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I.


Two weeks from now I won’t be living here anymore. I’ll be in the woodshed in L-. Xavier won’t know I don’t live here anymore. We are no longer in touch. It’s been three months since his last email, which I did not reply to. There really was no way of responding to it. I sort of feel like calling him now – I wonder what he would say? But it seems irreversible, that’s really how it feels. It’s better, I suppose, to have nothing more to do with him – and what choice has he given me anyway? I don’t remember what I was wearing the last time I saw him. It was the end of July, so I still had a nice bit of colour. I looked nice. I always wanted to look nice when I went to meet him. We hadn’t seen each other for almost a year because of the pandemic. When I got to the hotel restaurant he was already there, drinking a glass of prosecco. I always arrive a few minutes late so that Sean has gone and he’s already settled into a seat, nice and relaxed. He was sitting right beside an enormous TV screen. It was such a peculiar place to sit, I was demonstrably put out. ‘Come and sit next to me,’ he said, and I did. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘we’re the only two people in the room who can’t see it.’ And he was right, we were, but I was conscious that when this or that person looked over at the TV they took a surreptitious look at us too. In fact it seemed to me that they weren’t looking at the TV at all. There was one man in particular who looked over quite a lot, and less discreetly each time. He was dining alone. Just come in from the racetrack, it was obvious. Had steak and chips and a big glass of red wine and after that a big glass of brandy. He drank and looked, eventually I stared back at him. Think what you like. It was race week, and I’d not been very optimistic that we’d get a table. He’d called them. I’d asked him to and he’d called them. Probably said to whoever picked up that Patrick knows us, and perhaps Patrick would remember us. Probably he would actually, because I’d complained about the afternoon tea we’d had. It was very poor. I wrote an email explaining how disappointingly lacklustre the cakes and sandwiches were, and Patrick, the recently appointed general manager, wrote back promptly and invited us to lunch by way of an apology. It was a good lunch. We’d enjoyed ourselves. It was probably one of the most successful lunches we’d ever had. We shared some prawns to start and they were very good. We ordered them again this time and they weren’t nearly as good and my glass of prosecco was flat. I asked him if his prosecco was flat and he said he didn’t think so, and it didn’t look flat – mine looked very flat, so I asked for another. I was surprised, relieved really, at how pleasant it was in the hotel restaurant – I’d anticipated it to be full of women dressed to the nines, because it was Thursday and Thursday is Ladies Day at the races. He’ll like that, I thought, while I was getting ready. He likes to see women dressed up, he’ll be in his element. Not that he’ll look at them very much. Just a glance probably, to register the effort that’s been put in and the overall effect. That will be quite sufficient. Too much scrutiny might spoil the illusion of sophistication and Xavier isn’t interested in having his illusions dispensed with – he rather likes them and is of the opinion that there isn’t much else: ‘Life is an illusion,’ he’ll say, ‘but then you already know that, don’t you.’ I wore a black dress, I can remember now, kind of silky. He liked it. Asked if I’d bought it with the money he’d given me and I said yes even though that wasn’t exactly true. I was wearing a pair of little gold hoops, one of which I lost the following week. They were practically brand new. He held my hand and there’s no harm in that. I ordered for him, as I usually do: ‘Pick something out for me,’ he says. ‘What are you in the mood for?’ I say. ‘I don’t mind, love,’ he says, ‘it’s not the food I’m interested in.’ I don’t remember at what point I took my book out of my bag and gave it to him. He opened it, said how smart it was, went to the back and looked at my photograph. ‘Cute little ears,’ he said. ‘Well done, darling,’ he said. I suggested putting it in the bag that hung from a handle on his wheelchair, but he said he wanted to keep it here beside him. I picked out a mild curry for him and a vegetarian moussaka for me. I was in a good mood – chatty, animated. Dinner was on me this evening. Usually he pays. There have been a number of occasions when I’d planned to pay but then the meal had ended so badly that I no longer felt like covering the bill. So many meals ended badly. Was it the drink? Certainly when we drank less we fared a little better. We didn’t order a bottle anymore. My moussaka was revolting, which was vexing because I was hungry. I didn’t say anything to him about it, we don’t talk about the food. He asked me if I’d like to kiss him, which surprised me. He hadn’t asked me that for a very long time, but it had been a year more or less since I’d last seen him, a strange year too – it would be forgivable, wouldn’t it, to forget, or overlook, how things stood. ‘Oh, not here,’ I said. He took hold of my hand, there on the banquette with my book beside it, squeezed it, and asked me again. ‘Darling,’ he said, ‘wouldn’t you like to?’ ‘No,’ I said, ‘no, love, I’m sorry.’ I put both my arms around him then and murmured something about being very fond of him and he was like a block, it was awful – he did not return or accommodate my embrace, he hardened against it. I withdrew, ashamed. ‘Don’t you find me attractive anymore?’ he said. ‘No,’ I said, ‘I don’t.’ ‘I seem old to you?’ ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘you are old, darling,’ and I started to cry. ‘Please, not again. It’s too painful,’ I said. ‘It’s painful because you love me,’ he said. ‘Stop hurting yourself, angel.’ And then: ‘I shall have to find someone else, someone more suitable. It’s been quite obvious to me for some time, actually.’

He emailed later that evening, reiterating that intention. I replied that of course he must go ahead and do whatever will make him happy. The following Tuesday he emailed to tell me he’d read my book, which was, he said, ‘some sort of HELL.’ I was queuing in the supermarket when I read that. It winded me. I almost ditched my basket of groceries. I did not reply. What was there to say? That was three months ago and not a word since. I move out of here in two weeks. He came here a few times when I first moved in, almost seven years ago. It didn’t suit us, the apartment. Its windows are floor-to-ceiling, and the walls paper-thin. Too much of the outside world got in, putting us on edge. Plus, there’s no fireplace in here. We didn’t know what to do with ourselves, really. It didn’t suit us at all. I had the front bedroom then. Not for long though – I changed to the back room because it’s much quieter, or at least it used to be, and anyway I like a smaller bedroom. He never slept with me in this room. I’ve slept mostly on my own in this bed. One man went off in the morning to get coffee and croissants and he came back and spilt one of the coffees all over the bedcovers and onto my best Moroccan slippers. He got very flummoxed, I remember, poor thing: ‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said, getting up out of the spoilt bed. ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. Another man came to stay for three nights, by the second night I couldn’t bear for him to touch me anymore. First of all I felt very bad about that because the last time I saw him we couldn’t keep our hands off one another so he must have been quite perplexed that I was giving him the cold shoulder all of a sudden after just one night, but then I felt irritated, because actually he seemed completely oblivious to my lack of impulse, and I just kept thinking, with increasing incredulity and antipathy as he kept on pawing at me, he cannot tell, he just cannot tell – it’s all the same to him, whether I am climbing the walls with escalating desire or I’m as insensible as a post box. But then again he probably could tell and was very confused and wanted, desperately, to make things nice again. The sun was shining, after all. We lay in the grass, I remember, it ought to have been lovely. Is there anything lovelier than lying in the long grass with another? But there was already another lying there with me in the grass – the man who had come to my flat a few months before, and who I hoped so much would one day return, despite that not being the deal. It was a Wednesday morning. He’d never been to my flat previously, and this was a one-off, it was agreed. He didn’t stay very long because he had to collect his youngest child from school at lunchtime. We lay in bed for about half an hour. He’d taken off all his clothes before getting into bed, including his glasses, and that was the item of his apparel I was most concerned about because in all these years I’d never seen him without his glasses, and people can look completely different without their glasses. He took off his glasses and there were his eyes. More startling to me than his naked body. ‘They’re so blue,’ I said. ‘They used to be bluer,’ he said. I kept my underwear on. I’m not going to take off my own underwear. We didn’t have sex. We’ve never had sex. We will never have sex. For ages I was convinced that one day we would. It seemed like just a matter of time, yet time just kept on passing by. I often find it hard to fall asleep next to a man after sex. I think really I would like them to get up and go into another bedroom, or go home. They fall asleep and all of a sudden I feel so alone and marooned. I feel completely stuck in fact, and that’s because my mind doesn’t feel free to wander. It’s as if the big heavy body slumbering beside me is an anchor, tethering my thoughts. It would be better if I really was alone because then I wouldn’t feel it. My thoughts would be free to drift, far, far away, taking me with them. It’s hardly an issue, I sleep alone night after night after night. Some nights and some mornings I think about men I’ve been with. Sometimes I think about Xavier. There was a time when I wanted him to kiss me, very much. There was a time when I got lost in kissing him for whole afternoons. But not any longer. And I suppose truth be told that is why he was so unkind about my book and why I haven’t heard from him since. He might be old, and he really is very old now, but that doesn’t stop him from hurting and wanting.

One evening about a year ago Xavier and I were talking on the phone and he told me he’d thought of a really good name for my book. I was surprised to hear this because he didn’t know anything about my new book, nobody did – I preferred not to say very much about it until it was time. I asked him to tell me the name he’d thought of. ‘It’s really good,’ he said, sounding very pleased. ‘What is it?’ I said. ‘A Singular Woman,’ he said. ‘Well, darling,’ he said, ‘do you like it? It’s a very attractive title.’ ‘It makes me think of A Woman of Substance,’ I said. ‘No, no,’ he said, ‘it’s a different thing altogether. Much more interesting. And it happens to be true.’ After a brief pause I said, ‘Well, even if it is true, I don’t think it’s really something one can say in relation to themselves – it’s something other people have to say, otherwise it’s a bit weird.’ ‘It’s a very good title,’ he said. ‘Yes it is,’ I said, ‘though perhaps not for my book.’ ‘And have you thought of a title for your book?’ he said. ‘No,’ I said, which wasn’t true. I’d tell him another time. He’s never going to like the title I’ve chosen – I knew that more or less the moment I came up with it – and I certainly wasn’t going to proffer my idea while he was so proudly brandishing his own superlative suggestion. Many months later, when we sat in the hotel restaurant, and Xavier was holding the book with me there beside him, I said to him that it was interesting because some of the endorsements for it had included the word ‘singular’. ‘Look,’ I said, pointing at the jacket, ‘this one and this one – and one on the back too.’ ‘I don’t have my glasses, love,’ he said. ‘You see,’ I said, ‘it’s something other people have to say. It’s weird otherwise.’ ‘A Singular Woman,’ he said. ‘A wonderful name for a book.’

Until three months ago we spoke regularly on the phone. He had a knack for calling me at inopportune moments. It was uncanny. The phone would ring the very second I sat down to eat, or to watch a film, or the moment I left the flat, or when someone had just arrived at the flat, or when I suddenly found myself reading something freakishly pertinent, or when I was about to run down to the sea. Quite often when this occurred I wouldn’t answer, I’d let him leave a message. I found it discomposing, being on the phone with Xavier while something else was going on. It bugged him that he called me at an inconvenient time so often. He believed his life operated on a higher level to most and that level very much involved things like flow, synchronicity, a general sense of being in tune with things, especially people you love deeply. ‘Did you know that Yeats was able to communicate with the women in his life telepathically?’ he asked me one day. I said I did not know that. The perpetual discordance between us aggrieved him, and his efforts to make light of it from time to time were oddly touching. ‘No, no, of course not,’ I’d say whenever he said, ‘My goodness, I always get it wrong, don’t I?!’ ‘No, no – it’s strange, but I never hear this phone!’ But I did hear it ring, and then it would stop, and a few minutes later it would make that sound which I knew meant he’d left a voice message for me. I made sure that I always had at least one of his voice messages saved. He could die just like that at any moment. Then, I don’t know when exactly, my voicemail set-up changed. I only noticed this a few weeks ago. It had been a couple of months since that final dinner in the hotel restaurant and I wanted to hear his voice and I knew that I had at least one message stored on my phone. When I called through to my voicemail I noticed right away the menu options had altered and the voice directing me through them had altered also. It took me a while to find and select ‘saved messages’ and then when I did I was promptly told there were no saved messages. ‘You have no saved messages,’ the new voice said. I went through the whole routine again because I did have saved messages, I always had saved messages, I made sure I always had at least one saved message. I went through it a third time before conceding that despite having made sure for several years now that I always had a message from him saved, I did not have any saved messages.

‘How is you?’ That is a greeting he often used. The words sliding into one another. Howizyew. Employing the singular verb. He was curious about my friends, but had no interest in spending time with me in the company of other people, in case those interactions interfered with how he saw me – ‘I’m the only one who sees you correctly,’ he’d say, which I didn’t quite accept though I didn’t say so. It sounds alarming, narcissistic, controlling, but at the same time isn’t that what anyone wants their beloved to believe? That they see into them deeply, right to the core, and know them better than anyone else? He said many things that sounded intolerable, but when I thought about them sometime later it seemed to me he just said what most people think but wouldn’t dream of expressing. ‘I don’t understand why you need to see your friends so often when you love me.’ I used to laugh at that. He was wrong, and he was right. To him it seemed natural that we would spend every weekend together and he was openly bewildered when I had other plans. I got the impression he was of the opinion that friends are what you have when you are a child. When one has reached maturity and found love, one no longer has any need of them. ‘Do you find them interesting?’ he’d ask. Whenever I pointed out to him that he and his ex-wife had been part of a constant social whirl he told me that was different: ‘That was about business, and having a little fun.’ Sometimes the way he described his life back then, so many years ago, when he was married and very wealthy, repulsed me, and, naturally enough, turned me on. I don’t feel like relaying many details, as glamorous and as fascinating as it all was. On and off over the ten years I’ve known him he’s spoken about having a book written about his life, and it’s certainly an eventful tale, encompassing, amongst other things, British high society so-called in the 1960s and ’70s, but I’m not the one to tell it. When he was in Mallorca a few years ago he made a stab at it himself, in a large exercise book he’d bought in the small fishing town where he lived for several months. He referred to the resulting manuscript as his ‘bio’. What he dreamed of, ultimately, was having it made into a film. I said I could see Jude Law playing him. He didn’t react to that in any way whatsoever. He was thinking about something else. He was thinking about who would play me. ‘But I wouldn’t be in it, would I, love?’ I said. ‘You wouldn’t?’ he said. ‘No, of course I wouldn’t – I didn’t know you then, did I – I wasn’t even alive then!’ ‘Weren’t you?’ he’d said. ‘Hard to believe. I feel like I’ve known you all along.’

An option that the new voicemail service offered me that I’d never noticed before, so I’m assuming is a new feature, was to ‘leave a message for someone else’. I surely would have noticed this option if it had always been available. The possibility of leaving a message for someone without having to make a call and running the risk of them answering would be a service, if I’ve understood it correctly, that I’d be only too glad to make use of. Since discovering it yesterday evening I’ve been thoroughly preoccupied with thinking about leaving Xavier a recorded message. Various things occurred to me to say, the gist of the message being that I am moving out of here in less than a fortnight. I thought about telling him where I was going – Nowhere permanent, I’ll have a temporary base in L- – I’ll probably go to Paris, perhaps Madrid – Morocco in the new year – I’ll have to see how things go, it looks like the virus is on the rise again – I hope you’ve had your booster shot by now – Take care. This morning I thought better of it. Just because I can doesn’t mean I should, etc. Plus, how would I know for sure that he’d listened to it? I don’t know how it works his end. Does he get a text notification to say he’s received a voice message? He might assume it’s just another crank caller and dismiss it and that would be that. He gets a lot of nuisance calls, largely due to all the cryptocurrency platforms he investigates. He might assume it’s nothing and ignore it, but I don’t think so. He’s still banking on a big break, so as far as I know he monitors incoming correspondence with optimistic diligence. He might listen to it and then ignore me. I don’t know. I don’t know – I wasn’t really expecting this. To not be in touch like this after ten years. I’ve always imagined I’d be in his life right up until the end of it, regardless of whether we were in a relationship or not. A peculiar intimation came to me in the early days and I understood and accepted that I will be beside him when he dies. It seems that a witness is needed for the event and that witness is me. That is something, a sacrosanct role, which has been assigned to me, whether I like it or not. Indeed, a tremendous preordained loyalty towards Xavier took root right in the centre of my heart from day one more or less and grew thenceforth steadily and tenaciously. Whether relations between us are felicitous or dire makes no difference, the intimation is still present and persuasive, but it is not limiting and it isn’t a burden. I will be beside him when he dies, that is the decree precisely – not that I will be beside him until he dies. I haven’t been beside him in that way for several years now. But being out of touch with him altogether does not sit well with me. It makes me feel terribly ill at ease in fact. Not because I think he is going to drop dead at any moment, though he could, he could, that’s always been a possibility, but because I begin to feel in my bones that I am reneging upon a divine appointment. It is very important to me that I see this through. That I see Xavier through. Which is all quite peculiar really, since I don’t believe in God, I’ve never believed in God – though actually it occurred to me very recently that perhaps I do believe in God, I just don’t realise it. That would be just like me. Assuming the swagger of an atheist when all along, all along, my very soul is devoted to a higher and indifferent authority. Is there anything in the world more gloriously obliviating than devotion for its own sake? But perhaps I am getting a little carried away. I am generally a loyal person, after all. It is something I value. More than faithfulness, in fact. It is perfectly possible to be unfaithful yet loyal. And one can be faithful yet disloyal. Which to my mind is worse. Is sickening. Is the coward’s way. Take the man who came by in the morning, for example. We didn’t have sex. We’d never had sex. But while we lay beside each other resolutely not having sex he told me his wife wrote a bit and he didn’t think it was much good. ‘Certainly not up to publishing standard, I’m afraid,’ he said. He said many other things during our apparently chaste rendezvous, impassioned admissions that I assumed I’d cherish forever, but in fact their poignancy soon faded. No, it is not those words that have stayed with me, but the way he spoke so disparagingly about his wife’s poems. It was quite loathsome. The casual ease with which he said it, coupled with the absence of any reason to say it in the first place, was really quite loathsome. The bond between Xavier and me, very much predicated upon the aforementioned intimation of staying close during his final days and hours, was undoubtedly reinforced when I came to understand that in all likelihood I will be his last love. From time to time I must admit I have felt that role to be, if not a burden exactly, a profound responsibility. Last love. What I realised, ultimately, about this more involving devoir is that it didn’t matter a great deal if my love for Xavier was no longer as incalescent as it had been – what he treasured now, and so very ardently, was not my feelings for him so much, but his feelings for me – he treasured the opportunity to give love, to be a loving man, to be able to think of himself in that way, right up until the end. A loving man, yes, right up until the end. How could I deprive him of that? What else is there?

Yesterday, while I was going through old letters, I came across Xavier’s bio. I didn’t realise what it was immediately because I thought his bio was downstairs in a suitcase. I have never read it all the way through. I find it hard to read, and in fact I’ve decided to return it to him. I’m surprised he hasn’t asked for it back. He has done in the past and we rowed about it: ‘It’s not a bio,’ I’d say, ‘this idea you have of it is completely wrong. No way am I letting you show it to Max.’ I remember being on a coach from the airport when an email came through from him looking for it back. I replied right away and said I’d got rid of it. He wrote back, ‘I don’t believe you.’ I didn’t protest. I was somewhat peeved that he thought me capable of lying but not capable of getting rid of his manuscript. ‘It’s not what you think it is,’ I eventually said, for the umpteenth time. He wrote it when he was in Mallorca and when he was in Mallorca he was smoking a lot of weed, which evidently makes him think about sex a lot because there are a lot of anecdotes in it about racy parties and detailed passages of an intimate nature about me. That’s why I’ve been so keen to keep hold of it. I certainly don’t want his son getting his hands on it. So why have I changed my mind all of a sudden? Why do I want to give it back now? Is it just that I want to throw something back at him because I’m upset and angry? Am I upset and angry? I am intensely indignant. HELL. Look at your own life! Yes, look at your own life. Seven years have passed since he wrote that in Mallorca and most of it was penned when he was as high as a kite – what would he make of it now? I really don’t believe it is anything like what he thinks it to be. But really, most of all, I don’t want it anymore. It doesn’t belong among my things. I hate it. And I hate the way his writing looks, with hardly any space between the words. Like the writing of a madman, or an evil one. Looking at it for any length of time makes me feel deranged. He also wrote me a little story at around the same time about the birds in cages on his neighbour’s terrace, and how at dusk the wild birds come and visit them. I’ll keep that. It’s a beautiful story and his handwriting looks normal and elegant. I imagine he wrote it early one morning out on the roof terrace after sleeping really soundly. I remember the roof terrace very well. I remember the two washing lines that crisscrossed in the centre of it. I remember him lying back with a joint and a coffee in the shade after lunch, watching me hanging out my underwear. I went to see him in Mallorca just once, for his birthday. I didn’t stay long. I didn’t have a very good time. He didn’t think much of the present I’d bought him and I didn’t think much of the restaurant he brought me to. That was the first evening, so things didn’t get off to a good start. I met Cecil the following morning, and that wasn’t especially edifying either. He was preoccupied with his mobile phone, which wasn’t working. Xavier told him to bring it back to the store and Cecil muttered that he’d bought it off of a street seller. I was astonished at how naive he was, buying a phone from a street seller like that and expecting it to work just fine. He sat down with us at a table along the seafront and had coffee. The table wasn’t very clean. A man came along selling sunglasses. Cecil wasn’t pleased. He spoke to the man in Spanish. The man was perhaps a friend of the man who had sold him the phone. He offered Cecil sunglasses but Cecil didn’t want them. Xavier bought a pair. They suited him. Any pair of sunglasses suited him. I didn’t say anything to Xavier about them suiting him. I was mildly put out that he’d gone ahead and bought the sunglasses. The only explanation I can come up with to account for feeling that way is that it must have seemed to me that buying sunglasses from that particular seller at that particular moment showed a lack of solidarity with Cecil’s predicament. I don’t know what they were talking about then. Cecil and Xavier. They were speaking in English but I couldn’t follow. As far as I could make out not a word either of them said hit home with the other. It was my plan in any case to go to the market. Eventually I said this to Cecil because eventually he asked me what I planned to do with the day: ‘Nothing much,’ I said. ‘Go to the market,’ I said. He said it was a very good market, particularly inside. ‘They have every kind of fish,’ he said. They did have every kind of fish and I can’t remember if I came away with a single one of them. I remember walking around and around for quite some time, it was busy and I saw Cecil and pretended I hadn’t. He was wearing a green velvet jacket and a spotted neckerchief. I think probably Cecil had also seen me and pretended he hadn’t, so I didn’t feel bad for pretending not to have seen him. What would we say to one another? Outside I saw rabbits in cages. Did that mean they were for eating, not for keeping as pets? If they were pets, they’d be in a hutch, wouldn’t they? A hutch with a nice neat door and a water bottle with a silver nozzle poking through the wire. There were chickens too. When I got back to where Xavier lived, one of several traditional fishermen’s houses owned by Cecil, I arranged what I’d bought at the market into bowls on a long table in the kitchen. There were two sinks in the kitchen, side by side. They were round and stone. There was a problem with one of them. I don’t remember what. Probably it didn’t drain. The window was to the right as you stood at the sinks. It was a tall window. The blue sky outside of it was startling. Day after day, so beautifully blue and fresh and uncomplicated. And then there were more stairs. I was not very happy there. Xavier was smoking a lot of weed. I didn’t feel close to him at all. He was writing at the time. I have it somewhere, the notebook. Time and again since then I’ve told him I’ve got rid of it or lost it – once I even said I’d left it at my mother’s, for safekeeping. All lies. And he knew it, every time. It never gets mentioned now. In the end he took my word for it, and that was a relief. ‘It isn’t what you think it is,’ I said, I don’t know how many times.

I haven’t posted his bio. The next day I thought I should photocopy it before sending it. I thought that in time to come, years from now, I would regret having returned it without making a copy. Now I think I’ll just keep it. Not because I want it, but because maybe it is best to leave things alone. It crossed my mind Friday and Saturday to email him and let him know that I am moving out. I composed a brief message in my head. A slightly longer version alluded to his vitriol: ‘Thankfully the reviews have not been so damning as yours.’ But if I am going to respond to what he wrote I must respond honestly and not gloss over it. I am tempted to gloss over it – he always says I take things too seriously. What he may not realise is that while I might take things seriously I seldom take them personally. Is he surprised I haven’t replied and three months have passed, or is that what he wanted? Perhaps it is better like this, but at the same time it changes everything that went before and confirms a great deal that I had suspected all along. I found a postcard from him today which he wrote eight years ago, it goes on about my drinking, which is not a subject one typically gets into on a postcard. Whenever he referred to my drinking, and he frequently did, what he actually meant was my social life. My time without him, in other words. I would suddenly miss him sometimes when I was out somewhere. And sometimes thinking about him while I was out somewhere felt exciting. I enjoyed leaving all of a sudden without saying goodbye or where I was going and getting a cab directly to his place. Sometimes it would be late and I knew he’d already be in bed. He often left the sliding doors unlocked and in I’d slip, just like a cat, across the tiles into the dark, and off into the back where his bedroom was. The little lamp would be on and he would be dozing on his side. I’d go into the bathroom and take out my earrings and leave them on the windowsill above the cistern, then I’d clean my teeth with his toothbrush. His dentures would be in a dish near the cold tap. The first time I turned up in the night he wanted to get up and put them in. I asked him if it was uncomfortable sleeping with them in and he said it was really so I told him to leave it then and he said don’t you mind and I said no, I don’t mind, we’re just going to sleep anyway, but we didn’t go to sleep straight away, we lay there and talked in the dark for quite some time, his words sounding slightly less clipped than they would ordinarily. We would often lie together and talk for a long time. He’d ask me a lot of questions, and I didn’t mind that too much when we were lying in the dark. I’d get impatient with him asking me a lot of questions during the day, one after the other, don’t keep asking me so many questions all the time, I’d say, and he’d always say that he’d never met a girl like me before and was just trying to understand me a bit better because he found a lot of things about me very strange actually, and then I’d say, ‘For example?’, getting really cross now, and he’d say ‘You’re just not the usual thing, angel – I’m sure you know that.’ In the morning he’d get up early and put in his teeth, then I’d hear him in the kitchen, putting on the kettle, then in he’d come with a cup of tea for himself and he’d get back into bed with it, and he’d sit up in bed with his tea and he’d meditate for a while, though he never called it that – he’d say, ‘I’m going to sit for a while.’ He’d probably be wearing the white Ralph Lauren cable-knit jumper. He looked nice in that. I would lie there beside him and look up at his face while he sat there with his tea and his eyes closed. Very soon, with his eyes still closed, his hand would move across the bedspread towards me, looking for my hand, and I’d take hold of Xavier’s hand and I’d play with his fingers, which were long and bony, and attentive, even when they were still and he was apparently somewhere else.

I can hardly see this page. Today ninety per cent of my belongings went into storage, including most of my lamps, including my bedside lamp, and the bedside table it ordinarily stood on. Tonight I have a far less luminous lamp beside me on the floor. It throws nice shadows. I could be in Cambodia. There is something languidly transporting about the absence of my things and the ashen green walls fringed with bamboo shadows. And the rain. It has been raining almost all day. This morning it poured down which made moving the stuff out difficult, fairly treacherous in fact. We did it though, me and three friends of mine. I have no idea when I will see those things again – or those three friends. I have no idea what my situation will be. It doesn’t matter. I don’t care anymore that I don’t know. I have less than a week here now. I will be glad when it’s all done. I can’t get on with anything. Time feels abstract. The days indistinct. It could be any month at all. It’s very windy tonight. I am looking forward to being installed in the woodshed and reading. I selected some books yesterday evening to bring with me, before they were all carted off, and I ordered a book by Count Stenbock. I am waiting for something to happen. It’s raining very heavily now. It’s nice. Maybe it will help me sleep. I would love to dream again about that French medieval town with its castle and the organised gardens and walled terraces and elaborate topiary and the view of the vineyards directly below and the little wet scraps of meat I have in my hand for the little grey dog I cannot find. But first there is the woman with the tray full of small hard apples studded with almond halves. ‘They are not for you. You have to have a card, and I know you don’t have one.’ The woman sitting beside me in the arbour says this, scratching at her scalp beneath her hat while looking avidly at her clenched knees. I look at the mouth of the woman holding the tray. She is dressed entirely in black. The tray is strapped to her. A leather strap goes around her neck. Her neck. I reach over and press on an almond and feel it slowly bite down into the apple’s crisp white flesh. It’s a dream I had a long time ago.


II.


