the fence and tempted him in through the unzipped front of their tent, so small from the outside like there’d hardly be room in its upside-down V for them both to fit in it, never mind him as well. Anna-Katherine, and the other one was Marta. He was ten. How old had they been? They can’t have been more than nineteen, maybe twenty; they’d seemed unthinkably adult to him, he’d known for sure he’d never be the kind of age they were. Where were those girls now? What had happened to them in their lives? Thirty years ago. More. 1971. Like yesterday. The noise of the rain on the outside of the tent, the backs of his bare legs in his shorts on the warm damp of the groundsheet.

He hadn’t thought of it for years.

Those girls had stayed at the site for a week. His mother had wanted to know where it was he was going on his bike every evening and not coming home till it was nearly dark. He wasn’t supposed to hang around there; the kind of people who did things like going camping weren’t ever going to be the right kind of people. He had said he was at Jonathan Hadley’s house. (Jonathan Hadley was some kind of chief pathologist high-earner now with a big family and a three-and-a-half-million riverbank house in Walton-on-Thames.) So every night he took a book off the classics shelf, had it in full view casually under his arm, told her he and Jonathan Hadley were spending the evenings reading in Jonathan’s bedroom. That was admirable. That was allowed. Great Expectations. My infant tongue could make of both names nothing longer or more explicit. The Mill on the Floss. Volume One, Book First, Boy and Girl. Vanity Fair. A novel without a hero. The Manager of the Performance. The smell of wet grass. The light filtering through the walls and door-seams of the tent. When those girls left, the patch of flattened grass where their tent had been was unbelievably small. The new people to take the space were from somewhere unpleasant, Bournemouth, Bognor Regis, a big family. The father’s face was tough-looking as he erected the complicated framework of their tent, which took up three spaces. They were loud. They shouted across the grass to each other. He was nothing but a local boy leaning on a fence.

He had brought through a pear for her, elegantly sliced. She ate it immediately, one slice after the other. Did she notice it was elegant? She didn’t say thank you.

So what happened to it, your car? he’d said.

She didn’t say anything. Maybe she hadn’t heard him because of the noise of the vacuum cleaner above.

Your car? he said again, louder. Broken? he said. Won’t start, or?

She shrugged.

The battery? he said. He said it too loud into a pause in the vacuum noise.

She looked blank. Maybe she didn’t know the word battery.

I put the key in, turn it, nothing, she said, looking away from him.

She had probably left the lights on overnight, he thought. Maybe the small ceiling light. There was probably no petrol in it.

He sat on the arm of the sofa. So, where are you from, originally? he’d begun to say, when she broke in with a shockingly long sentence:

But do you think it will be okay and do you think it’s completely safe there just left abandoned in the middle of the road like that?

The sentence ended. The noise started again over their heads.

Well, I’ve absolutely no idea, he shouted. To be honest it doesn’t sound safe at all, if it’s as you describe. Where is it?

She gestured vaguely in the air, towards the window.

I mean, it’s very quiet round here, he shouted against the vacuum roar. The incongruity made him laugh. She looked at him. He stopped laughing.

But what I’m trying to say is, he said, I wouldn’t consider anything left in the middle of the road very safe. It depends how middle of the road you mean.

Yes, she said. Right in the middle. Just on a corner I had to leave it where it stopped. All night I was driving to get here.

She rubbed her eyes. She did look exhausted.

Everything’s still in it, she said.

You haven’t left anything valuable? he said. Like a laptop, anything like that?

She nodded, gestured at his mobile on the table.

Everything, she said.

You really shouldn’t have, he said. Nowhere’s safe these days. Not even out here in the middle of nowhere. Thieves everywhere.

She sank back into the sofa and closed her eyes, shook her head. She rubbed her head with her hand. She seemed to be waiting for something.

Well, I–, he began. I don’t know much about cars. I don’t have much time. I’ve got to nip in to London in about an hour.

She looked utterly bored.

Where is it exactly? he said. If you like, I could take a–

She had already stood up, taken a car key out of the pocket of her shorts and was holding it out. She sat down again when he took it.

But will the coffee be very long? she said.

It was real coffee, he had wanted to tell her. He wanted her to know he was the kind of man who would never make instant. He couldn’t imagine any way of saying it, though, that wasn’t patronizing-sounding. She’d notice when she tasted it, he was sure. He called Philippa Knott on his walk down the road. He blocked the number first; never ever give out the mobile number. Hello Philippa? Dr Michael Smart here, the sound of his voice in the open summer air was strange, bombastic. He fixed their appointment for two p.m. Just on the bend of the road by the start of the woods was a square little Volvo of some kind, parked quite neatly by a ditch. It didn’t look like it had been broken into. Nothing looked forced.

Its door was open. He let himself in, slid back the driver’s seat. He knew nothing about cars. This might not even be her car. But he inserted the key in the ignition and the engine started first time. Magic, he thought. Magic touch. Stroke of luck. She’d probably flooded it, done something with the choke. Something like that. Maybe it had overheated. She’d said she’d been driving all night. He drove it up to the house rehearsing how best to say it. I turned it over a few times and it started sweet as anything. I had a poke about under there and it all seems okay now. I’m not much of a car expert, but I had a little look at it and now I think you’ll find it’s running sweet as a nut.

Sweet as a nut! Michael was still at the table, sitting back and sitting forward, shifting about in his chair. Eve and Astrid were in the kitchen arguing about something. She still hadn’t come back in the room. She would, any moment. It was actually true, he thought. Nuts were sweet. No innuendo. It was innocent. It was an innocent fact. Nuts had a unique sweetness.

Philippa on the other hand had, as soon as she was kissed, put her hand inside his trousers and cupped his balls. She was an ambitious girl. Let’s start at the very beginning, he’d said to her as he’d unbuttoned her top. It’s a very good place to start. But she didn’t get it. He was still explaining as she unzipped him and pulled him out about how it was a camp reference. She had had no idea what he was talking about. Oh, right, she said, that old film, then squeezed him so hard that he couldn’t speak.

It was a little depressing; he couldn’t help feeling misunderstood, cheated even, as he went in under her dress. He liked to give the little speech about Agape and Eros. He liked to tell the story, how he had admired her in class when she’d said ‘ ’. (He’d been ready, and hadn’t needed, to use the moment Philippa Knott had said the thing about Charlotte Brontë being Emily Brontë on valium.) He liked to describe it, how he’d been pacing his study, preoccupied, unable to sleep for nights on end because the witty or clever thing she’d said in the class had revealed to him out of nowhere, as if he had been struck by lightning, that he wanted to take her and have her right then and there regardless, in front of all the others. He liked to tell it like this then sit hangdog on the chair, not his chair at the desk but one of the chairs they themselves sat in, ashamed of himself, shaking his head at himself, looking at the ground. Then the silence. Then the glance up, to see. One (was it Kirsty? Kirsty Anderson, graduated high 2:1, 1998) he had induced ingeniously; she had looked the type. He had recited the fragment about Sappho, I am undone by a beautiful youth, and told her in his quiet voice, I am myself a lesbian. Don’t laugh. I sense myself as feminine, my soul is definitely anima and the thing is I can’t help but love girls and women. (He believed she was now working for the BBC.) They used to like that kind of thing more; he used to use quotes from writers like Lillian Hellman and Alice Walker, writers whose reputations were clearly passing; now it was Philippa Knott’s proposed Contemp. Amer. III dissertation: ‘The American Presidential Erection: images of power in the novels of Philip Roth’. He had sped there on the train thinking he could let her gently know, before he touched her (if she let him touch her), that she’d passed her exams. Pippa passes, he thought he could say gently in her ear; witty and apt. But she’d brought her own condoms and she rolled one on him herself as she propped him back against his desk, leaving him feeling weak, as if hospitalized.

