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I have never returned to the town. I rarely say its name, only that I grew up a few hours from London. I left before I turned seventeen.

All along the coast there are gate towns – Ramsgate, Margate, Sandgate, Westgate-on-Sea. These are openings in the high, hard cliffs of this island, gates to the water or to the land, depending on your perspective. Then there are the raised headlands – Beachy Head, Minehead, Portishead. These offer the gift of sight.

Our town was neither a head nor a gate. It was a ripple. The town bent towards the sea before rising up again cliff-wards. Our cliffs were not famous, and their sides were lumpy and jagged. Tide markers raised their bald heads along our streets. There were three churches, one of which had been converted into a cafe. The local paper bemoaned arsons by suspected youths, but otherwise crime was low.

The sea is now a train ride away but sometimes I see a gull making its white-bellied way through the air to pilfer from our bins or perform some other bastard behaviour. Yesterday I saw two, one swooping after the other in brutality or romance. I told myself I would tell you what happened in that town.

I started wrong. Do you remember? It was while we were making dinner at your flat. Your knife shuttled through the onion. You were blinking back acid tears. Maybe I felt braver because you weren’t looking at me. I mentioned the town and added almost casually, Do you know, while I was living there I stopped dreaming?

Who can blame you for the reply? Other people’s dreams are always boring. I didn’t argue that this was not a dream but an absence. Instead, I gathered onion peel, swiping the husk into my hand.

I have to try again. It wouldn’t be fair to wind myself around your life before I tell you what happened in that place. It’s not a thing I have perspective on, even twelve years later. The memories are salty and humid. Perhaps you’ll say I was barely out of childhood and that my mistakes were understandable. I hope that afterwards you will still want to pack your stuff, for me to box mine, and for us to conjoin our lives. Or maybe you’ll never be able to knot your fingers around mine. Because when you see my hands, you’ll remember the damage they’ve done. You’ll decide I’m not the sort of person you want to live with after all.

While you have no time for dreams, you’ve always had time for books. Whenever I borrow one from your shelves, I trace the graphite underlinings and marvel at your careful attention and the luck of your students. So I thought I’d try to write you one. Or something like one anyway. An account with a beginning, a middle, an end.

Perhaps not everything is quite accurate. There is no one I can check with. I am almost sure that I have not made anyone kinder or crueller than they were. Although it was long ago, I remember that year more clearly than I do last month.
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I showed you a video of that woman once. It seemed like a way in. A safe place to start. If you didn’t laugh at her, then I had a chance. I hoped you might be receptive. That morning you’d been defending people who talk about the weather. It’s not stupid or small, you said, the weather affects everyone. Talking to someone about the weather is what you do when you’re grasping for something you can both share. It’s an act of generosity, you’re giving them a question you know they can answer. And I loved your rage at that invisible and cruel mass of people who forbade weather talk. I was thinking about your kindness when I suggested that we watch the video.

I nodded along as she encouraged the audience to accept without presumptions or preconceived ideas. The way she said possibilities and possibility again and again made me ache. I was also worried that you’d ask why I had shown you such a thing. I wasn’t ready yet to tell you the whole story.

Then I realised that you’d fallen asleep in my lap. I watched her alone, anchored by your sprawl.





A Clean House 

A few confused days passed. I couldn’t skip every class I had with Andrew. But I made my excuses not to linger as we usually did. In the night, I walked and spied but never on people I knew. I pretended that I was just dreaming.

Again, my spirit swung up from my body, as easy as getting out of bed. The flutter of my parents’ voices wafted up the stairs. Children are spies by instinct. You must have done the same – eavesdropping. It’s how you get some idea of the future. I didn’t hesitate before going downstairs. Both were in the kitchen. M sat at the table, while F was doing the washing up. His pink gloves dipped in and out of the bubbles. M tugged her teabag in circles around the cup. I don’t see why you won’t do it.

I can’t. F clattered a fork between its friends.

What he’s offering is more than fair. We could do with it.

The sponge squeaked against a mug.

M continued, It’d be a fun summer project. He’s your friend.

Not my friend, F said, his back to M, Your friend.

It wouldn’t even be difficult. He just wants an update to guest check-ins. It won’t be hard.