Last week, on the same day I was sorting through old letters and so on, I received an email from my previous publisher, sending on an attachment of a scan of a letter written by one of my former A-level English teachers. He wrote that while he was in the local library last week looking for a book for his grandson he got talking to a librarian who also writes and who had recently been made captain of The Bell Inn cricket team. This chap mentioned that he’d been to a book signing in Bristol the week before and then he asked my English teacher if my name meant anything to him. ‘I remembered you straight away,’ he wrote (and after, in brackets, he added, ‘you won’t remember me’). He then recounted an episode when he’d interrupted me and my friends in room 4A and I’d looked at him with what he describes as ‘tolerant amusement’. He goes on to say that on discovering I’d written several books he furnished himself with copies of the first two just as soon as he could and read them both double-quick. I can’t recall precisely what he said about them, but it was overall of a positive nature and I was pleased to read his comments. I read the letter a few times that day and the following day. It’s a very nice letter. Old-fashioned. He’s quite friendly with this fellow who works in the library and is captain of The Bell cricket team. Sometimes they sit in my English teacher’s summerhouse and talk about nothing in particular, he said. I could imagine that quite easily. He still lives in the same place. I don’t know how I knew where he lives but I did and he still lives there – his address is printed at the top of the page. His email address and phone numbers have been added by hand very neatly underneath. For a couple of days I intended to write back to him by post. But then more days went by and I found myself in the mood one evening to lie on the sofa and write to him from there with my laptop on my lap and have whatever I wanted to say sent off and received there and then. The reason being, I was not exactly responding in kind. Initially, when I’d anticipated writing the letter by hand, I’d imagined I’d pen something that was commensurably pleasant and old-fashioned – I’m certainly capable of confecting such a thing. The summerhouse. The library. Cricket. College days. Nothing in particular. And so on. And certainly it can be very nice indeed, to write a letter like that. But as the days passed, various submerged images pushed at me with increasing force and I realised that I didn’t want to be an echo. I had things of my own I wished to say. First of all I wanted to let him know that I did remember him, and to illustrate that I’d recount an episode when I came to one of his lessons with a four-pack of beer and sat there with my jacket on, tapping on one of the ring pulls. He was a placid sort of person with consummate patience and paid me no attention for a long time until finally my belligerence became insufferable and he asked me to leave the classroom. I remember being quite taken aback – we weren’t at school anymore, no one was sent out of the classroom here. Later on in the afternoon I saw him in the refectory and he apologised to me. In the time since being ejected I’d realised what a little shithead I’d been and felt very bad listening to his magnanimous apology. I would write about that, I thought, and then what? What really was the purpose of recalling that particular scene? I thought again about the four-pack and sitting there near the window, looking out with my jacket still on, tap-tapping away on the ring pull, and why I’d behaved that way, why I was so absolutely agitated, right down to my fingertips. What had got into me? ‘I don’t know what had got into me,’ I wrote, ‘though I’m guessing it had something to do with Robert Turner. I had some dealings with him before he got together with Judith, you probably know that.’

My belongings are arranged in the corner. They consist mostly of plants. Everything else went into storage yesterday. Something is loosened. The things that hold life in place have been lifted off and put away. I wonder about those rare people who never move. Who live on and on in the same house. Never really needing to sort through anything. Never having to handle each and every object in turn. Never having to weigh up its value. Never having to ask, what do I take with me? Never seeing their life like this. All up in a heap. I haven’t written so much in aeons, yet I’m no closer to why I do it. Is there, after all, a story I am hoping to uncover and make mine? Never, not in a million years. Pfennig. Pfennig. Pfennig. They have gone now and the word has gone now. Can’t there be a new thing we call ‘pfennig’?

Today is the second morning in the new place. On the last night in the old place it crossed my mind to write a few lines, but I was too tired and read most of a long film review before turning out the lamp for the last time in that particular room. It occurred to me anyway that I would most likely end up saying trite things along the lines of a chapter of my life is coming to an end and the next phase will surely be the ultimate phase, full of adventure and glory and ease of mind at last, etcetera, etcetera. It’s surprisingly difficult not to succumb to that kind of vapid drivel when one is on the brink of shifting into a new and unclear situation. On such a threshold one is susceptible to feeling and expressing hopes for the future, which begins tomorrow, a bright new start, where I will do things differently, with greater integrity and resolve, and so on. I reached down and turned out the lamp. The following morning, my last morning, I went for a swim with Sophia and while we stripped down to the swimming costumes we had on underneath our clothes I told her about the dream I’d had the night before about a scorpion. ‘I think I was in Turkey,’ I said. For years I have frequently had dreams that seem to me to be located in a place that is a crossroads between Europe and the Middle East. In this particular dream I was leaving one room that had crumbling plasterwork to go to my room which smelt of marjoram and had a gritty bare floor. On my way out of the other room, which was commodious and largely empty, apart from some very old-looking travel chests far away, I notice a small scorpion on the ground. It was absolutely still, as was I for a while. I will leave it, I thought, and carried on towards the door of my own room. The space between my room and the room I was leaving was also sizeable, and square, and the two doors, the door to my room and the door I’d just come through, were not side by side but diagonally opposite. When I reached the door to my room I thought about the scorpion and how it wouldn’t stay like that, completely still, indefinitely. And in my dreamt self’s mind I saw it scuttle, very suddenly and with horrifying eagerness, to the exit of the other room, whereupon it would find itself diagonally and irresistibly opposite the entrance to mine. I will put something on the floor inside my room along the bottom of the door to prevent it from gaining access, I thought, and looked down at the bottom of the door from the outside, since I was still in the sizeable square that adjoined the two rooms with my hand on the doorknob, and as I stepped back I saw that the gap between the bottom of the door and the ground below was significant and slanting, that’s to say it got bigger from right to left. I wasn’t convinced I would be able to stuff the gap adequately with the few fine garments I had in my room. And even if I did block it up the scorpion might well find a route in elsewhere. There were meandering cracks and deceptively small cavities all over the walls. I will be lying on the futon with the fan gently whirring above me wondering ceaselessly about the whereabouts of the scorpion, I thought. Each surface prickle, as my hair and epidermis settle down in the cool air, will make me jump out of my skin. I will be vigilant from head to toe, and that is not restful. I turned on my heel and headed back to the other room. The scorpion hadn’t moved, but it would, it would. Of course, now that I had decided to eliminate it, it looked much bigger than before. ‘I dropped a book onto it,’ I told my friend on the beach, by now wearing a green swimming costume and a black swimming hat. It was the last day of October. I performed the motion of dropping the book from a decent height down onto the scorpion, motionless but very much alive and lethal below. I demonstrated how I’d then stood on the book with both feet and trod down on its four corners. Sophia and I looked down at my feet as I did this, there on the compact cold sand. Bare, with faded traces of silver nail polish still just about discernible on the toes. I do not know what I had on my feet in the dream. ‘I could feel the scorpion coming apart beneath the book,’ I said as I continued treading my bare feet into the sand. ‘And then I stepped off the book and lifted it away.’ I stopped scrunching the sand with my toes at this point and put my hands on my hips. ‘The scorpion was really done in,’ I said, ‘but was clearly not dead, and pretty soon it began to twist and reassemble, so I got another book, a much bigger book, and dropped that onto it in the same way I’d dropped the first book, and I got up on that too and began treading the four corners. One of the scorpion’s claws was sticking out, the left one. I could see it, flexing and reaching, ugh, it looked like a hand reaching for water.’ I did not jump up and down on the book and it occurs to me now I might have done. I pushed it into the ground gently yet firmly and could feel the scorpion’s parts slowly dislocating beneath my feet, which I think were very probably bare, and were definitely bare when I stood on the beach with my friend, re-enacting the movement as I recounted the dream, just before we headed into the sea on October 31st. ‘I stepped down from the book and lifted it away. It was weird, the scorpion’s carapace was completely detached from its fleshy body. The shell was pale green and the body itself pale pink. Both glistened in a very sickly sort of way.’ I told my friend I killed the scorpion and until now that’s what I’d believed. Certainly it did not twitch itself back together like before, but who is to say what became of that fleshy pink part? Perhaps I had not killed it outright. Perhaps I had only disarmed it. The atmosphere of certain dreams doesn’t encourage nuanced interpretations however and when I awoke it was from a dream where I had killed a scorpion. It was still night. The last night. ‘I’m certain it must mean something massively significant,’ I said to my friend. Sophia agreed: ‘The scorpion is a really powerful symbol,’ she said. ‘Plus,’ I said, ‘we’re in the sign of Scorpio at the moment, and Scorpio is my opposite sign.’ Sophia grinned and flashed her eyes at me. ‘Perhaps you’re about to have an earth-shattering encounter,’ she said. I laughed and told her that, as far as I know, I have been with only one lover who was born under the sign of Scorpio. ‘And the sex,’ I told her, ‘was, contrary to what astrologers say, not explosive.’ Sophia asked me why not. ‘I’m not exactly sure,’ I said. ‘Something about me put him on the back foot, so he said – more or less.’

Lying in bed after waking from this potent reverie I looked up the meaning of scorpions in dreams. Though generally they are a bad omen, killing one is taken to be a promising sign, indicating that the dreamer has thwarted a great challenge or setback. Good prospects await them. Of course all this seemed relevant and I resented its aptness. I had deliberately foregone writing the previous evening so as not to lapse into glib sentiments about being forced into a new phase of life and the invigorating possibilities that that unwelcome displacement might nevertheless open up for me, etc., and in the absence of making these inferences and summations and prognostications consciously my unconscious had spun them out in a dream. Here it was, unequivocally inviting me to feel triumphant and optimistic, and I felt nothing but mild disdain – because while it is true that things aren’t what they were, nothing has changed. There really is nothing at all to get excited about. After the swim we had decaf flat whites and some sticky pastries, then we walked the prom in order to warm up. Towards the end of the prom I told Sophia about the scanned letter I’d received from my English teacher. I tried to describe the letter but wasn’t doing a very good job because it had got all mixed up in my head – mixed up with my reply, with the girl in room 4A, with certain resurrected images, with my shifting attitude towards my English teacher’s relentlessly benign tone. One day I found it touching, the next I was utterly incensed by it: ‘It’s alright for him,’ I kept thinking – ‘It’s alright for him!’ At the end of the prom over to the left is a green mound and me and my friend went and stood on it for a few minutes while I found and read out the scanned letter from my phone. It amazed me how well I could read his handwriting since the screen on my phone is particularly small and badly cracked. It was almost as if I had unwittingly committed to memory each word. As I went on reading the letter aloud I began to feel bad about the disparaging thoughts I’d begun to have about it, just a week or so ago. It was a pleasant letter, but it was not platitudinous, it was in fact quite sensitive and thoughtful, and hadn’t my first impression of it been that it was a beautiful letter? I don’t know where the subsequent negative feelings about it arose from. When I finished reading the letter my friend and I moseyed off the green mound and walked back down the prom in the direction we’d come and she said it was a beautiful letter and she asked me if I’d replied and I said I had and I was unsure now about whether I should have written what I did, because now I really did feel unsure about it, and I told her I’d mentioned Robert Turner and she said, ‘Who’s Robert Turner again?’ and I said he was my philosophy teacher and she said, ‘Oh yeah. What did you tell him?’ and I said I told him about having had dealings with Robert Turner and meeting him in the cemetery at the back of his house six or seven years ago where he talked mostly in riddles and it was doubtful that he had any clue who I was. ‘“Had dealings with!”’ she said, laughing. ‘Yeah, I know. I don’t know where I got that from! Dealings indeed. Anyway, he hasn’t written back,’ I said. ‘When did you send it?’ she said. ‘About ten days ago,’ I said. ‘He probably doesn’t check his emails very often,’ she said – ‘Old people don’t,’ she added. And I nodded in agreement, despite knowing that not to be true at all.

Now that I am here I am quite enjoying the fact that Xavier doesn’t know that I am no longer where I was. He hasn’t a clue. At the same time, the incredibly abrupt way he severed ties with me, apparently on the basis of the HELL I convey in my book, is shocking to me all over again and it is completely impossible for me to contact him in light of this extreme reaction, though I still from time to time consider doing so. If I were to email him, he would, if he was going to reply, reply almost straight away. He checks his emails at least once a day. Unless something has changed. Unless he has died. He has been more or less bed-bound for some time now and though he continues to do intense spiritual work I believe the body, when faced with ongoing inertia, quickly packs up. Xavier doesn’t take this view. He is a Christian Scientist and therefore does not accept that there is anything wrong with his physical health. He believes that the spiritual world is the only reality and it’s entirely good – health problems come about because of ‘incorrect thinking’. If one perceives perfection then that is what will occur, quite naturally and thoroughly, without need of medical intervention. Sickness is an illusion: ‘What heals, angel, is the realisation that there is nothing wrong with you.’ Occasionally I felt Xavier clung to this principle in order to legitimise an innate disinclination to do very much. It seemed to me that his aversion to physiotherapy after his first hip replacement was definitely down to laziness, but maybe I am wrong about that, maybe I am underestimating the depth of his spiritual convictions. No doubt he really does believe that with enough meditation and prayer he will one day just like that get up on his feet and walk again. From a heathen’s point of view all I could see was that he was neglecting himself, which was extremely frustrating. ‘You don’t just live in the spiritual realm though, do you?’ I’d say. ‘If you paid your body the same amount of attention you paid mine you really might begin to experience some improvement.’ ‘There’s no comparison,’ he declared loftily, his esoteric attitude ensuring that he missed the point I was making by miles. ‘Your body is perfect, unlike mine – and it doesn’t do to dwell on the negative.’ ‘My body is not perfect,’ I said. ‘It’s just a bit newer than yours. Plus I do yoga and cycle, and I swim a lot – it’s not the way it is because of the way I – or you – think about it. Not at all. I take care of it, darling. And you have to take care of yours.’ But he didn’t take care of himself. He closed his eyes. He closed his eyes and I’d sit and look at him with fascination and distress. Where was he when he closed his eyes? A place where he didn’t need a body? I read a terribly upsetting article some time ago written by a woman about her father who was a Christian Scientist. He’d had a minor infection in one of his toes but refused treatment, and gradually the whole foot went rotten. Turned completely black on the end of his leg. She’d begged and begged him to get his foot seen to, yet even at that stage he protested against having it removed. There is nothing wrong. Nothing wrong at all. Poor Xavier, I should never have given him my book.

On the way down here in the car I mentioned my dream about the scorpion, which, seeing as we drove down on Sunday, happened just the night before, so was still playing on my mind. I was sat in the back of the car with my belongings shoved in all around me. It had been a job to fit everything in and at one point I was on the brink of tears. In fact, back upstairs in the flat I did cry, but not because of being anxious about my things not fitting into the car. I was leaving. That was that. The flat was empty. I left a forwarding address on a Post-it note stuck to the fridge, but I doubt the new owners will make use of it. I expect they will take it off the fridge at once and throw it in the bin. As for my post, I don’t know what they will do with that. Probably they will throw that away too, though not immediately, probably various envelopes will sit on the worktop or in a drawer for a while and then they’ll get tossed away. I did not recount the dream in the same way I had on the beach with Sophia that morning. For one thing I was sat in the back of the car, surrounded by many of my belongings. I held a glass lamp in my lap and my feet were lightly resting on a box that contained a significant teapot among other things. A maidenhair fern trembled beside me, and there were cushions and a rucksack bulging with jumpers piled behind me. Being sequestered this way while recollecting the dream was doubtlessly for the best though. I don’t know these two friends anywhere nearly as well as my friend on the beach, and sharing a dream is quite an intimate thing and can make people who aren’t very familiar with you feel uncomfortable and bored – as it was, talking about it in the back of the car like that was simply making conversation in the amenable way people do when they are on a journey together. David picked up on the fact that the weapon I had used to kill the scorpion was a book, and naturally that detail hadn’t escaped me either. ‘It is my only weapon,’ I joked obligingly from the back of the car, because looked at literally that would seem to be what the dream was implying. Keep writing. Keep writing. Keep making books. Keep dropping them on people, like Xavier. Basically I’d killed Xavier with my book. Did that mean Xavier is a scorpion? He is more or less motionless after all. Motionless – and deadly? All of this had occurred to me, but at the same time, more practically, I do in fact frequently use a book as a means to kill bothersome insects. Not spiders, I don’t kill spiders, they are quiet and don’t rile me, and they silently annihilate those insects that really do bug me – flies. Flies wind me up a great deal, their inane buzzing drives me violently insane. Today and yesterday I used A Very Short Introduction to Freud or else Everybody’s Autobiography to bludgeon a great many flies that were roused from hibernation by my fraught arrival into the woodshed. It could be then that the dream was simply a premonition. In order to live peacefully and work well you will need first of all to clear your space of dormant interlopers. Shake them out of lamps, blankets, and blinds! Smash them to the wall! Pounce! Wallop! Die! Peace. Of course, all that might be understood metaphorically as well. But how does one arrest the buzzing in one’s head? How does one smash intrusive and incessant thoughts to the wall? How does one prevent oneself from going violently insane? Pounce. Wallop. Die. Peace. We hadn’t got very far when my phone made that sound to notify me an email had come through. I hugged the glass lamp in close so I could check my phone and I saw I’d received two emails in fact, both of them from my A-level English teacher, whose name is Terence Stone. Since we were still at the beginning of the journey there was some leisurely chit-chat going on. My friend in the passenger seat was playing around with my parrot. It’s not a real parrot. I don’t know what it’s made of. It’s very light and has wires at its feet which can be wrapped about something such as a deckchair or pushed down into something such as the soil in a large plant pot. ‘Does it have a name?’ said my friend in the passenger seat. I told her it did not. ‘It came from France,’ I said, to compensate for it not having a name, and she said, ‘Then it shall be called Pierre,’ and I groaned at that, mostly because I’m not keen on the name, and somewhat because some years ago I’d had une petite aventure with a very spoilt and humourless younger man called Pierre who had attempted to initiate a discussion with me on the subject of my anger while aboard an overnight boat to Corsica. Buzz off. ‘My friend in Provence sent him last year,’ I said, ‘he was a birthday gift.’ All of the shops in the small town in Provence where my friend lives were closed at the time because of lockdown, except for the supermarkets and garden centres, which is where the parrot came from, presumably. She sent me that and a pair of very decent gardening gloves which I used on the bike because I lived in a flat then, didn’t I, and only had a balcony. ‘Let’s call him Gaston,’ I said, though that wasn’t quite the name I’d been trying to bring to mind. Gaston. It would do. I took a quick look at the emails Terence Stone had sent me. The first one, so the last one his end, was a link which I did not click on, and the second one was a longish email made up of several paragraphs which I anxiously scanned, searching of course for a name – and there it was, fourth paragraph down – ‘Robert Turner’.


III.


When they lived near each other he wanted her to be with him all the time and he couldn’t understand why she did so many things that didn’t include him. He didn’t understand how doing something without him could bring her any pleasure because whenever he did anything without her all he could think about was how much nicer it would be if she were there with him. He had routines. For example, every Friday at noon he would take a taxi into town to buy groceries, eat a burger, then he’d go to the cinema to watch a movie. He had been doing this for years and he’d kept the ticket stubs from all the films he’d liked over the years and one day early on he’d given her these ticket stubs, which were in a neat bundle with a blue elastic band around them. Some of them were difficult to read because the ink was smudged or had faded. I didn’t keep them all, he said, just the good ones. If you’re ever stuck for something to watch, he said, you can just look through those and pick one out. She thanked him and put the stubs into her coat pocket. She looked through them once then put them away in an envelope with some other things he’d given her, notes and cards and so on, and on that envelope she wrote the first letter of his name. She rarely wrote his full name in her diary, just his initial, and on her phone his number was kept under the first letter of his name. He was a secret. Very few people met him and those who did couldn’t make head nor tail of him and he couldn’t make head nor tail of them. She wondered if they had different words for the same things or were fundamentally distinct. He would look at her and she would look at him. I wonder, she said, I wonder what it is you see when you look at me. I don’t see you as your friends see you, he said. I see you as you really are. Sometimes she believed him. Sometimes she felt it to be true. He couldn’t place her. Her milieu was entirely unfamiliar to him. She felt unmoored and divested of the markers that ordinarily made her legible and occasionally attractive. Sometimes when he looked at her she felt truly blown away. It was unnerving and thrilling, to stand there like that, stand there before him with nothing. She could be anyone, couldn’t she? She could be anyone.

One day not long after I met Xavier I left a story of mine hanging from a nail on the front door of my cottage for him to collect when he next went by with the dogs. I think I was going away for a few days. He hadn’t read anything I’d written yet, I’m not a very willing sharer in this regard, and it had become apparent to me that Xavier’s ideas about writing – or, more accurately, about writers – diverged a great deal from my own concerns and aims and way of going about things. Inexplicably, he told me time and again that I should write for film – that that was where real success lay. Gradually the underlying purpose of his presumptuous advice became obvious – Xavier wanted a film to be made of his life. I made it clear to him on several occasions that that was an enterprise I had neither the interest nor the aptitude to advance. He looked fed up whenever I said that. He wouldn’t say very much, he’d simply deploy a wearied silence that made me feel like I was being a spoilsport. Then he would say, ‘You’re quite right. I’m sure it wouldn’t be good for us. There are a lot of things in my past you wouldn’t be able to handle.’ I remember hanging up the paper bag with my story in it and the feeling of excitement that came when I anticipated Xavier reading it. The story was called ‘The Lake’ and I’d written it in winter which meant it had an almost supernatural quality. Many things I write at that time of year tend to be dreamlike and eerie. I would love to be able to write a whole novel in this vein, a kind of Gothic horror, and in order to assuage the profound disappointment I experience when I have no choice but to concede I am quite incapable of producing such a thing, I say to myself, perhaps one day you will, perhaps one day writing a novel in that vein will come as naturally to you as writing this does now. Xavier didn’t think much of the story at all. The supernatural element seemed to have completely bypassed him. As far as he was concerned here was a man and a woman who are staying in a beautiful hotel beside a beautiful lake which they take a naked midnight swim in and they don’t have sex. ‘Why don’t they have sex?’ said Xavier. ‘Because that’s not what it’s about,’ I said. ‘It’s always about that, love,’ he said. ‘For you maybe,’ I said. And then he tutted and rolled his eyes and said, ‘What can I say?’ I selected not to mention that the man and the woman were very probably spirits. What would be the point? He hadn’t picked up on it so obviously there wasn’t a place in his imagination for those sorts of things. ‘You’re very bodily sometimes,’ is all I said. ‘Now, what in heaven’s name does that mean?’ he said. ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Nothing,’ I said again. ‘Now you’re smiling,’ he said. ‘And thank goodness for it.’ That story won a competition and I was promptly sent a cheque for £500. I was over the moon, yet when I told Xavier I was pretty cool about it, as if it were only to be expected because actually, despite what he thought, it was a very good story, and look, here was a cheque for five hundred that attested to its indisputable brilliance. In Xavier’s world money not only talks, it has the last word. I took us to lunch by the pier and Xavier said, ‘Well done,’ and then he said: ‘I have to say, darling, there’s a lot about your business I don’t understand.’

I once asked Xavier if he’d spent time in jail. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘you’re not the first person to ask me that.’ He wasn’t remotely put out by my question, and I’d been debating asking him it for quite some time. ‘I suppose you’re asking me that for the same reason they asked me.’ ‘And why do you suppose they asked you?’ I duly replied. ‘Because of how hopeless I am. I can’t do anything myself.’ ‘That’s true – a lot of very ordinary things seem completely alien to you, it is quite peculiar. It really is as if you weren’t in the world for a considerable period of time.’ ‘You have to remember that I had everything done for me.’ ‘But that was ages ago.’ ‘One never really forgets,’ he said. ‘No, but doesn’t one have to adjust?’ I said. ‘Adapting is just something people do.’ ‘I’ve never been interested in roughing it, love,’ he said. ‘You just like people doing things for you.’ ‘That’s right.’ ‘Well, doesn’t that make you very dependent on them?’ ‘Not really. Not really. They seem to enjoy it. Though actually I did have a terrible time with a butler. They think they’re being clever, but it’s sort of obvious what they’re up to.’ ‘I think perhaps you’re just lazy,’ I said, and he laughed. That slow, lazy laugh. Sometimes, in the mornings, when he left the cottage and walked up the driveway to go home, he’d look out the corner of his eye not quite at me and a strange current would flicker through his lips, causing them to contract and stiffen ever so briefly. And for that split second he looked like a man who had once again got away with something.

For a while I’d worked at a B&B, serving breakfasts and doing the dishes, which meant four mornings a week I’d get up at seven o’clock. This upset Xavier. I mean he seemed genuinely distressed when I left the bed and for a while he refused to stay over if I was working the following morning. ‘Do you have to do that job?’ he’d say, utterly affronted by my untimely departure, as if my sole reason for going to work was to upend his morning. He took the most peculiar things personally and would be infuriatingly unmoved by the things I’d hope would have some impact. Sometimes when I got back from work he might still be in the cottage. Sometimes he might have got the fire going, and then he’d be sat there beside it in his blue cashmere V-neck, his abundant white hair fabulously unbrushed. I wasn’t often pleased to see him when I got back from work. For one thing I’d go into the kitchen and see all the washing up from the night before on the counter and that would incense me: ‘Xavier, why didn’t you do the dishes?’ To which he would only groan by way of reply. ‘I’ve been doing dishes all morning and now I come home to a pile more and you just sitting there.’ And then of course he’d be expecting me to fix us something to eat, and again I’d say, ‘Xavier, I’ve been serving people breakfast all morning. Do you think I want to come home and do it?’ ‘But I’ve made such a beautiful fire, love,’ he’d say. ‘You like doing the fire – it is lovely to come home to, thank you – but the point is, you like doing it – occasionally it would mean a lot to me if you did something you didn’t much like doing. Do you think I like doing the dishes?’ Xavier deflected these admonishments by quite ingeniously linking the cause of my disgruntlement not to his domestic negligence but to the unsuitability of the work I’d just returned from: ‘I think it’s time you left that job, darling. It’s not doing you any good – it’s getting you down.’ Xavier did make beautiful fires. When I wasn’t at work I’d stand at the kitchen sink and watch him out the front, gathering up broken branches and snapped twigs, he always found so much. I liked looking at him, moving about outside, doing something without me. He looked his age – he thought he looked younger of course, but he didn’t really. He was seventy-five and he looked it and I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Sometimes he’d collect wood while I was at work and he’d arrange it in the fireplace then go on home. All I’d have to do when I got back was put a match to it – there’d be firelighters and kindling and everything in place. ‘Starters’ was what he called them, and he’d always put in far too many. One morning when I got back after work I let out a gasp when I came through the door and saw the fireplace. It was a huge fireplace, with a deep raised opening, and nooks for pots and kettles on both flanks. Xavier had placed twigs and dried leaves in the grate. Large twisting branches were wedged in vertically either side of it and propped each other up in an undulating apex above. I didn’t have to think about what it all looked like. I could see it right away. Intricate and fleshly and entrancing – it looked exactly like a magnificent vulva.

She was below the window – the window was open, pushed right up, even with the window closed you could hear the birds, the river – and she, somewhere below, moving the stones, on and on, just one area, just one small area. The area beneath my window. I was nearby, not especially comfortable, but at least not outside, where I didn’t want to be just then. Later on, later on – looking up again at the large hill, not particularly formidable, but still. The blanket stayed gathered about me despite my movements such as they were and I liked the colour but had more or less stopped thinking about it, that colour, and thought about other things, primroses for example – perhaps I mean communed with, which is a kind of thinking, if you ask me. I sneezed twice, hanging on for a third, just there in the window frame, hanging on for a third, feeling most monastic, absurdly, and she looked up. Stepped back from the wall and looked up at me. Hello. Hello. She had implements, so there was a purpose after all, what was it, what was the purpose. I’m weeding, she announced. I actually thought that was very good of her, it seemed dismal just then, that very spot, I don’t know why, possibly because of the time of day, possibly because despite all of the different-sized cushions I still hadn’t managed to arrange things so I was at ease to the extent that I could quite forget pelvis, ankles, ribs, clavicles, crown. And my backside was cold, nothing new. I bet she thought, what a ninny, sneezing like that, and with the window wide open.