Ten years ago it had been romantic, inspiring, energizing (Harriet, Ilanna, that sweet page-boyed one whose name escaped him now but who still sent a card at Christmas). Five years ago it had still been good (for instance, Kirsty Anderson). Now Michael Smart, with twenty-year-old Philippa Knott jerking about, eyes open, on top of him on his office floor, was worried about his spine. He closed his own eyes. How disappointing it was, he thought, that the film actress Jennifer Beals, whom he’d watched a late-night programme about by chance a couple of months ago on one of the endless channels they now subscribed to at home, had clearly had facial surgery to make herself look like all the other Hollywood women.

He could see the rough wood on the underside of the desk. Maybe Philippa Knott had been the wrong choice. Maybe he should have gone, after all, for the shy redhead, what was her name, Rachel, from Yorkshire, who reputedly wrote poetry and whose dissertation subject was comforting: the importance of authenticity of voice in post-war British working-class literature. Would Rachel have been more authentic? Different from this. But then again. This had its satisfactions. Michael’s brain emptied. He came.

When he could think again, when Philippa Knot climbed off, stood up and rearranged herself, he found he was thinking of Aschenbach in Death in Venice, the moment when he takes sly pleasure in the thought that the delicate beautiful boy will probably die young. She checked her mobile. She had missed a message. She combed her hair and redid her make-up in a hand-mirror she propped on his bookshelves, by the dictionaries. He got up with his back to her, tucked in his shirt, reholed his belt, straightened his crease. Had he had her or had she had him? The teacher fucks the student. The student fucks the teacher. He began talking, because the room was resounding with the little noises of Philippa Knott. Word order was crucial in English, he told her, in a way it wasn’t, interestingly, in many other languages, for instance in German, because subject and object were signalled separately by masculine / feminine inflexion. There wasn’t much call for accidence in English, which had lost its inflexion tendencies in the Middle English period. Accidence won’t happen, he said, ha ha, as he folded the used condom into a sheet of A4 off the top of the pile of old Yeats handouts. O love is the crooked thing, the handout said halfway down. He saw the words. A stanza from one of the pre-Responsibilities poems, from when Yeats was still young. Then the ageing Yeats, trying to restart the dodgy old motor of his virility. Yeats, the old monkey. Philippa was talking about results and degree projections. I did quite well, she was saying. Justine in the office told me. I’m really pleased actually. I got a projected 2:1 for my Shakespeare and a projected 1 for my Victorian and a. Michael had felt suddenly exhausted. Before she’d left she had sat down in her usual seat three along from his desk and got a pen, a foolscap pad and a clutch of shiny Roth paperbacks out of her bag. She sat, waiting. Terribly sorry, Dr Michael Smart said. But we’ll have to do this next time, Philippa. I’m afraid I have other appointments this afternoon.

Okay, she’d said unconcerned, and fished in her bag for her diary.

After she’d gone he looked at his watch. It was 2.24. He stood for the next ten minutes at his window. It looked into an empty courtyard, nothing in it, brick on brick. He liked it, usually. He could usually make something of it. But today the courtyard was irrefutably nothing.

He switched his computer on and checked his email. One hundred and seventy-three new messages. The weight of admin in this profession was becoming more than a joke.

He walked the length of the department corridor and met nobody else; he listened at a couple of doors and heard nobody. Friday afternoon, post-exams, not exactly surprising. When he called in at the office for his snail mail Justine was polite but untalkative, seemed disdainful. Secretaries were the unacknowledged legislators of the world. He hated it when they took against him. It made it such hard work. Justine never liked him at the starts and ends of term. It was possible that she was jealous.

He washed himself in the staff toilet, dried himself off with paper towels. He looked away from himself in the mirror. Back in his room he went through the new emails and deleted without reading the seven messages from Emma-Louise Sackville, who had just graduated with a rather poor 2:2 and was at the needy, tearful stage. Even if her results had been better, no difference. He made it very clear. He took pains to make it clear all year. After graduation there were no more supervisions.

He switched off the computer. He locked his door.

He thought about going home, to the empty house across the city. There would be no maudlin kids there with their foreheads high and full of misery, there would be no preoccupied grumbling dark-eyed Eve. The house to himself. He looked at his watch. Too late. He walked to the station. The streets were full of irritating young and happy people. He sat down on the train. The carriage was sparsely peopled, unlike on the way in, when the train had been crowded and sun-flashy, the trees cornucopiae of summer greenness and his mood as buoyant as the trees were. He had shot into the city today like a fool, laughing to himself at the local villages’ free paper left on the seat beside him. Coffee morning advertisement with an appearance by the Norfolk Beatles. The Norfolk Beatles! A report of local vandalism. Several angry letters about a group of travellers putting up semi-permanent caravans on some local fields. (Which begged the question: was there really such a thing as a semi-permanent caravan?) A column about the mystery of who could be stealing the council paper-recycling boxes from one particular village. He had been looking forward to telling someone, Justine, Tom, maybe Nigel if Nigel was in, how funny, how odd, how interesting a place it was they were staying for the summer from the point of view of social interaction and demographics, in terms of metaphor for the larger England. He would have told the stories and everybody would have laughed.

But now that he was headed back there the untold stories made him feel dull and squalid inside. The train doors shut with a cheap beeping noise. He should have gone home when he thought about it, when he had the chance. They should have gone to Suffolk. Nobody went to Norfolk. Everybody went to Suffolk. Dr Michael Smart would never be head of department, not even acting head, via Norfolk. Tom was in Suffolk. Marjory Dint was in Suffolk. She had her own summer place there. Of course, the Dints were loaded. They could afford it. Several people he could think of were in Suffolk, and several others he didn’t know about were probably there too. The train swung out of the station. It was one of those lightweight unimportant trains. His heart was heavy. It was heavier than the train. It was heavy all the way through the suburbs. His eyelids were heavy too. He fell asleep.

But it was when he woke up God knew where, in the middle of nowhere, that he saw the empty seat opposite him.

