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THE ART OF SPACE TRAVEL: A WRITER’S JOURNEY

The stories in this book were written over a period of some fifteen years, and have been arranged in roughly chronological order. I made my choices more or less on instinct, selecting works I feel best express themes that remain important to me, stories that are still present in my heart and mind years after they were written.

I have a horror of revisiting my own work, and so had not laid eyes on the three earliest stories since editing them for my debut collection A Thread of Truth. Rereading and revising them now has been akin to a careful unearthing of archaeological artefacts: brushing off the dirt, assessing the damage, evaluating their relationship to a world that has changed since they were created.

My relationship with short fiction has never been easy. From the beginning, and now increasingly, my stories feel discontented with their restricted word counts. They push and stretch at their bounds, splitting off on tangents, demanding more space. The stories I admire most – the short fiction of John Cheever and Julio Cortazar and Katherine Mansfield – resist such temptations. They seem like jewels to me, offering glimpses of a world rather than the world itself; by working within their confinement rather than against it, they appear limitless in imaginative scope and technical achievement.

I have often wondered whether I would have attempted short stories at all, had I not been working with the materials of speculative fiction. By the time I began to write seriously for publication in the early 2000s, the idea of beginning a literary career writing short fiction was all but dead, except within the science fiction, fantasy and horror communities, where it was not only live and kicking, but appeared to be the norm. I did not know any other writers personally at this time, but from reading author interviews online, in magazines and in ‘how to’ books I quickly became aware of the magazine tradition in SFF publishing, of how even the most well-known writers had begun as nobodies just like me, sending off stories to magazines and hoping that sooner or later their efforts would be rewarded.

This tradition still exists, is still, as it was then, one of the most democratic, radical and progressive aspects of the science fiction community, one of the features that most distinguishes it from the kingdom of mimetic fiction, where short fiction magazines rarely prosper and are little read.

The weight of industry expectation placed upon the shoulders of debut novelists has become colossal, with writers feeling increasingly that they have just one chance to launch a career, one chance to get it right. If the writer is young, such pressure is all the more destructive, when what the new writer needs most of all is not only space to grow but time to get things wrong. Writing and publishing short fiction offers the new writer the chance to experiment, to become accustomed to the initially terrifying idea that other people – strangers they have never met – might be reading and discussing their work, possibly liking it, possibly not, but knowing it is there.

Such experience is invaluable, most of all because it gives the writer time to thrash about a bit, to understand their craft better, to find out what kind of writer they want to be.

When I see debut novelists shortlisted for the Booker Prize, I cannot help but feel uneasy on their behalf: if this is the pinnacle of their career, the best they can offer, where else is there to go?

* * *

I have spoken before about how each of my short stories seems to me like an outtake from the novel it might have become, and what strikes me most about these stories now is how cohesive they feel as a collection, almost as if they were someday destined to become a part of this same book. Some are linked through recurring characters: though written years apart, they come as pairs, and I will leave you to discover these internal connections for yourself. As for the others, the links are more thematic than literal, though the overlap, the sense of circling a central hub of meaning, feels equally strong. This is what it means, to create a body of work. The reason I first began writing was to cement my memories, to make them real and tangible to myself and to others through the medium of the written word. That is still my driving force as a writer today, a force that seems to grow more urgent the more time passes.

It stands to reason that the central themes of my work – memory, loss, time, sense of place – have retained their hold on my imagination, surfacing again and again, like a series of snapshots, as the stories reveal themselves. What feels fascinating to me in this context is how my way of exploring these dilemmas has become subtly altered over the years, shifting from an impressionistic, sensation-based writing in the earlier stories towards a more analytical, forensic approach in more recent work. The final two stories in this collection go still further, utilising elements of autofiction and investigative journalism.

At the time of writing, it is the newest story, ‘A Princess of Mars’, written for an anthology that never happened, that most clearly articulates my current interests as a writer. This is the work that in terms of its form and approach I am still most excited by, most eager to take further. Only time will tell how that pans out. I hope the work that follows it will expand on and extend this story’s potential.

* * *

In editing this collection, I have been careful not to interfere with the overall intention and trajectory of individual stories. The more recent works, in any case, required little intervention, and even those that have undergone a more substantial revision process – the first three especially – still tell the same story. There have been some interesting decisions to make along the way, mainly concerned with the business of anachronism.

Readers will note the almost total absence of computers and mobile phones in the early stories especially. As someone who did not own or even use a personal computer until the early 2000s, digital technology has always been a tool for me, a part of my evolving hinterland rather than an intrinsic element of my imaginative process. Aside from the odd tweak here and there, I have left the technological landscape of these stories alone, suspended precariously between the analogue and the digital, as indeed we all are.

People still write letters in my stories, still travel in trains with compartments and doors that open independently of a central control. These things too I have left as they are; stories should reflect the writer, and the time of writing.

Where I have spotted factual inaccuracies I have corrected them, along with any unintended inconsistencies. Intended inconsistencies I have left in place. Close readers will become aware of a switched surname here, a reversed age difference there. I could have sanded away such discrepancies, but I chose not to. In some instances, to erase these marks of process feels like a lessening of involvement, a levelling down; to include them invites discussion, revealing the subjective, unreliable nature of memory itself.

Nina Allan, Rothesay, September 2020


AMETHYST

In the High Street they were selling sardines. When you see them laid out like that, head to tail on a marble slab in the fishmonger’s window, you can almost convince yourself they were never alive. They gleam like designer jewellery, an expensive work of art. One of Angela’s aunts gave her a box of chocolate sardines for Christmas once. The box was painted to look like tin. The chocolates inside were wrapped in foil, with a pattern of scales. I once tried to source the same brand – I thought they would make a nice present for someone – but I couldn’t remember the name of the company that produced them. The idea is peculiar, when you think about it: chocolates shaped like fish.

Angela used to buy things because she felt sorry for them. She had a talent for investing rubbish with a life of its own. She once bought three beaten-up My Little Ponies from the junk shop in the arcade, because she was afraid of what might happen to them if she didn’t. The ponies looked bloated, as if they had been inflated with a bicycle pump. Their previous owner had twisted their manes into dreadlocks. She paid £5 for the three.

“There’s nothing wrong with them,” she said. “Once I clean them up they’ll look almost new.” A week later, I saw the ponies displayed on the bookshelf in Angela’s bedroom. Angela had somehow managed to disentangle their manes. It must have taken her hours.

The junk shop was called Garston’s. Angela’s mother used to help out in Garston’s because she was friends with the owner. I used to wonder if Angela inherited her passion for junk from her mother, or whether it was just a coincidence. Scientists say it’s difficult to establish how much of our behaviour is acquired, and how much is pre-programmed. I might have discovered more on the subject if I had decided to study biology instead of switching to statistics, but perhaps that decision was pre-programmed, too.

The name of our town came up in a television music quiz once. Amethyst’s single ‘Moon Landing on Silas Street’ was in the charts for six weeks the summer it was released. People knew the song was about our town because Lorna Samways had said so in a TV interview. Amethyst were a folk-rock group, and their lead vocalist was born just down the road from us. The song made the town famous, at least for a while. Hardly anyone remembers them now.


Midnight at noon and the silent bells

St Andrew on the run to the sea

Life’s on fire and there’s no way home

Moon landing

Moon landing down on Silas Street



St Andrew’s is at the top of the town. Silas Street runs from just opposite the churchyard all the way down to the Nubia Pavilion on the seafront. The Nubia had been boarded up since before I could remember. Every other year squatters or yobs broke in and ended up having to be forcibly evicted. There was always some committee or other trying to raise the money to have it reopened but their plans never came to anything. There were all kinds of legends about the Nubia; that it was haunted, mainly, but people will say that about anywhere that’s dark and filthy and old. No one ever noticed anything special about Silas Street. Until the song came out, Silas Street was just an ordinary road.

* * *

“What do you think the words mean?” Angela said. “How can you have a moon landing when you’re not on the moon?”

Pop! magazine was featuring Lorna Samways as Diva of the Month. Angela was unpicking the staples that held the magazine together so she could remove the centre spread without it tearing.

“Lots of pop songs have nonsense lyrics,” I said. “They don’t have to mean anything.”

“Maybe they’re trying to say that Silas Street is like the moon somehow – empty and alien. Or that it seemed that way to Lorna.”

Lorna Samways had a plump moon face and a dimple in one cheek. Her voice was incredible. I went online recently and looked up some of the coverage. One reviewer compared her to the young Janis Joplin.

“She probably didn’t write the song herself,” I said. “Mostly they pay people.”

“Lorna writes all her own songs. She’s a poet as well as a singer.”

I used to like painting birds. I began by copying pictures from books, and progressed from there. I painted in watercolour, in a sketchbook I bought from the art supplies shop in the arcade. I found the paints in the living-room sideboard. I don’t know who they belonged to originally but no one seemed to mind when I took them over. I liked the way the watercolours seemed to blend with the paper but it was the birds themselves that interested me most. I know a lot of artists insist that painting isn’t about what you see but about the paint itself, the quality of line and brushstroke, the effects of colour and light. All I wanted to do was to make a record of the birds I saw. That the record turned out to be in paint was a matter of chance.

Angela would sometimes lie on the floor of my bedroom, turning the pages of the sketchbook as if it were a photo album.

“You could go abroad and paint more birds,” she said once. “Foreign ones. Like the artists who went on the Endeavour with Captain Cook.”

I laughed because what else would I do? There was no way I was going to admit that was exactly the kind of life I sometimes imagined for myself. In the end I was able to paint well enough to consider exhibiting, but by then I had given up on becoming an artist because there was no money in it. There was plenty of money in accountancy, and I had always been able to make sense of numbers without having to think.

Numbers seemed like the best chance I had of getting away.

I don’t remember if Angela’s obsession with aliens began with Amethyst or whether it started before that. What I do remember is that soon after Lorna Samways’s TV interview, Angela insisted we walk up Silas Street and have a proper look at it.

“She wrote about that road for a reason,” she said. “She wouldn’t have picked it at random.”

“She picked it because of how it sounds,” said Angela’s father. “It’s Silas, and Street – the two ‘s’s. That’s called alliteration.” Angela’s father was a taxi driver but he had trained as a teacher. He spoke with a northern accent. When I once asked Angela where her father was born she said she didn’t know. I thought that was odd but then so was Angela.

“How come you don’t know where your own father was born?” I said. “Aren’t you interested?”

“I’ve never thought about it,” said Angela. “He’s my dad, that’s all.”

The first time I met Angela’s father I was convinced I’d seen him before somewhere. Not that there was anything special about him. He was a small, wiry man with thinning hair and bad skin. Yet still there was that feeling of familiarity. He wore steel-rimmed glasses and had strange, almost colourless eyes. His eyes made me nervous, for some reason. Every time he looked at me I wanted to look away.

The idea of us going to have what Angela called a proper look at Silas Street was ridiculous of course, like going to have a proper look at your own living room. At the same time, I could see what she meant. It’s easy to stop noticing the things you see every day. The fact that someone had chosen to put Silas Street into a pop song had made it seem special and not only for Angela. Some people in the town hated ‘Moon Landing’ on principle because it brought in too many tourists but others said that Amethyst had made our home immortal. Comparisons were made with Penny Lane and Bourbon Street and Scarborough Fair and I realised then that these places would be as familiar and ordinary to the people that lived near them as Silas Street was to us.

The top end of Silas Street was broad and well-kept with neat grey kerbstones. Beside the churchyard was a small uneven area of stubbly grass that was sometimes called Silas Green and sometimes Church Green. There were bushes around the green and several trees, beech trees I think they were, lopsided and a bit stunted because of the harsh salt winds that blew up from the sea in winter. A narrow cobbled path ran between the green and the churchyard. In the black-and-white postcards of the town sold in the kiosks along the promenade you could see that at one time Silas Street had been cobbled from top to bottom. When the cobbles at the bottom end were replaced by tarmac I don’t know.

A short way downhill from the church the road became narrower with houses to either side. On the left were half a dozen or so terraced cottages. On the right was a row of slightly larger houses, several of which had been turned into shops – a chemist’s that also sold photo equipment and two antique shops. Of course Angela loved the antique shops. She would stand with her nose pressed against the window gazing in at some old teapot covered in roses or a silver cigarette case engraved in curly letters with the name Maria. She thought things like that were beautiful. I stood and looked with her sometimes but I couldn’t really see the attraction. I’ve never liked old things much. I can never seem to forget they belonged to people who are now dead.

Below the antique shops was a narrow passage called Whitsun Lane, which led off from Silas Street at a right angle, connecting it with Johns Road, where the doctor’s surgery was and the old town hall. Whitsun Lane was too narrow for cars – bollards had been installed at either end to stop them trying to use it. Downhill from Whitsun Lane, Silas Street became shabbier, almost run-down. There was a fish-and-chip shop called the Jolly Roger. One of the small panes of glass in the door to the Jolly Roger had been broken literally since before I was born. There was a square of mouldering hardboard in its place. The Jolly Roger’s yard always stank – something to do with the drains – although their food was excellent.

At the bottom end of Silas Street, where it came out on to Westwind Road by the Nubia Pavilion, there were a couple of larger houses that had been made into flats. These houses were white and well-kept, with hanging flower baskets and large plastic wheelie bins instead of dustbins, but between them and the Jolly Roger, Silas Street was a jumble of tatty three-storey Victorian terraces and breeze-block garages. One of the terraces had a sign outside that said Margaret’s B&B, but the downstairs windows had been boarded up and the gate was padlocked shut. Behind the garages was a dirty alleyway where boys sometimes kicked a football or threw stones at empty beer bottles they hauled out of the dustbins.

“It’s an ancient place,” said Angela. “You can see that.”

“Those garages aren’t old,” I said. “They’re just ugly.”

“But the ground under them is old. There was another road here before, look. I bet if we could get hold of an old map we could find out more.”

She pointed to the concrete at the side of the road and I saw she was right. Where parts of the tarmac had broken away, you could see the remains of a much older road surface, red bricks laid side by side in zigzags, like a parquet floor. I had been behind the garages a million times without ever noticing. Looking at the dirty old bricks gave me the same feeling I had from the stuff in the antique shops, the feeling that I was looking at something dead. It was strange, because I used to walk past St Andrew’s four or five times a week, often using the graveyard as a shortcut to Angela’s without thinking twice about it. Cemeteries and gravestones are at least open about what they’re there for. These other things – the old teapots and the herringbone brick – were like the things you might expect to find inside a haunted house.

* * *

Lorna Samways’s song wasn’t really about aliens or even the moon, at least not that I could see. If ‘Moon Landing’ was about anything at all it was probably a break-up song. Most pop songs are break-up songs but when I suggested that to Angela she said I was wrong.

“It’s not a pop song, for a start,” she said. “It’s a folk song. Folk songs are based on ancient myths and legends.”

“There’s hardly going to be an ancient myth or legend about aliens though, is there?”

“Aliens have been here for centuries. Some people believe humans evolved from aliens, not apes.”

“Something could definitely evolve from whatever’s in those dustbins,” I said. I was trying to lighten the mood but she refused to laugh. Amethyst had brought out their first album by then, Holy Grail. Angela knew all the lyrics by heart. She told me she was going to start writing songs of her own. I went with her to look for a notebook. We must have been into every shop in the arcade. We looked at dozens of notebooks but she refused to buy any of them.

“It’s important to get it right,” she said. “I’ll know it when I see it.”

It was around the time of the notebooks that Angela starting bringing home all those odd magazines, with stories of sightings of UFOs and alien abduction. Angela’s mother hated them.

“You’ll give yourself nightmares, reading rubbish like that,” she said. “At least take them upstairs to your room where I don’t have to look at them.” She lifted one of the magazines from the floor in the breakfast room, holding it by the corner like a soiled handkerchief. As she moved her hands, her rings caught the sunlight, throwing dancing rainbow patterns against the walls. Angela’s mother had beautiful rings, you couldn’t help looking at them. One had a large pink stone that Angela said was amethyst. I thought it was too pale to be amethyst, that it was probably just rose quartz, but I didn’t say anything to Angela. I noticed that Angela’s mother bit her nails.

“You don’t really believe in all that alien stuff, do you?” I asked her, later. I half read, half flicked through an article about a woman in Cromer on the North Norfolk coast. She claimed the manager of the guest house where she worked had been replaced by an alien impostor.

He looks the same and he sounds the same but there’s a smell about him, the woman insisted. Everyone who works here thinks the same but nobody will say. There was a grainy black-and-white photograph of the hotel manager coming out of a supermarket. He was balding and running to fat. He reminded me of the man who ran the pharmacy in the High Street.

“Not all of it,” said Angela. “But there are lots of things that can’t be explained, you have to admit that.”

“That doesn’t mean the explanation has to be aliens.”

“No,” Angela said. “But they might be.”

Then Angela had the idea that we should go to Silas Street after dark. Her mother wanted to put a stop to it but her father said there was nothing to worry about, that we were old enough to make our own decisions.

“I’m in and out of that area all the time, even on a weeknight,” he said. “I can make a detour and bring them home if there’s a problem.” Angela’s father sometimes brought in a casual driver to help cover the evenings during the summer months but mostly he preferred to work alone. When he was off duty he wore old cord trousers and baggy T-shirts but when he was driving he usually wore a shirt and jacket and sometimes a tie. I did wonder why he had given up teaching to become a taxi driver but I didn’t like to ask Angela about it and the truth never occurred to me. There are some things you don’t think about unless they happen to you.

* * *

It was a cold night. I pulled my sleeves down over my hands. We came to the end of Kennmore Terrace, then took the shortcut through the graveyard. The tower of St Andrew’s was bathed in moonlight, and I remember thinking I’d never seen the old stones look that way before, mysterious and powerful. Things always seem different at night.

“It’s beautiful,” said Angela. “Isn’t it?”

“I suppose,” I said. “I’m freezing.”

We turned into Silas Street and began walking down the hill. The air was sharp in my lungs, heavy with ice crystals. There was no one about. From further down the hill I could hear the sound of cars on Westwind Road, a chorus of wolf whistles from the youths who sometimes gathered around the bus shelter by the Nubia Pavilion. Lights had come on in some of the cottages, the lights of people sat in their living rooms, watching TV.

“What are we looking for, exactly?” I said.

“We’re not looking for anything,” said Angela. “We’re experiencing the atmosphere.”

I laughed, hoping she would laugh back, but then I saw she had been distracted by something in one of the antique shops. The shop was called Chalmers. They had a display of antique linen in the window: embroidered pillowcases and handkerchiefs, a Victorian nightdress edged with broderie anglaise.

“My mother had some like that,” Angela said. I assumed at first she was talking about the lace nightgown and I thought how unbearably creepy that would be, wearing clothing that had belonged to a dead person, especially a nightgown. Then I realised it wasn’t the linen she was looking at, but a bone china coffee cup that had been placed among the items of linen like a stage prop. The cup was cylindrical, decorated with a design of exotic birds and a narrow band of gold below the rim. The saucer had the same gold line running around the place where you put the cup. As I hunkered down to look at it more closely I saw the saucer was cracked.

“Does your mum collect old china, then?” I asked. I wasn’t that interested – in Angela’s mother or the china – but Angela appeared so fixated on the display window it seemed wrong to ignore her.

“Not really,” said Angela. “The cups are broken now anyway. She smashed them against the wall.” Angela placed her hand against the window, blocking out the cup. Her hand looked tiny, bluish-white, like a starfish that had been washed up on the beach. When she removed her hand from the glass you could still see the misted outlines of her fingers. I wondered if it was true, what she said. Angela’s mother wore long floating dresses made of Indian cotton. She always sounded slightly breathless when she answered the phone. I couldn’t imagine her as the kind of person who went in for smashing things.

“All mothers are mad,” she said then. “Have you noticed?”

Her eyes had a distant look, as if she was thinking about something else.

“Can we go back now?” I said. Her words had stunned me.

“Not yet,” she said. She seemed to come back to herself. “Not until we’ve been all the way down to the promenade.”

The Jolly Roger was closed. In summer it was open every day but during the off-season they seemed to shut up shop whenever they felt like it. The dingy concrete yard stank whatever time of year it was.

“There’s no one here,” Angela said.

“What did you expect?” I said. I couldn’t get her words about mad mothers out of my head. I had never spoken to her or to anyone about my mother’s dementia and all I could think was that she had found out somehow, that her words were some kind of taunt, though that wouldn’t have been like Angela at all.

She was trotting down the hill ahead of me and I remember thinking that her red woollen coat was the exact colour of Heinz tomato soup. She had worn the same coat for as long as I could remember and it was too small for her. I watched as she disappeared into the narrow passageway that cut through to behind the garages. By the time I reached the garage block, Angela had disappeared.

Most of the garages were made from breeze blocks, with up-and-over steel doors. Two were of the older kind, built from reddish brick and with wooden doors. One of them was padlocked shut but the other you could break into easily because one of the doors was hanging off its hinges. When I peered inside I could see what looked like piles of cardboard boxes and, propped against one wall, an old bike. I stood still and listened, rubbing my hands together to warm them and trying to work out where Angela had got to. There were security lights on everywhere but I was beginning to feel freaked out. The garage block was invisible from the main road, a great place for getting mugged or even worse. I wanted to call out for Angela but I was worried about who else might be creeping around there in the dark.

I went into the garage because there was nowhere else to look. There was a strong smell of creosote, and loads of other stuff besides the boxes: folding garden furniture, tea chests full of newspaper, rusty pitchforks and broken spades, the usual rubbish people store in garages. There was a moped beneath a tarpaulin but no Angela. At least that was what I thought. Then I heard the sound of someone breathing.

I flipped round immediately and saw the outline of a figure, standing over by the cardboard boxes. There was no time to be afraid, and it took me only a couple of seconds in any case to realise the figure was Angela. I could see her coat in the light from outside, her wavy hair, but the way she was standing – so still – made her seem unlike herself, not quite real.

I said her name and started towards her but still she didn’t move. I blew air into her face. I didn’t dare touch her. I thought she might shatter like glass. Suddenly she moaned, and then began to speak. Her voice was high and piping, the voice of a child.

“I know they’re here,” she said. “They won’t let me leave.”

I felt freezing right through to my skin. I stepped away from her and rested my hands on the shrouded moped. I felt icy water spreading across my palm.

“That’s nonsense,” I said. “There’s nothing here apart from all this junk.”

I turned back towards her, trying to face her down. Then I realised there was something else inside the garage after all, something that scuttled away from me out of the light. Hard air punched into my lungs and I almost ran for it but then I saw that the monster was only a cat, a scrawny-looking, long-limbed tabby. Its eyes were golden and it looked furious. When it saw me staring it arched and hissed. I managed a laugh. The animal darted away.

“That’s all you saw,” I said. “A stupid cat.” I took her arm.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said. “You’re cold.”

She put both arms around me, gripping me tightly as if she were drowning. All I could think was that if we’d really been in the sea we would both have gone down.

“I didn’t know what it would be like,” she said. “I never realised I would be so frightened.”

Her voice at least had gone back to normal. She was still hugging me but I could feel her body begin to relax. When I finally got her outside she looked up at the moon.

“It’s all still here,” she said. She let me go so suddenly I almost fell down.

“Aren’t you cold?” she added, and it was only then that I realised I had come out without my coat. I tugged the sleeves of my sweatshirt back down over my hands, huffed dragon’s breath through parted lips and watched the clouds of moisture escape into the dark. On Westwind Road a group of teenagers sat in a row on the steps of the Nubia Pavilion, smoking roll-ups. They ignored us totally. We started climbing back up the hill. We went the long way round this time, avoiding the cemetery. Eventually we reached the turning into Kennmore Terrace.

“Here we are, then,” I said. “I told you we wouldn’t find anything.”

“Could I stay round at yours tonight?” Angela said. She glanced at me quickly and then looked away. The unexpectedness of her question caught me off guard. Of course I wanted to say yes of course you can you muppet, to grab her by the hand, to drag her to safety, to sit up all night gabbling about aliens if that was what she wanted. But the gulf between the possible and the permitted seemed too wide to cross.

“Best not, really,” I said finally. I looked down at the ground. “My mother hasn’t been well, you see.” I felt ashamed, as if I’d betrayed her. It never occurred to me that I could confide in her, that I could explain. How different things might have been for both of us, if I had.

“Will you be OK?” I said instead. I could not stop thinking about the way her voice had changed, back there in the garage, her terror at nothing. Angela smiled and looked away down the road.

“Course,” she said. “I’m sorry about your mum.”

I walked with her as far as her house. There was a light on in the porch, and as we stood there saying goodbye, Angela’s father came out on to the step. He waved at me, but said nothing. Angela ran off up the garden path and then the two of them disappeared inside.

I remember thinking how nice it was, that her father was looking out for her, making sure she was safe.

My dad didn’t look out for me because he didn’t have time.

* * *

Angela was off school the next day. Her mother rang in and said she had a cold. After the weirdness in the garage I wasn’t surprised. She started being off a lot more after that though, until it reached the point where she was away from school more often than she was there. She began to get behind in her lessons. Angela changed towards me too. I should have been worried but instead I was angry. I felt she had abandoned me for some reason. It never occurred to me to wonder what was really going on.

In the end her absences grew so frequent that one of the teachers kept her behind after class and asked her how things were at home. No one talked about child abuse back then. These days they give teachers checklists of things to look out for: altered patterns of behaviour, increased absence, a drop in grades. Angela displayed all the classic signs – she was a walking textbook of signs – but even so it was more than a year before anything was said.

Angela’s father moved out of Kennmore Terrace for a while but he never faced charges. Angela was sent away to what was known as a residential educational facility for vulnerable teenagers. Special school was what they would have called it in the old days. The teachers said it was for her own protection, but it seemed more like a cover-up, even at the time. I had no idea what was about to happen until after everything had been decided because by then there was hardly a day when she wasn’t off school.

I remember I saw Angela’s mother once, coming out of the headmistress’s office carrying a pile of textbooks and a stack of coloured folders. Her head was lowered over the books and a strand of hair hung into her eyes. Her hair was blond, wavy like Angela’s but lighter in colour. I don’t know if she saw me. I turned away before she could catch my eye.

A couple of months after she started at Raymont, Angela sent me a postcard, sealed in an envelope. The envelope had been franked, not stamped, as if somebody had posted it for her. The postcard was of Lorna Samways, dressed in a T-shirt and jeans with her guitar resting in her lap. The guitar was black, a twelve-string acoustic flatback, her trademark instrument. I remember Angela had got the postcards by sending off a coupon from one of her music magazines. The back of the postcard was covered in Angela’s writing, so familiar and yet at the same time completely strange. She went on and on about her new school, happenings and people and sayings I had never heard of. I felt I was reading a letter from an alien planet.

There was no return address, but I wrote a letter anyway and addressed it to Angela at simply ‘Raymont’, and the name of the town. I put a card in with the letter, a postcard I bought in the arcade, with seagulls on it. I wasn’t sure what to put in the letter so I told Angela I’d decided to drop my biology and art A levels and do computer science and maths instead. I waited and hoped for a reply but it was more than two years before I heard from her again.

* * *

I happened to see a TV interview with Lorna Samways a couple of years ago. Amethyst had broken up more than a decade before but Lorna Samways was still performing, still writing songs. She’s known mostly as a folk musician now, which is what she always was, I suppose. The interviewer asked her how her old band got its name and was it true that she had violet-coloured eyes. Lorna Samways laughed. She sounded carefree and natural, and seemed barely to have aged since her Pop! years.

“People always ask me that,” she said. “But my eyes are actually blue. Amethyst is my birthstone. My birthday’s in February. I’m a Pisces.”

She added that amethyst was said to be a protection against drunkenness, and that the stone was named after a woman in one of the Greek myths, who was changed into a pillar of quartz by the goddess Diana, to save her from being eaten by tigers. The god Bacchus had poured wine over the quartz and stained it purple, for some reason. “My song ‘Cup of Roses’ is based on that story,” she said. Samways was going to sing ‘Cup of Roses’ live in the studio but I switched off while she was tuning up. She still had her trademark twelve-stringed guitar. I realised I couldn’t bear to hear her play.

When the interviewer asked her what it had been like to have a Top Ten single at the age of nineteen, Lorna Samways laughed again.

“I never thought about it like that,” she said. “I just wanted to write songs. What happened afterwards was lucky because it meant I could write more songs without having to worry about where the money was going to come from. But the important thing for me has always been the songs.”

I wondered if the interviewer would ask her about the town she grew up in but he didn’t. He probably thought Silas Street was an invention, a place name Lorna Samways had made up. After switching off the television I looked up ‘amethyst’ on the internet. There were hundreds of links, for both the semi-precious stone and the band. I discovered that as well as being a charm against drunkenness, amethyst could also temper evil spirits, help to overcome addiction and stabilise mental illness. Amethyst was the touchstone for sincerity, a protection against poisoners and thieves.

* * *

I couldn’t find my coat anywhere. I thought I’d maybe left it at school but it wasn’t there either. I had to wear my mother’s old coat instead, a button-up woollen thing with a herringbone pattern, a garment I hated because it was ancient and because it was hers.

When I went back to the garage block a couple of months later I told myself I had gone to look for my parka, but I think I knew already that it wouldn’t be there. God knows what happened to it. I don’t know why I went back to the garages, other than that I missed Angela. I suppose I thought it would be something to tell her about, later, once we were together again. No one had thought to tell me she wouldn’t be coming back, that she would be staying on at Raymont until she finished school.

It was a foul evening, windy and wet. I hadn’t thought to bring an umbrella. The ghastly herringbone coat flapped damply against the backs of my knees. The broken tarmac was slicked with oil, making rainbows beneath the security lights. Rain dripped from the guttering. As I stepped between the puddles I noticed the door with the broken hinge was wide open, held in place with half a breeze block. The garage itself had been cleared out – the boxes and tea chests, the moped, all of it gone. My parka was gone too, if it had ever been there, which it hadn’t. No sign of the cat.

I folded my arms across my chest. It was cold in the garage, much colder than I remembered. There was a deep crack in the concrete floor, running the length of the garage and down between my feet. I didn’t remember it being there before. A large black beetle emerged from a gap in the wall and began its painstaking journey across the concrete desert. When it reached the crack it seemed to hesitate for a second before toppling in. I stepped forward, trying to see where the insect had gone, but it had disappeared.

I shivered. I had no idea what Angela had sensed when she was in the garage, what she thought she had seen, and I did not want to know. That was when I realised I was not alone. I should have been terrified but to be honest I felt relieved. The man in the doorway was the last person I was expecting to see but the atmosphere of the place was so unnerving any human company was better than none.

He stepped inside the door, the dense yellow light from the security lamps outside transforming the lenses of his spectacles into steel-rimmed mirrors.

“Jane,” he said. “I’m sorry if I startled you. I saw you come down the road.”

I knew that Angela’s father’s name was Ian but I had never called him by it. He spoke softly and quickly, almost in a monotone, as if he was afraid we were being spied on.

“It wasn’t like you think,” he said. “I’m not that kind of person.” He took a step forward. He was holding out his hands to me in a beseeching, almost desperate manner that was somehow more terrifying than if he’d begged and screamed. Maybe he thought he could convince me, get me on his side. Men like him never change.

“Get away from me,” I said. “Or I’ll go to the police.”

He glanced quickly over his shoulder, and I realised I could smell the fear on him, the acrid odour of underarm sweat. He looked about to say something else but then thought better of it. He turned abruptly and walked away without another word.

I looked down at the ground. The concrete floor was spattered with oil but there was no monster crack, just a thread-like, twisting mark like a broken vein. I supposed the crack had been a trick of the light. Not that it mattered.

I went back outside, then ran home through the churchyard. I wished Angela was with me. She would have had an explanation for the disappearing crack, that it was a time-rift, or the secret gateway to an alien planet. The kinds of ideas you’re supposed to grow out of, only she never did.

* * *

The Nubia Pavilion had finally been refurbished. It’s a four-star hotel now, believe it or not, soft leather armchairs in the lobby and a marble floor.

“I’m surprised they get enough people coming here to keep the place running,” I said to Angela. “It must cost a bomb.”

“It’s very popular, actually,” said Angela. “The tourists love it. The tiled floor in the restaurant is an exact copy of the Victorian original. They were able to save some of the old tiles and re-lay them in the downstairs cloakroom. I have coffee in the lounge there sometimes. I like the atmosphere.”

She was thinner. The veins stood out like wires on the backs of her hands. She had kept her hair long – it trailed slightly below her shoulders – but it had begun to go grey. She was wearing glasses – round, steel-rimmed spectacles just like her father’s.

“I only use them for reading,” she said. At some point she took off the glasses and tucked them into the pocket of her skirt. The skirt was a patchwork of colours, the kind her mother used to wear. I supposed it might even have been her mother’s. I’ve always hated the idea of wearing dead people’s clothing but that isn’t the sort of thing that would bother Angela.

The first of her postcards reached me at college. How she found out my address I have no idea but I was glad to receive it. After that they came more regularly, although sometimes a year would go by with nothing and I would think that was the last of her. The cards were old seaside postcards, photographs of places I know now she has never been to and probably never will. Some of the cards were sepia-tinted, yellowed around the edges, and I supposed she had picked them up at the junk shop in the arcade.

On the backs of the cards she had copied poems. I tried looking up the source of them, in poetry anthologies and on the internet. It never crossed my mind she had written them herself.

My replies were filled with pleasantries and inconsequential news, the bland and careful letters of someone who has made a friend later in life and isn’t certain whether it is safe to relax their guard. I told her nothing of substance or importance about my life. The letters were just a way of holding on. I wondered how much of Angela there really was left or whether I was making her up as I went along.

“I work at Chalmers,” she said. “You know, the antique shop on Silas Street, the one closest to St Andrew’s.”

“Are you the manager?” I said.

“I suppose so. There’s nothing to manage really. I just like old things.”

She spoke as if this were something I didn’t already know, as if we had only just met. My heart ached in my chest and I felt like crying. I sensed the desert of years between us, the unbridgeable vastness of things that could not be said. I wanted to tell her that I was sorry, that I should have tried to do something, that I should have known. But I had not known. We had been children. That was the horror.

Before driving up to Kennmore Terrace I parked the car in one of the half-hour spaces across from the Nubia Pavilion. The wind coming off the sea smelled fresh and clean. At the bottom of Silas Street there was a new brick wall and the entrance to a fifty-space car park, Hotel Patrons Only. The alleyway and the garages were gone. I imagined bulldozers and hammer drills, tearing up the old cracked concrete and the breeze blocks and the herringbone brickwork. The idea should have comforted me but it didn’t. While I was standing there a good-looking young guy in linen trousers and a raw silk shirt came out of the Nubia Pavilion and strode towards one of the cars. The car was beautiful and very expensive, a Jaguar convertible.

“Can I help you?” he said. “You look lost.”

“No, thank you,” I said. “I’m waiting for someone, that’s all.”

He nodded and climbed into his car. I waited until he had driven away then crossed the road back to my own car. I thought about how easy it is to invent reasons for things, lies that seem less troubling than the truth.

* * *

My mother died the year after I graduated. She never knew I had passed my degree, that I got a 2:1. She had not even spoken my name for the past eight years. Angela’s mother died of an overdose, and Angela inherited the house on Kennmore Terrace. The inside was more or less exactly as I remembered – the old upright piano, the oak veneer sideboard, the Habitat chairs. There were postcards propped up on the mantelpiece, sepia-tinted photographs like the ones she had sent to me. Stood in among them was a photo of Angela and her father in a gilt-edged frame.

It was Christmas in the picture. There was a blurred foil tree in the background and Angela’s father was wearing a tissue paper crown. He had his arm around her shoulders. Angela in the photo looked a similar age to what she was now. Her father looked older but little changed: scrawny and innocuous and pale. They were both wearing their glasses. If I hadn’t known better I might almost have said they were brother and sister.

“I’ve tried writing songs about what happened,” Angela said. “I’ve been trying to write about it for most of my life.”

She had put down her teacup and was looking at me looking at the photograph and so of course I thought it was her father she was talking about, the monstrous thing he had done to her, the fact that he was an abuser and a criminal. I could feel myself blushing. I had no idea what to say, how we could possibly make things right between us, but it turned out that wasn’t what she meant at all. She opened the sideboard and took out a pile of notebooks. The covers were soft and pliable, variously made of cardboard and coloured plastic. I recognised her handwriting, that anodyne too-perfect script, so like a child’s.

I had never learned to read music. The notes on the five ruled lines were just dots to me. I ignored them and read the words.


Stone heart

What happens when

A stone heart opens

Stone hearts crush everything

And don’t know

What they’ve done



As well as the notebooks she had a recorder. I watched her fit it together, the three sections sliding into each other like parts of an antique machine. The wood was dark and polished like old furniture. The sound that came out of the instrument was deeper than I had expected, a low brown softness that was like the wood. She played me the song about the stone heart called ‘Cold Night’, then some of the others. She played for what seemed a long time. Near the end she made a sound on the recorder that was like a bird twittering. I don’t know how the sound was produced, whether it was a technique she had made up herself or whether someone had taught her. I watched her hands fluttering above the key-holes, the thin nervous fingers, and remembered her mother’s breathless voice and bitten nails. I wanted to tell Angela she should get her songs typed up and sent to a publisher but I didn’t. There seemed so little of her. The songs were really all she had left.

“What was in the garage?” I asked her, before I left. “What did you see?”

“I can’t remember,” she said. Her voice was wistful, almost perplexed. “I remember it was very cold that night, but that’s all.”

She looked old to me then. I wondered how I seemed to her.

“You must come and visit,” I said. “Soon.”

“I would like that very much,” she said. She smiled, then pushed back her hair and put on her glasses. It was only then that I noticed the ring she wore, the faceted stone in the gold setting that had belonged to her mother, the one I’d thought was rose quartz. I realised I had been wrong about that. I’d remembered the stone as pink, but when I looked at it now I saw it was purple, true amethyst.


HEROES

The sound of the blaring horn used to make him cry. Wail, was how his mother described it. Fin had always been a sensitive child.

Fin’s father left the depot at seven when he was on the London run. In winter it was still dark. Fin’s mother used to trudge out to the ring road every morning to wave him off, even if it was pouring with rain. Fin went with her of course, in his sling when he was a baby and then in the pushchair and finally, when he was old enough, on foot. Fin had never been to the city but all through the winter months he would visit it nightly in his dreams. Cloaked figures lurked shadily in doorways, sniggering, the streets aglow with a murky orange light. Fin told no one about the dreams, not even his mother. As winter turned to spring the nightmares grew less frequent. Eventually they stopped altogether, although the idea of London remained, like its twin death-knell syllables, grubby and threatening.

Fin’s mother’s name was Romany, though most people called her Ro. The early morning walks to the ring road continued until Finlay went to secondary school. Ro still got up to make him breakfast but instead of walking out to the ring road she would sit at the kitchen table, staring into space. Finlay used to bunk off school occasionally, just so he could walk out to the depot as they used to do and wave to his father high up in the cab as he thundered by.

One time in early April, Fin saw Ro standing in her old place at the edge of the road, the HGVs lumbering past her, casting an orange glow across her face. As Wal Carter’s Leyland hurtled towards her down the outside lane, she raised her hand. The lorry rumbled by, sounding its horn. Ro stood gazing after it, keeping her eyes on its lights until they were lost, the first rays of morning sunlight caught in her hair. When the vehicle was out of sight, she walked back down the hill. Finlay kept still, crouched down behind the row of sheds on the Bounds Hill allotments. He didn’t come out into the open until after she was gone.

* * *

‘Locals Fight Rearguard Action in Allotment Feud’
by Lesley Wittenshaw
[Threep and Somerville Gazette, Thursday, 5 March 2006.]


Residents of Raisin Terrace, Threep, and members of the Bounds Hill Allotments Trust disrupted a council meeting in Sheffield yesterday as an act of protest in the continuing row surrounding the proposed compulsory purchase of Raisin Terrace, together with the adjoining Greenfield site known as the Bounds Hill allotments, the proposed site for a state-of-the-art recycling facility and wood-fired incinerator.

“The cottages in Raisin Terrace are in excellent condition,” said Mrs Eliza Burton, who together with her husband Tom has lived on Raisin Terrace for twenty-five years. “Many of them have been recently refurbished. To call this a slums clearance programme is an insult, frankly. We call this country a democracy, yet here we have a situation where ordinary people are being forced out of their homes against their will.” She went on to say that the proposed rehousing of Raisin Terrace residents in executive townhouses on the Nannerfield estate was yet one more unneeded example of the high-handed arrogance routinely practised by the Tory-led city council. Others among the protesters were quick to agree with her.

“You can’t force people to live where they don’t choose to,” stated cutlery salesman Horace Wilbur, himself a long-time resident of Raisin Terrace and member of BHAT. “I thought Stalinism was dead. Looks like I was wrong.”

When questioned about the proposals, Councillor Peter Godwin remained circumspect. “I want to stress to residents that no final decision on the future of Raisin Terrace has yet been taken and it goes without saying that the opinions of local people shall remain central to the decision-making process. It is not the physical condition of dwellings that is at issue here, but the requirements of the village as a whole. Nobody disputes the need for a new incinerator and recycling facility and there is a strong argument that the position of the Bounds Hill allotments, separated from the village by the A399, would make it the least disruptive option. To construct the facility closer to the centre of Threep would present considerable obstacles and there is little question that the Bounds Hill allotments are an anomaly.”



* * *

“An anomaly, he calls it,” said Marten. He folded the paper in half and set it down on the kitchen table. “I’ll anomaly him all right.”

“What’s an anomaly?” asked Fin. He knew what the word meant already, more or less, but he liked listening to Marten explain things.

“Something irregular or abnormal. Something that doesn’t fit.”

Finlay had never asked if Marten was his given name or his surname. Marten himself had seemed more concerned with how it was spelled. “Everyone gets it wrong. They always put an ‘i’ instead of an ‘e’.” Marten had printed his name carefully in black biro on the back of an envelope. The ‘e’ made the name look foreign, Finlay thought. Gave it something extra. Something anomalous.

Fin first met Marten on the Bounds Hill allotments. Marten had asked him why he wasn’t in school and Finlay had told him he didn’t have any lessons until after lunch. “I’m going in later,” Fin said. “The teachers don’t mind.”

None of this was strictly true but there was truth in it, a truth Marten seemed to intuit and to find acceptable. After that they became friends. Marten lived at 14 Raisin Terrace and he kept racing pigeons. There were often articles in the local paper predicting the end of the Bounds Hill allotments but so far the patch of land with its lean-tos and polytunnels remained intact. Raisin Terrace was the last road in Threep. Behind the cottages there were long back gardens and beyond the gardens were the Bounds Hill allotments. Beyond the allotments was the A399. The reason the territory was under threat, Marten insisted, was because it seemed to belong neither to the village nor to the countryside.

“It’s like a no man’s land,” said Marten. “A zone of detente between people and machines. Do you know what detente is, young man?”

“Like with China and America. They’re choosing not to get into a trade war because it’s better for both of them.”

Marten nodded. “It’s difficult to know who’s winning up there. If you close your eyes you can almost hear the guns.”

He spoke slowly and seemed to pay each word individual attention. It was almost as if he tasted words, as a chef might taste a sauce or a glass of wine.

“The noise of the traffic, you mean?” said Finlay.

“The traffic, and something else. A sound that never stops, not even at night.”

“What kind of sound?”

“The sound of the Universe unfolding,” said Marten. “I can hear it turning over in its sleep.”

From the cracked concrete path that ran down the centre of the allotments you could see the flyover and the hard shoulder and the traffic streaming down the A399. Finlay tried to imagine what the allotments must look like from the air: a tiny green thumbprint in the middle of a tangle of concrete ribbons. He wondered what Marten meant about the Universe and its sleep patterns. The books he liked best were novels set in foreign countries such as Alex Garland’s The Beach or Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, books that seemed to suggest that people could lose their sanity by getting too close to nature. Finlay wondered how the writers of such novels might feel about the A399 ring road and its untidy, threatened, greenish zone of detente.

There had been a pile-up on the ring road five years ago, with twenty-five vehicles destroyed and six people killed. Finlay had been eleven at the time. Two boys from further down the estate, Darren Baker and Carl Sillitoe, had dashed by the Carters’ windows on the way to the scene. The curtains had been drawn but Finlay had recognised them by the sound of their voices, made shrill with excitement, and also by the swear words they used. Swear words were like a universal language; everybody used them but everybody used them differently. Soon after that he heard the sound of police sirens and ambulances. Fin had wanted to run down to the allotments to see what was going on but Ro had ordered him to stay indoors.

The allotments closest to the ring road were mostly abandoned. Mouldering sheds loomed amongst the shoulder-high weeds, overrun with spiders and feral cats. In summer the overgrown grass hummed steadily with the sound of insects. There was a smell of sage and cow parsley and hot asphalt. On the ring road, an endless procession of motorhomes and caravans headed west towards the Peak District and the Welsh Marches. The rhythm of thousands of wheels was like a stampede.

Marten liked to collect seeds off the abandoned allotments, poppy seeds and cornflower and teasel and different kinds of grass. He separated the different seeds into cardboard envelopes, each one labelled with the name of the plant it would grow into. Fin wondered if the plants that grew closest to the road might be contaminated. When you rested your face against the stands of willowherb and campion and ragwort they smelled tart and green like the rocket salad his mother made sometimes, but it was hard to tell if any of them were really clean. Nuclear fallout was colourless and odourless. So was carbon monoxide or bottled helium. Their science teacher Mr Bara brought a cylinder of helium to school once to use in an experiment. When he went out of the room to fetch a tape measure, Carl Sillitoe had dashed to the front of the class and sucked a mouthful of the gas direct from the small brass tap that controlled the outflow from the cylinder. When Mr Bara demanded to know what he was doing, Sillitoe had gabbled nothing, sir and the rest of the class had exploded into laughter. Sillitoe’s voice had been transformed into the voice of a space alien: high and liquid and flawless and not of this world.

“What the fuck?” he said, throwing out his hands. Mr Bara told him the classroom was no place for obscene language and to return to his seat immediately. Finlay had found the whole episode both hilarious and terrifying. The helium was invisible, yet it had changed Carl Sillitoe into someone he didn’t recognise.

* * *

Ro stood at the kitchen table twisting her rings, the gold wedding band and ruby engagement ring on her fourth finger, the iridescent opal on the third. Wal Carter had given her the opal to celebrate their fifteenth wedding anniversary. Before the opal she had worn a different ring on that finger, a chunk of tawny amber in a silver setting. Fin hadn’t seen it since the arrival of the opal. He wondered, in a distracted way, what had happened to it.

They were arguing about what Finlay intended to do when he entered the sixth form.

“You need to make up your mind,” Ro said. “Why don’t we go up to the school, have a chat with your teachers.”

“I don’t have to decide yet,” Fin said. “There’s still plenty of time.” He had thought about taking a year out instead, hitching a ride on a lorry and heading south. Finding a job, the crappier the better. Maybe even going to college in another town. What town he had no idea, and that was the point. Fin had lived in Threep all his life. He had barely ventured beyond the ring road. He dwelled on this fact more and more, though up until that summer it had never bothered him.

Threep had a Sheffield postcode but the ring road kept it divided from the city proper. Property prices were more affordable and Wal Carter had been keen to buy there because the village was convenient for the depot. The house he and Ro eventually settled on was a large red end-of-terrace on Barraclough Road. Barraclough Road ran off the high street, and was far enough from the ring road to be almost desirable.

Ro’s parents lived in a village called Fulton, not far from Guildford. Fulton had a recreation ground and a farmer’s market. Its high street was lined with cafes and antiques shops. Hugh and Shirley Woolerton had never been inside the house on Barraclough Road. Ro went south to visit them twice a year. When Fin was younger he had gone with her but now he mostly stayed behind, he and his father living on takeaways until Ro came home.

“She met him in Buxton,” Finlay told Marten. “It was a Saturday, in August. She was on holiday with her parents. She went into a shop to ask for directions. Dad just happened to be there.” He didn’t know why he was telling Marten except that Marten liked stories. When Marten listened, he looked straight at you, as if what you were saying was important, as if it really mattered.

Fin himself had heard the story many times, from Ro.

“I ran right into him,” she said. “It was like running into a wall.” Each time she told the story the details were different, but it always ended with Wal Carter sprinting across the road in front of a car.

“The car was blue, I remember that. I never did know the make.”

Wal Carter had sworn at the car and tapped on the rear window of the Woolertons’ Ford Granada until Ro wound it down. Then he asked for her phone number.

“His clothes smelled of creosote, or tarmac. I can never smell those smells without thinking of him.”

“Lorry drivers have a certain reputation,” said Marten. “You might even call them highwaymen. New-fangled knights in armour on fifty-ton steeds.”

“I think she liked the way he saw her, and just went for it,” said Finlay. “She liked the way he didn’t care what anyone thought.”

Most people thought Wal Carter’s Christian name was Walter but in fact it was Walesa, after Lech Walesa, the hero of the Gdansk shipyards. Wal had had his birth-name altered by deed poll at the beginning of the eighties. Finlay was curious about what his father had been called before that but it seemed rude to ask. He had no doubt that Marten would know a lot about what had happened behind the Iron Curtain but felt wary of broaching the subject. It would have felt like going behind his father’s back.

“She wants me to decide on my A levels,” he said instead.

“She walks like a queen, your mother,” said Marten. “Like a thoroughbred horse.”

Fin hid his face in the grass. It smelled bitter and rank, as if one of the feral cats had scalded it with urine. Marten spoke about his mother as if he knew her. Fin felt that Marten had no right to the things he said. He turned over on his back. A puffy white cloud was hovering above him, high in the sky.

“Have you always raced pigeons?” he said at last. He wanted to ask Marten what his job had been before he retired but putting the question so directly didn’t seem right.

“I don’t know about always,” said Marten. “But I’ve been raising and racing birds for many years.” He was ringing a bird, slipping a numbered metal band on to its leg. Marten held the pigeon in the crook of his arm. It extended its legs towards him, yellow toes scrabbling. Marten pinched the toes of one foot together and slipped on the ring. The pigeon was gunmetal grey with gold-rimmed eyes.

“1503,” said Marten. “Ginette Neveu.” He recorded the name and number in a shiny black notebook. “Do you know who Ginette Neveu was?” When Finlay shook his head, Marten told him that Neveu had been a world-famous violinist who had died in a plane crash.

“Don’t you think it’s unlucky,” said Finlay. “Giving her that name?” He put out a finger and touched the pigeon’s head, the feathers closely packed and soft like eiderdown. Marten’s pigeons were not like the scruffy, misshapen street pigeons that stuttered around the feet of shoppers in the supermarket car park. They were lean and sleek, their necks longer and their beaks a brighter yellow. They came to Marten’s hand like children, or dogs.

“The air is a theatre of war,” said Marten. “Anyone who ventures there is brave.” He opened his hands and the bird flapped free. He ran a finger down its back, making it tremble and preen. “Ginette Neveu lived and died by her vocation. Nothing is more honourable than that.”

“How old was she when she died?”

“Thirty,” said Marten. “She was a musical prodigy.”

Finlay wondered if Marten also had been some kind of genius, though the idea of him playing a musical instrument was hard to sustain. Marten’s hands were spade-shaped and boxlike, with short, stubby fingers. They were almost a workman’s hands, yet the thought of Marten engaged in manual labour seemed just as absurd.

“Can I come and see her off,” Fin said. “The next time she’s in a race?” He had no idea what happened on the day of a pigeon race, but suddenly he was eager to find out. He imagined birds careering down the sky like horses, galloping. It seemed unlikely that birds could be trained to be competitive but he supposed they would have to be. He didn’t want to look foolish in front of Marten.

“That one won’t race for a while, she’s still too young.”

Finlay blushed.

“Hero’s the bird I fly now,” Marten added. “People get her name wrong, too.”

Finlay said nothing. He thought it was wisest to wait until Marten said what he meant, and after a moment’s silence, Marten did. He told Fin that Hero was a character from Greek mythology. “Hero was a woman,” he said. “Her lover was named Leander.”

“Was she a goddess?”

“No, a mortal woman, a priestess, though she did have psychic powers. She was handmaiden to the oracle at the temple of Aphrodite in Sestos. Leander was a nobleman who came to Sestos with his friends to celebrate a religious festival. He fell in love with Hero the moment he saw her.”

An image came suddenly to Finlay of his father, running across the road in front of a car.

“Hero was sworn to remain a virgin,” said Marten. “But not because the Greeks were prudes. They believed that to lose one’s virtue was to give up one’s power.” He paused. “Hero risked everything to be with Leander. But Leander also risked everything to be with Hero, because to defile a priestess was to lose one’s honour. He began to visit her secretly, at night. He used to swim to her across the Hellespont, a narrow stretch of water but treacherous because of its tides. On the nights Leander came to her, Hero lit a lantern in her window. The lamp was just a wick dipped in oil but Hero was able to make it shine with a preternatural light. As her powers began to fade, the candle grew dimmer, until finally one night it went out completely. Leander lost his bearings. He was dragged under by the current and quickly drowned. As his body was brought ashore, Hero threw herself into the Hellespont and was drowned also. In Ovid’s version of the myth the lovers come back to life again as birds.”

Finlay had heard of the Hellespont because he had seen a film at school about Gallipoli and knew it was the ancient name for the Dardanelles. Their history teacher, Mr Jayston, had shown them a map of the coastline on the overhead projector.

“The Dardanelles Strait,” he had said. “Thirty-eight miles long and four miles wide. The middle point is narrowest – only a quarter mile – but the sea there is three hundred feet deep.” He had traced the blue line of water with the tip of a pencil and then shown them more images, of castles and fortifications on the shore.

“Do you always name your birds after people that die?” Finlay asked Marten.

“All people die. It’s how they live that counts.”

Hero was white all over except for the tips of her wings, which were silver-grey. When Marten took her from the loft she did not struggle or flap as the younger birds did, but nestled quietly between his palms.

“I had to sell her brother Leander,” said Marten. “I didn’t want to but I was short of funds. I was offered a great deal of money for him and I was glad to take it. I found out later who the money had come from and I wasn’t so glad, but by then it was too late. I couldn’t have afforded to pay it back in any case.”

“Who had the money come from?”

“Someone I used to know. I don’t know where he is now, if he’s even alive.”

* * *

There was a girl in Finlay’s class called Katerina Ismailov. Her parents had come to Threep from Bosnia and her mother was a cleaner at the school. Both her parents spoke with accents but Katerina had lived in the village since she was three and sounded the same as all the other kids. She had pale blond hair and almost no eyebrows.

On the night after Marten told him the story of Hero and Leander, Finlay dreamed that Katerina Ismailov was sitting beside him in the cab of his father’s lorry. They were on their way to the transit depot in Nottingham. When he woke up it was just getting light. He knew at once that his mother was not in the house. Ro rarely played music or listened to the radio, even when she thought she was alone. But the silence around her was somehow full, replete with tawny colours like the light of an autumn evening. The silence without her was different: unstable and brittle as glass.

There was post on the mat, some of it addressed to him. The envelopes contained prospectuses he hadn’t sent for from colleges he hadn’t heard of. The brochures had shiny covers and smelled of new paper. Inside there were tables of contents with chapter headings like Admissions, College Facilities and Entry Requirements. There were photographs of young people sitting in front of computer monitors or being shown how to handle medical equipment. Fin slid the brochures back into their envelopes and went to the fridge. He poured milk into a glass then drank half of it straight down, feeling it coat his tongue and the roof of his mouth. When Ro came in she looked composed and unhurried, as if she had been up and about for several hours. She glanced down at the table, at the half-empty milk glass and the pile of opened envelopes.

“I know it’s too soon to think about university,” she said. “But I thought if you saw what options were available it might make it easier for you to decide. To decide which courses interest you, I mean. Then you’d know which A levels to take.” She took off her coat and laid it on the back of a chair. “I went for a walk up by the allotments,” she said. “I had a chat with your friend.”

Friend. For a moment Finlay imagined Katerina Ismailov with her pale, mouse-breath eyebrows, her wooden pencil case that was really an old cigar box with a picture of Fidel Castro on the front. Then he realised Ro was talking about Marten.

“He’s got sunflowers growing up there,” she said. “He says he wants them for the seeds.”

When a sunflower went to seed its face crusted over. If you scraped your fingernails across its surface the striped seeds fell off in handfuls, like solid rain. Marten used a tray to catch them, a battered piece of tin with the Maxwell House coffee logo stencilled across it in gold. Fin couldn’t remember describing Marten as his friend. It was hard to imagine Marten as anything but alone.

“He’s an interesting man, you know. He’s lived all over the place. He used to teach geography,” Ro added. “In a boys’ school in Greece somewhere. He has a lot of mementoes. Curios, I suppose you’d call them. From all over the world.”

“I’ve never been into his house,” said Finlay. “I see him on the allotments sometimes, that’s all.”

He drank the rest of his milk, tipping his head back to drain the dregs. The milk tasted thick and sweet like the scent of a flower. He put the glass down on the table and then went upstairs. As he brushed by his mother he caught traces of her scent, the light, pale-blond aroma of summer grass.

* * *

There were some nights when his father didn’t come home. If Wal was doing an overnight to Glasgow or Plymouth he often wouldn’t get back for several days. Finlay liked to look up his route in the AA Road Atlas; the motorways stood out clearly, blue as veins.

Wal Carter still worked most weekends, though he didn’t need to. He still drove the overnights and the earlies, putting in as many hours as men half his age. On his days off he went to the Steelmakers’ Arms and played darts or dominoes or cards with the lads from the depot. He was often out until the small hours, but Fin had never known him come home drunk.

At one time there had been family holidays to Whitby or Windermere or Dumfries. Two years running they had rented a cottage near Quimper on the Brittany coast. Sometime in the past few years, the holidays had stopped. When Wal met Ro on the stairs he stared down at the carpet until she had passed. Ro cooked meals for herself and Finlay, which they ate in the kitchen, but Wal Carter ate mostly in transport cafes and motorway service stations.

On the nights when his father was home, Fin’s parents always stayed up late. Ro would cover the kitchen table with stacks of photographs and articles cut from newspapers or magazines. She sorted them into piles then trimmed off the excess paper and stuck them into scrapbooks. Wal Carter read or played games on the computer in the small downstairs cloakroom that had been turned into an office, a thin line of yellow light shining from under the door.

After they finally went to bed, Finlay would sometimes hear them talking through his bedroom wall, though he was never able to make out what they were saying. Once he heard his mother sigh, a long exhalation, like the sea running backward over pebbles, but whether in exhaustion or pleasure he could not tell.

Wal Carter had a book of route maps showing all the truck stops and transit depots in Great Britain and Northern Ireland. The newest edition had a supplement that also showed the depots of Eire and Northern France. The guide had tables of statistics: the most-visited transport cafes, the sections of motorway most vulnerable to traffic jams. Cities were marked on the map by angry red spots. In the area to the north of London, the mapping lines tangled together like coloured flare trails at an aeronautics display. Fin had studied these maps so often he knew them by heart.

“How do pigeons navigate?” he asked Marten. “Do they store the routes in their heads or do they guide themselves by looking at landmarks on the ground?”

Fin had read that pigeons could remain airborne for hundreds of miles. In more recent years, Wal Carter had driven trucks as far as Bratislava and Krakow. Once, when he got back from Poland, he slept for the better part of twenty-four hours.

“Their visual memories are incredibly complex,” said Marten. “There have been studies that prove it. But nobody truly knows how they find their way home.”

He had separated Hero from the other birds and had started to feed her a pre-race protein diet.

“She knows when there’s a race on,” he said. “She begins to get excited. She’s hoping she might see her brother.”

Fin wanted to ask how you could tell when a pigeon was excited but he held himself back. He had discovered that if he showed too much of an interest in something, Marten would often fall silent or change the subject. When Marten told him he had had to sell Leander, Fin had assumed the pigeon must now be dead. He didn’t know why he had thought this; Hero was alive, after all. Marten laced his fingers into the wire of the flight pen. He gripped the metal hard. The wire left a twisted imprint in the tips of his thumbs.

“In another life I hated that man,” he said. “Because he took away something precious that used to be mine. The pigeon racing is just a game between us. It’s the only real pleasure we both have left.” He turned away from the loft. His high forehead was creased with deep frown lines. He looked even older than usual and somehow diminished. Fin wondered what he was talking about, which man, and decided he must have meant the man who had bought Leander. Fin had been thinking about him, after all, though there was no way Marten could have known that. “Would you like to come up to the house?” Marten added. “I could make us some tea.”

* * *

From inside the house, the traffic noise from the ring road wasn’t too bad. Fin supposed the long back gardens and the Bounds Hill allotments acted as a buffer. It was strange, almost impossible, to think of Ro coming to Raisin Terrace to visit Marten. She had called him ‘your friend’, as if it had been Finlay’s doing, not hers, that had brought her there. Fin wondered what might happen if he asked Marten what they had talked about, what he would say. He felt sweaty inside his clothes, as if he had been running. The idea of asking such a question was for some reason terrifying.

Marten’s kitchen was old-fashioned but very clean. He made tea in a pot, spooning loose tea leaves out of a hexagonal tin with Chinese dragons on it then put the pot on a tray with two china cups and saucers. When Wal Carter made tea he brewed it straight in the mug, with a dash of full fat milk and a Tetley’s tea bag.

In the small square living room at the front of the house there was a dark blue corduroy suite and a gateleg table. In the alcove to the left of the fire stood a large teakwood radiogram. In the other alcove was a glass-fronted bookcase, jammed full with books. There were pictures on the walls – two small still lifes showing wine glasses on a table with a crystal decanter – but no other ornaments or mementoes of any kind. No curios. Fin wondered what Ro had been talking about. He ran his eye over the books in the bookcase and saw titles relating to travel and religion and natural history in no particular order. There were novels too, some of which he had read. Teachers at the school encouraged his reading but Fin always had the feeling he was letting them down somehow, that he was something of a disappointment. He received Bs rather than As and his work was always marked ‘good’ rather than ‘excellent’. He had worked hard on his most recent essay, a review of Will Travis’s The Last Days of Basra, but Mr Jayston had only given him 60 per cent.

“It’s good but it’s mostly description,” he had said. “I want to know what you think.”

Finlay had liked The Last Days of Basra enough to want to read it again immediately but he had drawn no firm conclusions about it. Mr Jayston wanted him to have an opinion about the war, to have something to say that was more than a recitation of the facts. Finlay felt wary of forming opinions about a war that still seemed to be happening. He had a fear that in drawing conclusions he might relax his grip on the facts themselves.

“My mother says you were a teacher,” he said suddenly to Marten. There was a part of him that expected Marten to deny it, to fly into a rage maybe, but he simply shook his head.

“That was a long time ago, and in a different world,” he said. “Things can be learned but I have mostly come to the conclusion that they cannot be taught. The best you can do for people is to show them which books to read.”

“She told me you’ve travelled,” said Finlay. “Were you ever in the Middle East?”

“I lived in Baghdad for a while,” said Marten. “But again that was a long time ago, before the war.”

“What will you do if they knock down Raisin Terrace?”

“They won’t knock it down,” said Marten. “At least not in my lifetime. Some places have a certain quality about them, don’t you find? That they’re meant to last.”

Marten was looking straight at him. His eyes had an intensity that belied their colour, the soft pale bluish-grey of summer rain. Fin found himself glancing away, turning his head to one side to stare out of the window at the rest of Raisin Terrace, jutting out into the anomalous landscape of Bounds Hill like an accusing finger. An isolated enclave, disassociated, attached to nothing. Beyond the overgrown allotments the ring road roared.

“I’d better go,” said Finlay. He finished his tea and left by the back door. He scurried along the bin alley then slipped through a narrow passage between two of the houses. The front of the terrace faced away from the ring road and back towards the village. There was an orange light along the horizon. The sunset, or the lights of distant Sheffield? Finlay found the glowing sky disconcerting. He was relieved to find the village was still there.

* * *

‘No Man’s Land’ by Finlay Carter
[Essay submitted for Northern Herald Young
Journalist’s Award, 15 September 2006.]


The Victorian terraced cottage originated as a kind of social housing, as the best means of creating many new homes both quickly and cheaply. The cottages were built for mill workers and miners, farm labourers and machine operatives, people who could not afford to pay much rent and who needed to be housed close to their workplace. The houses were small, and different from the earlier Georgian terraces in the spa towns. Some had yards or small gardens but many were built back to back, with no outside space. As many as a dozen children might be living in the few small rooms.

The wars came and then the boom time. The shipyards and coalmines went under; the cottages became slums. Many of them were cleared to make way for high-rise housing and new estates. When the estates failed, people blew up the tower blocks and began returning to the cottages. Every Englishman’s home became his castle. The people who lived in these new castles filled them with computers and Victorian furniture and felt proud to be homeowners.

The village of Threep would be a suburb of Sheffield if not for the ring road. The A399 has made it into a place that few people would choose to live in, and yet it has helped to keep the village as it was. At the centre of Threep there is a pub called the Steelmakers’ Arms, a post office and a newsagents and an eight-till-late supermarket. The terraces are of the better kind, with square bay windows and gardens neatly fenced at the back. On the outskirts of Threep there is a small council estate, a cluster of new link houses put up in the mid-1970s, and a gravel track leading to the waste disposal site and the postal depot.

The last road in Threep is called Raisin Terrace. The cottages there are smaller than those in town. Behind Raisin Terrace lie the Bounds Hill allotments and behind them the ring road. The traffic noise isn’t so loud in the houses but from the gardens you can hear it all the time.

“It’s like a no man’s land,” I was told, by one of the residents. “If you close your eyes you can almost hear the guns.”

The resident is a retired schoolteacher and he breeds racing pigeons. His house in Raisin Terrace is neat and clean. He has a high steep forehead and looks a little like a newspaper caricature of a maths professor. He wears clothes that make him look older than he probably is. His neighbours are worried about the council proposals for a new incinerator site at Bounds Hill but the plans don’t seem to worry him.

“This house will see me out,” he said. “These houses were built to last.”

Many of the books in his house are on the subject of war. He told me I could look at them if I wanted. I saw photographs of deserted villages and holiday resorts destroyed by bombs. The book I remember most showed pictures of soldiers queuing for water somewhere in the Iranian desert. One of the men had lost both his hands and so his comrade had to fill and hold his cup.

When I asked the resident if he had ever been to a war zone he told me he had, but not while an actual war was going on. I said that some of the people who lived in Raisin Terrace thought of the dispute with the council as a kind of war, as a battle to try and preserve their way of life. The teacher laughed.

“People can live anywhere if they have to,” he said. “Places are mostly the same, once you get used to them.”



* * *

Fin ran into Katerina Ismailov coming out of the post office on Donald Street.

“Hello,” she said. “I’ve just been in to buy some stamps.”

He noticed her cropped red T-shirt and the small brown embroidered purse she held in her hand, the way the skin at the back of her neck was the same colour as her hair. He wondered what the stamps were for, if she had relatives she wrote to or friends.

“Are you sending a letter abroad?” he asked.

She stared at her feet for a moment and then returned his gaze, her green eyes flickering beneath half-lowered lashes. Her lashes were pale like her eyebrows, soft clumps of almost colourless hair that reminded him of the thistledown that was always stuck in the hedges at the back of the allotments. He felt a blankness come upon him that was like a panic. His own skin prickled with heat.

“I don’t know anyone abroad,” said Katerina. “So I’ve got no one to write to, have I?” Whenever she opened her mouth it stopped him dead. The robust vowel sounds, the upwardly tilted, always faintly interrogative intonation was as familiar to him as his own father and yet coming from Katerina it sounded like poetry. Her body, so wiry-pale, seemed inadequate to support it. Fin had first learned to speak in his mother’s southern accent and even when he started school his voice hadn’t changed. He wondered if Katerina was aware of her power but he doubted it. Her eyes looked baffled, injured, but behind the spider-silk lashes they never stopped watching his.

“I just wondered, you know,” he said. “If you ever got the chance to go back home.”

“This is my home,” she said. “I were virtually born here. I’ve never known anywhere else.”

“I meant Bosnia.”

“I know you did. Tell me something I don’t know.”

He realised there were tears, not visible yet but starting, somewhere in the passages behind his nose. He passed a hand across his face and over his forehead, as if trying to erase himself. He felt sweat at the roots of his hair.

“I didn’t mean to upset you,” he said.

“It’s all right,” she said, and sighed. “I’m used to it. See you at school.”

“I’m not going back,” he said. “I’ve made up my mind.”

She opened her eyes wide. They were a bright, dense green, like new spring grass. “Where are you going, then?” she said.

“I don’t know. Somewhere that’s not here.” He pressed the toe of one trainer against the pavement, scraping his foot in a wide repeated arc. “I haven’t told my mum yet,” he said. “You’re the only person that knows.” He thought then of Marten and supposed that he had guessed as much too. But there was something about Marten, his age perhaps, or the fact that he had once been a teacher, that made his knowledge of anything seem irrelevant. Telling Katerina Ismailov had made the thing real.

* * *

The birds were being taken to France. The race was called a Grand Prix de Cours and was to start from a suburb of Paris called Cergy. The meeting point, where the birds would be registered, was a field behind the motorway services two miles north along the ring road. It was a little after 5 a.m. They drove out to the meeting point in Marten’s Morris Minor. It rattled as it went up the hill.

There were at least two dozen cars pulled on to the grass. The competitors stood around in groups and talked. The sky had begun to brighten and the air was still. The stillness reminded Finlay of how early it was. There was much less traffic than usual on the roads.

Marten was going to Paris for the start of the race. He was not the only one that wanted to do this and a coach had been hired for them, but they had to travel separately from the birds. Once a bird had been ringmarked it was crated and put on the van. After that the owners were forbidden to touch them. Finlay was staying behind. He was to go to Raisin Terrace and wait for Hero’s return. As soon as she entered the loft, her chip-ring would trigger a clock that recorded her time.

Fin had agreed to take the timer to the club office on Dean Street in Somerville. It was then down to the club secretary to calculate Hero’s speed. In the week before the race, Fin had handled Hero regularly. He was surprised at how quickly the bird had grown used to him, coming to rest on his arm at the sound of his voice.

“She can read you like a book,” said Marten. “She knows you’re on her side.”

Most of the people at the meeting point seemed to know each other and several of them nodded to Marten. Marten nodded back but did not speak. He seemed preoccupied, almost anxious. He stood and watched the first cars driving away.

“How will you get back to the village?” he said to Fin. Fin told him it was no problem, he would walk down the hard shoulder to the transport depot and hitch a ride on one of the lorries.

“Some of the lads will be coming on shift now,” he said. “They’ll let me off at the allotments.” Marten nodded again as if to signify assent but mostly he seemed not to hear. Once he had given Hero over to the stewards he put his hands in his pockets and began walking slowly from one end of the car park to the other. Finlay followed, wondering what the problem was. The registration of birds seemed to take a long time and Finlay realised that some of the club members were flying more than one pigeon. He wondered why it was that Marten had chosen to concentrate his attention on Hero, what made her special. He didn’t suppose it mattered, at least not to him.

“There,” Marten said. He had stopped his pacing. His voice was agitated, almost breathless.

“What?” said Finlay. He looked where Marten was looking. He saw more people and more cars, a hamburger van set up beside the road.

“That’s his car,” said Marten quietly. “It’s an old East German Trabant. He’s had it for years.” He raised a hand as if to point and then drew back. The car he was looking at was pulled up on the verge near the hamburger van, a dusty black saloon with a dented rear bumper and spreading patches of rust on the scratched rear doors. Beside it stood three men, talking together. Finlay watched their lips moving, forming words, but he could not make them out.

“I’m going to get a burger,” he said. He moved away from Marten towards the van. One of the men started laughing at his approach. The man’s face was rubicund under a checked tweed cap. His laugh was loud, rambunctious, straight from the belly.

“That’s not like you, Bismarck,” he said. “That’s going to set the whole thing on its arse.”

“They call him Bismarck because he drives a German car,” said Marten.

Finlay started. Marten was right behind him. The man they called Bismarck turned suddenly, as if Marten had called out to him, though it was not Marten he stared at but Finlay. He was a tall man with a noticeable stoop, with thin greying shoulder-length hair and deep-set blue eyes. He looked at Finlay as if he knew him, as if he were about to move towards him and voice a command. Finlay took a step forward then stopped. He was suddenly half convinced he knew him too.

“What is his name then, really?” he said to Marten.

“It isn’t important. Let’s go.” Marten walked away towards the coach, climbing on board without looking back. Fin watched as he sat down in an aisle seat on the right. His gait seemed uncertain and stiff. Finlay gazed up at him but failed to catch his eye. On the opposite side of the car park he saw the tall man get into his car, and Finlay knew with absolute certainty that Bismarck was the man who had bought Leander.

He glanced up at the coach again and this time Marten was looking straight back at him. Finlay raised both eyebrows and made a gesture with his head towards the Trabant. Marten shook his head but whether as a signal of denial or lack of comprehension Finlay could not tell. The coach began to move. It grunted and roared and then it was on the road. Finlay looked around for Bismarck but the black East German car had already gone.

* * *

Finlay was home in time for breakfast. He thought Ro would be bound to make a fuss about where he’d been. For some reason she chose not to.

“The postman’s just been,” she said. She slid two rashers of bacon on to his plate. “There’s a card from your friend.”

The postcard showed a photograph of a city street with plane trees and tall flat-fronted houses. On the corner was a shop marked ‘Bar-Tabac’. The card looked faded and was bent at one corner. The writing on the back seemed faded also, as if the card had been exposed to sunlight for years and years. By the time you get this card this is where I shall be, it read. It’s my favourite cafe in Paris. The handwriting was tall and erect with a back-slanting, swirling flourish on the ‘t’ and the ‘g’. The card was unsigned. Finlay realised he had never seen Marten’s handwriting. He wondered how his mother had been able to recognise it. He held the card up to the light, studying the postmark. The place name was a smudge of black ink blurred beyond recognition but the time stamp was clearly visible. The date was two days ahead.

He felt the heavy thump of his heart inside his chest. He turned the card quickly back to the reverse and looked again at the photograph.

“That’s a street in Montmartre,” said Ro. “Near where Picasso used to live when he was young.” She didn’t mention the date on the postmark. Finlay wondered whether she had noticed the postmark at all.

“Have you been there?” said Finlay.

“I went to Paris with the school once. We sat around on some steps close to Picasso’s house and made a lot of bad drawings. That was almost thirty years ago now. It seems unreal.”

“Did you tell him about the cafe?” It seemed to Fin they both knew he meant Marten and not Wal Carter. Ro laughed with her back to him. She started running water into the sink.

“He used to live in France, you know,” she said. “In the sixties when all the student protests happened.”

“I wonder how he wound up living here, then.” Fin laid the postcard on the kitchen table, beside his plate. It seemed incongruous, a travesty, that someone could spend their youth travelling the world and end up in Threep. The only thing to explain it would be family connections but there was nothing to suggest Marten had family at all. Fin found himself wondering if Marten had made his life sound more adventurous than it really had been. To impress Ro, for instance.

“He likes it, I suppose,” his mother said. “I think he wanted somewhere quiet.”

Fin thought of the unending racket of the cars on the ring road above Raisin Terrace, about the guns of no man’s land. “He’s on the run, more like,” he said, and then felt foolish for saying it. What or whom would Marten be on the run from? He was just an old teacher.

He thought of the tall man he had glimpsed in the lay-by, the man people called Bismarck because he owned a German car. He knew about Bismarck from Mr Jayston’s history classes. Bismarck had been a man of violent passions, a general who had evolved into a statesman but who had always remained a soldier in his heart of hearts. Marten had said something about Bismarck having stolen something from him, something precious. Fin wondered if there were other reasons for the nickname aside from Bismarck’s ownership of the black Trabant.

* * *

Finlay went over to Raisin Terrace at four o’clock. Hero would not be home for another day but he had promised Marten that he would feed the other birds and let them fly for an hour before it grew dusk.

“Would you stay overnight, make sure they’re safe?” Marten had handed him the keys to the house, to 14 Raisin Terrace. Fin could not see a way to refuse, even though he did not like the idea of being inside the house without Marten there. Even with Marten’s permission it felt like trespassing.

The rush hour was just beginning, the ring road thick with cars. When Finlay opened the trap, the pigeons ascended in a vertical stripe as if they had been longing to escape the noise. In the gardens to either side, Fin could see flower beds planted with pink ladies and snapdragons and other flowers, a greenhouse filled with tomato plants and tropical cacti.

Marten had told him to fly the pigeons before feeding them. When the birds were hungry they would always return. Fin poured seed into the funnel-shaped feeders. As if at a prearranged signal the pigeons began to descend. Finlay recognised the young bird Marten had ringed a few weeks previously, Ginette Neveu. She seemed to have grown since he had last seen her. The tips of her wings were shiny and sleek as knives. Like many of the birds she was grey, the dense mercurial hue of gunmetal or thunderclouds. Unlike the others she had markings on her breast, irregular splotches of rose, a heartbeat made visible.

“Gina,” Fin called to her softly. “Ginny!” He extended a finger towards her through the chicken wire. The bird rotated on her perch then returned her attention to the seed. Finlay wondered what it was like to see a bird emerge from an egg, to care for it thereafter. Marten had told him a pigeon’s feathers began to appear within a matter of days. He wondered whether all fledglings carried the potential to become champions or only a few. Ginette Neveu looked softer somehow than Hero, the curve of her shoulder fuller, the light in her eye more serene. When Hero moved there was an intensity about her, a preparedness for action. Finlay supposed it was simply a difference in age.

Fin touched the keys that were in his pocket; there were two of them, looped on a ring. One was for the back door and one the front. He had always known he would go into the house the back way because that was the way he had entered the house with Marten. The front door was alien, not-Marten, a door that might lead anywhere. He wondered once again how Marten had come to be living in a place like Threep.

Without Marten inside it the house smelled different. There was a sharp, brackish smell from the drains, a background odour of dust. On the draining board was a plate with a knife on it and a scattering of breadcrumbs. The kitchen tap was dripping. Fin twisted it sharply to the left and the dripping stopped. Marten had told him to help himself to food from the fridge but he didn’t feel hungry yet. The door leading from the kitchen to the hallway was closed and for a moment Finlay found he was afraid to open it. When he did, he found only the blue carpet and the tongue-and-groove panelling that lined the hallway. The sun streamed through the fanlight, trickling like spilled gold paint across the floor.

The front door had the chain on and had been locked from the inside. Finlay’s skin prickled with gooseflesh, then he realised he was being an idiot, that the locked door meant nothing. When Marten left the house he had gone through the back, the same as Fin.

He undid the chain and thumbed the latch, just to prove that he could. There were cars at the kerbside, and at the far end of the terrace, where the road ran downhill towards the main village, two boys were playing football. They were using one of the alleyways between the houses in place of a goal. Each time the ball entered the passage it ricocheted off the walls with a hollow thud. One of the boys was tall and dressed in a Sheffield Wednesday football shirt. The other was smaller, with a bruise on one cheek and lips that were full and rosy like a girl’s. As Finlay watched he caught the ball sideways on his instep and pitched it into the goal.

“You crackhead,” yelled the tall boy. He flew down into the alley after the ball. The smaller boy, laughing madly, swiftly followed. Finlay waited for them to come out again but even after a minute or so there was no sign of them. He stepped back into the hallway and closed the door.

In Marten’s sitting room, sunlight glimmered off the glass-fronted bookcase in the chimney alcove. There were other books on a side table, books that had not been there before. Finlay recognised a new biography of Saddam Hussein that had recently appeared in the school library as well as Will Travis’s book on Basra. He opened the Saddam biography at the colour plates and saw a skinny, dark-eyed boy in a neat white school uniform transform himself into a filthy bearded figure being pulled from a hole in the ground.

He replaced the book on the table and crossed to the bookcase. He saw that the books inside had been rearranged, that they had been divided into categories, fiction and non-fiction, and put in alphabetical order. On one of the non-fiction shelves, Fin could see a three-volume encyclopaedia of music. He twisted the handle on one of the doors but it wouldn’t open. He found it strange, that Marten would have locked it, and for a while he searched around the room, looking for places where the key might be hidden, but without success.

Feeling foolish he lifted the lid of the radiogram. There was a record on the turntable, Tchaikovsky’s violin concerto played by David Oistrakh, but otherwise the cabinet was empty. He stood still and listened. For a moment he seemed to hear the sound of footsteps or voices but then the noises reshaped themselves into the ceaseless mutter of traffic along the ring road. The house itself was silent. He came out of the sitting room and went upstairs.

There was a small square landing with two bedrooms and a bathroom leading off. The first of the bedrooms contained a narrow single bed and a chest of drawers. There was a tartan blanket in place of a bedspread and two pillows in square white pillowcases but Fin could tell that the bed wasn’t used much, possibly never. The idea that Marten might entertain guests seemed unlikely to the point of being preposterous. Underneath the bed were a number of cardboard boxes filled with old letters. Finlay left them alone. He felt certain that Marten would know if he went through his things. He crossed to the window. Below him lay the garden and the neighbouring gardens and beyond them the allotments and the taut grey curve of the ring road. The sun had gone down; the horizon glowed pink. From upstairs the sound of the traffic was almost inaudible.

The bathroom was tiny: a toilet, a basin, a bath, an airing cupboard stacked with fresh towels. In Marten’s room there was a double bed with a high wooden headboard and a tassel-edged candlewick bedspread in parsley green. Above the bed hung a small square painting of flowers Fin guessed might be violets. There was a cast-iron fireplace and a fire screen embroidered with dragons. On the mantelpiece stood a clock, imprisoned under a glass dome with all its workings showing. To either side of the clock were two framed photographs. The one on the right was a studio portrait of a man in what looked to be his late twenties. His fairish, silky-looking hair had been combed carefully in a side parting and there was a small raised scar on his lower lip. The man was good-looking in the way of poets or aircraft pilots and after a moment Finlay realised with a shock that the man was Marten.

The second photograph was also of Marten. In it he was older but still good-looking. He had his hand on the arm of another man and both of them were laughing. The other man was taller and darker. His fingers were long and slender but the knuckles were large and heavy and oddly bunched. He had his head turned slightly to one side, but Finlay was still able to identify him as Bismarck, the man who drove the battered black Trabant.

Finlay went to the window. The street lamps had come on. In the house opposite a woman was leaning out of an upstairs window.

“Dennis,” she called out. “Mack!” Her voice was high and bright like a cloud. A wispy ponytail fell over her shoulder and hung from the window. Fin heard the sound of a bouncing ball and racing feet.

Marten’s bulky-looking wardrobe reminded Fin of the cumber-some antiques in his grandparents’ house in Fulton. There were clothes in the wardrobe, threadbare jumpers and fraying shirts, unmistakably Marten’s. On the floor of the wardrobe and on the wide top shelf there were other things: a green snakeskin vanity bag, a glass case containing a bulbous-bodied moth with spotted wings, a carved wooden footstool in the shape of an elephant and a supermarket carrier bag full of money cowries. Next to the bag of shells was a shoebox with its lid missing. Inside the box was something heavy encased in bubble wrap.

When Finlay unwound the plastic he found a round black metal dial in a wooden surround. The perimeter of the dial was marked with what at first looked like numbers but when examined more closely turned out to be hieroglyphs. At the centre of the dial was a pointer on a pivot. Finlay prodded it gently with the tip of one finger but it refused to move. He found the thing beautiful despite, or perhaps because of, its obscurity. He wondered why Marten didn’t have it out on display.

It occurred to him that he could steal the object quite easily. The idea exerted a pull on him that he couldn’t explain. He rewrapped the dial carefully in the bubble wrap and replaced it in the shoebox. There was a serial number on the side of the box and a diagram showing a ladies’ size 4 red court shoe with the style name ‘Emma’. He put the box back where he had found it and closed the wardrobe door.

