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1 Two Different Uses for Trees

People were shocked when it all happened. Afterwards, though, they claimed that they hadn’t been surprised. That is so very Throdnall. The town’s main products are railway carriages and hindsight.

‘I always thought there was something not quite right about that marriage,’ commented an osteopath’s wife in the Warwick Bar of the Cornucopia Hotel in Brindley Street.

Where does the story of Nick and Alison Divot begin? In the womb, Alison would say, but we won’t go back that far. Too much speculation and not enough action.

In childhood, then? Certainly Alison felt that her childhood was deeply significant. Her mum had told her, so many times, oh so many times till she was sick of it, how, when she was two, at tea, at Granny Huddersfield’s, she had said, ‘Why haven’t I got a willy like the other boys?’ How everyone had laughed. ‘I wish I was a boy’ became fourth in her top twenty childhood sayings, behind, ‘Mummy, I’m bored’, ‘My tummy hurts’ and ‘Are we nearly there?’

Marge had never seen anything particularly significant in that remark at Granny Huddersfield’s. She wouldn’t have told the story if she had. Even Alison didn’t realise its full significance. ‘I wish I was a boy.’ Well, a child has many wishes, a child has many heartaches and disappointments and learns to live with them, and Alison never said, ‘I’m going to be a boy when I grow up.’

They weren’t well off. Her father, Bernie, was a guard on the railways, and they lived on the wrong side of the tracks in the South Yorkshire town of Thurmarsh. Marge ‘did’ for a couple of families on the posher side of the town. She cycled to work.

They had two daughters. Alison was the elder by two years, and ruled Jen with a rod of iron. Alison was brighter than Jen. Jen was prettier than Alison. All the motives for civil war were there.

Jen was blonde, gorgeous, delicate, fluffy, self-righteous and devious, with the attention span of a hyper-active newt. Alison was dark, intense, passionate, tough, rough, gruff, hot-tempered, straightforward and an utter tomboy. Her greatest pleasure in life was hitting Jen. When her mother rebuked her, she retorted indignantly, ‘But, Mum, that’s what sisters are for.’

Alison believed herself to be utterly charmless. Tall, gawky, awkward, she was all of these, but no, she was not charmless. She loved the theatre, appeared in all the school plays. Her charm was in the passion in her eyes as she brought other people to life. Of course she was often cast in the male parts, to her mother’s fury. ‘Why couldn’t Andrea Houseman have played Richard the Third? She’s got a hump already.’ Her charm was in the toss of her head as she climbed the scratty trees that lined the River Rundle. Her charm was in her honesty.

How lucky that her mother didn’t ‘do’ for the Divots, in genteel, middle-class Upcot Avenue. How could Nick have fallen for his charlady’s daughter?

Nick was an only child. His father, like Alison’s, was in transport, but his transport was the stuff of Bernie’s dreams. Daniel Divot was a purser on the cruise ships. Barbara Divot hated the sea. Nick was a mother’s boy.

Nick and Alison saw each other once, actually, when they were both aged eight. It was a lovely summer’s day. An artist had dotted the sky with just the right number of puffy white clouds. There was no breeze at all in the Divot garden, and just a faint zephyr up on the top of the sycamore that Alison had climbed. She had trespassed into the garden of the house next to the Divots. Nobody in Thurmarsh was better than Alison Kettlewell at climbing trees. She stood right at the top, like an overgrown stork, holding on with one hand. She was Queen Boadicea. She scanned the horizon for enemy troops. Nothing. The only person she could see was a thin, sandy-haired child in the next door garden, who was doing something very earnest and very boring with a book. She gave a great cheery holler and saw the child jump.

Nick was just about to press an oak leaf into a notebook when the holler startled him. He looked up and saw Alison. His eyes widened in amazement. He waved. To his horror she waved back so vigorously that she almost fell, clutched the top branch, and swung on it so violently that it seemed it must break. He was terrified that she would fall and he would have to do something. She wasn’t frightened at all. Gradually, she regained her equilibrium, but not before he had broken out in a fine sweat.

A homing pigeon, en route from Hyde Park to Featherstone, flew past Alison. She reached as if to grab it, and gave a bloodcurdling yell. Startled, it shat itself. A white stream descended into the Divot garden and fell plop all over the cover of Nick’s notebook, on which he had written, in a careful childish hand, blissfully unaware of his spelling mistake, ‘Thurmarsh and Evnirons – Summer 1964’.

The pigeon flew on, unaware of the tenuous initial link it had provided for the unusual love story of Nick and Alison.

Nick spent much of his childhood reading. His mother thought that he was literary, but he read because he preferred other people’s lives to his own. His favourite book was Tess of the D’Urbevilles. He was drawn to its miseries like a gambler to the tables. He read it eleven times. His mother disapproved; she wanted him to read different books, she found his obsession unhealthy, so he had to read it in secret, which added to its appeal.