It was just a seat with no one in it, just an empty seat on a train. There were lots of empty seats exactly like it throughout the carriage; there was hardly anyone on this unpleasant train. The seat’s fabric was worn and grubby, municipally brightly coloured, as if for children; these trains were an embarrassment when it came to design. But now something in him dismissed what it looked like etc., because what mattered more than anything was that he knew, from nowhere, as if he had been struck by, well, yes, lightning, that he wanted that woman Amber from the house this morning sitting there opposite him in the empty seat.

He shook his head. He laughed at himself. Struck twice by lightning in the one day. He’d just had a girl. Dr Michael Smart here. Incorrigible. He settled back in his seat, closed his eyes again and tried to imagine that woman, Amber, sucking him off in the train toilet.

But it didn’t work.

He actually couldn’t imagine it.

How curious, Dr Michael Smart thought to himself.

He tried again.

He put her down on her knees in front of him at the back of a near-empty cinema. But all he could see was the shaft of light from the projector above him, the movement of lazy dust in it as it changed with the frames, and ahead of him a stray pinpoint of light reflecting back off the screen where the screen had been tinily pierced.

He put her down in front of him on the floor of a London taxi in winter. All he could see was how the lights of London streets and traffic coalesced in the pinpoints of rain on the car window.

Curiouser and curiouser, as the paedophilic mathematician wrote in his book for children, Dr Michael Smart noted cleverly to himself.

But actually it was a little disturbing that all he could picture her doing was sitting there, opposite him, on this train. That was possible. That was perfectly possible. There she was. She was looking out of the train window. She was examining her nails. She was examining the ends of her hair. She was reading a book in a language he didn’t know.

He thought about how those two girls in the tent, when he was a boy, sat him down between them, fed him the minced meat and onion they’d fried on their blue-flamed primus stove and ignored him, leaving him dozing against them with his book open at page one in front of him, warm in their body heat as they talked to each other over the top of his head in a language he didn’t recognize any of the words of.

Epiphany! dear God it was an epiphany! the empty seat filled with nothing but goodness was a holy moment! and on a filthy train crossing the filthy fens!

But here was a new truth for Dr Michael Smart–because who in the world gave a damn, when he was really alive, like this, about ‘epiphany’, in other words about what things were called, about devices and conceits and rules and the boundaries of genres, the learned chronologies, the sorted and given definitions of things? Now he had finally understood, now he knew for the first time, exactly what it meant, what the Joyce and the droney old bore of a Woolf and the Yeats and the Roth and the Larkin, the Hemingway, the authentic post-war working-class voices, the Browning, the Eliot, the Dickens and the who else, William Thackeray, Monsieur Apollinaire, Thomas Mann, old Will Shakescene, Dylan Thomas drunk and dead and forever young and easy under the appleboughs, and all of them, all the others, and every page he had ever read, every exegesis he had ever exegesed (was that even a word? who cared? it was a word now, wasn’t it?) had been about.

This.

         

He had sat opposite her at supper. She looked the kind of girl, no, the kind of good full adult woman, that you’d pick up in a car on the road and give a lift to the next village, then she’d get out of your car and wave goodbye and you’d never see her again, but you’d never forget it.

She looked like the dishevelled, flower-strewn girl in Botticelli’s Spring.

He had got off the train surprised at himself. He had stood for a moment in the sun. He had stood watching simple sunlight glinting off his car in the station car park. He had felt strange, different, shiny under his clothes, so much so that on his way home he had begun to think he should maybe take an antihistamine. When he got home the Volvo was still in the drive. He parked his car alongside it. He walked round the side of the house. She was lying on her front in the garden examining something, like a girl. When he saw her his heart was a wing in the air.

He had made supper. He had made an excellent supper. Is she staying for supper? he’d asked Eve when she came in. I’ve no idea, Eve said, have you asked her to? He’d called to her in the garden, where she was lying on the grass with Astrid. Would she like to stay for supper? Astrid, sweet Astrid, called back that she would. Now she had pushed her chair back and left the table, gone upstairs, and Michael Smart had opened his eyes into what he knew was light, like a coma patient after years of senseless dark. He could see Eve. He could see Astrid. He could see his own hands like he’d never seen them. He had seen the light. He was the light. He had been lit, struck, like a match. He had been enlightened. He was photosynthetic; he had grown green. He was leafy and new. He looked around him and everything he saw shone with life. The glass. The spoon. His own hands. He held them up. They floated. He was floating, he hovered in air here on this chair. He was a defiance of gravity. He was fiery, full of fire, full of a new and uncorrupted fuel. He picked up his glass again. Look at it. It had been shaped in an intense heat. It was miraculous, this ordinary glass. He was it. He was this glass. He was that spoon, those spoons there. He knew the glassiness of glass and the shining spooniness of spoon. He was the table, he was the walls of this room, he was the food he was about to prepare, he was what she’d eat, sitting opposite him, looking straight through him.

She had ignored him over supper.

She had ignored him the whole time.

She had sat opposite him as if he wasn’t there. He may as well himself have been an empty chair opposite her, a space, an innocent nothing. But he had made her car start. He had made an excellent supper. He would make warmed pears in hot chocolate sauce and then he would watch her cut with the edge of her spoon, scoop it up, put her spoon in her mouth and chew and swallow something that tasted very good indeed, and scoop more food into her spoon and open her mouth for the spoon again.

Any minute now she would step back through the door into the room.

There she was now, in the doorway.

Oh





the beginning was keeping her awake. She by far preferred the edit, the end, where the work in the dark was over and you could cut and cut until you saw the true shape of things emerge.

Where was Eve, exactly? Eve was lying in bed in this too-dark too-hot room, completely awake in the middle of the night, next to Michael completely asleep with his head under his pillow.

No other reason she couldn’t sleep? No.

Honestly? Well. That girl of Michael’s was a little distracting.

What girl? The girl who had had the effrontery to turn up at their holiday house, eat their food, charm Eve’s children, tell what Eve suspected was one of the most blatant packs of lies she had ever witnessed anyone straight-facedly tell. The girl who, at the end of the (actually rather pleasant) evening, for no reason at all, had taken Eve by the shoulders and shaken her hard.

She had what? She had physically shaken Eve and then she had stepped back, opened the front door, said a cheerful goodnight, shut the door behind her and gone out to sleep under the stars (well, actually under the roof of a Volvo parked in the drive, to be more measured about it).

She had shaken Eve? Yes. Outrageous.

Why had she shaken Eve like that? For no reason at all. For no reason Eve could think of. Eve had absolutely no idea.

Who was the girl? She was something to do with Michael.

How was Eve right now? She was very very awake.

Was it a little bit too dark in this holiday house? Yes. It was unnaturally dark for summer. The windows of this house were far too small. The curtains were far too thick.

In what way was the girl ‘something to do with Michael’? She was clearly his latest ‘student’.

Was Michael pretending she wasn’t? Naturally he was:

Michael: (already in bed, to Eve, as she takes off her clothes and gets ready for bed too) How did it all go?