On Marten’s bedside table there was a new paperback edition of The Running Man by Richard Bachman who was really Stephen King, a heavy gold Rolex watch, a ring with an amber gem in a silver surround. It was Ro’s ring, his mother’s ring, the ring she used to wear before Wal Carter had given her the opal. Finlay recognised it immediately. He would have known it anywhere.

The street was completely quiet. A downstairs light had come on in the house opposite but Marten’s sitting room lay in darkness. Finlay switched on the standard lamp next to the radiogram. A wan yellow light filled the room, and Finlay saw at once that the key to the bookcase had been in the lock all along. It turned easily as if the lock had been recently greased. Fin took down the middle volume of the musical encyclopaedia, H–N, and looked to see if there was an entry for Ginette Neveu. In her photograph, Neveu was a small, slant-eyed woman with dark hair cut and permed according to the fashion of the 1940s. The text accompanying the photo described Neveu’s playing as ‘an elemental force of a wholly original caste’. It stated also that she had won the International Wieniawski Competition in 1935, the same contest in which David Oistrakh had been placed second.

There were no precise details of the plane crash. Finlay put the book back in the bookcase then went through to the kitchen. He heated baked beans in a saucepan and toasted two slices of bread under the grill.

* * *

‘Racing Pigeons: a Brief History’ by Daniel Marten
[Pigeon Post/Journal of the Sheffield and Peak District Pigeon
Fanciers Association, issue 195, March/April 2006.]


The Egyptians were the first to keep pigeons. If you go to the museum of the temple of Isis on the northernmost outskirts of Alexandria, you can see a stone hieroglyph of a servant with a bird on his wrist dating from 3000 BC. The bird, for years described in guidebooks as a hawk, displays many of the characteristics of the European rock dove, now accepted by most sources as the common ancestor for the modern homing pigeon.

In 1150 the Sultan of Baghdad established a postal system in which the mail was delivered by pigeons. Genghis Khan made extensive use of pigeon post as his Golden Horde swept westwards and south. During the French Revolution pigeons carried dispatches between Brussels and Berlin when the telegraph went down. Pigeons carrying messages between the trenches during World War One were later awarded medals for bravery under fire. The breeding programme for carrier pigeons became a matter of national security. Details of bloodlines were kept secret and eventually lost.

There are more than two hundred species of pigeon in the world. Some are exotic, highly coloured and gorgeous in appearance. The ancestors of the modern racing pigeon were selected not for their beauty but for their abilities in the air. The northern species had dull plumage but long wings and well-developed flight muscles. Some species were high-fliers; others were better adapted for flying at night. Particular birds were fast and others strong. The best combined all these qualities. The feature that set pigeons apart from other birds was their inborn instinct to ‘home’.

This homing instinct, like many everyday miracles, remains a mystery. Pigeons are docile creatures and easily tamed. The ease with which they are domesticated is usually ascribed to their need for food. It is less easy to explain their devotion to a single master or their tendency to mate for life. Pigeons have an internal navigational system that is still a bone of contention for naturalists. Radio signals, telephone masts and microwaves can throw them off course but they can adjust to these distractions, given time. A racing pigeon in the peak of condition can attain a speed of over ninety miles per hour. The record flight for a pigeon is 2,300 miles.

When I was a boy there was a storybook I loved called The Mountains and Lady Magdalene. I was initially attracted by the front cover, which showed a long-bodied silver-grey bird above blue hills. The book was by Noel Coin and was about a racing pigeon called Maddie. I read the book many times, fascinated most of all by the author’s afterword stating that the events he had described were based on a true story. It was only when I was older that I discovered Noel Coin had been an official war correspondent for the Manchester Guardian. His life had been saved by a carrier pigeon during the 1965 siege of Algiers.

Noel Coin’s book filled me with the desire to raise and train racing pigeons of my own, though owing to personal circumstances my boyhood ambition was not to be realised for quite some time. I came to learn more about Noel Coin through his younger brother Simon, who was my contemporary at the University of Glasgow. When I asked him what had decided him on Glasgow as a place of study, he said he wanted to get as far away from his family as possible. He dropped out in his fourth year, shortly before finals. Simon later became well known as a crime novelist, although he had said nothing to anyone at Glasgow about becoming a writer.

For years I searched second-hand bookshops and the stacks of public libraries for a copy of The Mountains and Lady Magdalene but no one I spoke to had ever heard of Noel Coin.

I came across his brother again years later when he bought a pigeon from me. I recognised him at once, though he had been compromised somewhat by time, just as I had been.

I felt no need to ask Simon what had reignited his interest in pigeons. Pigeons fascinate us and hold our hearts captive because they go where we cannot go, faster and higher and with a singularity of purpose we can only dream of. And yet still they return to us, innocent, undaunted and true.



* * *

Fin was woken by the ringing telephone. He imagined at first that the sound was part of a dream he was having about crossing the Indian Ocean on a packet steamer, but after a second or so he knew it was real. He slipped out of bed and went downstairs. The voice on the line was Marten’s.

“I wanted to make sure you were up in time,” he said. “Hero should be arriving any time now.” The line fizzed with static. Marten’s voice came and went, interspersed with a record Finlay recognised from a year or so before, ‘Yellow Bird’, by Conor Oberst. Fin looked down at his watch, which was shockproof and waterproof, guaranteed to a depth of 250 metres. The watch had been a gift from his father and Fin never took it off. The hands stood at half past eleven; he had slept for almost twelve hours. He didn’t remember having been that tired.

“I’m going outside now,” he said. “Do you want me to call you back?” Marten did not reply and Finlay realised he was no longer on the line. The record was still playing though, louder and more clearly, as if the telephone had reconnected to a radio station. Finlay replaced the receiver and ran into the hall. There was post on the mat, a thick buff envelope stamped with the logo of Amnesty International. Outside it was sunny and bright, and the sound of the ring road seemed magnified. Marten had told him to feed the birds again in the morning but not to fly them. Some of the pigeons seemed confused by this and several were ignoring their seed. Ginette Neveu was eating normally. Her pink breast was slightly ruffled, perhaps from sleep.

Finlay wondered if she was aware of Hero’s absence, if she sensed her imminent return. The Threep and Somerville Gazette often published stories about animals with extra-sensory perception. Finlay remembered one about a cat that could tell the time, another about a dachshund that had saved its owner from a fire. He had never read anything about birds with telepathic powers. He recalled what Marten had said about Hero being able to read him like a book and supposed that was telepathy of a kind. Fin looked away from the coop, turning his gaze outwards to where the ring road wound its way downhill towards the village. He wondered if Hero knew enough to use it as a landmark, if this particular road held a meaning for her that helped to mark it out from all the rest.

* * *

The bird flew dark against the sky, turning miraculously whiter the nearer she drew. For a single, sun-scorched moment he seemed to lose sight of her. Then, as Finlay watched, she began to descend. She fell in a straight line, heavily, as if made of stone. At the last moment she spread her wings and steadied herself. Their silver tips flashed quickly like two crossed swords.

Hero entered the trap. The other pigeons parted to make way for her and then continued to eat or preen. When Finlay called to her, Hero sidled towards him along the perch, her yellow toes curling and uncurling like long gnarled fingers. Finlay stretched two of his own fingers through the wire and stroked her breast.

“She must have been exhausted,” he said later, to Katerina. “She’d just flown hundreds of miles. She was named after some sort of psychic,” he continued. “Hero, I mean. She was Greek.”

“Hero and Leander,” said Katerina. “I used to love those stories. I read them hundreds of times.” She folded her arms across her chest and looked down towards the allotments. The buddleia was past its best, the sky the deep-throated sapphire of kingfishers, but the air smelled like autumn.

“As she came down she looked transparent, like glass,” said Finlay. “I thought she had disappeared.”

“My father disappeared,” said Katerina. “The man we live with adopted me but he’s my uncle, not my father. He used up all his savings to get us out.” Her arms gripped her sides and Finlay saw how thin she was beneath her clothes. He half-closed his eyes against the sunlight. Katerina seemed to shimmer, as if she were made from dust. Traffic went by on the ring road. Three lorries passed in convoy. The middle one was his father’s.

“My mother’s not really a cleaner,” Katerina went on. “She’s a doctor. People should know these things, try to write them down before they’re forgotten. It isn’t important whose side you’re on. The only thing that matters is not to forget.”

“We could write each other letters after I leave,” Fin said. “You could tell me about Bosnia.”

“I don’t know anything about Bosnia, I told you.”

“I could send you foreign stamps if you like,” said Finlay. “I think they’re interesting.”

“I saw a set of stamps once with pigeons on them,” said Katerina. “I bet you’d like those.” She let her arms swing free by her sides. A strand of her whitish hair touched the edge of her mouth. “You can write to me if you want. It’s always nice to get letters.”

* * *

It was raining. The HGV’s windscreen wipers passed back and forth across the glass in blurry stripes.

“It’s a good job I came by,” said the driver. “You wouldn’t want to be standing out in this.” He had a Liverpool accent. His hands were enormous, Fin noticed, covered in reddish hair.

He was playing Our Mother the Mountain, by Townes Van Zandt. The lorry’s wheels sent up a trail of spume as they left the depot behind and thundered down the ring road. Fin glanced across towards the Bounds Hill allotments but they were shrouded in mist.

“Where are you off to?” Ro had called out to him. “It’s not long till supper.” She was in the kitchen, peeling vegetables Marten had given her off his allotment. He imagined her slow firm walk and her horse-coloured hair and wondered when he might see her again. He put out his hand to touch the door but he didn’t go in.

“Just out,” he said. “I won’t be long.” On Barraclough Road the air felt chilly and smelled of wet rubber. The summer was over.

“I’m going as far as Birmingham,” said the driver. “Will you be all right from there?”

“I’ll be fine,” said Fin. “There are always plenty of rides once you get further south.”

“College is it, in London, then? Or are you running off after some girl?”

“I want to have a look at the city. And then I have a plane to catch.” He felt wary of saying more. He wanted some time to elapse before he said anything to anyone about where he was going. He looked sideways at the driver, trying to gauge his reaction, but the man’s eyes were impassive, fixed on the road. There was a photograph taped to the dashboard, a picture of a smiling girl with waist-length hair.

“Who’s that?” Fin asked, eager to move the subject away from himself.

“That’s my sister, Linda.” He took his eyes off the road for a second and glanced at the photograph. “I like to have her with me when I drive.”

“She looks nice. Interesting.”

“She’s a character, I’ll give you that. I’ve always had the wanderlust but that girl is ridiculous. She stowed away in my truck once and I didn’t know a thing until we got to Athens. She didn’t even have a passport. If the customs guys had found her I’d have lost my licence.”

“Where is she now?”

“I’m not sure.” He was silent. “But she’ll drop me a postcard soon. She always does.”

The girl in the photo was wearing jeans and a grey T-shirt with the image of a racing car across the front. Her feet were bare.

“If I’m honest with you, she’s my hero,” said the driver suddenly. “She never gives up on what she wants, not for nothing and not for no one. She was always like that, even as a baby. I suppose that’s just the way some people are made.”

* * *

When Marten came back from France he looked different, younger, more like the man in the photograph.

“I don’t want my mother to worry about me,” Fin had said to him. “I know it’s you she’ll come to. When she does, can you tell her that I’m safe?”

“I’ll tell her, so long as you promise me you’ll write to her soon,” said Marten. “And now I want to give you something. To say thank you for your help with the birds.” He went upstairs, and the sound of his footsteps had also been different, lighter and more agile. Marten had been away for less than a week.

When he came back downstairs he was holding the shoebox from his wardrobe. Finlay could see the bubble wrap poking out from under the lid.

“What’s inside?” Fin said. “A compass?”

Marten laughed. “I suppose it is a sort of compass,” he said. “The unreliable sort. Once you learn to use it properly, you’ll find out what I mean.”


A THREAD OF TRUTH

Everyone knows what fear is, though it is hard to define. Entire volumes have been written on the subject. I have seen them in the Popular Psychology section of almost every bookshop I have ever visited. Some of them even go so far as to include the word in their title: Fear is a Four Letter Word; Fear Loss, Fear Life; Feel/Energise/Articulate/Regenerate. Others skirt around the idea, pandering to it, as if by denying it they can force it out of existence. Whether the books are prepared to come clean about their content is immaterial, since inside they are mostly the same. A column of numbered chapter headings leads you fearlessly forward towards self-discovery, inner conviction and, finally, success. In the lexicon of the twenty-first century, fear, more than any other word, is the ultimate synonym for failure.

I first discovered these books at the end of my teens. I spent a lot of time in bookshops, even as a boy, but had tended to avoid the Mind, Body and Spirit section, all those pink-covered tomes on their shiny wooden shelves, the purview of anxious-looking women with smudged make-up and chewed fingernails, flowing harlequin skirts and clouds of red hair. I felt safer in amongst the spy stories, memoirs of Polar exploration and Bomber Command. Only now can I admit that my first tentative forays into the inner sanctum of pastel cover art and polished veneer were in fact my first attempts to acknowledge to myself that I had a problem.

I would hide out in the familiar enclave of Foreign Travel, waiting until Popular Psychology was free of browsers. Then I would emerge, eyes lowered, ready to dart back to safety should anyone catch me in the act of crossing over. I read a little from one book and then another, making dissatisfied noises, pretending that such titles were of no interest and less importance; that I had picked them up by mistake. I behaved like a schoolboy exploring pornography, a tactic that seemed doubly unnecessary seeing as I never once encountered anyone I recognised.

I observed fear analysed by a hundred different methods. I studied pie charts, pictorial equations and linear graphs. All the fear gurus seemed to come to the same conclusion: that fear is a many-headed monster, a spectre that moulds itself to the psychology of the subject in question. I learned that the fear of rejection is actually an expression of low self-esteem, that a fear of failure is mostly the misjudged assignment of erroneous goals. I puzzled over the assertion that even the so-called ‘logical fears’ – the fear of drowning, for instance, or fire, or dangerous animals – arise mainly as the result of inadequate preparation for life. You can learn to swim, after all, or fit smoke alarms, or carry a gun. I came across more than a dozen sets of statistics designed to alleviate the common fear of flying. I found many of these theories intriguing, even believing in them a little, because they did not apply to me. Like many of those who turn to such books for help, I kept flipping the pages, hoping to be brought face to face with myself, yet doubting I ever would. Everyone who has experienced fear – the real thing, I mean, not some momentary quibble – believes themselves singularly cursed. The more I read, the more I came to suspect that many of those who professed to be experts were nothing of the kind.

I was afraid, to begin with, that reading the chapters on phobias might have the effect of summoning the very fear I was hoping to conquer. Instead, I found my terror dismissed in the most sterile of terms: a phobic is someone in possession of an abnormal fear or aversion, an exaggerated loathing, an illogical sensitivity. I found the description unsatisfying to the point of being offensive. Somewhere in the gulf between logic and illogic, the analyst had mislaid the concept of intuition, almost as if in the age of the machine, human beings have been encouraged to take on some of the attributes of machines. If there is a problem we analyse it. If something is broken we learn how to fix it. We are supposed to surrender the inner animal, the beastly core that sensed the tiger behind the tree.

The gurus maintained that every fear was conquerable, given time. They even described case studies in which phobics came to embrace the thing they had previously loathed. Ironically, that is what happened to me, but it makes no difference. I know now something I did not know then: that the extinguishing of one fear may sometimes ignite another. In the end, the books changed nothing. I have laid them aside.

* * *

My name is Adam Wetherall. I am a lecturer in the Department of Zoology and Botany at the University of Bristol. I teach a variety of courses but my field of research is arachnology. My students call me Spider-Man. I have authored or contributed to more than forty individual scientific papers but I am best known among fellow enthusiasts for my 1995 monograph on the spiders of Ceredigion and Snowdonia.

This was not the career I imagined for myself, believe me. My father was a quantity surveyor and my lack of any particular talent or direction saw me following in his footsteps. If anyone had told me that less than eighteen months from graduation I would be making an appointment with my tutor to enquire about switching my degree course from land management to zoology, I would have assumed they were joking. If I had known the reason for the change I would not have believed myself.

Yet when I returned to college following the Easter vacation of my second year I knew beyond doubt that I wanted to dedicate my life to the study of spiders. To read about them, write about them, to come to know their kingdom and their ways. I know that many would find such a vocation perverse, even more so given that a scant three months earlier I had been terrified of spiders, so terrified I could not look at a picture of one without wanting to run out of the room.

Arachnophobia is one of the commoner phobias. In the course of my work I have found that most people share it to a degree, that their distaste for spiders can be plotted anywhere on a scale that runs from mild dislike through self-righteous hatred to virtual physical paralysis. There are many learned articles on the subject, none so affecting as an essay by Primo Levi called ‘The Fear of Spiders’. I first read it when I was seventeen, around the time I began to glut myself on self-help books, when even the look of the word on the page, those spindly black letters, forced me to look away. Levi seemed to describe my own fears so succinctly I found I was afraid to keep the book in my room. There was one passage in particular that haunted me in which Levi described the metamorphosis of Arachne. I could not forget the image he conjured, the proud young woman catastrophically mutated into a monstrous spider. The curse was cast as an act of revenge, I remember that too. The essay gave me nightmares.

Unlike Levi, I am unable to attribute my fear to an inciting incident. I know that as a youngster who enjoyed playing in overgrown gardens and abandoned woodsheds I must have encountered spiders all the time, motionless at the centre of their webs in the autumn twilight, running from the rays of the sun in the heat of the day. I would have seen them scuttling for cover in the greyed-out depths of the garage, or stranded, a scribble of velvet-black ink, in the white enamel belly of the bath. I remained careless of their presence, ignorant of their world. It could be I even kept spiders in jam jars and fed flies to them as other children did; I cannot now remember. I know only that by the time I had entered my teens the sight of a spider would make me catch my breath and draw away. As I grew older the fear grew worse. I could not sleep easily in my bed if I suspected a spider’s presence in the room, and when I first started at university my initial worries had nothing to do with having to meet new people or impress my tutors, but were centred on what my room would be like and whether there might be spiders in the bathroom of my hall of residence.

I told no one about my fear. It was a secret thing, narrow and dark, a weakness I felt ashamed of. Whenever I happened to see my cohorts running from spiders, venting their alarm in cheerful obscenities or a lusty shriek, I envied them their openness, their easy camaraderie when under fire. It was an attitude I felt unable to share. I guarded my nightmare as if exposing it could only make it worse. So far as I could I pretended indifference, even as I came closest to losing control.

The matter came to a head in the spring term of my second year, which I spent on work experience with Russell & Bowcock, a firm of surveyors in Exeter who specialised in the appraisal of farmsteads and other rural properties. I worked closely with Stephen Bowcock, the son of one of the partners. It was my first real taste of employment, but to my surprise my feelings of nervousness soon evaporated. I had done well on my course so far and had no trouble catching on to what was required of me. The first week of my apprenticeship passed quickly and without incident. It was not until the incident at Hayman’s Cottage that I began to understand how my fear of spiders might jeopardise my professional future.

Hayman’s Cottage had been the property of an elderly lady who had recently died. Stephen Bowcock and I were to assess it for probate. Mrs Mead had been ninety years old, and the cottage was in a state of near-dereliction. It was built of cob and thatch, the exterior woodwork soft and crumbling through decades of neglect. There were several outbuildings, semi-collapsed brick lean-tos with roofs of corrugated iron. By the back door stood a heap of rotting logs. Just the sight of the place made me feel anxious. I knew the spiders would have taken over.

“The whole house is a mess,” said Stephen Bowcock. “Plus there’s the land. It’s going to take us all day.”

I followed him across the overgrown lawn to the back door. He took a bunch of ancient-looking keys from his jacket pocket, tossed them once from hand to hand, and then let us both in. The sour, warm breath of the cottage rushed out to meet us, the smell of damp newspapers and mildew, the decomposing bodies of moths. I was relieved at least to see that most of the widow’s furniture had already been removed, meaning there were fewer places for spiders to hide.

“The damp will be off the scale,” said Bowcock as he unpacked the meter. I went with him from room to room, carefully filling in the forms we used to record wet rot and dry rot, subsidence and residual damp. I forced myself to concentrate on harmless details: the scratching of pen against paper, the click and flash of the camera, Bowcock’s off-key humming of ‘Bobby Shaftoe’ as he ran the damp-meter over the walls, shone a pocket torch into the cupboards, lifted the ancient linoleum in the inner hallway. I was deeply, achingly frightened, but in spite of my fear everything was basically all right until we reached the second bedroom.

The bedroom was at the back, and retained the whispery perfume of dying roses. I couldn’t help wondering if this was the room the old lady had died in. The far wall was split by a crack. It was a dark, ugly crack, running down from the ceiling and disappearing behind a huge mahogany wardrobe, which for some reason the house-clearers had failed to remove.

“I noticed that from outside,” Bowcock said. He tapped his pen against his teeth. “It’s a real beast. We’ll have to move the wardrobe, take a proper look.”

The wardrobe was monstrous and of gothic proportions. Luckily, it was empty. Bowcock and I grasped it at either end and began to heave. We managed to shift it a couple of feet and then Stephen called a halt.

“That’s plenty,” Bowcock said. He was breathing hard. Behind the wardrobe the crack ran all the way to the skirting boards, widening at its midpoint to a three-inch cavity. The edges of the crack were ragged, reddish, like the lips of a wound. Bowcock whistled. “That’s a major structural crack,” he said. He opened his briefcase and took out an extending metal probe with a spatulate end. He guided the probe carefully inside the crack. Half of its length disappeared.

As he started to withdraw it, a trickle of russet brick-dust cascaded from the hole in the wall in a miniature avalanche. I stepped sharply back. My mouth was dry, as if I had thirsted for days. Great tides of sweat broke loose in my armpits. I saw the forelegs first: tentative, questing, almost tasting the air. In the next instant the rest of it followed, hauling itself out of the cavern in the wall like a rat exiting a drainpipe. It was huge and ovate, quivering with a life force that seemed almost alien. Its legs could have spanned a man’s hand, and to my horrified eyes its body seemed as big as my thumb. I did not know its name, indeed I was unaware that a spider so large was to be found in the British Isles. For a single confused moment I wondered if I was in fact seeing it at all, or whether, in my state of terror, I had somehow set it loose from one of my nightmares.

In the event the creature we had so rudely disturbed was Tegenaria parietina, our largest native species, better known as the Cardinal Spider. It is commonplace, indigenous, and completely harmless – at least to humans. It hesitated for a second on the rim of the crack then rushed up the wall over Bowcock’s still-outstretched fingers and came to rest on the ceiling.

“Holy shit, that was a big one,” said Bowcock. “Look at the bastard go!”

He seemed to be speaking from somewhere far away. There was a ringing in my ears, a sound that I remembered from once before, a long time ago, when I fell off my bike into the road, a high, bright whistling. I had tried to stand up, I remembered, and then I fainted. I knew that I must not faint now, not because I was afraid of looking foolish in front of Bowcock but because the monster was still in the room and so was I. I watched as Bowcock removed the probe from the wall and telescoped it together. He scratched the side of his nose with the end of his pen and then looked up.

“Let’s move it back,” he said, and I realised he was talking about the wardrobe. I shuffled and heaved, wondering frantically what the spider might do now that we had shut it out of its hideaway. I experienced a tense, prickling sensation, running along my arms and up into my hair. I reached up, touched the collar of my shirt, my burning cheek, the clammy nape of my neck. There was nothing there. I felt I would suffocate on the ripe, sour stench of my own fear.

“We’ll write all this up in the pub,” said Bowcock. “We can come back and finish the rest once we’ve had some lunch.”

* * *

We had our sandwiches and beer and then drove back to the house. It was the third week of March and the clocks had not yet gone forward. Twilight had begun to gather around the cottage, which looked unnaturally bulky and dark. All the time we had been in the pub I had been obsessing over the fact that in leaving the spider alone we had lost sight of its position. It could now be anywhere, in any of the rooms. I wondered if the electricity still worked at Hayman’s Cottage or whether it had been disconnected when Mrs Mead had died. I fumbled with the car door but it would not seem to open. The palm of my hand felt waxen and beyond my control. I only gradually became aware that Bowcock was speaking.

“Can you write these up?” he said. “While I finish off inside?”

He held out the bundle of forms I had started on earlier. “Have the radio on,” he added. “I won’t be long.”

I took the papers from him, wondering if he had somehow intuited my fear or if he was simply eager to finish the job without me getting in his way. Even in my enervated state, I thought it more reasonable to assume the latter. The following day we were out in the fields again, quantifying another farm. Up until then I had enjoyed my time at Russell & Bowcock but the incident at Hayman’s Cottage had thrown a shadow over everything. I had become filled with the dawning awareness that every working day might present a dozen or more similar obstacles. I felt inadequate, fatally diminished. I could hardly bear to look Bowcock in the eye.

I saw out the month somehow, then packed up my hotel room and went home to my parents. During previous vacations I had spent my time peacefully: reading and working, meeting up with friends from school. That Easter was different. I felt uneasy and irritable. I would go to bed early but wake the next morning exhausted, as if I had not slept at all. I felt like walking for miles but instead I shut myself in my room for hours at a time, trying to concentrate on my studies but accomplishing nothing. I had driven myself into a cul-de-sac: I had begun to make plans for a future from which I was barred. I began imagining scenarios in which I no longer went out at all. From the depths of my desperation I found the prospect not only reasonable, but appealing.

Perhaps it was all those hours in bookshops that eventually saved me. I had rejected the self-help manuals as inadequate, and yet a portion of their mantra must have lodged itself in my brain. An inner voice telling me to act before it was too late, before my fear of spiders became the yardstick by which everything else in my life came to be measured.

I had read about something called exposure therapy. Expert behaviourists would inundate the subject with the object of their fear until the appetite, or in this case the phobia, sickened and eventually died. The best way to outwit fear was to drown it in facts. I was already of a studious temperament and the idea had some appeal. Midway through the Easter vacation I set aside my course books and began searching the internet for images of spiders. There were literally thousands. To my surprise, the most popular images – the tarantulas, the black widows, the huntsmen – barely moved me at all. These were foreign species, and after the initial shock I found myself examining the mouse-sized bodies and hideously enlarged mouthparts as if they were stills from a science fiction movie, specimens of life on another planet. I knew they were no threat to me, that I was separated from them by thousands of miles, that the only chance I had of coming across one was penned behind glass in a zoo.

Do not think that I was entirely unafraid. There were times when, forcing myself to look at these things, my breathing became harsh and strained, my sweat-dampened fingers almost sliding from the keypad. And yet none of them came close to affecting me in the same way as the spider I had seen that afternoon with Bowcock in Hayman’s Cottage; that could happen, these could not. Therefore these were safe.

I refined my search, confining it to British spiders only. There were hundreds of hits. I quickly discovered there were more than five hundred species of spider native to Britain, that they could be found everywhere from cellars to treetops, from heathland to garden ponds. I learned the difference between an orb web and a blanket web. I discovered sites where you could download moving images, films of wolf spiders catching and killing their miniature prey, though I did not feel capable of looking at those yet. Instead, I turned my attention to the website of the British Arachnological Society. There was a lot of data, a lot of words in Latin. There was also an events page, a series of lectures at various venues in London, together with an advertisement for something called a Spider Identification Weekend. I clicked on it, and found a photograph of a whitewashed stone house with a gravelled drive and surrounded by trees.

Fenland, windmills, clifftops – and spiders! read the caption. The British Arachnological Society invites you to take part in a weekend of spider-watching, based at Jessop Lodge, Langwold, in the heart of the Suffolk countryside. No previous experience required. There was a contact name, Sally Beamish, and a telephone number with an Ipswich code. The dates involved were for the weekend after Easter. Just three days’ time.

I dialled the number with nothing more in mind than to see if I could do it, if I could bring myself to speak to someone, to make the enquiry. The idea that there might still be a place available at Jessop Lodge did not occur to me. The telephone rang for an age. Just as I was about to put down the receiver I heard the breathless voice of a woman apologising, telling me she’d been outside and how could she help? When I said I was calling about the Spider Identification Weekend she said yes, I was lucky, there was still one place available.

“One of our guests had to cancel, you see. To attend a funeral.” Her voice was soft and musical with just the hint of a Suffolk accent.

“I’m a complete beginner,” I said. “I know next to nothing about them.” My heart had started to pound in a way I found ridiculous, even for me. Once again my armpits and shirt were damp with sweat.

“We’ll soon change that,” the woman said, laughing a little. “Will you be coming by car, or will you need collecting from the station?”

I found myself giving out my name, telephone and credit card number and telling the woman I’d ring back to confirm the train times. My parents had always set great store by manners and as a boy I was often polite to the point of being obsequious. I could not bring myself to tell her I had changed my mind.

* * *

I bought a spider book to read on the train, Common British Spiders by Kenneth Nugent. The book was beautifully made: pocket-sized, with a red embossed binding beneath the shiny new jacket. The cover showed an Araneus diadematus, head down at the centre of her web. I studied the text, glancing briefly now and then at the pictures. Perhaps the psychologists were correct in their theories of factual bombardment, perhaps it was just that I had always found pleasure in reading. By the time we reached Chelmsford I was already beginning to come to terms with the various and yet curiously singular conformation of two body parts to eight legs, and as the smaller, branch line train pulled out of Ipswich and began making its way into the sparsely populated countryside of East Suffolk I found I could even look at some of the photographs without flinching.

Jessop Lodge was a surprise to me, smaller and more comfortable than I had expected. When I asked Sally Beamish who the house had belonged to originally she told me it had been built by the squire of Langwold in 1750, as a residence for his son.

“You’ll see his monogram over the door,” she said. “The big house has gone now, of course. It was destroyed in a fire.”

Sally Beamish wore her hair long, in a single grey plait down her back. Her limber-fingered, ringless hands were immaculately white and smooth. She could have been anywhere between forty and sixty. She took me back outside on to the porch, where the massive granite lintel had been carved with the initials C.V.R., and the date, 1750.

“Charles Vernon Rowland,” she said. “There’s a portrait of him in the library.” She paused, tucked her hands into the pockets of her jeans. “A bit of a tartar, apparently.”

The house had six bedrooms upstairs as well as an adjoining stable block converted to provide additional accommodation. A printed leaflet on the dresser in the hall provided a brief history of the house, together with a list of the organisations that had regular access to it, including the Fenlands Conservation Society and the RSPB. My room was on the third floor, under the eaves and approached by a narrow twisting staircase that led off the second-floor landing. The room had exposed beams and polished floorboards, the kind of spider-friendly environment that always made me feel nervous. I left my suitcase at the foot of the bed, used the toilet and washed my hands, then went quickly downstairs. Sally Beamish had said something about a meet-and-greet, and the prospect of meeting strangers seemed less intimidating than the thought of being alone in an unknown room.

I reached the foot of the stairs to see Sally opening the front door to a tall young man in a belted green trench coat. He had blond hair, tied back in a ponytail, and startling blue eyes.

“This is Hilary Arden,” Sally said, turning towards me. “His car broke down in Swaffham. Come through, Adam. We’re about to have tea.”

Hilary Arden nodded and raised his eyebrows, compressed his lips in a smile then flung his trench coat over his arm and dashed upstairs. “Hilary’s at Cambridge,” said Sally. “He’s reading for his PhD.”

There were nine of us in all: two group leaders, including Sally, and seven participants. The aforementioned tea had been laid out on a low rectangular table in the downstairs sitting room. People sat talking in the overstuffed armchairs, plates of sandwiches and other finger food balanced on their knees. Apart from Hilary Arden, I was the last to arrive.

“Hilary’s here,” said Sally. “He’ll be down in a moment.” She spoke in the direction of a middle-aged balding man in well-worn tweeds. He was sitting by himself on a leather chaise longue sorting a stack of papers into separate piles. When he looked up I noticed that one of his eyes was green and the other brown.

“This is Simon – Simon Barclay,” Sally said to me. She spoke his name as if she assumed I would recognise it. I later discovered that Simon Barclay was a world expert on the Lycosidae.

“Car broke down again, then?” said Barclay. He glanced at me briefly without curiosity and returned to his papers. He was so softly spoken I had to strain to hear him. At that moment the door flew open and Hilary Arden appeared. He stooped over the table, filling a plate with tuna sandwiches and miniature sausage rolls. I stepped away from Simon Barclay and sat down in one of the armchairs. Sally passed me a mug of tea, while the others also began helping themselves from the table, exchanging the kind of polite remarks habitual to a group of people who have only just met. Hilary Arden perched himself on the end of the chaise longue and began to talk in a low, level undertone to Simon Barclay. I sipped at my tea. A gust of wind rattled the windows. I wondered, not for the first time, what I was doing there.

“Perhaps we’d all better introduce ourselves,” said Sally. All heads turned immediately in her direction and the atmosphere in the room felt perceptibly lighter. The thing we had come here to do had finally begun. Sally told everyone her name and that she had been organising courses at Jessop Lodge for most of a decade.

“Some of my friends think I’m mad,” she said, twisting her long grey plait between her hands. “No doubt some of yours feel the same way about you.”

Next came a married couple, Elisabeth and Jarvis Newcombe. They both taught English.

“We’ve always been interested in natural history,” said Elisabeth. She too wore jeans, and a multicoloured patchwork top. Gold hoop earrings dangled heavily from her ears.

“We were supposed to be studying butterflies,” added her husband. “Goodness knows how we got into spiders but here we are.” Everyone laughed.

Hilary Arden stretched out his legs, bridging the gap between the chaise longue and the tea table, then stated he was hoping to substantiate a particularly stubborn chapter of his thesis. “Although mostly I’m here for the wine,” he added. He raised one of his refined, almost invisible eyebrows. The elderly man opposite the Newcombes was Andrew Lill. His hands trembled slightly as he spoke.

“Andrew comes here regularly, twice a year,” said Sally. “He’s an old friend. You’re an old friend too, aren’t you, Gustav?” She turned to the man in the seat beside her, slim and pale, his fair hair cropped so close it seemed almost colourless.

“I’m a friend of Hilary’s,” he said. “I can’t stand spiders.”

He spoke perfectly crafted English with a German accent and whenever he looked at Hilary Arden his face seemed to soften. His movements were tinged with a liquid grace that was almost spider-like. He was writing a doctoral thesis on English paganism.

“I’m Adam Wetherall,” I said, when it was my turn to speak. “Spiders are my hobby.”

I could feel myself blushing even as I spoke. I felt unutterably stupid. I fancied all of them were staring at me, that they knew I was lying. I tried desperately to think of something else to say, something that might obscure the original foolishness, but I had run out of words. When the young woman sitting beside Elisabeth Newcombe began speaking I could have sung hallelujah.

“Jennifer Bristowe,” she said. “Spiders are my hobby, too.” Her voice drifted softly across the table, weightless, peerless and somehow golden. She leaned forward in her chair, her hands wrapped around the pale blue body of her mug. She was small and slight, with skinny arms that seemed too long for her sleeves. Straight mousy hair fell to her shoulders. The eyes behind her spectacles were hazel, flecked with gold. There was something childlike about her and I imagined I saw in her smile not just the fellowship of youth, but some deeper understanding, a camaraderie born out of like-minded forebodings and mutual trepidation. Looking at her I felt more anchored, more possible. I felt a curious, unwavering certainty we would be friends.

As we finished our tea Simon Barclay finally broke his silence. Once I became accustomed to his voice I found his talk engaging, almost powerful. He expanded upon what Sally had earlier told me about the history of Jessop Lodge, adding that virtually the entire Rowland clan had perished in the Langwold Manor fire.

“Jessop Lodge was bequeathed to the nation,” he said. “And therefore to us.”

His enthusiasm for the place seemed to border on the fanatical. He stated that East Anglia, with its undeveloped countryside and paucity of industry, had fulfilled an important role in the preservation of native flora and fauna.

“The very featurelessness of the landscape makes it somehow impregnable,” he said. “The Broads and the fenlands, the mudflats, the eroded headlands – one might almost come to believe in an ancient Albion, an indestructible heartland, a kingdom set apart.”

I remembered how slowly the trains had travelled once they left Ipswich, the map I had bought, showing a loose network of minor roads, none of them leading anywhere in particular. There might have been something in what Barclay was saying but I was not sure I approved. When he broke off his educational diatribe and suggested we begin our journey into the world of spiders right here and right now I approved even less.

We followed him through the enormous flagstoned kitchen to a chilly narrow room at the back that would probably once have been described as the scullery. There was an industrial-sized washing machine and drier on one wall, a ceiling-height fridge-freezer on the other. The walls themselves were painted white and hung with an assortment of cast-iron cooking utensils that looked as if nobody had used them for centuries.

“There she is,” said Barclay. “Sally’s christened this one Frieda.”

He pointed. All eyes followed his finger. Above our heads in one corner of the ceiling crouched a spider.

“Pholcus phalangioides,” said Sally, brightly. “She’s been with us for more than two years.”

Andrew Lill shuffled forward, sliding across the flagstones without lifting his feet. “They’re dependent on us, you know,” he said. “The Pholcidae can’t survive outside. At least not in England.” His voice sounded rusty and fragile from lack of use. The spider on the ceiling seemed enormous. Not so loathsomely robust as the monster from behind the wardrobe at Hayman’s Cottage, though its legs were much longer. They were spread in great arcs, casting a complex of invidiously intricate shadows against the pockmarked, whitewashed background of the wall. At their centre hung an elongated body, bulbous and pustular, the sickly corpse-flesh grey of a toadstool. As we watched the creature trembled and raised one of its legs, slowly, cautiously, as if it sensed our presence, before sidling further back against the wall.

I stood on the threshold of the room, irrationally convinced that if I tried to retreat the spider would come racing after me. I felt rather than saw the Newcombes crowd their way past me, seemingly eager to get a closer look.

“She’s beautiful,” said Elisabeth Newcombe. “We had one just like it in our wine cellar.”

Her words seemed robbed of all meaning, as if she had suddenly started to speak in a foreign language. My ears filled up with the high-pitched whine of tinnitus. I felt ready to faint. I put out a hand to clutch at the doorframe, but instead of the cold painted wood I felt the touch of warm, live skin on mine. I recoiled, terrified by the unexpected contact. Seconds later I realised it was only a hand that I held, a five-fingered human hand just like my own.

“It’s all right,” the girl whispered gently. I turned abruptly and saw the speaker was Jennifer Bristowe. The harsh fluorescent light of the scullery reflected off her glasses, hiding her eyes. “Keep holding my hand,” she said, more loudly. “You’ll be fine.”

She moved forward slowly, and I found I was moving with her even though the concrete floor seemed to shudder beneath my feet. We gathered in a knot beneath the spider, craning our necks upward like sightseers in a cathedral. The Pholcus sat motionless in a tangle of gossamer and the play of its own faint shadow.

“People call them daddy longlegs spiders,” said Gustav Preisner. “But the cranefly is a bumbling imbecile by comparison.”

“I thought you said you couldn’t stand spiders,” said Elisabeth Newcombe.

“I can’t,” said Preisner. “But that doesn’t stop me knowing about them.” He took a pencil from his pocket. Reaching upwards, he used the pencil to touch one of the spider’s outstretched legs. The Pholcus reacted instantly, drawing its limbs in tightly against its sides. A moment later the impossible legs were spread again and the spider’s body began to oscillate, vibrating rapidly from side to side. The movement was unexpected and deeply uncanny. I clung tightly to Jennifer’s hand. My palms were sweating.

“A manoeuvre to confuse the enemy,” rasped Andrew Lill. “She believes the rapid shaking makes her invisible.”

“I wish they hadn’t disturbed her,” whispered Jennifer Bristowe. She was standing close beside me, speaking into my ear so that only I could hear. After a minute or so the Pholcus became still. She stepped down from her web and rearranged her legs, settling herself head down in the right angle between the ceiling and the wall. I noticed again how long the spider’s legs were, tapering silver-grey rods like needles of glass. I was breathing more easily. I turned to Jennifer Bristowe and saw she was smiling.

“How did you know I was afraid?” I said. I let go of her hand. Her fingers slipped slowly from mine, making my newly exposed palm feel empty and barren.

“I could smell it.” She was still smiling, the round lenses of her spectacles snatching at the light. “But you can see she’s beautiful now though, can’t you?” I stared at her, amazed. The others were already making their way back into the kitchen. We turned and followed them.

The remainder of that first evening was spent in the first-floor lounge, where a group of plastic chairs stood in a semicircle before a pull-down projector screen. We were treated to a documentary entitled Spiders in England – Journeys in an Unseen World. The voice of the narrator seemed somehow familiar and after five minutes or so I realised it was Simon Barclay. I sat beside Jennifer Bristowe, trying to remain calm as the massively enlarged bodies of Pardosa agricola and Thomisus onustus surged in darting broken arcs across the wall. There were spiders that lived in air-filled bivouacs beneath the water, others that rode the summer thermals on silken parachutes. There were even spiders that changed their colour to match their surroundings like eight-legged chameleons. In spite of every contrary instinct, I was enthralled. I have often since wondered if there are those who, similarly, spend years in terror of flying only to fall instantly and completely in love with it when finally they conquer their demons and get off the ground. I glanced sideways at Jennifer from time to time but she did not meet my eyes. She seemed lost in the film, her cheek resting on one hand, the flickering light from the projector caught in her hair.

I realised that Jennifer was the first and only person I had ever spoken to about my fear. Later, when I was alone, I found myself thinking of her again. My little room felt different from how it had seemed to me before, its proximity to the elements, to the gloomy expanses of the Suffolk night, more comforting than threatening. It struck me that for all my boyhood enjoyment of adventure stories, I had hardly been anywhere. I lay on my back beneath the lightly starched linen, reading Nugent’s Common British Spiders. From time to time I gazed about me at the beams and the floorboards, the shadowed space between the dressing table and the wardrobe, half hoping that a spider would appear.

* * *

I had never had a girlfriend, not really. I was a shy boy. I observed girls from a distance, unable to shake off the conviction that they were laughing at me. As I entered the sixth form I developed an intense and painful infatuation with a girl named Madeleine Evers, her hair long and red like the plumage of some rare bird. Over the course of eighteen months I watched her become friendly with and then engaged to one of my classmates. I myself barely spoke to her. I told no one of my feelings for Madeleine, just as I never spoke about my fear of spiders. I technically lost my virginity during my first term at university but the experience – a clumsy encounter at a party with a second-year Economics student who disappeared at the end of the night and whom I never saw again – left me miserable and unsatisfied.

Once, when I was drunk on cheap wine at a chess club reunion, I tried to explain my difficulties and unhappiness to a former school friend.

“Just be yourself,” he urged me. I thought but did not say that I had spent nineteen years being myself, and had ultimately come to suspect that was the problem.

Whether it was that Jennie was as lonely as I, or the fact that I had confessed my fear to her, I was never sure. Maybe one fact somehow precipitated the other. What I do know is that I awoke the following morning already tense with the expectation of seeing her. I wondered if she felt the same, or if she would pretend to ignore me. I need not have worried. As I came downstairs into the hall I saw her leaning against the newel post, gazing up at me and patently waiting, as if it was her habit to do so, as if she had done so before on countless similar mornings.

“We’re having breakfast,” she said. “I saved you a place.”

She was dressed in jeans and a brown checked shirt, her mousy hair pulled back in a ponytail. Dull colours, yet there was something about her, a tenaciousness that made her hardy, comfortable in her skin, like those stalwart garden weeds that flourish anywhere and gladden the heart, especially in winter. For one bottomless second I found myself tongue-tied. Then, from behind the closed door that led to the dining room, came a flurry of excited voices followed by Jarvis Newcombe’s Home Counties guffaw. I raised my eyebrows; at the same moment Jennie smiled. She covered her mouth with her hand, suppressing a giggle.

“Come on,” she said. “We’d better go in.”

Her fingers brushed mine, and I wondered what would happen if I were to take her hand as she had taken mine the day before. I gazed at the delicate filigree of bones that made up her wrist, once again struck by the length and slenderness of her arms.

We entered the dining room. Gustav Preisner was spreading butter on a slice of wholemeal toast and holding forth on the medicinal properties of Tegenaria domestica.

“Did you know that house spiders were once used as a cure for influenza?” he said. “In Shakespeare’s day, patients were told to swallow them alive. Sometimes they put them in breadcrumbs to cover the taste. I’ve never yet tried it myself but then again I’m not often ill.” He took a large bite of his toast, then grinned.

“You’re revolting, Gustav,” said Hilary Arden. He rocked backwards in his chair, scraping the parquet. He wore a dusty-looking green velvet blazer. His hair hung loose to his shoulders, giving him the outré, vaguely debauched look of a minor European prince.

“But he is also right,” said Andrew Lill. “And the flavour is very bitter.” The old man swallowed a mouthful of tea, as if to wash away the memory.

“I’ve heard of a Dr Muffet who used to prescribe spiders for almost everything,” said Elisabeth Newcombe. The plate in front of her contained a heap of scrambled egg and two well-grilled rashers of bacon. “That’s where the rhyme comes from, you know, Little Miss Muffet?”

I filled my plate with fried mushrooms, dry toast and tomatoes, happy to listen to the conversation without joining in. I was eager to get outside.

“Did you sleep well?” Jennie said to me. She ate her bread untoasted, and thinly buttered, taking alternate sips from a mug of black tea.

“Yes, I did,” I said. “I feel as if I’ve been here for ages.”

* * *

The largest building in Langwold was the church, whose square flint-block tower dominated the skyline. Aside from the copse of beeches behind the house there were few large trees to be seen. The spring’s first growth of cow parsley and stinging nettles clung determinedly to the boundaries of the lanes. A cold easterly breeze picked at our clothes, coming at us straight from the horizon. I have heard the countryside of East Anglia variously described as tedious, colourless, and bleak. I found it startlingly new. There was a stark austerity in its simplified planes, an unadorned beauty that was almost grandiose. The landscape seemed virgin, untouched, the chill air invigoratingly clean. I felt that anything might be discovered there. Anything at all.

We congregated at the far end of the garden. Out of sight of the house the grounds of Jessop Lodge had been allowed to go wild. Roses and herbaceous shrubs grew side by side with hogweed and buddleia. In summer the hollyhocks and marsh marigolds would be swamped in foxglove and convolvulus and festoons of red campion.

Simon Barclay talked to us for about ten minutes, telling us that on one occasion in late summer he had identified as many as twenty-five different species of spider without having to move more than a hundred yards from the house. Many of his whispered words got lost in the wind. Once he had finished speaking, Sally produced a large cardboard carton full of small round boxes with transparent plastic lids. I recognised them as specimen collecting boxes, though I had not seen one before outside of the schoolroom.

“It seems that none of you are complete beginners,” said Barclay. “Perhaps you can discover something that I missed.”

Sally gave us maps of the village and instructions to reconvene for lunch at one o’clock. The Newcombes paired off together, as did Hilary Arden and Gustav Preisner. Andrew Lill made his way unsteadily across the grass in the direction of a seething mass of bramble and nettles. After a moment’s consultation with Barclay, Sally ran after him. Jennie and I stood side by side, our shoulders hunched against the cold.

“I’m a complete beginner,” I said. “I’m here under false pretences.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Not if we stick together.”

I realised then that if she had chosen not to be with me I would have felt disappointed and personally diminished in a way that seemed out of keeping with our short acquaintance. We went around to the front of the house, out through the gateway and down into the narrow lane beyond. The lane led us straight into the village. Jennie seemed familiar with the route already and I asked her if she had been to Jessop Lodge before.

“I was born near here,” she said. “In a village called Madeley. I’ve known these places all my life.”

Langwold was compact and well-groomed, the kind of picture-postcard village that is popular with commuters. There was a newsagents and a bakery, a convenience store that sold a limited selection of overpriced groceries. There were people out and about in the high street and I wondered if any of them might know Jennie but they ignored us. The Church of St Stephen towered over everything. I shaded my eyes with my hand and stared up at the tower. I wondered aloud why such a colossus had been erected to serve a settlement scarcely bigger than a hamlet.

“There are churches like this all over East Anglia,” said Jennie. “They built the towers tall to make them visible from a long way off. The climate here made life hard. People saw the church as a sanctuary, particularly during the plague.”

She pushed open the lych-gate and we entered the cemetery. In front of the church the plot was well-husbanded and green. There were rows of granite headstones, both plain and adorned, as well as several larger memorials. I noticed almost immediately that one of these, a rectangular marble plinth with attendant guardian angel, bore the name of Rowland. The lowlier gravestones rose out of neatly mown grass, surrounded by a hedge of tailored yew. The effect was sedate and rather sterile. Even to my untrained eye the place seemed inhospitable to wildlife. I wondered what we were doing there.

Jennie touched my hand. “Round the back,” she said. She stepped on to the path that led around the church’s granite flank, her long, thin arms moving purposefully back and forth in time with her stride. I sensed once again a power in her, a hidden fortitude, and I was reminded of a passage I had read the evening before in Nugent’s book, about how spider silk is stronger than a steel wire of equivalent thickness. I almost had to run to catch her up.

In contrast with the cemetery, the land to the rear of the church was overgrown to the extent of being virtually impenetrable. A rusted iron gate led to a wilderness of weeds, shoulder-high in places, and the dry stone wall that formed the churchyard’s boundary had been breached in several places. There was something shocking about such neglect, and yet it excited me too. The weeds seemed newly grown, yet they did more than the neatly tended graves to underline the age of the place. Jennie looked at me triumphantly.

“Not many people come here,” she said. “Isn’t it fantastic?”

“It is,” I said. “Like something from a fairy tale.” I looked about me at the nettles and hogweed, the three-dozen other species of plant I could not put a name to. The place was strangely silent. As I stood and listened I heard a lone car sweep invisibly by on Aubury Lane, while from the tangle of ivy curtaining the back wall of the church there came the muffled scampering of some hidden rodent or bird.

“Let’s make a start,” said Jennie. She stood knee-deep in greenery, looking about. There were nettles grazing her palms but she seemed not to notice.

“Where do we look?” I said. I could feel faint traces of fear tickling at the root of my spine, but they were echoes only, echoes of a past that was already gone.

“We look for webs,” she said. “That’s the best way to start.”

She did not take long to find one. I did not know then that to enter the kingdom of spiders you must first become small. I cast my eyes about me in all directions and none, standing fully erect, gazing bemusedly at the entire vista as if in the expectation of coming upon silken ropes as thick as grass stems, their weavers equally immense. Jennie sank to her haunches beside a low-lying clump of weeds no taller than my knee. In less than a minute she called me over.

“Don’t get too close,” she said quietly. “Or you’ll frighten her off.”

At first, I saw nothing. I tilted my head a little, wondering what I was meant to be looking at, and the web flickered into view, hovering in the air like a hologram, an orb web so perfectly symmetrical it resembled a diagram. I moved my head one way and then another, adjusting the flow of light on to the silken diagonals, and in a strange moment of epiphany I recognised in the spider’s creation a construction of such perfection and intrinsic rightness it could only be a part of a higher design.

“Imagine yourself this small,” said Jennie suddenly. She held her thumb and forefinger a quarter-inch apart, suggesting a creature of negligible size. I found it hard to see what she meant at first, or rather I did not want to see, to imagine myself surprised, pursued, ensnared. I have given lectures to my students in which I invite them to imagine a piece of wasteland close to the faculty literally as a jungle: an uncharted wilderness in which eight-legged predators vie for territory with the arrogant centipedes, where a passing house cat becomes a monster of unspeakable legend.

“Is she hiding?” I asked Jennie. I still found it difficult to say the word ‘spider’ of my own accord.

Jennie smiled at me happily. “You’re learning already,” she said. She plucked a blade of grass from between her feet, and used it to beat a light tattoo on one of the silken threads, a line that led outwards from the web’s centre, disappearing into a nearby clump of leaves. Almost at once the leaves began to stir, as if a soft wind were moving through them. I took half a step backwards. My breath came shallow and fast, but it was not fear I felt in that moment but excitement.

The spider scuttled free of its leafy camouflage, using the stoutly woven signal thread as a lifeline. She was large, more than half an inch in length, and possessed what I later came to recognise as exceptionally well-defined markings. Her legs were striped in horizontal bands of light and dark brown, as is usual with Araneus diadematus, and her plump brown abdomen bore the characteristic broken white cross. She ran to the centre of her web, where she became suddenly, instantly still, as if aware she had been tricked. After perhaps thirty seconds she turned herself in a circle, like a dog settling itself on a blanket, and hung her head downwards, the web shaking minutely in response to her weight. She was beautiful. I leaned forward to gaze at her, hardly daring to draw breath in case the movement of air were to send her once more into hiding. To my surprise and delight, I recognised her at once from the illustration in the book by Kenneth Nugent. The text identified her as the Garden Spider, claiming her as one of the most common and widespread of native British species. I found it difficult to believe that such a miraculous creature could be described as commonplace. I stared at her, utterly lost, like a man in love.

“In the Middle Ages, they were said to be holy,” said Jennie. “Marked by Christ.” She was kneeling close beside me, her breath warm and faintly moist against my cheek.

“Are we going to catch her?” I said. As I spoke, I realised that I hated the idea. To trap the creature, to destroy her web, would be an act of betrayal and I was not surprised to find that Jennie felt the same way.

“I don’t like putting spiders into boxes,” she said. “Let’s look for some more.”

We spent more than two hours in the cemetery. Jennie tutored me in the art of seeing, of paying attention to spaces I would scarcely have noticed just the day before. I discovered that the leaf litter was home to the wolf spiders, Pardosa amentata and Pardosa pullata, lithe grey beasts that did not spin webs but hunted their prey on foot instead, racing along at such a pace that few ground-dwelling insects could outrun them. Under a pile of stones we came upon a gnarled black Zelotes latreillei. Exposed to the light, he dashed forward in a series of irregular jerks, waving his forelegs as if indignant at being disturbed. In a fissure of the grey church wall we found the tiny pink Oonops pulcher.

“They’re unusual because they only have six eyes,” said Jennie. “Most spiders have eight. This species is nocturnal.”

The spider ran over her finger in a flurry of flesh-coloured legs and then disappeared once more into its crack. In the long grass by the dry stone wall we discovered another orb spinner, a graceful Tetragnatha extensa with legs so long that I could not resist tickling her belly with a grass-blade just to see her in motion. She moved a little way up the stem, standing on tiptoe like a ballerina, and then came to a standstill, folding her incredible legs vertically and sideways to make a knife shape, becoming all but invisible against her blade of grass.

Each of our finds was enchantingly, stomach-tinglingly new to me. But Jennie knew all of them by name. I asked her how she had come by such knowledge.

“Are you studying all this in college?” I asked. She glanced up at me, brushed a hair from her face, then looked down at the ground. For the first time since I had met her she seemed uncertain, almost shy.

“I’m interested, that’s all,” she said. “I’ve read plenty of books.” She seemed to hesitate. “I’ve not been to college. I’ve been ill.” She looked away from me, as if the subject was painful to her. Beneath the coarse blue coat the curve of her spine looked fragile and vulnerable to damage. I longed to gather her in my arms but did not quite dare.

“Let’s cut back through the fields,” she said at last. “I know a place where we can get through the wall.”

We pushed our way through the undergrowth, away from the church towards the broad swathe of farmland beyond. As we came near to the breach in the wall, I tripped against a stone and almost fell. I put out a hand to steady myself, parting the grasses. There at my feet was a large slab of granite. When I bent down to examine it I was shocked to discover that it was a grave marker, similar to those in the churchyard. I stepped aside, trying to see more clearly, only to collide with another almost identical tombstone. I called out to Jennie, who was almost at the wall. By the time she retraced her steps I had uncovered two further stones, to the right and the left of the others.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Did you know these were here?” The graves in the churchyard were carefully tended, the monuments decorated with flowers. These hidden stones were covered in mosses and lichen. I knelt beside the stone that had almost felled me, using a flat shard of granite to scrape the inscription free of detritus. There was a name, ‘Alison Jane Tranter’, but nothing else, not even a date of death. I put down my scraper. Looking at the name, so naked and stark now that the dirt had been cleared away, made me feel guilty of some small yet nonetheless significant act of sacrilege. I had no wish to perform such an operation on any of the others.

“Old families sometimes die out,” Jennie said. “Then there’s no one to look after the graves.”

“But in a small village like this,” I persisted. “It seems strange that she has no connections.”

Jennie shrugged and I fell silent. I felt foolish, clod-footed, as if I had unwittingly stumbled into an affair that did not concern me. My parents were both still living, my grandparents had been cremated. I did not understand why I should care so much, why the grave of an unknown woman should matter, to me or to anyone. I gazed down at the stone, trying to hide my confusion.

“Don’t you think it’s odd,” I said, “that these graves are so far away from the others?” I had no desire to continue with the subject – quite the opposite – and yet here I was, continuing with it. I felt edgy and nervous.

“Suicides were often set apart,” said Jennie. “Or murderers.” She bent down to wipe her hand across the carved stone letters. Seeing her that way – her bowed head, her filthy hand – raised a cold, dark feeling in me, a feeling almost of horror. I wanted to seize her, to snatch her to safety, as one might drag a child out of reach of a fire. I could not explain why. Perhaps it was her earlier mention of illness that made me feel afraid. Perhaps the crude juxtaposition of the young woman I had already begun to love with someone old and forgotten and dead. In either case, the smell of the place, with its moist dirt and lichen and rotting leaves, made me anxious to be gone.

“Come on,” I said. “We’ll be late for lunch.”

I took her hand then, and together we left the churchyard and passed through into the open expanse of the neighbouring field. Her hand felt cold at first, but soon took on the heat of my own, becoming warm and responsive, a set of shadow-fingers that seemed all but indivisible from mine.

On our way back to the house we discussed our finds. As we had chosen not to make use of Sally’s collecting boxes, we had only our notebooks as proof of what we had seen. Jennie showed me how to record a sighting, noting place and time and weather conditions as well as species and date. Jennie ran her eyes down the list, murmuring one or two of the Latin epithets aloud.

“Some of these are quite rare,” she said. “They’ll think we made them all up.”

That struck us both as funny, for some reason. We started to laugh.

* * *

We arrived back in time for lunch, during which a lot of fuss was made over Hilary Arden, who had managed to capture a magnificent Dolomedes plantarius, a huge beast with a chocolate-brown body the size of a thumb. A week earlier I would not have been able to look at it without suffering a panic attack. But now I had read enough to know that the Raft Spider was protected by law in Britain, and that Hilary would have to return it to its original habitat.

“The name is inaccurate, since they do not build rafts,” said Gustav. “It’s a typically English fallacy.”

“But the spider itself is the raft. The spider can walk on water,” said Andrew Lill. He spoke almost into his hands, mumbling away as if in an act of private prayer. The Newcombes had concentrated their attention on orb weavers, of which they had tracked down half a dozen species. I glanced at them briefly, hunched and motionless in the bottom of their glass-topped containers. I was relieved when they opened the lids and let them go.

For the remainder of the afternoon we retired once more to the first-floor lounge, where Simon Barclay gave an informal seminar on the history of the British Arachnological Society. I listened intently, and made notes. I was filled with a quiet excitement, the excitement of one who knows they have found their vocation. I did not choose to dwell on what had happened to me or consider the forces that might have wrought such a change. I knew only that the change had happened, that the thing I had hated and feared had become a source of fascination and satisfaction, even joy. If I was concerned about anything it was the future, and how I might best alter my life to accommodate my destiny. From time to time I glanced over at Jennie, curled in the chair beside me, so close and so still I could hear her breathing. I saw that the margins of her notebook were covered in doodles of spiders. The pencilled creatures gathered and swarmed, detailed and lifelike as photographs. She seemed sunk within herself, inhabiting some intense and other world of her own. And yet I felt linked to her, irrevocably, as if by a silken thread. It was difficult for me, and almost frightening to realise that I had known her for less than a day.

* * *

We were supposed to prepare the evening meal as a team. What actually happened was that Elisabeth Newcombe cleared the kitchen of everyone but herself, her husband and, for some reason, Hilary Arden, and proceeded to mastermind the production of a sumptuous three-course dinner. The dynamics of the group had substantially altered from the evening before. We were now well acquainted enough to be relaxed in each other’s company, not yet at the stage where rivalries had begun to form. There was a lot of laughter. Once the meal had been cleared away we retired to the ground-floor sitting room for coffee and Armagnac. Simon Barclay made up the fire. It was Elisabeth Newcombe who suggested we tell ghost stories.

“You do all realise we’re in M.R. James country?” she said.

“Not only that,” said Sally. “There’s a rumour that he visited this house.”

I had heard of M.R. James but never read him. My enthusiasm for Victorian literature had encompassed the great explorers and men of science but never the masters of Gothic. When I looked at Jennie I saw that she was smiling. She had not spoken much over dinner but she had stayed close to me, our feet touching under the table. Her hair and eyes glowed orange in the light from the fire. To me, loving her, she seemed almost more spirit than substance.

“Do you know him?” I whispered.

“Yes, I do,” she replied. “You can’t live in Suffolk and not have read James.”

“A master of atmosphere, certainly,” said Gustav. “But for terror with conviction one must turn to Grimm.”

“Go on then, Gustav,” said Hilary Arden. “Tell us a ghost story. You know you want to.” He slumped back in his seat, his long legs extended towards the fire, his large-knuckled hands crossed loosely behind his head.

“What a marvellous idea,” said Jarvis Newcombe. “We can take it in turns.”

His suggestion was met with enthusiastic approval, but in the event only two tales were told. The second, Jennie’s story, took us late into the night. When it was over everyone agreed it was time for bed. There was a half-spoken consensus that the weird tales would be continued on the following evening but the project was abandoned.

* * *

Preisner’s story was that kind of German Gothic that tells of unequal love between intelligent, conniving dwarfs and empty-headed humans. The hero, if there was one, turned out to be the ghost of the girl’s dead father. Told in the half-dark, in Gustav’s obsessively correct, somehow puritanical English, it proved extremely effective. It was a chilling story, full of cruelty, but it managed to evoke in me also an echo of childhood, of Hallowe’en lanterns and treacle toffee, of reading beneath the bedclothes by the light of a torch. Immediately Gustav had finished I felt hungry for more.

“Who’s next?” said Jarvis Newcombe, still applauding. His voice was less reticent, more animated than usual. His hair had fallen forward over his forehead, making him look like the schoolboy he had presumably been some thirty years before.

“I’ll go next,” said Jennie. I turned to her, startled. She held my eyes for a second then folded her arms in front of her, brushing my knee. She seemed tense suddenly, and I wondered if Gustav’s story had unnerved her. The others seemed as surprised as I was by her interruption.

“Can such young people know such old stories?” wheezed Andrew Lill.

“There’s a long tradition in England of women writing ghost stories,” said Simon Barclay. “Think of Mary Shelley.”

“We’d love to hear your story, Jennie,” said Sally. “Would anybody like another drink?”

Glasses were swiftly refilled, though Jennie herself declined the brandy. She leaned forward, fingers locked about her knees. Then she began to speak. Her voice as she told her story had a high, bright clarity that was almost like song. The rest of us sat immobile, as if spellbound.

“There was a young man, Jonathan Merrick,” Jennie began. “His father was the manager of a large pig farm on the border between Essex and Suffolk. He had not done badly for himself, but nonetheless he was determined that his own son should escape the rigours and uncertainties of a life on the land, and instead make a career in the professions. He saved hard, so that Jon could attend the grammar school in Colchester rather than the free school in the village. He wanted Jon to study for the law.

“Jon won a scholarship to a college in London. His mother packed a battered leather trunk with clean linen and a brand new travelling cloak she had ordered especially from Watt’s Bespoke Tailors of Chelmsford. His father booked him a seat on the overnight coach. On the day before he left the village, Jon paid a visit to the girl he looked on as his intended, one Alice Teresa Chilcot. He fastened a golden locket around her neck, and promised to write to her as often as his studies allowed. Alice cried. She gave Jon six silk handkerchiefs, each one embroidered by hand. The handkerchiefs were wrapped in pale green tissue paper. The tissue exuded the soft yellow scent of Chinatown roses. It was a scent he had sometimes noticed on Alice’s skin.

“Alice Chilcot lived with her aunt at Adsetts, a low, red, ugly house that stood opposite the church. Some people whispered that Melanie Chilcot was not the girl’s aunt at all, that she had taken the child in out of pity after her parents died. There was talk among the villagers that Alice Chilcot would be rich one day, that her father had made a fortune importing silk and porcelain from China, money that would pass to Alice when she came of age.

“Jon listened to the stories, because he enjoyed hearing Alice’s name in the mouths of others, though he placed little value on them. The young women of the village tended to shun her, an injustice Jon put down to her shyness, though he had heard it said more than once that Alice Chilcot was prone to rages, that she had assaulted the smith’s apprentice, throwing the lad to the ground and snapping his wrist. ‘I pushed him, that’s all,’ said Alice when Jon asked her about it. ‘Because I saw him kill a spider in the yard. It’s bad luck to kill spiders, and cruel. I never meant to break his arm, though. It was an accident.’

“Alice did not seem to mind him asking questions, and when the weather allowed they walked out together, often for miles. Alice liked to collect things, pine cones and beech nuts and snail shells, and she seemed to know the name of every flower and bird. If it was too wet or too cold for walking they went to Adsetts. Alice’s room was large, approached by a private staircase, with a separate curtained alcove for her bed. The furniture was old, and thickly varnished. She had shelves stacked with books and drawers filled with curios, a workbox with carved wooden legs and a pink silk lining. The workbox contained three shallow drawers stacked one inside the other. The drawers contained silks in a multitude of colours, arranged neatly in rows. Whenever he looked at the hanks of neatly twisted yarn Jon found himself thinking of the soft shiny hair of girls standing in line for church on Easter Sunday.

“Alice sewed large tapestries, wide vistas of interlocking colour to which she gave titles like ‘Crystals’, or ‘Plantain’, or ‘Beehive’. They had no obvious design or meaning, and Alice said she took her inspiration from dreams, from the pictures that she saw inside her head.

“Alice often cried when the time came to part from her, and whenever this happened, Jon found himself torn between anguish at leaving and the desire to get away as quickly as possible. Her tears frightened him, although once he was apart from her he often felt like weeping himself. Jon had never once seen Alice naked. When he possessed her in his dreams, her skin was gossamer-fine, like that of some other, less human creature, bruising easily beneath his hands like the wings of a moth.

“Almost from the first, Jon felt at home in London. It was not the great city itself that captivated his heart so much as the fact that, for the first time in his life, he found himself in the company of like-minded people. To his surprise he made friends easily, and soon moved from his draughty student digs into more comfortable lodgings at the family home of a fellow student, Edwin Ryder. Ryder knew a lot of people, and found much enjoyment in bringing them together in convivial gatherings. There were card parties and dinners, with eating and talking and drinking until the small hours. Ryder’s parents were often present, and also his older sister Helen, twenty years old and already engaged to be married. Helen played the piano, and was said to be serious about a career in music. She wore her hair long, gathered at the nape of her neck with a blue silk ribbon. She beat everyone at cards. When she laughed, she threw back her head, spinning the stem of her wine glass between her fingers. She seemed so different from Alice.

“Jon returned to the village for Christmas. By the time the coach drew in it was long since dark. The houses on the Green seemed smaller, cramped narrowly together on the bald, black, frost-bitten ground. Jon stared up at the sky. He had forgotten, in London, how crushing of the spirit a winter’s night could be, and all at once he felt heavy with gloom and a longing to return to the city. The village seemed irrelevant, part of his past. He walked home over the meadows, not wishing to meet with anyone.

“After supper he returned across the frozen fields to Adsetts. Alice seemed paler even than before, her thin hair colourless and limp. Upstairs in her room, she laid both arms tightly about Jon’s neck and clung to him, making a low, soft moaning sound from somewhere deep inside her. When she finally drew away, her eyes were dim with tears. Jon held her without looking at her, gazing distractedly about himself. The birds’ eggs and pine cones, the frames of pressed flowers, the spools of silk in ochre and sienna and cerise – the room seemed unchanged. If anything, it was a more concentrated version of itself, more intensely full of innumerable pointless objects. His eyes fell upon a pen-and-ink line drawing in a frame showing a young woman, her spine bent backwards in what seemed to be agony, clutching feverishly at the air with outstretched hands. Her clothes were in tatters, and from her tensed, hunched shoulders another pair of arms appeared to be growing. ‘I copied it,’ said Alice. ‘It took me forever. It’s from an etching by Gustav Doré.’ ‘Who is she?’ asked Jon. ‘What’s the picture about?’ He found the image hideous and deeply disturbing. ‘It’s the Metamorphosis of Arachne,’ said Alice. ‘She challenged the goddess Minerva to a spinning competition. Arachne won the contest, but Minerva was so angry she changed her into a spider.’

“Alice rested her fingertips against the glass. For a moment she seemed a brown pool of nothingness, merging seamlessly with the shadows that thronged the margins of the room. Then suddenly she was herself again, edging towards him and into the lamplight. Alice had always been fond of such morbid tales and Jon, who until now had found them harmless and even entertaining, had enjoyed listening to them. Yet this story in particular now seemed, like the village itself, burdensome and backward. His London friends would have no time for such trash, and Jon could not help remembering a rumour he had once heard, that Alice’s mother was not dead but mad, confined to a foreign asylum.

“Jon found that he had run out of words. He took Alice in his arms and pushed her back upon the bed. He touched her breasts, thinking of Helen Ryder, the way she threw her head back when she laughed. As he entered her Alice cried out, arching her back and baring her teeth, like the damned, mutated woman in the picture. Afterwards, she lay quiet. Jon took her head between his hands, stroking her hair with his fingers until she slept. He knew he had made a mistake and his heart was heavy.

“The squire of the parish was a gentleman farmer, Rowland Lambcock. It had long been the tradition for the Lambcocks to host a Christmas party for all of their tenants. The party was the high point of the village calendar – dancing and drinking and feasting until the small hours, a gift wrapped in silver paper for every child. Jon remembered the parties from his boyhood with a curious mixture of nostalgia and dread. More mince pies and pigs-in-blankets than he could hope to consume, the fiddle band and the bonfire, the general sense of abandonment, so heady and foreign it was as if for one night only the village had been transported to the land of faerie. Yet Jon could never escape the sense that he did not belong, that the five sleek Lambcock children, so finely dressed, so welcoming and smiling, were laughing at him behind his back, that they found him dull and poor and awkward, a country bumpkin.

“Alice refused to have anything to do with the Lambcocks’ party. Jon went to please his parents, intending to leave before the drinking and inevitable brawling had reached its height. The house was resplendent, the lights blazing in all the windows visible for miles. By the time the Merricks arrived the dancing was well under way. Jon took a glass of champagne from a silver tray and lost himself in the crowd. Everywhere there were people he recognised, all dressed in their finest. Many stopped him as he passed, eager to ask him how he was finding his new life in London.

“Whenever he spoke, people listened. His glass was kept filled. Jon sipped his champagne and laughed as he watched the dancers. He found himself regretting that he could not join them, holding tight to a delicate hand in a silken glove. ‘You should try it,’ said a voice beside him. ‘That’s the glorious thing about dancing – if you miss your step and fall, you can always get up again.’ The girl’s hair was black as treacle, with a smooth dark shine. She seemed somehow familiar but he could not think where from. ‘I haven’t danced since school,’ Jon said, smiling, and when she offered him her hand he found he could not resist.

“It was a round dance, a country set. At first, Jon heeded frantically to the caller’s instructions, panicky with the fear of revealing his innate clumsiness. The great hall wheeled about him, the towering Christmas tree passing and circling in a blaze of stars. For a second he caught sight of his mother, smiling at a man in a pirate’s hat and eating a candied apple. The black-haired girl was laughing, catching her breath. ‘You’re Winston Merrick’s son,’ she said, as the music came to an end. ‘You used to be terribly shy.’

“It was only then that Jon realised who she was, the countless boyhood Christmases, the images passing in front of his eyes like pictures in an album: the great hall and the throngs of dancers, the five beautiful dark-haired children distributing presents. ‘You’re the younger Miss Lambcock,’ he said. ‘You have four older brothers.’ His cheeks were burning. ‘Yes I am,’ she replied. ‘But I wish you’d call me Anne.’

“To cover his embarrassment Jon asked if she would join him in another dance. This time they talked, and to Jon’s amazement Anne was easy to talk to, unaffected and open to merriment like his new friends in London. ‘Living in town must be heaven,’ she said, as they finally approached the refreshment tables. ‘There’s nothing at all to do here, and no one to see. I’d like to leave the lot of them behind.’ When he told her he was hoping to sit for the bar she nodded and smiled. ‘The whole village knows that,’ she said. ‘You’re our great success story. It’s not often that someone gets to leave here and never come back.’

“They stood together, facing the windows, their lips moist with the residue of fruit cake and goose-liver pâté. Outside in the grounds, the wide lawns sparkled with frost, the golden lanterns casting their aura at the moon. When Anne asked if he would escort her to a drinks party later in the week Jon agreed at once, later telling Alice he had been invited to play whist with some friends of his father. Alice seemed more and more like a child to him, someone whose company he had long since outgrown. He disliked being alone with her in the stuffy, overflowing room beneath the eaves. He wondered what it was they had found to talk about, the desire he had briefly felt for her entirely gone.

“In the days between Christmas and New Year he saw Anne Lambcock often. On New Year’s Eve as the clock struck twelve he took her in his arms. When he kissed her, he found himself almost overcome by the soft refinement of her person, by the rich and exotic scent of her perfume. She had silky-fingered, fine-jointed hands that he loved to hold. She laughed often and with pleasure. She liked to sprawl on sofas or in armchairs, discarding her slippers, as comfortable inside her skin as some young greyhound or foal. The Lambcock boys involved her in their games and banter as if she were a younger, more beautiful brother. They were friendly to Jon, accepting his presence as if he were one of their own. ‘They like you,’ said Anne. ‘You’re clever, but you don’t make them look stupid. They respect that. So does my father.’

“She smiled knowingly, and Jon wondered whether Rowland Lambcock would continue to tolerate him if he asked for his permission to marry his daughter. It was something he hardly dared think about. There was also the question of Alice. He saw her as little as possible, knowing nonetheless that whenever he was away from her she would be waiting for him in her room, sitting beside the window while she worked on one of her incomprehensible tapestries. He remembered the unexpected heat of her body, the febrile, passionate intensity of her embrace. He wondered what would happen if he were to simply return to London and never come back.

“The trouble was, Alice knew him too well. ‘There’s something wrong,’ she said to him when he was finally able to bring himself to call on her. ‘You’re different. It’s as if there’s another person living inside you.’ She placed both hands on his chest, rested her head between them and began to cry. He did his best to comfort her, insisting that the change she intuited came down to nothing more than anxiety over the examinations he would be sitting in the coming term. ‘I should go,’ he added. ‘I’m going to be late for supper.’

“As he walked away from Adsetts, he was aware of Alice watching him from her window. He went onwards without looking back. The next morning he was due to meet Anne. He cut through the churchyard, not wanting to be seen from the road. As Anne came towards him along the path he was struck once more not just by her beauty but by the force of young life that was in her. She seemed to exude light, just as Alice seemed unerringly to absorb it. ‘You looked miles away,’ Anne said, taking his hand. ‘I wonder where you were.’ She was wearing a red woollen bonnet trimmed with ermine. Her flared grey coat came almost to the ground. Even encased in its black leather glove, her hand felt polished and perfect like that of an angel. ‘You young philosophers,’ she said to him, smiling. ‘You’re awfully attractive.’

“Behind them in Adsetts Lane, something stirred in the bracken. Jon started and turned his head, but the lane stood empty. In one of the adjoining fields he caught sight of a rabbit scampering for cover beneath a hedge. In the evening when he called on Alice, her aunt told him she had gone out. Jon found himself astonished and faintly uneasy. Such a thing had never happened before. He hid himself in the church porch, waiting there for almost an hour, but Alice did not appear. He ran home across the fields, his emotions caught in a treacherous middle ground somewhere between foreboding and relief.

“He slept badly, the little rest he had plagued by unpleasant dreams. He rose early and went straight to Adsetts. ‘She didn’t come home last night,’ said Melanie Chilcot. ‘Her bed’s not been slept in. I don’t know what to do.’ The woman seemed dazed, or only half awake. She looked up at Jon with deep-set hazel eyes that were almost identical to Alice’s own. He had never paid much attention to Melanie Chilcot, perhaps because he had never truly believed in her relationship to Alice. There was no way to doubt it now. He took her into the parlour and made her sit down. ‘She can’t be far,’ he said. ‘There’s nowhere for her to go.’

“It was the fifth day of the new year. There was a hush on the village and a depth of cold that seemed to seal it in time. Icicles hung from the trees like crystal daggers. Jon followed the line of the hedgerows until he came to the churchyard. St Stephen’s towered above him, levelling a black accusing finger at the colourless sky. Jon realised he was afraid. He had the unnerving sense that he was being watched. He left the churchyard, increasing his speed until he was almost running, the frozen grass shattering like glass beneath his feet. The cold air burned his lungs, his mind was filled with a sea of thoughts he dared not examine.

“Eventually he made for the hay barns and the disused grain store that lay at the far end of Adsetts Lane, at the boundary with the Lambcock property, the site of one of his many rendezvouses with Anne. The grain store was padlocked to discourage vagrants but Anne had made sure to tell him where the key was kept. He undid the padlock and swung the door wide. A diagonal shaft of winter light stabbed into the dark. He smelled the familiar, sweetish odour of winter corn. Dead leaves mouldered in the corners, a pile of rotting logs were stacked against one wall. Jon stood in the doorway, watching as a great black spider emerged from a crack in the wall and began lowering itself towards the ground. Jon fought the urge to knock the creature loose, to crush it beneath his heel. He had never cared much for spiders, and the sight of such a one, so huge and so monstrously secretive, made his heart contract within his breast.

“As he made to leave, a movement caught his eye. Jon started and looked upward. Fluttering in the bare socket of the window space he could see what looked like the torn remains of an old tarpaulin. He stepped closer, trying to see more clearly. Not a tarpaulin, but a mass of greyish filaments, or fibres, the same tangled, fleecy texture as old man’s beard. At its edges, the mass was gossamer-fine, a network of silvered threads. Towards the centre, it seemed almost solid. Jon put out his hand to touch it. The threads clung to his outstretched palm. Jon drew back, wiping his sticky fingers against his trousers. The more he stared, the more he seemed to see a form he recognised at the heart of the mass: a flared grey ankle-length coat, a flash of red…

“He heard a rustling at the entrance to the barn, the sound of footsteps. He felt cold even beneath his coat, as if the blood had left his body, his veins turned to ice. When he finally dared turn round, he came face to face with Alice. She was wearing a mud-coloured greatcoat. Her aunt’s, Jon thought. A dead oak leaf clung to her hair. ‘Spider silk is stronger than steel,’ she said. ‘People don’t believe that, but it’s true.’ Her gloveless hands looked blue with cold. There were strands of silver thread stuck to her palms and something a little darker beneath her nails. She stumbled on the stones as she came towards him. She felt frail in his arms, insubstantial, a paper doll. ‘You know me best,’ she said. ‘You must know what I am.’ Her body began to tremble, and he realised she was crying. Her thin hair chafed his fingers, and Jon sensed that if he looked at it closely it would be grey as the sticky fibres that coated her hands.

“He felt a vague disgust, as if he had discovered a bloodstain on his clothing. ‘Let’s get you home,’ he said. ‘Your aunt has been terribly worried. You must be freezing.’

“Jon returned to London the following day. In due course he was called to the bar, and began to make a name for himself as a promising young barrister. What with the demands of his profession and a new young family, it was more than a decade before he set foot in the village again. From his mother’s letters, he learned that Alice Chilcot had fallen pregnant, though she declined to say who the father was. She died in childbirth. The baby was named Teresa. She was adopted by Alice’s aunt. Jon’s mother told him also of the great and terrible fire that destroyed the Lambcock house. Rowland Lambcock was killed, with three of his sons. Of Anne Lambcock she made no mention. Jon felt that it was safer not to ask.”

* * *

The room was silent. The fire in the grate had burned down so low that it was nothing but embers. Hilary Arden was the first to move, stretching himself languidly like a cat that had just awakened. He sat forward in his seat, the refined contours of his face catching the sluggish red light from the expiring coals. His hair had come loose from its binding, lending him the delicate androgynous beauty of a young messiah.

“What happened to the little girl?” said Elisabeth Newcombe suddenly. “Teresa.”

“She wouldn’t know that,” said her husband. “It’s just a story.” There was a sharpness in his voice that surprised me, it seemed so at odds with his accustomed phlegmatic self.

“Teresa grew up in the village,” said Jennie. “She was fifteen when her grandfather came to collect her. His name was Simeon Tranter. He owned a castello, in the south of Italy. Teresa had a completely different life after that.”

Jennie sat curled in her armchair, her feet tucked beneath her. For a full minute nobody spoke. Then Sally clambered noisily to her feet, almost overturning a tray of drinks. “I’m going to bed,” she said. “I can’t keep my eyes open.” She yawned, tipping her head back in an exaggerated demonstration of tiredness. The others also began to stir themselves. Their relief was palpable.

“Come up to my room,” Jennie said to me quietly. “I’ll make us a cup of tea.” She turned round in the armchair, looking me full in the face. Someone had put on a lamp. In the artificial light she appeared less than three-dimensional, a figure in a photograph. I followed her upstairs. The lights on the second-floor landing made the patterns in the carpet shift and dance like the pieces of coloured glass inside a kaleidoscope.

Jennie lay down on the bed. I took off my shoes and lay down beside her. Jennie’s eyes were closed, her eyelids pale and criss-crossed with fine blue veins. I reached out to touch her hair.

“Are you all right?” I said. I realised as I said it that this was the first personal question I had asked her. We had spoken of many things, but aside from my own confession about my phobia we had exchanged no confidences. The immediacy and depth of the empathy between us had made it seem unnecessary.

“What did you think of the story?” she said, and opened her eyes. Her hazel irises glimmered in the semi-darkness.

“It didn’t seem like just a story,” I said. “It seemed like something that really happened.” I realised this was true, that Jennie had not so much told her tale as unburdened herself of it, as if she were the survivor of a catastrophic accident. I could tell she was upset but I did not know why.

“Were you frightened?” she asked. I wanted to say that the main source of fear in my life had now been banished, that I had in any case never been much troubled by ghost stories, that my cast of mind was more prosaic than fantastical. And yet I held back, because a part of me at least had been frightened. Not by the story itself, but by its effect on Jennie.

“It was a good story,” I said at last. “Someone should make it into a film.”

For a moment she said nothing. Then she sat up, turning to face me, moving with a suddenness that almost made me recoil.

“What would you say if I told you the story was true?” she said. “That there is a thread of truth running through it, at least?”

“You mean someone hurt you like that? That someone treated you the same way Jon treated Alice?”

She did not reply. She hugged her knees, as if she thought she could make herself smaller that way, shrink herself out of existence. She seemed distraught, as if at some private, untellable grief, and I thought how out-of-place she seemed, so disastrously vulnerable upon the surface of this world. I could not believe that Jennie had herself hurt anyone but maybe she thought she had, maybe she had wanted to. I for one would not blame her.

“I would say that people make mistakes,” I said. “Terrible mistakes, sometimes. But then they learn from them. That is what life is about, isn’t it, learning from our mistakes?”

It seemed a ridiculous thing to say, trite and insubstantial, but I was pitifully unused to dispensing words of wisdom. When it came to life experience I was more at sea than she was. I put my arms around her instead, drew her close, the two of us side by side on the creaky old bed. I could feel her heart beating, too fast. Gradually it slowed to match my own.