‘Nick,’ she said one day, ‘I hope you aren’t reading Tess again.’

‘Of course I’m not,’ he lied.

‘You should find a real girl to be friends with.’

He looked at her in astonishment. How could somebody as experienced as a grown-up get something as wrong as that?

He had the sense not to tell her that he didn’t keep reading the book because he loved Tess, that he read it because he was Tess.

He always used his father’s postcards as bookmarks. ‘I was so sad you weren’t beside me as we steamed into the heart of Venice. Your trip to Filey sounded fun.’

It’s hardly surprising that he was a late developer. One speech day, when he was sixteen … ‘I’ll be with you in spirit, old son. I’ll think of you as I hunt out a little trinket for your mother in the souks’ … as he was walking towards the hall with his embarrassingly overdressed mother, they overheard a boy say, ‘Nick’s so retarded he thinks Wanking is a town in China.’ He met his mother’s eye and blushed. ‘I always was bad at geography,’ he said. He had no idea whether she’d understood. He had no idea about anything, really.

Three weeks later, in the last week of term, he met Alison properly.

A fine summer’s evening in Thurmarsh. In the cricket pavilion there was a meeting of the Thurmarsh Grammar School Bisexual Humanist Society, to debate the rather ambitious proposition ‘Is unselfishness impossible?’

Nick’s friend Prentice, a thickset, plump youth with a round face, had urged him to join. As they’d approached the pavilion for the first time, Nick had said, ‘What am I doing here? Why are you bringing me here?’

‘I want you to speak,’ said Prentice. ‘I want you to take part. I want to draw you out of yourself.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I’m your friend. Incidentally, it’s about time you called me by my Christian name.’

‘What is your Christian name?’

‘Prentice.’

‘Well, it’ll be just the same as calling you by your surname.’

‘It won’t. I’ll know. Will you do it, Nick?’

‘All right then … Prentice.’

‘Thank you.’

There were usually fewer than twenty people at these meetings. Nick had hated the first one, which had been on the subject ‘Can tests on animals be justified?’ He had been frightened that he would dare to speak. He had been trying to force himself to speak. He had only just failed – several times. It had been terrifying.

Gradually, however, through ‘Should smoking be banned?’, ‘Does Socialism kill initiative?’, ‘Is philosophy a waste of time?’ and ‘Is marriage before sex too risky?’ he had bravely come to terms with the fact that he would never dare to speak, and there was no need for him to dare to speak, and he had begun to enjoy sitting there anonymously in the pavilion with its faint unthreatening aroma of the stale sweat of generations of jockstraps.

Sometimes he would allow himself to dream that he was at the girls’ school, that after the debate he would wander off with Prentice and they would … well, he could never bring himself to use the actual words even to himself. He had to be so careful, he thought, not to reveal any hint of this to Prentice, or he might lose the only friend he had.

On this occasion, however, Nick didn’t have time to dream. He was entirely taken up with Alison. She spoke fluently, confidently, loudly, as if to a vast crowd that only she could see. She insisted that unselfishess was possible. True, she hadn’t met any of it in her life, and none of it among her friends, but she gave examples of her own unselfishness as proof of the absurdity of the proposition.

Her speech did not go down well. Later speakers offered other motives for her apparently unselfish actions. Nick didn’t care. It wasn’t what she said that impressed him. It was how she said it. It was what she was.

He felt that she was speaking directly to him. He recognised that her confidence was bluster. He realised that her conceit was grown out of self-disgust. He knew that she was as lonely as he was, that she was as awkward with herself as he was with himself, that they were soul-mates. It wasn’t love. It wasn’t even sexual attraction. It was compatibility at first sight.

After she had spoken, he began to plan what he would say to her after the meeting: ‘You were magnificent’, ‘You can inspire me to total unselfishness’, ‘I thought you were marvellous about the shortcomings of the rest of the world’, ‘I do totally agree about the awfulness of humanity’, ‘Your cynicism is excessive. I will prove it by being as unselfish as you’, ‘Would you like a milk shake?’, ‘Where have you been all my life?’, ‘Where have I been all your life?’, ‘Would you like to come and see my pressed ferns?’, ‘Have you read Tess of the D’Urbevilles?’, ‘My dad could get us on a Mediterranean cruise if you’re interested’, ‘I don’t suppose you’d fancy coming to my friend’s father’s camp site near Filey?’ All were tried, weighed up, placed in a constantly varying order of possibility.

And then the meeting was over, and she strode out contemptuously, and he had to struggle past Prentice’s thick legs and by the time he got out she was already striding away across the outfield of the cricket ground. A low sun made her shadow immensely thin and long.