I didn’t walk that day, I walked the day before, which was in fact, now I consider it, that day. At her advice I turned right at the gate. It didn’t take long to get high up, and I kept on going even though I was afraid. I couldn’t believe in the peace, in the tranquillity. But you could stay up here for days, I reasoned, years, if you organised yourself, and nothing would get you. The silence, the silence. All my life I’ve felt something was after me and to my own irritation I looked behind too often, and kept seeing things up ahead, animals frozen in some terrible gesture. Stricken. Of course I didn’t know where I was going but people before me had known, and I believe it was their trail I followed, to a point. Until the waterfall – always feel much steadier by water. I scooted up and down, in and out of the waterfall, and then I crossed over, came to rest, my hood up, my eyes opening and closing, just listening. I was much steadier. No longer waiting for the crashing something. How I like to hide.

When I am hidden it is impossible for anyone to think about me. But of course that’s not true. It feels true. I am hidden. I am somewhere new and strange, somewhere I’ve never been before, somewhere you haven’t seen me – how then is it even possible for you to imagine me? I have removed myself so that I can think of you which I cannot do while you think of me. I don’t even know who I am talking about.

I was hungover today and felt a strong urge to contact Xavier. I saw he was ‘active’ on Skype. I’ve never seen that before. He only installed it earlier this year and found it hard to get to grips with – I used to get a bit exasperated. He really liked being able to see me on the video, then after a while he really didn’t so we went back to using the phone. Him calling at the wrong time. I liked to call him at night, around ten o’clock, when I’d gone to bed, then I could relax, knowing that there was nothing else I needed to do. He would often be watching something and I’d say oh carry on, I’ll call you tomorrow, and he’d say, no, no, I’ll turn down the sound, hold on, and then he might tell me what it was he’d been watching and he’d ask me if I’d been watching it too and I’d say no I hadn’t and he’d say you don’t really watch television do you and I’d say no, I don’t really, though I do like to watch a film from time to time, and he’d say you’re marvellous really, the way you always find something to do with yourself, just great, and then he’d ask me if I’d always been that way and I’d say I guess so and then we wouldn’t say anything for a while. Sometimes on the phone with Xavier we might not say anything for quite some time, it didn’t ever bother me, there was nothing awkward about it, and I’m sure it didn’t bother him. I missed him today. I very nearly emailed him. Maybe I will tomorrow. Just a line or two. Something light. I won’t refer to my book or what he said about it. A while ago, when the reviews came out, I thought about forwarding on some of the better ones and saying ‘Fortunately not everyone has given it such a damning critique.’ I really did consider doing that, not just to retaliate, but because I thought it might be useful for him to read another perspective. HELL. So extreme! My throat froze over when I read it.

This morning I saw that Xavier was online again. It’s a nuisance being able to see that. All morning I couldn’t stop checking. He was active on and off the whole time. I don’t know what that means. I know it doesn’t necessarily mean he is on a call, yet I can’t help but think something must be going on because I’ve never seen his Skype being active before. It’s very tempting to call him and I probably would do if I didn’t look so washed out. I didn’t sleep very well last night. My period is due in a few days which could account for that, and might well explain why I’ve become so preoccupied with thinking about calling Xavier all of a sudden. He was always very nice to me when I had my period and often knew when it was without me saying anything. He’d email something like ‘I hope you’re being good to yourself, angel. Get yourself some lovely flowers. Something beautiful really makes a difference to how one feels.’ In more recent times he’d had flowers delivered to the flat regularly, about every fortnight, which was really nice, though almost every arrangement would contain some sort of flower I wasn’t very keen on and always far too much greenery, particularly that fern-type leaf which looks like plastic – I always got rid of that, along with the few flowers I wasn’t so keen on. Gerberas mostly. I don’t mind the pale ones so much along with some roses, that can look quite pretty, but then the florist started to persistently include bright orange and snazzy yellow ones, and I didn’t like that at all. In fact I began to dread her calling me to arrange delivery, which was quite a ridiculous fix to be in really, so eventually I tactfully suggested to Xavier that I’d pop into the florists whenever I needed flowers and choose them myself. Xavier liked this idea very much. He liked the idea of me having an account at the florists. And really it was much easier that way because she was very nearby and I could pop in whenever it suited me, whereas whenever Xavier had ordered a bouquet she’d deliver it whenever it suited her, which was often last thing on a Saturday, around six o’clock, and that wasn’t a good time for me at all. Occasionally, when she delivered them at this time, I left them on the kitchen worktop in their water-filled cellophane wrapping until the following morning, when I could go about arranging them into vases in a nice unhurried way, after discarding the plastic-looking fern foliage and garish gerberas. There were too many flowers really, and that was another reason why I suggested to Xavier that I go in there and pick them out myself. When there are fewer flowers you can see them better. Hellebores. I’m especially fond of hellebores, and it’s a pity for them to get lost in a mass of showy flowers and superfluous foliage. Xavier liked this idea a lot, said, ‘Leave it with me, love,’ then phoned back not twenty minutes later to tell me the florist had his details and I was to go in there whenever I wanted and pick out whatever I liked best. ‘You’ll always have flowers now,’ he said, and if a few weeks went by without his card being debited by the florist, he’d email and say, ‘Get yourself some really nice ones.’ I went in one afternoon and there were some beautiful blue delphiniums and I’m very fond of those so I took several stems and that was all because that was all I wanted and the florist seemed a bit disappointed, probably because she was used, in the first place, to doing up huge bouquets for me, then, following on from that, me coming in and getting a sizeable bunch myself, and now here I was with perhaps seven or eight delphiniums. She suggested some freesias, said they’d look nice together, but I didn’t think so and declined. She wrapped up the delphiniums without saying anything more – ordinarily she’d be quite chatty. It didn’t bother me. I had plenty of things I could think about while I stood there waiting for her to wrap up the flowers. When I went in to her again a fortnight or so later she said Xavier had called her after the last time and asked her why he’d been charged so little. ‘He was quite annoyed,’ she said. ‘But that was all I wanted,’ I said – ‘small bunches can look very pretty,’ and I carried on looking at what she had. There was quite a good selection that day. ‘He said make it fifty euro each time,’ she said. ‘Oh, but that’s too much!’ I said. After a moment’s pause I added, ‘Perhaps I can get a little plant too?’ It became quite stressful and time-consuming having to make it come to fifty euro every time I went in. Sometimes I wondered whether the florist was lying. Perhaps Xavier hadn’t said anything at all about a minimum amount, perhaps she was miffed because I’d stopped having the flowers delivered and then I’d stopped selecting so many each time I came in to get some myself. But really, just a small spray can look very charming. I absolutely love hellebores. Every so often I would take a photograph of my chosen flowers and send it to Xavier on Skype. ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’ I would write underneath. But it did get tiresome, having to spend fifty. One week I spent thirty and she said she’d carry the twenty over to the following visit, so that meant I had to spend seventy next time I came in and the next time I went in there weren’t many flowers on display that I liked especially, so then I was in a real quandary. I bought a few plant pots begrudgingly and really couldn’t help but feel that the way the florist enforced Xavier’s stipulation so trenchantly was a reflection of her grasping ways. What would happen, after all, if I didn’t make fifty – would Xavier close the account with her? Very unlikely. I vowed to raise it with him, so that evening I rang him at about nine thirty, while he was watching a Charlie Chaplin documentary, and I told him it was so kind of him to make sure I had lovely flowers all the time, but it was too much, having to spend fifty each time, sometimes I just wanted a few stems. He sounded surprised. ‘A small bouquet can look exquisite,’ I said, ‘you really get to see the flowers properly.’ ‘Really?’ he said. ‘You don’t like a beautiful big bouquet?’ ‘Not every time, darling,’ I said. ‘Alright,’ he said, ‘alright. As usual you have your own way of doing things, and actually you do have a lot of style so probably you are right. I always go overboard with everything. You’re very smart really, the way you go about things.’ And so the matter was settled. From then on I’d go into the florists whenever the fancy took me and I’d pick out a few hellebores or a few lilies or a few delphiniums, or perhaps even a mix of all three plus a few roses too, if the fancy took me, and the florist would always say, ‘Would you like some of this?’ holding up a plastic-looking fern leaf, and I’d always say, ‘No thank you, that’s all,’ and she’d come over to me from behind the counter and she’d tot up the price as I stood there holding up my selection, two-fifty for this stem, four-fifty for that stem, and I’d say, ‘What’s it come to?’ and she’d say ‘eighteen’ or ‘twenty-four’ or ‘thirty’. Once she said ‘forty-seven’ and that was the nearest I got to fifty and I was having friends over that evening so there was a good reason why I’d gathered such a profusion of flowers on that occasion. I was having friends over, and I was cooking for them, and there would be candles, and nice things to nibble on, and music playing, and wine decanting, and I wanted plenty of flowers, for a while we’d been doing without so many things because of the lockdown, and now we were meeting up again and I wanted to create a feeling of abundance, exuberance, festivity even, so on that occasion it was necessary to have lots and lots of flowers. My friends noticed and admired them right away, and one of them even ran her fingers through them, then a little later, when we’d been drinking and talking a while, she ran her fingers through them again and then she started on the maidenhair fern nearby, and that put me on edge because maidenhair ferns don’t like to be touched and there she was, running her fingers through its weightless fronds, very gently, it must be said, but still her fingers were making contact with the delicate leaves over and over, and they don’t like that, however I really didn’t want to deprive my friend of the pleasure of running her fingers through the maidenhair fern, we’d had months and months of being told to stay away from so many things, but I knew it would do the plant no good, her fingers running all over it like that, the whole thing was becoming quite stressful to witness, yet it was impossible for me to turn a blind eye. Eventually I went over to my friend and offered her a baklava in order that her hands be occupied with something else, and sure enough she stopped caressing the maidenhair fern and took hold of a baklava, and she looked at me very solemnly and said, ‘This is all so lovely.’ I went upstairs then, ostensibly to use the bathroom. But when I finished using the loo and I’d washed my hands I wasn’t ready to go back downstairs. I went into my bedroom where it was dark now and the curtains were open and I stood at the window with my hands on the sill and I bawled crying. It felt really good, the sobs came out nice and strong, it was over in no time, then I went back downstairs. Was that the last bunch I bought before moving out? I don’t know. It could have been. I saw the florist in the street sometime after that, she didn’t see me, she was carrying an enormous bouquet right in front of her face and couldn’t see much at all. I wondered if she’d noticed that I hadn’t been into the shop for a while. I was glad she didn’t see me, and when I saw her again, a few days later, she wasn’t carrying any flowers this time and could easily have seen me, if I hadn’t deliberately slowed down so that I was concealed behind a large brewery truck as she went by on the other side of the street. I didn’t want to make eye contact with her. I didn’t want her to know I was still here. Let her think I’m gone. Soon enough I would be gone anyway, because this only happened about two or three months ago and I’ve been here in the woodshed almost a fortnight now, which meant I had no desire to go into her shop anyhow, what for, so it didn’t matter that Xavier had sent that email and severed things, I didn’t need any flowers anymore, it was quite pointless, everything pretty soon had to be packed up, I was getting rid of stuff, for days and days and days I sorted through clothes and books and lotions and letters and cosmetics and kitchen drawers full of god knows what getting rid of stuff, I wasn’t going to bring anything into the flat, I was bringing stuff out of the flat – there was only one direction now that things were going in and that was out, out, and I’d be out too, soon enough, so no, I didn’t need any flowers, and perhaps if she had seen me and caught my eye, that’s all I had to keep in mind when I looked back at her, not Xavier and his reaction to my book, but the fact that I was moving out and everything was being got rid of, including a glass bowl full of dead rose heads. Twelve of them. Once deep red, now the petals were pinkish and rimmed brown, and so very dry. Twelve of them. Of course. A dozen red roses. For Valentine’s Day, I expect. Xavier was a nonconformist in many ways and had lived his life undeterredly and audaciously all across the globe, yet he also had a penchant for tradition. This inclination surprised me initially, it didn’t seem to tally with his quixotic spirit. Gradually I realised it was precisely this quixotic spirit that prompted him to seek out dependable and venerated guidelines. He wasn’t a freewheeling individual entirely out of choice – he had a hard time making sense of things and understanding people, he said that himself. Left to his own devices he wasn’t really able to regulate himself and didn’t seem able to navigate his way through even the most humdrum situations very well. He found the cat’s cradle of ordinary life disconcerting and unfathomable. And possibly that’s why he gravitated towards elite and esoteric coteries. Exclusive and codified environments provided him with, not rules exactly, but a legible and unchanging system that he could learn and adopt – customs, protocols, routines, rituals – then he knew exactly how to behave and had a good idea of how other people were going to conduct themselves in return, and I believe this was considerably reassuring for him. ‘You seem to know so much quite naturally, it’s kind of irritating,’ he’d say. ‘Do you think it’s because you’re a woman?’ ‘No, I don’t think it’s because I’m a woman,’ I’d say. ‘Anyway, I don’t know that much, so stop going on about it. And you’re not as hopeless as you make out – you couldn’t possibly be.’ ‘I am, love, I am – I’ve always been that way, absolutely hopeless. But I try, I hope to God you realise that, do you?’ I certainly did realise how hard Xavier tried – I realised it and it moved me, again and again. That’s probably why I kept the dozen dead roses. They weren’t an original choice, not at all, but that’s precisely what made them so touching. I took off all the heads when they went over, and when the petals were completely dried up I put them in a crystal bowl, and so for years there was a crystal bowl full of dried rose heads on my drinks tray. And then I was sorting through everything – towels, bedding, cables, everything – and still I hadn’t heard from Xavier, not since that last dinner when he’d invited me to kiss him and I hadn’t wanted to and he’d said ‘Do I seem old to you?’ and I’d said ‘Yes’, so I picked up the crystal bowl and shook all the rose heads out into a black sack, out they tumbled, already downcast, I’m not taking you with me, I’m not taking you with me, and some petals came loose and fell to the floor, and later, when I swept them up, I felt bad, I felt a pang, but there was still so much to do that I didn’t dwell on it for very long.


IV.


‘It’s as if several layers of skin have been removed,’ I said. ‘That sounds like shingles,’ he said. ‘That’s not how I meant it,’ I said, ‘I was speaking metaphorically.’ ‘I don’t understand,’ he said, ‘can’t you put it another way?’ ‘Another way?’ I said. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I want to be able to understand.’ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘that’s very considerate, but unnecessary – it won’t endure.’ ‘Nevertheless,’ he said. ‘Besides, it might come back.’ ‘I’m sure it will,’ I said. ‘Well then, don’t you think you should get a handle on it?’ he said. ‘Some things can’t be handled,’ I said. ‘Anything can be dealt with,’ he said, ‘you just have to figure out what it is you’re dealing with.’ ‘Alright then,’ I said, ‘but it’s difficult to describe, and I’m not sure talking about it is of much use.’ ‘It’s not useful to talk about it?’ he said. ‘No, not really – I’ll overthink it if I try to put it into words. I’ll end up saying things that relate to an idea, rather than to the experience itself – I’ll end up talking rubbish.’ ‘I see,’ he said. ‘And why’s that?’ he said. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Some things are resistant to words maybe, and when you start trying to apply them you end up with something else, another thing – a theory, I suppose.’ ‘A theory?’ he said. ‘Yes. Or a poem perhaps. Some kind of made-up thing anyway,’ I said. ‘You like poetry?’ he said. ‘Oh god,’ I said. ‘Alright, alright – one word then,’ he said. ‘One word?’ I said. ‘Yes, one ordinary word that you don’t need to think about.’ ‘Alright,’ I said, ‘that’s easy enough.’ ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Good, darling.’ ‘Blank,’ I said. ‘Blank?’ he said. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘now you have it.’ ‘I’m not sure I do though,’ he said. ‘Well, I don’t know then,’ I said, ‘let’s just leave it.’

‘But I should be able to help you,’ he said, ‘isn’t that what you’d like, darling?’ ‘You talk as if it’s a difficulty I’m having,’ I said. ‘Isn’t it then?’ he said. ‘Not really,’ I said. ‘And you haven’t seen a doctor?’ he said. ‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘Has it ever crossed your mind?’ he said. ‘Has what crossed my mind?’ I said. ‘To see a doctor?’ he said. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘it crossed my mind, a long time ago it crossed my mind. Then, with some effort, my attitude towards it changed and it no longer seems relevant to see a doctor.’ ‘I see,’ he said, ‘so it isn’t a problem?’ ‘Not really,’ I said. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘I must say, I’m not sure I understand – it all sounds very difficult to me.’ ‘Well, it is a little difficult,’ I said, ‘but it’s not entirely unpleasant, put it that way.’ ‘It isn’t?’ he said. ‘Oh no,’ I said, ‘no, not at all – I mean it is a little frightening, because everything has been stripped away and I don’t feel like I know anything. It’s all completely strange again – nothing is automatic, not even very simple things.’ ‘My goodness,’ he said. ‘In fact,’ I said, ‘there is something rather—’ ‘Rather what?’ he said. ‘Otherworldly,’ I said, ‘there’s something sort of otherworldly about it.’ ‘Otherworldly?’ he said. ‘You see,’ I said, ‘I’m talking rubbish.’

‘Well, actually,’ he said, ‘you have been somewhat remote since Tuesday.’ ‘Since Tuesday?’ I said. ‘Really?’ ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘as a matter of fact I thought it had something to do with what we’d talked about by that bench in the afternoon.’ ‘That’s funny,’ I said. ‘It is?’ he said. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Because it’s completely wrong?’ he said. ‘I’m not laughing at you,’ I said, ‘but yes, it is completely wrong.’ ‘It’s not a love thing then?’ he said. ‘You always ask that,’ I said. ‘Do I?’ he said. ‘And can you blame me?’ ‘Let’s just leave it now,’ I said. ‘You’re completely free,’ he said, ‘I won’t suppress you, if that’s what you’re worried about.’ ‘Alright,’ I said. ‘That’s fine. But give up trying to understand one thing and another.’ ‘Darling,’ he said, ‘I’m trying to learn.’ ‘Learn what?’ I said. ‘All these questions drive me round the twist – it’s oppressive, actually.’ ‘Really?’ he said. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘yes it is – in fact, now that I think about it, probably the reason you want to understand me so much is not because you want to help – you want to know how to handle me.’ ‘Help?’ he said. ‘Handle? Maybe there isn’t a lot of difference, love.’ ‘Of course there is’, I said, ‘the difference being, who benefits? – me? Or you?’ ‘We’d both benefit from getting on a little better,’ he said, ‘wouldn’t you say?’ ‘I suppose so,’ I said. ‘Of course. It’s just – you can’t push it. You can’t push these things. It takes time.’ ‘You’re right, love,’ he said, ‘you nearly always are. I go overboard with everything – I’ve always been that way.’ ‘That’s alright,’ I said. ‘It’s sweet of you really to make the effort. I’m just a little tired and I can’t talk as much as you do.’ ‘Do I talk too much, love?’ he said. ‘I don’t know, I don’t know – don’t worry about it, darling,’ I said. ‘I’m going to go upstairs now, alright?’

‘Aren’t you going to ask me to come with you?’ he said. ‘I thought you had to go?’ I said. ‘I thought you wanted to write,’ he said. ‘Well, I might do, later,’ I said. ‘That’s fine,’ he said, ‘everything is just fine, darling.’ ‘I’m going upstairs then,’ I said, ‘I feel very tired.’ ‘That’s right,’ he said, ‘you go on up and lie down and have a nice rest now.’ ‘Stay down here for a little while, would you?’ I said. ‘Down here?’ he said. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘if you don’t mind.’ ‘I don’t mind at all, love,’ he said. ‘Is there something I can do for you? Should I light the fire?’ ‘No,’ I said, ‘no thank you, don’t do anything. I’m going to call for you in a while,’ I said, ‘so you must just stay down here.’ ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Should I sit down then?’ ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘that would be best.’ ‘I’ll sit down here, and you’ll call me, is that right?’ he said. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘after a while I’ll call out to you – but you mustn’t respond immediately. Let me say your name two or three times – you’ll know when’s right.’ ‘Alright then,’ he said, ‘if that’s what you’d like. And do I come up then, or what happens, darling?’ ‘No,’ I said, ‘don’t come right away. When I’ve said your name, I don’t know, three or four times, you simply reply, “Yes?” ‘“Yes?”’ he said. ‘That’s all?’ ‘That’s right, “yes,”’ I said, ‘and then I’ll say, “Can you come here, love?”’ ‘And then I come?’ he said. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘then you come.’ ‘Good,’ he said. ‘That’s good, darling.’ ‘I’m going up now,’ I said. ‘OK, love,’ he said, ‘you go up and rest and I’ll wait down here then.’ ‘Thank you, darling. Try not to think of it as waiting though, love,’ I said. ‘Oh, it’ll be a pleasure,’ he said. ‘Alright then,’ I said. ‘Do you need anything before I go up?’ ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘Do you think it’ll be a long time?’ ‘A long time?’ I said. ‘Before you’ll call out for me?’ he said. ‘I don’t know, darling,’ I said, ‘I really don’t know.’ ‘Alright, I’ll just wait here then, love,’ he said, ‘and hope to God you don’t forget about me.’

I reread Terence Stone’s reply to my email this morning. As with his first missive, I feel irritated by it, though this time more emphatically and understandably. There is something gently yet assuredly prescriptive about its tone. He mentions that, in the time since, two more grandchildren have arrived and that’s why it’s taken him a while to write back. I don’t recall what he says directly after that, something about trying to work out when exactly I was at the college. He says it’s very sad about Robert Turner and that when I saw him in the cemetery it must have been at the early stages of his illness. ‘I can see him popping out of the bushes,’ he writes, but he doesn’t see him like I see him and it irritated me that he said that. I was there in the cemetery and he wasn’t – why does he try to insinuate himself into the situation by saying he could see it? When I said about Robert popping out from the bush and appearing on the path through the gravestones I didn’t say what he was wearing, and I remember what he was wearing, I mean I can see it – a duck egg blue and raspberry pink striped collarless shirt tucked into a pair of grey marl jogging bottoms which themselves were tucked into a pair of light grey socks, visible between the soft leather straps of his sandals. The shirt was lovely and very him. Terence Stone said that Robert and Judith have been reclusive for a long time and don’t answer the door or the phone. He saw them both recently – I got the impression since my email, but I could be wrong – in Sainsbury’s car park, where they were engaged in a furious row about the shopping. This prevented Terence Stone from going over to say hello to them. Robert’s hair, he says, is bushy and he has a big bushy beard. I already knew that because last year, or perhaps it was the year before, I googled Robert Turner and a notice in the local newspaper came up – Robert had gone for a walk and hadn’t come home, so obviously there was a recent photograph of him accompanying the piece, along with a contact telephone number. His hair was wild and he did indeed have a big bushy beard. Terence Stone went on to say that Robert had been very particular about his hair and used to go to a hairdresser in Cheltenham to get it done. There was something mildly mocking about the way he divulged that. Or perhaps not. Perhaps not. Does it amuse me to discover Robert used to go all the way to Cheltenham to get his hair done? Not really. Not now. Terence Stone then says he doesn’t recall the particular incident I described, when I came to class with the four-pack of ale and sat there tapping at the ring pull on one of the cans. Even Rachel beside me tutted eventually, and ordinarily that might have stopped me because I didn’t like to aggravate Rachel, but on this occasion what she thought didn’t matter to me at all, in fact I quite enjoyed being a source of irritation, obviously I wanted to provoke something. I was very upset and there was nothing I could do or say about it. I just kept on tapping at this ring pull and finally Terence Stone threw me out of the classroom. Very politely, of course. Terence Stone was always very polite and gracious, and still is it seems: ‘I don’t recall the incident,’ he writes, ‘but am glad to discover it was a minor emotional upset that was the cause of your agitation and it was not the case that I was boring you to tears.’ I don’t know why he takes it upon himself to use the word ‘minor’ to describe the scale and depth of my feelings, and the irony is not lost on me that the ‘minor’ element in this situation was in fact me. I was the minor and my feelings were not. They were the opposite – they were huge, major, overwhelming, more than I could stand. Why does he refer to them as ‘minor’ in this way? And why is it better that my inability to engage with the lesson was due to a minor emotional upset that was brought about by one of his colleagues fooling around with me rather than by him being a bore, which in fact he could be? Who would take any consolation from being absolved in this way? It’s probably unreasonable of me to be annoyed with Terence Stone, but then again, why would anyone presume to know the measure of somebody else’s feelings? Perhaps he is simply hoping for my sake that the whole episode was just a trifle, one that hardly made a dent on me. It occurs to me that in the absence of being able to communicate with Robert Turner, Terence Stone has become a kind of stand-in because of his proximity to the situation, and I am perhaps expecting more from him and am exasperated and vexed because he is not saying what I want him to say. What do I want him to say? What is it I want to hear? I don’t know. I don’t want to be told my feelings were minor, and I don’t especially want to hear about Robert’s trips to the hairdresser in Cheltenham either. I don’t know. Do I want him to say Robert behaved very badly? That it must have been very difficult for me? Do I want him to say Robert was utterly besotted with me, but didn’t believe for one moment I’d stick around? No, I don’t want him to say any of those things – I don’t want him to tell me anything – I want him to ask me something, but I don’t know what. It doesn’t matter what it is, the point is, I don’t want him to tell me anything, I want to tell him things and it’s clear to me he doesn’t want to be told anything, and that’s why he described my feelings as minor. He’s nipping it in the bud, isn’t he? Play it down. Gloss over it. Don’t say anything that’ll encourage her to give full vent, full expression, because that won’t be enough, she won’t stop there, she won’t stop until she’s obtained fully encompassing acknowledgement of the wrong she was done. Sod that. Nip it in the bud. That’s why I can’t endure pleasantness. It seems warm and accepting and sincere, but it isn’t at all, it’s absolutely thin – you come to the sheer edge of it very quickly, and there’s nothing then, you’re on your own. And that really is its social purpose, to keep anything out of the ordinary at arm’s length, and in that way nothing is turned on its head, nothing is spoilt, there is no scandal. Because that’s the main thing, isn’t it, avoiding a scandal. And if you don’t play along you’re made to feel unseemly and excessive. Uncontained, entirely unsophisticated. You feel like an oik in fact, and you are, you are an oik, a blundering oik who might well upset the apple-cart. Those with the upper hand flatter and appease you with attention and pleasantries, and for a little while you do feel in fact that they care, but their kindness and concern is terribly thin and you get to the edge of it very quickly, the stark edge of it, and there’s nothing then, you’re on your own, and it’s humiliating to the core – you realise you’ve been tricked, fobbed off royally, none of that beneficence was for your benefit, it was strictly for theirs. You realise they were sympathetic in order to disarm you, disarm you and make you go quietly away. You realise they don’t give a fig for you at all, they’re simply being polite. Polite, politus, polished. Smooth it all away, yes. Expunged. What the corps d’elite really care about is keeping things exactly as they are, because the way things are is jolly nice, thank you very much, it suits them very well. For the sake of balance I shall also venture that they’re not aware that they’re doing this – they are not doing it on purpose, it comes naturally. Totally ingrained. And then Terence Stone finishes off with a stanza from an Andrew Marvell poem, because I mentioned at the end of my last email, in order to finish on a pleasant note, that I enjoyed his lessons on Marvell’s poetry, and so here in return, for my delectation, is an extract from ‘The Garden’, which neatly links with the theme of green which both our emails have so far riffed upon, and yes, I remember the last line of that particular stanza very well – ‘a green thought in a green shade’ – and it occurs to me that I could rejoin with a quote from Hildegard von Bingen about viriditas and thus continue with the theme of green, and wouldn’t that be very clever and pleasant and gratifying, and I bet I go ahead and do that, if not today then tomorrow probably, because isn’t tomorrow a Sunday, and isn’t a Sunday a very pleasant day to sit down and write a pleasant note to one’s former and perennially pleasant English teacher?