I awoke with a start. The lamp was still on, casting its anaemic yellow light around the room. The house was deathly quiet. The clock on the bedside table read half past three. Jennie lay facing the wall, her long limbs bundled together like so much dry kindling. She was so still that her body seemed uninhabited and husk-like, as if her spirit might have left it behind. I wanted to shake her, to check she was all right. I placed the palm of my hand gently against her back. Her body felt perfectly warm, and she was breathing. It was a strange hour of the night. Time itself stood motionless, poised on the brink between yesterday and tomorrow.

I turned on my side and switched out the light. The room was plunged into a complete blackness that only slowly became grey shadow. I reached for the folded blanket at the foot of the bed and pulled it up to cover us. I stared into the darkness, thinking about Jennie’s story and what she had meant by it. I felt certain that if I were to demand the truth from her outright, she would have told me everything but I did not want to ask. I did not want to ask in case my prying destroyed her trust in me. I had known her for no time at all, yet I knew we belonged together, that if I were to lose her my life would pass away uselessly and filled with regret. Eventually I slept. I dreamed of a house in a forest, a sky filled with stars.

* * *

We awoke to find the drizzle had abated, leaving the sky clear and chalky blue. We crammed ourselves into two cars – Hilary Arden’s Volvo estate and Sally’s four-wheel drive – and drove towards the coast. Simon Barclay showed us where we could find the orb builders Larinioides cornutus and Mangora acalypha, then took us to a derelict granite barn where a colony of Amaurobius similis lived in silk-lined tunnels in cracks between the stones. We had lunch at a popular gastropub, The Ostler, an ancient coaching inn, its walls covered with images and mementoes from its historic past. By the time we returned to Jessop Lodge the sinking sun had set its fires along the western horizon. Fresh clouds were beginning to gather, their underbellies the varicose, blunted blue of stainless steel. The hedgerows smelled of rain, and the tarmac glistened with moisture. The house was dark. I wanted to go in and light the lamps. I wanted to go upstairs and be with Jennie.

“I forgot who I was,” she said, after we made love. “I thought I was you.”

Later that night I got up to go to the bathroom. The landing was dark except for a narrow beam of light beneath one of the doors. A floorboard creaked, and there was a subdued murmuring of voices. One of the voices I recognised as Sally’s.

“You hear these stories sometimes, but I don’t believe them,” said the other voice, quite distinctly. It was Andrew Lill. I paused for a moment, then crept on my way.

* * *

Sally gave me a lift back to the station. We were late leaving – I had misplaced the Nesbit book somehow – and Sally was worried we wouldn’t make the train. I was glad of the distraction, which gave the journey an urgency and focus that discouraged the discussion of anything apart from travel routes and traffic density. Jennie stood in the driveway, waving us off. Hilary Arden was taking her home. He would be passing that way anyway, and so it made sense. Half an hour earlier she had given me a folded slip of paper with her contact details. I found it quaint but unsurprising that she did not have a mobile. I kissed her eyelids with their spider’s web of veins. I did not tell her I loved her. It would have sounded like saying goodbye.

* * *

I signed off the surveying course and switched to zoology. My tutors made a fuss but in the end they were unable to come up with sufficient reason to deny me. I already had an A level in mathematics. They told me I had until the end of the year to catch up with the rest of the requirements and that I’d have to start my second year again. This made things tough in terms of funding but when set against the rest of my life there was no real question. I knew this was an opportunity I had to take.

Plenty of couples survive long distance relationships, hop-scotching their way from one weekend to another until the timelines determining their careers and their personal circumstances eventually match. Jennie and I could have managed in a similar fashion – even with me being put back a year, it would be less than three until I graduated – but it seemed important to both of us not to waste time, to be properly together as soon as we could make that possible. Two weeks into the summer term I moved out of halls into a studio flat on the third floor of a building that also housed a fish-and-chip shop and a theatrical hairdresser’s, paying the rent by coaching GCSE maths. A month later Jennie joined me, and things became easier. She took a job waitressing in a Cypriot lunch bar, and then, later, at the mock-Victorian tearooms that adjoined the Viceroy Hotel. I urged her to try for something better but she refused.

“I like it,” she said. “Every day is different. And I like talking to people.” When she returned to the flat in the evenings she would take off her coat and shoes and lie down on the bed, watching me through half-closed eyelids as I sat at the table, marking quadratic equations. If I sat down next to her I would sometimes feel her long, pale limbs trembling with tiredness.

When I asked her what she wanted to do with her life long-term, she said that she didn’t see any point in going to college.

“I’m going to be an artist,” she said. “It’s what I’ve always wanted to do. And now I can begin.”

When she wasn’t working at the tearoom she circled the town on foot, hunting for the discarded curios that formed the subject of her art. Sweet wrappers and broken toys, the caps of old beer bottles, dropped coins and mud-stained playing cards and lost earrings. These were the treasures she found in the gutters and in the loading bays, in the criss-crossing network of dustbin alleys that ran behind the houses, on the patch of wasteland that formed a boundary between the industrial estate and the river. She made drawings of what she saw, intricate and intensely detailed, which she later reconstructed in oils: intense still lives in concentrated, jewel-like colours, immaculately rendered on canvas, or sections of wood.

One day shortly before I graduated she came home and told me that six of her artworks were to go on display at the municipal library, a series of six paintings detailing a pair of diamante earrings and a yellow matchbox. One of the paintings featured Marpissa muscosa, a squat, heavy hunting spider with powerful, hairy legs, a species I had never encountered outside of a textbook. When I asked Jennie where the spider had come from, she said she had found her under a brick in the fenced-in alleyway between the sports centre and the Weigh’n’Save.

“I put her back in the same place afterwards,” she said. “They like to keep their own territory.”

A month after the library exhibition Jennie received a commission to illustrate a children’s book, a field guide to garden birds. She had work all the time after that, and was able to reduce her waitressing hours. Sometimes, if she was on a deadline, she would sit up half the night under the powerful anglepoise lamp she used, laying down tiny dabs of colour with brushes so fine the paint almost seemed to be hovering in mid-air. When she finally came to bed her fingertips were stiff and cold, like stone.

* * *

People have always told stories about shapeshifters, right back to the Stone Age. Perhaps we have always felt a longing to escape the earthly bounds of our human form. The Roman scholar Juvenal wrote a treatise on the mysteries of lycanthropy. Bohemian legend tells of a prince who took the form of a bat two hundred years before Bram Stoker invented his Dracula. In South America, the Incas worshipped the sun dogs, enormous, great-eyed hounds with the souls of men. Stories of the selkie people, human-shaped creatures who are really seals, are common to the folklore of many northern countries.

I know all this because for a year or so after my first visit to Jessop Lodge I became fascinated by the subject. I had studied Kafka’s Metamorphosis at school and while at the time it meant little to me, when I happened to re-read the novel it disturbed me profoundly. For a while it even gave me nightmares, though in time they passed, the tale of Gregor Samsa and his transformation into a giant beetle slipping from my daily consciousness, the book that contained it sitting silently with all the others on the shelf in my study.

I remember an article I read at this time, a piece in one of the Sunday supplements that, while it horrified me less, stayed with me longer. It told the story of a young man from Texas who was convinced he was descended from an alien bloodline. His photograph showed a lean, rather bloodless youth with a prematurely receding hairline and a curiously distorted right eyebrow.

“I know there must be others like me,” ran the quotation. “They need to wake up to who they really are.” I stared at the young man’s photograph for a long time, trying to decide if what he said might possibly be true or whether it was simply a delusion, an obsessive–compulsive disorder of the kind that especially seem to affect young people. If so, might such a delusion be genetically transmissible, an accident of biochemistry not dissimilar from the kind that can produce a sheep with two heads or a baby with twelve fingers? I thought on these subjects for a long time, and without coming to any conclusions. Eventually I decided it was better – more healthy – to let the matter pass from my mind.

Jennie first became pregnant in the summer following our second wedding anniversary. Rather than filling out, she became very drawn. The skin of her face took on a papery quality. The freckles on her arms seemed to darken, standing out starkly against her pale skin like the blotchy discolouration of disease. By the sixth month, her belly was hugely distended, with the same blue-veined translucency as the skin of her eyelids. In herself she seemed not so much distracted as catatonic. She would sleep for hours, her arms and legs drawn up around the colossal bulk of her stomach, on some days rising only to eat lunch, then to paint for an hour or two in the afternoon. Sometimes on waking she appeared confused, uncertain of where she was.

I was terrified for her safety, terrified that even after the birth she might not return to normal. I kept thinking back to what she said soon after we met, that she had not been able to apply for college because she’d been ill. I wondered what kind of illness she had suffered from, why I had never thought to ask her before.

My worries proved groundless. Jennie went into labour at ten o’clock on the morning of her due date and gave birth less than three hours later. There were no complications. The baby was a nine-pound girl. We named her Rebecca. Two years later our son Benjamin was born. Jennie’s pregnancy seemed less of an ordeal the second time around, although it could simply have been that I knew what to expect. By the time Benny came into the world, Beck had grown into a sturdy, talkative toddler with a shock of dark curly hair that people seemed to think made her look like me. Benny had fine pale hair like Jennie’s, eyes the liquid green of peridots. He rarely cried. Beck, by contrast, made enough noise for the two of them put together.

* * *

In an autobiographical essay entitled ‘Rumpelstiltskin’, the great American arachnologist Cedric Hathaway stated that he had never entirely conquered his childhood fear of house spiders. ‘There is something stealthy in their movement, in their seeming ability to render themselves invisible,’ he wrote, ‘an element of the mythological that tends towards the horrific.’ I was surprised to read he felt that way, whilst feeling bound to admit I knew what he meant. I have studied spiders all over the world; the Tegenaria that inhabit the attics and understairs cupboards of Northern Europe are pygmies when compared with the Australian huntsman, or the Brazilian bird-eating spider, both comfortably as large as the human hand.

There is nonetheless something endearingly benign about these larger species, a characterful, almost hamster-like quality that is lacking in the hunched, skittish arthropods so memorably described by Hathaway and by Primo Levi. I have no reason to be afraid of house spiders, yet something within me grows cold at the sight of them. It is as if they were not made to be looked upon and therefore resent our scrutiny.

There is one evening I particularly remember. It was at the end of September, the time of year when summer finally gives way to autumn. Jennie was upstairs, giving Beck her bath. I was downstairs in my study, marking a pile of first-year essays on the prehistoric origins of the common housefly. The fire had been lit for the first time since early April. Benny was sprawled on the carpet, dressed in a blue-grey romper suit with twin white rabbits appliquéd on to the knees. He was playing with his Stickle Bricks, a type of plastic building block that can be pressed together to form larger structures. Even as a baby he liked to build things, and showed an aptitude for the practical I had never demonstrated.

He was mumbling happily to himself as was his habit, carrying on a one-sided conversation in his own private Benny-language that occasionally resembled English. It was a restful, almost contemplative sound, quite different from the excited, gossipy tirades that poured forth from Beck. From time to time I spoke back to him. Each time I did, Benny would look up for a second, gazing at me with what seemed a puzzled expression before resuming his game.

We carried on like this for the better part of an hour, until I suddenly became aware that his chattering had stopped. When I turned to check on him, I found him sitting up with his back to me. His hair had fallen forward over his forehead, and he seemed to be concentrating on something. At first I thought he was playing with a toy he had made from the Stickle Bricks. Then I saw that he was handling an enormous house spider, a Tegenaria duellica with a coal-coloured, hairy body around two centimetres in length.

It was the kind of creature that might be glimpsed crouching amongst a stack of empty flower pots in a garden shed or garage, that might emerge from behind a wardrobe in some ancient, abandoned house. I froze, watching as the spider ran over the back of Benny’s hand and then dropped swiftly down to the waiting palm below. Its legs rose and fell in that characteristic, jerky rhythm that made the creature appear almost mechanical. Benny stared down, seemingly entranced, handling the creature gently in the manner of a much older child. It was obvious to me he felt no fear.

At last he turned to gaze up at me, his green eyes filled with wonder. The spider dropped down to his kneecap then scuttled on to the carpet and hurried away.

“Mouse,” Benny said, decisively.

“Not mouse,” I said. “Spider.” I enunciated the word slowly and carefully, separating its twin syllables one from the other. I knew that Benny would retain the word instantly, as he seemed to retain everything. There was silk on his palms. I brushed the threads quickly away. It clung briefly to my own fingers, like grey spun sugar. I hugged Benny against my chest. As he nestled into me, gripping my shirt, I caught him glancing down at the carpet, at the base of the skirting board, into the dark, trapezoidal kingdom beneath my chair.

His green eyes shone, as if harbouring a secret.

The door opened and Jennie came in. As she raised a hand to push back her hair, it struck me for the hundredth time how alike they were, her and Benny, how there were times I could scarcely believe that they were mine.

“What have you boys been up to,” Jennie said. The front of her shirt was splashed with water from Beck’s bath-time.

“We’re discovering strange new worlds,” I said, looking down at Benny’s agglomeration of Stickle Bricks, a complex, colourful construction that could have been a castle or a ranch-house or some extraordinary new breed of spaceship. “We’ve also been learning new words.”

“Spi-der,” said Benny, reaching out his arms towards his mother. He pronounced the word with confidence, almost as if he had known it all along.

* * *

A couple of years ago I returned to Langwold. The British Arachnological Society had enlarged its programme of spider identification weekends, now running six courses each year instead of the former two.

I had been invited to direct one of them, a three-day workshop that was to take place at the end of June. I found Jessop Lodge unchanged, even down to the magnificent Pholcus phalangioides on the ceiling of the utility room. Sally did her best to convince me that it was the same spider.

“They can live for years, you know,” she said. “There’s no reason why it shouldn’t be Frieda.” She was right about the Pholcus’s longevity, and I was happy to go along with the joke, to amuse myself as well as the others. The guests that weekend were a retired banker from Leicestershire, a Canadian postgraduate lawyer, a university student from Durham, two couples from somewhere in the Home Counties who already knew each other, plus one of their daughters. The daughter, Amelie, spent the whole weekend trying to engage the attentions of the uncharacteristically handsome student by pretending to be terrified of anything larger than a money spider. This might have been annoying had it not been for the fact that Amelie Richards was one of the most adept spider hunters I had ever encountered.

Sally Beamish appeared not to have aged at all.

“I moved down to Langwold when Andrew died,” she told me. “He comes to the house most days.” I raised my eyebrows to imply that she was having more fun at my expense but her expression remained quite serious. Her long braided hair, once grey, was now completely white.

On the second day of the course, the Ashtons and the Richardses spent the morning making a photographic record of their discoveries. Amelie Richards had gone off with her student in his dilapidated Morris Minor, ostensibly on the hunt for raft spiders. I made my way into the village, cutting along Aubrey Lane until I reached the churchyard. The gap in the wall was still there, the patch of ground beyond still rampant with weeds.

I had to search for some time before I found the graves. I did not bother to look at the names inscribed on the others – I am sure they would have meant nothing to me. Beside the grave of Alison Tranter I knelt down in the leaf litter, moving aside the tendrils of ivy that covered her name. The lack of any date made it impossible to know whether Alison – or Alice, as Jennie had called her – had been Jennie’s grandmother, or great grandmother, or some other, more distant relation. She might simply have been someone Jennie had read about once, whose name she had remembered. There are people, like the parents of the young man from Texas who claimed to be an alien, who insist that too much reading can lead to confusion, or even madness.

I had intended to place some flowers on Alice’s grave, but in the end I thought better of it. I replaced the leaves, obscuring her name, and left the churchyard the way I had come. I decided that Alice might not like cut flowers, that she would prefer to leave them growing in the ground.


FLYING IN THE FACE OF GOD


ANITA SCHLEIF: Have you thought about what you’ll do if you’re not passed fit to take part in the mission? There has been a lot of talk in the media of how difficult it is for discharged fliers to be accepted back into society, of how women fliers especially have been treated as pariahs. How does it make you feel as a woman, knowing that the Kushnev drain will make you permanently infertile?

RACHEL ALVIN: I don’t let myself think about failure. I don’t see the point. I want to put all my efforts into succeeding. As for becoming infertile, it’s a decision you take, like any other, like having children or not having them. Life is all about making choices, and in making one choice you inevitably close the door on another. Fliers find it hard to fit in because being a flier is a vocation. Anyone who chooses to follow a vocation finds ordinary life difficult and mystifying, whether they’re an artist or a missionary or a mathematician. The Kushnev drain is only a part of it. Mainly it’s a question of focus, of intense focus on only one thing.

(From the transcript of Shooting the Albatross: the Women of the Aurora Space Program, a film by Anita Schleif)



What the Kushnev drain did to your body tended to vary from person to person; with Rachel the changes had started with her freckles. They looked darker than before and inflamed, standing out on her face like divots of rust. It was hot in the carriage, and Rachel’s brackish, slightly acrid body odour seemed more noticeable than usual. Anita watched the man in the opposite seat wipe sweat from his upper lip with the back of his hand then hoist his briefcase on to his knees and take out The Times. She saw him staring at Rachel over his newspaper, the way civilians always did with fliers, especially the women. Two stops down the line he left the train, leaving Anita and Rachel with the carriage to themselves.

Rachel stood up and tried to open the window but the sealing-catch, with its rusted-down hasps, proved too much for her. It was an antiquated design, something Anita remembered from her schooldays. She was amazed such a thing still existed. Most of the old-style compartment trains had been decommissioned years ago.

She got to her feet and opened the window, releasing the sticky catch with the heel of her hand. Warm air rushed in, filling the sweltering carriage with the scent of dried grass.

“You mustn’t strain yourself like that,” said Anita. “Remember what the doctors said.”

“I feel so useless, though. Physically, I mean. I can barely lift my own luggage.”

“The things you can do are different, that’s all. You know that better than anyone. Stop giving yourself a hard time.”

Rachel turned to face the window. Her thinning hair blew back a little from her face. Anita wondered if the rest would have to be shaved off, or whether it would fall out soon anyway. She thought of asking for the sake of the film, then realised she didn’t want to know the answer. When compared with other aspects of the Kushnev process it was a small matter. But the thought of Rachel losing her hair was painful, nonetheless.

“I went to the supermarket with Serge last night,” said Rachel suddenly. “Just after you left. I wanted to help him stock up. It was no good though, it was too much for me. I had to go back outside and sit in the car. It’s hard to explain, it’s like you’re drowning in colour and noise. The sight of all that food makes me feel ill.” She paused. “We tried to have sex later but it was hopeless. It hurt so much I had to tell him to stop. They gave us this special lubricant but it’s useless, at least it was for me. Serge told me it didn’t matter but I could tell how upset he was. He took ages getting to sleep.”

She turned back towards Anita. Her eyes, once dark blue, were now a faded turquoise, opaque as chalk. “Will you go and see him, after I’ve gone? I know he likes talking to you.”

Anita nodded. “Of course I will.” She wondered if this was Rachel’s way of giving her permission to sleep with Serge, to take her place. She knew it would be tempting, for both of them; also that she must not allow it to happen. She loved Serge, but as a brother. Upsetting that balance could be disastrous. They would come out of it better by behaving as they always did: going to films together and cooking curries and talking about Rachel. In the end Serge would meet someone else and that would be painful, for a while at least, but their friendship would remain intact.

For the past six months, both during Rachel’s leave and in the weeks before, Anita had concentrated all her energies on the film she was making about the women fliers. The idea for the film had arisen directly out of her early conversations with Rachel, and she had begun the project almost without realising what she was doing. In many ways she still felt uneasy about it. She didn’t want people to assume the film was directly connected with events in her own life, that it was a reaction to the death of her mother, for example. She found such ideas intrusive and unoriginal. But now she had started work it was impossible for her to draw back. She supposed people would be right to imagine that the film had a personal subtext, although its focus was not her mother’s death, but her feelings for Rachel.

Rachel was now producing less than ten millilitres of urine a day. Her skin had increased in thickness and lost most of its elasticity. She was eating next to nothing and sleeping little. The sleep she had was feverish and noisy with dreams.

Anita’s researches had made her an expert on the Kushnev process. Rachel had pulled strings until finally she had been granted an interview with Clement Anderson, the team’s doctor. He refused her request to film him, but he had agreed to their conversation being recorded. Afterwards, Anita had been allowed to shoot a few brief sequences around the base.

“The drain triggers a permanent change in the way cells grow,” Anderson had told her. “Crudely put, it induces a form of cancer.” He gave her a folder of printed material and a DVD film of Valery Kushnev explaining his theories. Kushnev’s accent was so strong Anita found herself feeling relieved they had included subtitles. The Kushnev process derived from cockroaches. Cockroaches, Kushnev explained, were the hardiest of species. They could endure the harshest of conditions and subsist on next to nothing. If necessary they could shut down most of their functions, regressing to a state of suspended animation until an improvement in external circumstances triggered a reawakening.

During the journey our fliers will find themselves floating in a kind of half-life, said Valery Kushnev on the video. A parallel existence, in which they retain intellectual function but without the accompanying stress of biological need. In this way we cross the emptiness of space. Our fliers are the new pioneers. You might say that they are following in the footsteps of Christopher Columbus.

At this point he chuckled, showing teeth that were eroded and stained with nicotine. Anita had watched the film a dozen times.

“How’s Meredith?” said Rachel. “Did you speak to her?”

Anita started in her seat. For a moment she had almost forgotten where she was.

“She’s fine,” said Anita. “She asked after you.” Talking to her grandmother remotely was becoming increasingly difficult. The Wi-Fi connection was good at Southwater House, but Meredith refused to leave the webcam on and disembodied voices seemed to confuse her even more.

“How is that friend of yours?” she had said the last time Anita called. “I haven’t seen her in so long.”

“You mean Rachel, Gran,” said Anita. “Her name is Rachel. We came down to visit last week.”

Her grandmother’s short-term memory was becoming increasingly erratic but there were days when Meredith Sheener was as sharp as ever, keen to read the newspapers at breakfast time as she had always done and even completing a small section of the crossword puzzle. She was still a demon at cards. Anita had tried talking to the visiting consultant about this, asking if the card-playing might help stimulate other areas of her grandmother’s brain, but he brushed her words aside, shaking his head as though she had asked him if Meredith might one day take up deep-sea diving or decide to learn a second language.

“They all have something they hold on to,” he said. “With some it’s cards or backgammon, with others it’s a photographic memory for Shakespeare. It doesn’t mean anything. An old person’s brain is like a capsized steam freighter: you’ll find pockets of air here and there but the ship is going to sink in the end. I wouldn’t want to raise your hopes.”

Anita remembered the look on his face, the tight, harassed expression of a man with too many demands on his time. He was tall, grey and gaunt, his fingers slightly twisted from arthritis.

“He’s a good-looking man, that doctor, don’t you think?” This was something her grandmother said every time Anita visited. Anita knew she fretted about her not being settled with anyone. She wished she could reassure her in some way, explain how her love for Rachel sustained her as much as it caused her pain. She touched the pendant around her neck, feeling its bumpy contours through the thin green material of her blouse. It was something she often did at times of stress or uncertainty. The pendant seemed to act as a lodestone, bringing her back in touch with who she was.

It hung on a silver chain, a small, finely worked piece of silver in the form of a dodo. Her grandmother had once taken her to see the dodo skeleton on display at the Natural History Museum. Anita had gazed at it with intense curiosity, almost with reverence.

“Why are there no real dodos?” she asked. She had been about eight at the time.

“The dodo forgot how to fly,” said her grandmother. “It lived on the island of Mauritius, right in the middle of the Indian Ocean. There were no people there, and no other big animals either, so it was perfectly safe. It didn’t really need its wings at all. But when hunters finally came to the island the dodo couldn’t get away from them. They were shot and killed in their thousands. In less than a hundred years they were extinct.”

Anita thought it was terribly sad. She felt a huge anger towards the hunters, with their ridiculous feathered hats and their carefully oiled fowling pieces. Later, when they got home, her grandmother had shown her where Mauritius was on the map.

“It was a paradise when sailors first discovered it,” she said. “So much of the world was still unknown then. Imagine how it must have felt, to set foot in a place that no one had seen before.”

As a child, Anita was allowed to wear the pendant occasionally as a treat. When she turned sixteen her grandmother gave her the silver dodo and told her it was hers to keep.

“It belonged to your mother,” she said. “She wore it until the day before she died.”

* * *

When they arrived at Charing Cross, they had a minor argument. Anita wanted to accompany Rachel all the way to Northolt, but Rachel insisted on continuing with the journey by herself.

“How are you going to manage?” said Anita. “What about your luggage?”

Rachel couldn’t carry anything heavy because her bones were still at the brittle stage. There was also the question of safety. There had been several attacks on fliers in recent months, although on all but one occasion the incidents had happened at night.

“I’ve only got one suitcase,” said Rachel. “Nothing is going to happen.” She laid her hand on Anita’s arm, her fingers brownish, a bunch of dry twigs. “I need some time to get adjusted. If you follow me right to the wire I’ll blub like a girl.”

Anita tried to laugh. She remembered another, earlier conversation, the argument that had erupted between them on the morning Rachel received her commission.

“It’s too late for this, don’t you see that?” Rachel had screamed at her. “It’s been too late from the day I had the first course of injections. Don’t you think I could do with some support? Has it never occurred to you I might be scared, too?”

In the end Anita went with her as far as the underground. They said goodbye in a cafe just off Leicester Square. From the outside it looked dimly inviting, but there was something wrong with the air conditioning and Anita’s neck and armpits were soon drenched in sweat. Rachel barely registered temperature changes any more. She wet her lips with small sips of mineral water while Anita drank a glass of orange juice, feeling it slip down her throat in freezing gouts. At the end of twenty minutes Rachel called for the bill and then stood up to go.

“It’s time,” she said. “The longer we put it off the worse it will be.” She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed at her eyes, although Anita was sure this was just out of habit; Rachel’s tear ducts had dried up some time ago.

Once they were outside on the street Anita turned and took her in her arms.

“I love you,” she said. “I love you so much.”

“I know,” said Rachel. “I know you do.”

They went down the escalators to the Piccadilly Line. A youth with tattooed black mambas encircling both forearms helped Rachel on to the train.

“Going up soon then, are you?” he said. “I think you’re the business.” He steered her gently, almost tenderly towards a seat. The train doors slid closed. Anita raised her hand, meaning to wave, but Rachel’s face was angled away from her, talking to the boy with the snake tattoos. As Anita watched he threw his head back, his green eyes crinkled closed in a soundless laugh.

* * *

Once Anita was back at Charing Cross she telephoned Serge. He sounded distant and preoccupied and for the first time it occurred to Anita that he might have started seeing someone else. Anita had taken it for granted that he would remain faithful. It was something she could admire, something that softened the edges of her jealousy. Now she wondered if she had simply been fooling herself.

“I wanted to let you know I’ll be away for a while,” she said to him. “I’m going to visit my grandmother. I shouldn’t be gone long – just a couple of days.”

She didn’t really know why she was telling him. She supposed it was an excuse – an excuse to call – though the decision to go and see Meredith had come upon her spontaneously, almost in the middle of a sentence. She pressed the phone to her ear, as if she were straining to catch him out in a lie.

“I’ll see you when you get back, then,” he said. “Are you OK, Anita? Do you want me to come round?”

“I’m fine,” she said. Quite suddenly he was the last person she wanted to see. “I’ll let you know as soon as I get back.”

She changed trains at London Bridge and then again at East Croydon. The fields either side of the tracks were yellow and cracked. There had been no rain to speak of since April. Drought summers were common now, almost the norm, though Anita remembered such parched spells occurring even during her childhood, the standpipes in the streets, the ‘dry hours’ between eleven and four. A boy in her class, Rowland Parker, had once gone six whole months without taking a bath.

“It’s my patriotic duty,” he said. The rest of them had egged him on, placing bets on how long he could hold out. He stank like a muskrat, but the skin beneath his clothes was smooth and clean. Even his smell had attracted her: feral and vital and somehow other. Anita remembered touching his penis, its immediate and startling response.

It was Rowland who had told her the truth about her mother.

“Your mum died in that fire, didn’t she?” he said. “That explosion on board the rocket? There’s stuff about her on the internet. My brother told me.”

They were sitting out by the Old Pond, side by side on what everyone still called the diving platform, though there had been no water in the lake for years, just a foot or so sometimes in winter. The concrete was burning hot. Anita squinted through her lashes at the three o’clock sun.

“My mother died in a plane crash,” she said.

“Oh,” said Rowland. “Sorry. Niall must have got it wrong.” He glanced at her sideways then looked down at his hands. His feet were dangling over the rim of the dried-up lake. He had beautiful feet, long and narrow, and three large mosquito bites just above his ankle bone. The bites formed an almost straight line, three pinky-red full stops.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Anita. “I never knew her. I was a baby when she died. I don’t remember anything about her.”

She didn’t know what to think, and this, at nine years old, had been her first real experience of uncertainty. If what Rowland said was true, then what her grandmother had told her was not true, or at least not the whole truth. The world, previously a place of straight lines and lighted spaces, became suddenly darker and full of shadows. When she got home that evening she found herself looking at her grandmother more carefully, studying her almost, and wondering who exactly she was. Meredith Sheener, a young woman still at fifty, her thick hair piled high on her head. Was Meredith her grandmother at all, or some impostor sent to lie to her? The idea was frightening but Anita could not deny there was also an element of excitement to it. She ate her supper in silence, thinking hard. She wondered what would happen if she forgot how to speak, just as the dodo had forgotten how to fly. She wondered what it would be like to spend the rest of her life as a mute.

They had a mute at school, Leonie Coffin, though she was teased more for her name than for her silence.

It was her grandmother who spoke first.

“Are you all right, my darling? Did something bad happen?”

Anita felt tempted to say nothing, because that would be more enigmatic and more in keeping with the seriousness of the situation, but in the end the directness of her grandmother’s question made her unable to resist answering it.

“Rowland said Mum died on a rocket. Is that true?”

Meredith answered at once and without prevarication. It was that, more than anything else, that persuaded Anita that Meredith was telling the truth. She said that Anita’s mother Melanie had died on board a rocket called the Aurora 1. The rocket had been sabotaged, and exploded on take-off. Everyone on board was killed instantly, and several ground staff had died in the fire that destroyed the launch site. Anita’s father had been one of them.

“The papers wouldn’t leave us alone,” said Meredith. “It was terrible for everyone, of course, but it was Melanie they were most interested in because she was the only woman.”

“But who would want to blow up a rocket when there were people inside?” Anita’s heart clenched. In spite of her determination to be detached and grown up about it, she could feel the tears beginning to burn at the back of her throat.

“People who are no good at all,” said her grandmother. She sighed and bowed her head, rubbing at her eyes with the back of her hand. “There were some people who thought it was bad to send human beings into space. They complained about the money it cost, and said it should be spent on feeding poor people and building schools and hospitals and churches here on Earth. But that wasn’t the main thing. Mostly they thought that human beings shouldn’t get above themselves, that if people were meant to fly they would have been born with wings. A blasphemy, they called it, flying in the face of God. They called themselves the Guardian Angels, but what they actually did was kill people.”

Anita fell silent again. The feelings inside her jostled for attention. It was exciting that her mother had been a spacewoman. It was also exciting, in a way, that her mother had been someone important – important enough to kill – though she would not have admitted this feeling to anyone, except perhaps Rowland. Exciting, but also terrifying. She felt exposed and suddenly vulnerable, as if her own life might be in danger.

She wondered if it were possible to feel grief for someone she did not remember, who was connected to her by fact but not by experience.

Anita asked her grandmother if she could have a photograph of her mother to keep in her room. She had seen photographs of course, plenty of them, images that had become so familiar to her they seemed more like film stills, images that made her mother common property. She thought that maybe owning one of these photographs might make her mother seem more present, more like a real person. Meredith went into her bedroom and a little while later came back with a red cardboard wallet. It contained two photographs: a duplicate of the one of her mother graduating from Oxford that her grandmother kept on her dressing table and another, previously unknown to her, showing Melanie in a checked shirt with a baby in her arms.

“That’s you at eight weeks old,” said her grandmother. “It’s the only picture I have of the two of you together.”

Anita’s throat felt tight and closed, as if a large weight was pressing down on her windpipe. When she asked tentatively if her grandmother had any photographs of her father, Meredith shook her head.

“I’m sorry dear, but I don’t. I hardly knew Malcolm really. They had only been married six weeks.”


AS: Can you tell me something about how you got involved in the space program? You already had a good career as an industrial chemist, a lot of respect from your colleagues, plenty to look forward to. Some people would say you’ve sacrificed your humanity for the sake of the Aurora project. What made you want to do this in the first place?

RA: This is something I remember quite clearly. When I was eleven years old I saw a film called Voyage to the Sun, which wasn’t about space travel at all but about the first transatlantic voyages, to America and the West Indies. I’d learned about the great explorations at school of course, but seeing the film made them seem ten times more real. I’d never been so excited by anything in my life. What captivated me most was the idea that our world had once been dangerous, that huge areas of our planet were still unknown. The sailors who set out on those sea crossings didn’t know where they were going, much less if they would ever return. They risked their lives for the sake of an adventure and the idea of their bravery thrilled me to the bone. As I grew older I started to read about the early space pioneers and all those thoughts and feelings came back to me. I suppose they’d never really gone away.



Rachel Alvin first contacted Anita to say how much she had enjoyed Anita’s short film Moon Dogs, based around a greyhound track in Hackney. The two women corresponded for a while and then arranged to meet for lunch at an Italian restaurant in Soho. Rachel was small and quietly spoken, her features too angular to be conventionally beautiful but there was something fearless about her, an audacity in her way of thinking Anita found compelling. The two women bonded immediately. It was not until later, when Rachel asked if she was related to Melanie Schleif, that Anita realised it hadn’t been the film that had drawn Rachel to her in the first instance but her surname.

“She was my mother,” Anita said. Had it been anyone else but Rachel she would have resented the question. She supposed it was possible that Rachel knew more about her mother than she did. “She died when I was eight months old.”

“I can hardly believe it,” said Rachel. “Melanie Schleif has been my hero since I was small.” Her face was pale, her blue eyes shiny with tears. Anita felt a surge of jealousy, which she repressed immediately. Her mother was dead, after all. The important thing was not how she and Rachel had met, but that the meeting had happened.

“I have some things of hers,” she said. “I could show them to you, if you like.”

The following Sunday, Rachel came to Anita’s flat in Woolwich. Together they went through the photographs, the painted tin piggy bank, the wooden globe, the biography of Valentina Tereshkova with ‘Melanie Muriel Sheener’ inscribed on the flyleaf in blue biro.

“My grandmother got rid of most of her stuff. She said she found it too upsetting to keep seeing her personal possessions about the place, that it was like having a ghost in the house,” said Anita. “These are all that’s left.” Later in the afternoon they took the bus up to Shooter’s Hill and Anita showed Rachel the house she had grown up in, the house where Melanie also had spent her childhood. It faced the main road, a large Victorian building that was originally a school, that had later been divided into flats. Anita had not been there since she and her grandmother had moved out eighteen months before. The place seemed different somehow, and strange, almost as if her time there had been erased.

“The flats are enormous inside,” she said. “There’s a lane at the back that runs all the way to Oxleas Wood. There were foxgloves. I used to play in the woods all the time when I was a child.”

She felt an almost irresistible urge to show Rachel the garden, but the side gate was padlocked shut. She had no right to be here now, she was an intruder to be deterred. The locked gate made her feel angry, though she knew such feelings were illogical. She found herself wishing she had made more of an effort to buy the flat, though at the time it had seemed important to make a clean break.

“I loved it here,” she said. “This house was somewhere I always felt safe.”

After the flat was sold, the money was invested to pay the fees for her grandmother’s retirement home. The apartment had been priced well out of Anita’s range, though in the end the amount of work that needed doing meant they had been forced to sell to developers. Anita felt certain that if she had fought harder she would have found a way of getting the money together.

Rachel was taking pictures with her phone, gazing about herself like a tourist at a World Heritage Site. Anita touched the dodo pendant through her dress. Being here with Rachel had made it possible not only for her to return to the house but to feel nostalgia for it, almost as if her growing feelings for Rachel had opened a new compartment in her mind. She wondered why she had not yet told her the whole truth about her mother’s effects, that as well as the handful of personal possessions there were several cardboard boxes of letters, diaries and photographs, papers she had found among her grandmother’s things when she was clearing out the flat. Anita had barely glanced at them before hiding them away in a cupboard at her new place in Woolwich.

When Anita was a child, she had hero-worshipped her mother as Rachel did now. By the time she went away to college she had experienced an increasing need not to be defined by her. Meredith’s illness had changed that for a time, but now Anita wanted her mother out of the way again so she could have Rachel to herself.

* * *

By the time the train reached Shoreham it was almost empty. Anita stepped on to the platform, slamming the train door shut with a hollow bang. Sallow grass was growing between the paving slabs. The sun beat down. The familiar smell of seaweed seemed stronger than ever, though the tide was far out, and there was nothing to see but mudflats.

The first time Anita had taken Rachel to visit Meredith, Rachel had been on her second course of injections and her hand-to-eye coordination was all over the place. She had spilled a cup of tea, scalding herself quite badly. Meredith had taken over, dabbing Savlon on Rachel’s burns and finding her a clean shirt to put on, a garment with a high lace collar and diamante buttons that Anita had never seen before.

“Goodness knows where it came from,” Anita said afterwards, on the train back to London. “The clothes she wore at home were always so dull.”

“Perhaps she feels she’s free now,” Rachel said. “Free to dress how she wants instead of going along with people’s expectations.”

Anita had found this idea fascinating, and in a strange way comforting. She felt humbled by Rachel’s generosity of spirit, her ability to accept people for who they were. She turned her back on the sea and began to walk up the hill that led to the retirement home. It was quite a climb, though the sea views from the top were a large part of what made Southwater House so highly regarded. The retirement home catered for around thirty full-time residents, and with its tiled hallways and sloping lawns it reminded Anita of the 1920s seaside hotels in the Golden Age detective stories her grandmother had once enjoyed, novels by Agatha Christie and Dorothy L. Sayers. The staff seemed to connive in the illusion; some of them were more eccentric than the residents. The place existed in a state of semi-chaos, and it was precisely this that had convinced Anita that her grandmother would be happy there.

The hallway smelled of pine detergent and fermenting grass clippings, a scent that invariably reminded her of the day Meredith first arrived here. The dismantling of the Shooter’s Hill flat had been difficult for her and she had arrived at Southwater House tearful and disorientated. When Anita tried to kiss her goodbye she clung to her and called her Melanie. The next time Anita saw her grandmother she was different: more distant maybe, yet more cheerful and contented-seeming in herself. Anita wondered if Rachel was right, that Meredith was finally feeling the freedom to be herself.

There was no one at the reception desk. Anita hesitated, wondering if she should ring the bell or go on upstairs. Eventually someone appeared, a young woman with peroxide hair and glasses. She was wheeling a linen cart with one hand and clutching a sheaf of newspapers under her arm. Anita recognised her from a previous visit but couldn’t remember her name.

“Miss Sheener,” she said. “Your grandmother’s in her room. She hasn’t been feeling too bright today, I’m afraid.”

Anita felt surprised to be addressed by Meredith’s surname, as if in some mysterious way she had become her grandmother. She didn’t know if the woman was ignorant of her actual surname or had simply forgotten it.

“Is she all right?” she said. “You do know you can always call me if there’s anything wrong?”

The peroxide nurse took a step backwards. “Nothing to worry about,” she said. “She isn’t ill or anything, just a bit down in the dumps.”

Anita took this as a euphemism, that the carer was trying to tell her that Meredith was going through one of her confused periods. It was less than a week since her last visit but in Meredith’s world time was an unstable commodity. She smiled vaguely and nodded before heading upstairs.

Meredith’s room was on the first floor overlooking the sea, large and bright and L-shaped, full of things. There were mementoes Anita remembered from Shooter’s Hill as well as a scattering of new ones: china ornaments and embroidered cushion covers, a set of brass candlesticks. Like the ostentatious clothes, these things seemed more a part of the new Meredith than the old one.

Meredith sat in the armchair beside the bed. Her eyes were open but there was a fixed, empty quality to her gaze that made her seem absent. Anita caught her breath.

“Are you all right, Gran?” she said. She knelt beside her grandmother’s chair, took hold of her hands. Meredith’s fingers gripped hers tightly like an anxious child’s.

“I want to talk to Rachel,” she said. “There’s something I need to tell her.”

She seemed suddenly fully aware, as if a switch had been thrown inside her, eyes blazing with life. She looked twenty years younger, the way she had been when Anita was still at university.

“Rachel isn’t here, Gran,” said Anita. “Her leave is finished. She’ll be flying back to America next week. I told you last night on the phone.”

She felt full of a cold and desperate pity. She wondered if this was how her grandmother had felt, when she had to explain to Anita that her mother was dead. In a small corner of her mind she envied Meredith for being able to exist in a world where Rachel was still retrievable, where the possibility existed of her imminent return. Tears started behind her eyes. She bowed her head, hoping her grandmother would not notice. The doctors said that a large part of her illness had to do with self-absorption, an inability to process events in the outside world. But Meredith wrested a hand free and grabbed at her sleeve.

“You look sad,” she said. “Has something bad happened to Rachel?”

Anita gazed down at her, thinking as she had often thought how strangely unalike they had been. Anita’s mother Melanie had been blond and robust, the spit of the Dutch sea captain, Claes Sheener, who had been her father. Meredith Sheener was a small, Celtic-looking woman with fine bones and heavy-lidded deep-set eyes. Her hair, once black, had begun going grey not long after Melanie died.

Anita felt her heart crushed by tenderness for her. She had always shown such fortitude. Even now in her helplessness she was busy thinking of others.

“No, Gran. Rachel’s fine. If there’s anything you want to say to her you can tell me. I can pass your message along next time she phones.”

Meredith’s grip relaxed and the fierceness went out of her eyes.

“Not to worry, my darling. I wanted to tell her how much she reminds me of Melanie, but it can wait until next time.” She caressed Anita’s hair, looking suddenly tired. Anita stared at her, confused. She thought of Rachel’s gangling limbs, her flat chest and copper hair and freckled face. Before beginning the Kushnev process, Rachel used to joke she was more than half cockroach already. There seemed little to compare her with Melanie, yet Anita supposed it was true in a way. Rachel and Melanie were both courageous, women of action. They were both prepared to die for what they believed in. Whereas Anita had always been content to stand and watch.

Her mother hadn’t loved her enough to stay on Earth for her and neither had Rachel. Anita began to weep.

“It’s all my fault, Gran,” she said. “I should have found a way to stop her but I didn’t know how. I love her so much. It’s almost worse than if she were dead.”

If Rachel were dead she would be safe – safe to be remembered and loved. As things were, she lived on as a monster, dedicated to a life where personal feeling was nothing when set against her vocation, the mysterious inner voice that told her she did not belong here, that her life, her mission, her purpose lay elsewhere. Somewhere so far away and alien it was impossible for anyone not Rachel to understand.

And yet in a hundred years from now, when Anita was dead and buried, would Rachel not think of her? Would she not remember the afternoon they had spent together on Shooter’s Hill, the foxgloves bright as bunting in the overgrown grass?

She hugged her grandmother’s knees and cried. She thought how furious the peroxide nurse would be if she came and found her in such a state. She struggled to control her tears.

“I’m sorry, Gran,” she said. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m just tired.”

Her grandmother was silent, her eyes fixed on some invisible horizon, her hands at her sides. Anita’s heart lurched. For one terrible moment she wondered if her grandmother was dead, had died because of her crying. For this too she would be to blame. Then Meredith’s hands moved, rustling her skirt. Anita leapt to her feet and stood over her, the dodo pendant swinging free of her blouse. The silver bird hung in mid-air, twisting slowly at the end of its chain.

“Can I get you anything?” Anita said. “Would you like a cup of tea?”

Meredith looked up at her and smiled, creasing the delicate skin at the corners of her eyes. She reached out for the pendant, grabbing at it like a small child trying to catch a butterfly. She batted it with her fingers, making it dance and shudder, the closest it would ever get to natural flight.

“I blamed myself for years over Melanie,” she said. “We had a terrible row the day she left. You were so tiny still, and I told her she was a fool and selfish, that she was abandoning her daughter for the sake of her career. She said I was jealous, that I wanted to turn her into a housewife just like I was. None of that was true, but I was using you as an excuse, just the same. She did this strange thing, you see. She asked me to look after that pendant. She had never done anything like that before, and she never took off that chain. Her best friend in college gave it to her and she always wore it, even in the shower. I got it into my head that something terrible was going to happen, all because of that stupid pendant. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing her.” She took Anita’s hand, squeezing her fingers with surprising strength. “I used to take photographs, too, a long time ago. There was a time when I thought I might make something of it, but then Melanie was born, and Claes died. Everything was so difficult all of a sudden, so complicated. I suppose I let things slide. Then just as I was beginning to get a grip on my life again, Melanie was killed. I felt as if the tide had gone out and left me stranded. It was like walking along the beach at dusk, when the sea is far out and the sand is wet and shiny as a mirror. It’s beautiful, the dusk, but it’s the loneliest time of the day. I felt so lost, as if I’d never be able to find my way home again. I even felt some sympathy with them, you know, with the people who did it, the God people. The idea of space travel seemed so terrifying, so dangerous, like straying into a house where bad things are. It felt wrong to me, unnatural, even though I was so proud of her I could hardly breathe.”

She reached for the pendant again, holding it between finger and thumb. “Your friend Rachel was beautiful. I think she’s brave, to give all that up.”

“She still is beautiful, Gran,” said Anita. “At least she is to me.” She sat down on the edge of the bed. Her eyes felt swollen from crying. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go and see who’s in the dining room.” She stood up and put out her hand. Her grandmother stared at it in bewilderment, as if at some miraculous apparition, and Anita wondered how much of their conversation she would remember. The new drugs they were trying showed good results, but the doctor had warned her not to be over-optimistic about the long-term prognosis.

“It’s like blowing on dying embers,” he said. “There’s a glow, and a little warmth, but it doesn’t last.”

It struck her how unusual it was, his mode of expression, how rich in metaphor. She thought of his tired eyes, his twisted fingers, of how kind he was really, especially when delivering bad news. How he seemed to take each failure to heart, as if he were personally responsible for medicine being powerless against death.

I wonder if I could film him, she thought. I wonder if he would let me, if I asked.

* * *

The boxes were in the cupboard under the stairs, right at the back behind the vacuum cleaner and her grandmother’s old ironing board. There were three of them, two large ones stamped with the logo of a well-known food company and another, half the size, which was unmarked. She opened the small box first, realising almost at once that most of what it contained were her mother’s official papers – birth certificate, passport, medical reports, the kind of information that would be on file at any public records office.

The other two boxes contained a world – her mother’s world. Her grandmother had not got rid of everything, after all. Anita’s hands were shaking as she sorted through the photographs and postcards, the letters from old boyfriends, a fudge tin filled with pin badges and a pencil sharpener in the shape of Apollo 11. At the bottom of the second crate there were three cloth-bound notebooks that turned out to be Melanie’s diary for her final year at Oxford and for the months leading up to her enrolment in the space program. Anita was surprised to learn she had gone in as a ground engineer. She supposed this was how she had met Malcolm Schleif, although there was no mention of him amongst the pages.

Tucked into the inside cover of one of the notebooks was a postcard, a colour reproduction of Roland Savery’s Dodo in a Landscape. A single sentence – ‘Don’t forget your wings!’ – was scrawled across the back in spiky black capitals. The card had been posted from Oxford, and was addressed to Melanie at the Shooter’s Hill flat. It was signed ‘with all love from Susanne’. Anita could see from the postmark that it had been sent less than a month before her mother’s death.

She searched quickly through the bundles of letters, hoping to discover some clue to Susanne’s identity. After five minutes or so she found what she was looking for: a brown jiffy bag containing several dozen handwritten letters and about the same number of email printouts, all from a Susanne Behrens, who wrote sometimes from Hamburg and sometimes from Oxford but always in tones of affection and intimacy.

For some reason Susanne’s letters, with their bawdy in-jokes and cosy diminutives, made her mother more real to Anita than all her grandmother’s reminiscences put together.

Anita’s hands were filthy with dust. She wiped them against her jeans and went to put the kettle on. Just as the water came to the boil the phone rang. The caller was Serge.

“You are back, then,” he said. “I couldn’t get through on your mobile. I was starting to get worried.”

“My phone battery went flat,” she said. “I forgot to take my charger. I got home this morning.” All three statements were lies. She had been back in London three days, and after the fourth successive call from Serge she had switched off her phone. For some reason she could not define, Rachel’s departure had changed everything, had altered the dynamic between them. Anita could not forget the way Serge had sounded when she had last spoken to him, the sense that he was hiding something, or someone. She would have liked to put off their conversation indefinitely but she knew this was impossible. Sooner or later she would have to face him. That might as well be now.

She asked him how he was and he said he was fine. He asked after her grandmother and she mumbled a stilted reply. There was a short, uncomfortable silence, and then he told her what she guessed he had called about in the first place.

“Listen, Anita,” he said. “I thought I should tell you I’ve started seeing someone. I didn’t want you to hear it from someone else.”

Her name was Bella Altman and she was a composer of electronic music. “You’ve probably heard some of her stuff, actually,” he said. “She’s done hundreds of commercials. Her work is all over the place.” He laughed awkwardly, and she realised he had been waiting to tell her ever since their last phone call, that perhaps he had wanted to tell her even then.

“Why are you telling me this?” she said. “Don’t you think you should be telling Rachel instead?”

There was another uncomfortable silence. “Do you think she has to know?” he said finally. “She’s hardly going to find out on her own.”

He was asking her permission to treat Rachel as if she were dead. No, the thought came to her. He’s trying to find out if you mean to tell her yourself.

She felt an anger so deep and so cold she knew there was no way back from it, that if she and Serge ever met again it would be as strangers.

“I’m not going to rat on you, if that’s what you’re afraid of,” she said. “It’s none of my business, what you do. It’s Rachel I care about, not you.”

She waited for a moment to see if he would respond, and then put down the phone. She topped up her coffee mug with boiling water and then went back to sorting Melanie’s letters. She wondered if there would be any chance of her tracing Susanne Behrens.

* * *

Civilian flights to the States had become almost prohibitively expensive, but Clement Anderson had ratified Anita’s visa application, which would enable her to claim back the cost as a research grant.

A junior officer had met her at the airport and escorted her to an accommodation block on the base. Then there were the inevitable protocols to be gone through, ten days of temperature checks and form-filling. She asked if she could record her thoughts and experiences during the quarantine period but her request had been politely but categorically denied.

The flight crew of the Aurora 6 had gone into more or less permanent isolation. Each member was allowed one last visit prior to launch day, a final thirty minutes with a friend or family member from outside the base. Anita had managed to speak to Rachel several times via Skype, though she had always assumed the visit would go to Serge. The invitation came out of the blue.

She was taken to a room that was bare of everything except a table and two chairs and in the corner a low sofa covered in brown leatherette. There was a pane of smoked glass set into one wall – Anita guessed it was a two-way mirror. After about ten minutes of waiting, the door of the room opened and Rachel appeared. She was dressed in grey overalls, silk or some synthetic substitute. What remained of her hair was mostly hidden under a close-fitting cap that reminded Anita of the caps worn by surgeons in the operating theatre. Her lips were the colour of beetroot. They looked stuck to her face more than part of it, fissured and clotted as scabs. Her wrists, poking out from the loose sleeves of the overall, were skeletal, her fingernails thickened and black. Her eyes were hard and glazed, barely human. It was only in the delicate line of her jaw, the fine, high arch of her brow, that any traces of the Rachel she remembered now remained.

Anita got up from the table and went towards her. She felt a dull ache beneath her breastbone, as if she were trying to hold her breath underwater.

“Is it all right to touch you?” she said.

“Of course,” said Rachel. “Come here.”

They embraced. Rachel’s body felt like a bundle of glass tubes held together by strips of paper and pieces of string. She smelled like farm silage, or like the heaps of grass clippings on the compost heap at Southwater House. They sat down either side of the table. Anita touched Rachel’s hand. From the other side of the two-way mirror they would look like two actors in a prison drama.

She’s really going up, thought Anita. For the first time the sight of her friend brought not sorrow or anger, but awe.

They talked together in quiet voices. Rachel asked about Meredith, and Anita told her about her search for Susanne Behrens.

“I want to interview her for the film,” said Anita. “From her letters it looks as if she knew my mother better than anyone.”

“The film will be wonderful,” said Rachel. “Your mother would have been so proud.” Anita stroked the backs of her hands. As their half hour drew towards its close she unhooked the dodo pendant from around her neck and handed it to Rachel. The chain still carried the warmth of her own body.

“Take Melanie with you, wherever you’re going,” she said. “It’s what she would have wanted. What she wanted most in the world.”

Rachel’s diamond eyes seemed to shimmer. She closed her fingers around the silver dodo, slowly, as if to touch anything that solid was now painful for her.

“I’ll be taking you both,” she said. Her voice was a dry whisper, like long grass moving gently in the wind. “I could never have come this far without you.”

* * *

It took Anita some time to track down a copy of Voyage to the Sun. So far as she could tell the film had never been released on DVD. She finally located a copy on VHS via an obscure fan site. She was amazed at how much it cost to transfer it to disc.

The results were not perfect by any means, but for the purposes of watching the film the print was acceptable. For Anita, Voyage to the Sun seemed to epitomise the epic style of filmmaking that had reached its zenith towards the end of the twentieth century. It was a long film, almost three hours. The special effects were interesting in spite of being dated.

The film starred Rowan Amherst as the ship’s captain, Hilaire Benson as the first mate, and Aurelie Pelling as Lilian Furness, the captain’s fiancée, nominated for an Oscar in her role. For Anita, the true star was the young Joshua Samms in the part of Linden Brooks the cabin boy. It was his first major role, and his performance was mesmerising. The character of Brooks was ambiguous. He was intelligent but devious, brave but duplicitous, and Samms brought out these contradictions with insight and flair. Anita thought it significant and appropriate that the main focus of the film’s closing sequence was not the half-starved captain or the mutinous first mate but Linden Brooks the cabin boy as he began to glimpse the new life that awaited him.

Alone of those left alive, he seemed to have thrived on the harsh conditions. His dark skin shone with a healthy glow, his green eyes burned with a light that seemed ecstatic in its intensity.

He flew hand over hand up the rigging to the crow’s nest, skinny and agile.

‘Land,’ he screamed out. ‘Land ho!’ His salt-clogged hair flowered darkly against an azure sky.

The images were pure Hollywood, but in the way of all great cinema they were inspiring and in their own way beautiful. Anita found she had no trouble in understanding how the child Rachel, her young soul already on fire with romantic ideals, would have identified with these fictional pioneers. Linden Brooks the cabin boy, with his wild hair and frenzied excitement at the sight of a new continent, might easily have been her spiritual twin.

Anita ejected the disc from the machine and replaced it carefully in its case, knowing the film was a part of Rachel she could keep forever. She thought of her friend, suspended in space, her inner processes as mysterious and miraculous now as those inside a chrysalis, and distinctly felt a message pass between them.


MICROCOSMOS

They travelled down on a Wednesday. The in-car thermometer was registering forty degrees. Melodie held her bag on her lap, the red plastic pouch containing her most important possessions: the buff notepad and its blue pencil, the glass medallion, a blurred Polaroid photograph of her best friend Sara. She shifted in her seat, the bare flesh of her thigh making a sticking, ripping sound against the plastic. She watched the back of her mother’s dark head, her father’s large hands on the wheel.

“Not far to go now,” said Douglas Craven. “I could murder a beer.”

“Beer?” said Bella Craven. “We’ll be lucky to get decent water, the way he lives.” She turned to look at Doug, presenting her retroussé nose in delicate profile. The seat belt cut a diagonal stripe across her arm. Melodie looked out of the window, not wanting to attract her attention. The fields swept yellow and flat towards the horizon.

“I’m still not sure this is a good idea,” said Doug. “We should leave him to decide on his own.”

“He’s incapable of making decisions,” said Bella. “He needs a doctor, if you ask me.”

Melodie counted the fence posts at the side of the road. From a distance they looked sandwiched together like the matchsticks in a cribbage game, but as the car drew closer they appeared to separate, sliding apart as if on metal runners. The space ahead seemed to expand and fill with colour as they entered it, like the dried flowers her mother put into water as table decorations.

The man they were going to see was called Ballantine. She didn’t know his first name, her parents had never mentioned it. She tried names out on him: Dunstan, Waverley, Beresford, names she had read in books and especially liked. She found a pleasure in unusual words. She liked the worlds they created inside her head.

The fields gave way to a no man’s land of bare earth with outcrops of rocky scrub. From time to time they passed a petrol station or a storage depot or a scattering of stone-built cottages. The cottages had mesh-covered windows and solar panels. Melodie noticed a toy tricycle lying on the ground outside one of them but found it hard to imagine what child might live there, so far from everyone else, so far from the city. Her mother leaned forward in her seat, groping for something in her handbag. The back of her dress was stained with sweat. They had been driving for more than three hours.

The road dipped and swerved, following the contours of the old river valley. The house appeared without warning. It occupied a position on what had once been the shore of a lake but was now a ragged shaft of land overlooking a vast cleft of dry soil, choked with bramble and giant hogweed. The house’s walls were painted a dingy grey. There were no other buildings in sight.

Melodie had imagined for some reason that Ballantine would be outside, waiting for them, but the door to the house stood closed and there was no one in sight. A green Ford van stood motionless on the gravel. The van’s chassis was mottled with rust and there was a thick coat of dust on the windscreen. It looked as if no one had driven it for weeks.

Her father pulled the car off the road, bringing it to a standstill beside the van.

“I don’t like the look of this,” said Bella Craven. “I want Melodie to stay in the car.” She clasped and unclasped her hands, twisting her rings.

“I want to play in the garden,” Melodie said. The thought of having to remain behind in the hot car appalled her, though there was no garden to speak of, just some stunted bushes and a row of dented black oil drums.

“Let her stretch her legs,” said her father. “She’s been cooped up in here for hours and it’s going to be a long drive back.”

“You’d better not go running off, then. Make sure you stay close to the house.” Bella unclipped her seat belt. Her cheeks were flushed from the heat. They had made a rest stop an hour before. Doug had gone to the kiosk and bought some Spam sandwiches and a carton of Long Life orange juice. Bella had taken Melodie to use the toilet but had not let her wash her hands or face because the rest stop didn’t have a water certificate. “Come on,” she said to Doug. “Let’s get this over with.”

Her shoes crunched on the gravel. Melodie scrambled from the back seat. The outside air was as hot as the air inside the car, heady with the odour of dry bracken and baking soil. She went to the edge of the drive and looked out over what had once been the lake. The reddish leaves of the hogweed seemed to ripple towards her, the purple stems tangled and shiny like electrical wires. They smelled of scorching rubber. Melodie knew that if you broke the stems of hogweed the milky sap inside could burn your skin. She held her purse to her chest with both arms and stepped back on to the path.

She felt nervous in spite of herself. She wondered where Ballantine was. Her mother had said he needed a doctor and she wondered if he had perhaps gone into town to find one. Her father had said there was a town close by, what used to be the river port, although there wasn’t much to see there now.

The house had no doorbell, just a tarnished brass knocker in the shape of a lion’s head. Her mother knocked hard three times, just as Melodie had seen a policewoman do in one of the drama series on the crime channel. Melodie was forbidden to watch the crime channel, but her mother occasionally forgot to reset the parental controls on her computer. There were three echoes, like distant gunshots, and then there was silence.

“He’s obviously not here,” said Doug. “He must have cleared out weeks ago.”

“No,” said Bella. “He’s in there. I can hear footsteps.”

Then the door opened and there was Ballantine. Melodie knew him at once as if she had dreamed him, created him herself from the sound of his name. He was of medium height, with thinning grey-brown hair and a prominent nose that jutted from his face like the beak of an eagle. His eyes were a watery blue. He was wearing a pair of shapeless grey trousers in a tweed fabric that seemed quite unsuitable for the weather. One of his shirt buttons was missing, replaced with a safety pin.

“Bella,” he said. “What are you doing here?” His voice was soft and low and Melodie had to strain to hear what he was saying. He stepped backwards, blocking the doorway. Bella folded her arms across her chest.

“We’ve come a long way,” she said. “The least you could do is invite us in for a drink.” She barged forward, perhaps trying to catch him off guard, but Ballantine did not move. He looked past her down the drive, fixing his eyes on Doug, Doug’s car standing beside the green Ford van. When he saw Melodie he seemed to recoil.

“You can’t use the water,” he said to Bella. “We’ve had notices. We were cut off for most of last week.”

“God,” said Bella. “I presume you have bottled?”

“I’m almost out,” said Ballantine. “The van’s been playing up.”

“We’ll have to go into town, then.” She sighed. “Is there anything else you need?”

He looked down at his feet. His shoes were dusty and cracked. “No,” he said. “I don’t think so.”

Bella sighed again, more loudly. “Get moving,” she said to Melodie. “Back in the car.”

Melodie’s heart sank. She wouldn’t have minded seeing the town, where her father had said there used to be a naval base and a canning factory, but the thought of the sweltering car was close to torture. She knew she would be car sick, and the thought of this was more upsetting than the thought of being left alone with Ballantine. She wondered what Ballantine would do if she stayed behind, whether he might try to speak to her.

You don’t have to reply if he does, she thought. You can sit here in the drive and look at the road. “I’m boiling,” she said. “I want to stay here.” She scraped her sandal against the gravel, making a line in the dust like a capital ‘I’.

“She’ll be all right, Bee,” said her father. “We’ll only be gone half an hour.”

Bella inhaled sharply and seemed on the point of insisting then for some reason changed her mind. “Come here,” she said. “I don’t want you going into the house.” She dug in her handbag and brought out a tube of sunblock. It smelled rank and sulphurous, like the oil in a can of pilchards. Her mother rubbed palmfuls of the stuff into Melodie’s arms and shoulders and neck. Her hat cast a circular shadow, like a hole in the ground.

She held Melodie at arm’s length for a moment then nodded and got into the car. Melodie sat down on the stubble and watched the car driving away. She had seldom been left on her own. She wondered what she would do if the car never returned. The thought was terrifying but curiously thrilling and full of possibilities. It seemed to give her a new sense of herself, opening regions of her imagination she had caught glimpses of but never truly inhabited.

She glanced over towards the house. The front door was standing ajar but there was no sign of Ballantine. She thought about the way he had looked at her, a mixture of terror and joy. It was as if he recognised her but she knew this was impossible. Ballantine didn’t know her. She had never seen him before in her life.

Suddenly there he was again, walking towards her. He was holding something in his hands, a glass of cloudy liquid. Melodie felt herself stiffen. She drew her arms up around her knees. Her skin prickled in the heat. She could smell herself, reeking of sunscreen.

He was standing in front of her.

“I’ve brought you some lemonade,” he said. “You must be thirsty.”

She had forgotten her thirst, but the sight of the glass brought it back. Her mouth and throat felt dusty and bone dry. He handed her the glass. It was tall and etched with flowers, cold and almost freezing to the touch. She smelled the tart yellow smell of lemons, making her stomach cramp and then release. The drink was sour-sweet and delicious. It foamed gently against her lips.

“There’s more inside if you’d like some,” he said. “It’s too hot for you to sit out here.”

She drained the glass to its dregs, wondering why Ballantine had not offered the lemonade to her parents. She felt a small shiver of pleasure at the thought that she and Ballantine already had a secret together. Her mother had not wanted her to go into the house, but she had not expressly forbidden it. Melodie stood up and followed him inside.

The hallway was dark and full of shadows. There were pictures on the walls, enlarged photographs of centipedes and spiders, a bumblebee hovering in mid-air.

“The bumblebee can’t fly, did you know that?” Ballantine said. “According to conventional science, its wings have insufficient power to lift its mass.”

“We learned that in school last year,” Melodie said. “What’s your name?”

“My name is Lindsay,” said Ballantine. “What’s yours?”

“Melodie. Melodie Craven.” She had always thought Lindsay was a girl’s name but it suited him anyway. She liked the sound of it, the way the ‘d’ pressed against the ‘s’ as you pushed the tip of your tongue to the back of your teeth.

“Go through,” he said. “I won’t be a moment.”

The main room overlooked the back of the house. Cloth blinds masked the upper parts of the windows, and a wooden ceiling fan, shaped like the propeller of a small aircraft, took the edge off the heat. There was a long, low couch covered with a tartan blanket, a tall glass-fronted cabinet crammed with books and files. There was no dust anywhere. Closest to the window stood a narrow oblong table scattered with a variety of small, shiny objects: glass Petri dishes, triangular flasks filled with translucent liquids, tweezers and a pair of scissors, the narrow blades half-open in a steel-blue ‘v’. She recognised many of the objects from school, although as an arts prelim she was discouraged from touching them. She found the object at the centre of the table especially fascinating. It seemed to be a viewer of some kind, made of a dark, non-reflective metal and with a long tubular barrel. There was a platform beneath the viewfinder, with levers and clips jutting out from it at right angles. The machine looked both interesting and dangerous, reminding her of the school medical suite with its heart monitors and dental equipment, the miniature camera that could be inserted down your throat through a plastic tube.

Melodie had once vowed to herself that no one would ever touch her with those things, that she would die first.

“That’s a microscope,” she said.

“That’s right,” said Ballantine. He had come up behind her with scarcely a sound. Close to he looked younger. He was carrying a tin tray with another glass of lemonade on it and a plate of oatmeal biscuits. Melodie could not help noticing how thin he was, as if his body as well as the landscape had been eroded by hot wind and sand. She drained the second glass as quickly as the first although her thirst was less urgent. She replaced the glass on the tray and took one of the cookies. Its texture was gritty, like birdseed, although the taste was not unpleasant. There was a microscope at school, but only the older science prelims were allowed to use it.

“What’s it for?” she said. “The microscope?”

“It’s for exploring the hidden universe,” said Ballantine. “The microcosmos. Would you like me to show you how it works?”

She nodded. He had that strange look again, the look that said he knew her. His expression unnerved Melodie but it excited her too. It made her feel important.

He put down the tray at the end of the bench, then taking a glass pipette he extracted a measure of liquid from one of the vials.

“This is ordinary rain water,” he said. “From the barrels outside.” He nodded towards the window, and Melodie remembered the oil drums lined up along the back of the house. There had been no rain for several weeks. The water in the barrels would be filthy by now, undrinkable without straining and boiling, reduced to a greenish sludge. Ballantine lifted the lid from a long plywood box that looked a little like one of the cigar boxes her father used to store paperclips and other desk stationery. The box contained hundreds of small glass rectangles, identical in size. They reminded Melodie of the massed ranks of lenses in an optician’s window.

Ballantine squeezed a single drop of water from the pipette on to one of the pieces of glass. Then he placed another piece on top of it, a wafer-thin circle the size of a thumbnail.

“That’s the cover slip,” he said. “It holds everything in place. The larger sheet underneath is called a slide.”

He laid the slide on the viewing platform and secured it with the metal clips.

“You’ll need this,” he said. “Here.”

He pulled a high varnished stool from under the table and indicated that Melodie should kneel on it. The wood felt warm and smooth against her skin. She put her eye to the viewfinder. At first there was nothing, just a circular field of brightness, like viewing a blank transparency through a light projector. Then suddenly there was movement, a haphazard, frantic scrabbling, a tight burst of energy that seemed somehow to flow in every direction at once.

Melodie gasped and drew away from the viewfinder. The glass slide and its securing clips were undisturbed. What she had seen was impossible, monstrous. She felt a single bead of sweat loosen itself from between her shoulder blades and begin to creep down her spine.

“Take your time,” said Ballantine, smiling. “You need to get your eye in.” He reached out and took her hand, placing her fingers on a small grooved disc at the base of the lens. “This adjusts the focus,” he said.

She practised twisting the dial. She could see things in the water, spools of a greenish threadlike substance and bulbous brown spores that Ballantine said were a kind of algae. All these things interested her but it was the other thing she was looking for, the thrashing transparent monstrosity she had glimpsed before. Suddenly it shot into view. She could see now how it moved, propelling itself along with the spidery, whip-like tentacles that grew along the margins of its body. There were shadowy shapes inside it, coils and wisps of blue and red that could have been veins or some kind of rudimentary internal organs.

The very fact of the thing’s existence was astonishing. Melodie found it difficult to comprehend, that the creature was there in front of her living its life, but without the aid of the microscope she would never have known.

“What’s it called?” she said to Ballantine.

“A paramecium,” he said. “A slipper animal.”

“Do you think it sees us?” she said. “Does it know it’s trapped under the glass?”

Ballantine moved to stand beside her. His long shadow fell across the microscope, darkening her field of vision. “That’s an interesting question,” he said. “I should think we’re light years from any kind of reasonable answer.” He reached out and touched her hair. It was a kind touch, the merest hint of a caress, but it disturbed her to have him so close. She drew back from his hand, thinking about the slipper animal. It occurred to her that a single barrel of water might contain millions of them; an invisible city, a universe, a microcosmos of unseeable beings.

What can we know of them? she thought. How might we enter their world?

“Do you know who you look like?” Ballantine said suddenly. “You look like your Aunt Chantal.”

Chantal was Melodie’s mother’s younger sister. Melodie had always known she had an aunt, but Bella had always told her she lived abroad. Then one evening at the end of winter she had come to the house. Melodie just had time to take in her aunt’s fair head and narrow waist, the black bag slung over her shoulder that looked like a doctor’s bag, before she was sent to her room. Downstairs, her parents and her aunt had eaten supper and afterwards there had been an argument. Bella had done most of the talking. Melodie had heard her shouting from the top of the stairs.

She knew ‘Chantal’ meant singer, that her aunt’s name was connected with music, like Melodie’s own.

“I’ve never met her,” she said to Ballantine. She returned her eye to the viewfinder. To her surprise, there were now two slipper animals. They confronted one another for a moment, then slid in opposite directions, like two buses passing each other on a narrow road. The idea that Ballantine knew her aunt somehow was thrilling and dangerous, like something in a spy story. The knowledge seemed to bind them together in a mysterious, underground way.

“What will you do with the creatures once we’ve finished looking at them?”

“I don’t know,” Ballantine said. “What would you like me to do with them?”

“Put them back in the water outside.”

“All right,” he said. “I will.”

“They look like monsters.”

“Invisible monsters.” He picked up the flask with the rest of the water and held it up to the light. “We’re surrounded by them.”

Melodie heard the sound of a car pulling up outside. Ballantine moved quickly away from her and went into the hall. Melodie got down from the stool. She listened to the low, puttering hum of the engine, the slide and crunch of wheels on gravel, the sound of the car door clunking open and then her mother’s voice, raised in anger.

“What have you done with my daughter?”

Ballantine answered, his tone low and measured. Melodie couldn’t make out his words. A moment later Bella appeared. She was wearing the mirror sunglasses she kept in the glove compartment. They made her look young and hard. It was impossible to gauge her mood.

“I thought I told you not to go in the house?”

“It was hot in the drive,” said Melodie. “Mr Ballantine said it would be safer if I came inside.”

She dropped the word safer with a soft thud, the ace she had kept hidden in her hand. Bella hesitated then shrugged. She turned away, and Melodie knew she had got away with it, that her mother had decided to let her disobedience go unpunished. Bella was carrying a nylon string bag, its blue handles twisted about her fingers. The bag was full of provisions. Melodie glimpsed the stained greaseproof paper that meant her parents had managed to track down some meat.

Ballantine’s kitchen was a brick-built extension, tacked on to the side of the house like an outside privy or coal store. There was a concrete floor and a scrubbed pine table, an enormous stained porcelain sink. The fridge was vast and ancient, like a steel coffin turned on its end. The shelves inside were stacked with glass jam jars, filled with what looked like mud.

“You can’t keep this stuff in here, not when there’s food,” said Bella. Red patches stood out on her cheeks.

“They’re just samples,” said Ballantine. “They’re perfectly safe.”

Bella sniffed, then dumped the bag on the table and began to unload the provisions. When she turned on the tap above the sink a trickle of brownish water spluttered out. Melodie watched as she rinsed the potatoes and carrots, working at the dirt with the pads of her fingers. She was surprised to see her mother using the water straight from the tap. At home she boiled everything.

Her father came in from the car carrying two cases of bottled water. He steadied himself against the doorpost, easing one of the cartons on to the floor.

“Don’t leave it there, Doug,” said Bella. “It’ll get in the way.”

The meal was served in the dining room, a curtained alcove just off the hallway. The meat was leathery and a little salty but Bella had done her best with it, steeping it in a sauce made from onions and the orange ceps that for some reason had been plentiful in the town. Bella Craven had always been able to make a little go a long way. She prided herself on that fact.

They ate in near silence. At one point Doug asked Ballantine if he could get a Wi-Fi signal at the house, and Ballantine said he could, though it was intermittent.

“I don’t really need it, though,” he said. “I have a neighbour who gives me a lift into town every week or so. There’s a cafe with a free connection I can use if there’s anything urgent.”

Melodie finished her food and then asked if she could go to the bathroom. She felt anxious without knowing why. The bathroom was at the end of the hallway, a narrow closet that used a sandbox instead of the new chemicals. Beside the closet a steep flight of steps led to the upper floor. At the top of the stairs was a long landing with a window at either end, and two rooms leading off. In one room a large hooded perambulator stood under the window, surrounded by stacks of packing cases. The other contained a large iron bedstead and was obviously where Ballantine slept. There was a photograph on the nightstand, a woman with light hair and a birthmark high up on one cheek.

Melodie crept back down the stairs. From the dining room she could hear her mother talking, her voice deliberately lowered but bitter with complaint. Through a gap in the curtain she could see the three of them still seated around the table, the welter of dirty dishes pushed to one side.

“I’m only here because Chantal made me promise,” said Bella. “If it were up to me, I wouldn’t have come within a hundred miles of this place.”

“Aren’t you going to tell me how she is?” said Ballantine. “I’m presuming you intercepted all my letters.” There was a force of violence in his voice that hadn’t been there before. His eagle’s face looked stricken, his pale eyes coldly crystalline. He leaned forward as he spoke, one hand making a fist.

“She’s recovering, no thanks to you,” said Bella. “She doesn’t want to see you again.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“It’s a wonder she hasn’t gone crazy,” said Bella. “You and your insane life, your foul experiments.” She sounded close to tears. Melodie remembered the last time she had seen her mother cry, when she had run over a cat that had been crossing the road in front of their house. She had screamed at Melodie, who had been in the back seat of the car looking at the road atlas. She liked the road atlas, with its coloured symbols for churches and wind farms and viaducts, the journeys you could go on simply by turning the page.

“Chantal isn’t crazy,” said Ballantine. “She has a brilliant mind, which you have done your best to stifle.”

“Let’s stop this,” said Douglas Craven. “We’re not going to do any good, yelling at each other.” He tried to take his wife’s hand but she pulled it away. “Will you at least consider coming back with us tonight?” he said to Ballantine. “You’d be much better off in the city. This isn’t a safe place to be.”

Ballantine turned to him, his piercing eyes softening a little. “Thank you, Doug, but this is my home.”

“This is hopeless,” said Bella. “Vile. I knew we should never have come here. Where in God’s name is Melodie?”

Melodie coughed loudly and came back through the curtain. The three adults turned to look at her.

“We’re leaving,” said Bella. “Get yourself into the car.” She started to clear the table. Doug Craven rubbed at his eyes.

“I’ll just go and check the lights,” he said.

Then it was just the two of them, her and Ballantine. Ballantine stared at her, seemingly entranced. For a second Melodie was afraid he might grab hold of her but at the last minute his resolve appeared to desert him. His hands fell limp to his sides.

“Wait,” he said. “Wait here.” He disappeared into the hall. Melodie waited, listening to the sound of her mother loading the dishes into the steam cleaner. After a few moments Ballantine returned. He held something out to her, a square white envelope. There was no name written on the envelope, though she could feel there was something inside it, several sheets of paper folded in half.

“Will you do something for me?” he said. He leaned forward slightly, putting his face close to hers. “Will you give this to your aunt when you next see her? It doesn’t matter when that is. It doesn’t matter if it’s years from now. Just give her this letter and tell her it came from me.”

The blue of his eyes was shimmering, luminous, a pale, bright turquoise. Melodie took the envelope from his fingers and put it inside her purse. Ballantine touched the top of her head, so gently she could barely feel his hand.

“Looking at you is like seeing her face,” he said. “It’s almost as if you were sent.”

Suddenly her mother appeared. She pulled Melodie against her, snatching at her shoulders and arms with steam-dampened hands.

“Into the car,” she said to her. To Ballantine she said nothing at all. Melodie went outside. Her father was standing by the car. As she watched he came over to Ballantine and handed him something, a small bundle that might have been money.

“Think about what I said,” he said. “Call me if you change your mind.” Then he got into the car. From the back seat Melodie saw him put his hand on his wife’s knee but Bella refused to look at him.

The engine coughed into life. The wheels caught on the gravel and then they were away. Melodie gazed back at the house. Ballantine was still standing there, gazing after the car, gazing at her. She hugged her red plastic purse and said his name to herself, touching the back of her teeth with the tip of her tongue.

It began to get dark. They drove for more than an hour until at last the lights of the rest stop glimmered up towards them through the dusk. Her father parked the car and they got out. Melodie stood on the cracked tarmac, breathing in the smells of diesel and scorched undergrowth. She wondered if Ballantine were still standing there in the doorway, looking out on the bramble and nettles that had once been the lake. She wondered what moved in its depths, what invisible monsters. What secrets, still to be revealed.


FAIRY SKULLS

“They’re fairy skulls, Vinnie,” Jude said. “Don’t you believe me?”

Vinnie didn’t, of course, or at least as she grew older she believed her aunt less. She knew the skulls were probably made from Bakelite or ivory. But Jude liked to pretend they were fairy skulls, and Vinnie pretended to believe her because it made things more fun.

The skulls were off-white in colour, the size of small marbles. One had its lower jaw missing but apart from that they were perfect in every detail. Vinnie had seen a human skull in a museum, together with the skulls of other primates and replicas of the skulls of early humans. The fairy skulls were more elongated than the skulls of Homo sapiens. They reminded Vinnie of the skulls of Australopithecine Man, an ancient ancestor of modern humans that first appeared in the Pliocene era, two million years before the advent of Homo sapiens.

Each skull hung from a chain, fixed into the bone with screws so tiny you needed a magnifying glass to see them. The chains were attached at equal intervals around a gold charm bracelet. When you slipped the bracelet over your wrist and waved your hand from side to side, the skulls jangled together like clackers.

Jude said the bracelet was made of 24-carat gold, the best, and there was no doubt in Vinnie’s mind that it was valuable. About where it had come from she was less certain because Jude had always been evasive about that. She supposed it was the product of one of Judith Staunton’s many ‘encounters’.

“I shouldn’t have accepted it, really,” Jude told her. When Vinnie pressed her for details, hoping for a story about spies or contraband, all she got was some vague waffle about the skulls being out of bounds.

“It’s like the Elgin Marbles, or all those African carvings in the British Museum. They weren’t really ours to take. Their people want them back now, and I don’t blame them.”

What she was trying to say, Vinnie guessed, was that the skulls on the bracelet were still the property of the fairy people. Sometimes when she stayed over at Jude’s flat she dreamed that the fairies were clambering over the windowsill into Jude’s bedroom, desperate to reclaim what was theirs. They dropped one by one on to the carpet, tangling together in a forest of tiny limbs.

Like maggots in a jar, Vinnie thought, without knowing why. She said nothing to Jude about this nightmare, although normally she told her everything.

“Thick as thieves, the pair of you,” Vinnie’s mother had said once, disapprovingly. She insisted Jude was a bad influence on Vinnie, that they should see less of each other, though from the way she carried on Vinnie tended to think her mother secretly enjoyed having a black sheep in the family. Jude had run away from home two weeks after her sixteenth birthday and without even taking her O levels. She landed a job on a cruise liner, first as a chambermaid, then as a waitress, then as a croupier in the ship’s onboard casino. She was clever with money, and whether it was gambling that topped up her salary or some other less salubrious activity, her pied-a-terre in North Kensington was proof of her acumen. The flat was stuffed with things, outlandish and often valuable curios she had been given by grateful clients for services rendered.

Exactly what these services were Vinnie did not know. Her mother would sometimes drop dark hints about that, hints Vinnie did not understand until her early teens, when she was first shocked and then insatiably curious. Vinnie found the whole boy– girl thing peculiar and frustrating. There were boys that seemed to like her, but when she finally allowed one to kiss her the only thing she felt was disenchantment, the same kind of disappointment she experienced if she picked a sweet from a box of chocolates without looking at the little card inside, and ended up with the centre she most disliked.

That was before she met Margo. Kissing Margo was something else entirely. Everything was clearer after that.

“Good for you,” Jude said when Vinnie told her. “How did Pauline take it?”

Vinnie raised her eyebrows and sniffed the air, tossing her head back slightly as if taking the sniff by force, in perfect imitation of her mother when confronted with something she disapproved of. Jude burst out laughing, the laugh quickly disintegrating into the cough that, unknown to both of them, was the first symptom of the cancer that killed her two years later.

When her mother called to tell her Jude had died, Vinnie was helping Margo compose an application letter to the grant-awarding department of South East Arts. It was her third consecutive application, and Margo was showing all the signs of working up to one of her tantrums.

“Who was that on the phone?” she said. The top notes of her voice were brittle with nerves.

“No one,” Vinnie said. “Just telesales.” Jude and Margo had never got on. Jude thought Margo was a selfish attention-seeker, Margo thought Jude was a mercenary philistine. Vinnie guessed they were simply jealous of one another. Not that it mattered now. She did her best to soothe Margo’s panic about what she was going to do if her grant application was turned down again, and that night she dreamed she saw a procession of undertakers removing Jude’s belongings from the mansion flat on Waverley Road and carrying them in single file to a pickup truck parked on the corner.

Jude would have laughed at that but now she was dead. Vinnie wondered how long it would take for her to become used to the idea. She presumed that Jude’s flat and everything in it would be left to her mother, so when she received a solicitor’s letter informing her that she was her aunt’s main beneficiary, Jude’s money was something else she had to get used to. She told herself that if it were a choice between the money and Jude it would be no contest. But there was no escaping the fact that the money was about to change her life.

She would have liked to have kept the flat, but Margo was all for selling it and buying somewhere out of London. Displaying an efficiency and enthusiasm Vinnie would never have expected from her, she contacted a long list of estate agents in Sussex and Kent. Suddenly they were deluged in colour leaflets advertising property in inaccessible rural hamlets Vinnie had barely heard of.

She finally settled on a place just outside Chilham. Sharps Cottage was more expensive than a lot of the others, mainly because it had a mangy patch of pastureland attached to it.

“It has its own stream!” Margo enthused. When Vinnie tentatively pointed out the paragraph in the property details that described the cottage as requiring extensive renovation and updating, Margo said it was no big deal.

“It’s mostly cosmetic,” she said. “We can do it ourselves. It’ll be exciting, having a place of our own to do up from scratch.”

* * *

That wasn’t how things turned out. A fortnight before they were due to give up the tenancy on their flat in Stoke Newington, and two days after contracts had been exchanged on Sharps Cottage, Margo suddenly announced that she was leaving.

“It’s all getting way too heavy,” she said. “Houses and stuff. I’m just not ready for that kind of commitment.” It turned out that she was planning to spend the next six months travelling round India with a blond-haired German book illustrator named Sigren. “I’ll see you when I get back, we can talk then,” she said. “I hope the move goes OK.”