Nick ran after her but, even though no match was in progress, he couldn’t bring himself to walk on the outfield. He scurried round the boundary.

‘Hey!’ he cried.

She stopped and turned. At that time she was at least three inches taller than he was. He felt over-awed. All his opening gambits, so carefully rated from one to twelve, flew away. He could think of nothing to say. He approached her slowly. She stood there, mercilessly. In the nets, a ball thudded into a batsman’s box. Behind them some wag had arranged the scoreboard to read ‘Home Team 1176 for 2. Last man 617.’

His mouth was dry. His tongue was sticking to the side of his cheek. He found it almost impossible to speak at all.

He only spoke three words, and it’s ironic to realise, with the hindsight for which Throdnall is so famous, that his statement, so apparently simple, was actually something in which he had no confidence, something which he didn’t believe to be entirely true even then.

‘Hello,’ he said. ‘I’m Nick.’



2 A Damper

Nick’s mother was a snob. ‘You’d think he was Captain of the Queen Mary, not a piddling purser on a crummy cruise line,’ was the comment of her chiropodist. She wasn’t liked in the shops. She thought that shopkeepers feared her. ‘They see me coming,’ she said proudly, ‘and they cringe.’ They did see her coming, but they didn’t cringe. The greengrocer gave her the oranges that had been on the shelves too long and would soon go bad.

She was not the ideal mother for a boy who had the natural inclination to be a mother’s boy.

Nick loved his father’s postcards. ‘You would have adored the Malacca Straits, old son.’ His father seemed like a hell of a fellow, on deck, seeing the world. In Thurmarsh, on leave, he seemed smaller, less real. His shore leave always came in termtime. ‘Holidays are synonymous with our peak periods, my boy.’

One day, just after his father had gone back to the ship, Nick asked his mother, ‘Do you think Dad likes me?’

‘Of course he does,’ she said. ‘He loves you.’

‘Then why does he never invite me on the ship? Surely he could wangle a cruise?’

‘He doesn’t want you to see his other life,’ hissed his mother through gritted teeth. She raised her hand to her neck in horror at what she had said. Her neck went red. She swept out of the room, slamming the door.

Everything in Nick’s life propelled him towards Alison.

It would have been impossible to have invited his mother to Garibaldi Terrace, or to have taken Bernie and Marge to Upcot Avenue. Nick and Alison’s relationship grew in secret, and secrecy is heady stuff.

During their last year at school they went to several films and several concerts together. He preferred the films, she preferred the concerts. Sometimes they went to pubs. She liked pubs, he didn’t. Eventually he did get to meet Bernie and Marge. Occasionally they went to the pub with Bernie, and even more occasionally with Bernie and Marge. Nick liked that. He felt more comfortable in the pub then. He felt he had his camouflage on. He dealt with the class divide by mocking it. ‘Got your cloth cap, Bernie?’, ‘Ferrets locked up, Bernie?’ Alison held her breath, but Nick had realised that Bernie found every joke funny as long as he featured in it, and the routine made Nick begin to feel, for the first time, that one distant day he might become a man of the world.

He no longer welcomed his father’s cards. His father wrote, on his eighteenth birthday card, ‘How I wish you were here to share the incredible views of Istanbul from the incomparable Bosporus, old son. What a shame this is such an important year of study for you.’

He tore the card into twenty-seven pieces – his best yet. He felt that if he’d controlled his anger he could have topped thirty.

Nick and Alison didn’t have access to any place where they could make love without tension. To do it in Garibaldi Terrace would seem like a betrayal of trust. To do it in Upcot Avenue would be like suspending weightlessness on the moon. Neither of them minded this at all, though each pretended to.

The first time they spent a night in bed together was in Prentice’s father’s static caravan near Filey. They’d gone over there for a party. Prentice had said it was fancy dress. They’d gone as Helen of Troy and Achilles. Alison was used to dressing up and made a convincingly warrior-like Achilles. Nick was extremely shy and self-conscious about the whole thing. Somehow his unease made him disturbingly attractive as Helen. At the time they thought it all a great joke. Later, much later, looking back on it, they wondered how they could have been so naïve.

They only thought it a great joke until they arrived at the party to find that no one else was in fancy dress, not even Prentice.

‘You are a bastard, Prentice,’ said Alison.

‘That’s true,’ said Prentice.

Nick and Alison got so drunk in their embarrassment that when they got to bed they fell asleep straightaway, and in the morning they were so hungover that they made straight for the toilets. Alison held Nick by the shoulders while he retched into the bowl. He found that extraordinary. He didn’t think many women would have done that.

Would Nick and Alison ever have made love to each other, would they ever have married each other, if the driver of a white van hadn’t fallen asleep at the wheel just two days after Daniel Divot had arrived home on shore leave?

It’s impossible to know. The driver did fall asleep, Nick’s parents were killed instantly, he was all alone in the world.