Eve: How did all what go?

Michael: What kind of questions did she ask you? Eve: Did who ask me?

Michael: What’s her name. Amber. Were they good ones?

Eve: (deciding not to mention the humiliation of being shaken half an hour ago in the hall) How do you mean, exactly?

Michael: You know. Genuine. Was she good? Is she clever? She seems quite clever.

Eve: Well you should know.

Michael: How do you mean?

Eve: Well, she’s one of yours.

Michael: One of my what?

Eve: Your students.

Michael: No she isn’t.

Eve: Ah. Right.

Michael: (turning over) She’s here to do some kind of Genuine interview, isn’t she?

What is the latest publication sensation to take the literary world by storm? It’s the Genuine Article Series from Jupiter Press, a series of ‘autobiotruefictinterviews’ created by Eve Smart (42), who hit upon the original concept eight years ago when she published Genuine Article 1: The Story of Clara Skinner, a profile of real-life London barmaid Clara Skinner killed in the Blitz at the age of 38. (Other Genuine Articles feature an Italian POW, a cinema usherette, a fighter pilot and an infant evacuee.) Excitement over her most recent Genuine Article, The Story of Ilse Silber, has galvanized the former independent Jupiter Press, whose usual print-runs average five thousand and who have sold nearly forty thousand this spring alone of Silber and seen demand for the previous volumes rocket (one of the reasons for the spotlight purchase earlier this year of small press Jupiter by multi-conglomerate HarperCollins). ‘It certainly caught us out,’ says Amanda Farley-Brown, at only twenty-seven currently chief commissioning editor at Jupiter Press. ‘We are still reeling. We can’t believe our luck. We are crossing our fingers that Richard and Judy will feature a Genuine.’

What are these books about? Each takes the ordinary life of a living person who died before his or her time in the Second World War and gives him or her a voice–but a voice that tells his or her story as if he or she had lived on. ‘I let them tell the story of an alternative aftermath–the story of how things could have been,’ says Smart.

What’s so new about these books? Each of the slim volumes is written in Question & Answer format. The ‘speaker’ in The Story of Ilse Silber, a German-born woman, secretly Jewish but outwardly a good Nazi mother even awarded the special Mother’s Iron Cross by Hitler for giving birth to seven children (all of whom subsequently perished in allied bombing raids), is asked to describe the moment of her real-life death when her clothes caught fire in heavy shelling and she threw herself into the Wuppertal river. With the help of Smart’s questions she goes on posthumously to describe what happened when she dragged herself out of the river, dried herself off, healed her burns with the help of a local farmer and carried on with life for another thirty years.

Why the Q&A gimmick? ‘It’s not a gimmick. Every question has an answer,’ says Smart.

Don’t living relatives have something to say about Smart digging up their dead? ‘Usually relatives are delighted. They feel it is very positive attention,’ says Smart. ‘I always make it clear that the Genuine Articles are first and foremost fictionalization. But fiction has the unique power of revealing something true.’

Have the critics finally caught on to Smart’s smartness? ‘Ingenious and moving’ (Times). ‘A book which makes the metaphysical as much part of the everyday as a teacup on a saucer on a scullery table in the year 1957’ (Telegraph). ‘Brilliant, profoundly atoning. A deeply assuaging read’ (Guardian).

Is this ecstatic reception unanimous? ‘When will writers and readers finally stop hanging around mendacious glorified stories of a war which may as well by now have happened planets away from this one? Smart’s Genuine Articles are a prime example of our shameful attraction to anything that lets us feel both fake-guilty and morally justified. No more of this murky self-indulgence. We need stories about now, not more peddled old nonsense about then’ (Independent).

What’s next? Speculations about whether Smart will seek a more lucrative publishing deal are rife; meanwhile, is she tucked away working on Genuine Article number 7? Who will she resurrect this time? Only Smart knows.

What does Eve Smart (42) know? God only knows.

Where was Eve Smart (42) right now? Lying next to Michael in bed in an insalubrious holiday house in Norfolk.

No, I mean where was she with her next project? Please don’t ask.

Why? She was as useless as a blunt pencil on the floor of the ‘elegant summerhouse with internet connection-point’ in the ‘mature garden’ of this ‘Tudor Farmhouse next to picturesque village on the Norfolk Broads’. The advert should have read ‘1930s swindle of a summer let off the Norfolk B roads, next to a near-slum full of houses that look like the kind on old council estates’. Someone had stuck slices of old railway sleeper across the ceilings throughout this house. Mock Tudor all right. Eve laughed, but to herself, so as not to wake him.

Why? Partly because she genuinely didn’t want to disturb him and partly because she didn’t want to have to have sex again. He was asleep with one of the pillows he’d brought from home over his head.

Why did he bring pillows? He was often allergic to pillows that weren’t his own. Other than that he didn’t find sleeping difficult. He didn’t find beginning anything new difficult either. He was always ‘beginning’ something else, something new.

Why those little ironic ‘ ’? Eve chose not to answer that question.

What was wrong with the village? Eve had imagined a picturesque place of big comfortable houses with recording studios in their barns, people summering on decking overlooking Norfolk’s legendary big open skies. Norfolk did have very nice skies. But one of the village’s two shops had a skull in its window with a plastic rat stuck in its eyehole.

Why didn’t they leave? Eve had paid up front.

Why were they here, exactly? Break from routine. Change of scene.

Why else? To get away from 1. dead people’s relations phoning and emailing all the time to agree or disagree or demand attention or money; 2. all the pitiful letters, calls and emails from people all over the country desperate for her to choose their dead relations to be brought back to life in her next book and 3. people from Jupiter phoning several times a week asking her how and where the book was.

How and where was the book? Please don’t ask this.

Wasn’t she working on it? Every night at six she came out of the shed, went back into the main house and changed, and ate as if a day’s work had been done and everybody’s summer wasn’t being wasted in a Norfolk hell-hole. Today Astrid had come over the grass rather than up the gravel so Eve hadn’t heard her, had only just seen the shadow cross the window and only just managed to get up off the floor and on to the old chair at the desk to make a noise at the keyboards of the off laptop. After Astrid had gone Eve had stared at the blank screen. Calm. Measured.

Was Eve Smart a fraud? She had lain back down on the dirty floor after Astrid had gone.

Was Eve, for instance, tired of making up afterlives for people who were in reality dead and gone? Eve chose not to answer this question. Was she fazed by the popularity of the last volume, which really she should have known to expect given the distasteful rise in public interest in all things Nazi and WWII generally over the past few years and especially now that the UK was back at war again? Eve chose not to answer this question. Was it anything to do with that ‘mendacious glorified peddled’ review just quoted? Eve chose not to answer this question. Did Eve really remember the whole of that review off by heart, verbatim? Eve chose not was it anything to do with the fact that thirty-eight thousand wasn’t actually all that many after all, not in bestselling terms, and now that the big time had arrived, it was disappointingly not that big a time? No! of course not! Absolutely not. Did Eve have a subject for her new unbegun book yet? No. Why was the very thought of starting a new book, which would bring in relative money and fame, enough to make her spend all day lying on her back on the floor of the mock summerhouse unable to do anything? Good question. See if you can answer it from the answers already given. She had watched a woodlouse climb out of a crack in the floor and then back down into it again. She had wanted with all her heart at that moment to be a woodlouse with a woodlouse’s responsibilities, a woodlouse’s talents.