Vinnie had only been to the cottage twice, and on both days it had been raining. The day of the move was no exception. The path to the door was slippery with moss, and the removal men kept sliding and cursing on the treacherous stones. When they asked Vinnie which things went where she told them to pile everything in the front living room, mainly because it was the room that seemed least damp. The other five rooms stood empty, except for the bedroom at the back, which contained a monstrous brass bedstead, mysteriously left behind by the former owners.

“It’s fabulous,” Margo had insisted. “It needs a spot of Brasso, that’s all.”

They had bought a new mattress for it, but Vinnie was almost too embarrassed to let the removal men bring it upstairs. She did not want them to see the bedstead, standing alone at the centre of the room like some bizarre prop left over from a Hammer film. She did not want them to notice the patch of mould on the bathroom ceiling, the chipped and grubby enamel of the bathtub. The bath was as vast as the bed, vast enough to scrub a cow in. She wondered if that was what the bath was for, after all, and felt a bubble of hysterical laughter well up inside her. The bubble pressed painfully against the sides of her windpipe then burst, bringing tears to her eyes. She thought about Margo, then realised it was not Margo she longed to talk to, but Jude. If Jude had been here, the whole situation might have seemed funny. As things stood, Vinnie didn’t know how it seemed.

Once the removal men had gone she sat on the floor in the hall and wondered what to do next. The floor was filthy, but the chairs were piled high with boxes and the idea of removing them seemed like too much effort. Most of the furniture she had brought to the cottage was Jude’s. Her mother had taken a couple of pieces – a lacquered drinks cabinet she had always liked, and a walnut coffee table – and Vinnie had been inclined to get rid of the rest. Without Jude it was simply junk, a collation of expensive bric-a-brac without context or purpose. But Margo had been entranced by it. She insisted it would be the perfect look for Sharps Cottage.

“Shouldn’t we be going for something simpler?” Vinnie said. “Scrubbed pine or something?” She remembered seeing something about scrubbed pine in one of Margo’s house magazines.

“That distressed look is so last decade,” Margo said. “Your aunt’s stuff is amazing. Retro is where the impact is. Trust me.”

Now Jude’s furniture and knick-knacks were all around her, stacked together in the front room and crammed into the packing cases lining the hall. Vinnie made herself a cup of instant soup and toyed with the idea of simply abandoning Sharps Cottage and returning to London. She had nowhere to live now of course, but at least with Jude’s money she could afford to stay in a hotel for a week or two while she made up her mind what to do. It was five o’clock by her watch. Even with the walk into Chilham she could still be arriving at Charing Cross in less than three hours.

She rinsed the soup mug under the tap and went outside. The back door was rotten at the base and loose in its frame. Like everything else in the house it needed replacing. The door opened on to an ugly concrete yard, cluttered with plastic buckets and various other gardening receptacles, all of them brimming over with rainwater. Beyond the yard was the patch of land the estate agent’s particulars had optimistically referred to as a paddock. Vinnie stared out across the mass of unkempt grass she supposed was now her property and tried to work her way towards a decision. The problem with returning to London was that there was nothing to go back to. She had given up her job along with the flat, the idea being that she and Margo would renovate Sharps Cottage and use it as the base for Margo’s property refurbishment business. The business as such did not exist yet, but Margo was confident that the experience they would gain from doing up the cottage would put them in an ideal position to start one. There was always Jude’s money to fall back on if things were tight.

“It’s lucky you’re so good with figures, Vin,” Margo had said. “It leaves me free to get on with the creative stuff.”

Vinnie had the uncomfortable feeling that the only thing Margo was being creative with was her concept of how much money they had. The difference in price between Jude’s small apartment and the cottage in Chilham was not nearly as vast as Margo liked to make out, and whichever way you counted it the money would not last forever.

In the end, Vinnie was not sure whether it was the idea of being beaten by Margo that made her decide to stick it out, or the thought of having wasted Jude’s money. But as she gazed at the rain-glazed concrete and sodden grass she had a sudden vision of scrubbed floor tiles and white walls, the back door mended, the monster bedstead polished and gleaming. The electrics and plumbing were beyond her of course, but the rest of it was mostly just cleaning. Margo had been right about that, if nothing else. It might even be fun, she thought. How difficult can it be?

She saw how the land sloped, dropping gently towards a small declivity bisected by a narrow tea-coloured stream. Three willows overhung the stream. The rain had stopped, and the long grass was stippled with sunlight. There was a smell of damp earth, loamy and rich and reminding her of fruit cake, although the two scents were actually quite different. A blackbird was singing from the branches of one of the willows.

Vinnie listened to it for a moment then returned to the house. She wished now she had thought to get some food in before the shops shut, but she had instant noodles and more Cup-a-Soup, enough to see her through until the morning. She managed to unearth the television and set it up in the narrow back room adjoining the kitchen, where by some miracle there was a working aerial socket. She drank instant coffee and watched the news and thought about Jude. It was a full nine months since her death, yet the finality of it still caught her off guard.

Unlikely though it seemed, she felt sure Jude would approve of Sharps Cottage. The one thing Jude hated was routine, and the move to Chilham, if nothing else, was a break from the norm. It was a new beginning, a story whose eventual outcome Vinnie could not predict. She remembered how much Jude had loved to retell anecdotes from her travels, the more outlandish and unlikely the better. Some of Jude’s stories had been quite frightening. The one about the fairy skulls, for instance, had secretly terrified her, although the skull bracelet was one of the few things of Jude’s that Vinnie knew she intended to keep. It was a macabre thing, but it fascinated her still.

In the months since Jude’s death, Vinnie had come to believe that her aunt’s evasiveness about where the bracelet had come from was most likely down to the fact she had acquired it illegally, or at least believed she had. It was wondering about this that had prompted her to show the bracelet to someone she knew from college, a guy called Matt who now worked in the valuations department of Sotheby’s.

When she asked him about the laws on importing ivory he said she had nothing to worry about.

“The skulls are made of bone,” he said. “You see these black dots? That’s blood, the remains of the cardiovascular system. Ivory doesn’t have that, nor does plastic or resin. It’s the first thing we look for in a piece like this.” He pointed with the tip of his thumb, and she saw that the white surface of each skull was pitted with tiny black dimples. Vinnie had never noticed them before. They looked like pen marks.

“Is the bracelet valuable?” she said.

He gave her a look, the kind of look that seemed to ask her are you crazy?

“You do know it’s gold, right?” he said. “The chain alone must weigh three ounces.”

“Three and a half. I weighed it on the kitchen scales.” She kept the bracelet locked away after that.

Vinnie shivered. She could not help remembering that the fairy-skull bracelet was the one item from Jude’s estate that Margo had always been pressing her to get rid of. Also, Sharps Cottage had no heating. The ancient boiler had been deemed unsafe to use, and if she wanted hot water she would have to boil it in the kettle. She decided to go to bed. She was tired from the day. Any improvements would have to wait until the morning. She hunted out the bed linen, feeling glad she hadn’t cancelled the new mattress. She fell asleep with the light on. The radio was playing the midnight news. She woke up with a start just after two, uncertain of what had disturbed her but knowing nonetheless that something had. She snapped off the radio and kept as still as she could, hoping to gain a sense of what had woken her. The house rustled and wheezed like an old lady turning over in her sleep, but there were no sudden or loud noises and in the end she dozed off again.

She awoke the following morning, confused about where she was, then remembering and feeling glad. She asked herself if she missed Margo. The answer came back immediately: not much.

She washed in cold water then dressed quickly and went downstairs. On the floor in the hall was a wire scrubbing brush. She vaguely remembered placing it on top of the radiator the evening before, and supposed it must have slipped off somehow during the night – the sound that had woken her. She picked up the brush, pleased to have the mystery solved, and stowed it in the cupboard under the stairs. There was a musky smell inside, mice probably. She had read that mice were inevitable house guests if you lived in the country, that in buildings of a certain age the mouse dynasties stretched back even further than the human. She supposed she could live with that. Just so long as it wasn’t rats.

Vinnie breakfasted on coffee and Ryvita, working out a plan of campaign. She decided that fixing the boiler would be her first priority. She selected a heating engineer at random from an ancient copy of the Yellow Pages she found in the kitchen pantry, then walked the half mile into Chilham to buy some provisions. When she returned to the cottage an hour later the door to the kitchen was standing ajar and a box of washing powder was lying on its side on the floor. There was a blue-white trail of Persil across the tiles.

She went through to the hall, her heart racing, hoping she was making enough noise to make any burglar stop what they were doing and get the hell out. If it was Jude’s junk they were after, they were welcome to it. But there was no one in the house, and no further signs of disturbance. She decided to let it go. The back door needed fixing, she knew that already. She hoped it was mice she had after all, and not a poltergeist.

The boiler man came at eleven. He cleaned out the flue, and told her the boiler was now safe to use in the short term but that she should think about getting a new one in time for winter.

“These old models are sturdy enough, but they’re obsolete. If anything goes wrong you can’t get the parts.” Vinnie nodded and tried to look interested. She wished the man would go away and leave her to try out her new hot water. She went upstairs to fetch her bag so she could write him a cheque.

On the floor in the bedroom was a tiny grey cardigan. It lay sprawled across the floorboards, its two arms flung wide, looking as if they had recently become untied from around someone’s waist.

She stuffed it in her front jeans pocket and went back downstairs. The boiler man was packing his tools. She asked him to leave his card and then wrote out the cheque. As soon as he was gone, she snatched out the cardigan. It was small, much smaller than any baby’s garment. She thought it might have fitted a Barbie doll, only no self-respecting Barbie would have been caught dead wearing such a dowdy article of clothing. It was coarse, woven from what might have been raw sheep’s wool, and had tiny wooden pegs instead of buttons.

The one thing she was sure of was that she had never seen it before in her life. This meant it must have been in the cottage before she moved in, although this did not seem right either. She had been in and out of the bedroom at least a dozen times since first arriving. If the cardigan had been there she would have noticed it.

This seemed to leave two alternatives: either she was being haunted by a gnome, or her house had been invaded by some kind of weird doll thief. She didn’t know which was worse. Vinnie had no idea who had lived in the house most recently or how long ago that had been. That had been Margo’s department, and in any case, she did not see what good it would do to find out. She had enough to deal with without phantom Barbies. She put the grey cardigan out of sight in the kitchen drawer. Given time she would forget all about it and that would be that.

She spent the rest of the day clearing the kitchen of detritus and scrubbing everything down with soapy water. By five o’clock that evening she had filled six dustbin liners with discarded kitchen utensils, jam jars choked with dried gloss paint, and other similar miscellaneous rubbish. She lined the bin bags up by the front gate, together with the filthy carpet she had managed to remove from the back room and drag outside. She was filthy herself, and exhausted, but she had found the whole experience curiously energising, the most satisfying task she had undertaken in years. The finished kitchen was bare but spotless. It smelled wonderfully of Flash floor cleaner. She felt certain she would sleep well that night.

She filled the cow-sized bath and got undressed. She lay in the steaming water for half an hour, listening to Jazz FM and wondering if she could sand the back room floorboards herself or if it would be more sensible to call in an expert. As she wrapped herself in a towel and headed back to the bedroom, three small forms dashed past her and down the stairs at a headlong run. They dodged between her feet, moving with such speed it was impossible to see precisely what they were. Vinnie stepped backwards in surprise, teetering on the edge of the top step. She heard a tiny, startled voice cry watch it! and then they were gone.

They had not been mice. Not unless mice had taken to walking on their hind legs, that was. Vinnie started to follow them, then realised she was still dressed only in a towel. Safer to get some clothes on first, she thought. You never know what might be down there.

She put on clean jeans and a T-shirt and went downstairs. She stood in the hallway, staring at the understairs cupboard, unable to remember whether she had left it open or closed. It was closed now. She wondered if there was any way she could prove it had not been tampered with. That’s where they’re getting in, she thought. I knew it. She went down on all fours, running her fingers around the doorframe and testing the floorboards for weak points. Then she put her ear to the door and listened. She could have sworn she heard a stifled giggle. She knew that if she opened the cupboard she would find nothing there but she opened it anyway. There was a smell of creosote and old newspapers, a couple of empty shoeboxes, nothing more.

She made herself some supper and watched a documentary about Stansted Airport. She tried to tell herself she had imagined it all. The first few days in a new house were always strange. Later, Vinnie took the grey cardigan out of the drawer and examined it at length. The bottom edge was slightly frayed, and she wondered if she might have a go at fixing it. As to what was going on, she knew already.

It’s the fairies, she thought. They’ve come to reclaim their property, just like Jude said.

She realised she had no intention of handing it over. The bracelet had belonged to Jude, and now it was hers. She wouldn’t give it up without a fight. Just thinking about it made her angry.

Finders, keepers. She supposed this was how the curators of the British Museum felt about the Elgin Marbles.

* * *

Nothing more happened for about a week. After that the nights became less peaceful. Often Vinnie would wake to the sound of voices, arguments conducted sotto voce out on the landing. She could never quite catch what was said, but the chattering and whispering seemed to go on for hours. Then they started stealing food from the kitchen, which wouldn’t have mattered so much, only they left crumbs everywhere, an invitation to vermin. Vinnie had to start keeping everything in Tupperware containers.

On the Wednesday of the second week she crept downstairs in the middle of the night and managed to trap one of them in the kitchen pantry. Vinnie leaned her back against the door and listened to it rushing round inside looking for an escape route, throwing itself about like a panicked fly. Suddenly everything went quiet. She eased the door open a crack, feeling for the light switch. The creature exploded out through the gap, brushed briefly against her bare shins, and sped into the hall. She was just in time to see it disappearing beneath the door of the understairs cupboard, a confusion of spindly arms and dirty knees. The whole thing happened so quickly she found herself wondering afterwards if it had been, after all, a large spider.

She went back to bed and slept badly. In the morning she took a roll of gaffer tape and sealed up the cupboard under the stairs. For half an hour or so she felt pleased with herself, then started to wonder what she would say if people came round. She stripped off the tape, then looked in the Yellow Pages under ‘Pest Control’. There was a long list of numbers to choose from, advertisements that promised the total eradication of all types of vermin.

We’ll Kill Anything, said one. She had to admit it was a tempting offer.

* * *

Sharps Cottage had no internet connection, yet one more thing that needed fixing. On the Monday of the third week, Vinnie took a day off from the renovation work and went into Canterbury. She guessed – rightly, as it turned out – that the library there would have free internet access. When a console became vacant she logged on to Google. Hoping no one was looking over her shoulder, she typed ‘fairy infestation’ into the search bar.

She was surprised by how many results there were, although she quickly found out that a lot of them were for branded products: necklaces and mugs and key rings depicting Cicely Barker’s flower fairies or characters from Japanese anime. There were a couple of spoof videos, a long rambling blog post by someone calling themselves SpaceMonkey about how fairies were trying to kill him by blocking the extractor fan above his gas cooker. If she had read this a month before, Vinnie would have dismissed it as the usual brand of internet insanity. Now she was dismayed to experience a twitch of fellow feeling.

She cleared her search and then began again with just ‘fairies’. The results returned ran into millions, but after browsing for about an hour Vinnie began to suspect that none of them were going to be much use to her. Everyone seemed hung up on the myth of fairies as delicate, gauzy creatures, somewhere between a damselfly and a Christmas tree ornament. Whereas her own brief experience of living with them told her that they were noisy and meddlesome, the neighbours from hell you could never get rid of.

She continued with her search, uncertain of what she was looking for but certain she would know it when she found it. At some point she became aware that someone was standing behind her. She spun round in her seat, for some reason convinced that the person she was about to see was going to be Margo. Her heart did a stop-start leap and then steadied again. Before her was a youngish-looking girl with freckled forearms and enormous spectacles. Her plaited mouse-brown hair reached to her waist. She was holding a book. As Vinnie turned she thrust it towards her.

“I’m sorry if I startled you,” she said. “But those sites are all so useless, aren’t they? You’ll find the information in this book is much more accurate.”

Her staff name-badge identified her as Alison Coombes. With her horn-rimmed glasses and patchwork cardigan she resembled a character from an Iris Murdoch novel. Vinnie stared at her in bewilderment, unable to work out whether she felt more embarrassed or intrigued.

“More accurate about what?” she said at last. “Have you been spying on me?”

“Not spying, exactly. But I couldn’t help noticing you were having problems with your search. If you’re trying to find out about fairies this book will help you. The woman who wrote it is a world authority on the little people. Have you seen any fairies yourself? Only I have to say you do have that look about you.”

“What look?” Vinnie said. “Don’t tell me you believe in this shit?” She glanced about her in panic, hoping no one was eaves-dropping. The last thing she needed was an overnight stay in a mental hospital. God only knew what the little bastards might get up to in her absence.

“The worried look. I’ve seen it before. More than once, actually.” The girl smiled, and Vinnie noticed that one of her front incisors was chipped. “Would you like to register with the library? Only you can’t take books out without a ticket.”

Vinnie stood at the admissions counter while Alison Coombes filled out forms and sealed a rectangular slip of cardboard in plastic laminate. As she opened the book to stamp it, Vinnie suddenly found herself asking for her phone number.

* * *

She stayed up most of the night reading. The house remained quiet; the fairies most likely sensed that she was awake. The book was entitled This Land is Their Land: A Secret History of the Menniken People. The author was Siobhan O’Rhiordan, a lecturer in natural philosophy at the University of Aberdeen. Vinnie soon learned that the main matter of dispute between the various factions of fairy scholars was not whether fairies existed but where they came from. Some believed that the menniken, as O’Rhiordan called them, had leaked through from a parallel dimension. Others argued that the menniken were Earth’s indigenous inhabitants, and that Homo sapiens were just a monstrous genetic aberration. O’Rhiordan discussed these theories in detail over several chapters. Vinnie found her arguments entertaining and even plausible, but the parts of the book she found most relevant were the reported sightings. There was an extended section of narrative recounting the experiences of a war widow in Accrington whose life had been made a misery by a troupe of menniken intent on stealing the brass buttons from her deceased husband’s dress uniform.

“They like bright things,” the woman said. “It’s an obsession with them. It’s like having rats, only worse.”

The disturbances went on for two years. The woman moved house in the end, though O’Rhiordan didn’t say if this cured the problem or if the menniken upped sticks and moved with her. Vinnie found she didn’t care much either way. She wasn’t going to sell Sharps Cottage. Against all her expectations she had begun to form an attachment to the place. She wasn’t going to be chased out by a bunch of fairies.

O’Rhiordan’s book had a lot to say on the horror of what she was up against, but frustratingly little advice on what she was supposed to do about it. All her sources seemed to agree that if you resorted to poisoning, or trapping, or any other kind of forcible intervention, you were liable to end up with a lot more to worry about than noises under the floorboards or a few items of broken crockery.

The only way, it seemed, was to outwit them. Vinnie thought about phoning Alison and asking if she had any ideas, but decided it was too obvious and too soon.

* * *

There were six menniken in all. Three adult males and an older woman, a younger boy, and a teenage girl. They hated electric light, but experiments with candles and an infrared lamp of the kind used by moth collectors had allowed Vinnie to gain some detailed sightings.

The menniken didn’t have wings, and Vinnie quickly came to the conclusion that anyone who insisted they did had no idea what they were talking about. She thought the wings fallacy had probably grown from the fact that they moved so quickly. Their feet did touch the ground, but their footsteps formed a single liquid movement, something between a skid and a glide. She couldn’t work out how they did that, only that they seemed less bound by gravity than ordinary people.

They fought often among themselves, but the fights never lasted for long and seemed quickly forgotten. They had a fondness for practical jokes, and stripped off to copulate with each other on the slightest pretext. In their resourcefulness and cunning and uneasy vulnerability they reminded Vinnie of a gang of adolescent boys she had seen once in a TV documentary, surviving on the handful of dollars they made from salvaging copper wire on a rubbish dump outside Sao Paulo.

The girl was the boldest, shinnying up the leg of the bedside table to gaze longingly into the luminous face of Vinnie’s wristwatch. The night after this first happened, Vinnie took the small grey cardigan and left it lying in full view on the upstairs landing. She heard the menniken briefly before dawn, crashing around in the kitchen looking for biscuits, but when she got up an hour or so later the cardigan was still there. It was the same on the following night, and the night after that. Vinnie wondered if her handling of the garment had contaminated it in some way. Perhaps they simply didn’t like the way she smelled.

As she became accustomed to their presence, Vinnie came to realise they had a scent of their own: a musky, acrid odour like the sap of dandelions. In the places they frequented most it was strong as cats’ piss. She tried washing down these areas with Dettox, but it didn’t seem to make much difference, or at least not for long.

She knew they were trying to work out where she had hidden the bracelet. The woman in O’Rhiordan’s book had spent a lot of time touring junk shops and jumble sales, trying to locate an alternative set of buttons that might fool the menniken. Vinnie could see good sense in this. The only problem was that she had no idea where she might get hold of a set of fake fairy skulls.

A fortnight after her trip to the library, she called Alison.

“They’re still here,” she said. She felt no need to explain what she was talking about.

“Hey,” Alison said. “Would you like me to come over?”

She arrived about an hour later with a bottle of wine and a Thai takeaway.

“An army always thinks better on its stomach,” she said.

“It’s marches. An army always marches on its stomach.”

“Well, the same goes for thinking, I’m sure.”

They ate the food and talked. Vinnie discovered that as well as working at the library, Alison was studying at Kent University for a degree in anthropology.

“Is that how you know so much?” Vinnie said. “About them, I mean?”

Alison giggled. “That would be pushing the envelope a bit, don’t you think? You know what academics are like when faced with original research. What do you reckon they’d say when they saw my thesis?” She toyed with the end of her plait. “Actually you’re quite close to the mark there. What I’m interested in is alternate histories. The anthropology is just a way of making contacts.”

“And have you? Made contacts?”

“You’d be surprised.” She took a swig of wine. “What kind of name is Vinnie? Is it short for something?”

“Lavinia. I totally hate it.”

“I don’t know, I think it’s rather beautiful.”

Vinnie felt tipsy and warm and full of Thai food. “None of this helps us though, does it?”

This time they both laughed. Vinnie showed Alison the grey cardigan, and the cupboard under the stairs. Then she showed her Jude’s bracelet. Alison put it on, slipping it over her wrist without opening the catch. She moved her hand from side to side. The fairy skulls knocked together like wooden beads.

“And you reckon this is what they are after?”

“I’m sure it is. My Aunt Jude knew something about it, but she’s dead now.”

They stared at one another in silence. The unspoken question hung between them, a seventh, invisible skull, dangling from the end of its golden chain.

“It was cancer,” Vinnie said finally. Alison nodded but would not meet her eye.

“Well,” she said. “If they’re so crazy to get their hands on this, let’s let them have it. Not really,” she added hastily. “We’ll just let them believe that they can.”

Alison’s idea was simple: they would pretend to leave the bracelet unguarded, and hope to lure the menniken into a trap.

“You go to bed as normal,” Alison said. “I’ll camp down in the back room. That way we’ve got both floors covered.”

“But what are you going to do when they come out?”

“I don’t know yet. But I’ll think of something.”

Vinnie gave her a blanket and some cushions and went upstairs. She put the radio on in the bedroom as Alison had told her to and then began to undress. She wondered what Alison was doing. The thought of her in the room below made her feel strangely light-headed. She thought she would take a long time going to sleep, or most likely she would not sleep at all, but the wine had dulled her senses and she found herself dozing off almost at once. She was awoken by the sound of breaking china. She dashed downstairs to the kitchen. Alison was pressed up against the back door. She had something in her hand, one of the gold-rimmed saucers from the Spode tea service Vinnie had been given by her work colleagues as a leaving present. The remains of another lay gleaming in the moonlight on the kitchen floor.

Somehow they had managed to get the bracelet off the table. Vinnie felt amazed and a little frightened by their bravery; the weight of the gold would have been enough to crush any one of them. As she stood there watching she saw the boy fairy straining in its yoke, hauling it step by step towards the open pantry. His tiny beechnut face was contorted with effort.

“I thought you had a plan!” Vinnie said. She took a step forward, almost treading on the broken saucer.

“Don’t get too close,” cried Alison. “The little monster just tried to go for me.”

Then I’ll crush him like a bug, Vinnie thought, a line from some gangster movie. She laughed, and was surprised to hear the laugh sounding almost normal. Mostly she was furious. She was damned if they were going to get away with this. She reached out with both hands, grabbing one of the fairy skulls and trapping it between two fingers. She thought the creature would give up the struggle as soon as it sensed her presence but it braced itself against the floor and began to pull back.

Vinnie dropped the bracelet in surprise, waving her fingers at the menniken as if trying to ward off a poisonous insect. She made brief and unpleasant contact with its exposed midriff. Its skin was moist and slippery, covered with sweat. She recoiled in disgust, wondering if she would ever get the smell off her. Then it turned in her grasp and bit her. Its teeth sliced into the soft triangle of webbing between her thumb and forefinger, sliding down through the flesh like carpet needles. The pain was gut-churning and intense, as if someone had thrust her fingers into a food mixer. Vinnie screamed and tried to pull her hand away but the thing was battened on like a leech. She shook her fingers from side to side, panicky with horror. From somewhere far away she heard Alison, banging two saucepan lids together like cymbals. Then she fainted.

When she came to, Alison was bathing her hand in a bowl of warm water.

“Thank God you’re back,” she said. “You were away with the fairies there for a while.”

“That’s not funny,” Vinnie said, but then realised it was. Her hand was throbbing, and felt as if it had swollen up to twice its normal size. Alison was using a dishcloth soaked in Dettox to clean the wound. The feel of the cloth against her skin was coarsely abrasive, like the tongue of a jungle cat. The smell of the antiseptic unfurled inside her head like a mushroom cloud.

She closed her eyes, drawing air in sharply over her teeth. She could taste things in it: the sweet nicotine of pollen grains, the grey reek of dust, the astringent headrush of jet fuel from an airliner passing over Sharps Cottage on its way to Helsinki.

She pressed her cheek to the ground. Beneath the floorboards the beetles squabbled, rumbling backwards and forwards like armoured cars. When Alison leaned over to speak to her, Vinnie could sense her concern, spiralling outwards from her throat like a skein of pink silk.

“It doesn’t look too bad,” she said. “Kind of like a hamster bite.” The feathered end of her plait brushed the side of her neck.

“I’ll be fine,” Vinnie said. She tried to get up, but the effort of it felt colossal. We’re like the dinosaurs, she thought. O’Rhiordan had it right all along. It’s us that are the old ones. We’re a dying breed.

Knowledge seemed to pour into her mind, filling it to bursting with new secrets. She felt that if she had to absorb one more thing she would burst into flames.

It’s like that man in Dickens, she thought. Spontaneous human combustion. I wonder if a fairy bit him, too.

“Perhaps I’ll just sleep for a bit,” she said. She smiled at Alison in what she hoped was a reassuring way and then blacked out completely. The next thing she knew it was daylight. There was a cushion under her head, and she had been covered with a blanket. Alison was fast asleep at the kitchen table.

* * *

“That should do it,” said Alison. She placed the tin in the hole and began packing earth around it with both hands. Inside the tin, the skull bracelet was zipped inside a leather pouch encased in two yards of bubble wrap. The hole, at the base of the willows, was three feet deep.

Once buried, Vinnie supposed, it would stay buried. The menniken would know where it was, but by Alison’s calculation it would take them years, perhaps decades, to excavate.

They hoped the task would draw their attention away from the house.

It was a clear blue day, like so many that summer. The fields and hedgerows around Chilham shouted with insects. All the windows of Sharps Cottage were thrown open, and the smells of paint and new varnish tangled, like cellophane streamers, with the outside air.

A van was coming for the last of Jude’s furniture at two o’clock. After that they were going into Canterbury to look at bathroom tiles.

We’re a doomed race, so what? Vinnie thought. We still need somewhere decent to wash our hands.

She turned her face towards the sun. It blazed above her, gulping hydrogen. The invisible stars applauded, a crowd transfixed by the fire-eater at a country fair.


THE SCIENCE OF CHANCE

The girl’s name was Raisa. That was all she would tell us. She was about seven years old, Lyuba reckoned, perhaps eight, although her not speaking made her seem younger.

“Where was she found?” I asked.

“Vasilievsky station,” said Lyuba. “It’s all in the file.” She folded her arms and frowned, staring back at me with a look that was equal parts impatience and curiosity. Why don’t you listen to what I’m telling you instead of asking mindless and unnecessary questions? She tapped the top of the object in question, an office box file with a marbled grey exterior, nudging it towards me across the Formica tabletop. Lyuba is brilliant at what she does, but she has no time for what the business strategy manuals like to call people skills. I once asked her how she thought about a case. My question provoked the same expression, a kind of mystified perplexity.

We were having a drink together in the Gay Hussar, a vodka bar just around the corner from the main precinct. Lyuba doesn’t socialise much outside of work because she has a young daughter, but she seems to enjoy taking the odd hour off if she has her mother staying, especially if it gives her the opportunity to indulge her hobby. Lyuba is something of a vodka expert. In a rare moment of confidence, she once told me that when she was stationed in Perm she’d won a big vodka-tasting contest.

“Thirty-two varieties, all named by region,” she said. There was a faraway look in her eyes I’d never seen there before.

“My god, how did you even stay on your feet?”

“It’s like most skills,” Lyuba said. It was the closest I’d seen her come to boasting, about anything. “Practice.”

When it came to answering my question about her methodology, she seemed less confident.

“What do you mean?” she said. “A case is a case.”

“Yes, I know. But how would you describe the process of solving a case? To a lay person, I mean. If you had to?”

She examined the backs of her hands, then turned them over slowly to look at the palms. She seemed puzzled, as if the whole concept of hands was new to her. Lyuba never takes anything for granted. That’s one of her greatest strengths as an investigator.

“Like a crossword puzzle,” she said in the end. “Discovering one fact creates the structure to uncover the next. Every case has an inbuilt logic to it, an internal pattern. Once you can see the pattern, you can solve the case.”

She spoke haltingly, choosing her words with care as you might select small but valuable objects from a shelf, Japanese netsuke, say. I could see what she meant with her crossword analogy, but for me a case is less about solving a puzzle than telling a story. Those first few stumbling questions – the questions Lyuba gets impatient with because they seem so obvious and so unnecessary – are my way of finding a way for that story to begin.


The little girl was found standing by herself outside the buffet at Vasilievsky station. Her name was Raisa. When police asked her if she was lost, she wouldn’t say a word.



There wasn’t much in the file, as it happened: a short, typed report detailing the girl’s first name, the place where she was found, and the contact details for the couple – their name was Ostrov – who had called the police. There was a photocopy of a doctor’s report – Caucasian female, 7-8 years old, no sign of contusions, bruising, lacerations, no evidence of sexual interference or molestation, vision, hearing and mobility normal, green eyes, fair hair, no scarring or distinctive markings, query elective mutism? – with a photograph clipped to it, passport-sized and over-exposed. The child’s face was expressionless and pale, her light-brown hair drawn back from her forehead in a green hairband. She seemed a blank, a diminutive ghost. She looked like all lost children. I’ve seen plenty of photographs like that and they’re all next to useless in giving a clue to what might have happened.

The doctor’s name was Shimulkovsky, not one I recognised. The only other items in the file were two photocopied images of a zip-up leather purse on a long leather strap, and two further photocopies of both sides of a newspaper clipping that Lyuba told me had been found folded up inside the purse.

“The purse was around her neck, under her coat,” Lyuba said. “There was no money inside, just this sheet of paper. She made quite a fuss when it was taken away from her – Glebov said they had to prise her fingers off the strap. She’s been quiet as a field mouse otherwise.”

The newspaper clipping was from an issue of Izvestiya, torn from the top half of the page and so leaving the day and the date – May 8th 1969 – clearly visible. One side featured a report of a fire at a children’s home in the northern city of Milena. The reverse showed part of a photograph, a woman’s face, rendered indistinct by shadows. The caption and the attribution were both missing and, I thought, unlikely to be relevant. I was more interested in the story about the fire. The date made any direct connection with the child impossible – the events described in the newspaper had happened at least thirty years before she was born. But what about her mother, or her father? I found it hard to believe that the newspaper clipping had been placed in the purse by chance. Clearly it was a message of some kind. Who was it was meant for, though, and what did it mean?

The fire at the children’s home seemed like the obvious place to begin my investigation, but I couldn’t help thinking that the place and date might be just as significant. 1969 was the year of the plebiscite. Milena had been the site of violent demonstrations in favour of what the more reactionary Soviet politicians had once branded the New Socialism. In the run-up to the secession, many of its advocates had been libelled and disgraced. Some had been imprisoned, or reposted to hard-line frontier towns where their voices were diminished, or ignored. The old guard’s attempts to swing the vote had ultimately failed, but plenty of dire things happened before they lost their stranglehold on the nation’s windpipe.

There seemed no obvious connection between a fire in a provincial city and the death-rattle of a corrupt empire, but my instincts told me there was one and where my job was concerned at least I was used to trusting my instincts.

Trusting my instincts is what I am paid for.

I filed a request to interview the girl the following day.

* * *

Raisa was in the temporary care of Clara Brivik, a police liaison officer whose main work was with vulnerable adults but who sometimes fostered children in an emergency. When I asked Clara if the girl was speaking yet she shook her head.

“Not a word. She’s eating though, which is something. She seems healthy enough. Her parents must be going spare, wherever they are.”

“Do you think there’s any chance they abandoned her? That she was left at the station intentionally, I mean?”

“Perhaps. Kids don’t clam up overnight without a reason. This little girl is physically fine, so either she’s seen something that’s scared the wits out of her or she’s been unhappy over a long period.”

I don’t often encounter silence in the course of my work. Normally it’s the children who are missing, the adults who are left behind. Adults in pursuit of lost children are voluble, angry, terrified, often irrational and sometimes hysterical, but rarely silent. The little girl sitting on the divan in the box room off Clara Brivik’s kitchen was so quiet it was uncanny. Observing her for the first time, I couldn’t rid myself of the idea that she was not human at all but some new kind of being, a creature who saw everything yet said nothing, the world’s conscience.

Clara had clearly done her best to make the confined space as bright and comfortable as she could – I noted a red-and-white chequered quilt cover, a bedside shelf with books and a wooden solitaire set, a glass snow dome containing a cleverly worked miniature model of the Angara dam – but for all the animation she showed, the child might as well have been confined inside a prison cell.

“Hi,” I said. “You must be Raisa.” Clara had left us alone, which was against the rules, but in spite of her tact my own voice still sounded false to me, sterile and plastic, bordering on sinister. The girl stared straight ahead, hugging her knees. It was difficult to tell if she even registered my presence.

She had a tiny gap between her front teeth. For some reason it was this detail, more than any other, that brought the reality of her situation home to me.

She was alone. Suddenly and without warning I found myself thinking about that first winter after the bomb, when Aunt Svet and I were living at Svet’s uncle’s dacha with no idea of what the future would be like or what it might hold. I remembered mornings in February, gaunt icicles casting shadows from the eaves in the eerie blue snow-light, the realisation, which took longer to pierce my consciousness than you might imagine, that the bomb had erased my past. My mother, our apartment, the gold-rimmed coffee cups that had been a present from my father’s sister Maroussia, who lived in Paris – these things were gone forever, leaving nothing but the dacha, the grubby houses along the potholed road that led to Grabinski, and Aunt Svet.

Aunt Svet had been like a second mother to me, and before the bomb our love for each other had been inviolate, and easily expressed. Now she seemed distant and, like the icicles, unutterably cold. Glittery in her misery, her chilblained fingers brittle as the frost-rimed twigs we scavenged for firewood.

I was eight years old.

“I want to help,” I said to the girl. “I’m here to try and help you find your mummy.”

Raisa shook her head. The movement was slight, but unmistakable. I drew in my breath. She was saying no, but did she mean no, I don’t want you to or no, that’s not possible?

I stayed with her for another half hour, playing with the snow dome and babbling bright, meaningless sentences in the hope she might forget her shyness and respond but she remained silent and immobile on the bed. She did seem calmer, somehow, or at least I imagined she did, but I knew that was probably just wishful thinking.

* * *

Gathering information on the children’s home fire was actually easier than I had anticipated. Facts have often proved hard to come by in this country, and I was prepared to face a multitude of obstructions when I began delving into what happened at the Maria Davidova Refuge for Young People on the night of May 7th 1969, especially as Milena is a navy town, where secrecy and concealment is bred into the bone.

As things turned out, it was quite the opposite. A man named Pil’nyak, who had managed the orphanage’s finances for many years, set up a charitable foundation in the wake of the tragedy, with the aim of building a new hospital and children’s asylum on the site of the outdated facility destroyed in the fire. As his own contribution, Pil’nyak compiled a memorial album detailing the history and background of the Maria Davidova. The book included a number of essays and tributes by local writers, and also copious appendices, listing the names, ages and circumstances of admission of every child who had been in residence at the time of the fire.

There were twenty-four fatalities in all. According to Pil’nyak, if not for the courageous actions of certain members of staff there would have been many more. One houseparent suffered severe burns to her upper body when she stayed behind to help a disabled child to safety through a downstairs window. The house porter, Anatol Dub, organised the evacuation of the second-floor dormitory before returning inside the burning building to rescue twins Vera and Katya Ismailova – Vera had become trapped in a smoke-filled stairwell, and Katya refused to go anywhere without her sister.

Pil’nyak’s memoir catalogued many such acts of everyday heroism, the kind of life-affirming anecdotes that surface in the aftermath of any disaster. But there were other stories too, stories that did not end so happily. More than a quarter of the resident children died, many of them in terror and still desperately trying to escape. Two members of staff were killed also, overcome by the effects of smoke inhalation.

One death in particular seemed to stand out, perhaps because the child in question should never have been in the orphanage at all. Ten-year-old Orel Zneyder was the son of a prominent and vehemently outspoken New Socialist. Miryam Zneyder had been remanded in custody on trumped-up embezzlement charges, and was forced to put her boy into care as a result.

The charges against Zneyder were eventually thrown out, and she was returned to the regional duma on an increased majority. In the meantime, Orel’s death had become a local scandal. There were even those who suggested that the fire at the children’s home had been arson, a deliberate act of reprisal against Zneyder and her pro-secession stance. The story was compelling, and tragic, but it was only when I read that Zneyder had grown up in the Auchinschloss district of my own city, just a two-stop tram ride from our old apartment, that I became convinced I’d found the lead I was looking for and that the girl in Clara Brivik’s box room and the tragic Orel Zneyder were somehow connected.

“There’s a link here somewhere, I know it,” I insisted to my girlfriend Paula. My collection of newspaper clippings and photocopies and computer printouts was beginning to take over our apartment. Paula is used to my hunches, but I knew this must have sounded bizarre, even to her.

“How can there be, Nellie? The boy died in 1969. That’s thirty years ago, in case you’d forgotten. This Miryam Zneyder would be a pensioner by now. If she’s even still alive, that is.”

“She’s alive. She still lives in Milena. I’ve tried calling her but all I get is her voicemail.” I paused. “She wrote a book about Helen Messger. Don’t you think that’s strange?”

“Strange how? There must be dozens of monographs on Messger. What’s one more?”

I fell silent. What I wanted to say was that it seemed an odd coincidence that the same Miryam Zneyder whose story featured in a newspaper clipping discovered in the possession of an abandoned child just happened to have a connection with the city where that child was found. But of course Paula was right. The pianist Helen Messger was one of the bomb’s most famous casualties. People are still fascinated by her, even today.

“I’d be careful if I were you, Nellie.”

That’s what Paula always says when she thinks I’m about to do something stupid. In the case of Miryam Zneyder, I could only imagine that what she meant was that I was letting my obsession lead me on to unsafe ground. The last thing the poor woman needed was some idiot blundering into her life like a wrecking ball, awakening memories of what was probably the worst thing that had ever happened to her, and all in the name of a quest that was doomed to fail.

What Paula said made sense, but I couldn’t let go. There was something here, I felt certain of it, and apart from anything else there was Raisa herself.

She was behaving so oddly. I kept coming back to what Clara Brivik had said, about children who had witnessed something terrible and how it might affect them.

A fire in a children’s home would have to be one of the worst traumas a young person might experience. Bad enough to rob them of speech?

If that child had seen a friend die, I thought probably yes.

* * *

While I was waiting for Miryam Zneyder to respond to my messages, I went to interview the couple who had found Raisa at Vasilievsky station. Alec and Silvia Ostrov lived on the northern edge of town, beyond Karl Marx Park, where the rents stay low because of the persistent rumours of nuclear contamination. The Ostrov house was a wooden shack, standing by itself in a patch of muddy gravel at the end of a short unmade road. A backdrop of birches and derelict tower blocks completed the scene.

Only Alec Ostrov was in when I called. A beanpole-thin man with sticking-out ears and lank, shoulder-length hair, he spoke with a slight stammer, his watery blue eyes flicking nervously from side to side. Logic put him in his mid-thirties, but his hunched posture, together with the shabby carpet slippers he was wearing when he came to the door, made him seem older.

I gave my name and showed him my ID. “I telephoned, remember?” I said. “Can I come in?”

“My wife isn’t here,” said Ostrov. “She had to go to work.” He shot an anxious glance over my shoulder then finally stood aside to let me pass.

“What does your wife do?” I asked. The door opened directly into the main living room. The shack’s woebegone exterior had led me to expect the space inside to be equally grim. In reality, the Ostrov dacha was comfortable and interesting-looking. There were books everywhere, overflowing the plank-built unit that had been constructed for them, piled on the table by the window and stacked in haphazard columns along the base of the wall. A large divan was covered with an embroidered woollen blanket, and the old-fashioned tiled corner stove gave off a generous heat. My eye was caught by a picture on the wall behind, a small gilt-framed oil painting of a woman’s face. It was painted in browns and ochres, yet light seemed to stream from it, as from the faces of the saints, illuminated by candles, depicted on icons and religious paintings of ancient times.

It was a lovely thing. I wondered how the Ostrovs had come by it.

“Silvia’s a nurse,” Ostrov said. “At the Metropolitan. Would you like some tea?”

“I’d love some.”

“I’ll make it.” He stepped around me and into the next room, presumably the kitchen. I glanced furtively at the books and papers littering the table. Most of them, their pages covered with complex-looking diagrams and mathematical formulae, were unintelligible to me. There was also a battered copy of Thornton Wilder’s The Bridge of San Luis Rey in the original English.

“I work in probability,” Ostrov said. “The science of chance.”

I jumped back from the table. I hadn’t heard him come back into the room – the slippers, I suppose – and his sudden reappearance startled me. He was holding out a mug of tea. I grabbed at it, glad of something definite to do. “Numbers aren’t my strong point, I’m afraid.”

“Mathematics has as much to do with feeling as understanding. Most people are too afraid of looking stupid to find that out. That’s what this book is about really, at its heart.” He touched the faded green covers of The Bridge of San Luis Rey. “Have you read it?”

“No.”

“You should.”

I was surprised at the change in him. The insipidness and timidity were gone, replaced by a clear-eyed enthusiasm that bordered on the aggressive. I took a sip of my tea, almost burning my mouth in the process. The wooden shack, the dusty novels, the brilliant zealot – it was starting to feel like something out of Dostoevsky.

“What can you tell me about Raisa?” I said.

“Raisa? Oh, you mean the little girl.” I was worried such a return to the subject in hand might make him clam up again, but I was wrong. Now he had started to open up there seemed no stopping him. “We saw her standing outside the station buffet. Silvia and I, I mean. The one by the main entrance. She had a red coat on. I remember that because Silvia nudged me and said she looked like Little Red Riding Hood. We thought she must be waiting for someone. We were meeting Silvia’s mother off a train, only the train was late and then when it arrived she wasn’t on it. Silvia was worried at first, but when we went to the booking office to inquire there was a message, saying that she’d caught the next one. We decided not to bother going home, to have a meal in the buffet instead while we were waiting. As we walked up to the door we saw the little girl in the red coat, still standing outside. Silvia asked her if she was lost but she wouldn’t say anything. Silvia said we should call the police and I agreed with her.”

He spoke clearly and deliberately, as if he were delivering a statement or recording a lecture, and indeed I’d seen an almost identical statement already, in the photocopy of the original that Lyuba had recently given me to add to the file. This didn’t mean Ostrov was trying to hide anything, necessarily – more likely he had repeated the story so many times it was beginning to sound like a script. This is a common problem when it comes to witnesses, and an important part of my job lies in encouraging people to think back – not to the last time they gave their statement, but to the events they’re describing.

I’m trying to help them recapture the little things, the forgotten moments, the details that have been discarded because they don’t appear to fit with the bulk of the story.

Any and all of these can be vital clues.

“How did she react when the police came?” I asked.

Ostrov hesitated. “I don’t know, really. I don’t think she had much idea of what was going on. A policewoman took hold of her hand and the girl let her, as if it didn’t make any difference to her what they did. She just kept staring ahead, like a sleepwalker. It was as if she wasn’t really present, somehow. As if she were seeing something none of the rest of us could see. I found it quite eerie.”

“Eerie?”

“Like something in a horror film.”

“What did your wife say?”

“She said the kid was probably scared. Scared to death, she said, left all alone like that and during the rush hour, too.” He paused. “I didn’t say so to Silvia, because I know she gets upset over children, but I thought the girl was more than just scared. Her behaviour reminded me of something that happened to a university friend of mine. He was in an accident as a child – his school bus drove off a bridge and fell into a river. He was ten when it happened. He told me he didn’t remember feeling frightened at the time, that from the moment the bus left the road until he was dragged on to the riverbank it was like watching the whole thing play itself out on a cinema screen. He could see the river bottom through the window, because the coach’s headlights were still on, still working. There was a shopping cart down there, he said, and something twisted and tangled in weeds he thought might be an old bicycle. He remembered feeling angry about that, because he and his friends liked to swim in the river, during the summer months especially, and he hated the thought of people dumping their rubbish there. It was dangerous, for a start. He knew a boy who’d almost been drowned when his foot became trapped in a sunken mattress.

“It was only afterwards that he felt scared,” Ostrov said. “He said he couldn’t understand what was happening to him. The excitement and uproar over the tragedy soon died down, as they were bound to do. My friend was back in school a fortnight later. Life went on as normal, or as normally as it could when half your classmates were missing. Their desks and coat pegs sat there, empty – they would not be filled again until the autumn, when the next crop of younger children came up from the year below. My friend found himself looking at those empty desks more and more often. Sometimes, in the middle of a maths class, for example, he would feel his throat tightening and his arms and legs grow heavy as scrap metal. He would look out of the classroom window and imagine he saw water rising. Even five years later he was still having nightmares, terrible dreams in which he imagined a great wave overwhelming him and from which he awoke with his heart racing and his lungs burning. The dreams only began to ease off when he went away to college.”

“Away from the river, you mean?”

Ostrov shrugged. “Yes, maybe.” He hesitated. “But that’s what the little girl looked like, do you understand me?”

“As if she were remembering a nightmare?”

“As if she were reliving her worst nightmare. She wasn’t scared of where she was, or what was happening to her, because something even more terrifying had already happened. Something she couldn’t forget, even if she tried.”

As if she were reliving her worst nightmare. Ostrov’s words, or at least the sense of them, coincided almost exactly with Clara Brivik’s.

“Is there anything else you remember?” I said to him. “Anything at all?”

“I don’t think so. Her coat was too big, that’s all.”

“What do you mean, too big?”

“It was almost on the ground. And the shoulders were too bulky. She was lost in it. You know how kids like to dress up in their mother’s clothes? The girl looked like that.”

I didn’t see how this could matter, but at least it was something, a detail no one else had mentioned so far. I noted it down.

“Who’s that in the picture?” I said to Ostrov as I was leaving, nodding towards the oil painting over the stove. It really was beautiful. I realised I would be sorry not to see it again.

Ostrov glanced quickly towards the painting and then looked down at the floor. “No one I know,” he said. “I came across it by chance, in one of those lost-and-found stores by the Universitetskaya tram stop. They’re all gone now. That woman looks exactly like my mother. I thought it was interesting, the coincidence.” He cleared his throat. “My mother was killed in the bomb.”

Mine too, I could have said, but didn’t. I didn’t want him to think I was trying to cancel out his story with one of my own.

I hate it when people do that. It’s a form of stealing.

* * *

I rode the tram back to the city centre then caught a trolleybus to Vasilievsky station. Vasilievsky is the old name for the station, the same name as the street it’s on, the name it was given when it opened in the 1880s. The station was renamed in honour of the Red Army general Vladimir Chorny in 1925, but had its name changed to Voksal Rosa Luxemburg in 1956 after Chorny was discredited, along with everyone else who had exchanged so much as a word with Leon Trotsky. Following the secession, the council voted to restore the original name, which most of the city’s older residents had never stopped using in any case.

There’s a large mosaic across the rear wall of the station hall, created by local art students and showing Vasilievsky Street the way it looked before the bomb. It is made entirely from shards of glass and pottery and metal salvaged from the rubble. The station facade, with its twin corkscrew towers, is the defining feature of the mosaic, as of the street itself. Vasilievsky was designed by Illya Fillopov, in the overwrought yet nonetheless impressive style architectural historians refer to as Byzantine. The most remarkable thing about the station though is that unlike virtually every other building in the neighbourhood, it managed to survive the bomb more or less undamaged.

Entire doctoral theses, not to mention a thousand newspaper articles, have been written on how that might have been possible – complicated and often conflicting theories involving wind direction and centre of impact and prevailing atmospheric conditions. The only consensus the various parties seem able to agree on is that Vasilievsky’s survival was a freak event, a confluence of environmental, meteorological and aerodynamic circumstances that have, at least for the present, resisted analysis.

Just chance, in other words. Pure fluke.

The station interior was redesigned and updated in the 1980s. In the old days, before the bomb, there was no buffet, just a selection of kiosks and covered stalls selling everything from freshly baked pirozhki to chocolates from Zhukov’s, the century-old city centre confectioner’s that was destroyed in the bomb. I remember in particular the smell of roasting chestnuts, the red glow of the brazier, the toasted scent of winter, of drawn curtains and silver paper. I found the aroma irresistible. My mother didn’t like buying things from the food stalls – she said they were overpriced. The chestnuts were different though, probably because you couldn’t find them anywhere else. If I asked her at exactly the right moment she would usually give in.

“They’re hot,” Mum said. “Mind you don’t burn your fingers.” She handed over the paper packet, a double-folded sheet of newspaper twisted into a cone. I offered it to Peter first, who immediately stuck in his hand and then pulled it out again.

“Hot,” he said. His eyes were wide with outrage.

“Silly billy,” my mother said. She kissed my brother’s reddened fingers, and ruffled his hair. Five minutes later, as the new, pleasant sensation caught up with the earlier, frightening one, Peter smiled.

The chestnuts were delicious, dense and sweet and floury as baked potato. They tasted differently from anything I could have imagined.

The chestnut stall is long gone. The station buffet has wipe-down tables and chrome-legged chairs and an enormous steel samovar that always reminds me of a squatting toad. I stood outside, by the door, gazing out across the teeming concourse and trying to imagine how it might look and sound and feel to an eight-year-old girl in a too-big coat, a girl who probably didn’t have a clue about where she was or why she was there.

The crowds seethed around me and through me, an invincible tide of buttoned-up faces and impatient voices, of thundering boots with tarnished buckles and traces of mud. My Raisa-self stared about uncertainly, feeling trapped, overcome by feelings of disorientation and unease. Fear lapped at me like a wave. It was as if the space I occupied was no longer a part of the station but somewhere else, somewhere that bore no relation to any time or place I had experienced previously. Even the word ‘station’, normally so commonplace, seemed to have lost its currency. Its meaning had floated away, replaced inside my head by some other, less definable concept, a garbled and terrifying anagram of madness. The roar of diesel engines seemed overpowering.

I shook my head to clear it. The station floated back into view. I went into the buffet, which seemed suddenly less crowded, and bought a glass of tea and a sourdough roll. I sat at one of the tables, flicking through my notebook and thinking about Raisa and Vasilievsky station and the fire at the Maria Davidova children’s home, moving the concepts about inside my mind like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle and failing to find a way to fit them together.

* * *

Eventually I went home. I made supper and then called Clara.

“Any change?” I asked.

“She’s still not speaking, if that’s what you mean. I gave her a colouring book and she seems happy with that, at least. It’s kept her busy for hours.”

I fell silent, remembering the castles I became obsessed with drawing as a child. I’d fill whole scrapbooks with castles, each more elaborate and unlikely than the last. “Do you know how long she’ll be allowed to stay with you?” I said eventually.

“I don’t know for sure. Another few days at most.” After that, and assuming we were no closer to tracing her parents, Raisa would become the responsibility of the social welfare system. She would be taken from Clara’s apartment and transferred to a children’s home. The state machinery would take over. The idea horrified me but there seemed little point in dwelling upon it. I said goodbye to Clara, and told her I’d call again at the same time tomorrow. Less than five minutes after I put down the phone, it began to ring. The caller was Miryam Zneyder.

“I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to return your call, but I’ve been staying with friends,” she said. I’d been expecting her to sound frail, confused even, but her voice was firm and clear. “I’m not sure how I can help you, though. Could you explain to me again what you wanted to know?”

And what did I want to know? I hadn’t realised, until she asked it, that her question didn’t have an obvious answer.

“Do you know a girl called Raisa?” I said.

“Raisa? I don’t think so.” She paused. “It might be better if you told me exactly what this is about.”

So I told her about the mystery child, and where she’d been found. I told her about the leather purse around her neck, the newspaper clipping inside, which had led me to the story about her son. “I know this must sound rather unusual,” I said. I suspected that was putting it mildly. “But I had to call you. I’m convinced there’s a link somewhere, between your son and this child, that I just can’t see it yet. Is there anything you remember that seems to connect with what I’ve told you? Anything at all?”

“You think that because my own child died I’m the kind of person who goes around stealing other people’s?” She sounded amused rather than angry, and I sensed that here was a woman who had long given up on anger as an emotion that could be of use to her. She was clearly having a bit of fun at my expense, a fact that did not prevent me from being mortified by her suggestion.

“Oh god, no. That’s not what I meant at all.”

“What exactly did you mean, then? Orel has been dead for thirty years. What could I possibly have to tell you about a child whose mother probably wasn’t even born at the time?” She drew in her breath. The amused, waspish tone was gone. Now she just sounded tired. I remembered what Paula had said about being careful and felt ashamed suddenly. What right did I have to burden Zneyder with my questions, even if they were in a good cause?

The truth was, I had no right at all.

“I’m sorry,” I said. Zneyder was silent for what seemed like a long time. I listened to the faint crackling of static on the line, hoping she wouldn’t put the phone down and knowing I could hardly blame her if she did. But when she finally spoke again she sounded quite different.

“No,” she said. “It’s I who should be sorry. You’re a good person, I’m sure. But not everyone who has called me over the years has had such selfless motives. Some people can be very cruel. Suspicion becomes a habit.” She sighed. “I still miss him, you know. He’d be thirty-eight now, a man with his own concerns, his own life. It could be that we would hate one another – it’s so easy to idealise the dead, isn’t it? The thing is, I’ll never know. That’s what hurts most.”

I remained silent, pressing the phone to my ear, knowing anything I said would sound shallow, inaccurate, a platitude. I felt like crying.

“Your girl sounds like an interesting mystery,” Zneyder said in the end. She laughed briefly, then cleared her throat. The subject of Orel was clearly closed. “I wish I could help you, I really do. And I admit it’s strange, her having that newspaper clipping. I suppose it must mean something. But I’m afraid I have no idea what that might be.” She hesitated. “Do you happen to remember what was on the back?”

“On the back?”

“On the other side of the page.”

“Nothing. I mean, nothing important. Just part of a photograph.”

“Oh well, it was worth a try.”

“I read your book about Helen Messger,” I said. “I thought it was brilliant.”

“Helen was the brilliant one. Her death was a crime. All the deaths, but hers especially. I know it’s wrong to think of some people as more valuable than others, but that’s how I feel. If it hadn’t been for our friendship, I don’t think I’d ever have found the confidence to go into politics. Helen was a remarkable woman. My life was never the same after she died. I was very ill for a while, you know. When Orel was born I didn’t know how I’d cope. You do though, don’t you? One slow day at a time, you become someone else.”

“I lost my mother in the bomb,” I said suddenly. “She was exactly your age.”

“Really?” Zneyder sounded impatient again, and I realised I’d made a mistake, that she must be fed up with people telling her their bomb stories or their prison stories or their dead child stories, seeking meaning in their misfortune by trying to equate it with that of a stranger who had once been famous for her tragedy. Zneyder would naturally reject such confidences as an invasion of her privacy. Bomb or no bomb, everyone’s lost someone. But that’s not my problem. “Then you’ll understand how it was for me. Do you mind if we finish this now? It’s getting late. I don’t sleep well these days. Too much talking makes my insomnia worse.”

“Of course,” I said. “I’m sorry to have disturbed you.”

“Not at all. I’m sorry, too. About the girl, I mean. If anything occurs to me I’ll call you back.”

“That would be very helpful. Thank you.” I knew even as I said it that I would not hear from her again.

Paula came in around an hour later. I told her what had happened.

“She sounds a bit of a bitch to me,” she said. One of the nicest things about Paula is that she never says I told you so.

I shook my head. “It’s not her fault. Can you imagine how I sounded? The most frustrating thing is that I still think there’s something there, something I’m missing.”

Paula leaned back against the sofa and hugged her knees. “Don’t you think you might be overcomplicating things? What if Raisa is just what she seems – a lost child? What if that piece of newspaper is just a – you know, what they say in detective stories?”

“A red herring?”

Paula nodded.

“How can it be, Paul? She was carrying it in a purse around her neck. Someone must have put it there for a reason.”

“Not necessarily. Suppose the clipping was in the purse already, and Raisa just happened to find it on the station or somewhere? The purse, I mean. You’re constructing this whole big mystery out of it, but it could all be chance.”

The idea had never occurred to me, but I had to admit at least the possibility that Paula might be right. My heart sank. If the purse wasn’t really Raisa’s, then all my extravagant suppositions concerning it had been a waste of time.

It wouldn’t be the first time.

“I’m just saying,” Paula added. “What’s that thing about the simplest explanation of a problem being the correct one?”

“Occam’s Razor. But it’s not always true.” Paula’s argument was convincing, but I couldn’t help remembering what Lyuba had said, about the police having to prise Raisa’s fingers away from the purse strap. Would a child become so quickly attached to an object she’d found by chance? I seriously doubted it. Later, when Paula was asleep, I found myself going back over my conversation with Miryam Zneyder and wondering how I might have handled it better. Zneyder’s book about Helen Messger was still knocking about on the floor beside the bed. I picked it up and began leafing idly through the section at the end, which consisted of more than a hundred photographs Zneyder had collected, of women who had been killed in the bomb or who had lost someone close to them, either in the strike itself or in its aftermath.


Ailsa Kurkov, 23, whose poems ‘White Guard’ and ‘A Night in Murmansk’ took both the first and second prizes in magazine’s annual poetry competition for 1961.

Zhanna Bruderhof, 46, a chemistry teacher who single-handedly organised the evacuation of her school after the other teachers fled.

Mona Verlinsky, 19, a local chess champion who had recently been promoted to grandmaster status.

Vanessa Chubin, 32, a television reporter whose extended reportage ‘Diary of a Nuclear Strike’ was later awarded the gold medal in the Frankfurt Prize for International Journalism. Chubin’s eight-year-old daughter Raya went missing from Vasilievsky station on the day of the bomb. Chubin died of cancer, no doubt caused by radiation exposure, in 1969.



Something about the photograph of Chubin seemed familiar, but I was too tired by then to give the subjects sufficient thought. I turned out the light, thinking I’d fall asleep more or less immediately, but an hour later I was still awake. I couldn’t get that photograph of Chubin out of my mind. In the end I switched the bedside lamp back on so I could look at it again. Paula stirred briefly beside me but was sound asleep again in less than a second. She likes to joke that nothing wakes her, not even a bomb going off.

Chubin had been photographed facing slightly away from the camera. The left side of her face lay partly in shadow, and it was the shadow I recognised, I realised, the particular shape it made against Chubin’s cheek, like a spoon cutting ice cream.

It was the same as the shadow in the photograph on the back of the newspaper clipping.

I knew this could not be possible, yet at the same time I understood beyond all doubt that it was so. I slipped from the bed and pulled on the grey long-sleeved T-shirt Paula had been wearing earlier that evening. My heart was racing. I kept hearing Zneyder’s words to me over the phone – do you happen to remember what was on the back? I had dismissed them so casually, yet it seemed her instincts had been correct all along.

I switched on the living-room light and reached for the box file Lyuba had given me at the start of the case, stuffed now with my notes as well as the photocopies of the original documents. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. I sifted rapidly through the papers, my hands clumsy with panic, suddenly convinced that the photograph wouldn’t be there, that someone had stolen it. The idea was crazy of course, pure paranoia. I told myself to calm down, to relax my breathing. When I sorted back through the papers a second time I came upon the picture almost at once.

I placed the already dog-eared photocopy flat on the floor, then opened Zneyder’s book at the appropriate page. There was no room left for doubt – the two images were identical.

I closed the book, folding the clipping between its pages to mark the place, then left the book on the floor beside the other things and went back to bed. There was nothing I could do until morning and I needed to sleep. Now I had found what I was looking for, I thought I probably would.


[Izvestiya, Thursday May 8th 1969]

Vanessa Thomasovna Chubin 18/1/30 – 4/5/69

Prizewinning reporter Vanessa Chubin has died at her grandmother’s home in Kasli, Chelyabinsk District, at the age of thirty-nine. She had been suffering from cancer.

Chubin became internationally famous when her live television coverage of the Cuban Missile Crisis and the consequent American nuclear strike on the city of Kuragin was broadcast around the world. A documentary based on her broadcasts, ‘Diary of a Nuclear Strike’, was later awarded the gold medal in the Frankfurt Prize for International Journalism.

Chubin’s achievements were marred by personal tragedy. Her older brother Richard, a gifted poet, committed suicide in his late twenties, and Chubin’s eight-year-old daughter Raisa disappeared on the day of the attack and was never seen again. It was presumed she was killed in the blast, although Chubin herself never believed this and continued to search for her until a few months before her death. A personal memoir of her quest,, briefly became a bestseller.

Vanessa Chubin never married. She is survived by her sister, Bella, and her younger brother Carl.




(From Wait for Me Here, Mirabil’nie Knigi, 1967)

Raya didn’t have her coat on. We were halfway to the tram stop before I realised. I was furious, because I knew she’d done it deliberately. She had made a fuss about leaving the apartment – something about wanting to finish a cardboard rocket ship she was building for her friend Emma – and I felt certain this was her way of making sure we’d have to go back.

“For goodness’ sake, Raya!” I grabbed her hard around the shoulders. I came close to shaking her. It was cold out, two degrees below freezing at least. Raya couldn’t go anywhere dressed only in a skirt and pullover. Her face was suddenly blank with distress and confusion. I could see she didn’t understand how I could be so angry over something so small. Perhaps I should have tried to explain, that it was not her I was angry with, not really, but time. Time like a runaway mare, her flanks heaving and sticky with sweat, breaking free of her constraining harness, dashing madly away across the train tracks.

“It’s OK, it’s OK,” I said. I began fumbling with the buttons of my own coat, my fingers big with cold, my thoughts already far away, two stops down the line, with Raya safely ensconced in the women’s waiting room at Vasilievsky while I hurried away from the station and headed back to where I needed to be, at the city’s centre, where a small, previously unremarkable part of the world was getting ready to be immolated. Who knew if survival was possible and what it might entail? “Look, you see, you can wear mine instead. You’ll be warm in Mummy’s coat, won’t you?”

Raya smiled as if I’d offered her a present, the bad moment forgotten as she shifted towards this new moment, with its prospect of the unexpected and, in its comical way, special. The coat was too big for her of course, it looked ridiculous, but it would keep her warm, it would become its own world. That was all that seemed to matter in that moment. That my scent be wrapped around her, like a protective shield.

The tram was packed, more crowded than was usual at this time of day. “Hold on to me,” I said to Raya. I found myself imagining how it might feel to lose her in the crush, the sudden realisation, the panic. I forgot about my lack of a coat almost at once, it was so warm inside the carriage. Mainly I was just desperate to get to Tamara’s place, where there would be a radio, and coffee, and Alyosha. We would talk, we would do our best to make sense of things, we would decide what to do.

We were all afraid, but there was still room for doubt. I don’t think any of us believed the bomb would really happen.

The train was slow, slow, slow, and time seemed to be moving faster with each new minute. I tugged Raisa along by the hand, steering her briskly through the crowd outside the station entrance, thinking all the while about Alyosha and what we were proposing to do – about the Americans and the Party, about our own private situation with Pamela that seemed liable to explode at any moment.

We hurried across the station concourse to the women’s waiting room. The stove was lit, and I briefly considered taking back my coat – my hands were freezing – but decided against it. What if the fire went out? I would only worry. And I knew Raya loved my coat, with its cherry-redness and shiny black buttons – buttons carved to look like jet but were really just glass. She called it my pal’to barabanshchika, my drummer boy’s coat, like the one in the story she liked by Olga Grin.

I hoped the coat might comfort her in my absence. An idea born out of cowardice, but I clung fast to it anyway.

“Where are we going?” Raya said. She was scared, I could see that, but I pretended not to. If I granted this knowledge admittance it would overwhelm me, all my careful plans would fall apart. I would be gone for an hour, perhaps two. What could possibly go wrong?

“We’re going to Baba’s, remember? On the train? I need to go and see Auntie Tam first, but I won’t be long. Just wait for me here, OK? Whatever happens, stay in the waiting room and don’t move. There’s a nice fire, look. You can sit here, next to this lady. I’ll be back very soon.”

I wrapped my arms around her then, pushed my big cold face into her small hot one, pressed my eyes closed as I kissed her, so I wouldn’t have to see how afraid she was. The woman on the bench beside her – a heavyset, pasty-faced woman with the most extraordinary fur collar (I hadn’t seen a fur coat like that in years, not since my grandmother had to pawn her best clothes at the end of the war) scowled at me disapprovingly. She was holding her gloves in her lap, her pudgy hands nestled together like plump pigeons. I wanted to seize those hands, with their deep creases and gaudy rings (the kind of rings, set with foil-backed paste instead of gemstones, that are used as theatre props or in cheap cabaret, and I realised that yes of course, I recognised her, she was an actor, I’d seen her onstage as Madame Arkadina in The Seagull) and beg her to please watch over my little girl until I got back, see she doesn’t wander off, amuse her with stories, stop her being frightened, but I didn’t do it. It would have been too much of an admission. That what I was doing was dangerous, and – worse – that I knew this better than anyone, better than this woman ever could, but that I was going to do it anyway, because I was still convinced, even during those last moments, that I would get away with it.



* * *

“What happened to Raisa’s original clothes?” I asked Clara. “The clothes she was wearing when she was found?”

Clara made a face. “They were taken away for forensics to have a look at. I doubt anyone’s got round to it yet, though. They have a backlog a mile long, and there was no suggestion of foul play. I expect they’re in store.”

“Do you think I could get a look at them?”

“What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure yet. Maybe nothing. Would you mind keeping this to yourself until I have something more definite?”

“Sure.” Clara shrugged. I asked her how Raisa was, and she said fine, although I could tell by the way she said it that she was unhappy about something. That her time with Raisa was running out, most likely – Clara loves kids. Anyway, she let me use her phone to call the lockup and half an hour later I was there, cooling my heels in the front office while old Victor Dirnychev hobbled around in the evidence store trying to locate the articles in question. Finally I was called through to what was supposed to be an atmosphere-neutral examination room but was actually just a windowless cubbyhole in the basement.

“Here they are,” Dirnychev said. He never says much, Dirnychev, but he’s all right once you get to know him. He had three evidence bags laid out on the table. One contained a child’s grey woollen pinafore dress. The second bag contained the coat. I barely needed to glance at it to know it was the same as the garment described by Vanessa Chubin in her memoir. The sight of it brought a lump to my throat. I felt like calling Lyuba then and there, telling her I’d done it, I’d found Raisa’s mother.

The only problem was that the mother was dead. She’d died in 1969, before our lost girl was born.

I smothered a laugh. The third bag contained a pair of shoes, a child’s zip-up sheepskin boots. The toes were heavily discoloured, coated all over with a greyish dust. Masonry dust, it looked like. Like the kind that blocks out the sun above a city after it’s been bombed.

“How long will it take to get these tested?” I asked Dirnychev. “If I get a permissions slip this afternoon, I mean?”

“About forty-eight hours, if you’re lucky.”

I made the expected grumbling noises – that it was too long, there must be a way to speed things up, all the usual stuff. In fact, I wasn’t too bothered. I knew already what they would find, and I was right.

Forensic analysis of Raisa’s sheepskin boots detected faint but definite traces of radioactivity.

* * *

“So what are you saying? That this child, this Raisa Chubina, is a time traveller?”

Not many people could have asked that question with a straight face, but Paula isn’t most people. She listens more than she speaks. I would be the first to admit I probably take advantage of that.

Except that now I’d finished telling my story, I was finding it difficult to say anything at all.

“I think it’s the station,” I said in the end. “Vasilievsky. You know the bomb never touched it? Say if – I don’t know – it became lodged in time somehow. And Raya – Raya just stayed where she was, waiting for her mother exactly as she was told to. For her it’s still the day of the bomb. It’s everything outside the station that’s moved on.”

“You don’t really believe that, do you? Things like that don’t happen except in films.”

“I don’t know, Paul. All I can say is that I’m not making this up. The coat is real. Raya’s boots are real. Are you telling me it’s just coincidence, just chance?”

“What else can it be?”

I sighed and rubbed my eyes. I’d been awake most of the night, mentally examining each and every aspect of what I’d discovered in minute detail until I could actually feel my mind sliding out of control. I finally fell asleep, just for a little while, at around six o’clock. I was woken by a gimlet ray of sunshine, stabbing me in the eye like a steel needle. I had a sudden and perfectly clear insight into how it must feel to go insane.

“I’m sorry, Paul. I don’t mean to have a go at you, but there’s more to it than that. I know there is, and I mean to prove it.” I tried to smile. “Occam’s Razor, remember?”

“You’re not going to Lyuba with this, are you?”

“Not yet. I need to think.”

“No,” Paula said. “You need to let this go. Not everything in this life is about the bomb, you know. Raisa isn’t your brother.”

I jumped inside my skin when she said that, then went cold all over. Peter is one of those subjects we never talk about.

* * *

So there are supposed to be these places – nexuses – where planes of time meet, or converge, whatever. Where a certain building or patch of woodland or street or factory yard, instead of being altered by time, or eroded by it, is carried over, uploaded, rendered time-neutral. You’ll find an awful lot has been written on this subject once you start digging. What it boils down to is that certain places are always the same, no matter when you happen across them. This year, next year, next century, whenever.

As Vasilievsky station was still the same, in spite of having been close to the centre of a nuclear strike. I had no idea if the place had been a time-nexus before the station was built – probably, just harder to notice – but it was definitely one now.

That was what the books and articles and blog posts suggested, anyway. When my research first started clicking together, my main worry was that no one would believe me. The more I delved into the strange world of alternate physics, the more I came to realise there were hundreds out there – thousands – who would leap upon my story with the fervour of newly minted religious converts. University lecturers, discredited scientists, New Age philosophers, mystics, prophets, inmates of mental asylums, damaged young mothers and burned-out grandfathers. I found this discovery both enlightening and profoundly depressing.

I returned to Vasilievsky, watched the crowds ebbing and flowing as the trains came and went from the long platforms, wondered at the stark winter sunshine, flinging itself to its death from those ridiculous corkscrew towers. I was waiting for something to happen, I suppose. I have no idea what. At the end of an afternoon’s continuous staring, I began to feel as if I was always staring at the same crowd, the same faces, endlessly repeating, like one short sequence of film stuck in a loop. I gazed at the teeming figures, remembering one of the texts I had stumbled across, a pamphlet that made repeated references to something called a probability wave, an article of quantum physics suggesting that an object or even a person might be shown to exist in two places at once. The kind of theory that would interest Alec Ostrov, no doubt. I couldn’t make much sense of it myself.

I realised I had either to own this, or, as Paula had suggested, let it go. I thought about the reams of strangeness I had read through, the roster of misfits and recluses and oddballs who had written down their theories. They could have been born crazy, I supposed, but I seriously doubted it. Most of them had probably started out just like me.

* * *

In the end, the decision was made for me. A couple claiming to be Raisa’s parents came forward to claim her.

Their name was Bryusov and they were from Omsk. They said they’d been travelling home from a visit to Raisa’s grandmother, in Nizhny Novgorod, when Raisa went missing.

“We were all so tired, you see,” Gavril Bryusov explained. “Our first train was cancelled, and we’d been waiting around on the platform for almost six hours. Sonya and I were having a nap in our compartment. Raya was with us, or so we thought. She must have woken up and gone exploring, you know how kids are. We weren’t too worried at first. We thought she must be on the train somewhere. Of course when we found out what had happened we were frantic.”

The train had made stops at five different stations, each an hour apart, while Sonya and Gavril Bryusov were asleep. It had taken them days of desperate phone calls and enquiries before they discovered their daughter’s whereabouts. Eventually they were directed through to Lyuba. They were back in Omsk by then, and it was a further eighteen hours before they were able to catch a return train. Clara was there to meet them at Vasilievsky station.

“The man sounded drunk,” Clara said. “Relief, I suppose.”

“What about Raisa?”

“Didn’t say a word. Just ran to her mother and buried her face in her stomach. Then she burst into tears.”

“Who? Raisa?”

“No, Sonya Bryusov. They had the child’s full ID on them, the works. Raisa Gavrilovna Bryusov, born October 19th 2002. There was a photo and everything.”

She fell silent. She was still missing Raya, I could tell. After a couple of minutes of neither of us saying anything, I asked her if she’d asked the Bryusovs about their daughter’s coat. I thought she might have forgotten about that, but she caught on at once.

“I did, actually. They said the red coat belonged to Raisa’s sister, Lizaveta. Liza went away to university this year, and now Raisa won’t let the coat out of her sight. Insists on wearing it, even though it’s miles too big for her. She misses her sister. Poor kid.” Clara sniffed. “It was funny about that purse thing, though. They downright refused to let her keep it. Said it might have germs, or something. I had to promise the kid I’d look after it.” She paused, then opened a drawer of her sideboard. “Here it is.”

She handed me the purse. It was the first time I’d seen the real article, and I could understand why the Bryusovs hadn’t been keen on taking it away with them. It was a shabby thing, the leather cracked and stiffened, unpleasant to touch. The material securing the zip had almost worn through.

I opened the zip and looked inside but the purse was empty. The inside smelled musty and faintly rotten, the way all leather begins to smell if you don’t look after it.

* * *

A couple of days after Raya went home, I called in at the precinct to speak to Lyuba but she wasn’t there. On an impulse I went downstairs to see old Dirnychev instead. Victor Dirnychev has lived his whole life within one mile of the city centre. The bomb left him buried in the rubble of his apartment block for almost two days.

I asked Dirnychev if it might be possible for anyone walking around the city now to pick up radioactive dust on their shoes.

“In one of those old warehouses out by Karl Marx Plaza, say. Or at Vasilievsky station.”

He frowned, apparently in concentration, picking in between his teeth with a paperclip. “I’ve heard that it might be,” he said. “That stuff takes a long time to go away, doesn’t it? They say it’s mostly harmless now, anyway.”

“Do you believe that?”

“I suppose I do.” He took the paperclip out of his mouth, flicked it across the countertop and on to the floor. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in this life it’s that you have to hope for the best. What choice do you have? You’d go mad otherwise, wouldn’t you?”


MARIELENA

For Joel Lane

Marielena. My love, my muse, my demon. Since I was forced to leave my country, I am dispossessed of her. Ma-ri-el-ena. I say her name to myself in the dark when I can’t sleep, rolling the syllables around on my tongue like so many dark pearls. Because she is lost to me I see her in everyone. In the financier with her Jimmy Choos and her green Cross briefcase. The foul-mouthed publican, her forearms like an Olympic rower’s, her hair so red it dims the traffic lights – stop, stop, stop. The Pakistani student – Dolce & Gabbana spectacles, black hijab. The child with her dirt-smeared cheek and scabby knees. Marielena taunts me in her manifold guises and then slips away, hiding herself in the shadows. I strain to catch her voice, but all I hear is the noise of traffic and the shouts of youths, kicking a crumpled beer can down the street. Marielena’s absence is my greatest punishment. She sees my desertion as a betrayal, but I had no choice.

* * *

You imagine you understand how it begins. You – with your passport from birth and your front door key, your insurance against life, death and hijacking – think of palace coups and mobs with guns, young men in dirty bandanas shouldering Kalashnikovs. How about a voting booth, a press conference, a gaggle of bland-speaking politicians wearing Western clothes? That’s how it’s done these days, believe me. Why shoot when you can legislate? The guns come out right at the end, for those who don’t get the message or who won’t get lost.

* * *

I chose to get lost, to come here. Marielena insisted I should stand my ground. It’s your country, she said. These people, they’re just fly-by-nights. She meant our new government. We will outlive them all. Anyway, she said, you’ll shrivel up and die in a place like that. What are you going to write about? And you know I hate the cold.

“I can’t outlive anyone if I don’t have a head,” I reasoned. Marielena fell silent. She didn’t say the word coward out loud, but I knew she was thinking it.

I imagine these decisions must be simpler when you’re a demon. Human death is like a bruise – it soon fades.

“You will come, though,” I said to her. “We’ll stay together?”

She kept her silence at first, and I thought she was sulking. Then she turned on me with fire in her eyes and asked me how I expected her to live in a country that had sold its soul. Not to the devil, oh no, but to the annual APR and the FTSE, whatever that was, to McDonald’s and Madonna and the iPhone.

The devil, now, she said. That might have been interesting.

She told me she’d suffocate, then refused to discuss the matter any further. I thought she’d come round in the end. She had to. We were a team.

* * *

They kept us waiting in a secure enclosure at the airport. (If you thought secure enclosures were only for cattle, you would be wrong.) On the other side of the barrier, a woman who had failed the preliminary entrance stipulation was being escorted by two armed border guards towards a waiting plane. The woman was screaming and crying and rending her clothes. The border guards kept on going, just doing their job. I saw Marielena’s fury in that woman’s eyes, as I knew she meant me to. Her anger and her terror and her wordless farewell.

Muse and monster, Marielena, how is her loss even bearable for me to contemplate, much less suffer?

* * *

What do I think of when I think of my country? The special lamb dish my mother used to make, with apricots. Apricots, and shaded courtyards, and the stony road that leads you from the village right into the city. The city, with its markets and its protocols, the bookstore and Turkish cafe, the tiny forbidden record exchange, where at one time you could put on headphones and listen to albums by the Bee Gees and Nirvana, Mahalia Jackson and Amália Rodriguez, Salif Keita and Bob Dylan and Suzanne Vega.

Suzanne takes me down to her place by the water. I could have fallen for you, dear Suzanne, if not for Marielena. She would have torn me apart, piece by bloody piece, had she ever suspected me of infidelity.

The smell of scorched earth and ripening figs, the tawny back of the midday sun, beating with a golden hammer on the terracotta roof tiles.

Tabby cats, swift ectomorphs, their mangy hides speckled with dust motes, patrolling the back yards of restaurants, jousting for scraps.

Foreign newspapers and tobacco root, chess games at dusk. Incense, incensed, insensible.

Myself, running home from school, haranguing my mother with my first ecstatic, eager, arrogant words of poetry.

* * *

I wake to rain.

* * *

Is this a new kind of temple that we come to, this damp concrete edifice where the Border Agency keeps its offices, its grey walls slick with drizzle, its acolytes in their nylon uniforms, deciding our fates behind a toughened glass screen with a tick in a box?

What do they make of our dramas, these men and women? You hear stories – stories of a Sudanese pastor, setting himself on fire outside the town hall in Leicester, of a computing graduate from Eritrea, revealing her genital mutilations to Customs and Excise at the port of Dover. Stories of pepper spray and mass hysteria, of dirty hypodermics and hatchets and electric steak knives. It is because of stories like these that the reinforced glass has been installed, the panic buttons and the sprinkler system, as effective against self-immolation as it is against illicit smoking in the agency toilets.

I could tell you I have no understanding of what drives my fellow supplicants to such acts of violence, but the truth is I do. The choking tide of rage and despair, the brain-freezing boredom, the night sweats and blurred vision and shortness of breath, all symptoms of the terror that overthrows you as you are dragged feet first out of your life and into this limbo. You are no one here until you can back up your personal tragedy with the appropriate paperwork.

The temple servants in their ugly uniforms know nothing. They are simply minions. Why waste energy committing suicide when there will always be more?

“I’m sorry, Mr Wahid, but we’re still waiting for a date for your hearing.”

“Do you have any idea when that will be?”

A resolute shake of the head. “I’m sorry, but I really can’t say. Your forms are still in the system, I’m afraid.”

“Does this mean I can’t look for work yet?”

“That’s all set out in your information booklet. Paid employment of any kind is strictly forbidden unless or until your request for asylum has been granted.”

I am not allowed to work, or to sign on for income support for another three months, maybe six if my application is left pending. I am permitted to claim my £20 weekly allowance from the Red Cross. I am allowed to pick up my free food vouchers, officially stamped, at the start of each week. It is not exactly the financial advancement we are said to be chasing.

In my country I was a qualified teacher on a generous salary. I taught basic literacy to village children, the study of literature to any adults who showed interest and who could spare the time. Some of the places I went to teach were accessible only on foot. Marielena, walking beside me, told scurrilous stories or composed sestinas, breaking my heart with her talent, which she took so lightly.

The children welcomed me as a preacher, or as a freak.

When I say asylum seeker, what do you see? A teacher and poet, laughing and sore-footed, or a pitiful wretch in an unwashed shirt, standing in line for handouts at the local DSS?

The way they look at me, the people of your country. I do not know which is worse: the aggressive suspicion of the youths who hang around the supermarket car park, or the prim-voiced, closed-hearted annunciations of the servants of the Border Agency. There is pity in their eyes, or at least there is sometimes, but it is a pity that soon converts itself into indifference. The curt syllables of their textbook English slide into my bloodstream like injected toxins, coating the arteries that feed my brain with their fatty deposits. I can feel my soul asphyxiating. I hear their language in my own mouth and it is like eating thorns. The blunt presumptuousness of this foreign tongue, this barbed intrusion, cutting the sensitive flesh of my throat like the trefoils of thistles.

The airport enclosure where they held us was fenced in with razor wire. I had not expected, so soon, to experience something that reminded me so sharply of what I hoped to escape.

Your English feels like a language I will never master. I cannot even order a cup of coffee at a restaurant stand without revealing myself for what I am – a foreigner. And you thought it was the language of poetry? says Marielena, and laughs.

I pass my weekly report card across the counter. The youth stamps it, and hands it back, and then I leave.

By the time I get outside, it is raining again. People are sheltering in shop doorways. A woman in a man’s overcoat pushes a super-market trolley in a wavering line along the pavement. She shuffles rather than walks, her shoulders hunched over, almost as if she is expecting an assailant to launch himself upon her from behind. The overcoat is horrible, filthy with the stains of some dried-on contaminant that I think might be spaghetti sauce. At first the sight of the shopping cart confuses me. Then I realise the woman must be a homeless person, what in colloquial English I have heard referred to as a bag lady. She is using the stolen trolley to transport her possessions. At home, the sight of a beggar would arouse in me nothing more than the accustomed feelings of guilt and regret, but my visit to the Border Agency has scourged my soul of charity. I am filled with resentment for this unknown woman, who has so carelessly squandered her birthright and her privilege. Whatever misfortune has befallen her, she still has her country. However sordid she becomes, no one can make her give up her name, or force her to leave.