Oh he had uncles and aunts, and a granny with dementia near Knebworth, and cousins, but they were never close.

One of his uncles made all the funeral arrangements. Nick drifted through the nightmare, rudderless, steered by Alison. On the morning of the funeral she dressed him. In the church she held his arm and led him to and from his seat. At the funeral tea she held him when she thought he was going to faint. That night she fucked him for the first time.

They had woken up that morning as friends, chums, a bit more than platonic but a lot less than sexual. During that one day Alison became his father, his mother and his lover.

Where did they make love? Friends in Throdnall would find this difficult to believe, but it was on the back lawn of his parents’ house, just beside the tool shed, under the stars, on a groundsheet (Nick was subject to chills of the kidneys as a young man). Mock ye not, though. Grief is a great aphrodisiac, and Nick was a fine and fervent lover that night, for all his inexperience. He turned his sorrow into love, and poured it into Alison.

The following week, Nick passed his driving test first time, to everyone’s astonishment, and the week after that, heady with excitement and independence, he set off on what he called La Grande Route de Sympathie, or Der Grossmitzgefuhlstrasse. In other words, he drove round rural England in an elderly Ford Anglia which he was only just capable of controlling, and spent two nights at each of five different outposts of Divots. He returned with a multitude of vague offers of future support, but had met no great warmth. ‘Divots tend to be good people, but they take some getting to know,’ his Aunt Jessica warned him. Long before the end of his little trip, the excitement was a thing of the past, and independence seemed a lonely game. He proposed to Alison on the day of his return, and she accepted him. They were both eighteen.

The wedding was a quiet little affair. The loss of both Nick’s parents forced it to be so.

He risked a break with his family by not inviting any of them. As he wrote to his Uncle Stanley, the unofficial leader of the tribe, ‘If we invite anyone we have to invite everyone. We can’t afford to invite everyone, so we’re not inviting anyone. We hope you’ll all understand.’

He relied on Uncle Stanley to pass the message round. He half hoped that somebody might say, ‘Don’t worry. I’ll pay’, but nobody did.

So Bernie and Marge were there, and a smattering of Thurmarsh friends, and Prentice, and Jen, and the registrar of course, and the photographer, and that was about it.

The men wore suits. Prentice, the best man, already showing intimations of obesity, told Nick, ‘You look better in a suit than any eighteen-year-old should. You look as if you were made for suits.’

‘Thank you.’

‘It wasn’t meant to be a compliment.’

Alison wore pink in the knowledge that she needed help to look feminine, but her dress was simple in view of the recent tragedy and of her temperament. Jen looked tactlessly gorgeous in virginal white, which Alison thought inappropriate and inaccurate. Anyone who had seen them on the steps of the register office would have assumed Jen to be the bride.

Marge, with Alison’s permission, wore the dress in which she had got married to Bernie twenty-three years before. She could still get into it, but only just. Bernie, awkward in his shiny best suit, had tears in his eyes when he saw it.

‘You still look a picture, love,’ he said, ‘and I don’t mean no Picasso neither.’

‘I hope so,’ said Marge. ‘I daresay it looks old-fashioned, but we have to put on a show for them. It’d all seem so straggly else.’

‘Straggly?’

‘Forlorn. They’re marrying under a cloud. We’ve got to pull all the stops out.’

‘Oh aye. We’ve got to pull all the stops out.’

So there was champagne at the reception, which was held in a small private room at the Midland Hotel, where they were watched over by photographs of railway engines from the golden age of steam, and there was a slap-up, sit-down breakfast of lobster, steak and Black Forest gâteau, washed down with lashings of Mateus Rosé. Nobody could say they weren’t well done by.

Prentice made a short speech, full of tasteless references to the activities of the wedding night, references so oblique that luckily nobody understood them. Then he read out the telegrams. There were three.

‘ “Good luck – Uncle Stanley, Auntie Flo and all the Divots”,’ read Prentice.

‘Very nice,’ said Marge.

‘ “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. That leaves you quite a lot – Len Pickup”,’ read Prentice.

There was laughter, but not much.

‘ “Wish you could be sitting here beside me in heaven, old son – Dad”,’ read Prentice.

There was a stunned silence. Nick went white. His mouth opened but no sound came. He swooned. Alison grabbed his face before it crashed on to the table, and lowered it gently. He soon came round. Sweat poured off him.

Prentice sat with no expression whatever on his jowly face.

After the meal the drink flowed. Bernie went on to pints – ‘I can’t be doing wi’ fancy drinks, me’ – and the other men followed suit. Nick felt obliged to join in, though he hated pints. He just couldn’t find room for all that liquid. And as the drink flowed, people moved around, and tongues were loosened.

‘I hope it isn’t an omen,’ said Jen to Alison.