Call that working? Eve took a deep breath. It is very very hard work indeed, she answered, to be a woman and alive in this hemisphere in this day and age. It asks a lot, to be able to do all the things we’re supposed to do the way we’re expected to do them. Talent. Sex. Money. Family. The correct modest intelligence. The correct thinness. The correct presence.

Isn’t that a bit feeble? Any more questions like this and Eve would terminate the interview.

Well, what kinds of question are acceptable? Good questions. Conceptual questions. Not the personal kind. What did it matter what colour Eve’s eyes were? Or what gender she happened to be? Or what was happening in her private life or her family?

What was happening in her family? Well, Astrid, for one, was acting very adolescently.

And Magnus? Eve didn’t know what to do about Magnus. The way he was acting was very worrying.

And her husband? Michael was fine. Really, he was fine. But these are personal questions. They’re the wrong kind of question. The point was: Eve was an artist, and something was blocking her.

Okay, so, what did Eve believe in?

It’s a straightforward enough question; what did Eve believe? What do you mean exactly, what did Eve believe?

What did Eve believe?

What credo did she live by?

Well?

What made her think?

What made her write?

What kept her motivated? Eve was motivated by Quantum.

As in physics? Theory? Mechanics? Leap? Quantum was the name of the make of running machine she used.

Running machine? Yes.

She ‘believed in’ her Quantum running machine? Yes.

Like other people believe in God, or chaos theory, or reincarnation, or unicorns? The Quantum running machine definitely existed. At home, when she couldn’t sleep, Eve used the Quantum. On the Quantum she exercised both body and mind while everyone else was asleep, asking herself questions and answering them as she walked or ran in rhythm. (It’s actually how she first came up with the Genuine Article concept.)

But there was no Quantum in Norfolk? No. It was at home, in Eve’s study.

Why didn’t Eve just go for a run, then, during the day, rather than lying about all day on the floor of the shed? Don’t be ridiculous. Eve never ‘went for a run’, anywhere, any time. What a terribly public thing to do. It wouldn’t be the same at all.

Why didn’t she try it, go for a run, right now, in the dark, in the middle of nowhere, where no one would have seen her? Eve sat up in the bed. She folded her arms.

Okay, okay. Where were we, again? We were on the floor of the shed. Woodlouse.

And what happened then, after the woodlouse? After the woodlouse moment of revelation she had fallen asleep on the floor.

Was it any wonder Eve couldn’t sleep now, with all that sleeping during the day? Listen. Eve was lying in this too-hot bed in this too-hot room in this too-hot too-dark part of the world. At home, when she was awake like this, at least there were streetlights.

Why had that girl shaken Eve? Jealousy? Intimidation? Malevolence?

Had it felt malevolent? Well, no. Not really. It had felt as if–

As if what? Well, curiously as if, when she took her by the arms, the girl was going to, well, strange as it sounds, kiss her.

But she didn’t? No. She shook her.

If Eve got up and went to the window would she be able to look down and see the car there? The girl would be asleep on its back seat. No, the back seats would probably fold down into a reasonable-sized sleeping space. Or she might be stretched across both front seats. Or in the passenger seat, reclined. Eve lifted the sheet, slipped out of the bed, made her way across to the ow f***

What was that? That was the dressing-table edge.

No, what was that supposed word, f***? Can’t Eve say the word fuck? Not out loud.

Why not? Have you never had children? Eve rubbed at her thigh. She hauled back the curtain, holding her breath. Dust. These curtains were probably from before the war, and that was probably the last time they’d been laundered. When they left this house Eve intended to send Mrs Beth Orris a list of what had been unsatisfactory and a demand for some restitution.

Was the car still there? Yes, parked next to their own.

How did someone sleep in a car? How did someone do it every night? Did she do this in the winter as well as the summer? It would ruin your muscles and joints. Wouldn’t you like to sleep in the house, Amber? Eve had said when it came to the time to leave and she got up to go. Eve was hospitable. There’s plenty of room, she’d said. There’s a spare room, nobody in it, I think the bed’s even made up, it’s absolutely no trouble, you’d be welcome to. No, she said, I like to sleep in the car, and she came forward in the hall as if to give Eve a perfectly mannerly goodnight and thank you for dinner embrace, or kiss, whatever, and instead she took Eve firmly by the shoulders, so firm it was on the verge of painful, Eve could still feel the hold now, and before she had had time even to realize what had happened never mind say anything or be outraged at the intimacy of it, the girl had shaken Eve, hard, twice, for no reason, as if she had every right to.

Why did she think she had every right to? Behind her, Eve heard Michael turn over. She watched him shrug the sheet further down his back. Eve had been sure to kiss Michael hard when his ‘student’ was out of the room.

Why? To let him know.

What? That it was all all right with her, whatever he was playing at now.

Wasn’t the girl (well, hardly a girl, only about ten years younger than Eve for God’s sake)

–wasn’t her general rudeness to Michael this evening yet more proof of her being one of Michael’s conquests? Yes, definitely.

Wasn’t she a lot older-looking than his usual? Curiously, yes, and more salacious-looking, rougher-looking, with her high-cut shorts and her low-cut shabby shirt, certainly more shabby than Michael usually liked. She didn’t look like a student. She looked vaguely familiar, like someone you recognize but can’t remember where from, maybe someone who’s served you at Dixons or at the chemist, who you see in the street afterwards. She was also one of the brave ones, brave enough or stupid enough to come to the house. Eve almost admired this.

Were they already sleeping together? Quite possibly, because Amber MacDonald was already nonplussed around Michael. She acted preternaturally coolly around him. She didn’t even flicker when he filled her glass.

But when was the last time there had been a dinner like tonight’s? with Astrid somehow reduced to sweetness, to red-faced childish hilarity, by whatever the visitor had been whispering in her ear.

When was the last time Eve had seen Astrid like that, like someone had tickled her into submission? God knew.

And how in God’s name had she managed to persuade Magnus? She had gone upstairs and come downstairs again and he had been there behind her, she had him by the hem of his shirt, she led him into the room, I found him in the bathroom trying to hang himself, she said. Everybody round the table laughed. Magnus laughed too and sat down next to the girl. He stayed downstairs. He sat with them for the rest of the evening. He ate chocolate pears off the girl’s plate.

Where had the strange air of celebration come from? Tonight there had been no yelling about Astrid obsessively filming the various courses of dinner because tonight Astrid’s camera was who knew where and Astrid was acting like a civilized being again.