How could anyone born into such riches dispose of them so thoughtlessly?

Annoyance hastens my step. I am eager to pass her by, to forget she exists. As I draw level with her, the woman turns her head briefly in my direction. Her eyes are huge and tired, and there is a scab on her lower lip. We gaze at one another with surprise, and for a moment I am almost convinced she is someone I know.

For a moment, she is not a stranger, she is Marielena.

What has happened to me is not so very different from what has happened to you.

I open my mouth to say her name, but she has turned her back on me. The wheels of her shopping cart tangle briefly with a piece of litter, and then she is gone.

* * *

My allocated lodgings are on Davenport Street, which is a busy bus route, one of the three or four main thoroughfares that traverse the city. The houses on Davenport Street are tall and old, their windows and brickwork streaked with the residue of traffic fumes, their roofs steeply pitched, like praying hands, covered in moss. My room at number 13 Davenport Street is ten feet by twelve feet, a little larger than the average English prison cell. The room contains a single bed, a wardrobe, and a dressing table. The bed is against the far wall, with its head beneath the window. The wardrobe, which is of the cheap, mass-produced variety that can be purchased in its constituent pieces and assembled in situ, stands at the foot of the bed. There is just enough space between it and the wardrobe to open the doors. The dressing table is kidney-shaped, with a discoloured oval mirror, a monstrosity whose past is likely as long and as obscure as the history of the house itself. When I first came to live in this room I hated the dressing table with an insidious, soul-destroying mania that seemed to suck on my sanity as a parasitical, venomous worm might eat away at my brain. It was as if this outmoded and ugly piece of furniture had been placed there deliberately, to mock me, an emblem of the hopelessness of my situation.

In time our relationship changed. I began to see myself and the dressing table as comrades, as fellow survivors. I look after it now as a treasured possession, my own sacred monster. I have washed the faded damask curtains that hide its bow legs, I keep the glass top dusted, I polish the mirror. At times I have even tried to picture Marielena seated before it, combing her hair like Scheherazade, studying her features in the clouded glass.

She glares at me from the corner of one eye.

You’ve got to be joking, comrade.

The best thing about my room at 13 Davenport Street is that no one is likely to burst into it and try to kill me. I have yet to find the words to describe the full extent of my journey to this place and time. Perhaps Marielena is right – the sudden absence of imminent danger makes me feel like a fraud.

I choose to write instead about this room. I write in the manner of Robbe-Grillet, of Perec and Toussaint, the titans and tyrants of the nouveau roman who were so fashionable among my peer group at the university. I describe the objects on the dressing table (a box of matches, a packet of biscuits, the key to this room), the blanket on the bed (the money I could not afford to spend but squandered anyway, simply because the blanket’s colours reminded me so painfully of home), the damp spot on the wall (if you gaze at it long enough and hard enough you begin to believe in its existence as a pocket universe). I write in English, trying it on for size like some uncomfortable new garment, a piece of clothing I would not have chosen for myself but reach for now in the absence of an alternative. I imagine the clothes they give you in prison might feel like this.

My command of spoken English is still hesitant, but it is improving. Even if Marielena returns to me eventually, the person she embraces will be a different man.

* * *

I write my journal for as long as I can bear to and then I go out. I have found it best not to stay in the room for too long, even if – as so often – the weather is unsuitable for walking. It is too easy to imagine losing the courage and the motivation to go outside at all.

What is a city, when the bland pursuits of getting and spending are all but closed off to you? Shops – even the most commonplace of high street clothing stores, the most utilitarian of kitchen suppliers, electrical repair stores – begin to take on the aspect of mythical emporia, their merchandise the impossible relics of the deep past or the far future. In the dying light of early evening, the denizens of this alien universe guffaw and cavort. As I pass through the concrete canyon of the shopping precinct, I see a group of young people whooping and groaning, excitable primates that they are, in front of the supersize flat-screen TV in one of the windows. There is a football match in progress, but their noise seems to be about itself – the act of making it – more than any excitement or rancour about the game. I hurry past with my head down. I know their attentions could be transferred in an instant from the football to me.

When they look at me, what do they see? Not the reality, but a rumour, a cheapened, pirated image from that same TV screen: vagrant, raghead, scrounger, cheat, immigrant, shifty-eyed Ay-rab suicide bomber. Most of them don’t know what these things are, not properly. The television has told them that they are harmful, and that is enough. They are with their friends, which makes life easier, even when it’s hard. None of them have yet been forced into a position where thinking for themselves could mean the difference between life and death.

Their motiveless aggression is almost a comfort. For these young people I am simply a brown space, a foreign-made receptacle for their various frustrations. They don’t care about me, only what they believe I might represent, and I feel glad. Being attacked for who you actually are is a hundred times worse.

On some days, I might almost feel sorry for them.

* * *

I walk as far as the canal. It is now full dusk. The concrete stanchions of the road bridge soar upwards into the darkness like the forelegs of some monumental beast. The street lamps along the canal’s edge turn the carrier-bag-infested surface of the viscous water to an orange soup. Beyond the lights, the towpath, swallowed in blackness, extends indefinitely.

It is a dangerous place, the towpath, it is beyond the pale. If I were to be killed here, or badly beaten, no one, least of all the police, would express surprise.

Asking for it, aren’t they?

Stupid foreigners.

Yet still I stand at the kerb, daring myself to walk between the stanchions and on to the towpath, for no other reason than to prove to myself that it is my right to walk where I choose. What have I come to this country for, if not for this?

I scrape my shoe against the dirt, a glinting mixture of topsoil and cinders and broken glass. I’ve heard it said that the frisson of active transgression soon becomes addictive.

“I wouldn’t go down there, if I were you.”

I jump inside my skin. I believed myself alone. It is disconcerting and a little frightening to discover someone has been sharing this space with me all along. The voice is a woman’s. I stare at the figure before me. There is something familiar about her, but it takes me a moment to realise that it is the woman with the shopping cart I saw outside the Border Agency. She is wearing the same too-big overcoat, and a dark woollen cap pulled down low over her forehead.

Seeing her here is surprising, almost ominous. I don’t know why that should be, but it is so.

You thought she couldn’t speak, didn’t you? Go on, admit it.

She loves to goad me, Marielena. She claims my best work is mostly the result of her goading. She is not here, of course she’s not – her voice is my own wishful thinking – and yet there is truth in what she says, that it was easier for me to believe the woman with the trolley must be stupid as well as homeless, to assume she has mislaid her voice along with her sanity.

I am no better than the youths on the high street, yelling obscenities at the television screen and lobbing dog shit at passing pensioners. How easily we convince ourselves that those who have fallen into the mud have nothing to say.

“I didn’t see you,” I say to her. I realise my words are true in a multitude of ways. The act of speaking to this stranger unnerves me. It comes to me that other than my ritualised encounters with the Border Agency and my fumbling conversations with shopkeepers and library staff, these are the first words of English I have exchanged with another person since I arrived here. I savour the words again inside my head, hoping the woman can understand my accent. That she will not laugh, or turn on me like the street kids.

“The canal path is a low place,” the woman says. Her voice is soft and rasping as a tarnished key in a rusty lock, and I have some trouble in comprehending her. I am confused by her use of the word low. Does she mean that the path is on low-lying ground, that it is dangerous because it passes too close to the river? When I look up the word later, in my battered Collins paperback English dictionary, I discover that low can also signify degraded, poor, evil, or mean.

I take a single step towards her. She is standing close to one of the street lamps leading to the road bridge, and in the light it throws I am able to observe her face clearly for the first time. She is younger than I imagined, and the firm set of her mouth reminds me for just a second of my mother, the way she always looked when she was trying to tell me something important.

“Are you from here?” I ask, then immediately feel foolish. What is my question supposed to mean, exactly? From this city, this country, this planet, this dirty strip of pathway alongside the canal? When the woman begins to laugh I am not surprised.

“That’s a tricky question,” she says. “I was born here in the city though, if that’s what you mean. We lived on Coulter Street.”

Once again I find it difficult to grasp her meaning, a failing I put down to my poor command of English. I know Coulter Street though, because it is close to the library. The houses there are large and well kept. There is something unsettling, not quite real, in the idea that this unfortunate once lived in such a house, that she once had her home there.

It would be easy to dismiss her words as fantasies, yet she seems perfectly lucid.

“My name is Noah,” I say to her.

“Mary.”

She comes towards me then, dragging her stuffed-full shopping cart behind her. As she approaches I begin to smell the sharp, raw stench of the streets, the odour of bad drains and unwashed clothes, the scent I would sometimes catch on Marielena when she returned to me after one of her periodic absences, the sour reek I fear now emanates from me, also.

Mary. It is an odd coincidence. Her eyes are amber in the lamp-light, shading to gold.

“You shouldn’t be out here at night,” she says. “It’s dangerous, even when you think it’s not.” We are both silent for a moment, and then she says something strange. “I have a present for you. Would you like to have it now?”

She turns away from me to reach into her shopping cart. I feel a surge of panic, wondering what I will do if she offers me a filthy rag, a piece of half-eaten food, a plastic bag full of dog faeces. What she gives me instead is a book. She presses it into my hands, like a missionary from the old times, fervently offering a contraband Bible to the unenlightened.

“It’s old, but it’s very good,” she says. She tugs the woollen cap a little further down her forehead. “You should read it.”

I glance down at the book in my hands. Part of the cover is missing, but there is enough of it left for me to see that I am holding a copy of URL Not Found, by the French-Egyptian writer Zaira Massi. I have never read it – our new government banned it, along with all the rest of Massi’s novels – but of course I have heard of it, it is one of those books everyone has heard of, whether they enjoy reading or not. It was published quite recently, three years ago at the most. I wonder what Mary means by calling it old?

That the copy itself is well worn, perhaps? It is true that it is not in good condition.

“That woman was a hero,” Mary whispers. “She comes to me in dreams. She saved my life.”

I have no idea what Mary is talking about, or why she is speaking about Zaira Massi as if she were dead. Massi is still alive, so far as I know, though I am sure there are people – people in our new government, for example – who would wish otherwise.

“I would love to borrow this,” I say to Mary. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

She shakes her head. “Keep it,” she says. “I don’t need it.” She hugs her sides and shuffles her feet. There is an aggressive tone to her voice that wasn’t there before, and I wonder if this is my fault, if I’ve done something to offend her. Could it be she wants money? If so I have none to give her.

“I should be going,” I say, lamely. The idea that I have somewhere to go, even if it is only the sorry little room on Davenport Street, makes me feel uncomfortable. I wonder where Mary will sleep tonight, and for the first time since the airport I feel like an imposter. As if in answer to my thoughts, a burst of laughter and a string of curse words float down towards the canal path from the darkened shopping precinct. The TV kids, most likely. What is it about laughter in the dark that makes it so frightening?

“They don’t know what they have,” Mary says. Her voice is softer now, calmer. She speaks in a tone of wonderment, as if she has stumbled by chance upon a truth she had not previously realised. “Those poor children.”

I want to ask her what she means, but before I can frame my question she leans forward on the handlebar of her shopping cart and begins pushing it back uphill towards the city centre. For a while I can still hear the grumbling sound of the trolley’s wheels against the fractured concrete, but after a minute or so even that is gone.

* * *

Zaira Massi’s novel is about a woman who falls prey to identity theft. Little by little she is rendered into nothingness. It is a terrifying story.

* * *

“We’re very sorry, Mr Wahid, but until the relevant documentation comes through we really can’t…”

“You’ve been telling me this for six months already. I come here every week like I’m supposed to but nothing changes.”

I think about banging my fist on the counter, then realise the very fact that I am still thinking about doing it means I won’t, that the moment for action has already passed. I wonder how it might have felt, for once, just to act without thinking, and in the wondering I find I can almost feel the impact of my fist against the slightly greasy laminated surface of the countertop, the shock to the wrist, the dull glow of pain afterwards. The young woman behind the counter stares at me guardedly. Her expression is the expression of an animal trainer, trying to work out if the tiger she has raised from a cub is about to turn rogue. She shifts her chrome-legged chair backwards, just an inch or two, on the dimpled rubber floor tiles. The woman is new here, or at least I have not encountered her before. She has hair the colour of beechwood, clipped short at the sides and thickly curled on top, like an autumn chrysanthemum. There is a perfectly round, almost-black mole about a centimetre to the right of her right nostril. It punctuates her skin like a strict full stop, an indication of negative certitude. No. Nothing. Never.

“I do understand, Mr Wahid. This is a difficult time for all of our clients. I would advise you to be patient. Is everything all right at your lodgings?”

She tries on a smile, but I can see she is still wondering if I might be dangerous. One of the quiet ones, she is thinking, who turn out to be maniacs after all, the ones you see on the news who cut off the heads of their neighbours with Samurai swords.

I search her features for traces of Marielena, but there are none, just the merest disturbance of her lipstick at the corner of her mouth, a brick-red smear. Like curry paste, I can feel the heat in it. I turn my back on her and walk away, without smiling, without apologising, without thanking her. It is my one small act of revenge and it makes me feel lower than a dog.

* * *

From the back of the DSS offices a narrow, concreted alleyway cuts through to the loading bays at the lower end of the shopping precinct. I do not normally walk this way. Apart from in the early mornings the area is usually deserted, a Mecca for muggers. It is too easy to imagine being tumbled against the hard ground and left for dead. Today I don’t care, though. The loss of hope has made me fearless. I stride through the litter, my head filled with images of crashing walls and billowing smoke, terrified people trampling each other in their need to escape.

Now you’re talking, says Marielena. I emerge on to Lonsdale Place, and this is where I see Mary. I recognise her at once this time, even though she has her back to me – the hunched-over posture, the grey woollen cap – but I am dismayed to see that she has fallen in with bad company. Four or five young people surround her – they may even be the same young people from the other night, grouped around the shop window yelling at the football game. How can I tell? They stand in a loose half-circle, not touching her, not yet, but in such a way as to cut off her escape. From time to time one or other of them takes a single step forward, and in this way they inch gradually closer to their victim.

I imagine their smells mingling, the mixed sap of their malice and boredom, the two curdling to excitement as each silently challenges the other to make the first move. I am not close enough to hear what they are saying, but their hostility is unmistakable, heady as incense.

As I draw nearer, one of them, a girl, snaps out a hand and seizes the handle of Mary’s shopping trolley. She bumps the cart smartly towards her across the flagstones. When Mary tries to drag it back, the girl begins yelling.

“Get your sodding hands off me, you filthy cow.”

Mary begins to moan, a high, wailing sound. She’s faking it, I can tell, trying to scare them off, trying to convince them she’s too crazy to be a safe target. The girl lets go of the shopping trolley, and for a moment it seems that Mary’s deception has worked, that the youths will disperse. But then one of the others – a lad with a shaven head and a tattoo of a large green eye on his right forearm – steps forward and wrests the trolley back again. He stoops, shoving his face at Mary, who falls silent immediately. She tries to back away, and now I am close enough to see the fear in her eyes, not the abject fright of the hopeless, the helpless, but the knowing terror of someone who has run for her life before and almost lost it.

With one single, casual wrist movement the youth overturns Mary’s shopping cart. There is a hideous clattering sound. Clumped batches of things strew themselves noisily across the pavement. The girl who called Mary a cow begins to laugh.

“Crazy bitch,” snarls the youth with the tattoo. He is still pressing his face forward into Mary’s, and it is as if he is trying to identify her by her scent, smelling her out like one of the sniffer dogs the police use for searching airports and abandoned buildings. “Get the fuck away from her or I’ll belt you one.” Mary shrinks away from him, and it is at that moment that something breaks free in me, tears itself free. I run down the street towards the group, towards him. I can hear myself screaming, cursing like a demon, words in my own language and in yours, words I did not know I knew how to say until this moment.

As I rage and accuse, I feel the freedom of the asylum unfurling its crimson within me like a great red flower. For what freedom does a madman have but the freedom to do, say, be anything he chooses?

“You bastards, you cunts. So cowardly you have to take out your foulness on a homeless person? You idiots know nothing. Have you ever been hungry? Have you ever been truly afraid, even for a second? I’ll teach you to be afraid, you morons. I’ll teach you, and then I’ll end you. I’ll bash your stupid heads in, how does that sound? Not so tough now, are you? You worthless lumps of shit, I’ll kill you all.”

Shit, shit, shit, I keen. I feel I am in love with the word, mutable as the tide, eloquent as the dawn, as an ode by Keats or Coleridge or Cavafy. Would this be happening if my appointment with the Border Agency had brought me better news? I don’t know and I don’t care. All I know is that my anger is unstoppable. It flies at them, these cut-price ruffians, with the uncanny, elegant swiftness of an Afghan hound.

From the corner of my eye I glimpse Marielena. She rolls on her back in the gutter, shaking with laughter. Her heavy-lidded eyes are bright with desire.

I can sense the tattooed youth is ready to punch me. He is so close to doing it I can almost taste the blood, feel the sickening crunch of my teeth as they give way. Then I see that he is going to back down, after all. There is something in my demented form he does not like. One of his cohorts, a shorter, broader youth with hair so orange it is like rust on the bulging roof of an old tin shack, spits on the ground.

“You ought to be locked up, you,” he says. “Frigging mentalist.”

“That’s right,” I roar. “Frigging mentalist.”

Mentalist is an archaic word, meaning mind reader. I do not think this is the meaning the fire-headed boy attaches to it. The youths slip away like phantoms into the further, brighter reaches of the shopping precinct proper.

Blood pounds in my ears, grainy and hot. A moment later I am shivering. Now that the hoodlums are gone, my behaviour seems insane to me.

I could have been killed, I think.

So what? says Marielena. At least you had the balls to tell the truth.

I don’t know if it is the truth, I say to her. They’re just kids. Kids with nothing to do and nowhere to go.

Mary has managed to stand the trolley upright. She shuffles around it in a ragged circle, grabbing at the plastic bags, the nameless objects wrapped in newspaper that have tumbled out of it. I move silently to help her, and in the space of a minute or two the shopping cart is full again. It is only then that I realise Mary is crying.

“Do you have anywhere you can go?” I say. I feel suddenly helpless, coerced now into feelings I have no room for. “Somewhere safe?”

She shakes her head. “I’m scared. Scared they’ll come back.”

“They won’t come back,” I say, and immediately loathe myself for lying to her. For they will come back, of course they will. No one knows that better than I do. They always come back. That’s the rule.

“I know a place,” I say. “I can take you there, if you like.” I reach out to touch her arm. She is shaking all over, a continuous minute trembling, as if an electric current were pulsing through her body. I do not know what I will do if she refuses to follow me – I suppose I shall have to leave her here – but after a second’s hesitation she begins to move. Her hands grip the handle of the shopping cart so tightly they seem welded to it. Strands of her hair poke from beneath the woollen cap like some kind of left-over packaging material. I lead her slowly through the streets, away from the shopping precinct and through the weed-choked underpass that tunnels beneath the ring road and on to Rowntree Road. Mary says not a word. We go side by side, the wheels of the trolley rattling as they struggle with the uneven pavements. The cracks between the paving stones sprout thickly with weeds: dandelion, groundsel, chicory. It is the first time since leaving my country that I have walked side by side with anyone. I find it hard to say if it makes me feel stronger, or more exposed.

The place I am taking her to might be called a hostel, but it isn’t, not properly, it is just a suburban terraced house where people can sometimes go when they have nowhere else. I know of a Syrian, a teacher like myself, whose house was burned down with his three younger brothers still inside. His application for asylum was finally rejected after eight months of waiting. I don’t know where he is now, but I do know he was safe here, at least for a while. If they can find a place for Mary, even for a single night, it might make a difference. At least I will feel as if I have done something.

I ring the doorbell and we wait. Eventually someone comes, a black woman wearing dungarees and gold earrings in the shape of roses.

“You two together?” She looks curiously from me to Mary and then back again. I shake my head, feeling slightly ashamed. I don’t want to disown Mary, but I don’t want to claim her, either.

“It’s just Mary,” I say. “I showed her how to get here. She needs help.”

“That’s all well and good, but we can’t take the trolley. We don’t have room. No trolleys, no pushcarts, no bicycles.”

The woman compresses her lips. Mary makes a small whimpering sound. I see her knuckles go white as she retightens her grip on the shopping cart.

“That’s all right,” I say quickly. “I’ll look after it for you.” It is the only thing I can think of to say. I have no desire to take possession of the trolley, none at all, but I want even less to be left standing outside on the street with Mary. I feel tired suddenly, more tired than I would have expected for the time of day. All I want is to return to Davenport Street, to make myself a cup of tea and write in my journal. Mary is scrutinising me with suspicion. Her hazel eyes gleam like agates.

“You’ll bring it back?” she says.

“I’ll bring it first thing tomorrow morning. There’s no need to worry.”

“You can have anything you like,” she says. She turns abruptly away from me and towards the woman in the dungarees, who passes an arm around Mary’s shoulders and leads her inside. The door closes behind them. The street falls silent.

I gaze up at the house, taking note of its worn paintwork, the taped-over letter box, the cracked blue china door plaque with the number 40. After a minute or two I walk away, pushing the trolley. It surprises me, what a comfort it is to have something to lean on.

* * *

Mary’s trolley takes up almost all the free floor space in my room. It is now impossible to get to the washbasin or the wardrobe. I sit cross-legged on the bed, eating the last scraps of a vegetable samosa I purchased on my way back to Davenport Street and hoping there is nothing in the shapeless agglomeration of bags, rags and balled-up newspapers that is likely to get me into trouble with the landlord. It is strange. Now that I am back here I want to go out again. Out on to the streets, down to the canal, anywhere but here. It is having the trolley in my room that makes me feel this way. I know that sounds ridiculous, but it is true. It is almost as if the trolley were another person, watching me, judging me, listening to my thoughts even.

I cannot escape the sense that I am not alone.

* * *

In the end, I do the only thing I can do, and unpack the trolley. I tell myself I am doing this for Mary, that bringing order to her possessions may help restore some order to her life. Marielena is having none of it.

Bollocks you are. It is the first I have seen of her since I yelled at those hoodlums. You want to know what’s in there, that’s all. I’d be careful what you wish for, if I were you.

“You can talk,” I mutter. Marielena can’t stand secrets and she knows it. Unless they’re her own, that is. When it comes to the pursuit of gossip, nothing gets in her way. Up to and including nuclear war.

* * *

I pile Mary’s clothes into a dustbin liner and take them to the laundrette at the far end of Lyle Street, near the eight-til-late supermarket. The wash costs me two pounds, the dryer another three. It is all the money I have left from this week’s allowance, but I do not regret it. There is a unique satisfaction to be found in the transformation of these ugly rags into clothing that is faded and threadbare but at least clean and wearable. Three hooded sweatshirts, a green cardigan, a denim jacket, two men’s shirts, a selection of underwear and a pair of jeans that started out so filthy I believed at first that they were made of cardboard.

When the dryer has completed its cycle I take each item and fold it gently back into the bin bag.

This at least is something I can do for her, a simple service performed honestly and without the desire to profit by it. As for the rest though, Marielena is right, I will not sleep tonight. I can imagine myself already, pushing forward into the small hours like a lost traveller into a forest of hawthorn trees, looking for pathways that have become overgrown, or else never existed in the first place.

* * *

There’s a mobile phone. Or at least I think that’s what it is – it’s difficult to tell for certain, because I can’t turn it on. The design is different from any model I’ve seen advertised, and the make – Redaction? – is unknown to me. The device is approximately the size of a credit card and of the same thickness. It feels heavy in my hand, though what it is made of – metal, glass, some kind of ceramic? – I have no idea. Its surface is completely smooth, like that of an iPhone. There is no obvious way of activating it, no visible charging port. I turn it over and over in my hands, probing it gently with my fingers, but it remains inert. It could be that it is broken, but I don’t think so. The device looks brand new.

* * *

There is a passport in the name of Mary Eleanor Truelove. The blue cover is faded and scuffed. The pages inside are dog-eared, but not torn. The photograph shows a woman with straight brown shoulder-length hair, a wide, slightly lopsided mouth and hazel eyes. I gaze at this photograph for a long time, trying to convince myself it is Mary I am looking at – Mary as I have encountered her – but the truth is I cannot.

* * *

The passport says that Mary’s date of birth is January 14th, 2035. I flick back and forth through the pages, looking carefully at the date stamps, the watermarks, the interactive hologram that contains Mary Eleanor Truelove’s biosignature. I am searching for an indication that the passport is a fake, that the information within it has been altered in some way, that a mistake has been made. I examine the document for more than an hour, but still I cannot find what I am looking for.

A simple printing error, then? After my repeated and fruitless encounters with the Border Agency, I find I am unable to imagine a world in which the British passport authorities would allow that to happen.

* * *

Mary’s passport goes on insisting that she hasn’t been born yet, that she will not in fact be born for another twenty years.

* * *

Sometime towards dusk, I retrieve some of Mary’s old newspapers from the waste basket. They are old and damp and brittle but still mostly intact. I lay them carefully on the bed and smooth them flat. It is the dates as much as the stories that make my head spin. More than at any time since leaving my village, I feel I am on the verge of losing my mind.

* * *

It is long past midnight. I realise I have not eaten, not since the samosa. There is a packet of stale pita, tucked into one of the drawers of my poor monster of a dressing table. I lie on my back on the bed, chewing on pita crust and trying to understand what the newspapers and the passport and the new-looking mobile telephone are telling me. The thoughts circle and collide inside my head, travelling many miles but always returning to this same conclusion which, even if it is impossible, is the only one that makes sense.

Mary Eleanor Truelove is from the future.

Of course she is, dumbass, says Marielena. What took you so long?

“But that’s not possible,” I murmur.

Why not? When you’re running for your life, the impossible and the possible sometimes switch places. You of all people should understand that. She brushes back a stray strand of hair. Anyway, she says. No one hides herself away in this shithole unless she has to.

Finally, at around two o’clock, I fall asleep.

* * *

I wake to bright daylight. My father’s old stopwatch informs me it is two minutes to eleven. My first thoughts are of Mary, that she will be wondering where her trolley is, that she will be worried. I quickly wash and dress, then set out with the shopping cart, trundling it along Davenport Street in the direction of the Rowntree Road underpass.

When Mary comes to the door, I barely recognise her. The awful coat is gone and she has washed her hair. She looks younger, more like the woman in the passport photograph.

“Noah,” she says. She glances over my shoulder, looking for the trolley, which is parked by the kerb.

“I can hang on to it, if you like,” I say. “If you want to stay here another night, I mean?”

She shakes her head. “I’ll be all right.” She comes out on to the step. “Thank you for helping me.” She takes my face between her hands and kisses me, presses her lips against my mouth in a way that is intimate and so familiar. Familiar from the nights in the mountains, when the air was filled to bursting with the sound of crickets, perfumed with the entwined scents of incense and retsina. Marielena would come to me then, she would throw herself upon me like a maenad. I smelled the blood on her hands and did not care.

I would fall asleep to the sound of my poems, thudding on the walls of my skull like the hoofbeats of mustangs.

“There’ll be good news for you today,” Mary says. Her hands and nails are clean and her hair smells of apple shampoo. “You mustn’t let those people get to you. Not ever. You’re stronger than they are.”

I want to ask her about her passport but I don’t quite dare.

“Where will you go?” I say instead.

“Not the canal. Not yet, anyway.” She laughs. “Don’t worry about me. The city will be safe for some time yet. But if I want to try and help change what is coming, it has to be now. That’s why I came back here. Do you understand?”

“You mean the things in the newspapers?”

“There are no newspapers, not any more.” She smiles wistfully. “Only in museums.”

* * *

When I arrive back at Davenport Street, I find the post has been delivered. On the table in the hallway there is a long, brown envelope, stamped with the initials and logo of the Border Agency. It is addressed to me.

I take it to my room, and place it on the polished glass kidney-shaped surface of my comrade the dressing table.

It is some time before I find the courage to open it, but in the end I do.


THE ART OF SPACE TRAVEL

Magic spells are chains of words, nothing more. Words that help you imagine a different future and create a shape for it, that help you see what it might be like, and so make it happen. Sometimes when I read about our struggle to land people on Mars, that’s how the words seem to me – like an ancient incantation, and as deeply unfathomable, a set of mystical words, placed carefully in order and then repeated as a magical chant to bring about a future we have yet to imagine.

The Edison Star Heathrow has sixteen floors, 382 bedrooms, twenty private penthouse apartments, and one presidential suite. It is situated on the northern stretch of the airport perimeter road, and operates its own private shuttle bus to ferry patrons to and from the five terminals. We have a press lounge and a flight lounge and conference facilities. As head of housekeeping, it’s my job to make sure things run smoothly behind the scenes. My job is hard work but I enjoy it, by and large. Some days are more demanding than others.

It was all just rumours at first, but last week it became official: Zhanna Sorokina and Vinnie Cameron will be spending a night here at the hotel before flying out to join the rest of the Mars crew in China. Suddenly the Edison Star is the place to be. The public bar and the flight lounge have been jammed ever since the announcement. There’s still a fortnight to go before the astronauts arrive, but that doesn’t seem to be putting the punters off one little bit. It’s cool to be seen here, apparently. Which is ironic, given that we weren’t even the mission sponsors’ first choice of hotel. That was the Marriott International, only it turned out that Vinnie Cameron had his eighteenth here, or his graduation party or something. He wanted to stay at the Edison Star and so that’s what’s happening.

I guess they thought it would be churlish to deny him, considering.

The first result of the change of plan is that the Marriott hates us. The second is that Benny’s on meltdown twenty-four hours a day now instead of the usual sixteen. I can’t imagine how he’s going to cope when the big guns arrive.

“Perhaps he’ll just explode,” says Ludmilla Khan – she’s the third-floor super. A dreamy expression comes into her eyes, as if she’s picturing the scene in her mind and kind of liking it. “Spontaneous combustion, like you see in the movies. The rest of us running around him flapping like headless chickens.”

She makes me laugh, Ludmilla, which is a good thing. I think there’s every chance that Benny would drive me over the edge if I didn’t see the funny side. Benny’s a great boss, don’t get me wrong – we get on fine most of the time. I just wish he wasn’t getting so uptight about the bloody astronauts. I mean, Jesus, it’s only the one night and then they’ll be gone. Fourteen hours of media frenzy and then we’re last week’s news.

Probably I’m being mean, though. This is Benny’s big moment, after all, when he gets to show off the Edison Star to the world at large and himself as the big guvnor man at the heart of it all. There’s something a bit sad about Benny underneath all his bullshit. I don’t mean sad in the sense of pathetic, I mean genuinely sad, sorrowful and bemused at the same time, as if he’d been kidnapped out of one life and set to work in another. And it’s not as if he doesn’t work hard. He’s beginning to show his age now, just a little. He’s balding on top, and his suits are getting too tight for him. He wears beautiful suits, Benny does, well cut and modern and just that teeny bit more expensive than he can really afford. Benny might be manager of the Edison Star, but you can tell by his suits that he still wishes he owned the place. You can see it every time he steps out of the lift and into the lobby. That swagger, and then the small hesitation.

It’s as if he’s remembering where he came from, how far there is to fall, and feeling scared.

My mother, Moolie, claims to know Benny Conway from way back, from the time he first came to this country as a student, jetting in from Freetown or Yaoundé, one of those African cities to the west that still make it reasonably easy for ordinary civilians to fly in and out.

“He had a cardboard suitcase and an army surplus rucksack. He was wearing fake Levi’s and a gold watch. He sold the watch for rent money the first day he was here. He still called himself Benyamin then, Benyamin Kwame.”

When I ask Moolie how she can know this, she clams up, or changes her story, or claims she doesn’t know who I’m talking about. I don’t think it’s even Benny she’s remembering, it can’t be, or not the Benny Conway who’s my boss, anyway. She’s confusing the names, probably, getting one memory mixed up with another the way she so often does now.

Either that, or she made the whole thing up.

Benny slips me extra money sometimes. I know I shouldn’t accept it but I do, mainly because he insists the money is for Moolie, to help me look after her. “It must be tough, having to care for her all by yourself,” Benny says, just before he forces the folded-over banknotes on me, scrunching them into my hands like so many dead leaves. How he came to know about Moolie in the first place, I have no idea. There’s a chance Ludmilla Khan told him, I suppose, or Antony Ghosh, the guy who oversees our linen contract. Both of them are friends of mine, but you can imagine the temptation to gossip in a fish tank like this. I take the money because I tell myself I’ve earned it and I can’t afford not to, also because maybe Benny really does feel sorry for Moolie and this is his way of saying so, even though I’ve told him enough times it’s not a question of looking after Moolie so much as looking out for her. Making sure she remembers to eat, stuff like that. It’s the day-to-day things she forgets, you see. During her bad patches her short-term memory becomes so unreliable the beginning of each new day feels like a whole new lifetime.

She’s not always like that, though. She can look after herself perfectly well most of the time, she just gets a bit vague. She can’t do her work any more, but she’s still interested in the world, still fascinated by what makes things tick, by aeroplanes and rivers and metals, the rudiments of creation. Those are her words, not mine – the rudiments of creation. Moolie used to be a physicist. Now she sounds more like one of those telly evangelists you see on the late-night news channels, all mystery and prophecy and lights in the sky. But when it comes down to it, she’s interested in the same things she’s always been interested in: who we are and how we came here and where the bloody hell we think we’re going.

If you didn’t know her how she was before, you wouldn’t necessarily realise there’s anything wrong with her.

It’s all still inside, I know it – everything she was, everything she knows, still packed tight inside her head like old newspapers packed into the eaves of an old house. Yellowing and crumpled, yes, but still telling their stories.

For me, Moolie is a wonder and a nightmare, a sadness deep down in my gut like a splinter of bone. Always there, and always worrying away at the living flesh of me.

The doctors say there’s nothing to stop her living out a normal lifespan but I think that’s bollocks and I think the doctors know it. Moolie was fifty-two last birthday, but sometimes she’s bent double with back pain, as bad as a woman of eighty or even worse. Other times she burbles away to herself in a made-up language like a child of four. Her whole system is riddled with wrongness of every kind. The doctors won’t admit it, though, because they’re being paid not to. No one wants to be liable for the compensation. That’s why you won’t find any mention of the Galaxy air crash in Moolie’s medical file, or the sixteen lethal substances that were eventually identified at the crash site, substances that Moolie was hired to isolate and analyse.

There were theories about a dirty bomb, and it’s pretty much common knowledge now that some of the shit that came out of that plane was radioactive. But ten years on and the report Moolie helped to compile still hasn’t been made public. The authorities say the material is too sensitive, and they’re not kidding.

The medics have given Moolie a diagnosis of early-onset Alzheimer’s. If you believe that then I guess the government spin doctors must be earning their keep.

When Moolie dies I’ll be free. Free to move away from the airport, free to look for another job, free to buy a one-way ticket to Australia and make a new life there. I lie awake at night sometimes, scheming and dreaming about these things, but in the morning I wonder how I’ll manage. Moolie is like a part of me, and I can’t imagine how the world will feel without her in it.

When she goes, all her stories will go with her, the ones she makes up as well as the ones that happen to be true.

Once she’s gone, I’ll never discover which were which.

* * *

I think about the astronauts a lot. Not the way Benny would like me to be thinking of them, I bet – with Benny it’s all about scanning the rooms for bugging devices, checking the kitchens for deadly pathogens, making sure the PA system in the press lounge hasn’t blown a gasket.

I know these things are important. If we cock up it won’t just be Benny who looks an idiot, and the last thing I want to see is some kid in the catering department getting fired because someone forgot to tell them to stock up on mixers. I check and recheck, not for Benny’s sake but because it’s my job, and my job is something I care about and want to do well. But every now and then I catch myself thinking how crazy it is really, all this preparation, all this fussing over things that don’t matter a damn. When you think about what Zhanna Sorokina and Vinnie Cameron and the rest of them are actually doing, everything else seems juvenile and pointless by comparison.

They’re going to Mars, and they won’t be coming back.

I wonder if they know they’re going to die. I mean, I know they know, but I wonder if they think about it, that every one of them is bound to cop it much sooner than they would have done otherwise, and probably in a horrible way. It’s inevitable, isn’t it, when you consider the facts? There’s no natural air on Mars, no water, no nothing. There’s a good chance the whole crew will wind up dead before they can even set up a base there, or a sealed habitat, or whatever it is they’re supposed to be doing when they arrive.

How do they cope with knowing that? How does anyone begin to come to terms with something that frightening? I can’t imagine it myself, and I have to admit I don’t try all that hard, because even the thought of it scares me, let alone the reality.

In interviews and articles I’ve read online, they say that learning to cope with high-risk situations is all part of the training, that anyone with insufficient mental stamina is weeded out of the selection process more or less straightaway. I’m still not sure I understand, though. Why would anyone volunteer for something like that in the first place?

Ludmilla Khan is especially upset because one of the women astronauts is a mother. We all know her name – Jocelyn Tooker. Her little boy is only five years old.

“How can she bear it? Knowing she’ll never see him grow up, that she’ll never hear his voice again, even?”

“I don’t know,” I say to Ludmilla. “Perhaps she thinks he’ll be proud of her.” The way Ludmilla talks, you’d think Jocelyn Tooker had murdered her son and chucked his body down a well. One of the male crew, Ken Toh, has two children, an eight-year-old son and a six-year-old daughter, but people don’t seem to judge him the way they do Jocelyn Tooker.

Ludmilla has two little ones of her own, Leila and Mehmet, so I can see how Jocelyn Tooker’s decision might weigh on her mind. I’ve thought about it over and over, and the only thing I can come up with that makes sense to me is that the crew of the Second Wind look upon going to Mars not as a one-way ticket to an early exit but as a way of cheating death altogether. I mean, everyone aboard that spacecraft is going to live forever – in our hearts and minds, in our books and stories and films, and in thousands of hours of news clips and documentaries. Even if they crash and burn like the crew of the New Dawn, we’ll never stop talking about them, and speculating, and remembering.

If you look at it that way it’s a straight trade: fifty years or so of real life now against immortality. I can see why some people might think that’s not such a bad deal.

In a way, the men and women who go into space are our superheroes. Ten years from now, some journalist will be asking Jocelyn Tooker’s kid what it feels like to have a superhero for a mum.

Who is Ludmilla Khan, or me or anyone else for that matter, to try and guess at how her child will judge her, or what he’ll say?

* * *

My name is Emily Clarah Starr. The Starr is just a coincidence. Clarah is for my grandmother, whom I can’t remember because she died when I was three. There’s a photo of us, Moolie and Clarah and me, out by the King George VI Reservoir before it was officially declared to be toxic and cordoned off. Moolie has me in one of those front-loading carry-pouch things – all you can see is the top of my head, a bunch of black curls. Grandma Clarah is wearing a hideous knitted blue bobble hat and a silver puffer jacket, even though it’s May in the photo and the sun is shining, reflecting itself off the oily water like electric light.

“Your grandma never got used to the climate,” Moolie told me once. “She always felt cold here, even though she came over from Abuja when she was six.”

Moolie in the photograph is tall and thin, elegant and rather aloof, unrecognisable. She seems full of an inner purpose I cannot divine. She says it was my father who chose the name Emily for me. I don’t know if I should believe that story or not.

I have no idea who my father is, and Moolie’s account varies. I went through a phase of pestering her about him when I was younger, but she refused to tell me anything, or at least not anything I could rely on.

“Why should it matter who your dad is? What did fathers ever do for the world in any case, except saddle unsuspecting women with unwanted children?”

“Unwanted?” I gaped at her. The idea that Moolie might not have wanted me had never occurred to me. I simply was, an established fact, quod erat demonstrandum. But that’s the ego for you – an internalised life-support system, and pretty much indestructible.

“Oh, Emily, of course I wanted you. You were a bit of a shock to the system though, that’s all I’m saying.”

“What did Dad say, when he found out?”

“Don’t call him Dad, he doesn’t deserve it.”

“My father, then. And if the guy was such an arsehole, why did you shag him?”

I was fourteen then, and going through a stroppy phase. When rudeness didn’t get me anywhere I started hitting Moolie with psychological claptrap instead – all this stuff about how I had a right to know, that it would damage my self-esteem if she kept it from me, the kind of rubbish you read in magazines. The situation stood at stalemate for a while, then finally we had this massive row, a real window-shaker. It went on for hours. When we’d been round in circles one time too many, Moolie burst into tears and said the reason she wouldn’t tell me anything was that she didn’t know. She’d had several boyfriends back then. Any one of them could be my father.

“We can do a ring-round, if you want,” she said, still sniffing. “Drop a few bombshells? Destroy a few households? What do you reckon?”

What I reckoned was that it was time I shut up. For the first time in my life I was feeling another person’s pain like it was my own. For the first time ever I was seeing Moolie as a person in her own right, someone whose life could have taken a whole different path if little Emily hadn’t come along to mess things up.

It was a shock, to put it mildly. But it was good, too, in the long run, because it brought Moolie and me together and made us friends. For a long time I stopped caring who my dad was. When Moolie started getting ill I didn’t want to make things worse by dragging it all up again.

Then Moolie said what she said about the book, and everything changed.

* * *

The book is called The Art of Space Travel by Victoria Segal. I remember the book from when I was tiny because of the star maps. The maps fold out from between the pages in long, concertina-like strips. They’re printed in colour – dark blue and yellow – on smooth, glossy paper that squeaks slightly when you run your finger across it. I always thought the star maps were beautiful. Moolie would let me look at the book if I asked but she would never leave me alone with it in case it got damaged.

As I grew older I had a go at reading the book every once in a while, but I always gave up after a chapter or two because it was way over my head, all the stuff about quasars and dark matter and the true speed of light. I would soldier on for a couple of pages, then realise I hadn’t actually understood a word of what I had read.

As well as the star maps, the book is filled with beautiful and intricate diagrams, complicated line drawings of planetary orbits, and the trajectories of imaginary spacecraft, rockets that never existed but one day might. I always loved the thought of that, that they one day might.

The book’s shiny yellow cover is torn in three places.

The day Moolie drops the bombshell is a Tuesday. I don’t know why I remember that, but I do. I come in from work to find Moolie looking sheepish, the look she gets now when she’s lost something or broken something or forgotten just for the moment who she is. I’ve learned it’s best not to question her when she gets like that because it makes her clam up, whereas if you leave her alone for a while she can’t resist sharing. So I pretend I haven’t noticed anything and we have supper as usual. Once we’ve finished eating, Moolie goes into the front room to watch TV and I go upstairs to do some stuff on my computer.

After about half an hour, Moolie appears in the doorway. She’s holding The Art of Space Travel, clasping it to her chest with both arms as if she’s afraid the book might try to get away from her. Then she dumps it down on my bed like a brick. It makes a soft, plump sound as it hits the duvet. A small puff of air comes up.

“This belonged to your father,” Moolie says. “He left it here when he went.”

“When he went where?” I say. I’m trying to keep my voice low and steady, as if we’re just having a normal conversation about nothing in particular.

My heart is thumping like a road drill, like it wants to escape me. It’s almost painful, like the stitch in your side you get from running too far and too fast.

“Your dad was an astronaut,” Moolie says. “He was part of the New Dawn mission.”

My hands are shaking, just a bit, but I’m trying to ignore that. “Moolie,” I say to her. Moolie is what I called her when I was first learning to talk, apparently. It made her and Grandma Clarah laugh so hard they never tried to correct me. Moolie’s actual name is Della – Della Starr. She was once one of the most highly qualified metallurgists in the British aerospace industry. “What on earth are you talking about?”

“He knew I was pregnant,” Moolie says. “He wanted to be involved – to be a father to you – but I said no. I didn’t want to be tied to him, or to anyone. Not then. I’ve never been able to make up my mind if I did the right thing or not.”

She nods at me, as if she’s satisfied with herself for having said something clever, and then she leaves the room. I stay where I am, sitting at my desk, staring at the open doorway, wondering if I should go after her and what I’m going to say to her if I do.

When I finally go downstairs, I find Moolie back in the living room, curled up on the sofa, watching one of her soaps. When I ask her if she was telling the truth about my dad being an astronaut she looks at me as if she thinks I’ve gone insane.

“Your father wasted his dreams, Emily,” she says. “He gave up too soon. That’s one of the reasons I told him to go. Life’s hard enough as it is. The last thing you want is to be tied to someone who’s always wishing he’d chosen a different path.”

When a couple of days later I ask her again about The Art of Space Travel, she says she doesn’t have a clue where it came from. “I found it when we moved here, I think,” she says. “In the cupboard in your bedroom, covered in dust.”

I’ve been through the book perhaps a thousand times, searching for a sign of my father: a name on the flyleaf, a careless note, scribbled comments in the margin, underlinings in the text, even. There’s nothing though, not even a random inkblot. Aside from being yellowed and a bit musty-smelling, the pages are clean. There’s nothing to show who owned the book, who brought it to this house, that it was ever even opened before we had it.

I want to find Dad. I tell myself it’s because Moolie is dying, that whoever the man is and whatever he’s done, he has a right to know the facts of his own life. I know it’s more than that, though, if I’m honest. I want to find him because I’m curious, because I’ve always been curious, and because I’m afraid that once Moolie is gone I’ll have nobody else.

* * *

Our house is on Sipson Lane, in the borough of Hillingdon. It was built in the 1970s, almost a hundred years ago now to the year. It’s a shoddy little place, one of a row of twenty-two identical boxes flung up to generate maximum profit for the developer with a minimum of outlay. It’s a wonder it’s lasted this long. Some of the other houses in the row are in a terrible state – the metal window frames rusted and buckling, the lower floors patchy with mildew. The previous owner put in replacement windows and a new damp-proof course, so ours isn’t as bad as some. It’s dry inside, at least, and I used some of the extra cash from Benny to put up solar panels, which means we can afford to keep the central heating on all the time.

Moolie’s like Clarah now – she can’t stand the cold.

Sipson is a weird place. Five hundred years ago it was a tiny hamlet, surrounded by farmland. Since then it’s evolved into a scruffy housing estate less than half a mile from the end of the second runway at Heathrow Airport. Moolie bought the Sipson Lane house because it was cheap and because it was close to her job, and the best thing about it is that it’s close to my job too, now. It takes me less than half an hour to walk in to work, which not only cuts down on expenses, it also means I can get home quickly if there’s an emergency.

The traffic on the perimeter road is a constant nightmare. In the summer, the petrol and diesel fumes settle over the airport like a heavy tarpaulin, a yellowish blanket of chemical effluent that is like heat haze, only thicker, and a lot more smelly.

When you walk home in the evenings though, or on those rare winter mornings when there’s still a hard frost, you could take the turning into Sipson Lane and mistake it for the entrance to another world: the quiet street with its rustling plane trees, the long grass sprouting between the kerbstones at the side of the road. The drawn curtains of the houses, like gently closed eyelids, the soft glow behind. Someone riding past on a bicycle. The red pillar box opposite the Sipson Arms. You’d barely know the airport even existed.

It’s like an oasis in time, if there is such a thing. If you stand still and listen to the sound of the blackbirds singing, high up in the dusty branches of those plane trees, you could imagine you’re in a universe where the Galaxy air crash never happened.

They had planes flying in and out of here again within the hour, of course. The airport authorities, backed by the government, insisted the main damage was economic and mostly short-term. They claimed the rumours of ground contamination and depleted uranium were so much scaremongering, that the area within the emergency cordon had been tested on numerous occasions and found safe every time.

A decade on they say that even if the toxicity levels were a bit on the high side the first year or so after the crash, they’re well within the accepted safety limits now.

* * *

The first question I have to ask myself is this: is there any possibility at all that it’s true? What Moolie told me about my father and the New Dawn mission, I mean?

My first instinct is to dismiss it as just another example of Moolie craziness. One of the features of Moolie’s illness is that it’s often hard to know whether she’s talking about stuff that really happened to her or stuff she’s dreamed or read about or seen on TV. Her mind can’t tell the difference now, or not all the time. Just seeing the Mars team on television might be enough to trigger a complete fantasy scenario, indistinguishable from her life as she’s actually lived it.

But the thing is – and I can hardly believe I’m saying this – there is a very small chance that what she said might actually be real. The dates fit, for a start. I was born in March 2047, just three months before the New Dawn was launched on its mission to Mars. And before you roll your eyes and say, Yes, but so were about three hundred thousand other kids, just consider this: Moolie went on a number of specialist placements early in her career. One of them was in Hamburg, at the University of the European Space Programme, where she spent the better part of 2046 helping to run strength tests on prototypes of the equipment used aboard the New Dawn. Eight members of the Mars team were in residency in Hamburg at around the same time, five women and three men. Moolie would have come into direct contact with every one of them.

I know, because I’ve looked up the details. I even have a file now, stuff I’ve found online and printed off. If you think that’s creepy, just try having an unknown dad who might have died in an exploding rocket and see how you get on. See how long it takes before you start a file on him.

* * *

Toby Soyinka was second communications officer aboard the New Dawn, the guy who just happened to be outside the vehicle when the disaster occurred. His body was thrown clear of the wreckage, and was recovered three months later by an unmanned retrieval pod launched by the crew of the Hoffnung 3 space station. Toby’s body was shipped back to Earth at enormous expense, not so much for the sake of his family as to be subjected to a year-long post-mortem.

The mission scientists wanted to know if Toby was still alive when he floated free, and if so then for how long. Knowing that would tell them all kinds of things, apparently – important information about the last moments of the New Dawn and why she failed.

According to the official reports, Toby Soyinka was killed in the primary explosion, the same as the rest of the crew. As you might expect, the conspiracy theorists went bonkers. Why would Soyinka be dead if his suit was undamaged? How come only a short section of the official post-mortem has ever been released into the public sphere?

There are people who claim Toby was alive up there for at least three hours after the rocket exploded. Depending on the physiology of individual astronauts, that particular suit’s oxygen tanks would have contained enough air for between three and four hours.

Toby’s suit was also fitted with a radio communicator, but it was short-range only, suitable for talking with his colleagues back on board the New Dawn but not powerful enough to let him speak with Mission Control.

Would he have wanted to though, even if he could have? Knowing that he was going to die, and everyone on the ground knowing there was fuck all they could do about it?

I mean, what could one side of that equation possibly have to say to the other?

Well, I guess this is it, Tobes. Sorry, old chap. Hey, did anyone remember to send out for muffins?

I think about that, and I think of Toby Soyinka thinking about that, and after the terror what comes through to me most strongly is simple embarrassment.

If it had been me in that floating spacesuit I reckon I’d have switched my radio off and waited in silence. Listed my favourite movies in order from one to a hundred and gazed out at the stars.

At least Toby died knowing he’d done something extraordinary, that he’d seen sights few human beings will ever see.

And Toby Soyinka is a hero now. Perhaps that’s what the crew of the Second Wind are telling themselves, anyway.

In the movies when something goes wrong and one of the crew is left floating in space with no hope of rescue, the scene almost always ends with the doomed astronaut taking off their helmet, making a quick and noble end of it rather than facing a slow and humiliating death by asphyxiation.

Would anyone really have the guts to do that, though? I don’t think I would.

Toby Soyinka was born in Nottingham. Toby’s dad was a civil engineer – he helped design the New Trent shopping village – and his mum was a dentist. Toby studied physics and IT at Nottingham Uni, then went on to do postgraduate work at the UESP in Hamburg, where he would have met Moolie. Most of the photos online show Toby at the age of twenty-eight, the age he was when he died, and when he and the rest of the crew were all over the media. He looks skinny and hopeful and nervous, all at once. Sometimes when I look at pictures of Toby I can’t help thinking he seems out of his depth, as if he’s wondering what he signed up for, though I could be imagining things.

Once, when I was browsing through some stuff about Toby online, Moolie came into the room and sneaked up behind me.

“What are you looking at?” she said. I hadn’t heard her come in. I jumped a mile.

“Nothing much,” I said. I hurried to close the window but it was too late, the photos of Toby were staring her in the face. I looked at her looking, curious to see what her reaction would be, but Moolie’s eyes slid over his features without even a single glimmer of recognition. He might have been a tree or a gatepost, for all the effect he had on her.

Was she only pretending not to recognise him? I don’t think so. I always know when Moolie’s hiding something, even if I don’t know what she’s hiding.

I don’t believe that Toby Soyinka was my father. It would be too much like a tragic fairy tale, too pat.

* * *

“How’s your mum?” Benny says to me this morning.

“She’s fine, Benny,” I reply. “She’s getting excited about the mission, same as you.” I grin at him and wink, firstly because I can never resist taking the piss out of Benny, just a little bit, and secondly because it’s true. Moolie has barely been out of the living room this past week. She has the television on all day and most of the night, permanently tuned to the twenty-four-hour news feed that’s supposed to be the official mouthpiece of the mission’s sponsors. The actual news content is pretty limited but since when has that ever been a deterrent in situations like this? They squeeze every last ounce of juice out of what they have, then go back to playing the old documentaries, home video footage, endlessly repetitive Q&As with scientists and school friends.

Moolie watches it all with equal attention, drinking it down like liquid nutrient through a straw. She doesn’t get to bed till gone three some nights, and when I ask her if she’s had anything to eat she doesn’t remember. I make up batches of sandwiches and leave them in the fridge for her. Sometimes she scoffs the lot, sometimes I go down in the morning and find them untouched.

She’s immersed in the Mars thing so deeply that sometimes it seems like Moolie herself is no longer there.

What is it that fascinates her so much? When she first started watching I felt convinced it had to do with my father, that all the talk of the Second Wind was bringing back memories of what happened to the New Dawn. I’m less sure of that now – why should everything have to be about me and my father? Moolie is – was – a scientist, and the Mars mission is just about the most exciting scientific experiment to be launched in more than a decade, perhaps ever. Of course she’d be interested. You could argue that her obsession with the news feed is the best evidence I have that she is still herself.

She seems so engaged, so invigorated, so happy that I don’t want to question it. I want her to stay like this for as long as she can.

“Well, tell her I asked after her,” Benny says. I glance at him curiously, wondering if he’s serious. I’ve always found it strange, this concern of his for a person he’s never met. At the same time though, it’s just so Benny. It’s no wonder he’s never made it to the top. To make it to the top you need to be a heartless bastard. On the heartless bastard scale, Benny Conway has never figured very high up.

I nod briskly. “I will,” I say. I never feel comfortable talking with him about Moolie – too close to home. I’d rather stick to work, any day. “What’s on today?”

Benny immediately looks shifty. A moment later I understand why. “There’s another news crew dropping by,” he says. “They want to do an interview. With you.”

“With me? What the hell for? Oh, for god’s sake, Benny, what are they expecting me to say?”

“You’re head of housekeeping at the Edison Star, Emily. That’s an important and responsible position. They want to ask you what it’s been like, preparing for such an important occasion. There’s nothing for you to be anxious about, I promise. They’ve said it shouldn’t take more than ten minutes, fifteen at the most.”

“I’m not anxious, I’m pissed off,” I say. “You could at least have asked me first.” Benny looks hurt and a little bit surprised. I know I’m being mean and I wouldn’t normally be so rude but just for the moment I feel like killing him. It’s all right for Benny – he’s great with the press, he’s what you might call a people person. Put him in front of a camera and he’s away.

Me? I want to be left alone to get on with my job. The idea of being on TV leaves me cold. There’s Moolie to be considered, too – seeing me on the screen might warp her sense of reality more than ever.

It’s done now though, isn’t it? There’s not much sense in kicking off about it. Best to get the thing over with and then forget it.

* * *

I guess it’s mainly because of Benny that I’m still here. Working at the hotel, I mean. I certainly never planned on staying forever. It was supposed to be a holiday job, something to bring in some money while I went through college. I started out following in Moolie’s footsteps, studying for a degree in natural sciences, which was madness. I failed my first-year exams twice. It should have been obvious to anyone that the course was wrong for me.

“You’re such a dreamer, Emily,” Moolie said to me once. “Head in the stars.” She cracked a kind of half-smile, then sighed. She was paying for extra tutorials at the time, trying to give me a better shot at the re-sits. It must have felt like flushing money down the toilet. When I told her I’d been offered a permanent job at the Edison Star and had decided to take it she gave me such an odd look, like I’d announced I was running away to join the circus. But she never questioned it or gave me a hard time, or tried to talk me out of it the way a lot of parents would have.

It was a relief to her, most likely, that I’d finally found something I could do, that I was good at, even. It also meant I stayed close to home. First of all because it was convenient, and then later, with Moolie’s illness, because it became necessary. I’ve never regretted it. I regret some of the things that might have been, but the regret has always been less than the desire to have things stay the same, and I’m not just talking about Moolie. Sometimes I believe it’s the airport itself that’s kept me here, and Sipson, the kind of non-places that keep you addicted to transience, the restless half-life of the perpetual traveller who never goes anywhere.

The idea of settling for anything concrete feels like death, so you settle for nothing.

Benny Conway has never married, which probably seems strange to you, given that he’s so gregarious, but I can imagine that being with him day in and day out would drive anyone nuts.

Beneath the confidence and sunny bravado, Benny’s actually quite needy and insecure. One of the downsides of working in a close environment is that you get to know more about the people you work with than you strictly want to.

* * *

I spend the morning checking the inventories and trying not to get too worked up about the stupid interview. I finally go down to the lobby at half past one. What passes for the news crew is already there – a camera guy and a college kid, sent along by some backroom satellite outfit most likely, one of the countless pirate stations that don’t have the clout to snag themselves an invite to what Ludmilla and I have snarkily begun to call the Day of Judgement.

These two have to make do with me instead. I begin to feel sorry for them.

The student who interviews me is called Laura, a scrap of a girl dressed in a black pantsuit and with her copper-red hair cut close to her head. She reminds me of Pinocchio, or one of those Pierrot dolls that my school friends were so crazy about when I was a kid. I like her immediately – she seems so earnest! Because of that I find myself relaxing into the process and even enjoying it. I’m expecting the questions Laura asks me to be work-related: what will the astronauts be having for supper, how do you keep the hotel running normally whilst maintaining security, that kind of thing. Some of her actual questions catch me off guard.

“It’s thirty years since the crew of the New Dawn lost their lives,” Laura says. “Do you think it’s right that we should risk another Mars mission?”

“I think in a way we’re doing it for them,” I say. “The astronauts who died, I mean.” I’m stumbling over my words, because I haven’t planned this. It’s strange to hear myself saying these things, thoughts I hardly knew I was thinking until now. “I think we should ask ourselves what the New Dawn’s crew would have wanted. Would they have wanted us to try again? I think they would have and so do I. I believe we have to try again, or they’ll have died for nothing.”

Laura looks delighted and surprised, as if this is the kind of answer she wanted but didn’t expect. Not from the likes of me, anyway. She wraps up the interview soon after – perhaps she wants to quit while she’s ahead.

“That was great,” she says to me, off-camera. She exchanges a couple of words with the camera guy, who’s preoccupied with packing away his equipment. After a moment Laura turns back to me. She’s smiling, and I think she’s about to say goodbye. But then her expression becomes serious again and she asks me another question. “Your mum was here when the Galaxy flight came down, wasn’t she?”

I’m so surprised I can’t answer at first. I glance across at the camera guy, wondering if he’s somehow still filming this, but he’s moved away from us slightly, towards the reception desk. I see him checking his mobile. “She worked on the clear-up, yes,” I say. My throat feels dry and I swallow. What’s this about? “She was part of the forensic investigation team that went out to the crash site. She was an expert in metal fatigue.”

Laura has moved to stand in front of me, blocking my view of the rest of the lobby and clearly expecting me to say more, but I’m not sure what I should say, whether I should say anything, even.

I can’t imagine why she’s asking me this question now, when the camera is off. It has nothing to do with the astronauts or with the hotel, yet from the way she’s staring at me it seems like this is the question Laura was wanting to ask me all along. If it’s details she wants, she’s welcome to them.

“There was an awful smell,” I say, and suddenly I’m remembering that smell, jet fuel thickened by dust, ignited by anguish, the way it hung over the airport and over our village for weeks, or so it seemed. Longer even than that, so long that in the end you understood it was all in your mind, it had to be. Even the stench of combusted bodies fades eventually.

I haven’t thought of these things in years, not like this, not precisely enough to bring back that smell.

But can I tell Laura any of this? She would have been a schoolkid when it happened; she might not even remember it as a real event. Children don’t take much notice of the news unless it affects them directly. Everything she knows about the crash will come from old TV footage, the slew of documentaries and real-time amateur video that followed after.

Everything from the acknowledged facts to the certifiably crazy.

What would she say if I told her that Moolie worked alongside the black box recovery unit and the token medics and the loss adjusters? That she was out there for almost three weeks, picking over what was essentially radioactive trash, trying to come up with a reasonable theory about what happened and who was responsible?

Of that original forensics team, two are still working and seem in good health, three have died of various cancers, and four are like Moolie.

There is an ongoing legal enquiry, but the way things are going the remaining witnesses will all be dead before any decision is made on liability.

I bet that’s what the authorities are hoping, anyway.

“Here’s my number,” Laura says. She delves into her jacket pocket and then hands me a card, a glossy white oblong printed with an email address and cell number in cool grey capitals. Quaint and rather classy, if you’re into retro.

“Give me a call, if you feel like talking some more. I’d like to do a story on your mother, if you think she’d be up for it.” Laura hesitates, uncertain suddenly, a precocious child in front of an audience of hostile strangers. “Think about it, anyway.”

“I will,” I say, and slip the card into my pocket. Later, after Laura is gone, I try to imagine her with Moolie, asking her questions.

Does Moolie remember the Galaxy, even?

Some days, probably.

The whole idea of her doing an interview is insane.

* * *

Of the three male astronauts Moolie had dealings with at the UESP in Hamburg, only Toby Soyinka was picked as flight crew. The two other guys involved with the New Dawn mission ended up working on the ground in IT and comms. Angelo Chavez was born in Queens, New York City. His exceptional talent for mathematics was spotted in nursery school. At the age of six he won a place at a specialist academy for gifted children. Angelo did well, and seemed destined for success, until his father began an affair with a work colleague and buggered off. Angelo’s mother took her son to Chicago to be closer to family.

Angelo was bullied at his new school. He began truanting, then moved on to shoplifting and dealing cannabis on high school premises. By the time he turned fourteen he was regularly in trouble with the police. It was a youth worker at a juvenile detention centre who helped get Angelo back on track by asking him to help out with the centre’s computer system. Later, when Angelo applied for a place at MIT, the man acted as his sponsor and referee. Angelo achieved perfect scores in three out of his five first-year assignments. He graduated with one of the highest averages of that decade.

After graduation, he began working as a games designer for a Tokyo-based franchise, and landed a junior post at NASA just eighteen months later. Three years after joining NASA, Angelo went to Hamburg for six months to work as a visiting lecturer at the UESP. While he was there, he met and fell in love with the Dutch astrophysicist Johan Wedekin. The two married in July 2048.

They’ve been together now for almost thirty years. I suppose it’s possible that Angelo was shagging Moolie in Hamburg as well as Johan, but I think it’s unlikely.

Marlon Habila was born in Lagos, the son of two teachers. He speaks six languages fluently, and has a solid working knowledge of eight others. He wrote his postgraduate thesis on the acquisition of language in bilingual children. He was initially employed by the UESP to help develop a more straightforward method for teaching Mandarin to trainee astronauts, and became interested in the New Dawn mission while he was there. After a number of years in Hamburg, Marlon was headhunted by NASA as a senior communications technician and relocated to Austin, Texas, where he still lives today.

He was in Hamburg at the same time as Moolie though, no doubt about it.

When I look at photographs of Marlon Habila, it’s like looking into a mirror.

I once showed Moolie a photo of Marlon and asked if she remembered him. She was in one of her lucid patches at the time, so I hoped I might get something resembling a straight answer. Sometimes during her good phases chatting with Moolie is almost like the old times.

On the other hand, it’s often during these good times that she’s at her most evasive. Ask Moolie her own name then and there’s no guarantee you’ll get the answer you were expecting.

When I showed her the picture of Marlon, her eyes filled with tears. Then she snatched it out of my hands and tore it in two.

“Don’t talk to me about that boy,” she hissed at me. “I’ve told you before.”

“No you haven’t,” I persisted. “Can you tell me anything about him? Do you know what he’s called?”

She gave me a look, boiling over with impatience, as if I’d asked her if the world was flat or round.

“You know damn well what he’s called,” she said. “Stop trying to trick me. I’m not brain-dead yet, you know.” She stomped out of the room, one foot dragging slightly because of the muscle wastage that had already begun to affect her left side. I stared stupidly down at the two torn pieces of the photograph, then picked them up and put them in the waste bin. An hour or so later I went upstairs to check on Moolie and she was fine again, completely calm, sitting up in bed and reading softly aloud to herself from J. G. Ballard’s Vermilion Sands.

I asked her if she wanted anything to eat or drink and she shook her head. The next time I looked in on her she was sound asleep.

* * *

Do I really believe that Marlon Habila is my dad? Some days I feel so certain it’s like knowing for sure. Other days I think it’s all bullshit, just some story I’ve constructed for myself so the world doesn’t feel so crazy and out of control. It’s a well-known fact that kids who grow up not knowing who their parents are like to imagine they’re really a princess, or the son of a Polar explorer who died bravely in tragic circumstances, or some such junk. No one wants to be told their daddy is really a dustman who got banged up for petty thieving and who never gave a shit.

‘Daddy was a spaceman’ sounds so much better.

The thing is, even if I knew for an absolute certainty that Marlon Habila was my birth father, it’s still not obvious what, if anything, I should do about it.

I found contact details for Marlon online – it wasn’t difficult – and I’ve lost count of the number of emails I’ve started to write and then deleted. Dear Marlon, Dear Dr Habila, Dear Marlon again. You don’t know me, but I think I might be your daughter.

Like a character in one of the old TV miniseries Moolie enjoys so much, those overblown three-part dramas about twins separated at birth, or men of God who fall illicitly in love, or lost survivors of the Titanic, stories that unfold in a series of unlikely coincidences, all tied together with a swooning orchestral soundtrack. They’re pretty naff, those stories, but they do draw you in. When Moolie’s going through one of her bad times she’ll watch them all day long, five of the things in a row, back to back.

I suppose the reason people like those stories is that no matter how confused the plot seems at the start, things always work out. By the time the film’s over you always understand what happened, and why. There’s always a proper ending, with people hugging each other and crying, if you see what I mean.

In the case of Marlon Habila, the proper ending is that he moved to Texas. A year after the New Dawn tragedy he married Melissa Sanberg, one of the senior operatives working on what they call the shop floor of Mission Control. They have two sons and one daughter: Aaron, Willard, and little Esther. Eighteen, sixteen, and nine.

In the photos they look happy. I mean, really happy. I have to ask myself what might happen to that happiness if I sent my email.

I can’t help thinking about what Moolie said that time, about dropping bombshells.

In a way it would be easier if my father turned out to be Toby Soyinka after all. Dead is safe, nothing would change, and hey, at least I would know my dad was a hero. People would look at me with sympathy, and fascination. It would make a good miniseries, actually. You can imagine the ending – me hugging Toby’s relatives and crying as we hand round the old photographs, saying if only he knew in choked-up voices. I’d watch it anyway, I wouldn’t be able to help myself. I’d blub at the end too, probably. Another Saturday night in with Moolie, a supply of tissues and a box of chocolates on the sofa between us.

Who doesn’t want a story that makes sense?

I’ve made up my mind that if the Second Wind launches safely, I’m going to send that email.

* * *

The biggest headache with having astronauts staying at the Edison Star is the incessant press coverage. Sorokina and Cameron themselves are the least of our worries – they’re just two extra guests. They’re hardly going to send us into a tailspin, no matter how picky they are about their food or the ambient room temperature. We’ve had to take on extra security for the week, but aside from that it’ll be business pretty much as usual. The problem is that it will be business under intense scrutiny, and until the astronauts actually arrive, the press hounds have nothing to do except sit and bitch. You can bet your life that if one of them happens to spot a rat in the garbage store it’ll be headlining as a major news story within the hour.

It’s enough to give Benny a coronary. Which means no rats, no undercooked turkey, no tide marks on the bathtubs, no financial mismanagement, no corporate bribery, no spree killings.

Not until this astronaut business is safely behind us, anyway.

What it mostly means for me is a lot of overtime, but I don’t mind. I’m enjoying myself, to tell the truth. I know how this place works, you see. I’ve even grown to love it over the years. The only problem is winding down, switching off. Even when I’m at home I’m constantly running through mental checklists, trying to prevent the cock-ups before they happen. Sometimes I find myself lying awake into the small hours. If I’m not careful I’m going to end up like Moolie.

* * *

Will there be children born on Mars, I wonder? Martian children, who think of the planet Mars as their one true home?

It is strange to think about, and rather wonderful. What will our Earth seem like to them, our built-in atmosphere and water on tap, our border controls and health and safety laws, our wars over patches of land that we like to call countries?

Will we seem like kings to them, or tyrants, or simply fools?

I have brought The Art of Space Travel into work with me this morning. I wrapped it inside a supermarket carrier bag for protection, then stuffed it into the back of my locker with my trainers and my rucksack and my spare cardigan. I have this silly idea that when Zhanna Sorokina and Vinnie Cameron arrive I’ll get them both to sign it. I know the book was written long before they were born, that it has no connection with their mission, but I would like to have something of theirs, all the same, something of theirs joined with something of mine. Something to keep once they are gone, that will remind me that although they’re Martians now, they started out from here.

It will be a way of keeping them safe, maybe. I know how crazy that sounds, but it’s what I feel. It’s strange, but each time I imagine something happening to them it’s not the New Dawn I think of but the Galaxy, that doomed aeroplane, fireballing out of the sky over Heathrow.

I was in school when it happened, almost ten miles away, but we all heard the crash.

* * *

When the call comes through, I’m in the middle of signing off the bulk orders for cleaning supplies: Dettox, Ajax, Glasene, Pledge, we get through gallons of each on a monthly basis. I prefer staff to keep their mobiles switched off while they’re on shift because they’re so distracting, but I have to keep mine by me because of Moolie. Weeks and sometimes months go by without it ever ringing but you never know. When I see her number flashing onscreen I pick up at once.

I speak her name, only it’s not her on the line but our next-door neighbour, Allison Roberts.

“She was out the front, just lying there,” Allison says. Moolie’s phone was lying there too, apparently, which I suppose was lucky.

I can’t remember the last time Moolie went outside by herself.

I call Benny on his private line, the one that never gets diverted. I know he’s chairing a meeting but I don’t care, I don’t give a shit suddenly, and Benny must realise it’s urgent because he knows I wouldn’t disturb him otherwise. He picks up immediately.

“I have to go,” I gasp. I explain what’s happened the best I can and he says OK. I’m running for the lifts by then. I need to get to the basement, where the staff lockers are. When I reach the lockers I can’t get my key card to work, and then when it finally does everything comes pouring out in a tidal wave. My clobber’s everywhere, suddenly. It’s the last thing I need. My chest is so high and tight I feel like screaming.

“For fuck’s sake!” I’m seconds away from bursting into tears. I’m still trying to scoop everything together when Benny appears. I realise he must have left his meeting to come down, which is so bloody unlike him that all I can think is that he’s here to give me a bollocking.

He doesn’t, though.

“Don’t worry about this,” he says. “Just take what you need and get going. I’ve called a taxi for you – it’ll be out the front in five minutes. I’ll take care of your things.” He makes a gesture towards the stuff on the floor, and of course I can’t help thinking how downright weird all this is, but I don’t have time to dwell on it. I need to get moving.

Allison said that Moolie was having difficulty breathing when she found her. The paramedics soon got her stabilised but it’s still very worrying.

“Are you sure about this?” I say to Benny. “I’m really sorry.”

“Quite sure,” Benny says. “Call me if you need me, OK?”

I take a moment to wonder if Benny is losing it, if the strain is finally getting to him, but I know that now is not the time to go looking for answers to that question.

“I will,” I say. “Thanks.” I grab my rucksack and shove on my trainers and then I’m gone.

* * *

Most of the things that are wrong with Moolie – the decreasing short-term memory and loss of appetite, the insomnia, the restlessness – none of these are life-threatening, not in and of themselves. But every now and then she’ll have an attack of apnoea, and these are much more frightening. What apnoea means, basically, is that Moolie can’t breathe. The first time she had an attack, the doctors kept asking me if she smoked. Each time I said no they looked at me with doubt. It was obvious they thought I was lying.

In fact the apnoea is caused by the thousands of microscopic mushroom-like growths that have colonised the lining of Moolie’s lungs. Most of the time these growths remain inactive and appear to do no harm, but periodically they flare up or inflate or expand or whatever. Hence the apnoea.

“It’s definitely not cancer,” the medics insist. There’s a real sense of triumph in their voices as they say this, as if the growths’ non-cancerous nature is something they’ve seen to personally. But when I ask them what the growths actually are they never give me a direct answer and I don’t think they have one. I don’t think anyone really knows what’s wrong with Moolie’s lungs, to be honest. It’s a whole new disease.

Whatever it is, it seems to have the advantage of being slow-growing. Moolie might die of old age before the growths clutter up her bronchial tubes, or fill her lungs with spores, or find some other, quicker way of preventing her from breathing entirely. In the meantime, the doctors stave off the attacks by giving Moolie a shot of adrenaline and then supplementing her oxygen for an hour or so. The enriched oxygen seems to kill the mushroom things off, or make the growths subside, or something. Whatever it does, it works, and surprisingly quickly. By the time I come on to the ward, Moolie is sitting up in bed with a cup of tea.

“What are you doing here?” she says to me.

“I might ask you the same question.” I can’t tell yet if she’s being sarcastic or if she’s genuinely confused. Sometimes when she comes round after an attack she’s delusional, or delirious, whatever you want to call it when the brain gets starved of oxygen for any length of time.

Moolie seems OK, though – this time, anyway. She’s sipping her tea as if she’s actually enjoying it. There’s a biscuit in the saucer, too, with a bite taken out of it. Moolie eating something without being reminded is always a good sign.

I notice that one of the nurses has brushed her hair. She looks almost the way she does in that old photograph, her and me and Grandma Clarah out by the reservoir.

“I’m fine, Emily,” she says, neatly sidestepping my question, which is so typical of her that I am tempted to believe her. “There was no need for you to leave work early. I know Benny needs you more than I do at the moment.” She takes another sip of tea. “You could have come in afterwards, if you wanted to. They say I can probably go home tomorrow, in any case.”

She’s peeping at me over the rim of her teacup, grinning like a naughty schoolgirl: see what I did. Trying to boss me about like any normal mother. She can be like this after the treatments – it’s as if the rarefied oxygen cleans out her brain, or something. I know it won’t last, but it makes me feel like crying nonetheless.

Just to have her back again.

Sometimes I forget how much I miss her.

I sit down on the plastic chair at the side of the bed. “I’m here now,” I say. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.” I reach for her free hand across the bedcovers and she lets me take it. After a couple of minutes one of the ward staff brings me a cup of tea. It’s good just to sit, not to feel responsibility or the need for action. The mechanics of this place are unknown to me, and therefore the urge to do, to change, to control is entirely absent.

Moolie begins telling me about the TV programme she was watching before she had her turn. Yet another documentary about the Mars mission, so no surprises there. I’d rather she told me what it was that made her go outside by herself, but she waves my question away like an importunate fly.

“That girl,” she says instead. “That girl, Zhanna. She’s twenty-six tomorrow, did you know that? She says she doesn’t want children, that her work is enough for her. She’ll be dead before she’s forty, more than likely. She doesn’t know what she’s doing.”

“You were younger than she is when you had me, Mum,” I say. “Did you know what you were doing?”

Moolie shakes her head slowly and deliberately from side to side. “No, I didn’t,” she says. “I didn’t have a clue.”

Then she says something strange.

“I won’t always get better, Emily. The day will come when I don’t come home. You should have a talk with Benny, before that day comes. There’s no point in us pretending. Not any more.”

The mug of tea is still warm between my hands but in spite of this I suddenly feel cold all over. When I ask Moolie what she’s talking about she refuses to answer.

* * *

By the time I leave the hospital my shift is long over. I decide to go back to the hotel anyway, just in case anything cropped up after I left. I check in with housekeeping and when I’ve satisfied myself that no major disasters have occurred in my absence I go in search of Benny. I find him in his office. There’s a semicircle of empty chairs in front of his desk, the ghost of a meeting. Benny sits in his chair, reading something – a book? – by the light of his desk lamp. He is very still, and he seems miles away, absent in a manner that is most unlike him.

When he realises I’m there he jerks upright, and there’s an expression on his face – panic, almost – as if I’ve caught him doing something he shouldn’t be. He slams the book shut, making a slapping sound.

There’s no point in him trying to hide it, though. I would know the book anywhere, because it belongs to us, to Moolie and me. It is The Art of Space Travel.

“Emily,” Benny says. He’s watching my face for signs of disaster and at the same time he still looks guilty. It’s a weird combination, almost comical. “I wasn’t expecting you back. How’s your mother?”

“Moolie’s fine,” I say. “They’re letting her come home tomorrow. What are you doing with that?”

I am talking about the book, of course, which I can’t stop staring at, the way Benny is holding it, clutching it against him, like a shield. There is a roaring sound in my ears, and I’m thinking of Moolie and what she said at the hospital, that I should talk to Benny.

I’m thinking of the way Benny is always asking after Moolie, and what Moolie said before, such a long time ago, about Benny arriving in this country with a cardboard suitcase and fake Levi’s, a gold watch he had to sell so he could afford to rent a room.

“Emily,” Benny says again, and the way he says my name – like he’s apologising for something – makes me feel even weirder. He unfolds the book again across his lap, opening it to the centre, where I know there’s a double-page colour spread of the Milky Way. A billion stars, cloudy and luminous, like the mist as it rises from the surface of the George VI Reservoir.

Benny runs his fingers gently across the paper. It makes a faint squeaking sound. I know exactly how that paper feels: soft to the touch, slightly furry with impacted dust, old.

Benny is touching the book as if it were his.

My stomach lurches, as if the world is travelling too fast suddenly, spinning across the infinite backdrop of the whole of space.

“One of my schoolteachers gave me this book,” Benny says. “His name was Otto Okora. His parents brought him to London when he was six years old. They never returned to Africa, but Otto did. He came back to teach high school in Freetown and that’s where he stayed. He said that England was too cold and too crowded, and that the sky here was never black enough to see the stars. He had this thing about Africa being closer to outer space than any other continent. ‘We never lost our sense of life’s mysteries,’ was what he used to say. Otto was crazy about outer space. He would sit us down in the long hot afternoons and tell us stories about the first moon landings and the first space stations, the first attempts to map the surface of Mars. It was like poetry to me, Emily, and I could never get enough of it. I learned the names of the constellations and how to see them. I knew by heart the mass and volume and composition of each of the planets in our solar system. I even learned to draw my own star maps – impossible journeys to distant planets that no one in a thousand of our lifetimes will ever see. I saw them, though. I saw them at night, when I couldn’t sleep. Instead of counting chickens I would count stars, picking them out from my memory one by one, like diamonds from a black silk handkerchief.”

Like diamonds from a black silk handkerchief.

I want to hug him. Even in the midst of my confusion I want to hug him and tell him that I feel the same, that I have always felt the same, that we are alike.

That we are alike, because of course we are.

The truth has been here in front of me, all the time. How stupid am I?

There’s a kind of book called a grimoire, which is a book of spells. I’ve never seen one – I don’t know if such a thing still exists, even – but The Art of Space Travel has always felt to me like it had magic trapped in it. Like you could open its pages and accidentally end up somewhere else. All those dazzling ropes of stars, all those thousands of possible futures, and futures’ futures.

All those enchanted luminous pathways, blinking up at us through the darkness, like the lights of a runway.

I clear my throat with a little cough. I haven’t a single clue what I ought to say.

“Your mother did her nut when you first got a job here,” Benny says quietly. “She called me on the phone, tore me off a strip. She said I wasn’t to breathe a word, under pain of death. That was the first time we’d spoken to one another in ten years.”

* * *

“I was supposed to study medicine,” Benny says to me later. “My heart was never in it, though. I didn’t know what I wanted, only that I wanted to find a bigger world than the world I came from. I remember it as if it was yesterday, standing there on the tarmac and looking up at this hotel and just liking the name of it. I gazed up at the big lit-up star logo and it was as if I could hear Otto Okora saying, You go for it, Benny boy, that’s a good omen. I liked the people and I liked the bustle and I liked the lights at night. All the taking off and landing, the enigma of arrival. There’s a book with that name – your mother gave me a copy right back at the beginning, when she still believed in me and things were good between us. I never got round to reading it, but I loved that title. I loved it that I’d finally discovered something I was good at.

“Would she mind very much, do you think?” Benny says. “If I went to see her?”

“It’s your funeral,” I say, and shrug. I try and picture their meeting as it might happen on TV, Benny pressing Moolie’s skinny hand to his lips while she smiles weakly up from the pillows and whispers his name. You see how funny that is, right? “Only don’t go blaming me if she bites your head off.”

* * *

Zhanna Sorokina is shorter than she appears on television. She has short mouse-brown hair, and piercing blue eyes. She looks like a schoolkid.

When I ask her if she’ll sign The Art of Space Travel she looks confused. “But I did not write this,” she says.

“I know that,” I say. “But it’s a book about space. My dad gave it to me. It would mean a lot to me if you would sign it. As a souvenir.”

She uses the pen I give her, a blue Bic, to sign the title page. She writes her name twice, first in the sweeping Cyrillic script she would have learned at school and then again underneath in spiky Latin capitals.

“Is this OK?” she asks.

“Very,” I reply. “Thank you.”

Sorokina smiles, very briefly, and then I see her awareness of me leak from her eyes as she moves away towards the lift that will take her up to the tenth-floor news suite and the waiting cameras, the media frenzy that will surround her for the remainder of her time here on Earth. Her bodyguard moves in to shield her.

It’s the last and only time I will see her close to.

In leaving this world, she makes me feel more properly a part of it. I wish I had a child I could tell about this moment. I’ve never felt like this before, but suddenly I do.

Benny would kill me if he knew I was down here. I’m supposed to be upstairs in the news suite, making sure they’re up and running with the drinks trolleys. Checking there are three different kinds of bottled beer, instead of the two that would normally be available for these occasions.


NEPTUNE’S TRIDENT

The submarines were gone, had been gone for years. Officially they had been destroyed, torpedoed in the North Atlantic during the first six months of the clampdown, though Caitlin allowed herself to believe that someday they would come home, streaming nose to tail up the firth like salmon nearing their spawning grounds. If the subs were still out there, she told herself, then Morrie was too.

Caitlin remembered how as children they had stood together on the narrow cast-iron balcony of their grandparents’ house in Helensburgh scanning the gunmetal waters of the loch below, fighting over Grandma’s binoculars, playing at spies. They weren’t supposed to go out on the balcony because Gander said it was dangerous. Part of the side railing had come away, leaving a dizzying blank space like a hole cut into a cereal packet, a window into thin air. The Void, Morrie called it, with a capital ‘V’ like in the monster movies. Morrie had loved monster movies. Still loved, Caitlin reminded herself. Still loved. Just because she didn’t know where her brother was didn’t mean he was dead, though it was three years and more since she’d heard from him, and even that final communication had not been from Morrie, not directly, just an automated confirmation from his division office, that the Neptune was still intact, still ploughing the ocean’s waters like a minke whale.

We are the orcas, Morrie had said to her in his last proper email. Silent and fleet and loyal, the orcas of now.

Before the internet shut down completely, that was, and they’d had to resort to that quaint anachronism: letters home. It’ll be fun, Morrie had written. Morrie loved fiddling around with stamps and envelopes, always had. Remember that little stationery shop Grandma used to take us to, opposite the pier? They sold maps, too.