‘You hope what isn’t an omen?’

‘That stupid telegram.’

‘You hope it isn’t an omen of what?’

‘I don’t know. Nothing.’

‘You hope it isn’t an omen of nothing. Well, that’s brilliant.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Yes, I do know what you mean. You hope I’m not going to be happy.’

‘That’s a dreadful thing to say.’

Jen ran from the room in tears. Alison had to go to the Ladies’ room to calm her and bring her back.

In the Ladies’, Alison kissed Jen and said, ‘Oh, Jen. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for all the things I’ve done to you. I’ve been horrid.’

‘I deserved it,’ said Jen. ‘I resented you because you’re clever.’

‘I resented you because you’re beautiful. You’re so beautiful, Jen.’

They hugged each other and kissed each other and began to help each other repair their ruined make-up.

‘Who’s Len Pickup when he’s at home?’ asked Marge.

‘He never is at home,’ said Nick. ‘He’s a womaniser. He kept calling and trying to do odd jobs when Dad was at sea. He used to bring his tool box. It was enormous.’

‘Did he get anywhere?’ asked Bernie.

‘Now then, Bernie,’ warned Marge.

‘With his tool box,’ said Bernie. ‘I’m talking about his tool box.’

‘Nowhere,’ said Nick. ‘He mended a few fuses, but it’d be easier to get into Fort Knox than into my mum.’ He blushed scarlet. ‘Oh hell,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean … that wasn’t … I … Oh Mum! I’m sorry.’

Marge leant across and kissed him, warmly, left her cheek on his for a moment. He was astounded. Nobody in his family had ever kissed him as warmly as that.

‘I must go and see if those girls are all right,’ she said.

Marge put her head round the door of the Ladies’ and saw her two daughters standing at the washbasins and chatting and laughing like … like loving sisters.

‘Come in, Mum,’ said Alison. ‘We were chatting about the hotels in Cyprus and that awful dirty old man on the beach.’

Marge entered. How typically British, she thought. We sit in silence on trains till three minutes before the terminus, when we begin to speak and discover that all the people we’ve been avoiding are extremely interesting. Alison and Jen had begun to talk properly for the first time two hours before Alison went off to lead a new life.

‘It’s nice in here,’ said Marge.

‘Go and tell the boys to come and join us, Jen,’ said Alison.

While Marge was out of the room, Bernie approached Prentice.

‘Why did you do it?’ he asked.

‘Joke,’ explained Prentice. ‘I’m training to be a comedian.’

‘It wasn’t funny,’ said Bernie.

‘No, I’m quite pleased about that, actually. A comedian has to overcome his fear of failure. I’m quite pleased with how I handled myself.’

‘Not a thought for Nick’s feelings, then.’

‘We can’t afford to consider the feelings of our audience. We’re lost if we do.’

‘Well, I thought it was very offensive, Prentice.’

‘Probably. But then we’re here to expand our boundaries.’

‘I’d have expanded your boundaries if there hadn’t been ladies present. I’d have punched you in the face if this wasn’t a three-star RAC hotel.’

‘Well, good, I got a reaction, then. It’s indifference I dread,’ said Prentice complacently.

Alison approached her mother and led her over to the window, which afforded a view over the railway line and the signalbox to the messy canal and river beyond. An Inter-City train was pulling out towards Sheffield.

‘Mum,’ she said. ‘We don’t want you to feel any of that losing a daughter nonsense. Our home will be your home always.’

‘That’s very nice of you, Alison,’ said Marge, ‘but you’ve got to put Nick first now, you know.’

‘I’ve discussed it with Nick. He’s in complete agreement.’

‘Oh, it’s been passed nem. con., has it? That’s nice.’

‘What?’

‘You sound like a management committee, not a young couple. It’s very nice of you, but it’s your wedding day, and you’re emotional. Don’t make rash promises.’

When Alison had moved off, Bernie sidled over to Marge. He touched her bottom briefly, put his arm round her waist, and looked out at the fading day.

‘Well?’ he said.

‘What do you mean – “Well”? Well what?’

‘Well, do you think it’s gone well?’

‘Well there’ve been almost more tears than at the funeral, but, weddings, that’s par for the course.’

‘It’s all so quick.’

‘Oh, I know. They’re so young.’

‘I know.’

‘They know so little.’

‘I know.’

‘We know too much.’

‘I know. I mean, he’s very nice … very nice …’

‘He is very nice. He’s a triumph of the individual over the environment.’

‘You what?’

‘I read in the Reader’s Digest – are people more shaped by their environment or their heredity? But there’s no warmth in his family, and yet he has warmth. Where does it come from? Not from his environment or his heredity. From him. It comes from him. There is nowhere else.’

‘I see what you mean. Oh aye. He’s a triumph of the individual over the environment when you look at it that road. It’s just … we … well … I think there’s summat a bit … a bit odd about it all.’