What was Astrid? Poised before her own adulthood like a young deer before the head of a rose. (Deer love to eat roses.) Standing there on her too-thin legs, innocent, unsturdy, totally unaware that the future had its gunsight trained directly on her. Dark round the eyes. Kicky and impatient, blind as a kitten stupefied by all the knowing and the not-knowing. The animality of it was repulsive. She didn’t get it from Eve. She got it from God knows where. From Adam. She was so adolescent. Everything about her asked for attention, the way she walked across a room or a shop or across the forecourt of a petrol station, leaning into the air in front of her as if about to lose her balance, mutely demanding that someone–Eve, who else?–put out the flat of her hand and let Astrid push her forehead or her shoulder into it.

What had Magnus been, just a moment ago? Clear and simple as a glass of water. So certain about simplicity that he sat down (at Astrid’s age, a moment ago? five years ago?) at the Victorian bureau in Eve’s study and wrote to the Queen, Elton John, Anthea Turner, God knew who else, asking them to fight world poverty and help homeless people find somewhere to live. To The Queen, Buckingham Palace, to Elton John, Los Angeles, to Anthea Turner, c/o the British Broadcasting Corporation. The child-Magnus, a sweet pedant. He had had some very pleasant letters back, like the one from a lady-in-waiting somewhere in a palace office who presumably spent all day answering letters like his. Her Majesty the Queen was very touched by and interested to hear of your concern. Magnus: a happy accident, a happy unexpected pregnancy, the happy beginnings of an unexpected family. (Astrid, on the other hand: a meant pregnancy; meant, by Eve, to hold unhappy things together.) That happy child version of Magnus had been stolen, by thieves maybe, and a long, thin, anxious, mysterious, selfrighteous, impertinently polite boy who took a lot of showers (or alternatively, like now, took none at all) had taken his place; a boy so strange and unfamiliar that he even announced himself, one night at the dinner table earlier this year, as pro the Iraq war–a war about which Eve still felt a bit guilty, albeit in a measured way, about not doing more, about not having concentrated on more, what with being so busy worrying about being unable to start the new book.

But Astrid, tonight? had cleared the plates and shared jokes with Eve like a normal daughter. Magnus? had almost looked his old self again. He had even gone through voluntarily, like in the old days, to help Michael with the washing up (since there were apparently no dishwashers in the swindle that was Norfolk). Then Astrid had forgotten her adolescent squeamishness about the house’s furniture and had lain on the sofa (though she did fold a Guardian on the arm of it where her head would go) and was nearly asleep. Eve and the girl, Amber, stood in the warm at the open french windows.

What did Eve do then? Let’s take a walk around the garden, Eve said. Calm, measured.

All right then, the girl said. That’d be a nice thing to do. Thanks.

They crossed the gravel. Eve talked generally, about flowers, about how to get things to grow in shade. They sat under one of the old trees.

What did Eve say to the girl in the garden?

You’re Scottish, aren’t you? I can hear it in your voice. I love Scotland. I haven’t been for years. My mother was Scottish.

Ah. Where are you actually from, originally?

Can you speak that–I can’t remember the name of it–that other language people used to speak up there?

What did you say? It sounds beautiful.

Translate it for me. What you just said.

Tell me a bit about yourself.

Well, anything, just general. What are you studying?

At university, I mean.

What did the girl in the garden say back?

I’m a MacDonald.

I am directly descended from the MacDonalds of Glencoe.

(Something that sounded like gibberish.)

(laughing) I was telling you some ancient Gaelic proverbs that everybody knows off by heart in the place I come from.

Okay. Roughly translated. One: there’s many a hen that lays an egg. Two: the yellow will always return to the broom. Three: be careful not to let folk over your threshold till you’re absolutely sure who they are.

What do you want to know?

What d’you mean?

(laughing) I’m not at a university.

What was practically the last thing Eve said to the girl in the garden?

We are a family, Amber, as you will have seen this evening. Astrid is only twelve and at a very difficult stage, and things with Magnus are a little adolescent. It’s complicated, with family. You understand, I’m sure. Did Michael tell you you could come here?

And the last thing the girl in the garden said to Eve, smiling at her in the dark?

Michael who?

(She was good, the girl.)

Did he tell you that it was all right for you to come here? Eve asked. Because you and I know that it isn’t simple, that it’s very complicated, especially where family and children are involved.

Was Eve being patronizing? Only within her right.

What did the girl do? The girl made a little Scottish snort of a noise through her nose. She got up, shook her head at Eve, stretched her arms above her head and went off back towards the house. Eve stayed sitting under the tree. She checked her watch.

Was ten minutes enough time for them to sort it out? She would go in herself after the tenth minute and courteously offer the girl the spare room for the night, to show there was no ill feeling, because there wasn’t, was there? and in the morning, with no ill will, the girl would leave. She let the seconds tick round, measured, even, calm.

But what happened when Eve came back into the house? Nothing. Not a thing. Michael and Magnus were still in the kitchen clinking dishes, drying things. Astrid was asleep on the sofa, with her feet up across Amber MacDonald’s lap. Shh, Amber MacDonald said to Eve as Eve came in. She was holding Eve’s daughter’s feet.

Was even her shh a bit Scottish-sounding? Eve stood by the open window. She could see the roof of the car, but not into it, not whether she was awake or asleep or even in there at all.

Why had that girl wanted to shake her? She really didn’t know.

What was the story, again, of the place Amber MacDonald said she was descended from? Eve couldn’t recall. It was historical, or a song, or something about a battle and a Scottish family.

What was Scotland to Eve? Eve’s mother knelt on the rug in front of the electric fire in the front room in the house in Welwyn Garden City playing records on the big box-shaped record player. The voices of men came out of the box. They sounded like they were dead already but that they’d died valiantly for love or for loss, that the breaking of them had been worth it.

What were these terrifying gentle songs? They filled her mother’s eyes with tears.

How old was Eve? It was before school age. One of the songs was called The Dark Island. Though the fire gave off a glow there was darkness coiled snakily in the corners of the room. Eve (4) saw it. On Sunday evenings Eve’s mother always made toast rather than a main meal and she and Eve ate it in companionable silence, listening to the chart countdown of the top twenty on the radio. When Eve thought of happiness this is what she thought of: the taste of toast and marmalade, early spring light, a radio on a table. If You Leave Me Now by Chicago was playing. It was number one. It was quite late in the chronology of things. It was in Eve’s teens. Soon Eve would be coming home every weekday from school to her mother ill in bed in the afternoons.

Summer afternoons? Winter afternoons? All the light and the dark afternoons.

What happened at twenty past four every afternoon when she got home? Eve left her schoolbag by the phone-table, went to the kitchen, put a teabag in a cup, made a cup of tea and took it upstairs, still in her school blazer. Her mother’s head was tiny at the top of the white expanse of the bedcovers. Is it you, love?