Caitlin remembered, and it might have been fun, were it not for the web of bribery and corruption that characterised what remained of the postal system. Money for paper, for franking, for paying the fellow who was due for shore leave to get your letters to the depot. Like everything else since the clampdown it was a racket. She had received three letters from Morrie in total. Two of them had pages missing. Whether this was down to blackouts or simply carelessness she had no way of knowing.

She liked to imagine Morrie snug in his bunk, still writing to her as she knew he would, not caring how long it might be before the letter was posted.

Morrie had joined the sub corps because he had to, he said. “I need to feel like I’m doing something.” But also because he loved them, those big beasts. To Morrie, who had spent so many summers on the firth, the subs had always seemed like friends.

* * *

Caitlin’s job was to search for salvage on the beach at Kilcreggan. This was how she kept them going, her and Steph. The number of shipwrecks had increased tenfold since the clampdown. Breached cargoes littered the pebbles on a regular basis, everything from gas masks to Japanese wristwatches to freezer baggies. Often the objects were damaged or waterlogged but Caitlin had discovered that it was possible to sell almost anything. It was amazing what people would buy, what they found a use for. The twice-weekly market at Rosneath, just over the headland, was beginning to make a quiet name for itself. Ex-servicemen and their families, draft dodgers passing through on their way to the islands. Women and children left behind or just washed up here for a dozen reasons or more but really just one: life as they had known it before had come to an end.

Once, Caitlin had gone down to the beach and found it covered from the road to the strandline with blue plastic turtles, a mad reiteration of old nature documentaries about the annual leather-back migrations in Costa Rica. Caitlin found it deeply strange that anyone was still making objects there was no real use for, stranger even than the sight of their humped shells, sprouting out of the sand like blue plastic mushrooms.

The kids loved them, though. She remembered one little girl in particular, who had started bawling her eyes out when her mother told her no, she couldn’t have a turtle, they had no spare money. From the look in her eyes, that fixed blank stare lodged midway between furious and terrified, Caitlin knew at once that she was speaking the truth. Caitlin bent down to the girl, slipping a turtle into her hand out of sight of the other stallholders.

“You’ll get thrown off the market,” Steph had said when Caitlin told her. Steph was right of course – start giving handouts and you’re going to attract beggars. Unless you can feed them all you’d best feed none, or so Rory Murdoch had insisted when he gave her the pitch. Caitlin had stuck to the rules until now, more or less, but for the little girl, her fingers curled like suckers around the lump of blue plastic.

“Can I really keep him?” she whispered.

“Shhh, you,” her mother hissed. She nodded at Caitlin, her eyes hard as flints, snatched the child by her other hand and marched her away.

There were other people working the beach but Caitlin had learned ways of getting one over: bypassing the usual places, scrambling over rocks and through tide pools until you came to inlets and skerries and lochans most of the others didn’t know about. Many passed through so quickly they never got to grips with the place, not properly. There was little to keep them here, which meant it was very safe or very dangerous, depending.

Today: out towards Baron’s Point, slip-sliding on the greasy pebbles – some kind of fatty deposit, oil mixed with seaweed it looked like but who knew? These days it could be anything. Caitlin did her best to keep her hands clear. She kept a lookout for sea glass, always. Sea glass was her thing, the indulgence she cherished. And they sold, didn’t they, the things she made, the glass-gobbets twisted in wire and strung on cord, leather, a rusty bath chain, whatever she could find or came soonest to hand.

Green glass from old wine bottles was most common but there was also brown, clear, orange even. Occasionally a glowing sapphire of Bristol blue.

Shards of another life, shattered dreams, twinkling among the shingle like holes in time.

She first remembered collecting sea glass with Grandma, on the shorefront at Helensburgh. Had Morrie been with them that time? Caitlin wasn’t sure.

How long did it take for the shards of a broken bottle to be transformed into sea glass? Caitlin liked to think: when this was a bottle, there was still the internet. Or: when this was a jam jar – Robinson’s marmalade, Cooper’s jam – we still had five years to go before the clampdown.

Sea glass, in its way, was innocence preserved.

Steph said that was pure nonsense, pure as the glass if you like but still nonsense. They’d known for years.

“Not me.” Caitlin shook her head.

“You had bad dreams, didn’t you? You told me. That was them.”

* * *

No sea glass today but she was lucky anyway: five bottles of shampoo, one with the label still on – Johnson’s, with its teardrop logo. Her heart leaped, because these were valuable, the equivalent of a week’s food. One of the bottles was split – sticky with lather – which meant she could justify keeping it back for herself and Steph. Enough shampoo for two months, more if they were careful. She touched her chopped-short, saltwater hair, her wind-chapped cheeks. Wrapped the split bottle in an old carrier bag and stowed all five in her rucksack. Normally she would have stayed out another hour, perhaps two, but the shampoo had made her time-rich. She would go back to the cottage, make tea.

She straightened up, casting her eyes outwards, long-range across the firth, force of habit. The wrecked supertanker jutting like an exploded monument against the skyline but that was all. She made to go, up the shingle bank towards the coast road, where it was usually safe to walk so long as you kept a lookout. Then spotted something glinting on the stones, ten paces away, twenty, halfway between the place where she was standing and the bilious ocean.

She strode forward, sliding on the heaped-up stones, bent down. An unknown object, rectangular and gold-coloured. Her first thought was a mobile phone case. Loads of those still around and sometimes people would buy them. God knew why but they did. It wasn’t a mobile phone case though, it was a mouth organ. A harmonica. Skin dented but still shiny and with the maker’s name emblazoned in swirly letters: HOHNER.

It felt cold in her hand – sea-cold, dented ingot. She felt the urge to put the thing to her lips but resisted it. The inside would be filthy, and could be infected. She slipped it inside her backpack with the shampoo bottles.

Tail ends of the old world. Curiosities. Things you might not see for a year and more, then suddenly a dozen of them, quaint throwbacks, all at once.

Some days were like that. Filled with strange omens, Caitlin thought, knowing Steph would say they were no such thing.

* * *

There were times when Steph was so deep in the mire that Caitlin feared she was lost to her, the real Steph that was, gone for good, lost in the mist of captivity as if it were a forest she had wandered into and couldn’t escape.

Steph suffered during these absences, penetrating, crucifying pain that left her brow glistening with sweat, the veins standing out in her temples like electric wires. “It’s not like the pain you might get from a wound,” Steph had explained to her, or tried to, anyway. “It’s not like a cut or a bruise or even a broken bone. It’s at the cellular level.”

“Like cancer?” Caitlin had asked, and Steph had nodded and said maybe, yes, in a way it was like cancer, that was a good analogy, or good enough. Caitlin thought of Gander, the way his cancer had started with a nut-brown cyst then rippled out of control until the Gander they’d known was gone, left behind on a distant shore, a shore that had become inundated anyway, so who gave a shit?

Steph slept a lot, sometimes for days at a time, her eyes gummed shut like a kitten’s eyes. Those times were good in a way, because Caitlin could pretend that Steph was getting some rest. When Steph was unconscious it was easier to forget how terrifying she could be, the gibberish, the wailing, the time she had crouched in a corner for eight hours whispering to herself. Caitlin remembered how towards the end of that day she had begun to fantasise about using the service revolver Steph still had, pressing the gun to the back of Steph’s head and just pulling the trigger. The atmosphere had felt polluted, seething with infection.

What if Steph was a crack in the world? That was what they said about the flukes, wasn’t it? That they were a liability and a weakness. A danger to every man, woman and child on this planet, one politician had ranted soon after the clampdown.

In the cities to the south, flukes were mostly shot on sight, or rounded up and burned.

* * *

Steph had been fine for most of a week, almost normal. The mouth organ aroused her interest immediately. She gazed at it with gleaming eyes, like a child at Christmas.

“Let me hold it,” she said. Caitlin hesitated then handed it over.

“Be careful,” she said. “It’s full of sand.” She felt queasy suddenly, as if the instrument might be dangerous. She glanced down at the clogged grille, which looked like teeth, she realised. Stunted, rotten teeth, like a demon might have.

Steph’s fingers closed around the metal, folding down slowly one after the other like the tentacles of a sea anemone.

“You found it on the beach,” she said, then smiled. “Like Professor Parkins.”

Caitlin’s heart missed a beat. “Who’s Professor Parkins?” she said.

There was a story, Steph explained. About a stuffy old history professor who goes walking on a deserted beach. “In Norfolk,” Steph said. “Or Suffolk. Somewhere down south, anyway. He’s there to play golf.”

“Golf?”

“Why not? He’s on a weekend break. Anyway, he finds an old tin whistle buried in the sand, and when the professor cleans it up he discovers that there are words engraved on it – who is it that is coming? Really creepy.”

Steph grinned, her eyes bright, reminding Caitlin of how she’d been when they first met, the mischief in her, the contrariness that felt like fun and outcry and protectiveness all at once. Steph was never one simply to accept things. Not even the storms, the clampdown, the pursuit and conquest and colonisation of her own organism. She was physically weak today as she usually was during her there times, but not too weak to hold up the mouth organ, to bring its mouth of jagged teeth level with her eyes, to poke at the caked-in dirt with the tip of her finger.

“When Parkins blew into the whistle the world seemed to change in an instant. A great wind blew up,” Steph said, her eyes misting over in a way that Caitlin had come to recognise as the signal that they were here with them in the room, listening in. Caitlin felt their presence only dimly, a minor sensory irritation, like dust in the corner of her eye, the faint echo of distant laughter from another room.

Unearthly, Caitlin thought. A word that used to have poetic connotations, angels and saints and that touch of the numinous. Now its meaning was simple and stark: un-Earthly meant not of Earth. Unearthly meant them.

“Forget them,” Steph whispered. “Professor Parkins was pursued along the beach by a ghostly wraith, some sort of revenant. His golfing partner saved him. Told him to get rid of the whistle but Parkins didn’t want to. Thought it might be historically significant, I suppose. He would, wouldn’t he? Men like him always do.” Steph coughed. The room filled up with the smell of burning hair.

Caitlin had asked her on several occasions – her breath short, her heart racing – if this was truly the end, if the human race was doomed. “I mean all of us, forever. Everything we’ve made.” Steph had refused to answer.

Caitlin plucked the mouth organ from Steph’s fingers, which seemed too frail to hold it, suddenly. The metal felt cold and heavier than it should be. The sand, Caitlin supposed. All that sand inside its workings. She laid the instrument on the bedside shelf then lay down beside Steph. Steph trembled and seemed to retract, like the horns of a snail.

“Ignore them,” she breathed. Her voice was dry and cracked, almost inaudible. “I’m here still.” She gripped Caitlin’s hand, or tried to, the pressure faint upon her skin as a passing breeze. Steph-but-not-Steph. Caitlin did her best not to recoil, knowing that Steph would feel it anyway because not-Steph sensed everything. Her mind felt briefly clouded, a sensation that had initially terrified her but that she’d grown used to as she might grow used to a blocked-up nose when she had the flu.

She had once thought the sensation meant she was infected, that they were in. Now she knew it was just Steph, trying to communicate with her from an altered state, the state of not-Steph. A low-grade form of telepathy. No signal.

* * *

An invasion, Morrie called it, he and his friends, one of the activist groups that began to spring up everywhere in the wake of the clampdown, bound together by their disquiet and later their anger over what was not being said on government websites, over what they saw as a betrayal by the band of offbeats and diehards and refuseniks that still referred to itself as the BBC.

The official line was computer hackers. Industrial saboteurs, extremist insurgents, military spies or professional anarchists or whoever best chimed with the narrative at any given moment. These were the people responsible for the plane crashes, the financial meltdowns, the firestorm that consumed a third of the Moscow metro, the uncancellable launching of nuclear missiles from both sides of the international dateline, the fusillade of retaliatory strikes that everyone said had been called off but turned out not to be.

The uncoupling of the world from its digital shadow.

Invasion, the counterculture insisted. An alien parasite, curled in the guts of the world like a monstrous tapeworm. Ouroboros, eater of worlds. Find the worm and tug it out, that’s the solution.

“They’re all wrong,” Steph had sighed, wearily. “It’s not an invasion, it’s an overwriting. Their template placed over ours, joining up the dots, filling the spaces.” A wiping from the record. “A kind of bleed-through.”

“A bleed-through from where, though?” Caitlin had asked. She could feel her organs flexing inside her, dark globes of rancid meat. Steph shrugged. She claimed she could see them sometimes, when the pain was most intense, that she could see their cities, spirals and curlicues and vortexes of festering matter, the roads’ surfaces bruised and collapsing with something like apple-rot, running with ants. She showed Caitlin an image in an old copy of Art Review magazine: The Entire City by Max Ernst, a painting that was supposed to represent Europe after the war. To Caitlin it resembled a stack of rusting cheese graters, the torn, ridged openings like burned-out windows or bullet wounds.

“It’s not really like that, though,” Steph said. “It’s redder than that. More like meat than metal. Can we not?” she added, when Caitlin tried to ask more questions. “It hurts to look at it.”

* * *

If it hadn’t been for Grandma and Gander, Caitlin might have abandoned the idea of going to university altogether. It was Grandma who suggested that she come to live with them. Helensburgh was less than an hour from the centre of Glasgow and the money she saved on accommodation would cover the tuition fees.

Caitlin’s closest friend Deb was horrified, called Glasgow a frozen hellhole, although when Caitlin asked if she’d ever been there Deb admitted she hadn’t. Deb’s mother was a crown court judge, so Deb could afford to be picky. Tuition fees in England were three times what they were in Scotland. The idea of Glasgow secretly thrilled her, though relations with her grandparents had never been the same since her parents’ divorce. Grandma and Gander were part of the old times, a reminder of what had been lost, of her mother’s foolishness which – as Caitlin never tired of reminding herself throughout the autumn and winter of her final year at school – was the chief reason Caitlin couldn’t afford to go to university in the first place.

It turned out all right, though. The excitement of arrival, the green-grey hills of Argyll. Gander’s mind was beginning to wander but he was still the same Gander. Grandma still walked the foreshore with her binoculars, noting birds and navy manoeuvres, the bands of travellers passing through on their way to the islands.

Itinerants, Grandma called them. They were beginning to be a phenomenon even then: people on the move, restless and watchful and untidy and somehow haunted. Caitlin began to think of them as bellwethers, symbolic of the age, the increasing insecurity everyone was feeling, not just because of the government’s stepped-up austerity plan but because of something deeper down, a sense of fracturing that was psychological as much as economic.

A separation. From what exactly Caitlin found it difficult to name, or perhaps the damage went so deep she did not want to name it. She reasoned that the itinerants – no one called them flukes in those days, the term was unknown – had as much right to be there as she did, as her grandparents did, more even, that they were as much a part of the landscape as any of the drovers’ roads and burial sites she was studying as part of her degree course, but they made her uneasy nonetheless. They reminded her of every bad thing that could happen.

“Where do you think they’re going?” she asked Steph, about an hour after they first met. Hogmanay at Morrie’s mess, everyone drunk and disorderly, the drunkest rolling around in the snow with no clothes on, launching snowball attacks on the town revellers, shrieking like commandos in full flight. Then suddenly the walkers, the itinerants, fifty or more, passing along the gravel road that skirted the camp boundary. Some of them carried candles, others old battery torches. A silent procession of light.

There were children too, a good dozen of them, zipped into anoraks and too-big boots, their faces reddened and pinched from cold and older than their years.

Steph shook her head, still staring. “I don’t know,” she said. “They look frightened, don’t they?”

What do they know? What have they found out? The question rose up in Caitlin’s mind unbidden, spelled out in block capitals like in a cartoon thought bubble. She shivered, then suddenly Steph was kissing her, full on the mouth.

“It’s midnight,” she giggled. “As good as.”

Later: “My great-nan was a steelworker, on the Clyde,” and: “I’m a motor mechanic, in the army. There’s no shortage of work.” The physicality of her, as comfortable inside her body as some smart, strong animal. Caitlin later found out that Steph had completed two years of a physics degree at Strathclyde University, dropped out because she was bored and because she’d heard the army were looking for people with a head for machines.

She seemed to view Caitlin – her bookish high-mindedness, her cluelessness about the world, her need for solitude – simultaneously as a miracle and a liability.

Their first lovemaking was ravenous, almost gruelling. On 2 January, Caitlin telephoned the man she was engaged to – Jonny Lomax, an archaeologist, at a conference in Edinburgh – and told him they were finished. Jonny sounded devastated, completely sideswiped. When he begged her for a meeting – “So we can talk about this. Can’t we at least talk?” – Caitlin said there was no point, although she would be happy to have a coffee with him sometime, “as friends”. Her feelings for Steph had made her cruel, as only lovers can be. For a long time, Jonny did not so much as cross her mind, though in the past weeks and months she had found herself thinking about him more and more. How he was, where he had ended up, if he was alive, even.

She regretted nothing, yet it was painful now, sometimes, to remember how kind Jonny had been, how unerringly selfless.

Steph was – what? She was just Steph. Like they’d always been together and nothing else made sense. Like she and Morrie had been when they were children, before their parents’ divorce and before the clampdown.

* * *

There was a belief, in the beginning, that they came from the sea. Vast acreages of the ocean were still a mystery after all, the Mariana Trench was deeper than Everest was high, which was terrifying when you thought about it. Such a crack in the world might harbour anything, even monsters.

They started sending subs down, the new generation of bathy-spheres, Jules Verne stuff. Films were made, TV documentaries that followed the submarine crews as they prepared for their missions.

“We’re going to find some answers,” said one guy. He was one of the first to go down, Caitlin remembered him clearly: young (he looked well under thirty), with curly, carrot-top hair and celadon eyes. He disappeared from the show suddenly, a week or two in. Caitlin kept waiting for an explanation but none came.

“Caught the flukes, probably,” Steph reasoned. Flukes was what people had started calling it when you got contaminated. After the parasitic worm, Caitlin supposed, or maybe simply as an expression of thwarted surprise. Green-eyed sailor-boy’s sanity compromised. What a fluke.

It occurred to her that if the viewing public had felt a little less scared or a little more immune, the documentary team would probably have filmed the kid right up until his organs ruptured. As things stood, they probably shot him. They believed it was a disease, at least to begin with. Something contagious that could be stopped by killing the host.

“It’s not a disease,” Steph said. “It’s just… what’s happening.” The slipping of sand from one globe of the hourglass to another. Our time to theirs.

Later, the army began rounding up the flukes, interring them in barracks. For research, the government insisted. To understand. Everyone knew the so-called research facilities were really prison camps, the so-called black sites. Extract information by any means necessary or hell, just let off steam, the flukes weren’t human anyway, not any more, they deserved what they got.

Steph had to leave the army eventually or risk discovery. They came to Kilcreggan almost by accident, staying because they couldn’t see the point in journeying further, at least not yet, not while their luck held. People in the village knew Steph was ill, but not what she had. Multiple sclerosis, Caitlin said if anyone asked. People outside the cities seemed more tolerant of flukes anyway, many bands of itinerants harboured them openly. Caitlin feared these groups as much as she felt grateful to them. They made her feel – more than the roadblocks, the cordoned market towns, the endless curfews – as if she was clinging to a world that was already gone.

The travellers had stopped trying to decide who was a monster and who was normal. They had decided to accept the new world the way it was.

* * *

She sold all four bottles of shampoo in less than an hour. For the final one she doubled the price, just to see what would happen, and someone – a tired-looking man in a worn tweed jacket and a dog collar – bought it without even haggling. Caitlin knew then that she’d been stupid, that she could have charged the same money for every bottle. Steph was always telling her she wasn’t ruthless enough.

“Have you travelled far?” she asked the parson, as she mentally dubbed him. There was a danger in talking to customers. Information was currency, as Rory Murdoch was always reminding them, and did not come for free. But the parson looked exhausted, in need of talk. He reminded Caitlin a little of the man her mother had fallen in love with, all that long time ago, Stephen Lamb, a history teacher at the local sixth-form college who had briefly been in police custody for supplying cannabis to students at his home, although apparently this hadn’t been true and the charges were dropped.

In Caitlin’s mind’s eye, the parson almost was Lamb, the likeness so acute it triggered memories she believed she had buried for good: the emptiness of the house after her father left, her mother weeping in the upstairs lavatory, Morrie’s dumb fury. Morrie blamed Mum for everything, which drove a wedge between him and Caitlin, the first of its kind. In the end she had called him an imbecile, a moment that felt both cathartic and apocalyptic, the end of her childhood, the end of everything, or so she thought then.

None of that mattered now. Caitlin recalled their words and actions more or less exactly but the drama – the heat – was gone from them. She replayed them in her mind, scenes from a film everyone had once raved about but that now appeared melodramatic and vaguely embarrassing.

“From my parish in Dumfries,” the parson said. His words startled her. She had fallen so deep into reverie she had lost the thread of their conversation. “We were on a bus as far as Paisley, then we had to walk.”

“We?”

“My wife and I. Maria. She’s not been well. This will be a treat for her. A small gift.” He indicated the bottle of shampoo, which he had already hidden away in his canvas backpack. Caitlin did not have to ask about the wife. She knew what she would be like: pale-cheeked and nervous, a million miles already from the person she had been. That was stage one, the difficult part. If you came out of stage one alive you might begin to find something. Not hope exactly, but resolve. She saw the parson looking at the other things on her table, the pieces of sea glass on leather thongs, the silver belt buckle she had found caked in mud at the bottom of a wheel rut, an old biscuit tin, its enamelled design only slightly corroded by rust.

“Did you make these?” he asked. He pointed at one of the necklaces, a shard of orange glass shaped like a teardrop.

Caitlin nodded.

“You’re an artist, then?”

“Only recently.” She bit back her laughter. It was interesting – a novelty – to speak with someone who still thought like that, who was still capable of seeing her as anything other than a survivor, just one more itinerant. Artist, historian, writer – such terms were obsolete. Doctor, now – soldier, mechanic, cook even. As if killing, eating and driving were the only functions left that were worth fulfilling.

Caitlin fought the urge to ask where the parson was staying, if his wife needed help. Such questions were ultimately pointless and – like the act of speaking to him in the first place – potentially dangerous. She would never see him again after today.

He nodded and turned away, heading back down Court Hill, towards the shoreline. He walked with a limp, Caitlin noticed, a drag and then a stagger, as if his left leg gave him pain when he put his weight on it. She wondered why he still wore the dog collar, what significance he could still attach to it. All those centuries of cultural references rendered void in less than a decade.

She packed up her stall, glanced towards the bus shelter where the chancers waited, circling like vultures. Her space would be reoccupied in less than a second. Rory Murdoch didn’t mind chancers, so long as they waited their turn and didn’t carry weapons. She left the market and walked down to the harbour. She kept a lookout for the parson but he seemed to have vanished. Caitlin stared out across the loch. Snow still glinted on the hills behind Helensburgh and she remembered the winter of her second year at university, when the temperatures had fallen so low that the railway had been out of action for more than a week. Trapped in Glasgow, she’d spent the nights in the community hostel, the days traipsing the streets of the inner city and the West End until she knew them by heart.

There had been talk of the firth freezing solid, the subs coasting along silently beneath the ice like electric eels. In the end the big freeze hadn’t happened, but the images remained inside her head as if they’d been real.

Her thoughts were full of Morrie suddenly – the subs, she supposed, it was thinking about the subs that had brought him back so clearly, although in her own mind it was more to do with the parson, as if Morrie and the parson were linked somehow, even though she knew the idea was nonsense.

What if the parson was some sort of omen? See him again and you’ll see your brother, rising from the frozen ocean, the returning dead. Like most superstitions, the idea was illogical but compelling. She looked both ways along the beach, still searching for the parson, but there was no sign of him.

* * *

“What are we facing, then?”

Kirsten Villander, Newsnight, six months before the BBC had shut down overnight, leaving the airwaves and the broadcast media to whoever still had funds for as long as they could keep the hardware up and running. Caitlin missed Newsnight, not the arseholes shooting their mouths off so much as an overview, the sense of a structure behind things, a plan for the days.

Now there were just days – days like stepping stones between one passive chunk of time and the next. Time in its raw state tasted bland, unpalatable. Moving through it felt like being chained to a rock on the foreshore and waiting for the tide to come in.

“I don’t think anyone can answer that question accurately at this time.” The speaker, a guy in a suit, interchangeable with all the other guys in suits they had on Newsnight – someone from the Ministry of Defence, Caitlin remembered now, killed with all the others in that helicopter crash two weeks later. “Most government scientists agree that the occurrences are being caused by foreign intrusions within our infrastructure. The important question is one of intelligence.”

“Do the aliens know what they’re doing, you mean?”

“I would hesitate to use the term aliens, but otherwise, yes. A significant percentage of expert opinion tends towards the belief that the infrastructure crashes are the result of random generation. A sort of supercharged power surge, if you will. If that turns out to be the case, then it is only a matter of time before we are able to isolate the source of the interference and erect barriers against it.”

Had the suit believed what he was saying, or was he just parroting the party line? Anything to stop the riots, the mass lootings, the torching of cities. The so-called remedial actions sometimes caused as much damage as the insurgencies, more even. Perhaps that was part of the plan, if there was one.

“What do they want?” Caitlin asked Steph. She’d been bad that night but not absent. Still Steph, still fighting.

“Just to be,” Steph replied. “Just to be here. To flourish, as a mould flourishes. Mould under the microscope is beautiful, have you seen it? Like lace, like exquisite silverwork, like the etched, Corinthian columns of a maleficent coral reef.”

One of the sure signs that Steph was tipping over into not-Steph was when she began to sound as if she were reciting poetry. Just an odd turn of phrase at first, then landslides of words, a collapsed stack of coloured building blocks, the remnants of some incomprehensible word game that children loved and excelled at but adults couldn’t join.

Were the aliens just that, Caitlin wondered: children playing war games? The whole of human endeavour reduced to a battalion of plastic soldiers ranged across a carpet, while precocious yet juvenile intelligences argued over Earth’s fate, entertaining themselves with the destruction of cities, of empires, everything melting to dust at the touch of a button.

Morrie had been obsessed with his model armies. At the end of a battle, he would box up his soldiers carefully in what he called mess tins. They were a big deal to him. Most of them had names. Name, rank and number, just like in the real army.

* * *

Caitlin kept expecting to see the parson at the market. When he did not reappear, she assumed he’d moved on, he and his wife, to Arrochar or Campbeltown, where there was a garrison. He’d be safe enough there, for a while, so long as he could prove he wasn’t a fluke. It was a week and more before she finally saw him again. He was some distance away, along the shoreline, but Caitlin knew him at once from the way he walked.

She went towards him, slip-sliding on the pebbles, almost running. He glanced up as she approached.

“Good day,” he said.

“How’s your wife?” she said, breathlessly.

“My wife?” He frowned.

“Yes. You said she’d not been well.”

“Oh. Yes.” He looked down at his feet, like a schoolboy caught in an act of disobedience, and Caitlin found herself wondering if she even existed, this wife, if the parson had invented her for some reason. Or perhaps she was real, but dead. Or else they weren’t married, and the word wife struck him with pangs of guilt every time he said it. Yes, that was probably it. The quaintness of the idea made Caitlin want to smile, to reach out and take his hand. Guilt was outmoded these days, or hadn’t he noticed? Men of God always were like that though – slow to catch on. “She’s… better. Not so sick as she was. Thank you for asking.”

“I brought this for her.” Caitlin reached into her coat pocket and brought out the pendant, the glass teardrop she had seen the parson examining on her stall.

“I can’t pay you for this.” An expression flashed across his face, something close to fear. What do you want from me? The question sounded in her mind like an accusation. Caitlin took a step backwards, as if his terror might be catching, then realised it was money he was talking about, that was all, he most likely had none, which would be horrifying enough for a man like him.

“That’s… all right,” she said. “It’s a gift.” The words hung there lamely – lamely, like the parson’s bad leg, words with no muscle. “I thought it might cheer her up.”

“That’s very kind.” He hesitated, then took the pendant from her hand. The glass flashed, catching the sun, the opalescent gaze of a tawny cat. They were walking in step now, the shingle crunching beneath their feet as if they’d trod the path together a dozen times and more. Like Caitlin and Grandma on the beach at Helensburgh. Like Caitlin and Gander and Morrie when Gander was well.

“Will you stay here, do you think?” Caitlin asked. “You and your wife?”

“For as long as I’m needed,” he said. “And something tells me that I am needed here.” He looked at her hard, as if daring her to divulge something, to confess her guilt. She could feel herself trembling inside her coat. Hoped he wouldn’t notice. He was still wearing the grubby dog collar, she saw, for all the good it did. Did they still make love, this man and his wife, Maria, did they still have sex? There was an image in her mind: a woman, astride the parson, sprawled on the shingle, the soupy taste of his saliva, mingled with hers. Caitlin’s heart thudded. She drew in her breath.

“Here is no different from any other place, surely?” she managed to say.

“You might think not. But sewers must run into the sea.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“I mean that the cities may be rife with evil, but evil will not stop there. Where must evil flee when it is forced from its hiding place?”

Caitlin shook her head. She could not imagine how things stood in the cities now, even in a backwater like Dumfries. You couldn’t trust what you saw on the pirate channels but even so, the footage they showed – the gassing-out of apartment blocks, the mass suicides – had to come from somewhere.

“They spread their disease where the mud lies thickest and then they come here,” said the parson quietly. “They come to hide, to regroup, to increase, but we will root them out.”

“Flukes aren’t evil, they’re ill.” Her lips felt numb as she spoke, and she could not have said what led her to challenge him but there it was: the danger Murdoch warned of, her own recklessness, whatever. God knew she had more reason than most to let this man’s closed-mindedness flow over her and away. Crouch down, lie still, keep quiet. This too will pass. “I thought Christians believed in helping people.” She was trembling again. No one talked of such things, or at least not to strangers.

“My duty is to the human race,” the parson said. “God’s people.” He cast out his hands to either side, as if commanding a wider audience. There was a light in his eyes, and Caitlin realised her question had not challenged him at all, that it had been in some way invited, that this was what he lived for.

His lean hands and dishevelled hair were all part of his message, even the limp. For those like the parson, chaos was no such thing. For those like the parson, chaos was the evolutionary soup they swam in, a culture for the growth of the doctrine they fervently believed.

The man was dangerous, she realised, and again she thought of Lamb, who had seemed a nonentity, a man of no force or charisma, just a lean and hungry look, an awkwardness that bordered on the sublime. She remembered the too-big jacket he wore, his limbs lean and stringy as beef jerky. Yet he had broken them, all the same. Her mother, with her Nuttall bursary and three top industry awards, preparing food and fixing drinks, while Lamb and his friends lounged about smoking pot, indulging in aimless, shallow debates about the army crackdown and the latest set of travel bans. This is where things are happening, Lamb insisted. The kitchen cabinet, her mother had called them. By the end, they barely registered her presence.

“I’ll be holding a meeting here tomorrow evening,” the parson was saying. “People are frightened, they need guidance. You would concede that much, at least?”

“Guidance shouldn’t mean giving them permission to hate.”

“Would you call it hate if our enemy were a forest fire? A cholera epidemic? It is disease we are talking of here, you must see that. This is not a question of morality, but of salvation. You should come to the meeting,” he said. He thrust his hands deep inside his pockets, a recalcitrant student now, fighting his professor over some finer point of semantics in an essay he privately considered to be a work of genius. “You might find it helpful. We are not what you think.”

He held out his hand to her. She took it automatically, without thinking. His palm was dry and cool, as she had imagined it would be, his grip firm enough to belie his slightness, his modest height. He looked her straight in the eyes, refusing to yield the contact even when she tried to look away. His eyes were grey as the firth, and she thought of Steph, huddled beneath the yellow blanket in the low back room.

The stove would be out, the sheets would be soaking.

“I should go,” Caitlin said. “I hope your wife feels better soon.”

“People of courage must stick together,” the parson said. They were still holding hands, Caitlin realised. “We must find strength in numbers. Please say you will come?”

“I don’t know,” Caitlin said. “Maybe.”

His wife might be there, she reasoned, although why she felt this recurring concern for the parson’s wife she had no idea. Caitlin saw her again in her mind’s eye: the pale lips, the lank hair, the threadbare woollen shawl about her shoulders. The parson should take better care of her, she thought distractedly. He’s so in love with the word of God he doesn’t notice she’s dying.

* * *

She came in to find Steph brewing tea. She seemed quite normal still, and stronger than she had been in weeks. She had even washed her hair. Caitlin caught the scent of her shampoo, the Johnson’s she’d found on the beach, the same as in the bottle she’d sold to the parson. She found herself wanting to press her nose into the downy nape of Steph’s neck, to breathe her in while there was still time. It had been months since they had been fully intimate. Steph was mostly too weak and in any case, the way she was now made the thought of sex repugnant, like opening herself to an assault.

“I saw that guy again today,” she said. “The parson.”

Steph went rigid, a spasm that hunched her shoulders and made tense right angles of her elbows and wrists. She turned slowly away from the kitchen counter, moving in jerky increments, like a robot.

“The man of God?” she said, the words slightly blurred, as if two identical recordings of her voice were being played over each other, a millisecond apart. “He is a weapon, Caty. A blade steeped in mud.”

“Blood?” Caitlin said. She hesitated, wondering whether she should try to bring her back, to put an arm about her shoulders, to haul her away from not-Steph like a fish on a line. Sometimes that worked, sometimes it didn’t. She felt the familiar nausea in the pit of her stomach, flecks and tendrils of otherness, purring about her head like a swarm of midges.

“Mud,” Steph said, and laughed. “Filth. Maniac.” She snapped back into herself then, her limbs relaxing, head lolling forward as if its weight had increased suddenly. “They’re all the same, these God-botherers. I don’t know what you see in him.”

Steph’s voice had returned to normal. “I don’t see anything in him. I was just saying,” Caitlin said. She could feel herself blushing, the red spattering her neck and cheeks like nettle rash.

“Keep away from him,” Steph said quietly, as if reminding herself of a task she had yet to fulfil. “Anyway,” she added, more brightly. “Don’t you want to see what I’ve been doing?”

“What have you been doing, silkworm?” Caitlin felt her heart-beat gradually returning to its normal rhythm.

“Cleaning up your harmonica. Look.” She grabbed hold of Caitlin’s hand, squeezing it hard enough to make the bones grind. Caitlin winced but said nothing. She looked down at what Steph was showing her, the mouth organ, polished and shining like a golden ingot on the scuffed Formica. Caitlin had more or less forgotten about the Hohner. Now in its naked state it seemed to loom large again. The dent was still there, she noted, but the front grille and presumably the inside had been cleaned of debris. The perforations now loomed blackly, like miniature caves.

“Does it play?” Caitlin said. “Have you tried it?” She turned the instrument over in her hand. It felt cold to the touch, slippery, as if the metal had been coated in some sort of oil.

“You must never play it,” Steph said. She looked down at the floor. “Not unless you mean it.”

There was silence then, silence the texture of silt. Something unspooling in the chilly air – them, Caitlin assumed, then realised no, it was Steph, Steph trying to tell her something in spite of them. Behind their backs, as it were. Passing a note under the desk out of sight of the teacher, the way they used to do at school.

“Mean it?” Caitlin breathed. Even in that moment she realised there was something final here, a last instant of clarity that could neither be repeated nor returned to. Steph would be leaving her soon. In every sense that mattered, Steph would be no more. Caitlin felt her throat tighten. She inhaled sharply, gasping for air. There was a strange dry scent in her nostrils, acrid as ash.

“Professor Parkins,” Steph said. “He whistled, but he didn’t really mean it. He didn’t believe anything would happen. But it did.”

She raised her head. Caitlin noticed that a corner of her lip had split, a narrow band of blood pulsed in the crack. “It’s really OK,” she added. “Just different.”

Caitlin wrapped both arms around her shoulders, held her close. Steph’s body stiffened, then relaxed. Caitlin realised she was still holding the mouth organ. She could feel its teeth biting into her palm, leaving their mark. “We’ll find a way out of this,” she said, her lips against Steph’s hair. “Somehow. We will.”

Steph sighed, the sound so wistful, so heavy with exhaustion it made Caitlin want to smash things, to batter the Hohner against the window until the smeary glass gave way and tore into her hands. They spent the evening curled together on the old divan, eating the last of the potato soup Caitlin had made at the start of the week and listening to the radio, a station that was being broadcast from somewhere north of Inverness, a programme of readings from Miller’s The Crucible. Was it possible to feel hope, that there were people out there who found the energy to care about such things, who still thought words were important? Probably not, but we can listen, Caitlin told herself. We can do that, at least.

* * *

Sometime during the small hours of the following morning, Steph lapsed into a sleep so deep it was impossible to wake her. There was just her breathing, slow and rasping, like a very old woman’s.

It wasn’t the first time. No need to panic. Caitlin settled Steph on her side, tucked the blanket firmly around her shoulders, then went down to the beach. The wind had blown strongly during the night. She expected rich pickings.

Scroungers threaded along the strandline already – three, four of them, bent over, dark, comma-shaped specks against a background of grey shingle. She could just make out Donny Carr, in his earflap camo hat, tugging up seaweed. The others were too far away to recognise. Caitlin headed east, away from the main beach and towards the ingress. The shore was rockier there and harder to parse but it was her only option for salvaging, at least for today. All the decent stuff on the foreshore would have been snapped up already.

A yellowish slime coated the rocks of the ingress, as had become usual after a storm. In the places where it was thickest – the cracks and gullies and hollows between the stones – you could feel its presence as a low background hum, a disturbance in the atmosphere, as from an electrical appliance that had been left on overnight and begun to overheat. Radioactivity, people guessed, or some kind of poisonous effluent. It wasn’t a toxin, Steph insisted, it was more like footprints, or slug trails, a means of identification after the fact. The slime’s vibrations might drive you mad, Caitlin thought, if you listened to them for too long, the same as any white noise. Not just in your ears but in your blood and in your brain and under your fingernails.

From time to time Caitlin had wakened to find deposits of the yellow slime slathered in the crook of Steph’s elbow, or between her toes. She heaved herself over the rocks, the elongated spit of granite the scroungers called the sundial, jumped down to the cleaner shingle on the other side. Here were pickings at last, though meagre: a carton of Styrofoam cups, a plastic hairbrush, an ancient pair of trainers, their laces knotted together around a chunk of driftwood. Caitlin tipped out the seawater, stashed the items one by one in her backpack. When she heard someone yell her name she started violently, the shock rippling down her back in an icy frisson.

“Caty! Caty!” Another shout, then someone running. A warning, or a menace? Another second’s panic, then the blood’s retreat. Just Tommo, Rory Murdoch’s lad, huge as a lug and strong as casking iron but sweetly impressionable and wildly exuberant as a child. Soft in the head, some sniggered when Murdoch wasn’t around, but for Caitlin Tommo’s presence was comforting, something of the old times. Tommo wasn’t afraid of what was happening, seemed not to notice. Carried on as if the clampdown and all it threw at them was one big adventure. A world teetering on the edge of oblivion was still a world, eh, Tommo? So long as you woke up in the morning and found something to do.

He threw himself down the slope, skidding to a halt in front of her, chucking up stones.

“We did it,” he crowed. “She’s back on the road, Caty. Dougie found some petrol. She’ll be moving in no time.”

“What are you talking about, Tommo?” Where’s the fire? she almost said, then checked herself. Tommo was liable to take her words literally. Any mention of a fire would have him chasing across the foreshore in search of a blaze.

“The dragon – the yellow dog!” Tommo spun round, pointing back in the direction he had come from. For a moment there was nothing, just marram grass and shingle. Then she saw them, up on the coast road – a straggling line of folk, grouped around some piece of machinery and all with their backs to her.

An earthmover, yellow with a long snout, its padlock chains flapping like kelp strands. A leviathan, taken hostage from the abandoned housing development on Shore Road. As Caitlin watched the thing juddered rustily to life, its digger head extended, grizzled dinosaur on the loose.

“What are they doing?” Caitlin breathed. She watched the men, four or five to either side, hauling on ropes, drawing the rest of the crowd along with them as if by magnetism. There was something ritualistic in their togetherness that she found disturbing. A diorama of madness, myth in the making. “What’s it for, Tommo?”

“We’re helping the Reverend,” Tommo babbled. “The Reverend says we’ll have a party on the beach tonight. Everyone’s invited, he says. Will you come?”

He’d done it, then, he’d got them hooked on him. Still didn’t explain what the digger was for. For grubbing out a barbecue pit, maybe? For raising himself high in the sky as he delivered his sermon? An image came to her of the parson, spreading his arms to either side and crying out that they were damned – damned, all of them, if they didn’t pick up their beds and follow him. Caitlin stared at Tommo’s excited face and felt like shaking him. There was something wrong here and nobody saw it, no one wanted to know. A stranger comes to town, she thought. The advent of a stranger means change, or trouble. It’s in the script.

“I don’t know,” she said to Tommo. “I’ll have to see how I feel.”

“Ach, please say you’ll be there.” He caught at her sleeve. “There’ll be singing, and dancing. Deirdre Conway says she’ll play the fiddle for us, she told me so herself.”

His expression seemed to grind to a halt, caught midway between exalted and bovine. Deirdre Conway had been on TV once, she had been a child prodigy. Now she ran the bakery with her husband, Fraser. Deirdre’s right cheek had been burned, puckered and shrivelled like the skin of an overripe apple. An accident with an oven door, Deirdre said, though there were those who doubted it, especially since Fraser Conway had done time in prison. Killed a man with a garden fork, according to Rory Murdoch, though Caitlin had no idea if there was any truth in the rumour.

Deirdre played the fiddle as if she meant to die later.

“If the weather stays fair, then,” Caitlin said. “See you, Tommo.” She turned away, headed back down the beach, glad to leave the spectacle of the earthmover behind although she couldn’t say why.

* * *

The sunset was garish, blood-orange, like a seaside postcard. Steph had not wakened all day. The skin of her eyelids had turned papery, like a Chinese lantern. When she rested her hand against Steph’s shoulder, Caitlin could feel her trembling. Not shivering so much as vibrating, like an electrical appliance that had been left plugged into the mains. Caitlin knew she should stay with her but she couldn’t bear the smell in the room, the stench of flyblown meat, or fat, an overheated converter, though the flesh of Steph’s arms and face was clammy-cold.

Caitlin strode across the headland towards Rosneath. The grass seemed to crunch beneath her feet, like slivers of glass, Caitlin thought, though when she bent to examine it she saw there was no glass, just a greyish powder. Her boots were thick with it, as if she’d been walking for hours on a dusty road. Blind spots, people called them. To give a name to them, Caitlin supposed, although what caused the vegetation to denature in this way, or what the grey powder actually was, no one seemed to know. As she descended the hill the grass returned to being grass again. Already she could hear them singing, ‘Amazing Grace’, and then the sound of the fiddle, Deirdre Conway’s playing, so high and so fine. Caitlin remembered the Christmas ceilidh at Helensburgh, her first sip of whisky, the shy lad she’d danced with, Liam Gould in his tartan braces, her first fumbling kiss. Never guessing for even a second that the world was over.

That Deirdre Conway could still play her fiddle, that she would still consent to it, was the closest thing to a miracle that Caitlin could think of. She quickened her step, along the cove road and on to the loose, broken tarmac of the harbour car park. Now she could see them as well as hear them. Some were faces she recognised – people from the village and from the shanty town, people who’d called by her stall, maybe. Most were strangers to her, just passing through. Caitlin could see from their faces that they were starving. Not for food so much, though that was often short, but for hope, and if there was no hope to be had they would make do with purpose. Someone to tell them who was to blame and what they could do about it.

They had erected a stage of sorts: planks of wood, laid across a stack of benches and weighted down with sandbags. The parson seemed a small figure, huddled in a rust-coloured parka, hardly a messiah. Then he raised his arms as he had on the beach, spreading them wide as if to encompass everyone – the whole crowd, the whole world.

Now he’ll call us children, Caitlin thought, though even then, before it happened, something in her refused the idea, knew the parson to be cleverer than that – cleverer and more dangerous. He would use words they’d never heard before, he would have to. How else would they hear him?

“I never believed in God as a father,” the parson said. The crowd fell silent. Blasphemy is always more interesting than holy writ. “Not as the kind of father who could fix everything, anyway. A good part of growing up is coming to understand your parents are not gods, that they stumble and experience fear, just as we do. Fathers need help too, though they sometimes find it difficult to ask for it.”

“My da never needed help beating me to a pulp,” muttered someone close to her, the ubiquitous stench of unwashed flesh and onions. The man’s hip was mashed up against hers, pressed close by the crowd. Caitlin pretended not to notice. She craned her neck to see the parson, like everyone else, though a part of her was already wishing she hadn’t come.

“God helps those who help themselves,” the parson was saying. “You will have heard people saying that there is no help, that the planet we have called our home for millennia is no longer ours. You will all have whispered the word they dare not speak.” He took a breath, let his arms fall to his sides. “That word is invasion.” He gazed about himself, a performer seeking applause, and here and there already, like patches of stubble fire, it was beginning to break out. “Monsters!” someone yelled, but the parson ignored them. “Invasion,” he repeated calmly. “The malign infiltration, not just of our towns and cities but of our planet itself. Earth’s trees and rocks and rivers, contaminated and poisoned by enemy agents. I say agents because that’s what they are.” Another pause. For effect, Caitlin supposed. He knew his words by heart. The people listened, rapt. Their silence was not really silence, but expectation, so thick you could feel it caressing you, cut it like cheese. “Agents of evil who seek to expel us from our rightful place. There will be those among you who remember the war. You remember what spies are, what damage they do. The agents among us now are no different. They do their worst by doing what they do best – secreting their way into our lives, into our hearts and into our trust. They dissemble and lie as Satan dissembles and lies. Yet they are not who they claim to be, and if we are to have any hope of ridding our world of the disease that has infected it, we must begin by forcing ourselves to see that disease for the evil it is. Even when it comes to us wearing the clothes of our precious loved ones.”

He was looking straight at her. Even though Caitlin told herself it could not be so, that she was just another face in the crowd, she felt herself quail beneath his gaze, the steel-grey eyes that seemed to bore right into her, undoing the flaps of her soul like the worn-away fastenings around a stash of contraband. The crowd was stirring, whispering excitedly to itself. His words did that, Caitlin thought, then she saw the machine, the earthmover, its sponged flanks yellow as cats’ eyes, creeping along the harbour wall, its digger arm raised like the monstrous, articulated trunk of an iron elephant. The crowd parted to let it through with a collective sigh.

“Michael, please!” The cry cut through the air, a woman’s voice, stern yet terrified, and it was only then that Caitlin saw the truth of things: the figure bound and bundled in the digger’s steel grubber like a ragged cocoon.

“Maria,” someone cried, another woman, shoving her way through the crowd towards the machine. Two men in farmers’ overalls stepped forward, grabbed her by the arms. The woman struggled in their grip. She looked more furious than frightened. Caitlin wondered at her courage. The sight of the bundle in the maw of the digger made her feel faint.

“Geraldine,” the parson said, his tone suddenly placatory, cajoling. “None grieves for Maria more than I, but we have to accept the fact that Maria is gone. The thing that lives on in her body is no more your friend than it is my wife. We are doing her a kindness, Geraldine. This is the only way.”

The woman in the digger had been trussed with strips of canvas and nylon rope, her arms bound tight against her sides, yet still she had managed to work herself upright in the iron scoop, her chin propped against the rim, eyes wild and staring. Caitlin wondered why she had not been gagged and blindfolded also, if only to block out the sight of what was to come. Then it came to her that this was what he wanted, the parson, that they were intended to hear her pleading, see her terrified eyes, that this was what they had come for.

The woman’s hair looked lank and greasy, just as she had imagined, her cheeks thin and pale.

Let her go, Caitlin mouthed, but no words came out. She felt a rage mounting in her, the urge to rush forward, to beat the parson’s shins with her fists where he stood on the stage.

She stayed still where she was. “We have to weed them out,” the parson chanted, his fists tight as dumbbells. “One by one, we must force them from us. The flukes are the cancer that is eating our world. Show mercy to one and you doom us all.”

He raised his arm in a signal to whoever was driving the digger, called out that they were ready, that it was time.

“Michael, you’re exhausted,” the woman still pleaded. “Think what you are doing. This isn’t the way. This is all wrong.” She was struggling now, her body thumping audibly against the metal. Her face was barely a face, Caitlin saw. The woman’s fear had made her features seem generic, the four or five perfunctory pen-strokes that stood for human. The rags that bound her were stained dark with fluid, urine or something else, it was impossible to tell.

The yellow gorgon lumbered forward, turning itself at right angles to the harbour wall as it prepared to dump its load over the side. The grab bucket rocked on its bearings, shrieking with rust. There was a thump and a splash as its voided cargo hit the water and then sank out of sight. A gasp swept through the crowd like wind through grain, and then a solitary cheer. More cheers soon followed.

The woman named Geraldine was sobbing in the arms of the farmers, her cheeks streaked with grime. The parson’s face was grey as a tombstone and as impassive. Behind him on his makeshift stage, the waters of the firth had begun to boil. The sea flickered with radiance: bronze, nasturtium-yellow, seaglass-green. Beneath its surface something convulsed. The firth vomited spume, whirlpooling violently, as if the channel were being emptied through a giant plughole. There was a smell of scorched rubber, acrid and sulphurous. Caitlin’s head swam with nausea. She inhaled, and it was like swallowing fire, that gagging sensation in her throat, that foul taste, as if her gullet was choked with dross, with the silt of the riverbed.

She heard a voice inside her head, clawing the walls of her skull as if desperate to be free.

You, it sang. All of you stood there. Can’t you feel me yet?

Maria-not-Maria, Caitlin knew her at once. Knew the cough that had plagued her for weeks, the scaly patches on the soles of her feet and in the crooks of her elbows that she dare not show her husband, Michael with his night terrors, his fanatical determination that this could not be happening because he had not foreseen it, her aching worry over her small daughter, left behind with her parents in Dumfries.

Maria had wanted to be a painter, Caitlin saw, until she met Michael. But already she was unclear to herself: a fading memory, an old photograph.

And she would come for Michael first, pouring herself inside him in just the way he dreaded, blasting his limited perceptions with an alien eternity. Caitlin slipped away through the crowd. She would have to leave here, she realised, she would have to head north, and if Steph was unfit to travel she would have to leave anyway.

Steph had tried on several occasions to talk to her about it, the inevitability of their parting, but she had refused to discuss it. I’m not going anywhere without you and that’s that.

She reached the shore road, breathless from running. The dusk was taking hold, cupping the land absent-mindedly in its out-stretched palm. The few street lights that still came on along the foreshore glimmered like Chinese lanterns, like citrines. The village seemed deserted. They’d gone to hear the parson, she supposed. Everyone was in Rosneath, drinking home brew and thanking God and singing hymns.

The cottage lay in darkness. She had hoped she might see signs that Steph was up and about again – the outside light on over the doorway, the curtains drawn with a glow behind – but there was just the blank glass, the cold gravel. The front door was closed, silent, and Caitlin felt terror turning her guts to water. It was like in the films, the films she’d watched with Morrie: there were some doors you weren’t meant to open because you already knew full well there were monsters behind them.

It came to her that she could walk away. She could return to Rosneath, to the lights on the beach, the drinking and singing, Deirdre Conway playing her fiddle and everyone dancing. She could go to the parson and tell him… Tell him what, exactly? That she was lost, but now was found? That he excited her as much as he repulsed her, that she was so damned lonely?

Tell him that his words and his bravery in confronting the devil had restored her soul. She would have bread then. A place to work and a right to be there. A place to sleep at night.

For a while, anyway. Perhaps.

We’re like ants, Caitlin thought. Ants swarming on a piece of driftwood that is slowly sinking. The ocean vaster and deeper than we could ever imagine.

She climbed the three steps to the threshold, eased open the door. The stench from within was overwhelming, filling the hallway like a solid barrier, the same scorched, sulphurous smell as on the beach.

“Steph,” Caitlin croaked. She coughed, trying to rid her mouth of the taste, like burnt cabbage leaves. It was impossible to breathe the air without the thought of contagion.

Steph lay on the bed, wrapped in the blanket, her position unchanged since the morning and utterly still. Her body seemed rigid as paper, a lifeless husk. Horror twisted Caitlin’s insides, together with relief – relief that she would not, after all, be forced to abandon her, that the decision had been taken already and without her connivance. She did not yet feel grief so much as a kind of stunned wonderment. She understood that she was crying but the catch in her throat, the wetness on her cheeks, the soreness of her eyes – these things, the manifestations of her despair seemed exotic to her, a kind of play-acting, a jerky scrap of film from the dawn of cinema.

She reached out and touched Steph’s shoulder. Her body felt lighter than it should, brittle, as if it were made of plastic, like a storefront mannequin. The realisation hit her then, that she would never hear Steph’s voice again, never lie beside her at night, never spend hours down on the strand in a state of suppressed worry over what state Steph might be in when she got back.

She was on her own. The relief of it, the horror. She tugged Steph’s shoulder gently, turning her on her back, wanting to see, to make sure she was dead, though that was obvious from the way her body moved, all of a piece, as if her arms had been welded to her torso. Rigor mortis, Caitlin supposed, though Steph’s transformation seemed more final than that, and she thought again how Steph’s body didn’t seem like Steph’s body at all but a thing made of plastic, not just lifeless but something that had never lived, a kind of retroactive proof that Steph had never existed.

Steph’s mouth was wide open. As if she’d died screaming, Caitlin thought, although the idea seemed false as soon as it occurred to her, a cover-up for whatever had really happened. The sight was obscene nonetheless, the gaping chasm of her mouth suggesting violation of the most monstrous kind. There was nothing Caitlin could do about it, not now, the rigor had seen to that – if she wanted to close Steph’s mouth she would have to break her jaw. She pulled up the blanket instead, though it made no difference. Even with Steph’s face covered, Caitlin could still visualise the black hole at the centre of her face, less like a mouth than an incursion, a tunnel between worlds.

As she stepped back from the bed she heard a rustling sound, a kind of faint clinking, like wind chimes heard from the end of a long corridor. She glanced upwards to where the sound was coming from, her eye caught by a flickering movement, a blurring of the air close to the ceiling. Moths, she thought at first, though they were not, she could see that at once, she couldn’t say what they were. Tiny dart-like creatures, each one transparent and barely there, creatures made of glass. They were disappearing through a hole in the plasterwork, pouring into the wall like a waterspout in reverse.

They had come out of Steph, Caitlin felt certain. Rising up from wherever they came from and flowing out through Steph’s entrails and gullet like bees from a hive.

* * *

She didn’t wait long. She stuffed the rucksack as full as it would go and then set out. It was fully dark. She planned to go first to Cove, to the old holiday park. Most of the lodges were derelict, not even watertight, but she could rest up for a couple of hours, get her bearings. As soon as it was light she would head north to Arrochar. There was a market there, solar-powered heating and lighting. She had even heard that someone – a local schoolteacher? – had set up a newspaper. It was somewhere to walk towards, anyway, a destination, which was better than nothing.

She reached the holiday park at around 3:30, crept into one of the lodges closest to the forest edge. The place had been stripped – just bare boards and Formica – but it was more or less clean. There were no sounds, no lights, just the gentle shhh-shhh-shhh of nearby trees. She lay down on the damp divan and fell asleep. When she woke it was just getting light, the baleful grey gaze of a dawn that was still under siege from the night before. Caitlin sipped water from the bottle in her rucksack, took a mouthful of bannock. She chewed slowly, making it last. She felt cold but not freezing, the kind of residual chill she knew would dissipate more or less instantly once she started walking. She lay where she was for fifteen minutes or so, gathering her energy. She did not think of the evening before, cast her mind back instead, tried to remember the last day upon which the intimations of what was to come had not been in the world. She quickly discovered it was impossible, mainly because there had been no one moment, no decisive transition point between then and now. Rather a slow drip-drip accretion of the uncanny, cautious as a glacier, so that when the clampdown finally came it came as no surprise.

She remembered the night she met Steph, that snowball fight, Morrie so drunk he could hardly stand, yet still agile enough and crazy enough to scale the perimeter wall of the Three Stags hotel. Bennett Ryan had dared him, Morrie’s crewmate. Neasden Bennie, everyone called him. He committed suicide soon after the accidental strike on London.

Remembering the past was like drinking poisoned water. No matter how much you boiled and strained it, there would still be traces. It was only when she stepped out of the cabin and into the daylight that Caitlin glanced down at her hand on the rail and saw the flecks of discoloration – like liver spots, like rust beneath the skin – that had also been the first sign that Steph had become infected. Caitlin shivered in the clammy air, and her heart seemed to stand still for a moment, before leaping up in her chest like a fish out of water. A stickleback perhaps, or a neon tetra. Morrie had been into tropical fish for a while when he was at school. He won a rosette or something. A silver cup. Caitlin had forgotten all about that until now.

She pulled on her gloves, shouldered the rucksack. She was surprised to find she didn’t feel any different.

* * *

What was this world they had made for themselves? she thought later. She had been walking for hours by then, days perhaps, the coast road unfurling endlessly in front of her like a strip of grey felt. What did it matter if it was coming to an end? There would be others. Birds would sing and beetles would burrow and there would be others. She gazed out across Loch Long towards the moss-green humpbacked landmass of the Cowal Peninsula. How long had it been since she’d stopped seeing landscape as anything more than a potentially hostile territory that must be passed through? Years, she realised. Years and years. Yet here they still were, the hills of Argyll. Most of the creatures that lived here were doing just fine. She thought of those summers in Helensburgh, the attic bedroom with its black-painted floorboards, the submarines, processing up the loch towards Faslane. Every moment of now curled like a comma inside each moment of then. That was what life was in the end, a comma. A momentary pause between one clause and another.

She wondered if this was the start, this acceptance, the first sign of the fatal changes that would soon begin to sweep through her system, overriding it, compromising her physical capabilities even as they gnawed away at her cognitive functions. A calmness that would in time become something else, something she could not yet fathom. She imagined lying down in the road, crawling in amongst the scrawny bushes and becoming one with them, her life sparkling in the thorns like dewdrops.

She tugged off her right glove, looked down at her hand. The amber blotches were still there, but looked no bigger.

She chewed more bannock, sipped more water. So long as she was frugal, her provisions would last until she arrived in the town, where she hoped to find some sort of work, for as long as that mattered, anyway. As she replaced the water bottle inside the rucksack her fingers brushed against the mouth organ, which she had thrown in on impulse, or so it seemed at the time, although when she thought about it now she realised she had brought it with her because of Steph, who had taken such pains to clean the thing, to buff the dented metal to a luminous shine. She remembered the story Steph had retold, ‘O! Whistle and I’ll Come to You, My Lad’, by the Victorian scholar and ghost story writer, Montague Rhodes James. Caitlin had first read the tale when she was thirteen years old, from a book of spooky stories she’d found in the back of the glass-fronted bookcase in Gander and Grandma’s dining room in Helensburgh. The book, with its scratched black boards and gold lettering, had attracted her attention at once, though she had been disappointed with the stories themselves, which seemed too obscure and oddly meandering to be properly dreadful. It was some years before she was able to get properly inside them, their hidden corridors and decaying mansions opening to her only by degrees, their language resisting her timid approaches until she developed sufficient appetite to let it enter her soul.

Professor Parkins she remembered especially, golf-playing pedant that he was, an irrepressibly dull man whose eventual comeuppance had been for Caitlin a matter not of terror but of glee.

She’d said nothing to Steph, letting her recount the details as if she’d not heard them before. Because Steph’s retelling made the story new. Because it was wonderful to hear Steph being Steph again, like being given a gift she had not dared to hope for, but had dreamed of anyway.

You must never play the harmonica, Steph had told her, not unless you really mean it. As if the ancient, battle-scarred instrument might summon a demon, just as the tin whistle Professor Parkins found on the beach had also summoned a demon.

Was James’s story about revenge, or pride? Caitlin wondered. Both, probably. Professor Parkins didn’t believe in ancient curses, he considered himself to be above such superstitions. Which was why the appearance of the demon, or ghost, or whatever it was had unseated his reason so completely.

Caitlin pulled the Hohner out of the rucksack, breathed upon the metal, misting it over, then rubbed it clean with her mitten. It reflected the sky, she saw, an oblong slice of cloud, grey as doves’ wings, snug in her hand. She raised the instrument to her lips and blew into it, gently at first and then more vigorously. There was a wheezing sound, the clamour of rusty gates creaking open. Caitlin breathed in and then out, sliding her lips along the nubs of discoloured teeth, teasing out sounds, a minor scale, slightly off kilter. The metal box felt warm now, alive with her breath, the sad, roughened notes rising and falling in the blustery air above the loch like motes of bronze light.

She wished she knew enough of music to play the mouth organ properly. She thought of Deirdre Conway and her magic fiddle, the high, sweet tones, cavorting and quickening until it was impossible not to dance. She felt a thrill pass through her, the sense of being answered, of a key turning, though it was not for some time – forty-five minutes at least, an hour, the scattered, fitful lights of Arrochar just piercing the horizon – that the sea itself answered, the loch shuddering like a horse before lightning, its surface misting over then breaking apart, erupting in spume as the sub breached, its conning tower a darker monolith against the blackening sky. Water slipped like oil from her gleaming flanks. Her name was not visible – she was too far from shore, the dusk too deep – but Caitlin knew she could only be the Neptune, returning to the firth as she had always known she would: fleet salmon, vast leviathan, beast of legend.

“Morrie,” Caitlin whispered. You’ve come home after all. She tried to imagine how it might be later after the sub had docked, how Morrie would come ashore finally, depleted in weight and ragged with tiredness but replete with stories, with reminiscences, with wonders to tell her. They would sit up long past midnight talking – talking until sleep invaded the corridors of their minds and pulled them under.

It would be like the old times.

Caitlin scrambled down the slope towards the loch, her feet catching on the rough turf. As she reached the water’s edge, the outline of the submarine began to shift and blur, flattening itself against the charcoal sky like a cardboard cut-out. None of it had been real then, it was all in her mind. Caitlin experienced a moment of complete devastation, a sense of loss so deep it was as if she had woken from sleep only to find herself trapped in a dream within the dream, to learn that the real world had never existed and she had no part in it.

Then she saw that the vessel had not disappeared after all. It was merely reconfiguring, becoming properly itself as she too would become properly herself, revealing its truth.

We are the orcas of now, her brother had written, and if the thing that rose from the water before her was not an orca, Caitlin found she could imagine a world in which the word orca might yet stand for it, its streamlined form and behemoth tail, its vast triangular maw. The mouth was crammed with teeth, she saw, black as jet and as sweetly gleaming, the tips curved, like paring knives. Who is it that is coming? Caitlin murmured. The waters of the loch poured with steam, belched yellowish smoke, though the night air against her cheeks was refreshingly cool.

The creature roared and shook its head, rucking up waves. Plesiosaur. Caitlin grabbed at the word, held it tightly to her, like a longed-for prize. Megalodon. Jabberwocky. The monster was astounding, and yet not quite real. It had an airbrushed quality, the smoothly-contoured perfection of CGI.

They’re showing us what we expect to see, Caitlin realised. As if resentful at being unmasked, the creature shimmered more brightly for a moment and then winked out.

Now there was just the loch, the rugged terrain leading down to it, the black hills beyond. Caitlin stood on the bank and stared out at the silence, thinking this was where it should end, she should go with Morrie, the water was waiting for her and would take her cleanly. But then, she was almost at Arrochar, she could see the lights. It would be good to rest, she reasoned. Under a tree if she had to, she still had her bivvy bag. It would be good to open her eyes on another day, the white houses that still clustered along the waterside, the grey-green hills of Argyll.

One step, and then another. The moon and stars above. The vast and silent sea.


FOUR ABSTRACTS

A Life on Canvas: the art of Rebecca Hathaway, Burton Museum and Art Gallery, Bideford August 2016

Rebecca Hathaway died in February 2015, from complications following a diagnosis of early-onset Alzheimer’s four years earlier. She was forty-nine years old. Hathaway worked in a variety of media including ceramics and textiles, though paint was a recurring constant throughout her career. She herself described her work in oils as a kind of journal-keeping. The ten abstracts that comprise this exhibition have been drawn from all periods of her working life, beginning with a canvas painted for her graduation show at Reading College in 1984 and culminating in two previously unexhibited oils taken from her studio in Hartland, part of the series she was working on at the time of her death. The paintings on display grant a unique insight into the mindset of an artist whose troubled personal life was frequently reflected in her work.

You ask me how I knew her and what she was like. That’s a long story.


1. Junk 1984, 3’ × 4', oil on canvas. Hathaway’s graduation show consisted of eight identically sized canvases, each depicting a massed multitude of common household detritus. The objects are painted in a hyper-realistic style, filling the canvas entirely, leaving no blank spaces. The canvas on display here, No. 6 in the original series, features pieces taken from what Hathaway always referred to as the junk drawer of the dressing table in her bedsit on Leamington Road: lipsticks, nail scissors, orphan earrings and a pencil eraser. The objects appear slightly larger than life size, and with their colours artificially heightened in a manner suggestive of 1960s Pop Art, although Hathaway always denied this influence. She described her graduation show as a series of ‘distilled observations’, a visual diary of the year in which she painted them.



Not long after I first met her, Beck told me a strange story. This was in 1980, when we were both studying history of art at Reading University. We were swapping childhood memories, which is most of what you do when you’re first getting to know someone, and I’d just told Beck about the time I put a ladder up to the bathroom window to spy on my brother Robby as he lay in the tub. I was fourteen when I did that, Robby just twelve.

“Don’t you think it’s weird?” I said. “One minute you’re running around naked together in the back garden, the next you’re supposed to act like strangers. I think it’s weird, anyway.”

Robby’s reaction when he found out what I’d done had been both tearful and furious. When I told him he’d become a prisoner of the social construct he told me to fuck off.

“It’s instinct,” Beck said. “The instinct that says you have to stop sharing baths at some point or you’re going to end up shagging your own brother.”

I made a gagging sound, and we both collapsed in shouts of laughter, bending ourselves double with our foreheads touching the carpet. I was secretly thinking it was Beck’s brother Ben I fancied, not Robby, Ben with the reed-slender wrists and sweeping eyelashes. Ben was three years older than Beck and me, and he had a fiancée already, a girl called Ros who was at Oxford reading PPE.

“You think that’s weird,” Beck continued. “When I was ten, my mother sat me down and told me the women in our family are all part-spider.”

“You what?” I sneaked a glance at her, trying to work out if she was being serious or taking the piss. Her eyes were closed, head tipped back to rest against the side of the bed. Beck had the same long, fair eyelashes as her brother but whereas Ben’s eyes were dark brown, Beck’s were hazel, so pale in certain lights they looked almost colourless. Topaz, Beck said, the same as her mother’s.

“I know you think I’m joking but it really happened,” she added. “Mum said I’d start my periods like everyone else, only mine would last longer and be more painful because the lining of my womb had silk in it and it was difficult for the human body to break it down. She said I’d soon get used to it. When I asked her what else would happen she said probably nothing, because the spider genes had become diluted over the centuries and I’d most likely go my whole life without even noticing I had them.”

She paused, and while it seemed that she was giving me the chance to butt in, to ask a question, to get angry even, I couldn’t think what to say. It was obviously a wind-up – I mean, how could it not be? – and yet even as I waited for Beck to fall on her face laughing, to knee me in the side saying she really had me that time, it was the best one ever, she refused to do any of those things, just kept leaning quietly against the bed, saying nothing and waiting until I actually began to feel a bit creeped out.

“It can’t be true, though,” I said in the end. “Why would your mum tell you something like that?”

Beck made a ‘huh’ sound, midway between a laugh and a snort of contempt. “You don’t know my mum,” she said. “It was probably just her way of explaining to me about puberty.”

The room was almost dark – aside from the narrow fluorescent tube above the hand basin, we had switched all the lights off – but when I turned to look at her I caught sight of a tear glistening on the curve of her cheek. I watched as it slid down her face and plopped into her lap.

“Last year my periods stopped completely,” she said. “The doctors don’t know what’s wrong with me. They think it’s just stress – exams and starting college and all that. I think it’s because I’m a freak.”

“You’re not a freak.”

I leaned sideways and hugged her. She pressed her face against my shoulder and cried. I could feel the wetness soaking through my T-shirt. I wasn’t sure what she was crying about – her mum being weird, or her stopped periods, or something else, hidden between the lines of those other things – but it didn’t seem to matter. What mattered was that she could cry and I was there to hold her. I felt a thrill of secret excitement, not so different from what I’d felt perched at the top of that ladder, staring at Robby’s new, alien body through the misted-up glass.

After a bit, Beck lay on the floor with her head in my lap and we carried on where we’d left off, talking about who we’d hated most at school and what we hoped we’d do when we left university. We talked until two in the morning. We were inseparable, even then, just three weeks into term. I was scared – scared that something would come along to fuck us up. Even getting off with Ben would fuck us up, I reasoned, because that would mean I’d have to think about Ben all the time and what a drag that would be, once the novelty had worn off.

I actually felt relieved that Ben had a girlfriend, that Ben and I were never going to happen.

* * *

I knew all along that Beck’s mother was the photographer, Jennie Hathaway. Jennie was the reason I made friends with Beck in the first place, if I’m honest – I had the crazy idea that I could write my final-year dissertation on her – although in fact I didn’t meet her until Ben’s wedding the following summer. Jennie seemed nervous to me, as if she were permanently on the lookout for an escape route, as if the wedding, the guests, the whole day was too much to cope with. Small, almost spookily thin, hair even straighter and paler than Beck’s. Constantly glancing about herself, searching for images.

There was something about her that made me feel uncomfortable, maybe because she was so different from my own mother, who worked in a bank and who still went to Yates’s wine bar with her girlfriends on the last Friday of every month. Came home hammered too, usually. I got on better with Beck’s dad, Adam. He seemed much more easy-going, more like Ben.

It wasn’t until I began work on my postgraduate thesis that I discovered that Jennie Hathaway had produced a little-known series of photographs of the naturalist Terezia Salk, who died of a rare wasting disorder she contracted during an extended period of field studies in the Amazon basin. Some reports said the disease was the result of a spider bite, although it was more likely that Salk’s immune system had been compromised through repeated bouts of fever, and the disease was able to gain a foothold as a result.

I was unable to source the whereabouts of the original negatives. Salk’s family bought the lot, apparently. They were determined to suppress the photos, which they saw as a gross invasion of Salk’s privacy.

Jennie Hathaway photographed some pretty weird shit – one newspaper reviewer referred to her as the British Diane Arbus – but I came away with the feeling Salk’s death affected her more than she’d bargained for, that she took it personally.

Which could help explain why she fed Beck all that spider nonsense. Terezia Salk’s unborn child died in the womb, I do know that. Salk’s doctors had to perform a Caesarean because Salk was too weak by then to undergo labour.

Jennie photographed the baby too, apparently. There’s no way that wouldn’t get to you, especially if you had young children. It could be that she was suffering from some strange form of survivor guilt.


2. Sticklebacks 1988, 3’ × 2’, oil on canvas. This canvas, which formed part of Hathaway’s first major London show, is painted in a similar style to the works in her graduation exhibit, although the colour palette is more subdued and there are indications of the looser, more painterly style that comes to characterise her work over the following decade. On closer inspection we see that the closely packed shoal of ‘sticklebacks’ that throng the canvas are actually Yale keys, more than two hundred of them, collected by Hathaway specifically for the purpose of painting them. Questioned in an interview about the meaning of Sticklebacks, Hathaway spoke of the significance of keys as symbols of secrecy and confinement.



In the autumn of our second year at university, Beck dropped out of her history of art course and transferred to Reading College. She wanted to be an artist, she insisted, not a professor. We had a massive row about that and for a while afterwards she stopped speaking to me completely. She told me years later the reason she cut ties was because she was terrified of losing me, which didn’t make much sense even then and was agony at the time.

She was living in a grotty bedsit off London Road and spending most of her time with a postgraduate named April Lessore, who made collages from strips of pre-war fabric and old bus tickets. I refused to call April an artist, although textiles are really big now and so I suppose you could say she was ahead of her time. Whatever she was, I loathed the sight of her. I even began to loathe the month of the year she’d been named after.

I think Beck and April were probably lovers, though I never asked. By the time Beck and I were properly back on speaking terms, April was history.

* * *

A week after Beck’s funeral, Ben called and asked me if I would help him clear out her place. I didn’t know who was speaking at first. I mean, I recognised his voice but I couldn’t place it. Ben and I had never spoken on the phone before that, not even once.

He had been a part of my life for thirty years – longer – yet if you took all the time we’d spent physically in each other’s presence, it would probably have added up to less than a weekend.

“Don’t feel you have to say yes, Isobel,” Ben said. “But if you think you could face it I would be grateful. I haven’t been down there, you see, not since last winter. It became too difficult.”

I felt a rush of self-righteous gratitude: so it wasn’t just me.

“What does she want to bury herself out there for?” That’s what Ben’s wife Ros said, when Beck announced she was leaving London to rent a cottage on the North Devon coast. Not a bad question, although in fact the answer seemed more obvious to me than I let on at the time. In my experience, people tend to do one of two things after a bad breakup: either shag themselves into oblivion, or head off to the back of beyond and pretend to be finding themselves.

As I stepped on to the platform at Exeter St David’s, I couldn’t help thinking about the last time I’d made this journey – four years ago, or so I told myself, although in fact it was closer to seven. When I looked for Hartland on the map it didn’t seem that isolated – in a country the size of England, nowhere is ever far from anywhere else, or so you’d think, which made it all the more unbelievable that the trip took five hours: the high-speed train to Exeter then a local line to Barnstaple then a bus ride along the coast road and into Hartland. That final stretch of the journey seemed to take forever. Barnstaple is a weird place – half historic port, half industrial estate – and from there the landscape only gets stranger. Stretches of desolate roadway through a flat, tussocky hinterland I never knew existed. Farmhouses and wind turbines, the odd ruined barn.

The village itself, when you finally get there, is one of those places you might have visited on holiday as a child: a bus stop and a convenience store, a cafe with a striped awning, a church and a tiny gift shop for the tourists. The cafe has a cappuccino machine now, which is sad and a relief at the same time.

Stepping off the bus, I felt my separation from London as I might feel a piece of grubby sticking plaster being torn from a mostly healed graze and tossed away.

Beck’s cottage was at the far end of a dingy side street. The inside looked like a staged reconstruction of a typical 1960s interior, complete with vinyl wallpaper and a bulbous three-piece suite in Carnaby Street orange. There was a wood-burning stove though, and a monstrous iron Rayburn that provided the hot water. “The owners said I could redecorate,” Beck told me excitedly, except she never did, just plonked her stuff down and forgot about it. The Fulham flat was just the same.

The best thing about the cottage was its position – backing on to open fields, with the sea just visible between the trees. The back garden was a mess: a grubby concrete yard, a tangle of brambles and cow parsley beyond that. The attached barn Beck was using as a studio was just about watertight, the chill taken off by an enormous mud-coloured storage heater that looked as if it dated back to VE Day. Removing it would have been a major work of demolition, which was clearly why no one had attempted to do so.

The barn’s rafters curved high above our heads, like the exposed ribcage of a capsized Viking longboat.

I shivered. I hadn’t yet told Beck about Eddie moving out. Coming so soon after her and Marco I was afraid it might look ridiculous, a copy-cat breakup. I was still at the stage where I was missing him, more than I thought I would, even though I knew it wasn’t Eddie I missed so much as the familiarity of our routine, up to and including our constant sniping at one another. After ten years together, Eddie and I had the fine art of bitching pretty much nailed.

I didn’t feel like discussing it, I guess. I hoped we wouldn’t have to talk about Marco either. Beck had spent most of the past eighteen months convinced it was only a matter of time before he came back, which was a delusion on her part, obviously. Marco had served his time and he wasn’t about to get back on the merry-go-round.

The whole place smelled of damp, cottage and barn both. I was worried about Beck’s health, even then.

* * *

That was the year Beck began working on the diadem paintings. I saw some of what she’d been doing – underwashes mainly, burnt sienna, overlaid with gritty layers of flesh tones and Naples yellow. They reminded me of the fields behind her home.

* * *

People tend to assume Beck and Marco split up because of Beck’s breakdown, or that her breakdown was caused by Marco’s leaving. Neither thing was true. Marco left because of Beck’s affair with Lila Nunez, or that’s the excuse he used, anyway. But the real reason for Beck’s breakdown was her mother’s suicide.

“The same thing is going to happen to me,” she said when she called me. I hadn’t a clue what she was talking about. She was sobbing hard. I told her to slow down. That’s what you say to someone when they’re not making sense, isn’t it, slow down? Regardless of the speed they’re actually talking at.

Beck’s words were incomprehensible, drowning in tears. “Mum’s dead,” she said at last. “No one’s allowed to see her body. She jumped off a car park.”

My blood ran cold. Another idiotic cliché but in this case that really was how it felt, as if cold liquid had been injected directly into my veins.

Jennie Hathaway had killed herself.

“Did she…?” I said, after the requisite fifteen minutes of being horrified and outraged and sympathetic all at once. Did she leave a note, was what I meant to ask, and Beck must have understood this because she answered my question as if I’d spoken all the words aloud and not just the first two.

“She didn’t need to, did she? Dad knew. We all knew. She was changing. She must have known she didn’t have much time.”

We talked for almost an hour.

“I’m not going to do what she did,” Beck said just before we hung up. She’d stopped crying by then but her voice was still rough with catarrh, bunged up with old tears. “No one can make me do that. It’s not my fault I’m—”

She never finished her sentence.

A freak, I thought. I knew what she was trying to say, the same as she had with me. There was no need for her to spell it out.

* * *

How did I feel about her, in the end? Like I would drop everything to go and be with her. Like I never wanted to see her again.

* * *

The doctor who gave evidence at Jennie Hathaway’s inquest confirmed that she had been suffering from a chronic degenerative muscular condition for several years. The prognosis had been uncertain, he added, because the exact nature of her condition had not been agreed on.

“A rare form of muscular dystrophy,” the doctor suggested, “with additional complications.”

When asked what these complications were, he hesitated, then stated that Jennie Hathaway had been suffering from what he referred to as calcification of the epidermis, that she had also undergone a full hysterectomy after an exploratory operation had revealed large numbers of fibrous growths attached to the lining of her womb.

“Silk,” Beck said. “Only no one was going to admit that, were they? According to their bloody textbooks there’s no such disease.”

“Beck,” I said. “You can’t be sure of that.” Get real, was what I wanted to say. This spider shit is all in your head.

People make television programmes about the nature of genius and speak in hushed tones of the pain of alienation and outsider status. What doesn’t get talked about is how time-consuming these people can be, the hours you waste talking them through their latest crisis, only to have them chuck your advice down the toilet an hour later. And still you’re supposed to be there to pick up the pieces.

And if you put your foot down and refuse to do that? You’re seen as a callous bitch, seething with bitterness and jealousy, most likely. It never occurs to anyone that you’re just tired. You listen for hours and weeks and years, you hug them and hold their hand and never once do you tell them to shut up or get a grip or stop being so bloody selfish, because that would mean you didn’t get it, that you weren’t sensitive enough to understand how thin-skinned these geniuses are, how vulnerable, how barely able to cope with being in the world.

How about those of us who have to soldier on? Who’s going to come running when we feel like going off the rails?

Not your genius friend, that’s for sure.

The only reason Beck and I were able to stay so close was because I went long periods without having anything to do with her.


3. Jorogumo 1995, 4’ × 3', oil on canvas. Sometimes known as ‘the binding bride’, the jorogumo in Japanese mythology is a woman who can turn herself into a spider or vice versa. She is often represented carrying an infant, later revealed to be an egg sac bursting with spider eggs. Strongly influenced by the late work of the Portuguese artist Vieira da Silva, a painter Hathaway greatly admired, Jorogumo is crosshatched with narrow bands of white, pink and mauve, the layers of paint building in places to a thick encrustation. At close quarters, the effect is suggestive of densely woven fabric. When the canvas is viewed from a distance, however, the greyish outline of a female figure becomes visible, the strands of her long, purplish hair intermingled with the crosshatched background and finally indistinguishable from it. Jorogumo is Hathaway’s best known painting, and earned her the silver medal in the 1996 Siemens Painting Prize for European artists under fifty. The award included a travel bursary, which Hathaway used to extend her residency in Berlin. It was during this time that she met the painter who was to become her husband, Marco Teich.



I liked Marco. As an artist, he was brilliant and surprising. As a human being he was resilient, engaged, and interested in other people, which isn’t the norm when it comes to artists, believe me.

I would never have seen him getting together with Beck, not in a million years. Even then, she was so brittle, so self-absorbed. People have the idea she was a party animal but she wasn’t. The only thing she liked about parties was that they gave her an excuse to sit in the corner and drink vodka and not talk to anyone. Marco did the talking. He was a wonderful host when he was in the mood, which was most of the time when he wasn’t actually working.

He knew Anselm Kiefer back in the day, though he never traded on that fact, he didn’t need to.

I remember him saying to me that Beck was squandering her talent.

“She drinks, far too much.” As if Beck could solve her issues by consuming less alcohol. Marco liked a drink too, but never before 6 p.m., when he finished work for the day. You could argue that Marco’s strict work ethic was part of the problem, making him believe that Beck’s afternoons in the pub were the root of her troubles when they really weren’t, they were just a mask she put on.

The pub was where she felt safest. Most of the fights that break out in pubs are of the common-or-garden, bloody-nose variety, no demons allowed.

It’s important to say that Beck really did believe she was a jorogumo, a spider-woman. I believe she was an undiagnosed schizophrenic, like her mother. The difference was, Jennie had Adam. Adam Hathaway protected Jennie not just from the world but from herself, which is why she was able to survive for so long without coming unstuck. Marco couldn’t do that for Beck, firstly because he was selfish, like all artists, and secondly because he refused to admit there was anything wrong with her.

For Marco it was all about discipline, or rather Beck’s lack of it: if Beck would only organise her life properly then she would get better. He may even have had a point – half a point, anyway. God knows Beck had a singular talent for living in chaos.

* * *

In West Africa and the Caribbean, the spider is the avatar of Anansi, the trickster god, the storyteller, the finder of pathways. In Hopi and Navajo mythology, the sussistanako or spider-grandmother taught her people how to hide in plain sight. Throughout the world the spider goddesses – and with the exception of Anansi they are female deities: black widows, secret sharers, whisperers in darkness, keepers of the flame – teach patience and cunning as the cardinal virtues. Among the Inuit people, string games – passed literally from hand to hand, generation to generation – bring schoolgirls on the playground closer to their spider heritage.

Arachne, weaver of silk, of tapestries so rich and so articulate the gods of Olympus grew jealous of her talent.

After Beck won her prize for Jorogumo I decided I would write an essay – maybe even a monograph – on the famous Doré etchings on the theme of Arachne, considering them alongside a series of pen-and-ink studies by the Japanese-American artist Helen Ogawa. At first glance, the two sets of images are remarkably similar, depicting the horrific metamorphosis of a woman as her body is bent, wrenched and coerced into an alien form. Study them more closely and you will begin to see that whereas Doré’s images are concerned with the agony of loss, Ogawa’s reveal the ecstasy of transgression and rebirth.

The jorogumo is more powerful in her spider form, and she knows it. Her transformation is hard-won, and in spite of its evident discomforts, passionately desired.

* * *

By the time the bus pulled in opposite the pub it was almost dark. The bus ride had been chilly but the air outside was bitter, sharp as razors. I could smell fish and chips. My stomach growled – I hadn’t eaten a thing since Exeter – and I seriously considered ducking into the pub, ordering something hot and greasy from the bar menu, forgetting Beck and Ben and the whole sorry mess. For an hour or so, at least.