In London, in the rain, just as it’s getting dark. Fairly subdued in the Square Mile on a Sunday I should think. Grey wall to wall and quiet as the grave. Nothing moving, the rain cleared up twenty minutes ago, a quick biblical shower out of the blue. Dismal, then, and slightly erotic. The word ‘asphalt’ comes to mind. Feet bare inside court shoes that could be described as cheap and ill-fitting. Sort of baggy around the instep could slip a finger in quite easily. Ankles chilled to the bone. My clothes might be damp. No, what am I saying, my clothes are quite untouched. We go up these steps, matter-of-factly. We look very business-like, corporate really, he’s a step ahead, my hair is sort of in my face. I’m wearing the most awful bra. Discoloured elastic and probably the wire’s showing through. Rotten thing. I couldn’t care less. It is a very old building, a very august building, possibly legal, possibly financial, possibly ecclesiastical, perhaps there are columns. It is closed. Everything is closed. Silent. Shut tight. Silent as the grave. Wall to wall. Yes there are columns. Of course there are columns. Sizeable Corinthian columns. Broad enough for us to disappear behind. The grooves of the column right behind me and one leg, the left leg, lifted, lifted up and out. The shoe gaping mid-air, possibly seen. Against the column in the financial district. Right up against the column in the shadow of the old stone. The crotch of my knickers, black. The black crotch I take hold of either side and pull across, or perhaps he did that. Perhaps he took hold of the crotch of my knickers. Yes, he did that. My hands flat either side on the column can’t reach for him yet. Fingers press into the sabulous grooves. Can’t reach for him yet. He pulled to one side my knickers it was his hand that did that his hand and it was my hand that slid down between us. Yes it was. It was my hand that jiggled down the zip of his trousers and it was my hand that disappeared into his trousers stole into the grey white black and it was my hand my hand and no one else’s that shimmied out the full extent of his erection and I kept it in my hand didn’t I so the frigid air wouldn’t get at it and make the glorious ready thing fall to nothing. The readiness of it, pushing against my hand, my hand all around it. I wanted to see it, to have my eyes go all over it as well as my hand, but I couldn’t do it, couldn’t bring myself. I just could not look down. My eyes were open but I couldn’t look down my eyes were looking at the lapel of his jacket fastened onto it like a couple of brass pins. He was dressed ever so smartly. Absolutely correct from head to toe. Nothing out of place. Nothing out of place! Well now its place was in my hand and I could barely contain it and I was dying, dying to look down and give it the once over but couldn’t do it, impolite or unsophisticated, I don’t know, as if to say, what have you got there? What have you got there for me? I couldn’t do it my fingers did it. My fingers are mine, all mine, every one, and curled them about from there to there and enclosed it tight all along and pulsed a little with my palm just a little hardly at all then stopped. Like listening then. Just like listening. Whole body biding, breath held eyes too, and there it was, solid and astir. As if like a low branch it had been that way forever. Yes it was, yes it was. It was my fingertips all over. Yes it was. Mine and no one else’s. All along the underside. Pressing back and forth along the underside. Reporting back to my eyes, yes, the full extent of it. My eyes, my naked eyes, stripped and pelagic, don’t dare close them might capsize, my fingers yes, down there among the deep dark twists of snug fabric between us, yes it was my fingers pressing into his erection and it was my fingertips spreading out, up and down, up and over, spreading out, my fingers, my secret, my god, the whole thing, yes it was his, it was all his, solid and astir. Solid yet teeming, teeming. Making my throat thump. Eyes closed then. Front of the eyes close back of the eyes open. Open wide and all dark and all warm and saw the full extent of it then. Yes, the whole thing. My god. The pull of it. The pull of it pulling me in. Pulling me in and me completely gone then and not yet, too soon, held on firmly, pressed a little more firmly then, firmly and quick, as if to say, go on, go on then and tell me something, tell me something from further back, and it rushed and flickered right away, didn’t it rush and flicker against my hand right away and I thought, now I have it, the erection from further back and further back again, now I have it. And that undid me, I can’t tell you, to feel it answering my fingers, to feel what it was made of and to know what it was all for. He was all the bodies he’d ever been and that undid me I can’t tell you. I felt them all and that undid me, all the bodies he’s ever been. I’m going to fall, I said, bear in mind I was on one leg. He came in closer then and pushed up against me, the weight of him against me, yes it was he. It was he who put his hand straight up my skirt against the column and it was his hand that took hold of my knickers and pushed them out the way with no preamble. The crotch of my knickers was soaked right through, he must have felt it, felt the soaked crotch. Jesus Christ, now he knows, I thought, that’s let the cat out of the bag, so to speak, now he knows, knows very well, I thought, what it’s all for and how far back it all goes. My left leg lifted with the gaping shoe, not a bother to me, but my standing leg was no good, no good at all, it trembled and the trembling wouldn’t stop there would it damn it, I was so afraid of falling. I’m going to fall I said, no you’re not he said, I’m going to fall I said, no you’re not he said again, said again with his voice, the breath of it in my ear, lacing and unlacing my throat, his breath, yes, careening upon my collarbones, spreading out and disclosing my breasts, it was his breath, yes his, spiralling over my belly, arriving level with my arousal, paused at my arousal like a hunkered beast at the entrance to an unknown lair, seemed to examine it, his breath examined my arousal, saw the whole thing, the thick hunger and the shrouded depths of that hunger and the variegated history of that hunger and the chthonic force of that hunger and the recklessness and the willingness and the shamelessness, all mine, all undoing me, all bringing me to my knees. I’m going to fall I said no you’re not he said, I’m going to fall I said again no you’re not he said again, hold on to me he said, hold on to me he said again and he lifted my lifted leg higher still so that I fell, fell back against the column, and I could feel him then, the end of him there, there on the edge of me, and still I couldn’t reach for him. Can’t reach for him yet. I was afraid to take hold of him, I was afraid, terrified, of everything beyond his erection and my arousal. I was afraid of his shoulders, and I was afraid of his eyes, and I was afraid of his fingernails even, because what if I get lost in them, see the wheat fields and the slack bicycle chain and the oil getting everywhere and his poor forehead, what if I love them now and further back, see the whole thing in them, up ahead too, how it all could be, what if I can’t ever get them out of my mind, what if worse my mind can’t hold on to them. And these thoughts were a torment and I was tormented, tormented, up against that column with one leg lifted, up and out, him on the edge of me, my head pushing back into the column, up and down against the old carved stone. Something rub off on me. God give me strength. I opened my eyes. I opened my eyes and saw his face, and his eyes were closed and his face was still and engrossing and in front of me and I put my hands on it. Fingers covering his eyes, fingertips lightly pressing his forehead just above the brow. Yes it was my hands covering his face, his whole face, my hands and his face, and it was his mouth then, just his mouth I could see, all else covered. His mouth. His mouth. All else gone. Stone. Dark stone. Shadow. Deathly cold air. His mouth. The only mouth. I brought my thumb to it. Took the thumb away brought it back. Pressed his lips, pushed them around and around, until they were moist, until they were swollen. The end of my thumb, pressing, pushing, there on the edge. The very same thing. He got in under me, hoisted me further up the column, the old carved stone. Drew my lifted leg in close then. Wrapped my leg about his body, dug my heel into the small of his back. Go in, I said, and go in deep. Go in and get as much of me as you can.


V.


I emailed Xavier about ten minutes ago, not least because I was getting fed up of incessantly wondering whether to email him or not, it’s been going on for days and days now – what if he dies, I thought. What if he dies while you are still endlessly thinking about this? You’ll be stunned by your own inconstancy and will never get over it. All the thoughts you had that kept you from emailing him will seem petty and po-faced and uncharitable. So what if he is narcissistic. So what. It wasn’t a very long email, just a few lines. I hope you’re keeping well, I began, and then I apologised for not replying to his last email. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t reply to your last email – what could I say?’ I wrote. Then I told him I’d be in town tomorrow: ‘I’m staying for about a week,’ I said. ‘I moved away a couple of months ago, I’m not sure if you know that.’ I’m not sure why I wrote that I left two months ago when in fact it’s only been two weeks and two days. Saying two months makes me feel stronger, more detached and independent, perhaps because it conveys that life, my life, continues, that I exist outside of and separately to his mind. That I am not always where he thinks I am. Maybe Xavier isn’t where I think he is. Perhaps he has managed to get away at last. Perhaps he is in Mallorca. It would please him a great deal to be able to write that back to me. It wouldn’t surprise me very much if it turned out that he was in Mallorca, though I think it’s unlikely. ‘It would be nice to see you, as always’ was how I finished the email. I still haven’t replied to Terence Stone’s email, though it’s already written in my head. I will begin of course by congratulating him on the arrival of two more grandchildren. I will say something about having moved and now being located next to the county where his old friend lives – I won’t be any more specific about my whereabouts than that, and I will not say anything about Robert Turner and his hair. I won’t say anything at all about Robert Turner or the size of the feelings I had for him. What can I say? What can I say? I will say something about Hildegard von Bingen. I imagine he knows about Hildegard von Bingen, probably he’s been meaning to read her visionary texts for aeons and has never quite got around to it, so he’ll be delighted to hear a bit about her, to have her brought into his orbit as it were, and to finish I’ll include a few luminous words of her own about the luscious healing power of viriditas. All in all it will be a very gratifying email. A very suitable and very gratifying email which Terence Stone will no doubt feel moved to acknowledge, and so, within about two weeks of sending it, I will find myself back in the position of composing another pleasant, appropriate, and gratifying email to dispatch to my old A-level English teacher, who I haven’t seen for almost thirty years. And he will write back again. He will write back and I’ll write back and he’ll write back, and for how long will that go on for exactly, and why? I don’t want his emails and I don’t want him to have emails from me. What for? I can’t stand it anymore. He knows nothing about me. None of them know a single thing. Furthermore, I don’t need any pen pals at this stage of my life. And neither, I don’t suppose, does Xavier.

I’ve been where I used to live for three days now. It’s not easy. I was very tearful about it earlier, when I was drying up the glasses from last night. Not knowing where anything is or where anything goes, it soon drives me up the wall. And just over the bridge is the flat I lived in until three weeks ago and know so intimately. I lay here last night recalling the door jambs and the toilet roll holder and the kitchen taps and the green walls of my bedroom and I don’t know who is in there now, turning on the taps and urinating into the toilet and no doubt painting over the green walls. I have no idea. They have been forwarding my mail on though, which came as a surprise to me. I wrote the new address on a Post-it note at the very last moment before leaving the flat and slapped it onto the fridge door. It’s difficult sometimes to believe that a deed done in haste will actually land in reality and have a palpable effect on it. Last night I made polenta for the first time and there was nothing hasty about that. It bubbled and spurted for ages, then hit the heel of my left hand and scalded it quite badly. There was a big blister on it when I woke up. Woke up feeling weird and pulled at. The blister has popped already, I think it may have happened in the sea. I didn’t feel it happen. I will have a scar there I’m sure. I will not be seeing Xavier. His reaction to my email was bewildering yet unsurprising. He did not ask where I am. He wrote ‘love’ in capital letters: ‘I will not exchange my LOVE for friendship,’ he wrote. I started to email him back right away and wrote that that didn’t make much sense because we’ve been friends for six years now. It’s almost seven years in fact, and in that time we haven’t had any physical engagement, apart from occasionally he holds my hand at dinner, and I didn’t see that there was any harm in that, but perhaps it would have been better to let go.

I got back yesterday, I was tired and slept well last night. It was cold. A big load of wood was delivered around dusk, then it began to rain this morning, so I got up and stacked the wood around the back where it’s covered over. It took me a long time, there was a lot of it, but it was good for me to have something practical and repetitive to do this morning. I enjoyed it, being occupied like that. I did think about writing first thing, writing about how I was there, in the town where I lived for so long, and where Xavier still lives yet I didn’t see him once, nor did I hear anything more from him after his succinct email, but I didn’t feel like writing first thing, I wanted to be taken up with something else for a while. I didn’t feel like emailing Xavier, either. I’d started to write an email back to him at the time, just after I’d received his email – I’m not sure where I was then, maybe at the hotel. I’d stayed in a hotel for the first two nights I was in town because it turned out the friend I’d arranged to stay with had been in contact with someone who’d had the virus the week before, so for two nights I stayed in a hotel up by the sea, which was actually really nice. I could see the waves from my window and then in the afternoons it was just a short walk over the road to take a swim, which I did both days I was there. I’m quite sure I was lying on the bed in the hotel when I began writing an email to Xavier in response to the one he wrote me about how he won’t exchange his LOVE for friendship. It really made no sense to me that he wrote that because we’ve been friends for a long time now. Though it’s true I did suspect, now and then, that in his mind there was more to it, and if only his circumstances changed and he was in the money again and in a position therefore to buy a suitable home, we’d surely live together and eat breakfast together every day. Xavier often talked about us having breakfast together. As soon as I met him he talked about that, he painted quite the scene. Or perhaps I did that. Yes, I did that, he didn’t furnish the proposed morning ritual with any kind of domestic particulars at all – I capably filled those in – in fact they came to me without much devising, quite distinctly. The round table over in the corner near a window, one of several windows. Tall narrow windows. There are windows and plants on stands. Windows then plants, windows then plants. The table is covered with a white linen cloth. There isn’t very much on the table – a silver teapot, a few little spoons, a couple of white plates, a couple of thick dishevelled napkins. And I’m there, somehow. I say ‘somehow’ because I’m not sure exactly who it is I am there. I appear to be wearing a plain silk blouse and my hair is neat. I look absorbed and serene and superficially alert. Xavier looks very relaxed, though occasionally he winces, as if inconvenienced in a minute and fleeting way. We are not looking at each other. My hair is seldom neat first thing. Though this morning it is actually fairly smooth – I showered almost as soon as I got out of bed this morning, and I don’t ordinarily. I don’t shower every day and the days I do shower it could be at any time. Quite often I get on with a few chores before taking a shower. What Xavier did say about this scenario at the breakfast table is that he would discuss things with me. My opinion on all matters would be of great importance to him because I’m very smart and can spot things he misses, that’s just my way, he said. So many things come naturally to me, while Xavier has had to work very hard to understand how certain things work and how to treat people correctly, whereas for me it just comes naturally, it amazes him. Recently I said to him that men are quite demanding. They need a surprising amount of encouragement, I said. He said that actually it’s very flattering that a man should want to consult you about every little thing: ‘It shows how important you are to him,’ he said. ‘I never looked at it that way,’ I said. ‘It’s a very nice way to look at it, very romantic I suppose, but it sort of presumes that the woman doesn’t have much else to be getting on with.’ If I was at the breakfast table this morning with Xavier, attending to whatever matter was currently requiring his careful consideration, I wouldn’t be sitting here, with the sun coming through and the birds going back and forth, writing this. I’d be there, at the breakfast table, listening to him and trying my damnedest to come up with penetrating observations and pertinent suggestions, which would be a slog from start to finish, because, regardless of what he imagines, that kind of thing doesn’t come naturally to me at all. I’d never be here, would I? Unless I managed it in the afternoon, and in the afternoon I don’t believe I would manage it, because in the afternoon I like to go for a walk. And where would he be? And what would he say? ‘Are you going to do some writing now, angel?’ And what would I do? And what would I say? Would I float diaphanously to his side, administer a reassuring kiss, a kiss he’ll very likely interpret as an expression of gratitude, then twirl away and plonk myself down somewhere out of sight in order to write? I think that would be very peculiar. I’d sit there, wherever it was – a sinuous wrought iron table outside the back of the house inexplicably comes to mind, and me sat there bundled up in an enormous cream mohair shawl, those windows and plants, windows and plants, right behind me – feeling terrifically self-conscious. Feeling silly. Feeling fraudulent. Feeling sullen. Feeling that Xavier was sat indoors not very far away more or less waiting for me to finish – a sensation which would make it impossible for me to start. And then later we’d reconvene at the dining table, wouldn’t we? And it would be my turn then. It would be my turn to tell Xavier about what my attention had been taken up with, all afternoon. He’d have the head of the day, and I the tail, and Xavier would attempt to get that tail swishing splendidly by asking me a lot of optimistic questions, one after the other. ‘Did you have a good afternoon writing, darling?’ he’d say. ‘Did it go well? Is it progressing satisfactorily? Are you feeling good about it?’ And what would I say? What would I say to that, exactly? It’s better for me to go about things anonymously. I don’t like to be too aware it’s me writing. That might sound nonsensical, given that so many sentences here begin with ‘I’. How then could I not be aware that it is me writing this? I don’t know exactly. Perhaps what I’m getting at is that other people’s ideas about me aren’t something I want to be too aware of while I’m writing this. I don’t want the way they see me to interfere and keep me at the surface of things. I need to sink down a bit. I need to disappear, go under, get down to where she is. Then it is she who says I, not me, not me. Something like that. It’s never quite so neat. I’m conscious that the tidy domiciliary scene I’ve described above indicates an elegant country hotel more than it suggests a home. I must be factoring in the likelihood that if Xavier came into money again he’d want to have staff again. Xavier often said I wasn’t very domestic which really annoyed me. Obviously if he’d said the opposite I’d have been very annoyed by that too. I didn’t see why he had to say anything. The fact is I always prepared lovely dinners for us and the bed was always lovely because I’m very particular about bed linen and everything looked lovely actually, my friends often remark upon how lovely I make a place, and, what’s more, it gave me a lot of pleasure and satisfaction to make things especially nice for Xavier, so I didn’t quite know what he was getting at when he said I wasn’t domestic. ‘What on earth do you mean?’ I’d say. ‘It’s hardly a dump in here.’ ‘It’s very stylish,’ he’d say, ‘but you’re not the domestic sort, thank God – it would be awful for me if you were.’ I cooked for us both many times, yet the only dish I can picture us eating is chilli sin carne, which he really liked, and Christmas dinner. The first year was more successful than the second. The second year I got pheasant which was a mistake because his ex-wife’s mother shot pheasant and had known exactly how to prepare it and there was something one had to do if one wanted to ensure the pheasant didn’t dry out, and Xavier’s ex-wife’s mother had known what that was and I did not, although actually I did, but Xavier didn’t seem to think so, how could I know? We only had two Christmases together. By the following year I was in France and he was in Spain. Soon it will be Christmas again. Christmas is ridiculous. The way it is exactly the same year after year is completely ridiculous. The same decorations, the same clothes, the same songs, the same food, the same sentiments – you spend the year trying to improve your lot in one way or another and at the end of it you get walloped with all this unvarying rubbish again, it’s horrible – what a really perverse way of ending a year. It’s tedious and asinine yet everyone is trapped in it because nobody wants to let anyone else down, though if you ask anyone they’ll likely tell you they’d be very happy to spend Christmas day with five types of cheese and the curtains drawn. This year for the first time in ten years I won’t be receiving a card from Xavier, or any flowers, nor an email telling me he’s ‘transferred a hundred, please buy yourself something special’. Xavier doesn’t know where I live anymore. ‘I don’t know your whereabouts,’ he wrote, and what’s more he’s not interested in finding out. I find that weird and quite hurtful – I’d hate not to know where he is. Or maybe I wouldn’t. Perhaps it would be really good for me actually. I always imagine he is in Mallorca anyway. Somewhere sunny with lots of bright magenta flowers. I’ve never cut someone out of my life. Not like this. I’ve wound things down, but even then, never with someone I was in contact with almost daily for several years – with someone who got back in touch with me I have – an ex, for example, who got back in touch after years of not being in touch. We corresponded fairly regularly for about a year and a half and then I wound it down. I knew very well I was never going to see him again. And there’s a younger man, quite nice-looking, who emails me from time to time and I don’t know why because it’s been some time since I wrote back to him so by now he’s sent me quite a number of emails that I haven’t responded to. He asks me where I am: ‘Where are you now?’ he says. I don’t reply. I can’t remember the last time I wrote back to him, possibly it’s as much as a year ago. I don’t know why somebody would go on emailing someone if that someone didn’t email them back. Sometimes his persistence in the face of my unstinting indifference makes me think he wants to kill me. That he’s always wanted to kill me. Several times over the years he’s invited me to a range of remote places and I’ve never accepted, of course I haven’t. I slept with him a few times when I first met him. He came to stay with me in my old flat and in the morning he went out to get coffees and croissants and I stayed in bed, it was quite nice, he came back from the bakery with the coffees and croissants, he came up the stairs, back into the bedroom and I can’t remember how exactly but he managed to spill one of the coffees he was holding all over the bed so I had to get up straight away. I got up and stripped the bed quickly and he was very embarrassed, very apologetic. I didn’t mind, I laughed, and then he said, it’s got onto your slippers too and pointed down at my Moroccan slippers, and I was a bit upset then because I’m fond of those slippers and was sure the coffee would stain them, but I didn’t say anything, obviously, what could I say? I expect he sensed I was put out about the coffee getting onto my slippers, and I did feel sorry for him, and now that I’m thinking about it perhaps it was because of the slippers that he spilt the coffee, perhaps he tripped on them as he approached the bed, and saying all that it seems ridiculous to think he’s always wanted to kill me, but I do think it and I’ve never thought it about anyone else, not even about the man who almost did kill me, so it’s not something I’m generally paranoid about. Though actually I did have a phase when I thought Xavier could kill me – but that’s different – thinking he was capable of killing me is altogether different from thinking that he wanted to and would and was waiting for – was in fact trying to orchestrate – the circumstances which would make killing me without being found out possible. I didn’t finish the email I began writing to him in the hotel. Someone phoned me and when I went back to it after talking to whoever that someone was I deemed the email I had begun to write utterly pointless. It said nothing new, I realised. ‘It seems to me you don’t know the first thing about love,’ it began, and I don’t know how many times I’ve written that in an email to Xavier. Over and over again we had these spats where we shot down the other’s conception of love. You don’t know what love is! – You have no idea what it means to love someone! – You have no heart! –You are a narcissist! – You are entirely unsuitable! – If you really loved me you’d stay away from me! – Love asks nothing! – You don’t know the first thing about me! – I want nothing more to do with you! – You’re insane! – You’re too much for me! – Do what you like! – No one’s ever loved you like I love you! – I must have been out of my mind! – You’re completely deluded! – Be absolutely sure you know what you’re doing! – Leave me alone! – Straighten yourself out! – Don’t call me! – Your love makes me sick! – I can’t believe we’re going through all this again! – You are not at all what I thought you were! – You’re on another planet! – Every minute spent with you has been a complete waste of my time! – You don’t listen to a word I say! – I refuse to let you ruin my life! – Where has the wonderful person I fell in love with gone! – It would be my pleasure not to see you ever again! – This is hopeless! – Go to hell! On and on. I did not finish the stupid email. It was stupid. I no longer needed to say anything high-handed or deprecatory to Xavier. What for? It was all over now. Let him have the last word. Let him have the last word. ‘I pray you won’t regret this, love.’

Dear Terence Stone,

Green is life is poison is sickness is peace is envy is fast is angelica is innocence is delirium is money is grass is chlorine is health is vomit is absinthe is tarnish is labyrinth is melancholy is nature is kryptonite is moss is gangrene is phantasmagoric is deceit is lush is infection is solitude is beginning is asparagus is putridness is secret is decay is spreading is tropical is nausea is mould is freshness is vitality is snot is lagoon is guilt is enchantment is mildew is vile is rampant is the colour of my ink yes, the colour of my ink, change, yes, instability, yes, life, life, yes, death, yes. Death. And the days, I write the days in green, and the things I need, the things I need – I write those in green too.


VI.


They endeavour to communicate – he in particular makes a lot of effort, but she is reluctant. She doesn’t see the point. They sit opposite one another and struggle to work anything out. Everything changes when they lie down. The way they talk changes. It was so nice to lie beside him after being at a party. The party was more fun because of this secret she had. The men chatting her up wouldn’t believe it for a moment. They believe they are getting somewhere. She laughs, smokes a cigarette, she might look into a man’s eyes. She looks into his eyes and laughs again, then disappears into the bathroom. The man is waiting for her to come back. He is trying to find out who she is. She has gone. It takes him a while to accept that, but that is what has happened. She went through another room and out of the front door. She is gone.

They pay attention to each other but not the same sort of attention and possibly with different aims. What do you want to find out? She feels there is something about him that needs to be uncovered. There is no context – they see each other, and that’s all. No one else comes into it. He comes to her, she goes to him. Sometimes they eat out at a restaurant. She watches him giving his order to the waitress and that is more or less the only social interaction she sees him conducting. What can she infer from that? How many times is she going to note that he gives his order with consummate ease, as if this was just one of many orders he has given that day. It is frictionless, the waitress lights up. He doesn’t refer to the menu at all, he tells the waitress what he wants just as if he came up with it all himself. She wants to know if he is what he says he is and all she has to go on is what he says and goes on saying. He might be lying. He certainly has a way with words. She hardly knows what to say. And he wants to know every little thing about her. That’s what he says: ‘Every little thing.’ ‘What for?’ she says. ‘Because I’m in love with you,’ he says.

Yesterday a package came from my first publisher, containing books and the original letter from Terence Stone. The letter is in a white envelope and he’s written my full name on the envelope and his handwriting on the envelope immediately reminded me of the handwriting on an envelope that I received many years ago. I could jump out of bed and probably find that envelope fairly easily and compare the handwriting on both, but I’m not going to. That envelope contains a poem that I don’t particularly want to read. Reading it has never given me much pleasure. It’s been fifteen years since it was given to me and I’ve read it at most ten times. Not even once a year. Frequently, possibly more than ten times in the last fifteen years, I’ve been very close to throwing it out. Yet here it is, still with me, in a box behind this very bed, and the reason for that has little to do with emotions and memories, it’s more a question of prudence – I keep it in order to protect myself. If a day should come again when I am accused of this, that, and the other, I will have this time sufficient evidence to convey that whatever I’d felt and desired it was certainly not one-sided. I think probably that day has passed, but you can’t ever be completely sure – half-buried distorted things have a habit of rearing their noxious malformed heads again. That is why I keep it. It means nothing to me at all now. Its significance all along has been surprisingly scant – only on one occasion did it really move me, and that occurred several years after I’d received it, out of the blue. I remember well when and where. I can recall the circumstances and atmosphere very clearly. It was a fresh very still spring day with a lot of sunshine that got in everywhere and made everything seem poignant and uncanny. Each little thing, including the very old things, seemed both utterly new and completely unchanged. The leaves, the gate, the stones, the grubby little windows. Immemorial, all of it. I was very much in the right mood to be moved. So there you are. I hadn’t gone looking for it, the poem. I was clearing stuff out and putting a few things in the shed when I came across it, the poem, in an envelope with my name written on it. My name. What does my name mean to you? His name isn’t anywhere. Maybe if he’d written his name at the bottom of the page beneath the poem it would mean something to me. His name and a kiss. That would have meant more to me than the poem, which didn’t mean much to me at all. What’s the point in writing someone a poem if you aren’t going to put your name on it? You really are just writing it for yourself, in that case, aren’t you? I used to write his name a lot. His name and surname all joined up and his name and surname and my name and surname all joined up. But mostly just his name and surname. It’s a nice name to write, it has nice letters in it. I suppose all letters are nice to write, what I mean then is the combination of letters that made up his name was nice to write. I wrote it a lot. Whenever I look back over old notebooks and journals I’m sure to come across it at least five times in amongst whatever else was on my mind and I saw fit to commit to paper. The fact is, he was too scared to write his own name anywhere on the poem for fear of it ever falling into the wrong hands. But he clearly identifies himself in the poem, by, for one thing, mentioning his nationality, and, for another, alluding to his profession. That’s why I’ve kept it. There can be no doubt at all as to who is the author of this poem. He may as well have gone ahead and written his name at the bottom of the page. He ought to have done. It might have meant something then. Yet of course it doesn’t surprise me one bit that he didn’t – it’s entirely in keeping with everything else he’s done and not done. All actions and non-actions of a most cowardly man. A man who will proudly put his name to his thoughts, but not to his passions.