Was that a sort of Scottish way of saying things? Is it you? Yes it was. Eve’s mother had gone into hospital and died. She had died of heart disease. Eve was fifteen. Eve’s father worked in business in the States; he had his ‘other’ family there. When she died he came home briefly. He and Eve collected all her mother’s things together and gave them away to neighbours and second-hand shops. Be calm, fifteen-year-old Eve told herself, packing the Scottish LPs into a cardboard box full of cardigans. Look, just look. An LP in its sleeve was very thin, wasn’t much thicker than a slice of processed cheese. There was snow on the top of the mountains on the front of one of the LPs. It’s just snow on a mountain, she told herself as she slid the record down between the side of the box and the empty folded clothes. It’s just a two-dimensional picture of a place I’ve never seen. Measured and calm. Eve by a window so many summers later was moved nearly to tears by her fifteen-year-old self. Her fifteen-year-old self, still in her school blazer, stared back at Eve, steely, disdainful, not-crying. Feeble, she was saying. As if anyone’s childhood was an excuse for anything. Don’t blame me for you. I’m not taking the blame. She took the transistor radio off the table, held it up by the handle and smashed it hard on the floor. The back came off it and its insides spilled out. Grow up, for fuck sake, Eve (15) snorted at Eve (42).

When in her life had Eve snorted like that? At the funeral, at the notion that there was a God who, even if prayed to, would do anything about anything. At her father, after the funeral, when he took her for an upmarket dinner in a London restaurant, as if a treat, before he flew back to New York State. At her father again, when he suggested over prawn cocktail that she might like to spend summers there with the ‘other’ family. She was sixteen in a month’s time. She snorted. In one month’s time she could do what she chose. (It was one of the times in her life when she was free to do exactly that.)

When else? At Adam when he announced that he was going to divorce her and marry ‘Sonja’ from ‘Personnel’ at the ‘Alliance’, whom he’d met when he went in to set up a ‘joint interest paying current account’ for him and Eve.

Are you joking? Was his name really Adam? Eve chose not to answer that question.

And what had Eve done in Michael’s university office the first time she understood, as she sat waiting for him to come back from a meeting, that the wallspace of the office and even the spaces between the bookshelves on the walls were covered with a mosaic of postcards, literally hundreds of them, reproductions of works of art, of posters from films, of famous photographs, of international landmarks, of beaches, cats curled in Greek sun, French monasteries, penguins etc. doing funny things, writers, singers, film stars, historical figures, and that probably every one of these postcards was from some girl he’d been fucking, I mean f***ing? One card had slipped down and fallen off the wall in front of her. She had leaned forward, picked it up, turned it over. A coloured line-drawing of two old-fashioned trains. On the back in handwriting was a tawdry message from a girl who spelled Freudian freuedian, who called herself his ‘jaguar’ and who used too many exclamation marks. Calm and measured. Hxxxx p.s. you get an Alpha calm !!!! measured. Eve was waiting for her husband Michael in his office at the university, where he held a prestigious position in the literature faculty.

Because what was Eve? Eve was a house and a garden and a four-square family and a fascinating writer in her own right and doing rather well albeit on a small scale and money coming in and the given shape of things.

And what was Hxxxx? Thin as a postcard, and an old postcard too, going by the date. PLEASE DO NOT PUT ANYTHING BUT WASTE PAPER IN THIS WASTE PAPER BIN. She stuck the postcard back on the wall, back in its given little space. She looked up the wall. Cards on cards on cards. She looked round at all the other walls. Cards. Eve tried it again, now, across the room from the sleeping Michael (she tried it quite quietly) and yes, she could still snort, and exactly like that girl in the garden had earlier tonight.

What else did Eve unexpectedly like about the girl? The comment the girl had made about Magnus in the bathroom. ‘I found him trying to hang himself.’ She was no fool, the girl, to see so clearly, to be able to sum up so well, the special mourning period that being teenage was.

Couldn’t it sometimes take an outsider to reveal to a family that it was a family? Magnus had said goodnight like he used to. Astrid had kissed Eve goodnight. Michael had kissed Eve’s back, between her shoulders. They had had quite attentive sex before he put his head under the pillow. As Eve thought this, another thought struck her. It struck her forcibly.

What if the girl had been telling the truth?

What if the girl was in reality nothing to do with Michael? What if, all night, Eve had been maligning the girl–and also Michael, sleeping so sweetly there beneath his goosefeather pillow? Oh dear God. Oh dear God. Eve was standing by the window. Oh dear God.

Was this possible? For instance. Think back. Eve had come out of the shed earlier this evening at the usual allotted time. At the door she had heard a curious noise. It was Astrid, sounding happy. Astrid seemed to be talking to someone, a young woman, a girl, who was lying on the lawn with her eyes shut.

And what now? Astrid was saying.

I can still see the outlines, but reversed, the girl was saying. The light and the dark are reversed.

Like a photo negative? Astrid said. Like the whole thing inside is like a photo negative?

Eve had known as she watched, she had known in the photoflash of the moment in which she stood watching and unperceived, that one day Astrid would betray her. She had known in the flash of the moment that Astrid doing the natural thing, simply growing older, was a helpless betrayal in itself.

Then Astrid saw Eve standing there.

Oh, hi, she said. She said it brightly, obliviously. She looked pleased to see Eve.

The girl with the closed eyes had opened them and seen Eve above her. She’d sat up. She’d shaded her eyes.

Hello, she’d said.

She had said it with nothing but friendliness.

Because what if, all night, ever since that hello, and possibly because she had been feeling momentarily betrayed about something totally else, something completely unrelated–what if, because of all this, Eve had concocted a scenario of which the girl was totally innocent? Eve stood by the window in the dark. She rubbed her eyes.

But then, if she wasn’t Michael’s, what would that make the girl?

A tramp. She looked a bit like she could be a tramp.

A gypsy kind of a person.

A skilful freeloader who lived by charming her way into people’s houses to eat. She was charming, it was true.

An anecdote for future dinner parties–the night a total stranger fooled us into serving her dinner when we were on holiday in Norfolk one summer. I thought she was one of his students and he thought she was something to do with me–

No, answer the question–what did it make the girl? What it made the girl was truthful.

For instance, had that girl actually asked them for anything? No. Not a thing. She had been invited to supper. She had been invited to stay the night.

So was it any wonder, then, that she had shaken Eve so hard? No wonder. Eve stood by the window. She looked down at the car. She looked out at the night. She looked down at the car again.

So what would Eve do about it? Right. If it rained tonight, Eve was definitely going to go downstairs and tell the girl that under no circumstances could she sleep in a car in the rain, that she was to come inside. Eve would run downstairs and out the front door with a coat over her head and knock on the wet car window and insist.

But (she glanced at the maddeningly clear sky) would it rain tonight? No. It wouldn’t. It was the perfect summer night. It was, though, far too hot tonight for anyone to be sleeping in a car. Dogs, for instance, were known to suffocate in cars with the windows not down on hot days. They died of dehydration.