I asked myself why I’d agreed to this – staying in Beck’s house, especially. It had been a mistake.

I couldn’t pretend Ben wasn’t waiting though, waiting for me to arrive so we could both get some supper, probably. I left the pub behind, carried on down the road and turned left into the narrow cul-de-sac where Beck’s cottage was. I was relieved to see there were lights on, in the porch and in the downstairs front window. I rang the bell and waited, shivering inside my coat, a ratty old parka I hadn’t worn since the last time I came here.

Would Beck still be alive if I’d done more for her? Being back in Hartland made the question seem more present somehow, and certainly more brutal, probably because it was harder to avoid.

Beck was doomed – everyone who knew her had known that. Doomed and sick. The doctors had confirmed her illness at least, a condition that could not be halted, or even accurately named.

The front door opened, releasing the familiar smells of damp, old newspapers and mild discomfort, the kind it is easier to come to terms with than to try and change.

“Isobel,” Ben said. “You look exhausted.” He had his coat on, and I realised he’d been about to leave the house – to go to the pub, most likely, if he had any sense. He hovered in the doorway, clearly undecided over whether he should invite me in or suggest we both go out.

“Shall we go and get something to eat?” I said, deciding for him. “I’m starving.”

“If you’re sure that’s all right. I mean, you’ve only just arrived. I can easily go and fetch some fish and chips.”

“The pub’s just down the road. And I still have my coat on.”

“Beers are on me, then.” His voice caught in his throat suddenly, as if the mention of alcohol, even in such an innocent context, was still and always would be problematic. He slammed the front door hard, which was the only way of ensuring that it closed properly. It juddered in its frame, warped with damp.

I’d seen Ben at the funeral of course, but everything was different then. He had looked ghastly: too thin, traces of stubble on his cheeks, his black suit old-fashioned in cut and obviously hired for the occasion. Ros, by contrast, appeared to be thriving, her schoolmarmish, charcoal-coloured pinafore dress bizarrely and coincidentally in fashion for the first time ever. She was wearing one of those fake Russian earflap hats, which could have been classed as a faux pas had the weather not been so cold, cold enough for snow almost.

* * *

I’m being a bitch again, aren’t I? Dear old Ros, she always did do everything by the book. Which is why she has a tenured fellowship at an Oxford college while I’m still a tottering freelancer and always will be, a glorified temp. If Ros is order and Beck was chaos, what the hell am I?

* * *

The pub smelled comfortably of beer and there was a good fire going. We ordered two plates of the homemade lasagne then grabbed our beers and went to sit in one of the alcoves. I found myself wondering if Beck had ever occupied the same seat. I realised I knew next to nothing of Beck’s daily life, here in the village. What I knew about was her work – the contentment she found in Hartland to begin with, her increasing isolation as the disease took hold. What she did when she wasn’t working I had no idea. Had she made friends here, people she went to the pub with on a regular basis? I knew her London friends came to visit from time to time – Nuala Reinhard, April Lessore of all people, even Marco – but that was hardly enough to call a social life.

Had she been lonely? Probably. I decided it was better not to think about it.

The guy from behind the bar brought our lasagne. “You’re the family of the young woman who died,” he said. A statement, not a question. I always thought that thing about village gossip spreading like wildfire was a cliché but apparently not.

“Ben,” Ben said at once. He offered the man his hand. “I’m Rebecca’s brother. And this is her best friend, Isobel.”

Her best friend. I smiled a wan smile, the kind of gesture you see people make in films, when you know the person smiling is wishing she could tell the onlooker to fuck off. I was still caught on the words young woman, snagged on them like a plastic bag flapping about on barbed wire. Beck had been getting on for fifty and worn down to the bone. I wondered how anyone might look at her and think she was young still, then supposed that must be how we seemed to people here: Londoners, young in mind if not in body, pink as peeled prawns and as raw, shuffling along the high street like children on a school outing, whining about the cold and not understanding why we’d been brought here or what we were supposed to do with ourselves until we went home.

“Thank you for coming, Isobel,” Ben said, once the more immediate issue of hunger had been resolved. “I mean really. I couldn’t have managed this alone. I’m truly grateful.” He paused. “Ros didn’t know Beck, not properly. She thinks I should call house clearance, get rid of the lot. She’s probably right – sensible, anyway. But I can’t bring myself to do that. Do you think I’m being silly?”

“Not even remotely. There’s Beck’s work, apart from anything. We need to catalogue it, find out what’s there.”

“Exactly.” He let out a sigh. “I knew you’d understand. You and Beck—”

I didn’t let him finish. I wasn’t ready to talk about her. Not yet. “How is Ros, anyway?”

“Ros is great. She’s pretty wrapped up in Chantal, actually. Which is probably why she doesn’t have much left over for – well, this.”

I forgot to mention that Ben has a child now. After three decades as a dyed-in-the-wool bluestocking, ghastly cardigans and all, Ros suddenly decided she was going to give birth. Ben was thrilled, naturally. You can tell he’s the good-father type just by looking at him. You wouldn’t imagine Ros would know what to do with a baby – submit a paper on one, perhaps – but she turned out to be the complete earth mother. She had even gone part-time at work. The last I’d heard she’d set up an online hub where people could post their own fairy-tale retellings or whatever.

She didn’t want Chantal anywhere near Beck, that went without saying. Beck was a bad influence, a nightmare of an aunt complete with vodka bottles stashed under the sink and overflowing bin bags.

And Ben? Did I catch a hint of that familiar man-baby wail in his voice as he told me just how busy Ros was these days? Was he trying to let me know, in his roundabout, non-judgemental, Bennish way, that his wife didn’t understand him now that her attention had been diverted towards their daughter?

Men are all the same when you get down to it. Even the nice ones.

“Would you like to see some photos?” he asked, a question you can’t say no to, not if you still want to be considered a member of the human race. He began scrolling through his picture library: innumerable images of a moon-faced little girl with pursed lips and wide-open eyes, Ros looking obscenely comfortable in her new range of pinafores and so pleased with herself you’d think she’d produced the baby single-handed.

I was glad of the diversion, actually. Cooing over little Chantal, it was almost possible to forget the reason we were there. To pretend that everything was normal when we both knew that it wasn’t and never would be again.

“Do you think I let her down?” Ben said, much later, when we were back at the house, a half-drunk bottle of Merlot between us on the kitchen table.

“No more than I did.” Probably the most honest words I’d spoken since I got off the bus. We looked at each other then looked away again.

I felt as close to him then as I was ever going to feel, and it wasn’t pleasant.

* * *

I slept in the spare room, the same as I had the last time, when Beck was alive. The room was drab but clean and seemed unchanged, even down to the unstable stack of cardboard boxes in the corner by the window, their flaps iced with dust, their logos – BRILLO, Campbell’s, Bird’s – pointing towards a past buried somewhere in the last century.

I’d glanced into the top box when I was last here. It was full of school exercise books, the kind of mementoes I couldn’t imagine wanting to see again, let alone keep. I imagined the boxes following Beck around, from her parents’ place near Peterborough to the bedsit in Lewisham, then the Fulham flat, then here. From the thickness of the dust it was clear the boxes hadn’t been moved since she moved in.

For the living, possessions are like a safety blanket, a proof of identity. A proof of existence, even. The moment you die, they turn into rubbish to be cleared away.

“How much of this do you think we should keep?” Ben asked me, sometime during the morning of the following day. We’d been wandering from room to room, picking things up and putting them down: undecided, undecided, undecided.

The bulky stuff – the furniture, the odd bits of garden equipment, Beck’s clothes even – these things were easy because they were worthless. They could be loaded into a van and taken away. After a couple of hours of dithering I called a house clearance company and booked them to do just that.

“Friday, they’re coming,” I told Ben. “Between ten and twelve.” I hoped I’d be gone by then, although I supposed that would depend on how quickly we sorted through the other stuff: the schoolbooks and diaries, the pads of A4 graph paper covered in coffee rings, wine stains and shopping lists and – occasionally – the ghosts of ideas that had later been worked out more thoroughly in Beck’s sketchbooks.

Then of course there were the sketchbooks themselves, enough to fill a sizeable wardrobe and many of them in dubious condition.

If the dead woman had been Lee Krasner or Joan Mitchell the place would have been swarming with art experts and their legal executives already, sealing everything into strongboxes and trying to prevent anyone from pinching the odd sketch while no one was looking. But Beck had died while she was still in the process of becoming someone. She had a course mapped out, a small but significant following of those in the know. But the real movers and shakers – those with the money – barely knew Rebecca Hathaway existed, much less that she was dead.

There was no team of experts, no archive. If we – or rather, if Ben decided he was going to keep this stuff, he would have to find somewhere to store it until the higher echelons of the art world decided that Beck was someone worth making a fuss about. At which point the scavenger-curators would descend, and make Ben feel like an arsehole for accepting money for what they would happily have shovelled into landfill just six months before. Because he would accept the money they offered, he’d be an idiot not to.

Beck would have thought so, anyway. She would have wanted him to have it.

* * *

The cottage wasn’t in too bad a state. I’d suffered waking nightmares about what I might find – blocked toilets and soiled sheets, the kitchen sink overflowing with dirty dishes – but in fact there was just dust and drabness, an exited cocoon. A house where someone had lived but lived no longer.

There had been whispers in the last years of her life that Beck might end up in an old people’s home, stinking of urine, brain turned to cheese. None of these grim predictions had come true. She had merely deteriorated, or so it seemed, to the point where she had no further use for life. Where she had, to all intents and purposes, given up the ghost.

“She’s not eating much,” her carer Gaby had told me over the phone two weeks before Beck died. “I don’t think she realises I’m here, most of the time. But she seems comfortable enough.”

Gaby was solidly built, broad-shouldered and slab-cheeked, calves packed with muscle from the hundreds of miles of cycling she did every week. She was a professional home help who worked for a local charitable organisation called Pro-Nurse, the epitome of competence and practical caring without a sentimental bone in her body.

Under normal circumstances, Beck would have admired her, whilst feeling daunted by her lack of an entry point into Gaby’s world. She would have tiptoed round her. Which I suppose is what she did do in any case.

I used to call and speak to Gaby every ten days or so, both of us managing to avoid the embarrassing subject of my physical absence, a failure of nerve on my part, professional tact on hers. Beck stopped speaking to me – or to anyone – about a fortnight after Gaby arrived. The first time this happened I heard Gaby calling Beck to the phone, then a long silence, then Gaby again.

“I don’t think she feels like talking just now, do you my pet?” she said. “I wouldn’t worry, she’s fine otherwise. Try again tomorrow?”

In a way it was business as usual. I remembered the long, dismal months following Beck’s first, pre-Marco breakdown, when I’d call and have to listen to the ring tone going on and on, until finally the technology gave up on me and sent a piercing, remorseless weeeeee sound deep into my ear. I always knew Beck was there at the other end though, sprawled on her bed and not giving a shit about anyone, least of all me.

I liked to think that just hearing the phone ring might make a difference, knowing that I was trying to get through to her, that someone cared. But she never referred to the unanswered calls afterwards, when she was better, I mean, so how would I know?

Gaby told me Beck weighed less than six stone when she died.

“She was transparent. No point forcing her though, not when she was so peaceful. She knew her time was up. Best to let her go.”

Transparent. The word sounded strange, coming from Gaby, fanciful almost. I wondered if she’d said the same to Ben.

Ben had arranged to have Beck’s body transported back to Oxford for cremation. At some point during the late afternoon of that first day, when we’d been sifting and sorting for what seemed like aeons, I asked him how she had looked.

Ben glanced up at me briefly then went back to what he was doing. “Like a child,” he said. “Or a very old lady. Curled on her side. Completely – absent. Her hair was so thin.”

I was looking down at something I’d found, an A3 sketchbook, filled with detailed anatomical drawings of the common garden spider, Araneus diadematus as she was labelled in drawing after drawing, as Beck had pointed her out to me in the back garden of the cottage the summer I visited. The drawings were skilful and technically accomplished, the kind you might expect to find in one of those beautiful scientific textbooks from the nineteenth century: part myth, part forensic examination, rendered lovingly by hand then transferred to an etching plate and inked into reproduction for the reading masses.

Beck loved those old textbooks. She told me she’d first learned to draw by copying the illustrations in her father’s copy of W. S. Bristowe’s The World of Spiders, but the drawings in the notebook took the art of copying to another level, working outwards from closely observed line studies towards cloudy ecstatic conflagrations of shading and light.

I realised I was looking at the preliminary studies for her diadem series.

“What have you got there?” Ben said.

I passed him the pad, trying to make the gesture seem offhand, as if the sketchbook meant nothing, just one more stick of flotsam, trying to hide the fact that I did not want to relinquish it, not even for a moment. The drawings were too precious, too much Beck.

What a crime it would be to dump this stuff. Regardless of what it was worth, what mattered was the quality of the work, and although I had frequently doubted Beck’s sanity I had never once questioned her talent.

I think that was the moment – going through those sketchbooks with Ben – that I first admitted to myself that I meant to write about Beck, I mean seriously, that my personal grief was already being transcended by the bigger picture.

“Look,” I said to him. “We can box these things up and store them at my place, if you like. I have a spare room over the garage. There’s plenty of space.”

“Are you sure?” His voice leaped upwards, like a cricket from grass. “That would be such a weight off my mind, you have no idea. Ros – well, she’s not too keen on having Beck’s stuff at our place. She says we don’t have room and she’s right really but…”

“It’s fine. Honestly.”

At around six-thirty we knocked off and went back to the pub. We sat at the same table, even ordered the same food, though in other ways that second evening together was very different. It was as if sorting through Beck’s things had unlocked something in both of us, finally allowing us to talk properly to each other – to swap memories, to share confidences – in a way that had not seemed possible before. As the evening wore on and our intimacy deepened, I could not help thinking about the closeness Ben and I might have shared – as friends, as comrades – had Beck been balanced and well, the kind of person who spent time with her family like everyone else.

We arrived back at the cottage just after closing time. I knew we were going to have sex, had known it for the whole of the walk back. We had stopped talking almost entirely, yet our connection with each other remained intense. Without wholly intending to, we had become fixated on one another, temporarily at least. Shit happens.

We went straight upstairs.

“Not in there,” was all I said, meaning not in Beck’s room. Horny as I was, the idea was horrifying. We used my room instead, the guest room. The curtains were still open but that didn’t matter because we didn’t put the light on. I watched Ben undressing in the glow from the street lamp, thinking how this should feel like unfinished business, only it didn’t. I hadn’t thought of Ben in that way for years – decades. The idea that I’d been harbouring fantasies all that time was so wide of the mark it was almost laughable.

We were simply two people who happened to want the same thing at the same time and were determined to make best use of that opportunity. I hadn’t had sex since a short-lived and ill-advised affair with a postgraduate student eighteen months before, and from the way Ben grappled and drove I guessed he hadn’t had much to do with Ros in that department – or she with him, more likely – for some time, either.

There were no complications afterwards. Not only did we both know the score, we were both old enough and sensible enough not to need to discuss it. We talked about Beck instead, I mean really talked about her. Mad things she’d done as a kid. How loopy she’d been at university. How Ben had never really got on with Marco and how devastated I felt by my own inability to deal with her illness and all it entailed.

The more we talked, the more I couldn’t help noticing how we both seemed to be skirting around the subject of Jennie.

If I don’t ask him now I never will, I thought, then told Ben the story Beck had told me soon after we met, about how all the women in their family were part-spider.

“What was it with Beck and spiders?” I said. “Would your mother really have said something like that? To a ten-year-old?” It would have seemed pretty scary, ran the subtext, which didn’t need stating.

Ben sighed. “You never knew Mum that well, did you?”

“I met her at your wedding. And at that party for Beck’s twenty-first.”

“God.” He flopped backwards, on to the pillows. “That seems like another world now, like an old TV series. Do you know what I mean?”

“Of course. It feels like that to me, too.”

When does the past become properly the past, inaccessible to us except through the most urgent application of memory? The schedule varies, I suppose, depending on how completely that past has changed us.

“I think I was Mum’s favourite, you know? I’ve always felt bad about that. Mum was hard on Beck in all sorts of ways. Because they were so alike, probably, although neither of them would ever have admitted it.”

“While you’re more like your dad, you mean?”

He nodded. “We’re not that close either though, not any more. Probably because we both feel guilty.”

“What about?”

“For being basically OK. Mum was – well, I can’t really remember a time when she wasn’t ill. And Beck was always shut off somewhere in her own world. I used to tell myself that was just the way she was, that she was happy that way. Away with the fairies, Dad used to say. I think now she was probably lonely. And scared. Of ending up like Mum. Or worse.”

He turned to me abruptly, the planes of his face made strange by the orange lamplight through the window. “That spider story is exactly the kind of weirdness Mum would come up with. Mum was always terrified of getting ill – physically ill, I mean, of things going wrong with her body. She saw that as the ultimate humiliation, the ultimate loss of control. When she was bad she sometimes used to imagine that her hands were rotting away, or that her hair was falling out. It was awful. Especially at the end, when she began to waste away for real, just like she always said she would.”

“Beck once said she thought the spider story was probably just Jennie’s way of telling her about puberty.”

Ben laughed. “She could have been right, you know. That’s Mum all over.”

Could the jorogumo series simply have been Beck’s way of trying to resolve the conflicts and tensions between herself and her mother? The spider-mother, the black widow?

As a theory it seemed plausible enough. I lay there in the darkness, thinking about how little Beck weighed when she died, and wondering if she had contracted the same disease that killed her mother, after all. Gaby had told me the weight loss was normal, that people with Alzheimer’s often stopped eating almost entirely.

“It’s the body’s way of letting go,” she had said.

Like my theory about the jorogumo, it sounded plausible enough.

But what if Jennie’s fears for her daughter were grounded in fact?

A hereditary disease, passed down through the female line.

When spiders die, their bodies shrivel away to nothing too, I thought. Whenever you find a dead spider it looks like a little ball of unravelled string.

Desiccated.

Curled on her side like a child, or a very old lady.

Ben’s breathing evened out and then deepened, snores catching at his throat like the dreams of cats. I began a desultory chain of thought in which I wondered if shagging him had been a bad idea after all. Sod it, I thought, too late now. I fell asleep myself soon after.

* * *

The last time I spoke to Beck on the phone, she was already spiralling downhill into what would become the final phase of her illness, although even at that stage it was still difficult to tell how much of her dissolution was sickness and how much was just Beck.

She started talking to me in what sounded like the beginning of a sentence, as if returning to a conversation we’d just broken off from, even though it had been a week since we’d last spoken.

“You remember Mita – Mita Bomberg? You will remember to ask her, won’t you? I sent her the drawings.”

I had a feeling Mita Bomberg was a niece or cousin or something of Marco’s, though why Beck was so keen for me to contact her I had no idea. I said yes anyway, of course I would, Beck shouldn’t worry.

“It’s happening,” Beck said then, very quietly. Her voice seemed to have shrunk – it was like listening to a child speaking, the child-Beck I had never known but who had always been there, underneath, all along. “I’m not afraid though, not any more, because it means I’ll be free.”

What do you say in response to something like that? I found I couldn’t speak. I thought it was death she was talking about, which she was in a way, though not entirely.

* * *

When someone falls ill, and there is no hope of their recovery, a gulf opens up. They are on one side, you are on the other. There is no way of bridging it and you don’t want to. Though you would never admit as much, all you can think, feel, intuit as you switch off the light at night is that you are alive, you still have a chance to make something of your life. The other person – the person you once loved as an equal – is already gone, or as good as. In a real and secret way, you have washed your hands of them.

* * *

If you walk along Hartland’s Fore Street and into Springfield you’ll come to a gate, and then to a path that will take you all the way down to the cliff edge if you follow it far enough. Long before you reach the sea you’ll find yourself in a narrow valley, bursting with flowers and foliage and so secluded you will find it hard to believe you’re standing less than fifteen minutes’ walk from the village centre.

When I first went there with Beck, it was summer, a day of scorching yellow heat and that blissful species of lassitude you remember from childhood. The valley thrummed with insects, anaesthetised with the scents of clover and wild garlic. We stood together in the waist-high grass, enchanted, and I caught a glimpse of what it was that had drawn Beck to such an isolated outpost in the first place. The idea of a nature cure – a concept I would not normally have dwelled upon for long enough even to despise it – began seeping into my brain like pot smoke.

“And you say the rents are really cheap here?” I heard myself saying. A cottage, I thought. Whitewashed walls and window-box geraniums. Basic provisions from the crummy yet nonetheless charming village store. Radio 4 left on all day long and no need to lock the door when you went to the post office.

Wasn’t it at least worth considering? It was only once I was back in London that I began admonishing myself for letting my desire to ‘show Eddie’ overrule my logic. Radical gestures are all very well, but had I forgotten how absurdly long the journey time was, how slow the broadband speed? Now, sneaking out of Beck’s cottage in the stroppy chill of a March morning, it was easy to feel smugly self-satisfied, that I had finally dismissed the idea of marooning myself in Hartland as the madness it was.

It was just after six, not quite light. Ben was still sleeping – one of my main reasons for leaving the house was to give him the chance to wake up and get out of my room before I returned. Not that I regretted what we had done – I was past that by then – but I had no intention of repeating the incident and I wanted things back to what passed for normal as soon as possible. There was no one about, I mean no one, and as I made my way along the darkened street I felt spooked by my solitude and on a high at the same time. I couldn’t remember ever feeling so alone. Not lonely, but by myself.

The entrance to the path was pitch-black, tunnel-black, and as I stepped into its coagulated nothingness I remember thinking this is the moment in the horror film when you’d be thinking don’t go down there, don’t be such a dick, and then willing the character to do it anyway, because of course you want to know what might be lurking in the woods and there would be no film otherwise.

Real life is usually more prosaic. I smelled damp earth, wet leaves, and as light crept into the sky the massed tree trunks and the peculiar, dipping shape of the valley they stood in began to take on the bleached, curiously flattened aspect of an over-exposed photograph. It was chilly out, but I barely registered. I was too busy thinking about Beck, wondering if she had ever come down the path in the dark, if she had ever seen the wood willing itself into existence in the strange dawn light.

Do you ever believe you are dying, even as it happens?

I reached the valley floor, a whitish tube of light snaking out behind me. The bushes directly ahead seemed to glow, exuding a soft, greyish luminescence, the same as the light in the sky only more intense. Then I realised the glow was made up of spiders’ webs, an intricately woven blanket of them, glinting with dewdrops, like threads of tinsel.

The sight was wonderful, miraculous. At the same time it was deeply unsettling. I felt a shudder pass through me, and the urge to run, that queasy, stomach-in-freefall sensation you get when you think you’re alone, then realise someone’s been watching you all along.

I turned my head, looked back up the path. There was no one there. The bushes stirred and nodded in the breeze.

Beck’s dead, I thought. That moment when you finally realise the truth of it, that someone you loved and who was part of you is gone forever. That they are out of this world. No further questions, nothing.

I thought of Doré’s Arachne in her bent-backed agony. Was it better to live on as a monster, or vanish to nothing? The doctors had intimated that Beck would turn into a monster before she died: a creature that pissed and shat and vomited with no awareness of itself, a creature that would no longer remember it had a name. None of that had happened, though. On my way back up to the cottage I remembered how Beck had reacted to her diagnosis.

“That’s rubbish,” she said. “They’re wrong.” I imagined her shaking her head, then going back to rubbing paint into a canvas with her own bare fingertips. She refused even to discuss the matter after that.

* * *

Ben was in the kitchen, making breakfast.

“I smell bacon,” I said. “Yum.”

I’d been gone two hours. Ben raised an eyebrow, then smiled. We were OK, it seemed, and if Ben felt any curiosity about where I had been he kept it hidden. “Who’s Mita Bomberg?” I asked, once he’d dished up.

“Marco’s sister’s sister-in-law,” he said, just like that. “Why?”

“Just wondered. Beck mentioned her on the phone once.”

“She’s an academic. A historian.” He paused. “I think she and Beck had a bit of a thing once.”

“Ask Mita, she said. Ask Mita what?”

“No idea.”

Ask her if she had a thing with Beck the same way Beck had a thing with April Lessore – who turned up at the funeral, by the way, as if the day hadn’t been difficult enough already? I didn’t recall seeing Mita there, though I probably wouldn’t have recognised her even if I did. Ask her if she’d been the cause of Beck’s breakdown? Ask her if she gave any credence whatsoever to the notion that my best friend had turned into a spider?

“I went for a walk,” I said. “Down the woods path.”

“You must have been freezing.”

“I can’t remember the last time I went outside at that time in the morning. Really outside, I mean, not just dashing for a train or something.”

He looked up from his plate. “Beck and I used to sneak out all the time when we were kids. It drove Mum mad – she was worried about us being too tired to concentrate at school but that didn’t stop us. We’d see the milk float driving around but that was all. We felt like we owned the world.”

* * *

Once we’d established that the bulk of Beck’s archive – and it’s amazing what the use of a judiciously chosen word can do to bring a previously chaotic situation under control – would be stored at my place, the job of clearing the house became much easier. I told Ben that if he dealt with the domestic stuff – Beck’s clothes, furniture and other personal effects – I would sort out the rest. Any completed artworks could be shipped direct to Beck’s gallery for evaluation and cataloguing. The notebooks, sketchbooks and diaries would come to me. I telephoned a removals company in Bideford to order packing crates and arrange transportation.

I asked Ben if he wanted to stomp up for a professional house-clean once we’d finished. He seemed reluctant at first, then agreed. Beck’s lease ran for another five months, but Ben had already decided not to sublet.

“At least that way you should get Beck’s deposit back,” I said. “Plus we’ll be able to leave here as soon as the packing’s finished. We can leave the keys with the estate agent.”

Ben wanted shot of the place and who could blame him. As I moved carefully around Beck’s studio, sorting papers into piles and stuffing rubbish into bin bags, I briefly entertained the idea of taking the place myself, just for the summer, just to see how I felt. I could catalogue Beck’s archive properly, in situ, begin drawing up an outline for the monograph, maybe.

I pushed the thought away like the obstruction it was.

Gaby turned up mid-morning. I felt uncomfortable seeing her in the flesh. She seemed extraneous to requirements somehow, a character from a novel, her role in my life played out. I watched as she chained her bike to a lamp post and came up the path, looking with dismay on her ruddy cheeks and windblown hair and thinking how much we resent the people who happen to encounter us when we are vulnerable.

“I won’t stop,” she said. “I can see you’re busy. But I wanted to pass on my condolences. And to give you this.” She held something out – an envelope, a package? I grabbed it without thinking, just for something to hold. “She said you were to have it, that I should give it to you myself. I’ve not opened it,” she said. “About three days before, this was.”

A brown A4 envelope, fat with papers. “Will you stay for a cup of tea?” I asked. I didn’t see how I couldn’t.

She shook her head. “I’d best get on. But thank you.”

“Thank you,” I said. “For everything you’ve done for Beck, I mean.”

We stared at each other. I felt spoiled and incapable and offensively inadequate. This woman had held my friend’s hand as she lay dying.

We would not see one another again, Gaby and I, and I was glad.

Once she was gone I made a pot of tea for myself and returned to the studio. Ben was out, fetching provisions from Bideford. Bald March light streamed in through the skylight and spread in a thin film across the concrete floor. I put my mug down on the bench and opened the envelope, working my finger beneath the flap in an attempt not to tear it and then wondering why I was being so circumspect. It was just an envelope.

Inside were some letters, sent from Germany and addressed in a handwriting I didn’t recognise but guessed – correctly – must be Mita Bomberg’s. A cellophane folder, containing four drawings. A diary from the year 1980, our first year at college. A sheet of paper folded in half, my name written on the flap in shaky capitals. The letter wasn’t dated, but from the state of Beck’s writing I estimated it must have been written sometime in the past three months.


Isobel—

It is almost time but I don’t mind now, I want this. I am no longer in your world and I thought that would be terrifying but it’s not, it’s easy.

I do remember you.



She had signed the note with a spidery ‘X’: a kiss, or an acknowledgement that her name was no longer important?

In the diary I read:


Went for coffee with Isobel Hampton. She’s reading art history, like me, but unlike most of the others she actually seems interested in art. She has some wonderful books. She has a birthmark on her face, shaped like a baby’s hand, like a map-mark for sanity. I long to draw her but don’t dare ask. She swears a lot. She makes me feel less of a freak.



The second week of October, that was, and less than a week before our night-time conversation about Robby and Jennie and Beck’s unlikely heritage. Spider-silk in the womb, for goodness’ sake. I felt my throat fill up with tears. How different things might have been, had I supported Beck’s decision to drop out of uni.

The row we had. It was still painful to think of, even now she was dead.

I told her she was a loser, that she’d never make it as an artist, that she was sabotaging her future.

How would I choose to explain in the official account? Come clean, admit that I was jealous of her talent? Sounds good, doesn’t it? Dramatic and plausible.

I don’t think it’s the truth though, or not the whole truth. I think I was scared she would meet someone else, someone she would love more than me. And she did, didn’t she? She met April.

But maybe April was my fault, all along.

* * *

That time she called me from Berlin, when she went to find Marco. She was drunk and I was angry. I told her to pull herself together, that Marco was a dick anyway, that she was well rid of him. Then I put down the phone.

* * *

Final memories: Beck and I in the garden of the cottage, sitting on stones amidst the ragwort and yarrow, the sour scent of nettles, arms around our knees and the blue sky above. The weather hot like a bastard, like every summer you long for and can never retrieve. Beck seemed well, almost normal. It was easy to forget sometimes that she was ill at all.

“Sit as still as you can,” she said. “There’s one, look.”

She raised one finger, very slowly, to indicate the fat brown garden spider that had just that moment emerged from under a leaf. It was spinning itself a support rope, letting itself gently down from the gabled upright of a colossal stand of what I thought was cow parsley, only Beck said it was chervil, that cow parsley was mostly over by the end of June.

“You never used to know stuff like that,” I said.

“How do you know?” she said absently. “Look at her go.”

The spider ratcheted back and forth, staking out its mainframe. I found the spectacle fascinating and vaguely repulsive.

I gazed up into the sky, shading my eyes against the glare.

What the fuck am I doing here? I thought. Beck and her bloody spiders. I could be back in town having a beer with someone normal.


4. Saint Joan of Arc 2012, 2’ × 2', oil on canvas. Following the breakdown of her marriage in 2009, Hathaway moved from her long-term residence in Fulham to the isolated village of Hartland, on the North Devon coast. Responding to her new surroundings, Hathaway became increasingly preoccupied with the natural world, choosing as her subject matter the colony of orb-weaving spiders that flourished in the overgrown back garden of her rented cottage. Hathaway’s observations ran to many hundreds of pencil studies and pen-and-ink drawings, as well as the fifteen major canvases known as the diadem series and first shown in a posthumous exhibition at the Artemis Gallery in Chelsea earlier this year. Spiders have very poor eyesight, and experience the world primarily through touch and through sound vibrations. Saint Joan of Arc is an attempt to convey the textures and sounds of the natural world as they might be experienced by a spider. Pictorial elements such as grass stems, tree bark, dry stone walls, spores and seeds have been deconstructed, redacted to an abstract, highly textured surface from out of which individual features appear to alternately dissolve and coalesce as we focus our attention upon them.



Mita’s letters were chaotic and rambling, not what you’d have expected from a scholar of her standing but then, we’re all different when we’re off-duty. There were pages of reminiscences of their time in Berlin – a period I knew little about, given that Beck and I had not been in contact at the time. Mita kept mentioning a studio Beck had rented while she was living there. It had become vacant again, apparently, and there was an intimation – for the space of two or three letters, anyway – that Beck might move back out there. The move never transpired though, and without Beck’s own letters to refer to it was impossible to work out why.

If I was serious about writing Beck’s biography I would have to get in touch with Mita at some point, find out whether she still had the letters and if she would grant me access to them. Not a task I relished, I have to say, especially as the parts of the correspondence I did have suggested that Mita might be as difficult to deal with as Beck. It wasn’t just the letters that made me think that, though they were odd enough. What really made my heart sink were the photocopied newspaper clippings that often accompanied them. One related to a medical negligence case in Annecy in south-eastern France, in which a woman’s family were prosecuting her doctors for failing to diagnose what was later recorded as a rare form of endometriosis. The woman’s reproductive organs and stomach lining had been colonised by fibrous growths of such unusual tenacity that numerous operations failed to eradicate them. The woman later died from complications following a radical hysterectomy.

Another news clipping was from an American paper, and recounted the story of a college lecturer who contracted a mysterious condition that caused the skin of her arms, legs and lower abdomen to sprout dense masses of ultra-fine, silky hairs. A third piece related to a woman who had lived in Cumbria in the 1660s. Allergic to light and with very little spoken language, the ‘spider-woman of Whitehaven’ spent the majority of her life sequestered in a tiny back room, wrapped in numerous shawls to disguise the coarse black hair that, it was rumoured, covered the whole of her body. She made her living from casting fortunes, a gift that ensured her reputation and standing among the townspeople until the Black Plague swept through the region, at which point the tide of opinion turned against her and she began to suffer persecution for being a witch.

The woman left Whitehaven in 1670. According to some reports she left town of her own accord, although there was one notable account that suggested she had been pursued and captured by a band of local vigilantes and stoned to death.

How ghastly, I thought. I could not think what had possessed Mita, filling Beck’s head with stuff like that. She was suggestible enough as it was. At the bottom of the third clipping, the one about the so-called spider-woman of Whitehaven, Mita had underlined and circled the woman’s surname, which was Chilcot. I puzzled over this for a long time, before remembering that Chilcot had been Jennie Hathaway’s maiden name.

I had to laugh. There are people – people like Mita Bomberg, apparently – who will take a simple coincidence and dress it up as a grand conspiracy in the space of a heartbeat, but I have never been one of them.

* * *

Ben left Hartland on the Friday afternoon. The house clearance people called round in the morning to give us a price for taking Beck’s furniture, and then I helped Ben pack some crates with books and knick-knacks that he wanted to drop off at a charity shop on his way home.

I told him I planned to stay on for a bit. I’d reckoned on a fortnight at least and maybe more, but soon changed my mind. With Ben gone, the atmosphere of the cottage seemed to darken, becoming claustrophobic and faintly threatening. It was the memories, I reasoned, the sense of loss, all the usual platitudes.

Yes and no. I’m sure a part of what I felt was simple regret, that I had not made more effort, more time for Beck when she was alive. But as one day passed and then the next I found myself dwelling increasingly on the strangeness of it all: Beck’s loneliness, there in that place, the terrible and pitiless nature of her final illness, the confusion that must have overcome her at the end.

The cottage, now that I was alone there, seemed drenched in these things, wrapped in bindings of fear and hopelessness so thick and dark I frequently found myself having to escape outside to avoid being spooked.

I’ve come to believe that being haunted is actually just belated understanding.

In the end I admitted defeat. I told myself the work of cataloguing Beck’s archive would advance more quickly in London anyway, with all my accustomed resources close to hand. I made arrangements to have the house cleaned, as Ben and I had planned, then spent a hectic two days packing up Beck’s papers and wrapping the canvases in bubble wrap, ready for transport.

As for what I did immediately before leaving, what can I say? I believe the usual expression for such actions is moment of madness. I guess I’m not as rational as I thought I was.

* * *

There had been plenty of spiders before – when I was there with Beck, I mean. This time it took me ages to track down even one. I put it down to the weather, though I had no idea if that was right or not. Did spiders dislike the cold? I didn’t know. The creature I finally found was one of the plump-bodied brown ones with striped legs that Beck had called St John spiders.

“Because of the cross on her back. See? She should be St Joan, really.”

Come along, Joanie, I thought, as I coaxed the creature into a matchbox, time for a change of address. It entered reluctantly, scuttled around in confusion for a couple of seconds then hunched itself in a corner, its legs gathered around its body in a fence of upturned ‘V’s. The thing was clearly miffed and I didn’t blame it.

I put the matchbox in my bag and tried to forget about it, though for the whole of the journey home I kept imagining tiny footfalls on the back of my neck. Once, when I went to the buffet car, I thought about leaving the matchbox on the counter in a fake act of absent-mindedness, then realised I would be just as freaked out by losing it as having it with me.

The moment I arrived home I released her in what I hoped would be a safe place: down the side of the garage, beneath the overhang. She dashed straight up the wall, legs unfolding and flashing like a nest of daggers, then disappeared into a crevice behind the guttering.

I felt better after that. Stupid, I know.

* * *

[This essay first appeared in the anthology The Life and Magical Afterlife of Rebecca Hathaway, Artist, which was published to coincide with the second anniversary of Hathaway’s death following a fall at her home. In the interview that accompanied the essay, its author Isobel Hampton described the piece as an ‘imaginative memorial’, and stressed that the events it chronicles should not be equated with lived reality, nor should the persons described be confused with the artist’s surviving friends and relatives, or even with the artist herself. Isobel Hampton is an art historian and critic. She is currently at work on a full-length biographical study of Rebecca Hathaway, who was her close friend for more than three decades.]


THE COMMON TONGUE, THE PRESENT TENSE, THE KNOWN


GAIA: You can get the fuck out of my bed, that’s what.

GOD: What the hell did I do?

GAIA: You didn’t do anything, that’s the whole frigging point. Droning on about the life to come all the time, all that dying that they might live sack of shit whilst never a thought for what was going on in your own back yard. You thought there’d always be time to clear up the mess, didn’t you? It was always fucking mañana. Well, some of us have work to do. Time is up, big boy. Time to get your sorry ass out of my place so I can do my job.

(From Mañana by Kerry Udomi, premiered at the Donmar Warehouse, May 12th 2027.)



The last thing my mother told me before the Severins took me with them to Strasbourg was that she was proud of me. Not that she loved me – words she hardly ever used, even by accident – but that she was proud. Pride counted for more than love, in my mother’s eyes. “I’m proud of you, Melodie,” she said. She held me at arm’s length to look at me then pushed me away. I believe she thrashed out the possibilities in her mind for a long time, but in the end the decision came upon her in less than a second. She didn’t abandon me, she relinquished me. I was fourteen.

My mother’s name was Bella, which means beautiful. The only time I remember her smiling was in old photographs: ghostly, faded snapshots that she would always snatch away if she caught me looking at them. In the photos, she is with my Aunt Chantal, and later my father. Bella is small and dark, with a slightly upturned nose and short wavy hair. In the photos, she is often laughing. The Bella I knew had a face creased with worry lines, her whole attention bent inwards towards some private or not-so-private anxiety. She cared for me rigorously, devotedly and entirely without sentiment. I never once heard her laugh.

Dad didn’t laugh much either but he smiled a lot. He looked the same to me as he did in the photos: well-meaning, rather handsome and vaguely flustered. They’re both dead, I suppose. I still have the letter Dad wrote to me after La Palma. I read it once, then put it away. It’s like the gateway to another world, that letter. Things aren’t good there, but Dad is still alive, still thinking of me, still talking about things I recognise from the world I grew up in. That world is gone now. But thinking about Dad’s letter brings it back, at least for a while. I imagine it cupped in my hands like a snow globe. All that glitter.

* * *

My new friend Noemi doesn’t talk much, she prefers to swim. For a while after I first met her I thought she was mute. Later I realised it was just that she found words difficult to trust. Noemi’s long toes grip the wet rocks as she lopes along the tide line, scavenging for beach finds. For shellfish, mainly, for whelks, which are particularly large close to the inlet, though she finds other things, too: remnants, fragments of history, snapped off like twigs from this particular branch of time. Some of them are even useful.

When I first asked Noemi how old she was, she looked at me as if I had lost my mind.

“I can’t remember,” she said. “Does it matter?”

“I don’t suppose so,” I said, then asked her how her name was spelled instead. She took a broken-off piece of birch twig and scratched the five letters into the lower part of the vast mud bank that has formed around the concrete buttresses of the old motorway bridge. N.O.E.M.I., as if her name were an acronym for something. No One Ever Mistakes Irony. Never Overturn Everything Move Instead.

There are deep scars on her shoulders and arms. She doesn’t speak about them and I don’t dare ask, not yet anyway, perhaps not ever. Noemi is my friend and I don’t want to drive her away with unwanted questions. I remember what it was like to have friends, running into school on the first day of term with all the other kids, terrified at not knowing anyone, understanding that by the end of the week I’d know them all, by name anyway, that I’d like some of them and hate the guts of others, and that somewhere seated among them was my friend.

I first met Noemi down by the shore. She was wet from swimming, naked from the waist up, her hair shaved close to her scalp, like a soldier’s. I thought at first that she might be a soldier, then realised from the wary way she looked at me that she was no such thing. She is younger than I am, I think, though not by much. She can hold her breath underwater for almost six minutes. I know, because I timed her. When I asked her how she learned to do this, she shrugged and said it was just practice.

“How do you practise something like that?” I asked.

“Fill your lungs slowly. Then think of something else, think of anything except breathing. By the end it’s as if you don’t need to breathe any more. That’s when you know it’s time to come up.”

Oxygen starvation, which causes hallucinations, then nitrogen narcosis, then death. I worry that Noemi might drown herself accidentally, then tell myself it’s stupid to think like that, she knows what she’s doing, she’s more at home in the water than she is on land.

She makes me realise how much of a land-thing I am, in spite of my training, and always will be. I’ve been growing potatoes this year, on the patch of waste ground behind the bungalow. The land took months to clear but it was worth it. I keep some of the crop for myself, for eating and for replanting, exchange the rest for eggs and milk at the town market. That we can still call this place a town feels like the highest kind of achievement. There is even a school. I have been there to talk to the children about the La Palma tsunami as part of their summer essay project. They took notes and gawped at me as if I were a living fossil, the same way I once looked at the old man who came into our class to tell us about his grandfather, who had fought in World War Two.

When I tell the children their town was once a busy river port, with a naval base and a canning factory, they gape at that, too.

* * *

“I feel sorry for the children,” Noemi says.

“The schoolkids?”

“No, they’ll be all right. I mean the kids who died in the wave. I hate the parents though, every one of them. They made it happen.”

“The volcano did that.”

“Not really. They knew the way the world was going and they did nothing. They killed their children with their own hands, or they might as well have done.”

“Things were more complicated than that. Harder.”

“OK, so I’m hard in return.”

I have a clockwork radio. It was given to me by the man I called my uncle, Lindsay Ballantine, who had the radio sent to me for my tenth birthday. It is small and light, and I keep it with me always. I hope you enjoy this, my uncle wrote in the card that came with it. The radio works by converting your body’s energy into electricity. You don’t need wires or batteries. Good for when there’s a power cut! There was something about my uncle’s messages that always made me think of secret codes. He was telling me the radio might be useful to me some day.

No matter what else I’ve had to leave behind, I’ve held on to the radio.

I scroll through the dial at least once a day, searching for news channels. Sometimes there’s music. Once I found a station that was playing old recordings of classical music. I was able to listen to Tchaikovsky’s violin concerto all the way to the end, although I had to wind the handle twice to keep the radio going.

The announcer said the soloist was Mehmet Khan. I told Noemi about what I’d heard, just to tell someone. I expected her to give me one of her blank looks. I was surprised when she told me that Khan had been her father’s favourite musician.

There was silence between us after she said that, a juddery, hostile substance I didn’t dare disturb. Noemi had never mentioned her father before, not even once. Now I know he used to like violin music. Details like this keep people alive, even when they’re gone.

“It doesn’t matter though, does it?” Noemi said after a while. “Whether you hear something like that again, or not. None of it is relevant. The music, the art, all that stuff – it describes a world that doesn’t exist, not any more. Hockney and Van Gogh, all those guys – they might as well have been painting an alien planet. Look at the funny aliens, shopping for clothes and listening to music. Walking around with their umbrellas. It’s all gone, it’s like it never was. We’re dinosaurs.”

* * *

We need a new language to describe our world, a new set of symbols. In time, they will cease to be new. They will become our common tongue, the present tense, the known. We need new music and new art – Noemi is right. Most of all we need new maps, to see where we are.

* * *

A hundred years from now, will someone jerry-rig an old CD player, put on a disc of Tchaikovsky and think: how sad?

I remember our history teacher showing us a film about the Minoans, whose civilisation was overthrown by the Mycenaeans in the wake of a devastating volcanic eruption. I gazed at the image on the screen, a bulbous water jug, painted all over with a swirling blue octopus. How beautiful, I thought, and how sad. Now they’re all gone.

I think of the Minoans at night, when the tide comes in. The old motorway flyover stands out sharply against the moonlight, an enormous scaffold, driving into nowhere. I’ve seen people diving from the snapped-off end, kids mainly, though there’s nothing much down there to find except more car corpses.

* * *

Noemi sleeps on the boat most nights, though I’ve told her that once the weather starts getting dangerous she should come to the bungalow. I keep the camp bed made up for her, just in case. One day a couple of weeks ago I came back from the town and found her here, not sleeping in the camp bed but sitting on the floor beside it. She looked like she’d been crying. The backs of her hands were grazed, from grappling with something in the water, probably, though I don’t think that’s why she was upset. She once sliced her thigh wide open on a submerged stanchion and was back in diving less than a week later.

* * *

The oceans are changing. There are more sharks off our coast for a start, not just the usual basking sharks and short-fin mako but warm-water species such as the tiger shark and the bull shark, impossibilities that have nonetheless become possible, easing into reality like the morphed, reformed topography that has become the normal landscape of our daily lives. It is my job to monitor such anomalies, to record any inconsistencies and from them make a reasoned conjecture about what kind of impossibilities might happen next.

Unlike many, I am still being paid. In an isolated community like this one, having a job that is about more than survival feels like an indulgence, a hangover from before, although ICTHA do their best with propaganda. The public rationale is that we’re monitoring fish stocks. Sustainable food sources, is the preferred term. The people of Helston call us the boffins on the hill. Mostly they leave us alone, as they did my uncle. I sometimes think I’m more grateful for that than I am for my salary, although I’m probably kidding myself. A salary means I can do more than just eat. I can buy paper for this diary, unused clothing, other rationed items. I can sometimes buy coffee, which is variable in quality but still coffee.

Coffee always reminds me of my mother.

* * *

Noemi stowed away on a cargo vessel, a rusty leviathan out of Athens or Istanbul under a private flag. A pirate ship, in other words. The living conditions on board such vessels are known to be desperate, but when I express surprise that the so-called captains are able to find people willing to crew for them, Noemi shrugs off my question as if it were of no account or interest whatsoever.

“At least it’s work,” she says. “Work, and a place to be. Better than starving on the street. People will kill for less. I’ve seen it happen.”

She tells me that if her hiding place had been discovered she’d have been dumped overboard immediately, no questions asked. I have no doubt she’s telling the truth – such stories are commonplace. Before the cargo ship, Noemi lived on one of the floating islands: sprawling, miles-long settlements of wood and steel tethered to what remains of the mainland along the eastern Mediterranean. Patchwork places – half-ship, half-city – that started out as refugee camps but degenerated rapidly into slave economies as soon as the aid budgets dried up.

* * *

Noemi was born in a small town in the mountains of Ararat, not far from the city of Van in eastern Turkey. I try to imagine her as a young woman, setting out from her home to study at the University of Ankara. It is like trying to see into another universe.

* * *

What I remember most about this place from before is how hot it was. We drove out here one day – Mum, Dad and I – to see my uncle, Lindsay Ballantine. I’d never met him before but from the way my mother behaved in the days leading up to our visit I had already worked out that he wasn’t in favour. Helston was landlocked then – the estuary had dried up twenty years before – and the reservoir just beyond the motorway junction had become a lake of nettles and brambles and giant hogweed. My uncle’s bungalow was pretty much the same as it is now, except for the vegetable garden.

Uncle Lindsay let me look through his microscope. He brought me lemonade, and was kind to me in a way that surprised me, given that he could barely have known I existed before that day. I understand now that this was because of my Aunt Chantal. I looked very like her as a child, less so now. Lindsay Ballantine had been having an affair with my aunt, which was, I realised later, the main reason my mother was so against him.

Chantal was very ill for a while, though whether this was directly to do with my Uncle Lindsay I never found out. Chantal moved to Florida when I was ten, on a postdoctoral fellowship. She died in the La Palma tsunami. My mother blamed herself for her sister’s death, as she did for everything. She said if she hadn’t been so set against Uncle Lindsay, Chantal might never have gone to America in the first place. Dad said there was no point in thinking like that, we couldn’t predict the future, we weren’t magicians.

That isn’t entirely true though, is it? La Palma was predicted for decades before it happened. And even though the volcanic eruption that sent one side of the island sliding into the ocean was simply the most dramatic among a series of precursors, the changes in weather patterns that led to the remapping had been predicted as long ago as the 1960s.

The problem is that no one gives much of a shit about the future until it actually happens. In the fable of the grasshopper and the ant, human beings are the most frivolous breed of grasshopper that ever was.

* * *

The remapping is what they started to call it, on the news and on the forums, back when there were still public forums on the internet, when there was still an internet that wasn’t ‘protected’ by government blocking signals. The preferred word was ‘protected’, they said, because it avoided spreading hysteria about spying and censorship, just as the preferred term for the inundation of one-fifth of the planet’s land surface was ‘the remapping’, because it avoided excessive reporting of the death toll.

At least no one insisted we spell it with a capital ‘r’.

I have access to a limited-view version of the internet through the ICTHA password, but I don’t spend much time on it. It doesn’t tell me much that I don’t already know.

* * *

My uncle, Lindsay Ballantine, was arrested in 2093, just three months before my sixteenth birthday and a year before La Palma. My mother sent me the news by email, one of the last I had from her. People had started writing letters again – paper letters, I mean – even before the private email servers were locked down. The post was unreliable but at least it was private. Most of the time, anyway.

When I asked my mother what Uncle Lindsay had done, she said she didn’t know.

No one will tell us, she wrote. She said she hadn’t told Chantal because she didn’t want to worry her. I didn’t know what to say. I was still living with the Severins, in Strasbourg, still trying to pretend that Sara and I were best friends, although Sara had given up on the self-deception months before.

There was no one thing that broke us apart, unless you count what happened in Aachen, but as La Palma was just one small part of the remapping, so Aachen was a symptom of what was happening anyway between Sara and me. Friends do grow apart, I understand that. But I never imagined this could happen with Sara and it broke my heart.

People say that love transcends everything but it doesn’t. Not always anyway, not even usually. If the end of our world has taught us anything it is that love is a luxury.

* * *

It was my uncle who made me want to be a marine biologist. That day with the microscope changed me because it made me interested in something outside myself. Not just interested: obsessed. Glimpsing the single-celled organisms through the magnifying lens made me realise how vast the world was, and how little I knew of it.

My uncle spoke of the paramecia as monsters – perhaps he thought the image would be appealing to a child – but what fascinated me more than anything, even then, was the idea that the world the creatures lived in was different from my world, even though they occupied the same space. How a difference in perspective could transform everything.

It is convenient for us to believe we are the superior animal, the top predator, but it is a fiction. Already there are creatures – whole orders of organisms – more suited for survival in this new environment than we are.

“Killing things does not mean we win,” Noemi says. Why is this such a difficult lesson for us to learn?

Noemi won’t stay out of the water, even when I tell her the numbers of tiger sharks are increasing to dangerous levels.

“Sharks won’t attack you unless you’re bleeding,” she says. “I thought you would know that.”

She’s right, of course, but I can’t help worrying. Noemi seems to have no concept of risk.

* * *

The mako shark is allergic to captivity. When placed in an aquarium, it becomes disorientated, loses its appetite, and dies within days.

* * *

My uncle’s bungalow was uninhabitable when I first arrived here. There was a large hole in the roof, and the kitchen and bathroom had been ripped out, presumably for scrap. I didn’t mind that – I can use the municipal – but the state of the place was depressing because of the trash. Someone at the market – a local chicken farmer – told me the bungalow had become an unofficial rubbish dump for the people who lived nearby. This explained the sacks of refuse that were piled almost to the ceiling in two of the three rooms, but did not make it any easier to dispose of them. It took me three months just to get the place clean, all while I was settling into my job with ICTHA and living in the municipal dormitory. The dorms are fine for a while but I knew I needed my own place or I’d go crazy.

The whitewash for the interior walls cost me most of my first pay cheque but I found this was an indulgence I could not forgo, no matter how foolish it seemed.

The wood stove was still in working order, thank goodness, and there was plenty of driftwood. With the walls painted and a fire burning, I had a home.

There were still some things of my uncle’s in the bungalow – some dusty crockery in the kitchen pantry and a few pieces of furniture the salvagers had either ignored or else not noticed amidst the trash: two ladder-backed chairs, a metal filing cabinet, a bedside table. Both the filing cabinet and the drawer of the bedside table were locked, but with patience and a bent nail I managed to get them open without inflicting too much damage. The filing cabinet was crammed with papers, so many of them and in no discernible order. It was difficult to know where to start. The bedside cabinet proved less of a challenge. The drawer contained some photographs – a family group including a boy I thought was probably my uncle as a child; one of Chantal, standing outside the bungalow with her hair blowing loose in the wind; another of Chantal with my mother, similar to a photo I’d seen amongst my mother’s possessions and clearly taken at the same time – and a small pile of letters. I recognised my aunt’s writing immediately, from the birthday and Christmas cards that had come to the house during the Florida years.

There was a part of me that insisted they were private and that I shouldn’t touch them. My resolve lasted all of five minutes. What is it about human beings, and their endless hunger for knowledge at any price?

* * *

There is a capsized tugboat lodged beneath the motorway bridge, below the tide line, a piece of flotsam wrenched from the harbour by the tsunami’s backwash before being swept back upstream by the returning tide. Much of the debris was cleared, after the first incursion anyway, but once the water levels began to rise permanently the clean-ups became more sporadic and eventually stopped. Noemi has commandeered the sunken tugboat as her mission control. She has siphoned out the floodwater, constructed some kind of rudimentary airlock so the cabin stays dry, but even so, I can only imagine the interior as depressingly cramped and damp. Dungeon-like. How Noemi manages to sleep there I do not know.

“It must be so dark,” I say to her.

“I have a torch,” she says. She appears unconcerned. “I found it in the old lifeboat station.” Some days later she shows it to me, a solar-powered model and fairly powerful, though I know from experience they can lose charge suddenly, shut down without warning.

The thought of being trapped underwater without light makes me queasy with nerves. There is so much hardware down there, so many obstructions.

Noemi is counting fish for me. The boat is her hide.

There has been a significant increase in numbers, these past two years especially, not just of the schooling varieties but across the board.

The sunken motorway intersection is gradually being colonised. Even with the toxic release from the concrete, there is evidence that the natural filtration systems provided by algae and plankton have already begun the process of purification.

Many species are adapting successfully. In time there will be local variants, and ultimately new species.

* * *

The letters from the bedside drawer cover a period of about five years, from the time my uncle first moved to the bungalow until Chantal was offered the job in Florida. Whether there were more letters – written before my uncle came to Cornwall or after Chantal flew to America – I do not know. I doubt it, somehow. There are gaps in the correspondence, opening up the possibility that some of the letters may have been destroyed, although again I doubt it. My uncle clearly never intended showing them to anyone, so what would be the point?

I didn’t know my aunt very well. She always seemed shy to me, prickly and standoffish and difficult to talk to, though her letters to Lindsay Ballantine reveal an entirely different person: confident, outspoken and direct. I expected the correspondence to be about herself and Uncle Lindsay – love letters – but in fact what Chantal mostly wrote about was work. I already knew that my uncle’s decision to come to Cornwall was the result of a disagreement with his head of department at the time, a man named Vinson Peshwar. I was surprised to find Peshwar’s name cropping up again and again in my aunt’s letters. I even wondered if it was a different person, though I soon realised it wasn’t.

Peshwar never knew about us, my aunt writes at one point. I couldn’t bear to be around him if he did. He insists it’s all in the past, what happened with you two, but I know him well enough to be sure he’d find a way of using you against me, if he found out, which is the last thing I need. He makes life here difficult enough as it is.

Vinson Peshwar was leading a programme of advanced research into cloud seeding. The technology was highly controversial, even then. From what I can make out, Chantal started out siding with Ballantine but later switched her allegiance to Peshwar. It is difficult to imagine she was in love with him: the letters near the end of the sequence express much of the same irritation at Peshwar’s arrogance, his hubris – what Chantal refers to repeatedly as his lack of humility – as those at the start. But she did come to believe in the Rainmaker Program, and it was this change of heart that seems to mark the end of her relationship with my uncle.

Chantal was one of the team that accompanied Peshwar on his trip to the North African People’s Republic in 2091. In the worst affected parts of northern Africa, there had been no significant rainfall for almost two years. Peshwar had been granted permission to demonstrate his procedure. The media interest was huge, as you can imagine. You may even have seen the news footage from that time: children dancing in the rainstorm that turned the dust of their refugee camp to a shallow lake within the space of half an hour, the carpets of desert flowers that bloomed in the aftermath. Vinson Peshwar was a hero, for that day at least.

It’s what he always wanted, my aunt notes wryly. Not the rain, but the adulation. People telling him he was a genius, that he’d been right all along. His name on the front page of every news site in the world. The rain was just a means towards that end.

And yet a month after her return from Djibouti, my aunt was writing a long, impassioned letter to my uncle, explaining why she’d decided to stay on with the Rainmaker Program. Much of what she wrote concerned the refugee crisis in the NAPR, the increased trafficking of women and children to the Indian subcontinent, the warlords who were using drinking water as a bargaining chip. Chantal had made a friend in the camp near Djibouti, a doctor from Madagascar named Hanny who had worked with victims of the traffickers and the forced labour gangs. I owe it to women like Hanny, my aunt writes. We cannot let this catastrophe continue. Not when we have the power to do something about it.

Another letter followed three days later, in which she informs Ballantine that if he has heard rumours about her and Vinson Peshwar he should dismiss them immediately.

If anything, I admire him even less now than I ever did, Chantal writes. Having a brilliant mind is no excuse for the way he behaves, and the man is a bully. I’ve seen what he can do to people, believe me.

There is a gap of several months, and then the letters seem to pick up where they left off. Something has changed, though. Chantal informs Ballantine that she is thinking of resigning her position at the university. There are two jobs she is interested in applying for. One is the post in Florida, the other is at the University of Kerala, as part of a new climate change unit. She seems most excited about the job in Kerala, but then suddenly changes her mind and accepts the Florida post instead. The reason she gives is that the job is more closely connected with the research she’s been doing with Peshwar. It seems a shame to let all that go to waste, she writes. It is still a young science.

The first thing that occurs to me is that if my aunt had gone to India, she might still be alive. Of course, Vinson Peshwar went to Florida. How much that had to do with my aunt’s decision, I will never know.

* * *

‘Understanding Climate Change: timeline and analysis’,

by Rimini Parks, aged 16, Helston Middle School Essay
Competition (First Prize), June 2132


1962 Rachel Carson’s The Silent Spring published

1984 Bhopal disaster leads to large-scale contamination of water and soil

1990 Radioactive mutations reported near Chernobyl

1995 Greenhouse gas emissions talks in Tokyo end in deadlock

2001 Significant coral die-off reported at Great Barrier Reef

2017 Galilee Basin coalmining expansion greenlighted in Queensland

2032 Cuadrilla prosecutions in UK over groundwater contamination in Lancashire

2045 Siberian tiger officially declared extinct

2060 ‘Three typhoons’ devastate the Philippines

2074 Five-year drought triggers Kaduna massacre in northern Nigeria

2094 La Palma tsunami

2116 Collapse of the Golden Gate Bridge, partial inundation of San Francisco

Approximately twenty million people were killed in the La Palma tsunami, either in the wave itself or in the earthquakes, building and freeway collapses, wildfires, gas explosions, spontaneous munitions detonations, air crashes, flooding, inundation, land slippage and avalanche associated with the immediate aftermath. This estimate constitutes a minor proportion of the eventual casualties, those who died in what has come to be known as the aftershock and throughout the longer term of the remapping. Over a period of twenty years, a repeating pattern of severe weather events, famines and disease pandemics arising from those weather events, economic collapse and hyperinflation, breakdowns in power supply and food distribution, prolonged worldwide tele-communications and internet outages, social upheaval and civil unrest, aerial bombardment and the widespread use of previously banned chemical and biological weapons has led to a decrease in world population roughly equal to if not in excess of that documented during the plague pandemics of the 1300s. As the largest number of casualties occurred in areas of the world where communications and medical facilities have been poor to non-existent, it has been impossible to collate anything approaching an exact number. Although a measure of stability has been restored in some areas, continuing climate inconsistencies and consequent shortages of food and clean drinking water have resulted in uncontrolled levels of civic violence in others. Mass migrations of homeless people in search of better living conditions and adequate food supplies have further exacerbated the ongoing refugee crisis.

Whilst the alterations and fluctuations in climate and pre-existing weather patterns have not been as severe overall as some predicted, there is no doubt that the Earth’s human population has been dramatically affected by the climate crisis, mainly because even in the decades before the La Palma disaster, human demands on the planet’s ecology were already unsustainable. Factors such as the outsourcing of manufacturing industries far from their main centres of consumption, the forced industrialisation of developing nations using technologies and systems already discredited in more advanced economies, the stripping of assets – both mineral and agricultural – from developing nations at the expense of their home populations, the decimation of natural ecosystems for short-term economic gain have all contributed to our current situation. As we move towards the rebuilding of some kind of workable humanitarian infrastructure, it is generally agreed that our main focus should be on securing environmentally viable local support systems, as opposed to the re-establishment of the global model. The Earth we now inhabit is an alien world, with new rules and new environments, new pressures upon our ability to adapt. We ignore the needs of our new world at our peril.

One remaining area of controversy is the role played by the controversial Rainmaker Program in triggering the global climate catastrophe that led to the remapping. The Rainmaker Program was a targeted system of cloud seeding, developed in the first instance as a quick-fix response to the widespread droughts and famines that devastated the North African People’s Republic during the 2070s and the 2080s. Hailed by its supporters as a universal solution to increasingly unpredictable weather patterns and water shortages, the Rainmaker Program soon drew criticism from environmentalists, who claimed that interference with the weather on such a global scale could have unforeseen and possibly disastrous consequences for the ecological stability of our planet.

Several of the Rainmaker Program’s leading scientists suffered a sustained campaign of online harassment and even death threats during the years leading up to La Palma. The project’s co-ordinators, Professor Lyonel Raimond and Professor Vinson Peshwar, in particular were targeted. There were rumours that Vinson Peshwar survived at least one serious attempt on his life, although the precise details of the attack remain unknown. Raimond went on to found the New Centre for Climate Studies at the New University of Pittsburgh in 2103. Peshwar died in the La Palma tsunami. Claims about the safety and long-term effects of the Rainmaker Program have never been decisively proven either way.



* * *

My uncle wasn’t a climate scientist at all, but an entomologist, an expert on ground beetles. He met my Aunt Chantal by chance, in the university canteen. As members of the same faculty, he and Vinson Peshwar started out on friendly terms. They even went hiking together a couple of times, in Snowdonia and in the Peak District. As their attitudes towards the Rainmaker technology began to polarise, the friendship turned to antagonism. In an interview for Nature in 2085, Vinson Peshwar referred to Lindsay Ballantine as an amateur busybody. A year later, my uncle resigned his post at the university and moved to the bungalow.

I have never been entirely sure what he was doing here. I know that at least some of the answers are likely to be found amongst the papers and letters and press clippings in the filing cabinet, but every time I think about sorting through them a sense of futility descends upon me. My uncle is dead. Everyone he knew is dead. The world he fought to save is dead. What can it possibly matter, what he did, or wrote, or thought?

Every now and then I remove something from the filing cabinet so I can examine it more closely. I make my selections at random, tugging papers or envelopes or photographs from the general chaos without bothering to mark their position or distinguish them from the rest. One of these documents was part of a letter, a draft that was never sent perhaps, or that was later amended. The top page, the page that presumably would have included the name and address of the intended recipient, seems to be missing. I don’t recognise the handwriting – all I know is that it’s not my uncle’s. Midway down this second page, part of a paragraph has been underlined in red:


Vinson Peshwar is a terrorist. He’s like one of those mad doctors in the horror movies – so intent on proving his theories he doesn’t care if he kills his patient in the process. He must be stopped.



The last four words have been underlined twice. I am struggling to connect the strident tone of the letter with my uncle, with the dishevelled, otherworldly man who brought me lemonade and opened the world to me through the lens of his microscope.

I want to know what happened here, and at the same time I don’t. I’m afraid of what I might discover.

I only knew him for a day, I remind myself. I barely knew him at all.

* * *

Radio reception is better at night. I inch the dial slowly around, searching for voices, searching for evidence of a world beyond my own. I find London stations: a channel I’ve come across before that plays rap-raga, a soap opera centred around the endlessly warring tribes of the refuse collection mafia and the ongoing failure of the city’s sewerage system.

When things are bad in London they are very bad, though since the worst of the floodwaters have receded, conditions have stabilised. I hear voices from Germany, a snatch of applause that sounds like static, a woman speaking French. Je m’appelle Soraya Lellouche, coming to you from the city of Algiers, she says. She has someone with her in the studio, or whatever back room or prefab or semi-bankrupt hotel they are broadcasting from. They are speaking too quickly for me to understand much of what they are saying, but there is something about the woman’s voice that makes it pleasant to hear.

I try to imagine her life and find I cannot. They say the whole of the NAPR is uninhabitable, desertified, and yet here is this woman, with her bubbling laughter, her argumentative studio companion. One of them puts on a record and the notes shiver up and down the scale, faint but still audible, rippling beneath the barrier of tonality like quicksilver.

Slowly I let out my breath. Large moths thrust themselves against the window glass then veer off again into the darkness. I wonder what species they are. My uncle would know, probably. I feel as if we’re becoming closer, my uncle and I. It is often difficult to remember we’re not really related.

* * *

I don’t know what happened to Lindsay Ballantine. I don’t know if he’s dead or not, though I suppose he must be. I have no idea where he went when they released him from prison.

* * *

The world is in a state of forgetting. The only way to go on is to forget the way things were before. If you’ve lost someone it’s best not to think of them. It’s even better if you can pretend they never existed.

* * *

When I mention to Noemi about wanting to go online, she asks me why I don’t hack in, like everyone else.

“I don’t know how,” I tell her.

“You should have said.” She asks me what I’m looking for. “What kind of information, I mean? Is it restricted?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Probably.” I tell her about my uncle being arrested. “He was sent to prison, not long before La Palma. I want to know what for.”

“How come you don’t know already?”

“We lost touch. I mean, our families did.”

She nods, as if that explains everything, but really she’s stopped listening to me. Her whole attention is focussed on the computer. I want to tell her to hurry up, that Magda will be back at any moment, that if my boss finds us in her office we’re done for. At the same time I feel exhilarated because for the first time in a long time I’m doing something unauthorised. What’s Magda going to do anyway, push me over the bridge?

Noemi’s fingers flicker over the keys, like a pianist’s, like a drone pilot’s, and I can see she’s in her element. The revelation is sudden and unexpected.

“How come you know about computers?” I ask.

“I did computer science. At Ankara. That was my major.”

“You never said.”

“You never asked.”

I realise it’s true, what she says, that I have never properly imagined Noemi in a world where she was anything, where she did anything other than lope along the shoreline looking for whelks. I have never imagined her sitting at a desk, or sending an email.

Did I imagine her reading, even? The question seems preposterous, but there it is.

“I’m sorry,” I say, though I’m not sure what I’m apologising for. Everything, I suppose. All the above. Noemi shakes her head: forget it. Pages open and close. She busts through Magda’s password and firewall, the barbed-wire fence of code that separates the institute from what remains of the outside world, the outer limits of the new internet, the bleak and endlessly unfolding horizons of the spaces beyond.

“Here’s something,” Noemi mutters, and finally there are images: photos of my uncle, of someone else I don’t immediately recognise but who I think may be Vinson Peshwar. The Lindsay Ballantine in the photographs doesn’t look much like the man I remember meeting. This man is older, with heavy black glasses and a receding hairline. Yet in spite of his grim expression, I know it is him.


…was remanded in custody on a charge of possession of banned substances with intent to cause explosions. The accused, who was previously the subject of a police investigation on grounds of defamation, online harassment and malicious slander, was apprehended close to the home of Professor Peshwar following an anonymous tip-off earlier this morning. Dr Ballantine was previously employed as a senior lecturer in the biology department of the University of East London.



“This was actually on all the news sites, can you believe it?” Noemi says. I know what she means. It is difficult to remember, sometimes, that news was once traded like any other commodity, that news sites used to run conflicting versions of the same story just to get traffic. Not in opposition to the way things were, but out of boredom.

Boredom also has become a luxury. When I think of boredom, I think of something impossible: an endless stream of days exactly the same. Of myself, writing this diary in a world where the future is still a valid possibility. Of buying bread from the market. Of buzzards, dipping and circling like micro-drones above the moor.

* * *

I’ve decided not to sort through my uncle’s papers. They belong to the past. I shall place my journals with them, when the time comes, in the filing cabinet with the rest of the muddle. Good day to you, the person reading this. Whoever you are, I am glad you are reading. It means the future was a possibility, after all.

* * *

“He was quite some guy, your uncle,” Noemi says. “At least he tried.”

“He wasn’t really my uncle,” I reply. “Just a friend of the family.”

We are sitting together on the old motorway bridge. I have warned Noemi about diving into the sea from here because of all the cars but she just laughs.

“I’ve learned where it’s safe,” she says. “I’ve learned where it’s deep. You should know that by now.”

* * *

Someone has created a sculpture on the patch of scrubby moorland close to Stithians. It is made from scrap metal – the rusty carcases of cars and broken tumble driers, machines that no longer work and cannot be adapted. These chunks of refuse have been piled up and rammed together to form a strange kind of tree. Corroded padlocks hang from its branches, like petrified fruit. A snapped-off chainsaw points skywards, like a jagged flower. The sculpture is huge, as high as a house. It is infested with weeds: hogweed and brambles and nettles. Spikes of buddleia thrust their way outwards from a smashed car window. The buddleia sways when the wind blows, throbbing with bees.

Someone has spelled out the sculpture’s name in pebbles on the ground. Fireweed and dock leaves poke up between the stones without obscuring them. The sculpture’s name means Earth, or mother. I have seen people sitting here sometimes, on the ground beside the sculpture, just sitting. The sculpture is not beautiful exactly, but it is striking. The most remarkable thing about it is that it exists.

* * *

Noemi has tamed a tiger shark. That’s what she tells me, anyway. “We go fishing together,” she says. “Is that so strange?”

I tell her the tiger shark is one of the most ruthless predators in the sea. “It could cut you in half in the water, just like that,” I say. She seems not to care.

“They are very intelligent,” she says. She is right about that. She tells me the shark’s name is Carina.

“Carina?” I say. I can hear myself sounding incredulous, the way the ditzy best friend would, if this were a movie. I miss seeing movies, but only sometimes. They have the quality of dreams.

“Carina is the name of my daughter, who was killed,” Noemi says. “She was eight years old when she died,” she adds. “The shark reminds me of my daughter, a little. She is a beautiful swimmer.”

Her grown-out hair hangs down like seaweed, hiding her face. She traces patterns in the sand with her toes: a hashtag, a noughts and crosses grid, a large letter C.


THE GIFT OF ANGELS: AN INTRODUCTION

For Sylvie Martigny and Jean-Hubert Gailliot

The noise outside his door made Vincent feel as if he were back in college, in the dilapidated hall of residence where he had spent the first year of his degree course and where the corridor parties often went on until the small hours. A continuous, muted hubbub, generously interspersed with outbursts of oafish laughter. Especially at weekends, like this one, when everyone had either handed in their weekly seminar paper or definitively failed to produce one.

Vincent had found himself on the right side of the door a fair few times, especially towards the end of the year when he had come to know the others well enough to be able to slope off early without being summarily branded boring and a knob. Mostly he’d stayed in his room, simultaneously furious and indulgent, imagining them as any writer might imagine them, standing around drinking unchilled white wine that tasted like goat’s piss and talking about nothing: just listen to those shiftless wankers, what a waste of an evening… But it was what people did.

At the age of fifty-three, Vincent believed he had earned the right to expect people not to make that particular noise in the place where he slept and worked. He could, he supposed, throw on a T-shirt and jeans and go and join them. He would be welcomed now, accepted. The wine would be chilled – the students drank a better class of goat’s piss in Paris, so there was that. He could even make a splash if he wanted, a moderate one at least. A sizeable minority of the people in the corridor would have heard of the September Queen books. Those who hadn’t read them would probably have seen the film adaptation of Cold Harbour. Vincent was someone people were interested in meeting. Even if he turned out to be boring and a knob, they were still interested.

But he is not interested in meeting them. He does not want to know how they wound up in this converted nunnery pretending to be artists. He does not want to exclaim artificially over the beauty of Paris, and how marvellous it is to be here, finally. It is not marvellous, not right now, because of that noise, because he should have booked into a hotel instead, even though it would have been more expensive and less… hip. He wishes they’d all piss off. Goat’s-piss off, in fact. That can’t stay in, Vincent thinks as he writes it. He writes it anyway, then smiles. Maybe it has to.

* * *

That’s how I was planning to begin this story but I don’t think it’s right. When I started the project I felt strongly that I should write down everything that happened, everything I thought, exactly as it happened and as I thought it, that I shouldn’t edit my feelings or leave things out. Such writing embarrasses me, though. I don’t like to be caught out being angry or not enjoying myself. I prefer to filter my impressions, checking each of them for excess before presenting them for scrutiny. That corridor party turned out to be a one-off, in any case, a private view for a photography exhibition. Everyone was gone by eleven, which hardly counts as discourteous, let alone unreasonable, even by my draconian standards. So I’ll begin this way instead:


My mother and father met in Paris. It was a fluke in a million.



Sounds better, doesn’t it? Less whiny, more demonstrably about something. Already we have two characters. Already I have conveniently provided my reason for being here. And here’s the clincher: my mother was – is – Jocelyn Tooker, one of the six astronauts who took part in the first manned mission to Mars. You won’t have heard of my father, but his name was Simon Colbert, and he was a secondary school art teacher. My name is Vincent Colbert, and I am the author of nine science fiction novels about the voyages of the space freighter September Queen. I’m not famous – not Harry Potter famous, not Game of Thrones famous – but successful enough to keep me writing and, after the film came along, solvent enough to be able to take a trip like this and not have to worry too much about not just breaking the bank, but blasting the bank and myself into oblivion.

I don’t take trips like this, in the main, because I prefer to be at home. I still enjoy writing September Queen, believe it or not. I like wandering down to the seafront of an afternoon, watching a detective series in the evening then Skyping with my friend Christina until we’re too tired to speak. But my father died three months ago, and I’ve come to understand that if I’m ever going to write this book it has to be now. Vincent is fifty-three, after all, and you never know, do you?

My publishers weren’t keen on ‘Vincent Colbert’ as an author name – too many ‘t’s, apparently. I write as Vincent Swann. Swann was my mother’s second name, and her mother’s maiden name.

Jocelyn Swann Tooker.

It should have been Phoenix.

* * *

My father always claimed that for him, the moment he first set eyes on my mother was like his favourite still from Chris Marker’s film La Jetée, a moment struck out of time, as an ingot is smelted and moulded from its ore.

In the image he talked about, the woman’s mouth is partially obscured by her hair as it blows back across her face. In my father’s moment of epiphany, Mum’s head is thrown back as she laughs uproariously at a joke made by one of her companions. They are seated around a table outside a cafe on the rue Linné, in the 5th arrondissement. The sun glints off cutlery, coffee cups, the rims of glasses. My father is walking past them, away from the Jardin des Plantes and towards the metro. Hearing my mother’s laughter, he turns his head. He looks straight at her, gazing into her eyes as into a painting.

In another life, my mother stops laughing abruptly, straightens her posture and in a glancing sideways movement snaps my father – a skinny black man carrying a tatty-looking rucksack, some random gawker – out of her existence forever. In this life, the life she is living, she stares right back at him, the laugh still on her lips, her eyes, which in so many of the official photographs glint narrowly with the directly provocative light of her mission statement, are wide open, liquid with sunlight, an invitation rather than a challenge.

“Who are you, anyway?” she says. “The local joke inspector?”

My father, flustered, mumbles an apology: he was just passing, he is no one, he is sorry.

“No,” my mother says. And she always claimed afterwards – according to my father – that she had no idea what came over her, she’d never done anything like that in her life before, she was never normally interested in anyone who wasn’t part of her inner circle. Why would she suddenly accost a stranger in the street? “I think you should join us. There’s room.”

She points to a spare chair, not beside her but opposite, barely two feet away across the table. My father swings his rucksack from his shoulders and – unaccountably, improbably – sits down. I still find it difficult to believe he actually did this, in spite of all the evidence to the contrary. Simon Colbert was a shy man. Not a timid man, but shy. It took him a long time to get to know someone, to move beyond the accepted formulae of small talk and common politeness. For him to sit down with a bunch of noisy Americans must have taken something – some reserve of intent – he had not previously imagined he possessed.

“I’m Jocelyn. Joss,” my mother says. She reaches across the table, shakes his hand. She begins introducing the others seated at the table but for my father their names flash past in a blur, never gaining traction.

“Simon,” says my father. The short ‘i’ reveals him at once for what he is, a Frenchman, though his English, learned from the age of six – his mother and father were both students of American literature – is perfect and spoken almost without an accent.

“Ah, Simon, c’est bon!” someone says. Everyone laughs, including my father, from nervous relief. Joss, Simon is thinking. Her name is Joss.

My mother is in Paris to celebrate the birthday of her friend Serena Stubbs. Serena, seated next to her at the table, has recently completed her doctorate in astrophysics. There are seven of them altogether, seven who have been friends since their freshman year. They meet up religiously, every twelve months, on one of their birthdays. Whoever’s birthday it happens to be gets to say where. They’re all earning good money now, and so these annual celebrations have become more extravagant. Serena chose Paris, and so Paris it is. They are sitting here, in the rue Linné, because Mishell, who majored in botany, insisted they go and visit the famous hothouses in the Jardin des Plantes.

Simon Colbert is not earning good money because he is an art student. He has saved for this trip all year by working the night shift at his local supermarket, stacking shelves. It has long been his cherished intention to visit the Muséum national d’Histoire naturelle. The natural history museum forms one of the key locations in Chris Marker’s film La Jetée, a movie he has been obsessed with since the age of sixteen.

Chris Marker was a journalist and filmmaker, one of the French New Wave and yet apart from it, an artist of ironclad personal integrity and obsessed with recording human existence in minute detail. His own existence remains mysterious, his place and date of birth a matter of contention. His films and writings came under scrutiny during his lifetime for having Marxist leanings. Some were even banned.

A century later, his work still seems fresh, unrepentant, radical, perhaps because the methods he used – montage and assemblage, voiceover – were already considered obstinately anti-commercial at the time of making.

Marker didn’t shoot films so much as create multimedia essays. He cared as much about the written word as for the photographic image. His films have the instinctive, lateral-thinking logic of dreams. Like dreams, they tug us in unexpected directions. Watching a film by Marker is like opening a scrapbook of our own memories.

La Jetée takes place in the future. A third world war has devastated Paris. The survivors huddle underground, hacking out scant lives for themselves in the abandoned tunnels and galleries beneath the Palais de Chaillot. A sinister band of scientists prey off these survivors, capturing individuals and subjecting them to lethal experiments. The unnamed protagonist clings to memories of his childhood from before the war, and in particular the face of a woman he once glimpsed on the viewing platform at Orly Airport, a face that seems to encapsulate everything that was once beautiful and meaningful in human existence.

The doctors ensnare our protagonist and force him to participate in their experiments in time travel. They explain that unless they are able to access technology that will alleviate the current crisis, humanity is doomed. In order to do this, they are attempting to make contact with scientists from the past – scientists who know nothing of the disaster to come. So far, everyone they have tried to send back has either died or gone mad. The protagonist, they believe, has exceptional powers of recall. His memory of the unknown woman will act as a psychic anchor, enabling him to travel to the past and return with his sanity intact.

La Jetée is just thirty minutes in length. Even if you have never seen it before, you will find something inevitable and timeless and poignant in the way it plays out. The man returns to the past, where he recognises the woman from the airport the moment he sees her. The two fall in love. They explore Paris together. The protagonist tells his lover nothing of the war that will consume them. The woman never questions where her time traveller disappears to or when he will return. One afternoon, waiting for him on the jetty at Orly Airport, she sees him shot and killed by a mysterious gunman, one of the doctors from the future who has decided that our protagonist knows too much and must be disposed of.

A young boy, who happens to be at the airport with his mother, looks on in horror. He sees everything as if in slow motion: the man with the gun, the dying victim, and most of all the woman, her hair blowing across her face, the tenderness in her eyes bright enough to light up the world even as it is extinguished.

The man, we understand, was the boy. The moment he clings to so fiercely as an affirmation of life is the moment of his own death.

* * *

Apart from one brief motion-capture sequence lasting less than five seconds, La Jetée is composed entirely of still images, filmed sequentially in a kind of montage and overlaid by Marker’s own voiceover commentary. Marker delivers his story simply and without affectation, like a reading you might hear on the radio late at night. The images are as devastating as the film is quiet: Paris destroyed, laid waste, front-line dispatches from an apocalypse that hasn’t happened yet.

In its terrifying visions of nuclear war, La Jetée is the quintessential Cold War movie, yet much of what we see reminds us of scenes we already recognise from World War Two: Hiroshima and Nagasaki reduced to rubble after the bombs were dropped, Hitler’s orders to his general, Choltitz, to burn Paris to the ground. The doctor in charge of the time travel experiments is later referred to in Marker’s commentary as ‘the camp leader’, whilst the scientists who monitor our protagonist’s life signs whisper to each other in German.

We should remember that when La Jetée was released in 1962, the audience’s memories of World War Two would still have been fresh. Fresher than my own memories of checkpoints going up along the Irish border, or of the day my father told me that NASA had lost contact with the Second Wind.

“They’ve lost the signal, that’s all,” my father said. “That doesn’t mean the signal has been extinguished. No one knows what it means. Not yet.”

One thing I’ve never forgotten about that day is the word my father used – extinguished – the unusual sound and texture of it, a word he would probably never have chosen if he had not been caught in the grip of his own emotions. I was seven years old. I knew what extinguished meant. An image came to me of the fire extinguisher in the door alcove of my form room at school, red and rotund and bursting with latent action. The word still startled me though, I think because I had never heard it used other than in connection with a fire drill.

It was a book word, a dictionary word: to be put out, to be suppressed, to be starved of oxygen.

Starved of oxygen, I remember thinking later. That can’t be true.

I have tried to remember other things about that day – what I watched on television, what I ate for supper, what the weather was like even – but nothing comes. There’s just that word – extinguished – like the woman in La Jetée, her hair blowing across her mouth, hiding her face.

* * *

My father first saw La Jetée when he was still at school, as part of a course module on the history of French cinema. He knew already that he wanted to be an artist, but it was Marker’s film that showed him the kind of artist he wished to be.

Simon Colbert grew up in the département of Charente Maritime, in western France. He studied art at La Rochelle, mainly because it was easier for him to finance his degree while still living at home. He dreamed of being in Paris, though the more he learned of the attitudes there – a snobbish dismissal of anyone and anything that came from outside – the more he rebelled against the capital and yearned for elsewhere. He did consider returning to France, and in particular to La Rochelle after my mother – what? Took flight? Took off? Simply went? – although in the end he decided it would be better to stay where we were. On account of my schooling, he insisted, “you seemed so settled”, and of course there was Claude. Claude made for complications – you might say that was his purpose in life – and I do not like to think what a childhood without my half-brother would have been like.