‘Odd?’

‘Not quite right.’

‘Oh dear. Not quite right in what way?’

‘I don’t know. It’s just a feeling. Summat not quite right.’

‘Oh dear. About him?’

‘No, not really.’

‘About Alison?’

‘No, not really. About … them. Him and her together. I hope I’m wrong.’

‘I’m sure you are.’

‘I expect I am. It’s probably that telegram. It’s cast a damper.’



3 A Revelation in a Popular Store

On her thirteenth wedding anniversary, Alison had a blinding revelation. It didn’t occur on the road to Damascus, but in Marks and Spencer’s, in Throdnall, in the menswear department.

When she got home, she sat at the dining table and wrote to her sister in Sydney.

33, Orchard View Close

Throdnall

Warwickshire TL2 5XJ

Dearest Jen,

I had a revelation this morning, in Marks and Sparks of all places. I decided I needed some shirts, and I walked into the menswear department, and started looking at the shirts, and suddenly I thought, ‘No, Alison. Wrong!’ I’d forgotten, in a dreamy, confused moment, that I was a woman. I just stood there, stunned, among all the dully displayed rows of trousers and jackets (Throdnall isn’t Milan). And I thought, ‘Alison, this is ridiculous. You’ve read about those sex change operations. You can have one. You don’t have to be a woman for ever. You can do something about it.’

A great excitement swept over me. You remember how fearless I used to be? My spirit’s been rather ground out of me by matrimony and motherhood – but it’s still there.

An assistant approached me and said, ‘Can I help you, madam?’, which was a little miracle in itself in Throdnall, and I said, ‘Not with what I need, no,’ and went over to the women’s department and bought some sensible blouses for my new job. I start work on Monday as Personal Assistant (do you have that title in Australia?) to the MD of Throdnall Carriage Works, and I’ve been getting nervous. Me, nervous? How far I’ve sunk!

Now, of course, with the prospect of a far greater change, I don’t feel nervous about my job at all. The old Alison is back – ironically, she’s back because she’s realised that she doesn’t have to be Alison for ever!

I can hear you thinking, ‘I know she was always a bit of a tomboy, but sex change?? Why?? What’s she referring to when she says, “I can do something about it”? About what?’

About my situation, Jen. About my agony. About all the things that I have never mentioned in any of my letters, which have been minor masterpieces of evasion.

I know that this will all come as an enormous shock to you, Jen, and to Bruce …

She paused to allow herself a little smile, in which affection was mingled with contempt. It was somehow symbolic of Jen’s lack of originality – she had never had an original thought in her life, as far as Alison knew – that the Australian she had married should be called Bruce.

… but I hope in the end you’ll quite like the idea of having a brother!

Don’t be alarmed, Jen. Nothing’s going to happen in a hurry. I’m going to need to do an awful lot of research. I couldn’t possibly do it till Emma and Graham are a lot older. I rather doubt if I could do it while Mum’s alive. (She’s looking older suddenly, and thinner, which worries me, but you know what she’s like, she won’t go to the doctor, she says, ‘They’ve enough on their plate without worrying about me’, which is ridiculous.) So, please, Jen, you must promise not to mention a word of this in your letters to Mum and Dad.

I’ve had a dreadful recurring dream, Jen, all my life as long as I can remember. I dream that I’m in the womb, assuming that I’m going to be born a boy. Sometimes I wake up at that point and am absolutely mortified when I remember I’m a woman. I reach down to say a friendly good morning to my prick, and there isn’t one! Other times the dream goes further and I am going through the process of being born – horrid, messy, what a shock – and everyone looks at me and screams, even Mum screams. That’s so terrible, Jen, I wake crawling with sweat. Sometimes it takes me hours to forget Mum’s screams.

I know how proud you always were of your breasts. I’m ashamed of mine. I hate them. I think of them as aliens, sometimes I’ve felt I could chop them off with a kitchen knife, I’ve felt frightened to be in the house on my own for fear I’ll do myself a dreadful injury. I know that sounds mad, but my incarceration in a female body has been driving me mad.

Somehow I don’t think I’ll ever feel as desperate as that again. The knowledge that there is an escape, that one day I can change, I can become me at last, is amazing.

Now that I’m into confession mode I may as well tell you that all is not well with our marriage. Hardly surprising, really, under the circumstances. I mean on the surface we seem pretty happy, I suppose – I don’t think the kids suspect anything – but we haven’t made love since I got pregnant with Gray. Things tailed away quite a bit after Em, actually. I think Nick blames himself. Sometimes he goes to bed early and pretends to be asleep when I go up, sometimes he works late in his study, invents work, I think, or reads – he’s so much more of a reader than I am – and creeps up late so as not to wake me, and I pretend to be asleep. It’s a farce. I long to tell him that I don’t mind, that I don’t want sex with a man any more, that I hate the submissive gesture of opening my legs, that it’s all right with me that we don’t have sex, but I can’t. Not till I pluck up the courage, one day, to tell him that I’m going to become a man. I can just imagine his face.