I opened the package from my first publisher while sitting in the passenger seat of my friend’s car. We were going to visit a woman on the other side of the hill. The books my first publisher sent me were advance proofs of titles he’ll be bringing out early next year. One of them he’d already given me a copy of, physically, when I was over in London a couple of months ago. I’d clobbered him with it because it wasn’t the book I’d asked him for and was dying to read at the time. I was really sure the book he was handing to me was that book and when I saw that it wasn’t I was so disappointed I’d clobbered him with it and said, ‘This isn’t the one I wanted!’ He must have forgotten all about that because here it was again, the book I didn’t want, on my lap in the car, along with two other advance proofs and the letter from Terence Stone, which I opened and read to my friend who was driving us up the hill. I found it hard to read Terence Stone’s letter out loud because I couldn’t settle on the right voice – my own voice did not feel adequate in the way that it had without my even thinking about it when I’d read out the pdf from my phone to Sophia on the green mound near the sea. Reading from the actual physical letter to a friend I didn’t know nearly as well as Sophia demanded something more it seemed. People who don’t know you especially well aren’t so invested in the things that happen to you, so one feels inclined to entertain them in some way when speaking of an occurrence in order to keep them engaged, but when I attempted to do a voice that I thought might be something like Terence Stone’s voice it sounded like I was making fun of him, which may well have been entertaining but it didn’t make me feel very good. I ended up going back and forth, from my voice to an impression of his voice, which was based on a recollection of how it sounded to my ears when he recited a John Donne poem some thirty years earlier. As I read it aloud I was aware, despite being somewhat distracted by my dichotomous mode of delivery, that it was a very nice letter, and I began to feel remorseful once more because of the irritable and unkind thoughts I’d had about it. When I’d finished reading the letter – which my friend had enjoyed listening to as she drove us up the hill and down the other side, ‘What a lovely letter,’ she’d said – I looked out the window and recalled the mean attitude I’d had towards it and had sought to rationalise by way of various formulations in this very journal or perhaps the one before, and I thought, as I went on looking out the window at the fields and the trees, what’s wrong with you, you really do have a chip on your shoulder. And that surprised me, that I should have thought that, because I’ve never thought that about myself, or about anyone else for that matter, because actually I don’t really know what having a chip on one’s shoulder means, even though I’ve heard it said many times over the years, especially during those years I was a child. It’s an expression my mother often said – so-and-so has a chip on his shoulder, she’d say, not in an off-the-cuff kind of way but as if she’d been giving the matter careful consideration for quite some time, so whenever she said it it was always very convincing, I was always convinced that so-and-so did have a considerable chip on his shoulder, and my not knowing what that really meant while at the same time believing it to be absolutely incontestable made me topsy-turvy with nervous excitement. No doubt I repeated it to someone or other just as soon as I could. I said all sorts of things when I was younger without really knowing what I was talking about. Children do that I suppose – you can’t help it really. You begin to discover that having certain words in your mouth can make you feel the most extraordinary and exhilarating sensations. These sensations are occasioned by little flares going off inside of you, briefly illuminating that dark innermost space, plethoric and phantasmal, that you don’t know very much about but sometimes feel yourself sinking into. By the slow, cascading light of these fleet fire-bursts, set off by words, words spoken, strange and potent, you begin to see how vast and elaborate all that secluded darkness is. Is this scintillating shade you or was it there before you? You don’t know. Is it inside everyone? You don’t know that either. You want to stay, you don’t want to stay. You want to say more, you want to bite your lip hard and remain perdurably mute. It never ends. It never ends. ‘So-and-so has got a chip on his shoulder,’ I’d say, just as soon as I could, immediately feeling terrifically impressive. Then, later on, going up to bed, I’d be wretched with anxiety and would vow, over and over, never to say another word to anyone about anything ever again, if only, please god, my puffed-up blabbing doesn’t get back to my mother. Yet of course it would, it would, everything found its way back to mother, if not today then tomorrow, and all I could do was wait. Oh, the waiting. It was always a man, I now realise, who had the chip on their shoulder when my mother said it. Perhaps when she was speaking about a woman she used a different expression when identifying an equivalent attitude – a bee in her bonnet or her knickers in a twist perhaps – expressions, now that I’m thinking about them, that are sort of slapstick and slightly smutty. Perhaps there is something about women that intrinsically precludes them from having a full-blown chip on their shoulder. What could that be? Since I don’t really know what a chip on their shoulder means, I’m in no position to surmise what factors might prevent a woman from having one. In any case, the phrase is exclusively linked, in my head, to men – a very particular sort of man in fact – the image that comes to me whenever I hear the phrase or, as now, bring it to mind, is of a man wearing grubby jeans and t-shirt, walking from his white work van across a petrol station forecourt. Measuring tape in his left back pocket, bunch of keys in his right hand. He looks behind him when he’s about halfway across the forecourt and gives someone or other a dirty look. He looks back, over his shoulder, and gives someone a dirty look. Whatever my misgivings towards Terence Stone’s letter consisted of, I was, I realised, as I turned from the passenger window to look out of the front window, ashamed of them, and ashamed of myself for allowing a month to pass by without replying. A month that included many days when I did not do a great deal, days in fact when I wondered what on earth to do with myself. A whole month then with ample time to write Terence Stone a nice reply to his email and I had not done so. I had not done so on the grounds that – what was it – I did not like the tone of his email. I did not like the tone because it was pleasant in such a thoroughgoing way I felt obligated to reciprocate in kind, and I resented feeling obligated, I couldn’t stand it – but really, what was my problem with pleasantness, exactly? Would it really be so hard? He’s an old man for goodness sake – he has a summerhouse! He has grandchildren! Be nice. Be pleasant. An old man! But, dear Lord, there is no such thing as an old man.

The strange thing, I realised, the following day, is that the letter Terence Stone had sent to my first publisher, and which my first publisher subsequently sent me, was not the letter he had written originally. That letter, the original letter Terence Stone wrote on the 1st of October, was sent to my current publisher, and it must be assumed it went astray because my current publisher has not sent on that letter, nor has anyone from its offices in London written to tell me they have received it and to check where I would like it to be sent. The first I heard about Terence Stone’s letter was from my first publisher on the 19th of October. They emailed me on that day to say they were passing on a letter from a reader who wanted to send on some thoughts, and attached to that email were three pdfs – one, of the first side of Terence Stone’s letter, dated 1/10/2021 and addressed to me; the second, the other side of that same page; and the third pdf is a photograph of Terence Stone’s copy of Wide Sargasso Sea. Terence Stone probably posted the letter to my current publisher on the 2nd or 3rd of October. Having written it on the 1st I’ll conjecture that he sends letters off fairly promptly after penning them, and it’s reasonable to suppose that he was especially eager to get this particular letter off post-haste – and it’s not far-fetched to imagine that he awaited a response with a rare pitch of wobbly excitement, that’s just normal – anyone feels a tingle of anticipation after they’ve got in touch with someone, especially someone they haven’t seen or been in contact with for almost thirty years. And the days go by and anticipation, which can be so gloriously expansive while it is still nascent, begins to depreciate and splinter into needling reprovals – Was it presumptuous of me, getting in touch after all this time? – Were the comments I made very obvious and twee? – Did I go on about myself excessively? –Was it too long? – Was it boring? – Have I said something offensive? – Were the comments I made utterly bizarre and off-putting? – Perhaps the letter lost its way? – Or perhaps it’s there? – Right there in their home, for days now, and they are irreversibly indifferent to it – From one surface to another it will drift, before being dropped into the bin – Or else, even worse, a drawer – That drawer people open and shove things into but never open in order to retrieve something – Whatever is in that drawer stays in that drawer, forever – Banished then, effectively banished! – Oh, why did I send that letter? – Do they even remember me? – What a completely misguided and presumptuous thing to do! – All of this anguished surmising must surely have gone on in Terence Stone’s scrupulous mind, and then, when two weeks had passed and he could endure the uncertainty no longer, he looked up the details of my first publisher and got in touch with them without delay. On the 19th of October, to be precise. On the 19th of October I received an email from my first publisher and attached to the email was a scanned copy of a letter, which, I quickly ascertained, was written by my old A-level English teacher, and I wrote back to my first publisher, on the 19th of October, the very same day, asking them if they’d mind posting me the letter – ‘It would be nice to have the original,’ I said. My first publisher hadn’t said anything about the original having been sent to my second publisher. So at that stage, as I understood it, my English teacher had posted a letter to my first publisher, who had opened it, scanned it promptly, and then emailed it on to me. I did think it was a bit peculiar that they’d opened a letter addressed to me and sent me a scan of it. I had a vague notion that perhaps the letter was fragile or spoiled in some way and that’s why they hadn’t forwarded it on physically. Perhaps it had got wet. I didn’t dwell on the whys and wherefores – besides, the apparent anomaly was soon resolved. My first publisher wrote back almost immediately and said the original letter had been sent to my new publisher, who had perhaps lost it – however, Terence Stone had made a scan of the letter which he subsequently, three weeks or so later, having received no word from me, emailed on to them, and they had then emailed it on to me. Sorry for the confusion, said my first publisher. I have no idea at all where the original letter Terence Stone sent ended up, and it’s hardly worthwhile speculating upon the matter. The point is, it did not reach me, so almost three weeks after sending it Terence Stone tried a different approach, and was successful, because on the 21st of October I sent an email to him to say I’d received a scanned copy of his letter a couple of days ago, which was rather well-timed, I said. Well-timed on account of the fact that just that morning I had been sorting through boxes of old letters and photographs, a long-overdue activity which had brought to mind people and places and occurrences that I had not thought about for many years: ‘I’m moving house next week,’ I explained, ‘and am getting everything in order this time.’ Then, ten days later, on the very day I moved out of my flat, I received, while sitting in the back of the car that was loaded with many but by no means all of my things, an email from Terence Stone, and even though I was dying to I didn’t look at it right away, because we’d all just got into the car after an hour or so of loading it up and it would have been rude to withdraw from my kind and helpful friends so soon in order to furtively read private correspondence on my phone. I couldn’t quite bring myself to rupture the atmosphere of camaraderie, despite being curious of course as to what Terence Stone had written in his email back to me. I was very curious, burning to know, because in my email to him I’d mentioned Robert Turner in such a way that made it clear I’d had dealings with him. Perhaps I’d even said that – ‘I had dealings with Robert Turner, as you might know.’ ‘Dealings,’ whatever that means, and over a week had gone by since I’d written that, so then it was my turn to feel anxious, and then of course I felt indignant, and one afternoon I read out Terence Stone’s scanned letter from my phone on the green mound at the end of the prom to my friend Sophia, just after we’d been in for a swim. ‘What a lovely letter,’ she’d said, and she’s not the only one, and then I told her what I had written back and that I was worried about it now because Terence Stone hadn’t responded and Sophia told me not to worry, perhaps he doesn’t check his emails very often, she said, attributing that to his age, and I knew very well that made no difference so could take no consolation from her words, though naturally I pretended to feel a bit better. I did feel a bit better really, because we’d been in the sea together and had had nice pastries and taken a walk, and anyway I wasn’t that anxious about Terence Stone not writing back to me, it just niggled at me from time to time, and then, when eventually I did hear from him again, by email directly this time, he told me right away, in the very first line, that two more grandchildren had arrived, it’s been hectic, he said, and earlier today, when I was quite determined to brush off those peculiar misgivings I’d had and just get on and write a nice email back to him, I of course began by congratulating him on the arrival of two more grandchildren – ‘Congratulations on the arrival of two more grandchildren,’ I wrote, and then I was stumped. Had no idea what to say next. No idea at all. I tried linking their arrival with Christmas, which you’d have thought would have been the easiest conjunction in the world to make, but I couldn’t get the two events to connect in my head, which is really not terribly surprising since children and Christmas aren’t subjects I have much to say about, except to point out that Christmas is entirely irrelevant now surely because people are always buying expensive things and they don’t have to wait to watch this or that blockbuster movie and everyone guzzles wine and eats fancy food every day of the week, so what exactly does Christmas bring that we don’t already have on-demand day in day out all year round? And if you’re not one of those who are quaffing and indulging all year round you’ve probably no chance of being able to do it at Christmas and it’s very stressful having to try. I deleted the first line of my email back to Terence Stone and began again. This time I wrote that yesterday I’d received his letter through the post, and I was about to write something about how nice it was to have the original when I stopped – how could it be the original? The original had been sent to my current publisher and had got lost – the letter I’d read out yesterday in the car and had beside me now in the woodshed had been sent on by my first publisher. I looked at it again and saw very clearly that it was not a print-out of the scanned letter – it was handwritten. The only explanation I could come up with was that this letter, the one beside me, was a handwritten copy of the original letter. Once Terence Stone had ascertained that my first publisher was a more reliable means of contact, he’d brought up the scanned copy of the original letter on his computer, transcribed it by hand onto the same headed paper he’d used when writing the letter the first time, then he’d posted it off to my first publisher, pronto. That’s what he must have done! Written out the whole thing again, word for word. He wouldn’t be able to alter it would he – I’d read it and knew what it contained, so he couldn’t very well alter it. Imagine writing something out again and not being able to alter it. Not a single word! Once I’d twigged this I could not prevent myself from comparing the document I had in my hand with the attachment my first publisher had sent me on the 19th of October. It seemed a bit fantastical – had he really copied the letter out, word for word? It didn’t take me long to establish, given that I am well-practiced at comparing near identical versions of a text, that he had indeed copied the letter out, not only word for word, but line for line. That’s to say all the lines, and there are sixty-seven of them, end on the same word in each version. He had begun to write the word ‘phrase’ at the end of a line, I noticed, but, belatedly realising that the word ‘phrase’ appeared on a new line in the original, had stopped before adding the last two letters, crossed out the four letters he’d already written, then began a new line with the word ‘phrase’ in its entirety. So one can only infer his intention really was to duplicate the original letter he’d penned on the 1st of October and which had subsequently gone astray. The 1st of October – and here was that date again, on the letter I held in my hands. How difficult it must have been to only replicate the original and not add or finesse or excise anything. He must have been itching to. It’s barely possible to copy out even a very simple and practical note without amending it ever so slightly, yet of course to have altered the letter to any degree would have undermined his intention which, the reprised date pretty much confirms it, was to recreate the original. And so there it is, word for word, line for line – more or less. There are just two differences I can spot between them. In the first letter there are no exclamation marks, in the copy there are two. He has permitted himself that much. If the words and their layout cannot be altered, then perhaps, with this minor addition, the tone might be favourably imbued, giving the whole missive a more cheerful aspect – with these animating exclamation marks does he not seek to acquit himself in a more lively fashion? He was always a ponderous and somewhat melancholy fellow. Perhaps it was these very qualities that struck him, when he not only read back over the letter he’d sent, but painstakingly copied it out, word for word. Could there be a more direct practice than this process of verbatim reiteration to hold a mirror up to oneself? Too solemn! Too ensconced! Yes indeed, a few exclamation marks wouldn’t go amiss! Liven things up! I can only think that the reason Terence Stone copied out the vanished letter is because he believes any correspondence from him might end up among my other letters, and these, along with my notebooks, constitute a typical literary archive, and so it is his intention, by replicating the original letter, not to forfeit his place in that archive. I say this not because I’m of the opinion I’ve produced work of sufficient scope, brilliance, and originality for something like a compendium of my notebooks and letters to be of interest to this or that academic institution at some future juncture – my supposition has no relation at all to how I rate myself or my work – rather it stems from consideration of the fact that Terence Stone was for many years an English teacher, and is therefore aware of the centrality and allure of the archive, the paper trail that every scribe leaves behind, one way or another, and so why not, why not, if one sees a way in, why not sit down and compose a beautifully written letter to a former student, whom you discussed literature with after all, why not testify to that – heaven knows for the most part teaching felt like a thoroughly thankless task. All these years later, and long after retiring, Terence Stone is in the local library, looking for a book for his grandchild. At this stage he has just the one grandchild, the other two haven’t arrived yet, so he probably has a nice bit of time on his hands, he’s probably in that library fairly regularly, in fact he’s become friendly with one of the librarians. Chris Stuart is his name and they are friendly, him and Chris Stuart. Sometimes they sit in Terence Stone’s summerhouse and talk about nothing in particular, and one day while Terence Stone is in the library with his grandson, him and Chris Stuart get chatting and Chris Stuart mentions having been to a reading in a bookshop in Bristol the week before and he asks Terence Stone if my name means anything to him and it does, Terence Stone says that he remembers me, and Chris Stuart tells him about my books and the library has my first book on the shelf in fact, so Terence Stone takes it out, there and then, ‘Read it in two long sittings,’ he said, went out soon after and ordered my second book and read that in record time too – ‘In record time,’ he said. So why not, why not write a letter and include a photograph of the book we studied in his class, the very same book, if the adventures of my second novel are anything to go by, that impacted upon my imagination and desires so indelibly. His battered Wide Sargasso Sea in response to my battered Wide Sargasso Sea. All its pages loose and some missing and many gathered willy-nilly. Why not send the photograph and a letter to my publisher? And if that publisher, god knows how, misplaces it, then why in god’s name not write it out again? Why forfeit one’s place in the archive because of the negligence of an underpaid lackadaisical whipper snapper, who has no inkling of just how pressing the desire to be remembered becomes?


VII.


I emailed Xavier today. This morning, after I fed the animals. I decided last night I’d email him in the morning. After feeding the animals I came back up here and made some lemon tea and I emailed him and it wasn’t a big deal. It wasn’t something I’d been deliberating – sometimes I deliberate for weeks whether to email Xavier, but I’d accepted the way things stood – he didn’t want to be in touch anymore, he didn’t want a pen pal, I understood, even though, looked at another way, from my point of view, it didn’t make much sense, seeing it from his perspective, I understood. Then, last night, I watched a movie directed by a young Swiss man whose grandfather had been a private banker, like Xavier, and he’d operated roughly around the same time as Xavier, and probably in and around the same places, consorting with the same sorts of people. ‘Last night I watched a film about a Swiss private banker who goes over to Argentina in the ’70s,’ I wrote. I never write Xavier’s name at the beginning of an email, even if I haven’t emailed him for a really long time, and he never writes my name at the start of his emails to me. ‘His partner has gone missing and he’s attempting to placate and maintain their very wealthy and important client base, who are living in permanent fear of a military dictatorship. It’s not an especially glamourous movie, and I figured it was perhaps a very authentic depiction of the heavier side of that world and it helped me understand you better.’ It’s not that Xavier never talked about his life as a private banker, he did all the time, but invariably these stories and anecdotes emphasised the swanky jetsetting side of things – racehorses, cars, women, yachts, exclusive resorts such as St. Moritz, St. Tropez, the Bahamas, Capri, and so on. One story that seemed to amuse him was when he brought a big bag of cocaine into Ibiza. ‘That was risky,’ I said. ‘I suppose it was really,’ he said. ‘I’m surprised you did that,’ I said. ‘Oh, I wasn’t the only one. Everyone had a go,’ he said. ‘It was kind of fashionable, actually.’ ‘How do you mean?’ I said. ‘Bringing something through,’ he said. ‘One did it for the excitement. I turned up at the square on my friend’s horse, everyone was thrilled.’ ‘Rich people love to feel they’re getting away with something don’t they,’ I said. ‘That’s right. And they do get away with an awful lot,’ he said. ‘I expect it contributes to their sense of being different from everyone else.’ I said. ‘Well, they are different, love,’ he said. ‘Well, they might be different, but they’re not very original,’ I said. ‘You don’t really like them do you?’ he said. ‘I don’t suppose I do very much,’ I said, ‘so I guess it’s just as well you don’t have lots of money anymore.’ ‘Does it ever occur to you that I might still be well-off?’ he said. ‘Yes. Yes it has occurred to me. But if you were I think you would have spilled the beans by now,’ I said. ‘I’ve sometimes wondered, actually, if you haven’t made everything up.’ ‘Really?’ he said. ‘That’s really crossed your mind?’ ‘Well, yes, I only have your word for it, don’t I?’ ‘You don’t feel that way now, do you?’ he said. ‘No. It’s sort of obvious really, what sort of life you’ve had.’ ‘It is?’ he said. ‘Yes, it is,’ I said. ‘You’re a rich man, darling, without a penny to your name – lucky me!’ ‘What can I say? It got too much, that’s all I can tell you. You can’t stop at a certain comfortable level and have a nice pleasant life, that’s not how the money world works.’ And usually he’d leave it at that. But very occasionally, perhaps if he’d had a glass or two of Rémy Martin, which he did only very occasionally, he might go on to mention distant countries, such as the Dominican Republic, Cuba, Sierra Leone. Xavier usually took great delight in every word he spoke, most of the time he avoided dwelling on anything difficult or heavy. On the rare occasions he got talking about those faraway places it gave him no pleasure. His voice that typically flowed so widely and luxuriantly would soon bristle and fold itself up, and I wouldn’t quiz him further. It was obvious he had found himself in some dangerous situations, and some ethically questionable situations, and maybe that’s why he gave it all up, though he says it was the smart set that became unbearable in the end. Their airs, their greed, their dullness, their egoism, their lack of integrity, their callousness. Xavier said they just weren’t that nice to be around and he felt like he’d lost his way in life, going around with people like that, he thought they were ridiculous, he said. I don’t think I’ll ever discover what really happened, why Xavier’s life changed so dramatically – perhaps he is no longer completely sure himself. ‘Where did you go then?’ I said. ‘Lima,’ he said. ‘I lived in Lima for a couple of years. Then I went to Broken Arrow.’ ‘Where’s that?’ I said. ‘America,’ he said. ‘I know that, but where?’ ‘Oklahoma,’ he said. ‘Was it nice there?’ I said. ‘It was very nice there, very pleasant,’ he said. ‘The people were very pleasant, very ordinary.’ ‘Did you have a girlfriend there?’ I said. ‘Oh, I expect so,’ he said. ‘Life without one isn’t too interesting.’

There was a story Xavier enjoyed telling me about a girlfriend he’d had in Boston. It was not a story I enjoyed listening to. ‘This doesn’t amuse you, does it?’ he’d say, and I’d say, ‘No, it doesn’t, I hate this story.’ ‘Why don’t you like it?’ he’d say. ‘Because it’s weird! You broke into her flat and waited for her on the sofa,’ I said. ‘I did not break in, love,’ he said, ‘the window was open – and I was on the bed, actually.’ ‘Oh god. How can you not see that that’s weird?’ I said. ‘She didn’t think it was weird,’ he said. ‘She didn’t?’ I said. ‘No, of course not. She thought it was very amusing,’ he said. ‘Well, it wouldn’t amuse me,’ I said. ‘Actually, I recently watched Breakfast at Tiffany’s and they’re always jumping in and out of each other’s apartment windows, I noticed, and no one seems the least bit put out, so maybe it was a thing back then, I don’t know. I still think it’s weird.’ ‘Hasn’t a man ever surprised you like that?’ he said. ‘Yes, actually, and it was awful. A man jumped over my back gate, which was very tall, and into the back garden. I didn’t like it at all,’ I said. ‘You were at home?’ he said. ‘Yes I was at home,’ I said. ‘Then why didn’t he just knock on the door?’ he said. ‘He did knock on the door,’ I said. ‘And you didn’t answer? Now why doesn’t that surprise me,’ he said. ‘I don’t have to answer the door if I don’t want to,’ I said, ‘and sometimes I don’t want to.’ ‘Were you in a relationship with him?’ he said. ‘Kind of,’ I said. ‘Kind of,’ he said. ‘I’d told him I didn’t want anything serious,’ I said, ‘I’d been very clear about that from the beginning.’ ‘Well, love, you know what a man thinks when you say that to him? He thinks you’re putting it up to him. He thinks that what you’re really telling him is that if he wants to get anywhere with you he’s going to have to get his act together in a big way and show you that he’s really serious. That’s how a man sees it.’ ‘Well that’s not what I was saying, not at all – I was saying I didn’t want anything serious – and I didn’t! I’d just come out of something very serious, as a matter of fact,’ I said. ‘I see. So you don’t answer the door,’ he said. ‘No. I’d looked out of a bedroom window and I saw his car,’ I said, ‘and I don’t know, I just didn’t want to see him right then. His son was in the car, actually.’ ‘He was married?’ he said. ‘No, he wasn’t married.’ ‘He had children?’ ‘He had one son, and he wasn’t married.’ ‘He was divorced?’ ‘No!’ ‘Had you met the son?’ ‘No. No, I didn’t want to. It wasn’t a serious thing – it didn’t seem appropriate to meet his son.’ ‘That’s why you didn’t answer the door? Because of the son?’ ‘Maybe, I don’t know, maybe. Maybe I wouldn’t have answered whether his son was there or not, I don’t know. Anyway,’ I said, ‘he started shouting my name through the letterbox.’ ‘Oh, that’s no good,’ he said, ‘that’s no way to go about things.’ ‘No, it wasn’t good. I crept downstairs and went into the back garden. I brought my phone with me and put it on silent, I can remember that,’ I said. ‘That’s very smart. Well done, darling,’ he said, ‘that was very clever, very smart.’ ‘Yes, I thought so too at the time actually. Then I heard him coming down along the side of the house. There was a big tall gate there and I could hear him getting up on it, so then I ran back into the house and shut the door behind me just as he landed in the garden.’ ‘That’s dreadful,’ he said, ‘what a character!’ ‘I know,’ I said, ‘I don’t remember what happened after that. He didn’t hang around I don’t think. I don’t know what happened. There was another time, actually. Way before then. An ex-boyfriend came in through a window.’ ‘Well then, you see, it’s not that strange is it?’ he said. ‘Well it was strange, darling, because for one thing the window wasn’t open – he broke the window. It was a small window, above the front door, and he broke it.’ ‘Where were you?’ he said. ‘I was on the sofa.’ ‘You were home?’ ‘Yes, I was home.’ ‘And you didn’t answer the door?’ ‘No I did not – I certainly did not. He was bad news. Very bad news. I heard him outside. He was out there a long time. I just hoped he’d go away.’ ‘You ought to have phoned the police, love.’ ‘Yes, I probably should have done. I thought he’d go away, eventually. Then I heard the glass break.’ ‘He got in?’ ‘Yeah, he got in. It took a while, but he managed it. I was behind the sofa, hiding. There were sleeping bags behind the sofa, I scooched in under them. I was very scared. I heard him going up the stairs, looking for my bedroom I suppose, and I knew I had to get out of the house, that was my chance – the thing was, when I’d heard him outside I’d put the bolt across, and the chain, and that bolt was really stiff, and I was so worried that I wouldn’t get it open in time, but I did, I did get it open, my golly, and I ran then, as fast as I could. I was in my dressing gown, actually.’ ‘I bet you looked cute.’ ‘I bet I didn’t.’ ‘Well, it’s kind of understandable that you don’t like surprises,’ he said. ‘Oh, but I love surprises, darling,’ I said. ‘You do?’ he said. ‘Yes, of course! Nice surprises are wonderful,’ I said. ‘I’m glad to hear that, angel,’ he said.

I don’t feel very well. I did an antigen test a few hours ago and it came out negative. I’ll do another one in the morning, just to make sure. I feel achy and tired. Christmas is a week away. I am back in the town where I used to live, staying at Sophia’s house, they are all away in Paris. It’s just me and the cat, Simone, though I call her ‘little cry-baby’, which is unfair because she barely makes a sound, she really doesn’t whinge at all. We get on well. She’s the first cat I’ve ever liked. I never bothered with her when I came to visit Sophia, she was around, but I took no notice of her. I don’t quite know when I started taking any notice of her this time. I’ve been here since Tuesday. When I got back from the supermarket Sophia’s son was here, putting some of his belongings into the shed. He has to move out of his apartment in town because the chap he was sharing with has gone paranoid and thinks he’s using his toothbrush. I asked him a couple of questions about the heating and the stove and then I pointed at two dishes beneath a side table and said, ‘What do I give the cat?’ I did not feel anything when I said that. I anticipated putting food and water into the respective bowls and that would really be the extent of my engagement with the animal. But it turned out she’s a cat I can get along with nicely. She’s gentle and consistent, and she doesn’t whine. She’s a black cat and has very neat beautiful little paws. Her eyes are green. I’ve never lifted an animal and I don’t like them getting onto my lap – my thighs are extremely sensitive and the slightest pressure on them from any source makes me jump out of my skin. Since I’ve never been overly fond of any animal this difficulty has seldom bothered me, but it bothered me earlier this morning because I thought it would be nice for little cry-baby to snuggle into my lap, so I put a cushion on my thighs to see if she’d get on that, and she did, but I sensed the cushion disappointed her, she stood up and pawed the air in front of my face – something was off. Later on this afternoon I lay on the sofa with a blanket and she got on my lap properly and I let her because I was so tired and achy, and although my thighs twitched like mad to begin with they relaxed after a while and I really enjoyed having this silent creature clambering over me, pressing her intelligent paws into my stiff body. Yes I’m here. That’s me. That’s me. Even if it doesn’t presently feel like it. She sank down after the prelude of prodding and pressing and closed her eyes. It was very nice – I like you, I thought. Do you like cats? That’s a bit like asking me do I like people. Xavier emailed me back after I’d emailed him about the film I saw featuring a Swiss banker. In the space of an afternoon and evening we exchanged several short emails. He asked me where I was living now and I sent him a photo of the woodshed. ‘How lovely!’ he wrote back. I told him I would be in town the following week and he said to call him, so I did call him, I called him on Tuesday, more or less as soon as I got here. I arrived here off the train and I’d brought some nice bread with me and some blackberry jam, so when I got here I made toast and a cup of tea, and then I called Xavier and Xavier was getting dressed – I hadn’t spoken to him for five months and now he was in the middle of getting dressed. ‘How come you’re only getting dressed now?’ I said. ‘I’ve changed my routine a bit,’ he said. ‘When will I see you?’ he said and I said, ‘Whenever you like.’ ‘Did you get your booster?’ I said. ‘I’m here for over a week,’ I said. ‘Alright,’ he said. ‘I’ll call you a bit later,’ he said. He wanted to finish getting dressed, and an hour later, maybe not even an hour, I got an email from him to say that while he thought being in touch was correct he couldn’t see me because of the way I continue to reject his love. A little while later he emailed again to say, ‘Get yourself some lovely flowers on me.’