What if that girl had gone to sleep and left no car windows open? Presumably if you slept in a car you had to keep yourself safe by keeping the windows tight closed so no one could break in and do whatever horrible unsafe things people would do to someone vulnerable sleeping in a car. But keeping the windows closed on a too-hot night like this would be at least dehydrating, at most seriously dangerous.

Eve leaned out of the window and looked at the car. From here she couldn’t tell, because of the angle it had been parked at, whether its windows were open or closed.

Hadn’t it been, after all, a friendly kind of shaking?

Hadn’t the girl been sternly smiling, almost as if Eve was an old comrade?

What did Eve do now? Very quietly, she crossed the room and pulled her dressing gown round her shoulders. Very quietly, she opened the door.

         

Where was the girl? Not in the car at all. Eve looked in all the windows, but the car was empty.

She was in the garden. She was sitting under the trees they’d both been sitting under earlier. She was smoking. Eve could smell the smoke, then see it. Cigarette smoke curled up into the still air above the girl’s head and disappeared.

Hello, she said.

She patted the ground beside her.

Eve tucked her dressing gown round herself.

Want one? the girl said. She shook one out of the packet and held it out. They were French cigarettes, Gauloises. The girl struck a match; as she lit Eve’s cigarette her face was caught in the flare of it, concentrated and serious, and then the dark again.

I haven’t been entirely straight with you tonight, the girl was saying.

You haven’t, Eve said.

No, and I’m really sorry. I didn’t tell you the, well, entirely the truth.

Ah. Right, Eve said.

Because when you asked me would I like to sleep in the house, the girl said, well, of course the answer is yes, like who’d choose a car over a bed? But. The thing is. This thing, it happened, and I can’t, I made the promise, I made it years ago, and I won’t, well, I can’t.

What did she tell Eve? In the half-sentences of someone who finds something hard to say, this:

When she was in her twenties Amber MacDonald worked in the city in a high-flying position in investment assurance and insurance interests. She had a Porsche. It was the 1980s. One sleeting winter night, the week before Christmas, she was driving along a narrow car-lined street in a small town with the radio on playing a song called Smooth Operator and the windscreen wipers doing their rubbery swipe over the windscreen, and a child, a girl of seven wearing a little winter coat, its hood edged in fur, stepped between two cars on to the road in front of her and Amber MacDonald’s car hit the child and the child died.

Since then, Amber MacDonald said, I gave up my job, my salary. I sold the car and I left most of the money I got for it, thousands, in a big pile of cash, like a hillside cairn, by the side of that road where it happened. I bought a second-hand Citroën Estate. And I decided that from then on I would never live in a place that could be called home again. How could I? How could I live the same way after?

They sat in the dark. It would soon be light. A single tear welled up and out of one of the girl’s eyes, ran down the line of her nose and stopped, as if asked to, just below the curve of her cheekbone exactly halfway down her face. Gently she stubbed her cigarette out in the grass. She looked up, looked Eve right in the eye.

Well? she said. Do you believe me?





I was born in a trunk. It was during the matinée on Friday. I stopped the show.

I was born in the year of the supersonic, the era of the multistorey multivitamin multitonic, the highrise time of men with the technology and women who could be bionic, when jump-jets were Harrier, when QE2 was Cunard, when thirty-eight feet tall the Princess Margaret stood stately in her hoverpad, the année érotique was only thirty aircushioned minutes away and everything went at twice the speed of sound. I opened my eyes. It was all in colour. It didn’t look like Kansas any more. The students were on the barricades, the mode was maxi, the Beatles were transcendental, they opened a shop. It was Britain. It was great. My mother was a nun who could no longer stand the convent. She married my father, the captain; he was very strict. She taught us all to sing and made us new clothes out of curtains. We ran across the bridges and jumped up and down the steps. We climbed the trees and fell out of the boat into the lake. We came first in the singing contest and narrowly escaped the Nazis.

I was formed and made in the Saigon days, the Rhodesian days, the days of the rivers of blood. DISEMBOWEL ENOCH POWELL. Apollo 7 splashdowned. Tunbridge Wells was flooded. A crowd flowed over London Bridge, and thirty-six Americans made bids to buy it. They shot the king in Memphis, which delayed the Academy Awards telecast for two whole days. He had a dream, he held these truths to be self-evident, that all men were created equal and would one day sit down together at the table of brotherhood. They shot the other brother at the Ambassador Hotel. RIGHTEOUS BROS it said in lights, above the hotel car park. Meanwhile my father was the matchmaker and my mother could fly using only her umbrella. When I was a child I ran the Grand National on my horse. They didn’t know I was a girl until I fainted and they unbuttoned my jockey shirt. But anything was possible. We had a flying floating car. We stopped the rail disaster by waving our petticoats at the train; my father was innocent in prison, my mother made ends meet. I sold flowers in Covent Garden. A posh geezer taught me how to speak proper and took me to the races, designed by Cecil Beaton, though they dubbed my voice in the end because the singing wasn’t good enough.

But my father was Alfie, my mother was Isadora. I was unnaturally psychic in my teens, I made a boy fall off his bike and I burned down a whole school. My mother was crazy; she was in love with God. There I was at the altar about to marry someone else when my boyfriend hammered on the church glass at the back and we eloped together on a bus. My mother was furious. She’d slept with him too. The devil got me pregnant and a satanic sect made me go through with it. Then I fell in with a couple of outlaws and did me some talking to the sun. I said I didn’t like the way he got things done. I had sex in the back of the old closing cinema. I used butter in Paris. I had a farm in Africa. I took off my clothes in the window of an apartment building and distracted the two police inspectors from watching for the madman on the roof who was trying to shoot the priest. I fell for an Italian. It was his moves on the dancefloor that did it. I knew what love meant. It meant never having to say you’re sorry. It meant the man who drove the taxi would kill the presidential candidate, or the pimp. It was soft as an easy chair. It happened so fast. I had my legs bitten off by the shark. I stabbed the kidnapper, but so did everybody else, it wasn’t just me, on the Orient Express.

My father was Terence and my mother was Julie. (Stamp. Christie.) I was born and bred by the hills (alive) and the animals (talked to). I considered myself well in, part of the furniture. There wasn’t a lot to spare. Who cared? I put on a show, right here in the barn; I was born singing the song at the top of my just-formed lungs. Inchworm. Inchworm. Measuring the marigolds. Seems to me you’d stop and see how beautiful they are. I rose inch by inch with the international rise of the nose of Streisand, the zee of Liza. What good was sitting alone in my room? When things went decimal I was ready for it.

I was born in a time of light, speed, celluloid. Downstairs was smoking. The balcony was non. It cost more money to sit in the balcony.

The kinematograph. The eidoloscope. The galloping tintypes. The silver screen. The flicks. The pictures. Up rose the smoke. Misty watercolour memories.

But it’s all in the game and the way you play it, and you’ve got to play the game, you know.

I was born free, I’ve had the time of my life and for all we know I’m going to live forever.
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