How silly we were to spend so much of our youth fighting. Life’s difficult enough without putting obstacles between us. Jen, darling, I miss you so much, I no longer feel remotely jealous of your beauty. I’m so proud of you, I need you, please write back a proper letter, please let’s be close as we never really were, and have no secrets from each other ever again.

I do hope you and Bruce are well, also of course Craig and Kelly.

Your loving sister (but not for ever!)

Alison

Just as she was beginning to address the envelope – she found it difficult to think of Jen as Mrs J. Hackenburger – she heard the back door slam.

She went through to the kitchen and gave Em a hug. Em at ten was going through a really sweet phase.

‘Love you, Mum,’ said Em.

Three innocent words. Two of them warmed her heart. The third stuck a dagger into it. Mum. It came as a shock after all she’d been writing.

She made herself a cup of coffee while Em piled two scones with butter and Marmite.

‘Your hand’s shaking, Mum.’

‘It is, isn’t it? Did you learn anything interesting at school today?’

‘Not really. Why’s your hand shaking, Mum?’

‘I must have been thinking about rather frightening things.’

‘What frightening things?’

‘Oh, things from a long way away, Em. Wars and things.’

‘Oh. I don’t think there should be wars, Mum.’

‘Nor do I, Em.’

‘If we can see that, why can’t everybody? Are they stupid?’

‘No. I’m afraid there are some wicked people in this world of ours, Em.’

‘I know. Sandra Copeland, for one. She pulled my hair again today, the cow.’

Alison smiled. It was a weary smile. She realised, looking at Em in all her innocence, what a long time it would be before she could begin her sex change. She felt sad, but calmer than she had felt for a long time.

She went back into the dining room, sat at the table, picked up her letter to Jen, read it with the speed-reading techniques she’d learnt at a course in Luton, sighed, stood up, fetched a box of matches, lit a candle (she’d make the table really pretty, this evening, for their first anniversary dinner in the house) and held the candle to the letter. When it had all been reduced to ashes, she swept it carefully into the Habitat waste-paper basket, seated herself at the table again, sipped her instant coffee, grimaced, and began to write another letter.

33, Orchard View Close

Throdnall

Warwickshire TL2 5XJ

Dear Jen,

This has to be hurried as it’s our wedding anniversary. I’m making Dover Sole, Nick’s favourite. I start my new job next week, went to Marks and Sparks today and bought some blouses. Very sober and sedate. Not me at all. I’ve been appointed PA to a man called Clive Beresford. He’s the big wheel behind Throdnall Carriage Works. It’s quite a job to have landed and a big increase in pay. He asked me if I was going to have any more children. I said, ‘No, we’ve one of each and they’re fine and we’re happy with that,’ and he said, ‘Excellent. Keep taking the precautions,’ and I said, ‘I will!’

I must say we are lucky. Em is lovely and Gray is very bright.

She didn’t think Jen was clever enough to deduce from that that Gray wasn’t at all lovely, and they weren’t sure if Em was bright.

Things are going very well at the hotel. Nick was very bucked this week. The local rag called it ‘The jewel in the Throdnall crown’. The manager has to retire next month, he’ll be sixty-five, and Nick has high hopes of promotion. We’ll see.

Sorry this is so brief. Where does all the time go?

Lots of love from us all to you all.

Alison (and Nick, of course)

Jen didn’t send letters, just cards and an odious round robin at Christmas. ‘Craig is the best outside half Mr McWilliams has ever seen at seven years old. We gave Kelly a violin for her fourth birthday. Mrs Carstairs says you can’t hold a prodigy back.’

She dreaded the day when Craig and Kelly would turn up on their gap years with their gap teeth and their outdoor smiles and their irritating suntans and their bloody violins and rugby balls.

Well, she’d have a shock for them. She’d be their Uncle Alan.

She tried to make the table look stylish with flowers and candles, although she knew that on the rare occasions when he cooked Nick did that sort of thing much better.

The room still looked bare, without any pictures on the walls, and that scratty sub-Laura Ashley wallpaper would have to go, and it was a pity there still weren’t any curtains to draw, but never mind, they’d make their own atmosphere.

Nick brought roses, lovely roses, kissed her on the cheek, said, ‘Nice day?’, and she found it so difficult to resist replying, ‘Not bad. Bought some blouses. Decided to change sex. You?’, but all she said was, ‘Quiet. How about you?’