Kiss me. Walk across this room and kiss me then. Do it now, right now. Walk across the room now and when you arrive do it right away. Do not stand there, gazing down at me. Don’t look into my eyes and don’t have your eyes roam searchingly all over my face. Get your mouth onto mine straight away. My eyes will close and your eyes will close and it will have begun. Kiss me. Walk across the room and when you arrive do not hesitate, do not savour the moment. Do not look into my face, into my eyes, for a further sign. Just do as I tell you. I am not going to move now, I am going to stay right here, with the fire right behind me, and you are going to come across the room, just like I’ve told you to, and I will watch you in fact, coming towards me, and of course you will not hesitate. Your mouth will lever onto mine and my neck will crumple because of the sudden force in your jaw and your lips are rigid and twisted and your tongue is an ancient cold thing, waking in fits and starts, alarmed and automatic. And for a few moments I won’t mind. My head crooked to one side, my mouth yanked wide, your tongue darting here and there, alert but senseless, the fire right behind me. The back of me incalescent and primordial. Kiss me and then it will be done. Walk across the room now and kiss me as hard as you like, as hard as you can. Pull me to you hard if you can so my heels lift away from the ground, I won’t recoil and squirm away. I’m going to put my arms right around you, that’s the whole point, my dear. My fingers will clasp your neck and climb up into your hair, scour out your ears even, and tread across your face, your whole face. My fingertips will come together neatly nailed over your incited eyes. Come on old man, walk across the room. I’m waiting for you. Kiss me. Get it over with. It’s not going to be pleasant and it’s about time we found that out. Come here and take hold of me with your old hands and your old mouth. Reach out of your obscene godforsaken darkness into my plush obscene depths and grope your way along – I’m not going anywhere. For a few moments I’ll stay perfectly still. You have sat on the wall above the lakes looking at me and we have walked up the bridleway and down the bridleway and we have stood side by side at the gate and looked across the fields and when it rained we got in close to the trees there and you come by here every afternoon as if I had nothing else in the world to do and you see nothing wrong with that. And now you must kiss me so that your error is unveiled and you encounter how far you are exactly from being able to sweep me right off my feet and I must remain absolutely still in order to feel you grasp and falter, rasp and dodder – because, after all, it’s not as if you are not a captivating man, you are a very captivating man indeed, and I must forthwith feel the failure of your kiss upon my lips, stuttering unmistakably throughout me, and you must and will feel it too. It will be a most terrible kiss, sluggish and lathery, aphotic and unsteady, forgettable – it will die within moments. A cold submerged thing, briefly spurtive, barely supported. Poor flesh, sad bone. And then it will all be over. Walk across the room now old man and kiss me – let’s put an end to this.

Today I was finally over my cold so I went into town to pick up my laundry and a few bits for Christmas. I also swam. Later in the afternoon I met Marlene, we swam and had hot brandy on the steps and exchanged presents. It felt really good to swim. I’d envisaged swimming a lot more often during the ten days I’m here but having a cold interfered with that, I just didn’t feel up to it at all. I stayed here mostly, in Sophie’s house, with the cat. And then today I felt much better, so I went into town and got presents and port and cherries for the sauce I’m going to make for the duck the day after Christmas day, and I got back here in the afternoon and wrapped Marlene’s presents, then I undressed and put my swimming costume on and dressed over my swimming costume and on the way to the sea I stopped at the supermarket and bought decent sausage rolls from the counter and a big bag of crisps, it wasn’t that busy, and I was very pleased to be able to do all that, to feel well again, and be on my bike again, and do all those things. Me and Marlene had wine in town after and when I got home I boiled the kettle to make a hot port, and though I was hungry I knew that once the kettle had boiled I would take the phone and the hot port into the sitting room and I’d phone Xavier. I just really wanted to talk to Xavier. I wanted to hear Xavier’s voice, so I called him. I settled down on the sofa, the stove was on and I had a hot port and Xavier answered and said hold on and he turned down the TV and we spoke for about half an hour, it was really nice. He is spending Christmas with his son, my card hasn’t arrived yet, I told him about my cold, about swimming and not swimming and swimming today, he told me about his cousin and about what she’d said on the subject of his father who he’d hardly known because he’d gone to Montana, and his mother had rolled the piano out of their cottage and smashed it up, and Xavier would go into the fields to pick mushrooms and he’d had a small sailboat. ‘It’s very interesting what she told me,’ he’d said about his cousin, a woman who still lives in the small midlands town where his father’s family originates from and who he’d never met until very recently, and Xavier told me, not for the first time, about the disparaging things his mother had said about his father, and now he’d learnt the truth, he said, and I said his mother hadn’t told him any lies, his mother had simply said what she’d felt, and she felt the way she did because she expected different things from his father than his cousin did. ‘She had a completely different relationship with your father and he had a completely different set of responsibilities to her,’ I said, ‘so of course the way she thought about him and talked about him was going to be quite distinct from how your cousin sees it all. It’s wonderful that talking to your cousin has revealed another side to him, but there’s no need to infer from that that what your mother said was untrue. Everyone sees everyone differently, you know that.’ ‘I wish you’d see me differently,’ Xavier said. ‘That’s not quite how I meant it, darling’, I said. ‘I know, love, I know – I’m just having fun with you. Now, tell me about what you’ve been up to.’ And I told him about the cold water upsetting me so much on Thursday, how I’d felt like bursting into tears as I stood there with the freezing sea up around my waist. ‘It wasn’t a good idea,’ I said, ‘I shouldn’t have made myself,’ and he said how surprised he was, that I’d made myself do that – ‘You’re usually very good at taking care of yourself,’ he said. ‘I know,’ I said, ‘I was just so fed up of not feeling well.’ ‘Try being me,’ he said, ‘it’s never-ending.’ ‘I know, love,’ I said, ‘I know.’ And I said shall I come and see you tomorrow morning and he said no, without hesitation, no more, he said, it would break my heart, you coming only to go again, it would break my heart. So I won’t see Xavier tomorrow, or the next day – after all these years his mind is made up, and after we’d said goodbye and much love I cried, not for long, but nonetheless I stayed on the sofa and cried, because I love Xavier and I miss Xavier but I cannot be with him, and he knows that, he knows all of that, so of course he doesn’t want to see me.

I was on the train yesterday, coming back from where I used to live to where I am now, and I thought to myself, now would be a good time to receive an email from Terence Stone. I looked out at all the beautifully dark uneven fields – there was a mottled white horse stood with her back to me beside a big wispy tree in one – and I concentrated on that thought for some time – yes, yes, an email from Terence Stone would be just the ticket right now. In my email to Terence Stone, which I must have sent nigh on a month ago, I referred to The Damned by J.-K. Huysmans. At the time of writing I hadn’t yet finished reading it. I’d got to the part where Monsieur Durtal finally goes into precise detail about the hideous crimes the fifteenth-century child rapist and murderer Gilles de Rais carries out in his vile quest to attract the attention of the Devil. I suspected when I commenced reading the book that I’d encounter many horrific descriptions pertaining to Gilles de Rais’s satanic activities, yet for pages and pages there were only unsettling intimations, so I began to wonder, somewhat naively – and perhaps with a smidgen of hope – if these ghastly hints were not in fact the extent of it. But of course I was not let off so lightly, and when at last it came, my god, de Rais’s violations were more hideous than I’d dared to imagine, and their portrayal so brilliantly executed. Huysmans depicts ostentatious depravity with an attention to detail that is so exquisitely meticulous it borders somewhat discomfortingly on the poetic. His vivid prose is not graphic, it is far worse than that – it is lavish. The graphic mode aims to shock – the terrible magnetism of Huysmans’s lavish style causes one to feel poisoned. To begin with my eyes jumped all over the resplendently gruesome words haphazardly, like the snowy paws of a kitten trapped in a white-hot fire grate. I felt sick to the stomach and quite deranged, as if poisoned, yes, infected with a diabolical vision that was as compelling as it was repulsive. As I went on I wondered whether reading such a thing might in fact draw satanic forces towards me, and I remembered how, as a child, I’d hidden certain books away, beneath the bed first of all, until that struck me as a supremely foolish hiding place, so I conveyed the troublesome tome to a cloistered area of my sleeping chamber that had no involvement at all with my nocturnal existence, and these books were banished face down thus because of a particular glint of nefariousness that I had detected in them and felt sure would catch the ever-vigilant attention of those malevolent legions that surely swarm above the guileless rooftops of suburbia, night after night. As time went on and I grew older my concerns were no longer solely linked to the contents of whatever disquieting books I had to hand – it was rather the wanton and innominate contents of my own churning head that troubled me. Impossible to turn any of that face down. The more I endeavoured to evade the commotion, the more substantial and demanding its presence within me became. In my email to Terence Stone I mentioned that Monsieur Durtal receives a fervid letter from a mysterious woman, penned in pale myrtle green ink, a detail from the book that satisfactorily continues with the theme of green, which had its beginnings in Terence Stone’s first letter to me, when he mentioned having had a pot of green ink at one time or another, but no longer, because it vanished, and in my email back to him I rounded off by saying green ink has a habit of vanishing, which is not true and completely meaningless. Terence Stone upped the ante in his next email by referring to Andrew Marvell’s poem ‘The Garden’, the sixth stanza of which concludes with the line ‘Annihilating all that’s made / To a green thought in a green shade,’ a line I remembered well, and which, seeing it again, sent me into a pastoral reverie, there in the woodshed, and at the bosky heart of this veritable oasis thrummed ‘the greening power of God’, viriditas itself, an enlivening yet concurrently soothing notion that I fortuitously came across in the writings of Hildegard von Bingen during the early days of the pandemic and which I did consider referring to in my follow up email to Terence Stone. I desisted, however, for the reason that it was far too pleasing a reference, and at the time of rejecting this very apposite literary invocation, of not just green but greenness itself, on the grounds that it was much too pleasant and agreeable, I had not yet read Huysmans’s The Damned, but when, weeks later, I had commenced it and had arrived at the section where Durtal receives a strange and excited letter, written in thin myrtle green ink, I knew, right away and without a shadow of a doubt, that it would be by reference to this situation that I would continue with the theme of green.

I could not help but to keep looking down at my hand, my left one, there on the table which was covered, as all the tables were, in a thick white cloth, such as anyone sees in an Italian restaurant. There was my hand and it was my fingers I looked at. Where the nails begin seemed to be the precise threshold my gaze sought and sank into. Little moons, little moons. And what had become of my eyes and what had become of my fingertips, that between them they conspired to produce the sensation that the white cloth beneath my hand was a white shirt. The very white shirt being worn at that very moment by the very man sitting there directly opposite me. Eating soup, which he appeared to have siphoned all the liquid out of, leaving high and dry a garish wreck of slick vegetables. Including the emerald trunk and clustered branches of a darkened broccoli floret, which, to my surprise, he applied the back of his fork to, so that the swollen green foliage minced through the fork tines. Because of course one can’t use a knife to eat soup. Yet one is not supposed to drain the liquid, leaving high and dry the vegetables, either, what a surprise. I’d rather not say anything, just sit awhile, silently, gazing at my hand, there upon the very shirt of the very man who at that very moment sat before me. And it was not alarming. My eyes narrowed the better to feel my fingers sliding slowly over his white shirt. Moving upwards, upwards, and then still again, pressing gently. Just the fingertips moving, pressing gently. My hand then, my whole hand, moving a little way up, a little way down, a little way over, a little way back. Retracing a broken-down caress. It was his body, yes, there beneath my fingers, pressing down and opening out, and still again. Still again. Still again against his white shirt beneath my gaze, beneath my gaze, which I eventually withdrew, because of course I eventually had to. And it was my brief secret. He wasn’t to know was he that for those few moments my hand had been all over him. All over, and there it was, his face. Not quite as I’d expected it to be, but looking down. Yes his eyes were lowered, looking down at my hand, directly at my fingers. My fingers, there on the white cloth, looking right at them. Scarlet. I could feel myself turning scarlet. And my right hand, resting all along in my obscured lap beneath the small table, clenched hold of the napkin there and squeezed it tight. He’s found me out, I thought.

A week has passed since I was on the train and considered it a good time and place to receive an email from Terence Stone and still there has been no email from him. I would hardly say I am waiting for an email from Terence Stone – I am curious, though. I am curious as to how my last email to him went down, because, in the meantime, it has occurred to me that my reference to The Damned, and to the letter written to Monsieur Durtal in peculiar pale green ink by a strange agitated woman specifically, might have appeared to him to contain a veiled message. I should perhaps not have ended my email that way. Because in addition to the comment about the mysterious lady, I went on to divulge that I’d underlined that part of the text with a green ink of my own – ‘one of a slightly more robust hue,’ I said. The notion has crept up on me since that by including this detail I have deftly aligned myself with Mme Chantelouve – indeed, have I not, by this sleight of hand, intimated that I have some sort of dispositional affinity with this unsettling female creature and her bizarre amatory practices? And what are these practices, apart from, when soliciting gentlemen pseudonymously, using the same coloured ink that I regularly use myself, albeit to conduct more pedestrian affairs? Mme Chantelouve is an extremely sensitive woman with an inflammatory imagination who is very capable of conjuring up, with just a few scraps of reality and torrents of lust, captivating chimeras of the male variety and of subsequently being utterly overwhelmed by them. Indeed, is she not visited in her bedchamber after hours by nocturnal sex phantoms who make her delirious with pleasure? Sex phantoms of her own devising? By the exigent force of her nympholepsy, Mme Chantelouve has transformed the likes of Byron and Baudelaire no less into supremely attentive incubi – ‘I have only to desire them…’ she confesses, to a supremely stupefied Durtal. Leaving aside the ghoulish terminology, the nature and focus of Mme Chantelouve’s inventive prowess is, I must admit, not entirely alien to me – however, Terence Stone needn’t know anything about that, certainly not. I should not have ended my email that way. But then again, it has become customary, has it not, to end our emails by alluding to the colour green. Green. Greenly. Greenliness. Greenest. Greened. Greened, all greened. Greenest. In any case, I’m sure he doesn’t know a single thing about Mme Chantelouve, apart from what I told him, and all I said was that she’s ‘mysterious’, so really it’s quite impossible for Terence Stone to infer a lascivious parallel between myself and Mme Chantelouve. The book alone however is sufficient to indict me – I realised that just hours after sending the email. The Damned! Even if he hasn’t personally partaken of it, he’ll have heard of it, most definitely. Added to which, I sent that email when Christmas was practically upon us. Christmas! And there I am, in amongst the fairy-lights and glittering snowmen, absorbed in black magic and erotic devilry! That’s a fine picture to evoke! What kind of a woman reads such a blasphemous and bloodcurdling litany of transgressions, just days before the celebration of the birth of Christ? Perhaps Terence Stone thinks my soul is dark and twisted. Perhaps he thinks I have an interest in Satanism. Perhaps he thinks I’ve implied as much because I think he does too. And perhaps he does. Perhaps he really is in fact deeply interested in Satanism. All a secret of course, who can he disclose it to? Certainly not Chris Stuart, librarian and captain of The Bell cricket team. Chris Stuart, who comes by now and then and sits with Terence Stone in his summerhouse at the end of the garden where they talk about nothing in particular. Nothing in particular! That might very well have been a ruse! Could it be that, while they drink tea and steadily make their way through a Marks and Spencer’s Madeira cake, Terence Stone speaks measuredly and at length about devil worship and Chris Stuart perches there opposite him, all ears? Not that Terence Stone is a bona fide devil-worshipper himself of course, but like many learned men with time on their hands and a pretty summerhouse in the back garden his imagination cannot help but search out something or other that contrasts with the dependable routine pleasantness of his surroundings and daily interactions, and he is naturally curious about those learned men who have selected to dedicate their talents and erudition and a portion of their material accumulation to the dark arts, and even perhaps to summoning the Devil himself. All of this deducing and surmising has been gaining ground in my mind in the month or so since sending the accursed email, and evidently this latter hypothesis has attained a great deal of traction in my imagination, because not long after conceiving it I returned to the book and through no conscious effort on my part Monsieur Durtal had, in my susceptible grey matter, taken on the physical appearance of Terence Stone, as he looked some thirty years ago, which is how long it’s been since I last saw him. Yes, he has fused with Durtal quite thoroughly, and with no conscious effort at all, on my part. As I read on, over Christmas, that was the image that came to me, without fail or deviation. Terence Stone confabulating in the bell-ringer’s lodge amidst a rustic spread of pot-au-feu and anchovies, glazed pitchers of Normandy cider and leafy Chinon wine. Terence Stone in his study, judiciously tracing the arcane origins of Gilles de Rais’s abominable enterprise. Terence Stone hurriedly filling the air of his bachelor flat with the scent of Persian lilac in anticipation of Mme Chantelouve’s fluttering arrival. And in all these situations Terence Stone looked perfectly at home – in his element in fact. In fact, Terence Stone, despite being married, did wear the complacent yet slightly ruminative countenance of the well-situated bachelor, now I come to think of it, which is perhaps the condition of a man who has very little in common with his wife, and has failed to instigate a stimulating dance out of their differences. That’s all quite feasible, but it’s ridiculous to imagine he has sought solace and diversion in Satanism. Terence Stone is entirely benevolent and correct and two weeks have passed, two weeks since an email from him really would have been quite welcome, because two weeks ago I was on a train and I’m quite amenable to receiving emails when I’m between places. Well, tomorrow I shall be travelling again, from here to Scotland, and tomorrow is a Sunday, and wasn’t it a Sunday when Terence Stone emailed me before? A Sunday, yes. And I’d emailed him back on a Friday. I remember that because an hour or so earlier I’d begun to bleed, and I remember too that even though I felt very much in the mood to email him, after so long of not feeling like it one bit, I questioned whether it was such a good idea to email him just then, bearing in mind that I’d just started to bleed. My capacity for convention, limited in any case, is fairly etiolated at such times. I am impulsive. I am acute. I see things aslant. I’m inclined to coax an exchange of confidences and run the risk therefore of going too far. I see the creature, not the human, and it is the creature I feel compelled to reach and consort with. Some months ago I touched the side of a man’s face. A man I’ve never touched in any way at all. It’s not at all warranted or appropriate for me to touch this particular man, we aren’t friends, our relationship is professional. We were talking about his origins, where his parents came from and so on, he said something about his features. I happen to like his mouth a great deal, it’s very beautiful. I didn’t say that, but my hand went to his face, there it was on the side of his face, turning his face slightly away from me so that it was now in profile, ‘You’ve a lovely profile,’ I said, something like that, I can’t remember exactly, and just as quickly my hand was no longer on his face, but it had been. It had been on his face and that’s a strange thing to know, and I’d be surprised if I ever forgot that. I don’t regret it. I don’t regret things like that. I might do the following day, and for a few days after that, that’s to say I’ll likely feel absolutely mortified and green about the gills, but then time passes soon enough and so too does my nausea and mortification. In the end I don’t care too much about getting carried away and making a fool of myself. The alternative is to die of boredom, the alternative is to be genial and pass the time, the alternative is to take a spoon to my brain and scoop it out, the alternative is to drink too much and become taciturn and twisted, the alternative is to not show up at all, and I’ve done all those things and getting carried away and making a fool of myself from time to time is, in the end, so much easier to bear.


VIII.


I am in bed a lot of the time now. It worries me a bit, but I squirm about at the desk and I don’t much like sitting or lying on the sofa. I haven’t laid down on it for several weeks now. It might be nice. I think I enjoyed it before. Before what exactly? I feel like I haven’t been on the sofa since I got back from Scotland. I just feel more at home and less perturbed when I am in bed. I think a lot is going on inside of me. I get very excited out of the blue, as if something really incredible is going to happen. It dissipates quite quickly, but that’s generally the way excitement is. Tea. Rain. That box under the desk. It has almost all of my notebooks in it. I deposited as many of them in there as I could before coming here so that I would be able to start putting them in order, and of course I haven’t even lifted the lid. Are they the past? No, not entirely. I am made of what they contain and I am living now. I am here. I am still here. Yesterday, while I was walking back down the mountain, I made up a really good conversation between me and the coward. I hadn’t thought about him for quite a while and it’s been ages since I’ve made up conversations with him. I used to make up conversations with him all the time. Probably because I couldn’t actually speak to him. The few occasions when I could speak to him I never said any of the things I’d said in the made up conversations. The opportunity to speak to him always came about unexpectedly and caught me off guard, and it would seem my default inclination at such times is to be thoroughly amicable, because whenever I bumped into him, which was surprisingly not that often, I was always very nice really. I’d be livid afterwards, of course. There were so many things I should have said and once again I’d let him off the hook – but when I saw him the main thing was the fact that I could see him, he was there, right there in front of me – that was the main thing really. I was pleased to see him and forgot about the rest. I did write letters, very infrequently, and they were much more expressive and in line with how I truly felt. Some of them are terrifically angry in fact. And some of them are not. I still have them all, they’re there in that box. I couldn’t send them, could I? Not one word could I get to him, it drove me mad. I don’t care anymore, I really don’t care – the only reason I masterminded a conversation yesterday is because I have a feeling he might be at an event I’m doing in a few weeks’ time. A very good friend of his is also participating in the same event so I think it’s very likely that he will almost definitely attend. I’ve decided I’m going to ask the techie to leave the house lights up – which I would do anyway since it’s weird not being able to see who I’m talking to – we’re not in a play after all. I like being able to see who is there and people’s faces, and if he is there I want to know there and then that he’s there, not after. In the conversation I made up he was there and I knew it, because the house lights were up and I’d seen him, so when he came up to me after to tell me how interesting he had found the discussion I wasn’t thrown at all by his being there. He stood there like he always stands there – totally at ease and nonchalantly holding forth on the various aspects of the discussion that had especially piqued his interest. This irritated me a great deal. I haven’t forgotten that the last time I saw him he completely blanked me. The street was empty. It was around nine in the morning, on a Saturday, and I’d just come out of my apartment building and I looked down the street and he was coming up the street on his bicycle. There was a paper bag hanging from one of the handlebars, which I presumed contained croissants for all the family. I stood quite still. I can’t remember what I was doing, but I don’t think it involved walking in the direction he was coming up in – which is unusual because almost everything I did when I lived in that flat involved me walking down that way, so I don’t know where I was going, the other way it seems, because I remember deciding to stay still so that I could say hello, and perhaps we’d even have a conversation. That’s exactly what I thought. I could see him at the bottom of the street, the street was completely empty, and it was sunny, and I remember thinking, or feeling really, this is nice, the sunshine, the empty street, Saturday, first thing, everything so fresh and here he comes, I’ll just stay here and he’ll come to a stop, rest a foot down on the kerb, and we’ll talk just for a little while and it will all be really nice and I’ll head on after feeling good about it. So I stood on the pavement, looking down the street and he was coming towards me, getting closer, and I felt a bit nervous – I had no idea what I was going to say beyond ‘hello’, all the things I’d previously come up with to say whenever the chance presented itself were about as far from my mind as can be, which was fine because really the time and impetus to say those things had long since passed, all I wanted now was to exchange a few words, to see his face, to see that he was well, and to smile, I wanted to look at his face and smile and for him to look at my face and smile too, that’s all I wanted now, and he was getting closer, quite close now, I could see his face, and then I felt really nervous, I could see his face, very clearly, and it looked strained, and that threw me, it had upon it a strained expression I had never seen before and the awful possibility that he wasn’t going to stop occurred to me and seemed increasingly likely the closer he got – he wasn’t slowing down, he wasn’t looking at me, he was looking at the road up ahead with that terrible strained expression I’d never seen before and it was obvious, it was obvious then that he just wanted to get past me, get past me as if I didn’t exist, had never existed, and return home to his family with that bag of croissants, he didn’t want me to be there yet I was there, I’d deliberately stayed there, it was quite obvious I’d stayed there so that we would meet, but he did not want to meet, he didn’t want me to exist, he didn’t want me to have ever existed. He cycled on by me without looking at me, without saying a word. I said hello, of course. What else could I do? As he approached I said ‘hello’ very brightly, very brightly to counteract how very murky I was suddenly feeling, then I turned and faced the other end of the street, and there he was, with his back to me now, cycling away back home with a bag full of croissants. Probably the oven was on. I used to always put the oven on before I went down to get croissants. Anyway, the point is, he might well be at this event and knowing him he might well deem it safe and entirely appropriate to come over to me afterwards to say something well-meaning and that will irritate me, I will find that cowardly and pathetic and disingenuous, and I won’t go along with it this time, not for one minute, and I made up a conversation that will surely ensue if all this comes to pass, which also includes a few choice words for his wife, because after about two minutes of me telling him how cowardly and tiresome he is his wife appears at his side and she wants to know what’s going on, just like she wanted to know years ago what was going on and nothing had been going on but she wouldn’t accept that so I said it was me, it was me that had gone after him, and he’d implored me to say that, and at the time I didn’t think it was such a big deal, heaping all the blame upon myself to save his skin, so what, I thought, not really considering that from then on and for years to come she’d be looking at me like I’m the she-devil, and that can wear on a person after a while, and at this stage I’ve had more than enough of her, and I can’t remember any of the things I concocted to say to her, which is a nuisance because there were one or two things I came up with that were really good, really smart and acerbic, and of course he just stands there, lily-livered nitwit, probably enjoying it to some degree, hateful pathetic dullard that he is, so I’ll sweep off then, because they’ll be plenty of fabulous people wanting to talk to me, so fuck them both, I’ve had just about as much as I can stand.