In reality though, the main reason we stayed in Gourock was the same tendency towards obscurity that had initially led my father to reject Paris. “The journalists won’t bother us here,” I remember him saying, and in the main he was right, although there were always a couple – the younger ones, mostly – who imagined they would get their big break by scooping Dad’s story. Mine too, if they were lucky – the motherless boy, the child who was left behind.

Gourock is a long way to come on the off-chance though, so they mostly didn’t bother. They scraped stuff off the internet, like everyone else.

* * *

I first heard about Les Récollets from my French publishers, who were able to assign me a residency in exchange for a couple of book signings and maybe a radio interview. A former convent and later a military hospital, the building is now a centre for international artists and scholars, funded by a bursary from the French government and sponsored by a number of cultural bodies within Paris. There are eighty studio apartments, a laundry, cafe and common room, private gardens and reception.

I flew in from Glasgow on a Thursday. I had been to Paris before, for short publicity tours to coincide with the publication of French editions of the September Queen books, but never for such an extended period. I could not have claimed to know the city at all well. I think it was partly my father that kept me away – that, and my dislike of travel generally. I prepared myself in advance, making a note of the train I would need to catch from Charles de Gaulle to the Gare du Nord, the quickest way to walk from there to Les Récollets. It all looked fairly simple, which in fact it was, although I had reckoned without the heaving queues for train tickets that slowed my exit from the airport.

My studio is comfortable and, now that I have grown accustomed to the noise from the children’s playground in the park outside, far better suited to my purposes than any hotel room. The convent lies within easy reach of the metro, a small supermarket, some excellent bistros, the Canal St Martin. I am as at home here as I could be anywhere that is not my home. I especially love the floorboards in my studio, which are pale and ridged and warm underfoot. I wonder if they are the original floorboards, as once trod by the nuns. I find I like the idea.

As the days pass, I am reminded more and more of the time I spent in Prague, when I was a student. I was less than half the age I am now. What I remember most is the intensity of that time, the sense that things were finally falling into place for me. I took to the landscape of the city as if I meant to stay there forever, to lose myself in the maze of backstreets and river walkways and odd subterranean restaurants. I was trying on a new life, I suppose. Pretending I could leave the old Vincent behind.

Perhaps it is easier, when you are young, to grow a second skin. Now all I can think about is how impossible it is, to inhabit an alien landscape, to bring anything to it other than one’s own ignorance. It takes decades to truly know a place, to understand its rules. To know which street thugs are just lads being idiots and which might be killers. To read the discarded sweet wrappers in the gutters and feel filthy with belonging.

Here, I am just a tourist. Perhaps it might feel different if I were here with someone – Christina, say. Perhaps I would laugh more and feel less foolish, less untried. As things stand, I go where the tourists go, look where they look. I have a job to do. Once I have done it, I will go home.

* * *

I met my paternal grandparents once or twice, though mostly we Skyped. They had a strange way of pronouncing my name – Van-son – which as a young child I found simultaneously curious and annoying. Being reminded that Dad was French made me afraid, I think – afraid of losing him. And no, I didn’t blame that on my mother.

Dad always called me Vincent, enunciating all the consonants – carefully, tenderly – in the English manner. I was Vinnie to no one but Claude, the forbidden diminutive a badge of intimacy between us. Claude was four years my junior but – the early years aside – he always seemed older: more streetwise and more capable, more switched-on. You’ll ask why he was given the name Claude when his mother – Margaret, Maggie – was Scottish, a Glaswegian to boot. The only answer I can give you is the one she gave me, later: that she wanted to give her boy something romantic, a glimpse of his heritage. “I just loved the sound of it,” Maggie said. “And he looked so like his dad, you know, when he was little.”

It’s true. I’ve seen the photos. I look like Dad now, but I didn’t when I was younger. I looked more like Mum, or at least I liked to think so. You will remember our nine-day king, how like his mother he was as a boy, how like his desiccated, world-weary father as he entered middle age.

Dad was never with Maggie, not properly. He turned to her – used her, some might argue, though they cared for one another too much for it to be that simple – during the months immediately following the launch. This will sound like I’m making excuses for him, but I have come to believe that Dad’s affair with Maggie was his attempt to delay my mother’s departure from his life. To prolong that sense of warmth, of belonging to someone.

When he learned that Maggie was pregnant, he stopped seeing her. There was a period – about eighteen months, I think – when he literally did not see her, just put money in her account with the bank reference BABY.

I knew nothing about Claude, not until I was six and he was almost two. When he was five he started visiting us on Sundays. Maggie would drive him over, sometimes she would stay for supper but not always. I liked Maggie. She was easy to be with in a way my father never was. She liked crap TV and silly jokes. She let Claude and me eat junk food, the kind my father would never allow in the house. When I was about fourteen I started sneaking off to visit her, catching the bus after school, telling Dad I was with friends. When he eventually found out what I’d been doing he could hardly stop me. I was almost an adult, and Claude was my brother.

The novelty of being in Maggie’s home: chemistry textbooks open face-down amidst a welter of film and fashion magazines, cereal cartons on the living-room table, stacks of washing in the hallway waiting to be taken upstairs, Maggie and Claude constantly bickering like an old married couple. Explosions of anger and domestic crises, blowing in and out again like minor typhoons. Maggie, handing me a peanut butter sandwich, telling me I was welcome to stay for supper, “only make sure and call your dad, won’t you, you know what he gets like”. An absence of sadness I could barely comprehend.

This is normal, I thought. This is what it is like, to have a mother.

Dad’s love for me, unstinting, rooted in a tragedy I couldn’t fathom.

How Claude coped with his name at school I have no idea. Punched a few people, probably. No one there knew who his dad was and even if they had they wouldn’t have cared.

I never discussed my mother with Claude, not even once. His mum was Maggie, to both of us. He might have called her Mum in private but I don’t know. It was almost as if the word had become a taboo.

* * *

I started reading science fiction in secret. I was afraid that books with spaceships in them might upset my father. My passion began with a book I kept seeing in the window of the newsagent’s on Kempock Street. The Martian Chronicles, it was called. The letters of the title gleamed gold against a velvety background.

‘Mars’ was another word that was never spoken in our house. Mars was either ‘the mission’ or simply ‘there’. The sight of it displayed so openly was almost shocking. I hoped the book would tell me something different from what I already knew.

I was around twelve years old at the time. I didn’t get much pocket money – Dad didn’t believe in it, though he would have bought me any book I asked for, within reason. I didn’t dare ask him for The Martian Chronicles, and it took six weeks of saving every penny until I was able to go into the shop on the way back from school and buy the book for myself. I told no one. I can still remember the way it felt between my hands: smooth as lacquer, with those gold foil letters, the extra weight of it in my backpack, going home.

And then of course there was the story. I believe I encountered it at just the right age: still young enough to be gripped by wonder, old enough to understand how terrifying The Martian Chronicles actually is, not only because of the aliens but because of the humans.

The novel was a century old when I read it, and the idea of Mars as an analogue for the Western frontier had passed from being innovative through being fantasy to being a newer, harsher version of our current reality. Bradbury’s stories did not help me imagine Mars in a different way – how could they? – but they helped me understand how dangerous the Earth had been, once. How the families of those who set out to explore it were no different from my own.

Until I read Bradbury I felt isolated in a way that held no equivalent. Now I knew I had comrades. Even though they were long dead, they had existed. Children who understood how it felt not to know what had become of their mothers, or fathers. Not to know, but still to hope, even when the safe return of the one who was lost was all but hopeless.

Not lost, I thought, just far away. Far away from here. In a different place.

My mother left this place in the month of September. I named the craft that appears in all my stories the September Queen.

* * *

Of course, my publishers were keen to use my family history as a marketing tool.

For years I wrote – as I had read – more or less in secret, publishing my first short stories in small-circulation magazines to little, or more accurately no, fanfare. My father had done his best to keep my name out of the media coverage and to his credit he had largely succeeded. No one had heard of Vincent Colbert, and when the first of the September Queen novels was finally accepted by a publisher the only comment they passed on my name was to ask me to change it.

It was only when my third book came out that someone – I never found out who – told my publisher who my mother was. They became giddy with excitement, an enthusiasm they were forced to curb when I told them that although I would do nothing to stop them using the information in publicity material, I would not be answering any questions about my mother – or my father, come to that – in interviews or panel discussions.

I thought that was the smartest response, given the circumstances, but over time I became less sure. The more the question was out of bounds, the more curious readers became. Fake stories sprung up everywhere, rumours bloomed, proliferated, spiralled out of control. At every convention, every book launch I attended, there would always come the inevitable moment when some journalist would attempt to wrongfoot me and I would be made to look uncharitable or foolish. Not surprisingly my publishers found ways to adapt the situation to their advantage. If they were forbidden to market my story they would market my silence, especially since there were plenty who believed my silence was a publicity stunt in any case. As an author who lived alone, with no hint of past scandals or expensive proclivities, I would otherwise have come across as pretty dull. The questions surrounding my mother provided mystery and poignancy. They provided the reason I had become a writer in the first place.

Like my life in general, my reasons for breaking that silence now are undramatic. As mentioned previously, I am getting older. None of us knows how much time is left to us, or what that time will be like. More than anything I want to get to know her. Jocelyn Tooker the person, the explorer, the spacewoman, the wife, even. I want to try and understand who she was.

I haven’t told my publishers yet. I want my discoveries to remain private for as long as possible.

* * *

Will this be a memoir? I hope not. I prefer to call it the exploration of a life.

* * *

On my third day in Paris, I take the Line 7 metro to Jussieu and walk down the rue Linné to the Jardin des Plantes. It occurs to me that I am literally following in my father’s footsteps and I wonder if he in turn had imagined himself as someone else – the unnamed protagonist of La Jetée, for example, who went to the museum in search of lost time.

I begin to understand that this is what time travel actually is: we can each of us go back in time a little. We extend a hand to the one behind us and they travel back a little further.

It is a slow process, and deeply inhabited. A process of necessary sharing that cannot be bypassed.

The only way we can explore the future is to reinvent the world.

* * *

On my twenty-first birthday I received a letter from my mother.

It was her handwriting on the envelope, although there was no way I could have known that. The stamp was new. The postmark – Greenford – was dated the day before. It’s rare to receive a personal letter through the post these days, less so back then, though it was still unusual enough to be noteworthy, whoever the letter was from. My father still wrote letters – to his university friends, his parents – and I knew some people at college who were into snail mail as a statement of retro-hipness. But other than birthday cards from Maggie and the odd postcard from Claude, sent in a moment of cheery camaraderie from wherever he happened to be squatting and usually displaying signs of having been used as a beer mat, I couldn’t remember the last time I had received one. Perhaps I never had. The letter’s arrival unnerved me. An image flashed into my mind of the dove bearing the olive branch in Zvyagintsev’s film The Ark.

My darling Vincent, the letter began, and for a moment – just a moment – I thought the letter must be from the man who had recently left me, a computer programmer named Marek who had suddenly decided to join the Jesuits. I felt elated, thinking he must have changed his mind, or at least relented enough to agree to a final meeting. But Marek never wrote in longhand – I don’t know if he could, even – and he had never called me darling. I let the thought go, ploughing up pain with the twists of its body as it slithered away.


My darling Vincent,

Today is your birthday, and as I sit here writing this letter I am intrigued – honoured, delighted – to wonder what kind of person you have grown up to be. I find I can imagine you, quite easily. Of course it could be that I am simply picturing your father as he was at your age, or myself, and projecting that image on to you, but I hope not. I trust that it is you I see, that this – this gift of angels – has somehow been allowed as a dispensation, because I know already I will not be there to congratulate you, to embrace you, to celebrate this day with you myself.

You will think it strange, given what you know of me from videos, from articles you might have read, from your father even, that I can speak of angels, that I would even consider the possibility that such beings existed. I would not admit this to everyone – this is just for you and me – but I do believe. Not in the avenging Biblical angels with their flaming swords, but in something. The microcircuitry of the universe, if you prefer. Miracles we grope for, as moles with their spade-like fingers dig the soil for grubs. Under the microscope the grubs are revealed as mythical beasts, their subjects massed in a drop of rainwater, thrashing their limbs in awe as they ascend to the Promised Land.

Until we invented the microscope, their world and everything in it remained invisible.

Will you understand me any better if I tell you that I am drawn – compelled – to dedicate my life towards discovering the universe? That sounds ridiculous perhaps – hubristic – but it is the truth. My truth, anyway, the best I can give you. I don’t want fame – I know fame will come, of a kind, it is the drug used by some of my comrades on this mission to conquer their fear, the knowledge that their names will go down in history. But I know I will see things, Vincent – things no other human being has seen yet. Does your heart flutter, even for a moment, as you read these words?

I can only fulfil this dream because of your father. Because of the love I know he will give you – love enough for ten children – and because of the life I know he will make for you, whatever the circumstances. How could I ever have thought of leaving otherwise? Yet these are the certainties that drive me forward.

I will not tell you how you should think of me. I leave that to you, to your own nature, to your own sense of purpose. But please know, my darling Vincent, that I do love you. That if Mars is my mission then you are my sun, lighting my journey, igniting my joy, warming my bones.

With all my heart, forever,

Your mother, Joss



My breath stopped in my chest.

She is speaking to me, I thought.

My father did not know about the letter. I watched him closely that day – his body language, his demeanour, every word he spoke – and I felt convinced of it. The letter, as my mother had hinted, was truly our secret.

One other person must have known, of course – the person who posted it. Someone who lived in Greenford, though I knew I could not be certain even of that. Eighteen years ago, my mother had given someone – a friend, a relative – the task of posting a letter on a particular day some two decades in the future, no matter what happened in the meantime. Someone she had trusted enough to feel certain that trust would be repaid. A person she trusted as I trusted Christina, although I wouldn’t be meeting Christina for another ten years.

For the first time I felt real curiosity. An active desire to know what my mother had been like, who her friends had been. That simple act of hers – writing a letter in the past to be delivered in the future – told me something important about her, something more personal than anything I had been told, or learned in secret, up until that moment.

* * *

The Grande Galerie de l’Evolution contains a vortex of beasts. They flood across the main concourse, a great river of migrating animals that is supposed to represent the ecology of the African savannah but reminds me more of the two-by-two procession into Noah’s Ark, or better still the diagonal stripe of endangered species that marched across the covers of a book I owned when I was a child. Vanishing Animals, it was called, its light blue background colour contrasting vividly with the striped and tawny bodies of its precarious subject matter.

The screams of children mingle indiscriminately with the recorded whoops of gibbons, the roaring of lions. The hippo-potamus is vast, vast and black like an armoured limousine, or like the alien sea tanks that rise up out of the ocean in The Kraken Wakes. I want to reach out and stroke its hide, to discover if it is real or simply a model, though there are signs everywhere warning the public that the animals are fragile and should not be touched. The hair on the antelopes, the impalas, the zebras – I recognise one of the zebras instantly, from La Jetée, as familiar as a known face in a crowd – certainly looks real, as real as the hair on a cowhide handbag or a sheepskin jacket.

I conclude that all the beasts must be real, a century old and more, the same animals photographed by Marker. I cannot decide if the knowledge is calming or grotesque.

The light is also the same, the ochre, honey-glazed dimness of a watchmaker’s shop or a corner tobacconist’s, the kind of businesses that continued to thrive right through the middle years – the years between the end of the Second World War and the first moon landing – but that are now gone entirely. We imagine we remember such places from childhood, buried splinters of memory, whereas in fact we know them only from films, and I think about the light in La Jetée, the rows of vitrines, the march of dead animals, the tendency to show rather than tell.

Museums these days are all about telling. Children are encouraged to touch screens and push buttons, to measure themselves for size against a goat or a rhino. Museums are interactive now, even this one, even though it is beautifully done and with that magic light preserved. We are told that children will take no interest in dusty cases, in difficult words on faded strips of yellowing paper, that if our march towards knowledge is to continue we must change the nature of our museums to engage their attention. Children like moving pictures and recorded whale song and flashing lights.

I suppose they must be right. Having no children of my own, it would seem inappropriate for me to poke my nose in. Yet looking around me I cannot escape the conviction that none of the children who have been brought here are truly engaged. Within moments of glimpsing the dinosaurs, the white rhino, the mammoth, they feel disappointed. This is not what they were promised, and they are bored. They would rather be dashing about outside, or watching ‘real’ dinosaurs chasing humans through the Jurassic in CGI.

* * *

A dodo’s skeleton, the crowned pigeon (named for a queen, Goura Victoria), a half-grown panda, scrabbling for release from her octagonal cage. The panda died a hundred years ago – more – yet still it seems wrong to keep it imprisoned here, as wrong as the stockpiling of shrunken heads, African battle dress, the Elgin Marbles. What are museums but colonialists’ swag bags, granite memorials to our heritage as thieves? The panda, as she gazes outwards, seems to affirm this. My heart clenches at the sight of her. I stand vigil for a couple of moments, and then move on.

We are trying to do better, say the display notes. The museum has replaced their stash of rhino horns with resin models in order to draw attention to the illegal trade in animal parts, to stand in solidarity with those who risk their lives on a daily basis against the poachers. I wander amongst the vitrines, thinking how none of this is enough, how nothing could be enough except to put everything back the way it was before we came down from the trees. I think about how a museum is in spite of everything a place of wonder, how no interactive display, no matter how ingenious, can be weighed against that moment when a certain child – my father, say – finds themselves transfixed before a case of beetles, or seashells, or a faded piece of parchment embroidered with the signature of Carl Linnaeus, and realises they have found that elusive something they were looking for.

That light in the mind, that moment. How can one explain?

My mother hated museums, my father told me. She used to say they were like coffins – coffins for information, stuffed with the desiccated corpses of our crimes as a species. She preferred the internet. All this useless stuff, she said. All those dust mites. She didn’t care for art museums, either.

I finally find what I am looking for in the Espace Historique, a tiny section located way up on the third floor displaying some of the museum’s original specimen drawers and, open at the title page, a first edition of Darwin’s The Origin of Species. Some original hardwood vitrines, their contents hand-labelled in sepia and showcasing the laws of natural selection in moths, the common scallop, the common earwig.

I reach out to touch the glass – I cannot help it. The hairs on the back of my neck are standing on end, and I can feel both of them here: my father gazing upwards, his face bathed in the golden light of the museum’s interior, yearning for the past to be transposed upon the future even as he knows it’s too late, too late, the shot has already been fired. My mother, her eyes filled with purpose, who will take this step because she has to, because she must.

* * *

“I always knew about the mission,” my father said. “She never tried to hide anything from me, especially not that. When we first met I thought it was romantic. As if she were a goddess, returning to the stars.” He laughed. This must have been – what – a year before he died? I had finally begun asking him some questions. I think I had decided already that I was going to write about her, and had suddenly become convinced that if I did not speak to my father now it would be too late.

His death, when it finally happened, was sudden and completely unexpected.

He sighed. “I think I believed that having you would make a difference. I was so angry, for a time. Even before she went. If I regret anything at all in my life it is that anger.”

“And that’s when you met Maggie?”

He turned his head away. Even now, fifty years later, he could not forgive himself for Maggie.

Maggie visited my father at least once a week, right up until he died.

“He doesn’t get out enough, your dad,” she said to me once. Dad liked to walk almost as much as he liked to paint – miles sometimes – but I knew what she meant. Maggie never married. “Why would I?” she said. “Once you sign that piece of paper you always seem to end up doing their washing.”

The only time I knew Maggie to cry was when Claude went to prison. Forging passports, would you believe. He got five years, reduced to eighteen months for good behaviour.

“Why couldn’t he have been a painter, like his dad?” Maggie said. She sniffed and wiped her eyes against her sleeve and we both burst out laughing.

* * *

He is standing in front of the display on natural selection, clutching a book I assume must be a guide to the museum but turns out to be a copy of Jacques Littell’s new novel Le Tombeau de Couperin.

Why do I speak to him? Because he is holding a book? Because we are alone in this part of the museum, almost as if we have come here specifically to meet? Because – like the unnamed protagonist of La Jetée – I feel I already knew him, and that not to speak would be like ignoring a friend?

You spoke to him because you thought he was good-looking, you will say. I’m not denying that I find him attractive, but if you think I would find it easy to approach someone just because I fancied them then you don’t know me at all.

I read an article about form constants the other day, about the iconography of patterns and shapes hardwired into our brains since Neolithic times, a sort of baseline imaginative fingerprinting that signifies humanity. One of these form constants is the lattice, or honeycomb, a universal grid of regular intersections, a built-in map that we carry with us from the moment of birth.

If each node on this grid represents a meeting, who can say that such meetings are not preordained? How many opportunities are lost, missed, or side-tracked without our knowing? Our lives as an endless labyrinth of paths-not-taken.

This is one path I do take, at least part of the way. I can’t say why.

I say something to him in French. He smiles, looking embarrassed.

“Je suis Américain,” he says. “I’m sorry.”

Shoulder-length hair and a blue canvas backpack, scuffed trainers. I’m dressed more or less the same but I realise, belatedly, that I will look old to him. This man is still in his twenties, probably. I shouldn’t even be talking to him.

“I was just saying how good it is to see some of the old stuff here. From the original museum.”

“I came here specifically to see this. I’m a botany student.” He pauses, assessing me. “Do I know you?”

The simple-hearted confidence of the American abroad. I shake my head. There is a chance, I suppose, that he recognises me from the author photo on the dust jacket of one of my books, but I dismiss the idea as ludicrous, a narcissistic fantasy. I am not the kind of writer readers come up to on the street demanding autographs or selfies or even the simple confirmation that I am who I am.

“They say the world’s a village though, right?”

“That’s what they say.” I hope he’ll drop the subject, but he is still staring at me, still trying to place this face that he is sure he recognises. I smile awkwardly. I am beginning to feel uncomfortably like one of the museum exhibits, on display behind glass, like that pathetic stuffed panda downstairs.

“I do know you.” He snaps his fingers. “You’re Vincent Swann. You wrote the September Queen novels.”

“Well, technically I’m still writing them.” I can feel myself blushing, the colour flooding into my cheeks like an injection of ink. I feel as if I have been caught out in an act of deceit, as if I am not Vincent Swann at all, or at least not the Vincent Swann this young man is hoping for.

“Oh, man.” His face lights up. “I love those books. I’ve been reading them since I was a kid.”

He speaks as if this – his being a kid – were a long time ago, ancient history. Is this an attempt to place us on an equal footing, or merely his way of saying oh jeez you must be ancient now? The impossibility of this conversation – of any connection between us beyond the fleetingly casual – is curiously calming. “I’m glad you like them,” I say. “I’m here in Paris doing research, actually.”

I am careful not to say I am researching a September Queen book, even though that would be a lie only in the most literal sense. If I were to tell him more specifically what I am here for he would probably be excited. He would be bound to ask questions, and I don’t want that, not while the material is still mysterious, even to me.

“For real?” He hesitates, and for a moment I feel positive he is going to ask if he can take our photo. Then he steps backward, as if consciously rejecting the impulse. “I hope you don’t think this is weird, but could I buy you a coffee?” he says instead. “If I’m bothering you, just say. I really don’t want this to be weird.”

“No,” I say. “I mean no, it’s not weird. I’d love a coffee, thanks.”

He laughs, and so do I. I like to imagine we are both overcome by the strangeness of the moment, its randomness, as if it has singled us out from the maelstrom of time. I can see this isn’t the case. He is looking embarrassed again, wondering if he’s made a mistake, and what the hell is he supposed to talk to me about? I am using him as a conduit for old memories – Marek, Denny – and feeling terrified in case he suspects even for a second that I am seeing him this way.

The light though is beautiful, and he is beautiful in it, like a greyhound, like a roebuck, and what corny, stock images they are. It comes to me from an odd side-avenue of memory that the bar of my old student union was called The Roebuck, a fact I’ve not thought of in years and maybe decades. I wonder if it’s still there.

We step out of the museum, and as the daylight hits our faces I wonder if he might not be a little older than I first imagined. He could be thirty anyway, at a push.

* * *

David Peoples and Janet Peoples, who wrote the screenplay for Terry Gilliam’s film Twelve Monkeys, were not fond of hearing their movie referred to as a remake. The credits state that Twelve Monkeys is ‘inspired by’ La Jetée, and in the documentary on the making of Twelve Monkeys, The Hamster Factor, the Peopleses seem eager to confirm that Marker’s film is ‘a masterpiece’, and therefore unique. They seem a lot less happy to talk about how closely Twelve Monkeys follows its inspiration in terms of its content, but watch the two films back to back and you’ll see how this is so. The way Gilliam mirrors the visual imagery is particularly striking: the peculiar goggles worn by both sets of doctors, the museum, the department store with its roof smashed in an almost identical pattern to that of the destroyed roof of the Natural History Museum in La Jetée.

I don’t see anything wrong in this – it’s a magnificent act of homage on Gilliam’s part – so why does no one admit it?

* * *

My father hated Twelve Monkeys. He told me the film had been the subject of one of his first ever arguments with my mother.

“I still feel bad about it,” he said. “She thought she’d been so clever, finding this film for me, and I watched half of it and then turned it off. I told her it was a travesty. She tried to make a joke of it, because that was the way she was, always wanting to see the good side of things, but I said that when someone steals a perfect work of art and makes a cheap mockery of it then that’s almost as bad as plagiarism. She laughed and I stormed out. I was an arsehole.”

What my father didn’t tell me was that my mother had written about – or at least obliquely referred to – the argument in her diary. There is a list she wrote – ‘Ten Guilty Secrets No One Knows About Me’. At number 7 she wrote: ‘ I like Twelve Monkeys much better than La Jetée. I think La Jetée is bleak and pretentious. Twelve Monkeys is really clever and I love the ending. Don’t tell Simon!!!’ The ‘don’t tell Simon’ is underlined, several times, the exclamation marks seeming to indicate that the joke is still running.

* * *

“Do you still love her?” I asked my father.

“Of course.” He didn’t hesitate, even for a moment. “Jocelyn was the only woman I ever loved. I know she would be angry with me for that – she would have wanted me to stay with Maggie. But your mother was right – I’m a fool.”

* * *

I didn’t even see Twelve Monkeys until after Dad died. The first time I watched it I agreed with him – the new film was a bigger, noisier, longer version of the same story but it didn’t really add anything to the original. It gave the action a political background, but so what? La Jetée was magnificent precisely because of its simplicity, because it didn’t rely on extraneous detail and flashy stunt work.

Since coming to Paris I’ve watched Twelve Monkeys three times more and – don’t tell Simon – I’m beginning to see my mother’s point of view. Remember when Cole and Railly are hiding out in the movie theatre? Hitchcock’s Vertigo is playing in the background and Cole talks about how the movie doesn’t change, because it can’t change, but every time you see it, you notice different things.

It’s not that I admire La Jetée any less. It’s more an acknowledgement that Twelve Monkeys is doing something different, and doing it well. The film is beautifully scripted, and the way Gilliam balances the screenplay with his own directorial vision – the trail of visual clues, the use of music and intercut film soundtracks – seems proof of not only how clearly he understood Marker’s intentions but of his being daring enough to riff off of Marker, to follow his own instincts, to be a little bit vulgar, even.

And like my mother, I admire the ending. It’s a good ending. An American ending, my father would scoff, and maybe, but why not? What is so vulgar about hope?

* * *

One thing no one seems to remark upon in their comparisons is that there is no ‘jetée’ in Twelve Monkeys. There are no public viewing platforms at airports now and haven’t been for decades – you can’t get anywhere near the aeroplanes unless you’re booked on a flight. To make his scenario believable, Gilliam had to shoot the scene with the gunman inside the terminal building instead.

* * *

As I sit here writing this, I realise the ending of Twelve Monkeys has the same kind of effect as what I’ve been trying to achieve all these years with September Queen.

* * *

The amazing things Gilliam does. The pattern of tigers on Cole’s Hawaiian shirt, for instance. I love stuff like that.

* * *

We sit at a table outside one of the cafes on the rue Linné. The sun is shining – a rich autumnal gold that echoes the ambience of the museum. I do not know if this is the cafe where my mother first met my father, because my father didn’t tell me the name of it – perhaps he forgot – just that it was one of the cafes on the road leading down to the Jardin des Plantes.

Even if he had remembered the name, I realise, the cafe would most likely have changed hands by now. I am in the right ballpark, though. Whichever way you look at it, I am less than a hundred metres from where they were sitting.

“I’m Stewart, by the way. Stewart Priddy.”

I find myself blushing again, because I’d not thought to ask, because he is so deeply enmeshed in my memories already that he scarcely needs a name. The Stewart part of it is made for him – tall, straight, fair – the Priddy portion less so, a self-conscious halfway house between pride and prude, hinting at a buttoned-up gentleness, a reticence that maybe belongs to him, after all.

“What brings you to Paris, Stewart?”

He shrugs. “Well, my father just died and he’d been sick for a while, so. There was some money. Not much but enough for me to think I should do something special with it. I’ve always wanted to see Paris, so here I am.”

He puts on a smile, but in that moment he looks so sad – lost – that I find myself wanting to tell him everything: about how my own father, too, is dead, so recently deceased I still catch myself thinking I should call him of an evening. About how when I went through his things trying to decide which I should keep and which should go to charity shops I discovered two of my mother’s diaries, one written while she was still in high school and another from the twelve months leading up to the mission. About how I’m still so angry with Dad for not telling me about the diaries that I want him to be alive again just so I can yell at him, so I can tell him he was wrong to hide the diaries, that keeping the diaries from me was selfish, not the act of a father. About how often I’ve run a film in my mind of me saying those exact words – not the act of a father – and then cried afterwards in secret because my father is dead.

Well, you didn’t tell him about your mother’s letter, either, Stewart Priddy might say if he were in the film.

Fuck you, my character yells, and storms off somewhere to brood.

About how it was finding the diaries that finally decided me to write this story. So Stewart and I are both in Paris because of our daddy issues. How Spielberg is that?

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I say instead. “It sounds like you were close.”

“I guess. Not so much recently but he was my dad, you know?”

I nod, and if I were writing him I would have him thinking how strange this all was, sitting here with a virtual stranger and rambling on about his dad.

As things stand, I haven’t a clue what he’s thinking.

“Tell me about September Queen,” he says suddenly. He shrugs again, as if forcibly jerking himself from the past into the present. “How did you come to start writing that? I hope you don’t mind.”

I shake my head. “Not at all,” I say. “What I usually say is that I don’t really know where September Queen came from, that I started writing the series because those were the kind of stories I liked to read. That’s true, but if I’m honest I think I created September Queen as a way of talking to my mother. I liked to imagine a world where people could go into space and have adventures and still come home again. Sometimes, anyway. Going into space didn’t have to mean you were gone forever.”

I can feel tears in my eyes. I know the situation is ridiculous but unfortunately that doesn’t prevent it from being real. On the cinema screen I would cover my face with my hands and begin to cry. I don’t do that – not quite – but Stewart Priddy does place his hand, however briefly, on my shoulder. I can feel the warmth of it there, the steady pressure. In another life I would let it stay there, let it be the start of something. In this one I straighten my back and turn towards him, a gesture that dislodges his hand whilst letting him know that he did nothing wrong, that things are all right between us, that I appreciate his gift but understand it would be madness to accept it.

“I’ve never told anyone that,” I say. “I must be getting old.”

“Will you – I don’t know – will you write about it? About her?”

Stewart Priddy looks dazed, as if someone just shone a light in his eyes. I have wormed my way into his memories, I realise. I am a part of his time here now, a still photograph of a man seated at a table outside a cafe near the Jardin des Plantes. The man is middle-aged and unremarkable-looking but he is there. He will be there forever, and for me that must be enough.

“I think I might,” I reply. “But it won’t be the kind of book people are expecting.”

* * *

I am becoming used to this city, at least at a surface level. I am beginning to see how a life might be lived here. The metro especially has become familiar, a magic portal that transports me effortlessly from one historic vista to another. I think of the two years I spent living in London after I graduated, how at first I did not trust myself not to get lost and so used the tube for even the shortest journeys, only gradually and with the help of my A–Z linking familiar area with familiar area like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle until finally I could walk with confidence and with pleasure from one side of the city to the other across three whole travel zones.

I can see how I could do this with Paris also, given time. Online maps make the process easier. I walk the streets for hours as a virtual ant-man, experiencing a shudder of déjà vu when the following day I make the identical journey as a real person. Only my dreams – intense and disturbing, hard-focussed on events that never happened and on people I haven’t seen or spoken to in years – still hint at my sense of dislocation from this world, my desire to return to where I properly belong. My sleep is deep and cleansing – my body seems to insist on shutting down completely – but I still wake each morning with the feeling of being in transit. The days pass quickly, nonetheless. There is always somewhere to go, something to write.

Three days after my first meeting with Stewart Priddy I take the metro to Trocadéro so I can look at the Palais de Chaillot. This is where Marker imagined the survivors of his apocalypse hiding out, and again, there’s this strange World War Two connection, the now infamous photograph of Hitler in front of the Eiffel Tower with Speer and Breker, perhaps the most potent symbol of the Nazi occupation of Paris. When you step out of the underground and on to the wide, marble piazza that links the two vast wings of the Palais de Chaillot, the first thing you notice – because you can’t avoid it – is the Eiffel Tower. The second thing you notice is the long line of people queuing up to have their picture taken at the exact spot where Hitler and his architects were photographed more than a century ago in 1940.

At first I find it macabre, that anyone would choose to stand in his shoes. Then I realise that I am mistaken in my assumption, firstly because many of these young people will not be aware that the photograph exists – some will not know who Hitler was, even – and secondly because this particular photo opportunity never belonged solely to Hitler in the first place. He was simply the latest in a line, a line I see continuing in front of my eyes.

It is where anyone would naturally stand to get a shot of the Eiffel Tower: at the head of the steps, against the balustrade, the tower behind and the whole of Paris spread out like an embroidered carpet beyond. I dislike tourist traps – the incessant attention renders them flat, oddly colourless, postcard-sized – and this place is no exception, yet at the same time I cannot deny the power it holds. The tower is huge – much bigger, somehow, than I was expecting – and it is such a strange object, retaining its alien vitality in spite of its fame.

I find myself liking it, not least because it has defied my expectations. Yes, there is something of the Meccano set about it, but then I have always loved Meccano. My first sketches of the September Queen were built from Meccano, more air and sunlight than metal, and this tower is the same. The Palais de Chaillot itself is another matter. It is a horrible building, blockish and stalwart, an attempt at the Classical style with neither the grace nor the refinement that style exemplifies. What it reminds me of – ironically – is the vainglorious, megalomaniacal vision of Breker and Speer. Later, I read that the Palais was built in 1937 for the International Exhibition, that the old and beloved Palais de Trocadéro was demolished to make way for it.

A child of its time, then. I read also that Marker’s vision was prescient in more ways than one, that sometime in the 2010s urban explorers took over the network of passages beneath the Palais de Chaillot and created a secret cinema, various sleeping quarters and several bars. There is a community of these explorers, a kind of brotherhood. The idea is unsettling and at the same time heartening, a reminder that not all of a city’s citizens can be accounted for. I wonder if Marker knew about the underground brotherhood – les cataphiles, as they are called. Knowing Marker and his interest in fringe figures and outsiders, there is a good chance he did. Perhaps La Jetée is an expression of solidarity with them, who knows?

* * *

I leave the Trocadéro and head back into the city. Before returning to Les Récollets, I fulfil my promise to Maisie and visit the stamp market on the carré Marigny. Maisie is Christina’s daughter. She is nine years old as I write this, and the closest thing to having my own child that I will ever know.

I often wonder how I would have managed without Christina in my life. We met two years before The September Queen was published and not long after Denny and I split up, at a science fiction convention in Nottingham. I was standing in line at the bar – there was a long queue for drinks – and Christina happened to be standing behind me. Because of what happened with Denny I was still in that porous, unstable state that made it easy for me to strike up a conversation when normally I would have stared at the floor or gaped vapidly around the room rather than meet the eyes of the person next to me. Christina was still in a state of high excitement after meeting Anneliese Ryan at a book signing.

“Wasn’t her Guest of Honour speech amazing?” she said. She told me later that the only reason she had found the courage to attend the convention was knowing Ryan would be there.

“I liked Hadrian a lot,” I said. “I’ve been planning to go there, actually, check out the locations.”

There was a light in her eyes, a light that said consulting semi-defunct bus timetables and trekking for hours through the sodden Border country was about the most thrilling way she could imagine spending her time. She was wearing faded, vaguely unfashionable jeans and a black T-shirt with some sort of cephalopod stitched across it in purple and gold. We carried our drinks to a corner table and I told her I’d just had a story accepted at Intergalactic. She seemed as excited by the news as I had been myself.

“Are you a writer, too?” I asked.

She shook her head, vehemently. “That would spoil it – I mean, it would for me. It’s why I dropped English at school and concentrated on geography instead. I didn’t want anyone to tell me how I should feel about books, which books I should read, even. I never want to lose that feeling I get. Do you see what I mean?”

I said I did, even though it was something I had never thought about. Christina works for a firm of chartered surveyors. The jobs she enjoys most involve compiling reports of buildings at risk.

“The places I get to see,” she still says to me, often.

We did the Northumberland trip the following summer, staying in grotty bed-and-breakfasts and rooms above grotty pubs we liked pretending were haunted.

Perhaps some of them were.

Maisie’s father doesn’t even know he has a daughter. Maisie is still too young to mind about that, but she will, I know she will. Maybe I’ll be of help to her when that time comes, maybe I won’t. There is every chance she might even blame me, for not insisting Christina should tell him she was pregnant before he flew back to America and to the family he already had there.

So Maisie is half-American, like me. Her new passion is for stamp collecting, a hobby she pursues with a focus and a seriousness that might be disconcerting if it wasn’t so Maisie. I have no idea what sparked her initial interest and neither, she assures me, has Christina. If letters were rare in my mother’s time they are doubly so now. Stamps are still produced and still issued, but solely for the purpose of supplying the collectors’ market. Maisie, in her peculiar wisdom, seems to know this.

“I want old stamps,” she insists. “Like when the Queen was still alive.”

It is still not too difficult to find such things – at car boot sales and in junk shops, caches of old documents, online. Most have little value but this doesn’t seem to bother Maisie, who has already filled two albums as well as a sizeable number of envelopes she refers to as swaps.

She seems unable to articulate as yet exactly what it is about this hobby that so entrances her. Or perhaps she could, but doesn’t want to, perhaps her delight feels too private. When I ask her if any of her classmates collect stamps also she shakes her head and glances quickly away.

What she will talk about, incessantly, is the provenance and individual qualities of individual stamps: the year of issue and relative rarity, the occasion or personage it was issued to commemorate. How she keeps all this stuff in her head is another small miracle. I have no knowledge of philately myself, and before Maisie no interest in learning. I love hearing her talk, this eagle-eyed professor in a girl’s body. I have told her I will try and bring her some stamps from France. I want to keep my promise if I possibly can.

* * *

The stamp market is in the carré Marigny. I understand that the market is famous, that it has been going for more than a century. Nonetheless, when I emerge from the metro at Champs-Élysées Clemenceau I feel convinced that I’ve come to the wrong place, that there can be no stamp market here. The sudden barrage of tourists and traffic is bewildering. I am swept across the street in a wave of sightseers just as the lights change, with barely time to confirm that I am headed in the right direction, the Avenue de Marigny, a small park on my left as the map suggested. The tourists leave me stranded, streaming off upriver towards the Place de la Concorde. Away from the Technicolor glare of the Champs-Élysées the light seems different – limpid, less insistent, tinged with green. And there, lining a narrow gravelled cul-de-sac bordering the park is the stamp market: a broken, uneven line of covered stalls and trestle tables, a static carnival, a hushed breath of intimacy in this public place. A phenomenon so out of time it appears sepia-tinted, a postcard of itself. Customers stroll from stall to stall beneath the overhanging trees.

You can see the market for yourself if you go on YouTube. Just search for ‘Charade stamp market’ and you’ll soon find a clip taken from near the end of the 1963 spy caper starring Audrey Hepburn and Cary Grant, shot on location at the marché aux timbres in the carré Marigny. The market now includes stalls selling pin badges and used phone cards and movie merchandise, but the stamps are what people come for and even in a few brief moments the film does a good job of capturing the market’s ambience. What surprises me most of all is how many customers there are, all these people still interested in stamps, still knowledgeable about them, still swapping stories. They are not all old people either. I imagine some of the younger customers have never stuck a stamp on an actual letter in their lives.

Many of the stamps on sale seem prohibitively expensive. I am made nervous by my inexperience, my inability to tell a bargain from a costly mistake. I linger in front of one stall in particular, my interest caught by a line of shoe boxes filled with old letter envelopes, on sale for a euro each. The stamps on the envelopes are all postmarked – I know already from Maisie that this makes them more valuable. As I shuffle through them I find myself more captivated by the envelopes themselves than by the stamps: crumpled and blotted, many with small rips and other, unidentifiable marks. Some are stained with coffee rings, their faded, brownish arcs bisecting the handwriting beneath.

Addresses in London, Rome, Luanda, outlying districts of Paris that I will never get to see. For a moment I feel a flicker of the fascination Maisie finds in these artefacts, or that I imagine she finds, the sense that all these letters are snippets of history, a physical manifestation of time’s passing. I smooth my fingers over an air letter that was posted in Russia. I cannot read Cyrillic, and so cannot decipher the name of the sender or the address of the recipient. The portrait on the stamp is familiar though: Milena Vasilieva, the Russian cosmonaut who took part in the first manned orbit of Mars in 2033. The mission, which made use of the Hohmann transfer orbit, took just twenty-seven months to complete and kick-started the push for a manned landing on Mars some eight years later.

All six crew members were returned safely to Earth, although two of them – Janson and Field – experienced severe long-term health problems as a result of living in zero gravity for such a long period. Milena Vasilieva was one of two female crew members. My mother’s diary – the one written in the year leading up to the mission – mentions her often.

I feel light-headed and slightly nauseous. I grab the letter and five others – a random selection I don’t even look at until later – together with a packet of mixed stamps labelled ‘timbres commemoratifs (France)’. The combined package costs me twenty-five euros. The following day or the day after I purchase a decorative box from a gift shop in Montmartre and place the stamps inside. I hope Maisie will like the gift. I feel unaccountably relieved to see that the envelope with the Milena Vasilieva stamp does not stand out from the others, that it is just one of several items in the box, no more and no less interesting than the others. I do not imagine that Maisie will focus on it unduly, though I cannot entirely escape the notion that in giving her this stamp I am passing something on to her: an obsession, a preoccupation, a code she will most likely not recognise as such for now but might – could – decipher later.

When this book is published, for example. She will be able to find out where her stamps came from and why I bought them.

If she reads it, that is. A boring book by a boring uncle. Who says she’ll even care?

* * *

The thing is, I don’t remember my mother, not at all. I have memories, yes – memories of her image on TV, memories of people talking about her and sounding upset, of Dad endlessly never mentioning her at all – but that’s not the same thing. Up until three months ago, all I had was her letter and what I read in the media.

What I have now, since I found her diaries, are her memories of me.

* * *

“It must have been like – I don’t know,” Stewart says. “Even just seeing her handwriting.”

He exhales, as if he has just set down a heavy object and is trying to regain his equilibrium. I can read the words that are flooding his mind so easily it’s as if they’ve been flashed on to a screen above his head: it must have been like she’d come back from the dead. I can read them because I have thought them myself. It’s what we do when the unthinkable happens – reach for the soap opera clichés, because they’re the only way we can process what has occurred.

The words aren’t accurate, actually, although I had to hear them in my own head first before I understood that.

Jocelyn Tooker had never been dead to me because she had never been alive. Not properly, not as someone I could remember as a physical presence. Joss had been an idea – an idea I was supposed to respond to but didn’t know how.

Finding her diaries changed that. Her words made her real.

* * *

When Stewart called and asked if I’d have dinner with him I said yes, but only if he let me pay. “Dress up,” I said. I felt like an idiot as soon as I ended the call. What if he misconstrued me? What if he didn’t have anything to wear except T-shirt and jeans? As it happens I am right – except the jeans are skintight Armanis and the T-shirt is of the kind you see on runway models.

His hair is combed back from his forehead and I see he is wearing a single drop earring, a beautiful gold skull.

“Fancy,” I say, quietly.

He laughs. “Not fancy enough. I was worried they might not let me in here without a tie.”

The restaurant I have chosen for our rendezvous is in a side street near the Opéra, one of those places you read about in the Sunday supplements, and ridiculously expensive, but why not? I will be leaving Paris in less than a week. I am aware of myself, constructing a memory, but there again, why not?

Later, as we are finishing our main courses, I want to tell Stewart that he is the first person apart from Christina that I have told about my mother’s letter, but that would mean explaining Christina, and I find I don’t want to talk about her, not tonight, not now. Instead I ask him what comes next for him, what he is intending to do when he returns to the States.

“Finish up my Master’s, apply for jobs.” He shrugs. “I want to go and work in Alaska, actually, so long as my sister’s OK with that. She and Dad were close, and if she’d rather I stuck around for a year I’ll keep on with the gardening work until she’s more settled, but hey, I think she’ll be fine.”

“Alaska?”

“Yeah. Forestry management. I love it up there.”

Once or twice, our hands touch. When eventually we are outside on the street again I think – I wonder – about kissing him and then think again.

“We’ll be keeping in touch, right?” Stewart says.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” I tell him what I really want, which is for him to delete my number from his phone, right now, and then go back to his hotel, that we should resist the temptation to try and stay in contact, that this should be it. “I want you to be—” I stammer, but never finish the sentence, which is pretty corny. “I want to think of you over there in Alaska, reading my books and living your life and sometimes wondering how I am. Does that make sense?”

His face is partially in shadow, and hard to read. After a moment he gets out his phone and I see him scrolling through his contacts. He touches the screen, once, twice.

“Done,” he says.

Does he get it? I can only hope so. I hope he’s not angry, or upset. If he is upset I think – for this moment at least – my heart would break.

We stand there in the street, facing each other in the silent space outside the restaurant. After a moment we kiss after all. Then Stewart Priddy turns and walks away. I watch him cross the road, heading towards the metro. He does not look back.

* * *

I think: this is something you do, the same as when you broke up with Denny. It’s as if you can’t allow yourself to believe in the future, as if—

As if what? Having my mother leave me for Mars when I was three made me terrified of commitment?

A convenient fiction, but I know it’s bullshit. The truth is that I am happier alone. I have been for years. I work better that way.

* * *

Two days before my return flight to Glasgow, I take the metro back out to Jussieu, walk once more along the rue Linné to the Jardin des Plantes. I do not buy a ticket for the museum – I have seen what is in there. I sit on a bench in the gardens instead, watching the people come and go and wondering if I will ever visit this place again.

After the Indian summer of my first fortnight in the city, the temperature is beginning to fall, and for the second time in the last three days I am wearing my puffer jacket. The sun is still bright, though. Last night when I Skyped with Christina she told me frost had been forecast.

I am longing to be home. Now that I have finally made the decision to write my mother’s story I am eager to begin the work in earnest: the gathering of information, the research, the interviews, the gradual piecing together of a life. Paris has been – what? – an anteroom, a prelude, a space to draw breath. A test of nerve, even. I have never tried to write in this way before. Am I capable? Let’s see.

* * *

My father once said to me that he went to Paris with his heart full of dreams. He expected that trip to be the beginning of his life as an artist, a kind of baptism. I have always imagined my mother’s time in Paris as a joyful time, an inconsequential but happy episode, a celebration with friends before diving back into the business of reality. Her meeting with my father was pure happenstance. It made her time in this city important, but not specifically. If they had happened to meet in New York, or at Euston station, then nothing about their lives together would have been different.

And yet, in her diaries, there are passages that suggest the opposite. A trip to Notre Dame, where she lit a candle, she said, ‘for all of us, for the danger we face’. A memory of an historic tree in this very garden, Pinus nigra, planted by Antoine Laurent Jussieu in 1774.

‘I feel I want to cling to this tree, to communicate with it somehow, to wrap my arms around its trunk and whisper sorry, sorry, sorry, oh, we are so stupid…’

As if Paris, for Joss, was the culmination of something, the moment that decided her, the end of her life here on Earth. I think of her, like Marker, imagining the ruins of Paris and feeling a woe so raw that she cannot not act. My father, caught in the final, future moments of his own enchantment. How tempting it is, to read our own lives into a film. But then maybe that is what art is for.

* * *

I wish I could tell my mother that her tree is still here, that I have rested my hand against its silvery trunk and felt that curious power that all trees have, like a heartbeat but different, the steady, greenish pulse of an alien life force.

I know that Joss was here, that the tree was here also. And that is something, too.

* * *

The Bruce Willis character in Twelve Monkeys is a direct analogue of the unnamed protagonist of La Jetée, only he has more agency. He is desperate for his mission to succeed. The man in La Jetée seems not to care about the fate of the world. What he wants, above all, is to return to the past.

* * *

It is Saturday, the last Saturday before the clocks go back. There are many people here in the Jardin des Plantes, enjoying what may be the last of the autumn sunshine. Tomorrow it will rain, and I will be filled suddenly and unexpectedly with the ache of leaving. A few moments before I get up to go, a young woman walks past, gazing about herself as if she has lost something, vaguely anxious. The sun shines on her hair, which is wild with curls, held back from her forehead in a floral bandana. A second later a child dashes up to her, a boy in knee-length khaki shorts and a Breton T-shirt. He looks to be about four years old, maybe five. He is skinny as a matchstick, but bursting with health.

“Maman!” he cries. “Maman!”

He slips his hand into hers, the action fluid and casual and moulded by certainty. He knows the hand will always be there, he does not have to think. He is chattering excitedly about a tree, a tree that is three hundred years old, or nearly, that it’s just over here and she must come with him to look at it right now.

“Three hundred years?” The woman laughs. “As old as Papa?”

She ruffles his hair with her free hand and lets herself be led towards the historic pine tree. She is smiling, and when she turns momentarily towards me her smile does not fade.

I would like to say that our eyes meet, but they don’t, not really, she is looking across at some other people, two women, perhaps she knows them. She holds her boy by the hand, and in that moment it is as if I am the child, that this is my memory, that it was not my mother who told me about the tree but the other way around. Even though I know I was never here in this place before now, that this moment could never have happened, I feel the warmth of her fingers in mine, hear the words she thinks to herself, soft as a whisper, strong as steel – my son.


A PRINCESS OF MARS: SVETLANA BELKINA AND TARKOVSKY’S LOST MOVIE AELITA

I first saw Solaris, the film by Andrei Tarkovsky, when I was fourteen years old. It was a Saturday. You have to remember that this was before the internet. Weekends and school holidays had a different texture then. Time seemed to pass more slowly, especially for children. Just four TV channels, and if the weather was bad and you couldn’t get outside, the choice for Saturday afternoon would often come down to watching Grandstand or doing your homework. When I look back on such afternoons now – the velour-covered sofa unit in our back room, the eighteen-inch big-box television set, the peculiar sense of hiatus between the end of the old life that included our father and the new life to come – I find myself imagining them as they might have appeared through the lens of Tarkovsky: the brownish, interminable dampness of a British autumn.

I was just beginning to be interested in Russian literature. For me at that time, anything Russian was tinged with an intensity that felt peculiarly personal and – because of the Cold War, still rumbling on – vaguely illicit, as if I were in the throes of a secret affair with Russia herself. I didn’t go into the living room with the intention of watching television that day – I was just passing through on my way to the kitchen to make a cup of tea. But the sound of Russian voices coming from the TV set was enough to make me stop what I was doing instantly and ask my brother, slumped on the sofa, what he was watching.

“Just some weird film,” he said, or words to that effect. If I were to ask him about it now he would probably remember – he has a good memory – but we have never discussed it. I have seen Solaris four or five times since then. I still remember the sense of triumph I felt, some fifteen years after that first chance encounter, when I finally tracked down the music that accompanies the opening titles. The credits identify it as ‘Prelude in F minor, by J. S. Bach’. I wonder if anyone realised how many preludes in F minor Bach had written.

It’s BWV 639, for those who are interested, Ich ruf zu Dir, Herr Jesu Christ, the one in the Orgelbüchlein. It still sends goosebumps down my spine from the very first note.

* * *

Stanislaw Lem did not like Tarkovsky’s treatment of his novel, Solaris. He referred to the film adaptation disparagingly as Dostoevsky in space. Lem’s novel is a miniature masterpiece of intriguing ideas – about communication and alien intelligence, how alien systems of thought might be apprehended by human beings and vice versa. Tarkovsky did not care for science fiction. Like a number of Soviet artists, he turned to what he thought of as fantasy as a convenient means of bypassing the Party censor. In interviews he gave afterwards, once he was living in the West, he claimed Solaris as the worst of his films, and said he believed the movie would have been better had he been able to dispense with the idea of the space station and the alien planet entirely.

And yet there must have been something about science fiction that attracted him. Less than a decade after completing Solaris, Tarkovsky returned to the genre for his fifth feature, Stalker, an adaptation of Arkady and Boris Strugatsky’s 1977 science fiction classic Roadside Picnic. For many years, Stalker was not available on VHS, and so it was some while before I was able to see the movie for myself. When I finally did, I fell in love all over again. I knew the Strugatskys’ novel well by then, and although the correlation between book and film is somewhat elliptical, I never saw that as a problem. As with all the greatest screen adaptations, Tarkovsky has taken the source material and remade it in his own image, producing a new work of art that is uniquely his vision.

In the case of both Stalker and Solaris, the way Tarkovsky interpreted science fiction ideas exerted a profound influence on me, both in the way I thought about science fiction and how I came to write it. What Tarkovsky was doing wasn’t new. You could argue it was simply a variant on what J. G. Ballard had begun with his explorations of ‘inner space’ a decade before. But Tarkovsky’s particular iconography – his use of landscape, his mastery of the long take, the ways he found of integrating painting and music into his work – seemed to encapsulate ideas I barely knew how to grapple with yet that to me seemed essential. The result was a kind of abject timelessness, a portrait of a future robbed of its futurity.

For Andrei Tarkovsky, the idea of a science fiction bound by particular rules or orthodoxies was not just anathema, it was irrelevant. He grabbed what he needed and made his own thing. I was an instant disciple.

* * *

There is nothing in the official literature about Tarkovsky’s Aelita – it is difficult to talk about something that doesn’t exist – and if it hadn’t been for my background interest in Russian science fiction, I would probably never have stumbled across it, either. In September 2010 there was a week-long festival of Soviet science fiction cinema at the BFI. Solaris and Stalker were shown alongside films by Konstantin Lopushansky such as Dead Man’s Letters and The Ugly Swans – also based on a Strugatsky novel – the popular 1980s children’s TV show Guest from the Future, adapted from a novel by Kir Bulychov, as well as Soviet film classics Per Aspera ad Astra and The Inquest of Pilot Pirx. Also showing was Yakov Protozanov’s 1924 film Aelita, based upon the novel by Alexei Tolstoy.

Aelita was the first full-length science fiction feature film ever made. It is also the earliest known example of Russian science fiction cinema, but I didn’t choose to see it, not then, anyway. I have never been particularly interested in early cinema, and the screening of Aelita happened to coincide with the UK premiere of Mariana, a 1976 film by the Russian-Polish director Martin Stankevich and much more my area. Mariana is a time-slip fantasy, freely based upon an 1839 novella by Vladimir Odoevsky. The Cosmorama tells the story of an adolescent boy who becomes obsessed with the scenes and figures he glimpses inside the mysterious, shadowy depths of a magical picture-box. As a young man, he falls in love with one of them, the Countess, whose abusive husband may actually be a vampire.

The Countess – or Mariana, as she is named in Stankevich’s film – is played by Svetlana Belkina, a Muscovite who emigrated to the West in 1985. Belkina settled in Paris, and went on to star in a series of French arthouse movies. The roles she played – a chess champion, a spy, a World War Two aviator, a pianist, a political prisoner – tended to typecast her as a Soviet defector, but were nonetheless intelligently written and well received. Belkina was twenty-seven when she played Mariana. A commemorative book published to coincide with the BFI festival reproduced a number of stills from the film, alongside interviews with Martin Stankevich and Belkina herself.

When she was asked – predictably – what had prompted her decision to defect from the USSR, Belkina stated that she was uncomfortable with the word. My decision to leave Russia had nothing to do with politics, she insisted. My friends, my work, my family – everything for me was in Russia. But there was a tragedy – my twin brother Petya died – and then the film I was supposed to make with Andrei Tarkovsky, Aelita, never happened. I needed a change. In fact, because of what happened with my brother I could not bear to be in Russia any more. I did not want to leave, but I was too sad to stay.

If you read up on Svetlana Belkina you will find nominal references to her brother Pyotr, an engineer who was killed in a diving accident in the Black Sea resort of Sochi in 1978. You will not find any mention of a Tarkovsky film project called Aelita. Unbelievably, the interviewer in the BFI book did not pick up on it either, though when I read through the article again I saw it was actually a reprint, a translated transcript of an interview published in a French celebrity magazine ten years before. I guessed that the interviewer was probably more used to asking actors about their private lives than their films.

With my interest in Tarkovsky I felt frustrated that an opportunity to gain information about a hitherto undocumented part of the director’s work – possibly a lost movie – had been allowed to slip past. I scoured the internet repeatedly and obsessively, hoping something more might eventually surface. I had more or less given up hope, when suddenly, early last year, something did.

* * *

Everyone knows what it’s like with internet rabbit holes. I was researching material for an article on Tatyana Tolstaya’s remarkable post-apocalyptic novel The Slynx, the way Tolstaya’s future scenario reflects the social and environmental degradation of post-Soviet Russia. One link led to another until I found myself reading a piece on Tolstaya’s grandfather, the same Alexei Tolstoy who had written Aelita. Tolstoy was a pioneer of Russian science fiction, the article said. His Martian adventure Aelita has seen numerous screen adaptations, including the 1924 masterpiece of silent cinema directed by Yakov Protozanov, Andras Rajna’s 1980 Hungarian TV version, and the hugely popular Russian animation from the 1960s. This animated series, which narrowly escaped destruction in a warehouse fire, has been fully restored and now enjoys something of a cult status. Less fortunate was the project scripted in outline by Andrei Tarkovsky. Although remarkably little information about Tarkovsky’s Aelita survives, it is believed the director drafted a treatment for the film at some point during the famously tortuous production of his 1979 movie, Stalker. The project was later abandoned when Tarkovsky left Russia for Italy to begin filming his penultimate feature, Nostalghia (1983).

Again, there was no further information, but what struck me immediately was that the dates mentioned in the article coincided exactly with those suggested by Svetlana Belkina in her 1998 interview for the French celebrity magazine. Mariana was first released in 1976. Stalker went into production in 1977, though an error in film processing meant that all the footage from that first shoot had to be discarded. The second shoot began a year later, in the June of 1978. It was at least possible that Tarkovsky thought about switching to another project in the interim. Certainly he was angry enough about the damaged film – he always believed it had been sabotaged – to consider abandoning Stalker altogether.

Tarkovsky held the work of other directors in scant regard, and I cannot imagine him feeling anything but contempt for the work of Martin Stankevich, whose key influence lies in the gothic excess of early Hammer films. Belkina herself would have been a different matter. She is luminous as Mariana, a young woman whose ability to talk with ghosts renders her not only remarkable, but also vulnerable to manipulation by the odious Count. Tarkovsky would probably have condemned Stankevich’s treatment of the source text as frivolous. He would have been captivated by Belkina’s performance, though. How could he not have been? It is well known that Tarkovsky believed in ghosts as a demonstrable reality. In the scene where Belkina as Mariana appears to communicate with the spirit of her murdered sister – her gently lowered eyelashes, her fingers pressed together as if in prayer – there is already something of the otherworldly Tarkovsky heroine about her.

Many of those who were closest to Tarkovsky during the Stalker days are now scattered, or dead. I realised the only person who might be able to give me a reliable account of the Aelita project – if indeed such a project ever existed – was Svetlana Belkina herself. Not long after filing my article on Tatyana Tolstaya, I tracked down Belkina’s agent and requested that she pass on my contact details to her client, as I was eager to interview her for an article I was researching on horror cinema in the Soviet Union. Somewhat to my surprise, the agent not only replied, but also brought the welcome news that Belkina had given permission for me to contact her by email.

* * *

In Russia, Aelita is as well regarded and beloved as H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine or War of the Worlds are in Britain. That the novel is not so well known outside its homeland as Edgar Rice Burroughs’s John Carter of Mars, say, or Jules Verne’s From the Earth to the Moon, is due in part to there being no adequate English translation, although the distinctly Soviet message enshrined in the text has certainly not helped to increase its popularity. In contrast with Yevgeny Zamyatin’s savage dystopian satire We, which was written at more or less the same time, Aelita appears to be fully compliant with Bolshevik ideals. For anyone interested in early science fiction, Tolstoy’s novel offers a fascinating insight into the political climate of post-revolutionary Russia.

The story it tells is relatively simple. An eccentric engineer, Mstislav Los’, has designed a spacecraft to fulfil his dream of journeying to Mars. His advertisement for a travelling companion is answered by Alexei Gusev, a hot-headed Red Army soldier eager for a new adventure. The craft, driven by a super-powerful explosive called Ultralyddite, completes the flight successfully and our two heroes set out to explore the alien planet. What they discover is a world in crisis, a starkly divided society on the brink of catastrophic climate change. As Gusev prepares to lead the oppressed underclass in an act of revolution, Los’ is more preoccupied with the scientific and philosophical implications of their violent first contact. Moreover, he finds himself falling in love with Aelita, the daughter of Mars’s de facto ruler, the Engineer Toscoob. As Gusev’s revolutionary insurrection spirals out of control, the two cosmonauts flee for their lives from the giant spiders that infest the labyrinth beneath the Martian city.

I first encountered Alexei Tolstoy as the author of the epic trilogy Road to Calvary. The first volume, Sisters, was published in 1921 and portrays a Russia on the brink of war and civil unrest. Tolstoy was living in Paris at the time, a vocal member of the anti-Bolshevik immigrant community. By the time Aelita was published in 1923, he had shifted his allegiance. Creatively stifled by a life in exile, he returned to what was now the Soviet Union and threw his intellectual weight behind the Bolshevik cause.

Aelita reflects this personal crisis in interesting ways. Los’, in mourning for his wife, feels isolated from his former existence. Gusev is unable to conceive of an identity other than that of soldier. Even on Mars, nothing is stable: the old order is ending, with the ruling class determined to destroy all vestiges of their achievements rather than bear witness to a slow decline. Aelita pits personal tension – human love – against revolutionary conflict and discovers that they are equal and opposite forces. Indeed, in an unlikely corollary with Marxist dialectic, you could almost say that one begets the other.

It is difficult to imagine Tarkovsky being interested in the more outlandishly science-fictional aspects of the novel: the pulse-powered space-egg, a war between alien races on a drought-stricken Mars. And yet the heroes of this story – the embittered intellectual Mstislav Los’, the misguided adventurer Alexei Gusev – sit tantalisingly close to being Tarkovskian archetypes. Add to that the desolate, half-ruined landscape of a ruptured world. And Aelita herself, of course, who with her delicate beauty and spiritual intelligence seems the ultimate personification of a Tarkovsky muse.

It is interesting to note that in his own 1924 adaptation, Yakov Protozanov concentrated his attention on those same aspects of the story that would most likely have been of interest to Tarkovsky. Protozanov’s film suggests the Martian expedition is nothing but a dream, that raising a new life from the ruins of the old is the only future possible. It is a fascinating piece of work, at both the historical and the artistic level. You could almost call it proto-Tarkovsky. The original music for the film was written by Shostakovich, who himself played the piano to accompany the movie’s first screenings in Leningrad.

* * *

Svetlana Belkina lives in Meudon, a south-western suburb of Paris not far from Versailles. Meudon seems to have bagged more than its fair share of artists, writers and musicians down the centuries, most famously Auguste Rodin but also Rabelais, Gwen John, Jean Arp, Jean-Paul Sartre, Louis-Ferdinand Céline, Marcel Dupré, even Richard Wagner. Meudon also seems to have attracted more than its fair share of Russians. From the time of the revolution and even before, Russians flocked to Meudon in droves, so much so that when I was studying Russian at university, those students unable to find year abroad placements in the Soviet Union were offered residencies at the Russian language school in Meudon instead.

A good friend of mine from my final year had a boyfriend there, a translator and screenwriter named Volodya. My friend was forever cutting her Friday lectures so she could fly out to Paris to spend the weekend with him. Their relationship was tempestuous, like something from a Russian novel. She abandoned him for a German eventually, an executive for one of the big Swiss confectionary companies. My friend told me she left Volodya because the German was more fun to be around, though I came to suspect it was also because he had more money.

I emailed back and forth with Svetlana Belkina for months before she agreed to see me. I understood why she was cautious. She said it wasn’t as bad for her as for those she called the big stars, but she had experienced harassment more than a few times over the years, not so much from directors, she said, as from journalists pressing her for salacious details about her private life.

“Mostly it wasn’t even me they were interested in,” she said. “Mostly they hadn’t even heard of me until they looked me up on Wikipedia. They wanted stuff about the guys – guys I’ve worked with, guys they thought I’d slept with.” She made an open-handed gesture. “If I really had slept with those guys, even I would want details.”

Belkina’s residence, on the outskirts of Meudon and not far from the Musée Rodin, was a two-storey white-painted villa with blue shutters, a large, open-plan living space on the first floor, a mimosa tree overhanging the paved courtyard at the front. There was nothing to distinguish it from the other, equally attractive houses to either side, not even a coded keypad on the gate. The villa was like Belkina herself, I thought: beautiful without being ostentatious. Belkina told me she’d lived in the same house for thirty years, ever since she’d first come to Paris, more or less.

I think she trusted me because of my interest in Russian literature. That was what we wrote to each other about, first of all, and I had the feeling, as with most Russian expats I have met and spent time with, that in some fundamental sense she had never left.

I booked into a hotel in Montparnasse, the same place I stayed at when my publisher brought me over to Paris to promote The September King. On the RER out to Meudon, I wondered what it must have been like for Belkina when she first arrived, coming to a country she barely knew with the life she had left behind her irreparably broken.

“No one can understand how things were for me and Petya,” she said. “Only other twins. Petya hated the film world – all that bullshit – but he was always there for me. I think to be honest that’s why I could never really settle with anyone. Most men, you know, they don’t want a partner, they want a mirror. In the film world that goes double.”

She chuckled. I was surprised by how much she laughed. The women she played in her films were emotionally distant and sometimes vindictive. Belkina was open and friendly and seemed completely at ease with herself. She had a buffet lunch laid out, blini with sour cream and condiments and a buckwheat salad.

“Grisha made it,” she said. I learned later that Grisha was Grigori Solovenko, a screenwriter with whom Belkina shared what she described as an understanding, though they did not live together. “I’m a disaster in the kitchen. Mostly we go out.”

She explained how when her brother was still alive, she had never accepted a role without consulting him first. “Petya read all my scripts. He had a fine instinct for what would work for me. One of the only arguments we ever had was about the Aelita film. He said I shouldn’t do it and I told him he was crazy. That was just a couple of months before he died. We had made friends again by then of course, but I could never get over the feeling that the movie was, well, that it was not meant to be.”

“Didn’t your brother like the script?”

“There was no script, not a full script anyway, but it wasn’t about that. Petya said I shouldn’t work with Tarkovsky because the man was a bastard and he’d ruin my life, and hadn’t I heard what happened with Natalya Bondarchuk? I said I didn’t care if he was a bastard, he was a genius and even if he did want to sleep with me, so what? I was never going to kill myself over some guy. Then I asked him if he was jealous. Petya went white, you know, like a ghost, and for a moment I almost thought that I was seeing his ghost.” She folded her hands in her lap and leaned back in her chair. “I still wonder,” she said. “For a second, did I see the future? I don’t know.”

* * *

Natalya Bondarchuk was the actor who first introduced Tarkovsky to Solaris. Lem’s books were massively popular in both his native Poland and in Russia, and Tarkovsky believed that adapting a bestseller such as Solaris might work to his advantage. He offered Bondarchuk the role of Hari, and the two soon became caught up in a passionate affair. Once the film had finished production, Tarkovsky dropped her. In an uneasy and perhaps intended parallel with the action of the movie, Bondarchuk attempted suicide.

When I first saw Solaris as a teenager I found it almost unbearably romantic. As an expression of longing, of regret, of alienation it appeared to encapsulate everything I admired in Russian art. I can still see all these same qualities in the film, and taken purely as a piece of cinema my feelings about the work remain unchanged.

I find the subtext trickier to navigate. The first time I wrote at any length about Tarkovsky – an essay about Roadside Picnic for an American science fiction magazine – happened to coincide with the publication in English of Ludmilla Boyadzheva’s Life on the Cross, the first full-length biographical study of Tarkovsky and an invaluable exploration of his life and work. Through interviews and diary entries, Boyadzheva reveals details of Tarkovsky’s personal life that were not widely known until then, let alone discussed.

In his diary for 1974, Tarkovsky writes that ‘a woman’s nature consists of the following: subordination, humiliation in the name of love’. In an interview with the Czech writer and journalist Irena Brežná he goes even further: ‘a woman does not have her own inner world and should not have one. Her inner world should be completely dissolved into the world of the man.’ I find it impossible to read those sentences without thinking dick. Such sentiments are not just sexist, they’re stupid, part of a worldview that can only have been formed as a result of insufficient self-questioning, not to mention a monstrous ego.

Of course, such comments were of less concern when Tarkovsky was still alive, when his very presence in the West was a feather in the cap of capitalist supremacy. Anything that crept out – Tarkovsky’s insistence that ‘a director’s work requires intimacy with the actress’, for example – would have been quietly filed away under ‘artistic temperament’ or ‘Russian mysticism’.

In the world of literary criticism, the fashion for a long time was to consider and evaluate the art in isolation from the life and mores and personality of the artist. How far is that possible, though? Is it possible to separate Tarkovsky’s stated views on women from the fact that all the women in his films are saintly mothers, unfathomable muses, or embittered crones? Is it possible to watch Solaris and not remember Tarkovsky’s treatment of Natalya Bondarchuk, an aspect of the film’s production history that is still excised from most readily available summaries?

In the words of Svetlana Belkina, I don’t know. We can choose to ignore these details, I suppose, but for the sake of our own intellectual honesty we should not unsee them.

* * *

“Did you tell your brother you were still going to take the role of Aelita if Tarkovsky offered it to you?” I asked Belkina.

“Of course. There was nothing I wouldn’t tell Petya. Talking was like breathing with us – to not tell something would have been impossible, like ceasing to exist. He said he would support my decision. That was the last we spoke of it.”

“And what about the film? What happened?”

Belkina sighed. She was wearing loose grey trousers in a soft jersey material, a long-sleeved black polo-necked jumper, an eye-catching silver bangle shaped like a snake. She reminded me of Annette Bening as Gloria Grahame in Film Stars Don’t Die in Liverpool: not old, not young, just magnificent somehow, with that same inexpressible aura that is called star quality. “I was thinking before you came, how strange it is, to be talking about these things finally. Everything was so mixed up with Petya’s accident. I had to get out, to get away, and then afterwards, once I was here, no one knew Petya or even knew about him, so I never spoke of what had happened. Three months that disappeared from my life, gone like that.” She clicked her fingers. “They called it the Iron Curtain, but I always thought of it like a mirror. You can see what’s there and you can describe it but the worlds can never meet. For a long time I liked to pretend that Petya was there, on the other side of the mirror, that so long as I didn’t try to reach him he would still be alive.”

* * *

If the Aelita project had come to fruition, there is a chance Tarkovsky would never have left the Soviet Union. If Tarkovsky had never left the Soviet Union, there is a chance he might still be alive today. Who knows what masterpieces we were deprived of by his early death? Even that one film, the missing Aelita, is a loss to cinema, and to science fiction cinema in particular. Imagine a world in which Andrei Tarkovsky lived on, past the fall of the Berlin wall and into the dawn of a new Russia. Not a better world, but a different one. A world beyond the mirror, unreachable.

* * *

“You have read the novel, Aelita?” Belkina asked me. When I confirmed that I had she nodded, then smiled. “It is a silly thing really, more like a children’s book. It is strange to think of this now, but I remember Petya and I arguing about it like mad when we were kids. Petya loved Aelita. I think he saw himself as the kind of boy who would have answered that advertisement, you know, the one asking for a companion to travel to Mars. But the book drove me crazy, the way the two of them flew all the way to Mars and all they could think of once they got there was to shoot things. I thought the Red Army soldier was a complete idiot. Petya said what else is he going to do, he’s just come back from a war and you expect him to behave normally? I said that’s how wars start in the first place – by giving men excuses to kill people. Nothing terrifies a man more than the thought of a woman with a weapon, have you ever noticed that?”

She poured herself more wine. “One thing you could say for Andrei is that he thought the soldier in the novel was an idiot, too. He wanted to rewrite Gusev as a soldier who wished to leave Earth to get away from war completely. He had an actor picked out to play him – Leonid Krylov. He was very thin, and had this strange way of looking at you – as if he thought you might be God, or the devil. That was Andrei’s Gusev. Mstislav Los’ was going to be played by Vanya Rushchok, who was always getting cast as provincial schoolmasters or accounts clerks. You can just imagine the two of them on a mission to Mars. Not exactly your typical heroes, but Andrei was never interested in heroes.”

“What was he like? Tarkovsky, I mean.”

She shrugged. “I met him twice. The first time was when my friend Marina Vasilieva, who was also in Mariana, took me to meet him in a bar, just around the corner from Mosfilm. He called me up a month later and asked if I would do a screen test. I thought it would be in the studio but he said no, he needed outside light. There was a guy with him who I later realised was Georgi Rerberg, Andrei’s director of photography. We drove out to this building site – there was part of a block of flats there but it hadn’t been finished and there was still scaffolding, machinery, sacks of concrete that had become wet and gone solid, you would need a bulldozer to move them. There were thorn bushes everywhere, like the building had started growing them out of its windows. But the strangest thing was that right next door to all this rubble there was a church – a tiny white church with golden domes. I had to put on a white dress and walk slowly across the building site towards the church. That was it. I could hear Andrei and Rerberg talking to each other while I was walking but I was too far away to hear what they said. Andrei told me to take off my shoes but not to look down. I was terrified I was going to step on a piece of metal or something and cut myself. Apart from that they didn’t really talk to me. My hair was long then, the way it was in Mariana, so long that I could sit on it. Petya called it my mermaid hair. One of the first things I did when I came to Paris was to have it cut short.”

* * *

According to Belkina, Tarkovsky’s vision for Aelita was similar to Protozanov’s in that the Mars mission was not supposed to be interpreted as a real event. In Tarkovsky’s treatment, the journey was part of a recurring nightmare experienced by the main character Mstislav Los’, whose closest friend from university, Alexei Gusev, is shot and killed by Red Army soldiers who mistake him for a deserter. Los’ feels guilty for the attraction he feels towards Gusev’s girlfriend, Aelita, with whom he is ultimately unable to form a relationship.

As with both Stalker and Solaris, Tarkovsky’s interest in future technology, alien life, travel to other planets was minimal to non-existent. For Tarkovsky, the main theme of Aelita was the philosophical impossibility of escape.

“Why did Tarkovsky abandon the project?” I asked Belkina. “Did he ever write a full screenplay?”

“So far as I know, there was only the treatment. There were problems with Larisa, I think, his wife. One of the mechanics – an assistant who worked with Georgi Rerberg – told me Larisa had said I would be in the film ‘over her dead body’. I know I shouldn’t say this, but my friend Marina said Larisa could be a real bitch.”

“Because she was jealous?”

“Maybe, but mainly because she wanted, you know, to be at the centre of attention all the time. She never met me but she hated me anyway. So there was that, but then also they got the green light to go back to Talinn and film Stalker again. You know that story too?”

“About the cancer that killed Tarkovsky being the direct result of exposure to toxic chemicals?”

Belkina nodded. “Andrei, Larisa, Tolya – Anatoly Solonitsyn, who played the writer – they all were inside that old factory where they shot all those scenes, they all died from the same rare type of cancer, Andrei and Tolya were both dead in less than ten years. You can’t tell me that was normal.”

“What was he like?”

“You asked me that already. This was forty years ago now, when I met him. I was – what is the word? – star-struck. He barely noticed anything about me except how I looked in front of the camera. What more can I say? He was a bastard, probably, like most men. But at least he made some sense out of being a bastard. If Petya had not died, if Andrei had not left Russia, we might still be working together, who knows? I can’t say I’m not sorry that our lives turned out differently but there were other films, another life, even without Petya. Look, I want to show you something.”

* * *

Most people with an interest in Russian cinema know that Tarkovsky liked to use Polaroids as test shots. You can even buy a book of them, a limited edition album put together by the Italian photographer Giovanni Chiaramonte and Tarkovsky’s younger son Andrei. The book came out while I was still working as a bookseller at Foyles. I always meant to get a copy but never did, because it was quite expensive, even with the staff discount. Copies available on Amazon now change hands for a hundred and fifty pounds and more.

I am old enough to remember the Polaroid camera as new technology. With the early ones, you had to hold the print under your arm in a little cardboard folder – the chemicals used your body heat to bring out the colours.

Polaroid photos were mostly awful – lopsided snaps of your gran getting drunk at Christmas or your dad in flared jeans. Small moments in time. I think people took them more for the fun of seeing them develop than for the images themselves. The pictures went green in the end because the colours were unstable. What is fascinating about them now is the world they evoke, a seventies world of Sunday lunches and strike banners, the Queen’s Silver Jubilee and Greenham Common, Reagan and Thatcher. The world before the Wall fell.

I remember that day. I was sick in bed with the flu and feeling like death but still, I remember thinking, that’s it then, that’s the end of that problem.

Twelve years, that’s all we had. Twelve years before the world was split in two again by a whole new fuck-up.

Anyway, the point is, Tarkovsky’s Polaroids are something else entirely. There is the same sense of fleeting glimpses attached to them, the same feeling of impermanence, but the similarity with family snapshots ends there. In Tarkovsky’s hands, the Polaroid camera becomes a magic box, a memory palace, a cosmorama. The snapshots, with their greenish cast, look a hundred years old, more like daguerreotypes and with that same incipient sense of mystery about them, snatches of a world long departed.

The lambent, feathery light of time in stasis.

I suppose what I am trying to say is that Tarkovsky’s Polaroids look like stills from a Tarkovsky film. The series of Polaroids Belkina showed me, taken at the vacant lot beside the Bogatyrskaya church, just to the north of Moscow city centre, were like stills from the film of Aelita Tarkovsky never made.

A young woman in a white dress, her bare feet mottled with brick dust, honey-coloured hair to her waist. An abandoned church, its bronze domes gleaming with the light of Chinese lanterns, shining dimly through a sepia-tinted dusk. The shattered glass of a ruined windowpane, three gaunt isosceles triangles, like rotting teeth.

“Andrei gave these to me, after the shoot,” Belkina said. “There were others, I think. More than are here, anyway. I don’t know what happened to them. I’ve never shown these to anyone, only Grigori. They remind me of Petya, I don’t know why. Because it all happened the same summer, probably. They would be worth a lot of money now but I’ll never sell them.”

* * *

Belkina asked: “What is your favourite moment from Andrei’s films?”

I answered without hesitation. “The horse in the rainstorm, from near the beginning of Solaris. The teacups on the table, overflowing.”

She nodded. “Yes, and when you think of that scene you know it tells you something about the world. Not just the world, but the experience of living in it. Of being alive and having a purpose and not wanting it to end, not even when it’s painful. You ask a man what he believes about women and you’ll get some foolish answer, because they don’t know what they’re talking about. Not even a man like Andrei, who could talk about films and about art like he was born elsewhere, not in this world. He wasn’t a hero and he could be an asshole, but all of us can be assholes, at least sometimes. You know, I think it’s a mistake to make artists into heroes, because they’re going to fail. Andrei was able to give us glimpses of the world he came from and that has to be enough. He was a sad human being, in many ways. He never got over his father leaving, or his mother dying. What he cared about most in the world was making his films. Apart from that, he was just a man. What more can you expect?”


publication credits

‘Amethyst’ was first published in A Thread of Truth, Eibonvale Press, 2007

‘Heroes’ was first published in A Thread of Truth, Eibonvale Press, 2007

‘A Thread of Truth’ was first published in A Thread of Truth, Eibonvale Press, 2007

‘Flying in the Face of God’ was first published in Interzone issue 227, edited by Andy Cox and Andrew Hedgecock, 2010

‘Microcosmos’ was first published in Interzone issue 222, edited by Andy Cox and Andrew Hedgecock, 2009

‘Fairy Skulls’ was first published in Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet issue 29, edited by Kelly Link and Gavin Grant, 2013

‘The Science of Chance’ was first published in Solaris Rising 3, edited by Ian Whates, Solaris, 2014

‘Marielena’ was first published in Interzone issue 254, edited by Andy Cox and Andrew Hedgecock, 2014

‘The Art of Space Travel’ was first published at tor.com, acquired and edited by Ellen Datlow, 2016

‘Neptune’s Trident’ was first published in Clarkesworld issue 129, edited by Neil Clarke, 2017

‘Four Abstracts’ was first published in New Fears, edited by Mark Morris, Titan Books, 2017

‘The Common Tongue, the Present Tense, the Known’ was first published in Drowned Worlds, edited by Jonathan Strahan, Solaris, 2016

‘The Gift of Angels: an introduction’ was first published in Clarkesworld issue 146, edited by Neil Clarke, 2018

‘A Princess of Mars’ is original to this collection


acknowledgements

Huge thanks to the editors who first commissioned and acquired these stories, all of whom have been central to my development as a writer and unstinting in their support and enthusiasm for my work. I would also like to thank Gary Budden for acquiring this collection, Julia Lloyd for the exceptional cover art, and Cath Trechman and the ever-stalwart team at Titan for bringing the book to fruition. Thanks to my wonderful agent, Anna Webber, for her support and expertise throughout. Most especially I would like to thank science fiction readers, writers, critics and fans both past and present for the unique community they provide, a creative environment like no other. Here’s to the next generation.


about the author

Nina Allan’s debut novel The Race was shortlisted for the John W. Campbell Memorial Award, the BSFA Award and the Kitschies Red Tentacle. Her follow-up The Rift won the BSFA Award and the Kitschies Red Tentacle. She has won the BSFA Award for Short Fiction, the Grand Prix de l’Imaginaire, and the Aeon Award. She has been shortlisted for the British Fantasy Award four times and was a finalist for the 2014 Shirley Jackson Award. She lives on the Isle of Bute in Scotland and blogs regularly at ninaallan.co.uk.


For more fantastic fiction, author events,
exclusive excerpts, competitions, limited editions and more

VISIT OUR WEBSITE

titanbooks.com

LIKE US ON FACEBOOK

facebook.com/titanbooks

FOLLOW US ON TWITTER AND INSTAGRAM

@TitanBooks

EMAIL US

readerfeedback@titanemail.com




OEBPS/images/title.jpg
NINA ALLAN

THE

ART

0F

SPACE
TRAVEL

ooooooooooooooo

TITAN BOOKS














OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		Cover



		Contents



		Also by Nina Allan and Available from Titan Books



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		The Art of Space Travel: A Writer’s Journey



		Amethyst



		Heroes



		A Thread of Truth



		Flying in the Face of God



		Microcosmos



		Fairy Skulls



		The Science of Chance



		Marielena



		The Art of Space Travel



		Neptune’s Trident



		Four Abstracts



		The Common Tongue, the Present Tense, the Known



		The Gift of Angels: An Introduction



		A Princess of Mars: Svetlana Belkina and Tarkovsky’s lost movie Aelita



		Publication Credits



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/half.jpg
THE

ART

0F

SPACE

eeeeeeeeeeeeeee





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