‘Not bad. Brian remembered it was our anniversary and asked me what we were doing. I said, “We’re eating in the best restaurant in Throdnall.” ’

This was so untypical of Nick that it fooled Alison for the moment, and she said, ‘Oh. You should have told me. I’ve gone and got fish.’

‘Idiot,’ he said affectionately. ‘That’s what I meant. Your cooking makes it the best restaurant in Throdnall.’

‘Oh. Well, thank you.’

‘Not that there’s much opposition in Throdnall.’

‘Oh. Terrific. I thought you meant it.’

‘I did. Oh, darling, I did. I didn’t mean that your cooking isn’t worth a compliment. I meant that the way I put it wasn’t exactly a compliment since there’s nowhere good to eat in Throdnall.’

‘Oh Nick.’

‘What?’

‘You have a wonderful way of spoiling the nice things you try to do.’

‘Oh. Terrific.’

‘Oh, don’t worry. It’s one of the things I like about you.’

‘I see.’

‘Were they selling the flowers off cheap because they were closing?’

‘No! They weren’t. I’d have told you if they had been.’

‘See what I mean!’

Em went to bed as good as gold, and said, ‘Have a lovely anniversary dinner, Mum, Dad,’ and they spent a few happy minutes with her. You have to cherish the moments when your children are sweet, they won’t last for ever.

Gray was demanding. Just one more story. How can I get to sleep? I’m not tired. It’s not a crime not to be tired, is it? Little bugger, master of the double negative already, and he knew they were longing to get him to sleep. Six years old, and already you couldn’t fool him.

At last peace reigned. Nick took a sherry into the lounge, and Alison cooked the sole. Everything else was ready in the hostess trolley. She was glad Nick wasn’t in the kitchen. She could enjoy her massive new secret. She knew that when she was with him she would begin to feel uneasy at having to keep it secret.

She hated the kitchen with its hideous cheap units with shiny blue doors, but it was because of things like that that they’d got the house cheap. As she cooked she was planning the changes she would make. She would pour into their new home all the frustration she felt at having no artistic outlet. Should she have tried the stage? ‘Why didn’t you, Mum?’ Em had asked when she’d talked about her school plays. She didn’t like to say, ‘Because I always got the male parts, so as a pro I’d have got no parts.’

Everything came back to gender all the time.

The sole was done to a turn. The Pouilly-Fuissé was delicious.

What a job she had to keep her exciting news to herself.

Nick went slightly pink and she realised that he was going to say something important.

‘I’ve an interview at Head Office next Tuesday.’

‘Oh!!’

‘Brian says he’s recommended very strongly that they give it to me.’

‘Is that good news or bad news?’

‘That’s the trouble, I don’t know; but I mean I did run the hotel for a week when Brian had flu, and I think I steered a pretty good course between the Scylla of Authoritarianism and the Charybdis of Laissez-Faire.’

‘I hope you won’t put it like that to Head Office,’ said Alison drily.

‘Why? I thought it was rather good.’

‘Oh, Nick, you’re so unworldly. They won’t share your knowledge of Greek mythology. They’ll think you’re talking about Cilia Black and some band they’ve never heard of.’

‘If I do get made manager, and with your new job, it’s going to be quite a time of change.’

Oh Nick, thought Alison. Don’t give me cues like that. She had to grit her teeth to remain silent. Then she thought, Why should I remain silent?

‘I went to Marks and Sparks today,’ she said.

‘And?’

‘I … bought some blouses.’

‘Ah.’

‘Sober and subtle.’

‘Good.’

She let out a deep sigh very slowly, so that he wouldn’t notice. The moment of danger had passed.

They settled down with a celebratory Armagnac at either side of the log-effect fire. He buried his nose in a book. Opposite him, in the Parker Knoll, she studied interior design ideas.

The sitting room was still bleak too. They had not yet fully occupied their new home. They only had one painting, of dahlias, by his Aunt Jessica. It had been a house-warming present. There were ghastly little lantern lights on the walls, reminiscent of a pub with a Tudor theme. They’d have to go.

‘Do you mind if I go on up?’ she asked, shortly after eleven o’clock.

‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘Do you mind if I try and finish my book?’

‘Of course not,’ she said. How polite they were, she thought with a grimace, for their anniversary. ‘What are you reading?’

‘Tess of the D’Urbevilles. I really want to know how it ends. Spins a good yarn, Hardy.’ Well, she didn’t know that he’d read it eleven times before he was sixteen.

She went upstairs with a silent yelp of relief, stripped off, washed between the hated breasts, washed around the loathsome crutch, crept into bed and dreamt of manhood.

She was only vaguely disturbed when he slid carefully in beside her. She dropped off again almost immediately, but it was an uneasy sleep, and in the morning she realised that she must have been dreaming at a very shallow level, because she seemed to recall that he had been sobbing his heart out there beside her, and that must have been imagination.
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