Xavier has been trying to get flowers sent to me. Today while I was walking up the hill the florist from the town where I used to live called. I almost didn’t answer because I know very well that I am too far away to receive any flowers, but after looking at the word ‘Flowers’ on the screen of my phone resignedly for several rings I was suddenly overcome with an almighty urge to answer and the moment I heard the florist’s voice I was glad I had done so. It was much better than not answering and listening to the ringing and ringing in this far-flung soundless place until the ringing stopped, then carrying on up the hill, head down, wondering why the florist had rung and remembering when she used to call, often on a Saturday, to arrange a time for delivery. It was sometimes a pain actually when she called on a Saturday because I tended to be out and about on a Saturday afternoon with no idea of when I’d be back home. There were a few occasions when I’d leave the bar and cross over the street to meet her at the gate of my apartment building in order to collect the flowers from her. I’d take them upstairs and put them on the kitchen worktop and go back down to the bar and they’d be left there on the worktop until the following day. It was nice to get up late on a Sunday and have flowers to arrange, and I didn’t really feel that bad about leaving them propped up in their water bag on the kitchen worktop while I was at the bar and all night through, though I knew Xavier wouldn’t have liked it. He would be offended. When I lived at the cottage Xavier used to bring me flowers every Friday, and that wasn’t ideal either because he’d come at seven and I’d be cooking and already had my hands full. Plus, my kitchen was tiny so there wouldn’t be anywhere to temporarily leave them. It became customary therefore to stand them in the toilet bowl in the tiny bathroom downstairs. It was Xavier who started that. Such an audacious thing to do. Very Xavier. Every time I went to use the loo I’d have to take them out, then after put them back in. Their cut stems dripped toilet water all over the flagstones. He always got me two bunches of flowers, often white lilies, and a box of red dinner candles. So Catholic! He also brought kitchen towel, which I hated, but despite not liking it, and not really having the room for it, I didn’t dissuade Xavier from bringing it over because having kitchen towel to hand made it much more likely that he would do some washing up in the morning, and it was much better for me to come home to glasses drying on an extravagant spread of kitchen towel on the kitchen worktop than to come home to a sink full of grubby plates and glasses, because I worked in a bed and breakfast at that time and would have already spent several hours that morning cleaning up after people. It was necessary to remind Xavier of this fact numerous times because even with having the kitchen towel handy he really was reluctant to lift a finger unless it was to butter me a roll. The florist told me she’d been trying to find a flower shop in my area that would deliver to my address. She informed me she’d contacted several places and none of them would take the order. ‘They don’t come out to where you are,’ she said. ‘You aren’t near anything.’ I laughed and agreed, and she laughed and said that she had put my Eircode into the map and ‘All there was was trees,’ she said. ‘Well, I’m not surprised they won’t deliver to me,’ I said, ‘bloody couriers refuse to come out here.’ ‘God,’ she said. I told her if I sounded a bit out of puff it was because I was walking up a big hill. ‘Which is just as well,’ I said, ‘because I don’t have any coverage back at the house – I can’t even receive a phone call!’ She said if I wanted to I could collect the flowers myself next time I’m in one of the nearby towns, so then I had to explain that I never really know when I’m going to be in one of the nearby towns because I don’t drive yet and for the time being rely on getting a lift in with one or other of my friends, whenever they happen to be going in, and I never know much beforehand when that will be. ‘I’m doing driving lessons,’ I said. She laughed again and called me a survivalist. I carried on walking up the hill a little way. ‘Do they need to know in advance that I’ll be coming in?’ I said. She said she didn’t think so. She said I could probably just go in there and pick some things out – ‘Some flowers, or a plant. Up to the value,’ she said. She didn’t say what the value is and I’ve forgotten. I know for a while it was far too much – forty euro, perhaps even fifty – which is about what a big bouquet costs. There came a point when I became fed up and critical of the arrangements the florist brought me, so I said to Xavier, quite tactfully, that I would prefer to go into the shop and choose the flowers myself. ‘It’s only around the corner anyway,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t really make any sense for her to deliver to me.’ I didn’t of course mention to Xavier that she often turned up at inopportune moments because I’m sure in his mind I was always nothing less than overjoyed when she arrived at my apartment gate with an enormous bunch of flowers for me and I didn’t wish to disabuse him of this particular romantic notion. I always had to meet her at the gate, even if I was in the apartment, she never came up to me because there wasn’t anywhere for her to park on my street – once or twice she handed me the bouquet out through the window of her little red Jeep – and if I was in the apartment it wasn’t always very convenient for me to go down to the gate because she nearly always seemed to turn up when I was having tea with a friend and I don’t like receiving flowers in front of anyone because they always tease you and I hate that and find it embarrassing to play along with. I wasn’t at all sure that Xavier would like the idea of me going in to get the flowers myself, but in fact he liked it a great deal. But of course he liked it – at one time many years ago Xavier would have had accounts in all kinds of very exclusive establishments and smart emporiums – my suggestion made him feel like a rich man again, I could hear it in his voice: ‘You go in there anytime you like, darling,’ he said, ‘and pick out whatever you want.’ He contacted the florist immediately to inform her of this new arrangement, and gave her his card details, and the first time I went in to get some flowers she told me, when I handed her my bunch, that I needed to get a few more flowers because Xavier had instructed her to take forty or fifty out of his account. I was probably thrilled and chose more with great zeal, and the second and third time I went in it was probably still exciting since amassing armfuls of flowers did indeed make me feel attractive and elevated and taken care of, which gave me a certain demeanour I hardly ever experience, but then having to select so many flowers each time quickly became a burden and it put me off going in to her, because she was really quite strict about having me spend forty or fifty each time, and if I was going to choose flowers up to the value of forty or fifty euro I needed to be in a very relaxed and patient state of mind with a lot of time to spare and that was rarely my situation, and in the event I was blessed in this way, I typically wanted to do something else than choose flowers – I probably wanted to go up to the rocks or try on shoes or examine bed linen or go to a matinee screening or else recklessly disrupt my equanimous state with an ill-timed glass of wine. Besides which, I didn’t always want a great big bunch of flowers. They take up a lot of room and even in the apartment where the bathroom was upstairs I didn’t have that much space. Now and then it was nice to have a huge bouquet, to mark an occasion for example, then it seemed quite festive and suitable, but in general I didn’t like it when it was out of proportion with the rest of the room and the other things in it. I didn’t like it to dominate. I think I found it a little distasteful actually, when it was so big and apparent. Quite often I dismantled the florist’s fussy assemblage and divided the flowers up into a few vases, and that was nice because then I could have flowers upstairs as well as downstairs. Probably Xavier wouldn’t have liked that either. Xavier likes for things to make an impact, whereas I’m the opposite – I like it when something or other catches my eye in a room I’ve been sitting in for two hours that I hadn’t previously noticed, making me lose my thread because now I’m all taken up with wondering when and how it got there. ‘Then just get them to call me,’ she said. The florist seemed quite sure I could pop into any shop in one of the nearby towns and pick out flowers any time I wanted to. I wonder, though, if I will ever do this. I find it hard to picture a bouquet here in this room. For one thing my plants are already vying for space, and, for another, I don’t have a vase. Even so, next time I’m somewhere that has a flower shop I think I’ll go in and see what they have – and that could happen as soon as Monday in fact. I’m going to take a little trip on Monday. I’m going to cycle to the lake, head for the lakeside beach, and I’m going to go in for a swim. I need it. After that I’ll walk around the village. I’ve seen photographs of it online, it looks quite nice. It looks like there are some nice little shops there. It will be nice to go into this or that shop for as long as I like and look at all the things arranged on clean white shelves and in small rush baskets on the pine counter below. Ceramic napkin rings, and silver-plated shells, and soaps with delicate herbs pressed into them, that kind of thing. There might be a bakery. I’ll have a decaf latte and an almond croissant, or else go to a family restaurant with seats and umbrellas outside and sit facing the water with a nice glass of beer and a bowl of mussels. Depends on the weather. Which is supposed to be nice, but of course you can’t bank on it. Then I’ll go to the supermarket and buy sardines and oranges and yoghurt and pears, and Earl Grey teabags, and whatever else takes my fancy. And then maybe I’ll find a flower shop. It would be very nice after all that to pick out some flowers, and I’m sure Xavier would appreciate an email from me thanking him for the flowers and telling him how lovely they are and how much they have brightened up my day: ‘They have really cheered me up’ – I’m sure Xavier would love to read that, and I’m sure I wouldn’t mind writing it. Flowers from a shop don’t belong here – I can see that, and I think that is why I feel increasingly compelled to get some. The daffodils have come out, they grow in pots in front of the workshop, and all along the riverbank, with little crocuses and those smaller narcissi nestled in amongst them. I permitted myself to pick five just this morning. There they are, in my flask, beside the bed. Hens and ducks lay the eggs. There are beehives. And a jilted nanny goat with a bockety front leg who demolishes my breakfast-time apple cores. Heavily scented cut flowers from the Netherlands would be most incongruous in this wholesome homespun domain, and they will be noticed. It’s unlikely I’ll get them up into my loft without being spotted. And even if I do manage to get them in here unobserved, what about getting them out? What about disposing of them? I can’t present them to the goat to devour. No doubt she would gobble them up in a flash, every last flaccid petal, but that wouldn’t be any good because despite the common perception that they can stomach anything and everything there are in fact many vegetal specimens that a goat should avoid ingesting, including many types of flower. They will have to go on the compost heap, there is no other place for them. Right across the melon rinds and apricot pits and squeezed-out teabags, and of course they will be noticed there. Looking, even in death, dramatic and bizarre and sprawled. Comments will be made, and eventually, if the procurement of outlandish flowers persists, questions, I’m sure, will be asked. How will I explain them? ‘There’s a man,’ I’ll say ‘who likes me to always have flowers. He sent me flowers regularly for years when I lived in the old place, and now he’s found a way to make sure I never go without any while I am here.’ My two friends will keep on looking at me inquisitively no doubt, wanting to know all about this man, and anticipating further details. Yet that will be about as much as I’ll divulge, and I’ll get a nostalgic kick out of saying just that and nothing more.

It is a big pleasure to be here in Montevideo, speaking to you today. Thank you to Barbara for inviting me, and to Sandra for translating this text that you see on the screen behind me. I must admit that when I received the festival’s invitation to take part in a panel discussion about violent scenes from movies my heart sank – this is not a subject I know very much about, and I wondered if I would be able to engage with it at all. I avoid as much as possible celluloid depictions of violent behaviour for the reason that it unnerves and depresses me gravely to be confronted by the cruelty that human beings have a perversely inventive and unlimited capacity for. I know very well that evil exists. Some years ago I met a serial killer in fact, though he was simply a carpenter as far as anyone knew at the time, and perhaps this brush with an innocuous looking exponent of unmitigated wickedness is why I generally prefer to expose my consciousness to artistic works that are in collusion with the sublime and the melancholic. There is also the ‘good’ or ‘acceptable’ sort of violence that is carried out in the name of retribution, whether on a personal or societal level. The bloodshed depicted in these sorts of revenge films is deliberately graphic and gruesome in order to produce a cathartic and gratifying experience for the spectator – indeed, it is natural to derive some base satisfaction from witnessing the vile miscreant get his or her merciless comeuppance. That kind of scenario delivers an immediate sensation that justice in fact reigns, that good vanquishes bad, which is not true of course, and so it does not make upon me an enduring impression. The mode of violence that gets beneath my skin and really haunts me is not those destructive acts perpetrated by one upon another, for reasons good, bad, or indifferent, but the harm and suffering that one inflicts upon oneself. This clip we have just seen of a woman sticking a knife into her shoulder is the final scene from Michael Haneke’s movie The Piano Teacher. The woman in the clip is Professor Erika Kohut, a distinguished piano teacher and Schubert scholar at the Vienna Conservatory. In this scene we find ourselves in the lobby of this world-class institution just moments before Professor Kohut is due to perform piano accompaniment to a recital of Schubert’s lieder ‘Im Dorfe’. Throughout the film there have been many pieces of music by Schubert, Schumann, and Bach, but now we hear only the quick footsteps and echoing salutations of the gathering audience across the stark linoleum floor. Of course, in addition to being a nucleus of musical virtuosity, Vienna is also the home of psychoanalysis and in this film, in addition to witnessing the self-abnegating commitment and discipline that devotion to the study of music requires, we are also privy to the dark sexual fantasies that have developed within Erika Kohut’s psyche. What do we know about Erika? She is around forty, lives with a domineering mother – in fact she shares a bedroom with her mother. In the first scene of the film Erika returns to their stuffy petite bourgeois apartment and immediately her mother inspects the contents of her bag where she discovers a new dress that Erika has bought for herself. The mother is incensed, scornful – ‘At your age,’ she says, ‘you should know what suits you.’ In her spare time Erika visits sex shops and enters video booths, completely impervious to the startled looks of the all-male clientele. Erika watches hardcore pornography without experiencing arousal or expressing any pleasure. She sits with the passive curiosity of a student in a lecture hall, holding a used tissue that she has taken from a nearby bin under her nose, eventually inhaling the aroma of stale semen as if it were an infusion to clear her head. And perhaps, momentarily, it does in fact clear her head. In another scene, with the same brisk investigative manner, Erika goes to the carpark of a movie drive-in and observes a young couple making out in their vehicle. Then a cocky and dashing student at the conservatory, Walter, expresses a sexual interest in Erika, and this is when the damage wrought by her closely monitored and severely curtailed existence is revealed. She soon presents Walter with a detailed sadomasochistic scenario that describes what she would like him to do to her. The instructions constitute a meticulous litany of extreme sexual degradation, and from under the bed she pulls out a box full of household items that will assist Walter in constraining and brutalising her. The way she does this, the way she pulls this secret box out, removes its lid, sits on the floor next to it, the way she looks down at its contents and then up expectantly at Walter, reminds me of how a dog looks up at its master after it has dropped a stick between the master’s feet. Or of how a child nervously shows another child its most treasured toy in the hope that the other child will immediately understand the significance of the toy and take part in the magical game that it surely inspires. Play with me. Walter is in fact disgusted by this proposed situation, and says he now finds her repugnant. Indeed, in many of the film’s reviews Erika is described as monstrous and wicked and sick. The critics claim that there is not sufficient context to account for her degeneracy, therefore she is innately twisted. I find this analysis bewildering – are these critics deliberately feigning some sort of blind spot? In all likelihood Erika is still a virgin. It is her deadly living situation that is utterly unnatural. But perhaps for the mostly male critics a woman going without is nothing to get upset about. They might not be entirely conscious of it, but could it be that they see nothing wrong with a woman remaining a child on and on? It is perfectly clear that Erika has not had the liberty and independence to experience intimate relations and thereby gradually develop a mature and unashamed sexual self. This lack does not of course mean that those powerful impulses and desires have atrophied or disappeared. They have been suppressed, and as we know from Vienna’s most famous neurologist, that which is not granted the opportunity to grow and find expression openly goes underground, mutates, becomes distorted, becomes grotesque. Becomes, eventually, a parasitic agent that infiltrates and commandeers the whole psyche. Bit by bit, one’s outer aspect is nothing more than a vacant and lifeless Doppelgänger. In this final scene, the many refulgent lamps and regimented mirrors in the theatre foyer banish shadows completely, creating instead a recursive pattern of reflections, like a relentlessly unsympathetic hall of mirrors. The disturbing facets of Erika’s fantasy world have been divulged, brought to light, and like many fantasies hers cannot withstand the cold light of day. The camera, which has been moving around the foyer, representing Erika’s gaze, now turns upon itself and we witness up close this crucial moment of self-realisation. Throughout the whole film Erika’s face and body hardly looked lived in, now a contemptuous sneer expressing self-disgust and abject irritation breaks out across Erika’s features – paradoxically, the effect is not unlike seeing the sun breaking through the clouds. Erika’s hand feels into her purse, takes hold of a knife concealed within, and without dropping her steadfast glare she sticks its thick blade into her body. Her moment of anagnorisis is thus punctuated in suitably Greek fashion. This is a symbolic act, not a fatal one – she does it in order to save herself – it is as if she is lancing a mutinous boil. It represents a transition, a leaving behind of voyeurism and fantasy, and an unflinching readiness to move into another more integrated realm. I do not perceive in Erika’s actions defeat or destitution. I detect rather a galvanised determination to face up to herself, and I believe that this painful reckoning will ultimately contribute to her emancipation and sexual fulfilment. She exits the Vienna Conservatory and we are left to look at its illuminated arched windows, wondering about all those people inside, waiting for Erika to perform. At what moment will it dawn on them that Erika is not coming? Who will be the first to get up from their seat and leave the building? What will they all say to one another as they make their way back through the foyer to collect their impeccable coats? What explanations will they give? Will they ever accept that Erika has gone?

Earlier today I fantasised about writing ‘I never heard from Terence Stone again.’ This is not something I can actually write and it be true. Terence Stone still hasn’t replied to the email I sent before Christmas, that is true, but he could, at any time, and that is also true and rather irksome. It is irksome to know that another month could pass, six months, a year, two years even, and still, out of the blue, I could receive a very pleasant email from Terence Stone. People do that all the time. Take it upon themselves to email out of the blue after god knows how long. I don’t know what possesses them. I will be very annoyed now if Terence Stone presumes to email me again. It’s been over six months since I last emailed him. His window of opportunity, which was always fairly narrow, has closed and that’s it. Before today, this morning, when I fantasised about writing ‘I never heard from Terence Stone again,’ I’d fantasised about him emailing me to say Robert Turner had died. It’s perfectly feasible that that might happen, that Robert Turner dies and Terence Stone emails to tell me. Robert Turner has been ill a long time. When he dies Terence Stone will find out almost immediately I should think. Once Terence Stone knows Robert Turner is dead he will email me and he will tell me. What will he say, exactly? Nothing too emotive I shouldn’t think – I doubt he’ll get in touch with me the minute he finds out, in fact he might well leave it until after the funeral, that way he’ll have more to reflect upon and write about. The reflective mode is definitely the mode of conveyance that Terence Stone is most at ease with. Perhaps Terence Stone will die before Robert Turner dies. Who will tell me that Terence Stone has died? No one. No one. And if Terence Stone is dead, who will tell me Robert Turner has died? No one. No one. It is this latter scenario that suits me best. I do not care to know about the death of either man. I used to worry an awful lot about Xavier dying but now I do not. I don’t believe he is going to die. I feel that if he were to die he would have done so by now. If he didn’t die yesterday, then why on earth would he die tomorrow? It’s an irrational attitude, but that’s how I feel about it. There was talk of him going into a nursing home. He told me the name of one and I looked it up. It didn’t look very nice. I looked up one that I’d looked up before some time ago and it was still there of course and looked much nicer than the one he’d told me about, so I emailed him and said, this one is much nicer, I can’t see you in the other place at all. I can’t imagine him in either place really. Then, last Friday, I missed a call from him and he’d left a message saying he wasn’t ready yet to go into a nursing home and I was taken aback by how very glad I was to hear that, but I don’t suppose my relief is terribly surprising – I don’t want to have to try to imagine Xavier in this or that nursing home. Whenever I remember Xavier, lately, he is sitting beside me in the back of a cab. I used to like sitting in the back of a cab with Xavier, it was often very exciting. Other times I remember, he’s at my door. I’ve opened the door and there he is and it’s as if he’s been there, outside my door, all along. It’s dark behind him and he’s looking directly at me – it’s just as if he could see me through the door in fact, because when I open it his eyes are already looking directly and deeply into mine, it’s weird, he steps forward. I don’t imagine anything further, only his face and the expression on it, as if the door hadn’t been there at all. I don’t quite know what his plans are now. I’ll phone him in the morning, it’s been a few days now. And it’s been months since I’ve seen him. My friend Eva explained it to me: ‘He’s lost you,’ she said, ‘but you’re still there.’ So I try not to be there too much. I understand. I don’t know why it has taken me so long. Perhaps because it’s the same for me – Xavier has gone, but he is still there. He used to come around in the afternoons. He walked the dogs in the afternoon. They weren’t his dogs. They belonged to neighbours on either side. I didn’t especially like them. It wasn’t important, it didn’t matter to him whether I liked the dogs or not. He didn’t go on about them or pay them much attention. The smaller one liked to mess about in the big muddy puddles along the bridleway and Xavier never told it to stop – he might just say, ‘Well, I guess he’s having a good time.’ Sometimes the way he said that seemed to insinuate that he himself was not having a good time. I didn’t always walk up the bridleway with Xavier. Sometimes I ignored the sound of him banging the heavy handle of the dog lead against my door. I never found that easy. My heart would pound. I felt like any minute now I was going to keel over like a statue, clean out of my clothes. Sometimes I’d stay upstairs and eat an apple and the sound of me eating the apple would be deafening. I would eat it all up nevertheless – in fact it was as if it was beyond my control to stop biting into it. I’d demolish the core and swallow the pips, and Xavier by now would have gone back up the driveway without me. One day I said to him, you must think I’ve nothing in the world to do. Nothing, nothing at all, except await Xavier’s arrival. I will make him tea, I will add logs to the fire, I will dedicate all of my attention to whatever it is that occurs to him to speak about, I will put biscuits on a plate, I will sit on his lap, put my arms around his neck, look lovingly into his eyes. I have all the time in the world. The truth is I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He barely looked at me. I told him that one day because he said he couldn’t take his eyes off me. He watched my every little move, he said, and I was always changing. ‘Quite remarkable,’ he said, and I said, ‘You never look at me,’ and he said, ‘I do when you’re not looking,’ and I said, ‘I’m always looking,’ and he laughed and said, ‘Perhaps not as much as you believe.’ What kind of a conversation was that to be having on a midweek afternoon? I couldn’t countenance it. I never had any biscuits. He mentioned it regularly. I had oatcakes, but they’re not the same and aren’t meant to be. Still, I occasionally felt I should offer him something. I put marmalade on three oatcakes once and he ate them all with his tea then told me afterwards he’d found them a bit difficult. I wasn’t sure if he meant that literally or whether he meant that eating them had been underwhelming. There were some things that Xavier did have difficulty eating – anything with seeds or nuts was generally to be avoided. On the other hand, Xavier did often say something or other was a bit difficult when he wanted to express that the experience hadn’t been up to scratch – it took me a while to cotton on to that particular inflection. It also took me a little while to realise that when he said something had ‘offended’ him, what he really meant was that it had hurt him.

Is that him? Is that him? That’s him. Up through the hedge. Out of the bushes. Appearing on the path through the gravestones. Yes, that’s him. We weren’t going to tell him off were we? No, that wasn’t the idea. We didn’t even feel like telling him off, did we? No, not really. Sometimes we felt like we should feel like telling him off. More than that. Yes, more than just telling him off actually. Because he had been quite bad. He’d behaved very badly we realised. Yes as time went on we realised just how bad his behaviour had been. We realised it but we didn’t feel irate or anything did we. No we didn’t really. There the feeling was, open and available, and actually quite inviting. We came close to it now and then. We did. We did. But all the same it was not our feeling. No it wasn’t. It was an accommodating and perfectly comprehensible feeling that was getting bigger and louder all the time, but even so, it was not our feeling. Never mind. Feelings that you grow yourself are much harder to tend to. That’s right. They don’t follow a particular course. They don’t, they run wild and get very thorny and tangled up here and there. That’s right. We weren’t angry with him. Time had passed. A lot of time has passed. But it didn’t make us angry with him. It made us curious. We wanted to know. We wanted to know what he was really like. Because obviously we were too young then to know what he was really like. Only now could we know. We were grown up now and knew how to know what people were like. And we didn’t know then. No, of course not. We didn’t have a clue, did we? Oh no, of course we didn’t. How could we have possibly known then what people were like? At that time. At that time. When what? When we are at our most alert and sensitive and independent. Never mind. Never mind. We adored him. Of course we did. It was a long time ago. Yes. And as time goes on the further ago it will become. And we don’t suppose we shall ever get angry about it. If we haven’t by now we don’t suppose we ever will. Even now it seems such a long time ago. That’s because we were so young. Yes, that’s the point really. We were young. Very young. Not that young. Young enough. Old enough. It doesn’t matter. No. No. We adored him. We did. It was about time. That’s right, the time had come. It was unavoidable. It was unavoidable and who knows but it might well have saved us. Absolutely mad about him. Mad about him, yes. And being mad about something was arguably better than just being mad. Being mad about nothing at all was dreadful. Utterly terrifying. It’s not the least bit unusual, is it, to be mad about someone. No it isn’t. There’s a very long and illustrious tradition of it in fact. And that helped didn’t it, to think that the madness we felt was in fact part of a tradition. A rich and profound and probing tradition no less. It helped tremendously. We read all the stories and listened to all the songs and thus our madness was given dimension. Dimension and tangibility and direction and new words. And a cataclysmic ferocity besides. That’s true too. Which might have got the better of us. Oh, very nearly. Intoxicating one minute. Utterly enervating the next. We could hardly contain ourselves. First love. It was about time. You won’t stick around, that’s what he’d said. After months and months of giving us the run-around that’s what he came out with. You won’t stick around here, and you didn’t ought to either. And we wanted to know, didn’t we, if he’d truly believed that or had just been fobbing us off. He could have been fobbing us off, couldn’t he? He could have been, though the fact is, we didn’t stick around. No, we didn’t. So he was right – whether he believed it or not is by the by really because it turned out he was right. He was right, we didn’t stick around, but we didn’t forget about him, did we. We thought about him for a long time. We thought about him now and then for years. We didn’t stick around and we didn’t forget about him, either. And one day we went back, because we were curious, weren’t we. Yes we were, we were very curious. We wanted to know. There he is. There he is. Up through the hedge. Out on the path. Wearing a striped collarless shirt. Duck egg blue. Raspberry pink. Lovely shirt. Very nice. Very nice. Very him in fact. Yes, very him. He didn’t know who we were, did he? No he didn’t. He didn’t know who he was. No, he didn’t seem to. That was that then. That’s right. We had to let go didn’t we? Yes we did – whatever our big idea had been we had to let go of it there and then. We did, and we felt it go. Yes. Off it went. Yes. Up and over the gravestones. It went and we were left in a sort of nowhere place and we weren’t sure who we were there. We couldn’t tell if where we were was now or then. Does it make any difference? We’ll never know. His eyes were the same. Yes they were, they were the same. His eyes hadn’t changed at all. Blue eyes. Yes. But we don’t know what they saw when he looked at us. He looked at us for a long time, didn’t he? Yes he did. There on the path. And we looked at him for a long time, didn’t we? Yes we did. We did. We looked at him at last. And that was all.


IX.


Deer were flying very high up in the sky. I could see their antlers disappearing and reappearing in the clouds. One deer began to fall, came stumbling through the air, looking alarmed, front legs kicking without effect. It landed not far from me among a group of Scots pines on a hillock. I did not run to it. I glanced down and my brother was sitting in a horrible tatty armchair playing on a games console. I looked up again and was back near the Scots pines where the deer was untangling itself. I stayed where I was with my hands in my pockets and watched as the other deer came down through the clouds, looking for the deer that had fallen. The sky was very grey and the clouds were thin and moved fast over one another in all directions. At a certain point, when the deer got low in the sky, they lost control and looked alarmed, just like the first deer had done. They too crashed down onto the hillock in among the Scots pines, which were not very tall and had dark red trunks, like something from the desert. Still I did not move. I looked down again and saw the games console and the ribbed mustard yellow sleeve of my brother’s tracksuit. I said something to him and he ignored me. When I looked up again the deer were now climbing up very tall trees over to my left. The trees were in a row, like in the French countryside, and the deer were clambering up them clumsily. Their hooves were enormous and slipped off the branches and slid down the trunks again and again, but they each managed to get more or less to the top of the tree they were climbing and from there tried to launch themselves back into the sky. The tops of the trees swayed a little and then swayed a lot, once the deer had successfully flung themselves off and up into the sky. Everything is OK with Xavier now. I saw him last week. It was the first time in months. He didn’t want to meet in a hotel like we normally do. The one on the square the last few times, Xavier didn’t want to meet there, or anywhere, so I went to the house to see him. When I first see him after a long time of not seeing him he looks old, very old and completely frail, it alarms me a bit, but then it quickly passes. I know he is looking at me and seeing that I look older too. I am very conscious of that – despite him being so much older than me I want always to appear fresh and unchanged to him. He noticed the ring on my left hand: ‘You’re wearing a wedding band,’ he said. ‘Well, I didn’t get married,’ I said. ‘Let me see,’ he said, so I showed it to him. ‘It’s very small,’ he said. ‘You look married actually.’ ‘What do you mean?’ I said. ‘You look kind of settled in your eyes, I haven’t seen you look that way before.’ I took that to mean I looked old. The following day it occurred to me that normally when I saw Xavier we would be in a hotel and we’d have a glass of wine and a glass of wine will likely put a bit of sparkle in my eyes. Sitting on Xavier’s bed drinking a cup of tea on an unseasonably cold midweek afternoon is bound to have a different effect on my disposition. In these circumstances I couldn’t help but feel dutiful. Wifely. Although he often fantasised about us living together, Xavier would become uneasy the minute I ever looked even vaguely capable and he would often say something to make me explode. It took me a while to realise this and when at last I did pick up on it I told him. ‘You can’t stand it, really’, I said, ‘when things are pleasant and I’m relaxed. You always have to say something to upset me and turn everything upside down.’ He didn’t take it as a criticism. Xavier loved to hear about his own behaviour. ‘Do I really do that?’ he said, with an incensing air of misplaced fascination. ‘Maybe I do. You’re 1 probably right. It wouldn’t surprise me. I think what it is, love, is when you’re content I can feel that your thoughts are somewhere else, probably on your writing I imagine, and it puts me on edge. I sort of feel you’re kind of waiting for me to go home, actually.’ ‘So you need my attention, undivided, at all times?’ I said. ‘Well, it seems I must do, if what you’re saying is correct, if that’s how I really behave. Don’t take anything I say too seriously, love,’ he said, ‘I’m just talking.’ ‘Well, this is getting complicated,’ I said, ‘ – you desire my undivided attention, yet at the same time I’m not to take you too seriously – is that right?’ ‘Like I said, love,’ said Xavier, ‘I’m just talking.’

I received some flowers yesterday. They came in a tall cardboard box. Purple. I saw the box by the front door of the main house and thought how tall it was. I was about to walk out of the gates and up the driveway with my friend Maeve. She had sandwiches in a small rucksack which she said she’d share with me since I hadn’t made any of my own. It hadn’t occurred to me that we’d be taking food up the hill with us, though last time we went up the hill we took food with us, including some boiled eggs. I can’t remember what else. Perhaps some sandwiches. But I hardly ever buy bread – what would I do with it all? Maeve also had a flask of tea in her rucksack. ‘Get a small cup,’ she said, before we set off, so I went up the steps, back into my loft, and unscrewed the cup off of my own flask. It had sand in it. Last time we went for a walk up the hill I’d brought my flask too, along with the food, boiled eggs and so on. Since then I’ve gone on that walk dozens of times by myself and I never bring anything with me, not even water or a satsuma, so perhaps that’s why it didn’t occur to me to make sandwiches and a flask of tea. Maeve didn’t seem to mind. I liked her rucksack, it was nice and compact. As we walked together towards the gates I felt a bit bad that I wasn’t carrying something too, but the way Maeve walked she didn’t look the least bit encumbered – in fact if anything it was as if the rucksack on her back was a power pack – so I didn’t feel bad for very long. I’m not sure why I glanced over at the front door of the main house, but I did, and possibly always do, and this time there was a tall purple box standing right beside it and on the box it said ‘Flowers Direct’, and I read that and didn’t think anything at all, which is unusual really, not to think anything. Perhaps if I’d been on my own I would have thought something – I might even have gone over to the box, if I’d been on my own. ‘Flowers Direct’. Nothing. I’m not even sure that Maeve and I were talking about anything especially engaging at this point. We’d just set off and prior to setting off we’d established that I had not made any sandwiches. Maeve said she’d texted me to ask if we were going to bring a picnic, and then she checked her phone and realised she’d only planned the text in her head, she hadn’t actually written it. ‘I made one and a half sandwiches,’ she said, ‘you can have one of those.’ I wondered if we should bring something to sit on since it had been raining only that morning and I went in again to fetch a carrier bag and a small mat I stand on in the winter when I go swimming and the concrete steps are icy cold. She said she didn’t need that. Perhaps she had her own carrier bag, or something similar. ‘There’s sand in my cup,’ I said, and wiped it out with a corner of my untucked checked shirt because I know some people get really uptight about sand getting into their stuff. She didn’t seem concerned. She zipped up her bag and closed the boot of her car and off we went and it was nice to know we had sandwiches with us – she said they had spicy beef in them, which was exciting because that’s not something I’d ever buy. I think I looked about me before we got to the gate to see where the goat was, and perhaps it was as I was looking about for the goat that I noticed the box by the front door of the main house and read ‘Flowers Direct’, but since I don’t live in the main house I thought nothing of it, nothing at all. I looked straight ahead again, up the driveway, which me and Maeve were about to walk up. It’s odd that I didn’t think anything at all. Usually, where a delivery of flowers is concerned, one usually thinks something – one usually thinks, ‘Oh, I wonder who they’re for?’ – at the very least one wonders that. One is also given to wonder where the flowers have come from. And though the box was standing right beside the front door of the main house where I do not live it would have been perfectly reasonable for me to have wondered if I was the intended recipient. Whoever delivered it was not to know that I don’t live in the main house, that I live in a woodshed around the back. They wouldn’t know that. I don’t have a separate address, so in fact all my mail goes to the main house. As such those flowers in a tall purple box by the front door could very well have been for me, but it didn’t occur to me for one moment that I was the recipient, and that is quite uncharacteristic because usually I have a tendency to jump to all sorts of wild conclusions, based on very little. For the whole walk I did not think of that box once. My friend had put a bid on a house, so we talked about that for a while. It was a subject I was interested in because I hope that one day not too far off into the future I’ll also put a bid on a house and I don’t know anything about the process which enables that to happen and the process that ensues in the event that that bid has been successful. I don’t have the faintest idea, though nothing of what Maeve described took me by surprise – it all sounded predictably protracted and circuitous. As we neared the crest of the first incline she asked me how my hip was doing. I said it was OK and I was happy to take the longer route, which meant following the ascending path over to the left and not carrying on flat over to the right. For the next stretch, up until we met with an American couple, we talked about the hypocrisy of US foreign policy and somewhere along the way Maeve said Joe Biden was creepy and did an impression of him that was actually quite convincing. Before that she talked for a while about America’s deep conservatism and their ongoing fear of socialism, and I told her about how the CIA, or maybe it was the FBI, funded major exhibitions of Abstract Expressionist artwork in Europe at the beginning of the Cold War in order to show intellectual Europeans that in America an individual was free to express themselves in whatever way they wanted to, whereas in Russia an artist was basically producing propaganda for the Communist regime. It annoyed me that I’d said ‘the CIA, or maybe it was the FBI,’ because really I knew very well it was the CIA, the FBI handle domestic affairs, obviously, and don’t get involved with that sort of thing and I don’t know why I mentioned them, now it sounded like I didn’t know what I was talking about. You can’t say to someone ‘the CIA, or maybe it was the FBI,’ and expect them to take you seriously. I’d managed to undermine the credibility of everything I was relaying, and in order to compensate, I’d begun, I realised, to talk in a really loud emphatic manner, which made things worse – now I sounded even less credible. Now I sounded exactly like how a person sounds when they are righteously purveying an entirely bonkers conspiracy theory. Maeve did her impression of Joe Biden around about then, maybe because she sensed I was inwardly berating myself, then we said that obviously he was preferable to that abomination that had been in before him, and we talked about Taiwan and Roe versus Wade and Ernest Hemingway, and then, by the mound and the big stones, we met an American couple. They were probably in their late sixties. She had a blue water bottle and was leant up against one of the big stones. He was holding his jacket. They asked us which route we were on. We said we were going up the really big hill. The woman asked us if that was the purple route. We said we didn’t know. It goes in a circle, said the woman. ‘Oh yeah,’ I said, ‘the loop.’ They both nodded and seemed pleased with the word ‘loop’. Though thinking about it probably it was the word ‘the’ that pleased them most. I’ve noticed this ruse in marketing lately – prefixing an ordinary product with ‘the’ in an attempt to elevate said thing or concept to the definitive essentialism of a Platonic Form. The Bag. The Moisturiser. The White Shirt. The Loop. Satisfied, they invited us to walk on ahead of them. ‘We’re taking a breather,’ said the man. We were planning to take one as well, though I didn’t say so out loud. Last time me and Maeve had walked up this way we’d taken a breather at this very spot – by the mound and the big stones. We’d rested our flasks on one of the smaller big stones in fact. There was no way we could take a breather at that spot now. We would have to go on. And anyway in my mind I’d already seen us passing through the big stones and walking that short gnarly path through the small cluster of close-knit trees and out the other side where the view opens up and you can see across to the big lake. They said enjoy your walk and we said you too and carried on and once we got in among the little trees Maeve grabbed hold of my arm and said, ‘Jesus, do you think they heard us, slagging off America??’ ‘Oh!’ I said. That hadn’t occurred to me at all. Why hadn’t it occurred to me? We’d been walking up the hill talking about how disgraceful and hypocritical American political ideology is at the tops of our lungs in this otherwise entirely peaceful environment and then we’d bumped into an American couple – of course one would automatically wonder if they’d heard what we’d said. Once again I’d failed to produce the obvious thought. It just hadn’t occurred to me. It had occurred to Maeve – she was observing me with an excited and anxious expression that made her look like a kid, I pulled a funny face and started laughing and so did she, then we were out of the trees and up on the lower end of the ridge. We could see across to the lake. This was where I’d imagined Maeve and I would sit down in order to take a breather and perhaps eat our sandwiches, but that was not to be because there was a maraud of big black flies right above the grassy patch that is ordinarily so nice to rest upon. ‘We can’t eat here,’ I said. ‘We could go back down there, I suppose,’ I said. Meaning back through the trees to the big stones. Which would entail seeing the American couple again, and neither me nor Maeve wanted to see the American couple again. ‘Shall we just keep going?’ said Maeve, and I said yeah and looked up ahead. The next part of the walk was the most challenging part. The hill ahead of us was very steep. ‘I might need to take a breather along the way,’ said Maeve. ‘Me too,’ I said. The whole way up the hill I talked about the German man without once pausing for breath. I couldn’t believe it when I reached the top. ‘We’re at the top already!’ I said to Maeve. Had we stopped at all on the way up? I can’t remember. The last time I’d spoken to Maeve about the German man was when we went to the river for a swim, weeks ago. At that stage his dad had just had an accident. ‘You know he had an accident himself?’ I said. ‘No!’ she said. ‘Yeah!’ I said. ‘OK,’ I said, ‘so there’s loads to fill you in on.’ By the time we’d reached the top of the very big hill I’d more or less filled her in on what had been going on since the German man’s father had tripped over a hosepipe and smacked his head off a sundial, starting with the accident he had himself, only a few days later. ‘He dropped a small shelving unit onto his foot,’ I said. ‘What?!’ said Maeve. ‘I know,’ I said. ‘It is kind of funny. What a pair! I made a bit of a joke about it, which he didn’t find very amusing.’ ‘Does he not have a sense of humour?’ said Maeve. ‘He does, in a way, but he doesn’t really laugh at himself, I’ve noticed. And if someone’s not able to laugh at themselves, they don’t tend to take too kindly to it if someone else does. I suppose it was quite bad really. He had to stay on at his girlfriend’s place, which is where it happened, and then he told her about what had gone on with me, which I didn’t think he would do, because of not being able to leave and her having to look after him, because he couldn’t even walk for about three weeks, added to which, he’s only known me for five minutes, but he told her and she was really upset, obviously.’ I think at this stage we both stopped for a breather. I was a little further up the big hill than Maeve. I stopped and looked back, not over to my right at the lake, but straight down at the valley. The Americans were coming out of the trees. Neither me nor Maeve said anything about them. We carried on walking and I carried on talking and by the time we got to the top of the hill I’d more or less brought her up-to-date with the goings on with the German man, which, as I pointed out to Maeve, weren’t really going anywhere. ‘Nothing’s really happening,’ I said, ‘and it’s been over two months now.’ At the top of the very big hill the view is really good, but depending on what kind of mood you are in it can also be a bit dull and discouraging – it’s hard to find anything to say about it really. Everything is just there and you look at it and the quality you are most aware of is the stubborn thereness of it and it becomes frustrating. We would not be staying here either, and anyway the American couple were on the move, and neither me nor Maeve wanted to meet with the American couple again. We continued walking. The descent to the carpark was gentle, a nice wide path rounding through the conifers. ‘We must be on the purple route,’ said Maeve. ‘News to me,’ I said. For the next phase of the walk I told Maeve about the email I’d sent the German man just two days before. I couldn’t have told her about the email straightaway – I had to fill her in first. She didn’t know about his foot and cancelling the trip to Paris and the erratic texts and the long phone calls and the way the signal kept dropping out and the absence of any plan to meet again and how complicated and disembodied it had all become and how completely desolate that made me feel. She made some comments along the way, I didn’t just talk on and on, so I knew she was really listening to me and paying attention to what I was saying and not thinking about that nutty woman we’d met on the path just after we’d made the turn left to come up the long way, and before we’d got to the mound and the big stones and come across the American couple. The woman was marching down the slope with a tall thin man. She had masses of curly hair. Big curls that bounced as she strode down the slope energetically. ‘Hey, girls,’ she yelled, ‘just to warn you, a few hundred yards up there there’s a snake in the middle of the path!’ I was about to say something about St. Patrick getting rid of all the snakes but I didn’t say anything and then kicked myself immediately because the woman started laughing and said, ‘There aren’t any snakes! St. Patrick got rid of them!’ None of this elicited much of a reaction from either Maeve or myself. The woman and her companion carried on walking robustly down the slope and we continued up it. ‘That wasn’t even funny,’ said Maeve. ‘I know,’ I said. ‘What a weird thing to do,’ said Maeve. ‘I was even going to say about St. Patrick,’ I said. ‘Why didn’t you?’ said Maeve. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Probably because I’d feel stupid saying it. I sort of wish I had though.’ ‘Well, she didn’t give us much of a chance to say anything, did she?’ said Maeve. ‘She didn’t, did she?’ I said. ‘I bet that guy she was with is a new work colleague,’ I said. ‘Do you think so?’ said Maeve. ‘Yeah,’ I said ‘she was kind of showing off, wasn’t she? Making out that she’s a non-stop bundle of fun.’ ‘They could have been on a date,’ said Maeve. ‘Oh, they could have been!’ I said, even though I wasn’t quite convinced that that was the situation. ‘Definitely someone she doesn’t know that well and was trying to impress,’ I said, ‘it was just too weird’. ‘Not even funny,’ said Maeve. ‘And it was obvious we were in the middle of a conversation,’ I said. ‘Yes,’ said Maeve, ‘a really interesting one too.’ That was the part of the walk where we’d been talking about how deeply conservative most Americans are, practically puritanical, and I told her about the CIA or was it the FBI and the big exhibitions in Paris of Abstract Expressionist art and I think Maeve did her uncanny impression of Joe Biden just after that, and just after that came the show-off woman who told us about the snake that wasn’t there then laughed at us and walked on all pleased with herself, and soon after that we came across the American couple by the mound and the big stones and they asked us if we were on the purple route. I’d never even heard of the purple route or so much as seen a small purple arrow. I said ‘the loop’ and that made the American couple happy and they invited us to carry on ahead of them. I wasn’t sure it was necessary for them to invite us to go on ahead of them. They’d been standing still when we met them, so why didn’t they just continue standing still while we continued onwards? It wouldn’t have been at all strange for them to have continued standing still until such time they felt comfortable resuming their passage. The invitation felt passive-aggressive. Enjoy your walk. You too. Maybe they had heard us, roaring our heads off about American hypocrisy and Bible-bashers and creepy Joe Biden. Who cares. We’d carried on until we came out of the trees and saw the big wide view over to the lake. We looked at the view then walked over to the little grassy patch where I sometimes lie down when I come up here by myself. This was precisely where I’d imagined us eating the sandwiches. But we did not sit down on the little grassy patch and eat the sandwiches Maeve had made because some great big black flies were there already, in the air directly above it. ‘Do they have forked tails?’ I said to Maeve. ‘That might be their legs,’ she said. And so onwards up the hill we went, with me filling in Maeve about the ongoing-going-nowhere situation with the German man, and Maeve was really paying attention to what I was telling her because now and then she interjected, either with a question or in order to rebalance the narrative by trying to see things from his perspective. ‘I know, I know,’ I said, ‘it’s difficult for him too, I get all that,’ and on I’d go, maybe with a little less indignation in my voice to show I really did know that it was difficult for him too. And then finally I told her about the email I’d sent him just a couple of nights ago, where I told him that I didn’t want to stay in touch any longer, and that brought us more or less up-to-date and Maeve was quiet for a moment and then she said, ‘You know what, good for you actually. It’s great that you can come out and say that to him,’ and I knew she meant that because she’d been really listening to me, so it meant a lot, that she’d said that, because even though I was absolutely sure of what I’d done, I’d had a couple of wobbly moments – it hadn’t been easy, admitting to the German man that I found the sporadic texting and the long fragmentary phone calls hard going and unfulfilling, that what I wanted was to sleep with him again, and even though I understood why, for the time being, he couldn’t see me, I’d prefer it if we didn’t keep in touch. There’s enough uncertainty in my life already, I said to Maeve. Added to which, sometimes I couldn’t tell if I was genuinely dying for the German man to contact me, or whether it was more to do with how the phone just sitting there so gormlessly all the time puts me on edge, and I can’t ever decide which is worse and more distracting – awaiting a response or being saddled with the responsibility of coming up with one – ultimately I just couldn’t tell how much I really wanted the German man and how much I was getting all worked up because of the stupid oblivious phone. Last night I’d felt very low about it all for about two hours. I’d felt like crying. I would have liked to have been able to cry myself to sleep. Eventually I did cry a bit, but afterwards I was still awake, and I remember thinking, ‘You’ll be alright.’ Just that. ‘You’ll be alright.’ ‘I don’t know how people do it on dating apps,’ I said. ‘Is there a lot of texting on dating apps then?’ said Maeve. ‘Yeah, loads,’ I said. ‘People send each other millions of really long texts all the time. It would drive me nuts. I think people must fake it. How can you really give a toss about how someone’s day has been or how their family is doing when you hardly know them? Sometimes they haven’t even met each other yet! They must fake it. They must both be faking it. It’s a bit like an audition, I guess – you have to show you know how to be a caring person before you have been chosen to be that caring person and before you really do care because you know part of whether you’re chosen or not depends upon whether you seem like a caring person.’ When we got to the carpark we walked through it and across the narrow road over to some trees and an old stone wall with a gap in it on the other side. Maeve’s sandwiches were nice. They’d been in her power pack for a while now and were slightly warm and everything inside the sandwich had melded together deliciously. ‘That spicy beef is lovely, isn’t it,’ I said. It doesn’t take very long to walk from there down the hill back to the house. The road is narrow and grass grows in the middle of it and there are hardly any cars going up and down. Me and Maeve walked side by side down the centre of the grassy road. At the bottom it goes through a section of really tall pine trees. I really like that part. It’s dark and the identical tree trunks go on and on behind each other. They are so tall and straight and identical they appear to be vibrating. We were mostly quiet on the way down the hill. It was nice, to walk quietly like that, side-by-side, musing upon separate but possibly related things. I thought about the phrase ‘making love’ and how I’d said to Xavier one morning a long time ago that it was called that because having sex with someone over and over again induces profound and enfolding feelings of love and care and fidelity, quite naturally. ‘We are literally making love,’ I’d said to him. ‘That’s why it feels so intense and incredible, and wonderfully exhausting. We are making it. Love.’ Xavier had just put his white cable-knit jumper back on and was standing near the bedroom door when I said that. Walking down the hill beside Maeve that moment came back to me so clearly. Xavier. Looking down at the sleeves of his white cable-knit jumper as he pushed them a little way up his forearms, then stopping and looking directly at me. Xavier. Looking directly at me and mouthing the words, ‘I love you.’ Xavier’s mouth. Mouthing the words. ‘Texting and stuff is a complete waste of time,’ I said, out loud, to Maeve. ‘It’s just pissing in the wind, really, isn’t it?’ We were back down by the stream already, a tricksy cool breeze was rising up off it. It blew gently into our faces and moved through my hair like a prophetical whisper. ‘Pissing in the wind!’ we loudly declared. ‘Pissing in the wind!’ I don’t think I looked over at the main house when Maeve and I came in through the gates. I can’t remember if I had to open the gates or if they were already open. Probably I needed to open them and probably I closed them behind us, mindful of the doddery goat’s intrepid streak. I asked Maeve if she’d like a tea and she said she’d hit the road and get ahead of the traffic so we both walked around to her car and she opened the boot. ‘Ha,’ she said, ‘looks like we’ve reached the end of the purple route!’ I turned my head to see what it was that had caught her eye and saw right away at the top of the steps that go up to the big wooden door of my loft the tall purple box. I felt tired all of a sudden. Maeve shut the boot of the car. Her car is white – ‘You’ve got a white car!’ I said, when she got out of it earlier today. ‘I know, it’s not very me, is it?’ she said. ‘I don’t know, I think it’s quite cool.’ I heard Maeve’s white car going back over the cattle grid and stayed standing near where it had been parked all afternoon with my hands tucked up into the opposite sleeves of my cardigan. I did not go charging up the steps towards the tall purple box. I did not feel remotely excited about opening it. Once I’d told Maeve it contained flowers she’d asked me if I thought the German man had sent them and I said, ‘No, absolutely not.’ I didn’t think they had come from him, and I didn’t think they had come from Xavier either. I had a good idea where they had come from, and I was right, I was right. They had been sent by my second publisher. A ginormous bouquet of purple and white flowers, festooned with a ginormous shiny purple and white bow. It all looked very pageantry. I couldn’t understand why anyone would make up a bouquet with nothing but purple and white flowers. I didn’t like it at all. I had a cup of tea and stood near the door frowning at them and at the busted-up cellophane and cardboard all over the floor. What a mess. There wasn’t room in here for all this nonsense. At dusk I wandered back up the driveway and onto the grass and picked some delicate-looking yet probably very hardy wildflowers growing along the riverbank. Orange ones, yellow ones, dark pink ones. I don’t know what any of these flowers are called, but they are very pretty, and mixed in with the champion’s bouquet they’ve transformed it completely. All in all though I’m beginning to realise I don’t like receiving flowers, not from anyone, not for any reason. Maybe one day when I live in a house of my own it will be alright. But until then it seems I find their unbidden arrival into my precarious world intrusive, presumptuous, and increasingly disorienting.

This evening I was wearing Xavier’s white jumper when I spoke with him on the phone. It had been a long time since I’d last worn it. I can’t remember when. I was inclined to put it on today because last week there were several hot days and I spent many hours at the beach in the town where I used to live and though I always wear a high factor sun cream I did go a nice colour. My masseuse, Alina, commented on it when I went to see her on Thursday morning. I felt cold that morning. My feet felt cold. She asked me if I was comfortable and I told her my feet were cold. She wrapped them up in a towel, very carefully, as if they were two bone china candlesticks. A pale brown towel. The music that was playing wasn’t very good, it was very general, like something you’d hear in a newsagents or a garage. On previous occasions when the music has bothered me I’ve mentioned it to her because the wrong sort of music can ruin a massage but last Thursday I didn’t say anything. I just didn’t feel like it, even when a very bad song came on. It surprised me that I wanted to call Xavier. I wasn’t feeling so great. I was fed up, flat. But then when I reflected on it my surprise dissipated because the reason, so I deduced, for my feeling this way, listless and so on, was due to my period coming on Monday and today is Friday. It’s not at all unusual for me to orientate towards Xavier when my period is coming. When we were together he was always a great source of comfort to me at such times. I mentioned that to him on the phone earlier. First of all he asked me where I was and how I was – to this last question I replied, ‘I’m fed up.’ He said he rather thought as much because of my voice: ‘I almost said it, actually,’ he said. ‘But no one likes to be told they sound fed up,’ he said, ‘no more than they like to be told they look tired’. Whenever I’ve been fed up in the past, Xavier has told me not to fight it: ‘You need some downtime, angel.’ I find it comforting when he says that. He didn’t say anything like that this time. Possibly because I’d explained why I felt this way almost immediately after telling him how I was feeling: ‘My period is due on Monday,’ I said. He said he couldn’t hear me, so I said it again. ‘You were always very nice to me when I had my period,’ I said. ‘You didn’t seem to have much of a hard time with them,’ he said. Sometimes, after a really powerful orgasm, my period would come on a little early.

It’s been a long time since I’ve written in bed like this. I’m in Sabine’s room and she slept in the back room. I said I didn’t mind waiting until she’d left before moving into her room but she said it was my home now and she’d sleep in the back room. There are a lot of windows in this room and the blinds are thin. Perhaps I have written in bed in the morning, I can’t remember. Not recently. Or perhaps recently, very early. So early that I slept for a good two hours afterwards and forgot. Woke up at the customary hour as if for the first time that day. Last night I dreamt I was in a cafeteria. It’s not the first time I have dreamt of being in a cafeteria. About seven years ago I dreamt I was in a cafeteria, looking through glass at cold sweet things on chilled plates. Last night I asked for salads and there was eventually a problem with that. The nature of that problem was inexplicable to me once I awoke, which is typical, yet within the dream it was quite a serious matter and in the end I think perhaps I did not get what I wanted. After that I was in a shop and I asked the grocer for three bananas and she said they cost seven pounds. ‘How can that be?’ I asked. ‘Things have got very expensive,’ she said. ‘Yes I know,’ I said, ‘but not bananas, surely.’ Then it seems I ordered some food – I cannot recall what, gourds perhaps, and onions. A pineapple maybe. A pat of butter. No string of sausages. Sabine said yesterday that the alarm is pretty sensitive, especially if you’re doing bacon. I never do bacon. She wasn’t doing bacon, she was doing us an omelette. She was on the phone with her back to the oven talking to a removal man and rolling her eyes when the alarm went off. I ran upstairs and flapped a tea towel on the landing. I was still coming down the stairs when she said about the bacon. It’s been years, I said, since I bought bacon. In the dream I was in the house of my childhood, waiting for the delivery of food to come. I had my father’s face. It went on and on, the waiting. Eventually I ventured outside. The groceries were in a cardboard box on the front lawn. The box was sinking. It was sinking very quickly. Like a car. The back of it was sinking quicker than the front. Like a car. The lawn was waterlogged. Some areas worse than others. I walked towards the box and the grass in places was absolutely drowned. By this time the box had sunk more or less completely. I had to put a hand in and feel around. Onions. I grasped onions. They were brown and lined and a little oily. Perhaps there were some bananas, capsized. Perhaps I recalled that they cost seven pounds. Food. I’ve been cooking. Cooking more in the last five days than I have all year. Properly cooking. Risotto this evening. Mushroom and hazelnut. No one else here now. Sabine has gone so risotto just for me. And the same tomorrow therefore. Fruit crumble. Finished. Fève pâté. Some left. Roast chicken. Roast potatoes. Vegetarian chilli. And it’s September and that’s more than I’ve cooked all year. Tomorrow I’ll have risotto again. Or not. Tomorrow is Tuesday. A whole day. The days are whole. The nights not so much. I’m listening out for new sounds. My skin is listening. It can’t help it. On top of that it is sensitive to light. I mentioned this before getting in the car the other day and my friend looked at me as if what I’d said was nonsense. ‘I don’t know what you’re looking at me like that for,’ I said. ‘Skin is light sensitive,’ I said, ‘I read about it.’ I had read about it because I’d looked it up because I’d been thinking that it must be. Shall I sleep with the radio on? No. I will be fine. I will be fine. This is the first night. The first night alone in this large detached house in the country. Surrounded, as far as the eye can see, by acres and acres of dubious green.

It is the afternoon and once again he has called in on her on his way up the hill with the dogs. How convenient it all is for him. Not so convenient for her. He must think I have nothing else in the world to do, she thinks. She makes tea each time and he asks her if she has biscuits to go with the tea. He does not say that – he never asks for anything directly. If he wants the window opened he’ll say, ‘Some fresh air would be nice.’ If he wants a biscuit he’ll say, ‘Something to go with this would be just great.’ ‘A biscuit?’ she says, ‘You’d like a biscuit – is that what you’re saying?’ ‘Well, if you have some,’ he says. ‘No,’ she says, ‘I don’t.’ On one occasion it occurred to her to offer him an oatcake, he did not enjoy it. He winced in fact. It seemed to her that that wince would return again and again, and she wondered why he kept on coming around. He wanted to kiss her. That hadn’t dawned on her right away. Why would it? He was old. His hair was white. Did it dawn on her that he wanted to kiss her because she in fact wanted him to kiss her? Is that what precipitated the shift in how she read the situation? Whose fantasy was it that she wanted to shatter? He stood up, put his coat on. Something had been said that transformed that simple cosy room, made it feel vast and medieval. Beneath their feet were bare flagstones she seldom cleaned and behind her small steady flames burned in an enormous fireplace. The ceiling was high and there were wooden rafters hung with old torn webs turned black from the smoke of the fire that billowed out into the room. And now here was this man with white hair and two beady-eyed dogs. There was not much light in that small submerged room. She could hear the fire behind her, she could feel its warmth through her jeans. ‘Do you always wear jeans?’ he asked her. ‘No,’ she said, ‘not always.’ Which is perhaps enough to get a man thinking about the occasions when you don’t wear jeans and what the nature of those occasions might be and what it might entail to bring them about. Perhaps the woman knows that that’s all it takes. There is so much drama in the room suddenly. She is not her, she is the situation, and the situation pulls things from her that exceed her direct experience and personally gained understanding. She is immaterial. She is all the ages. What does it matter therefore? She is his superior. She stands still with her back to the fire. He has his coat on. Usually she would be moving by now, towards the door, or perhaps into the little kitchen. She does not move and she does not speak. This can only mean she is waiting for something. She is looking at him, yes. She doesn’t take her eyes off him as he walks towards her. Her eyes are holding his and feel like they are about to crack open and pour out across the stone floor. He looks at her and it is unbearable. Something is going on. Something is really going on and it is not what she foresaw, and it is too late now because now her eyes are closed and his eyes are closing and their mouths open, their lips are touching, their mouths are open and he reaches right in. We are in the dark. We are together in the dark. He is very strong in this place. I want it to go on and on. I want to stay here. The dark, the dark.
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