F ran the hot tap and the sound of it filled the small room. I leant against the doorframe. It felt almost natural.

I’m busy, F said.

With what? M frowned. I didn’t keep track of F’s clients but I knew he’d quit a big job that spring due to what he’d called artistic differences.

F rinsed a fork clean and held the tines up to the light. There’s this song. I can feel it at the edge of my brain. It’s so close but I can’t quite . . .

Maybe you’re overthinking it. You’ve been too much in your head.

F plunged his hand into the water again, pulling out a glass that squeaked as he ran the sponge over its surface. He did not reply. M frowned and added, We could sign Leo up for that evening drama class if you did it. You know his school has basically no theatre.

The secondary did but in class productions I was the girl in black moving props. The only time I was heard was when a heavy table slid from my hands to the floor.

Leo is a child. After-school is for daydreaming. Children are supposed to be bored. They’re supposed to kick around behind the supermarket parking lot talking a big game about becoming actors. They’re not supposed to sit in a dusty room with some failed drama student telling them how to be trees.

I laughed but no one looked up. I thought if I was solid, he would catch my eye to say, you understand, don’t you?

M plopped the tea bag onto the edge of her plate. Stained water blended with biscuit crumbs.

It’s not just the drama classes. What was the last project you actually finished? Go down the pub with Charlie, hear him out.

I need to get the melodic line right. I don’t expect you to understand but you could support me.

I do support you, but we’re a family and maybe consider . . .

No, F said in the voice he normally reserved for Leo.

M pinched the bridge of her nose. I don’t know why you’re being like this about it.

He turned to her, still wearing the pink marigold gloves. Soap clung to them, the bubbles shimmered.

He reached out in the direction of the biscuit plate. M opened her mouth to say something else, and the hand swerved, landing on her pale grey cardigan. His rubber fingers pressed against her shoulder. Bubbles slid down the rubber and popped on the knit. A watery darkness slipped from his palm into the wool. The gesture was slow. His hand was dripping with dirty liquid. The glove stayed there, his fingers denting the fabric.

M moved as if to twist away or to turn to look at him, but the hand pinned the shoulder to the back of the chair. A bubble popped, making a sound like a kiss.

I said no. F’s tone was quiet and careful. His hand didn’t move.

Stop it. There was a pleading in her voice that I hadn’t heard before. An ache. It was familiar only because I’d heard it in myself and in Leo. Let go. That fucking hurts, Gabriel.

I knew my parents bickered. This was something all parents did. M repeated herself too often and F was always forgetting when it was his week to go to the shops. I was used to their squawking. It had not occurred to me that there was more. The wet patch grew darker. The word Liars ran around my head, though I couldn’t have told you what exactly the lie was.

I’ve thought about this moment since. Wondered at my slowness – how I stood and could barely see my own thoughts. I don’t think I was scared for M then. She was always so in control. Remembering it now, I imagine the crackle of fear she must have felt. But at the time, I was filled with a wet, wordless feeling – the way I imagine the land feels when it is flooded.

He lifted his hand.

M touched the spot where it had been, lifting the fabric and looking down at the damp mark. Her face was stiff. She stood and walked out of the room. F returned to the washing up. There was a care to it. His hands moved in gentle circles over each of the plates.

F began to hum. It was his Sun Song – though something about it had shifted. Some note had been rearranged. There was a pining to it. He collected M’s cup and her plate from the table and dipped them into the warm water. He did not rush upstairs to apologise or explain. He braced his hands against the edge of the sink and stood leaning towards the swan neck of the tap. He was motionless long enough that I had time to notice his reflection, a single line on the stainless steel.

The Marigold gloves made a suctioning noise as he pulled them off. He eased them into their spot behind the sink. They lay one on top of the other as though they were praying.

F’s guitar was against the wall. He picked it up. The song grew chords. I wondered if this was what it would feel like to be dead? When we die, will we have to look helplessly on? No wonder ghosts in stories are furious. I had a poltergeist-vision of throwing the plates to the floor and watching them smash into a thousand pieces, as if I could tell him to get up and undo whatever it was he had done. I reached for a plate from the rack and my fingers slid off the surface as if they were buttered. Each plate was a different charity shop find. We had a Diamond Jubilee Queen Victoria mug, simply because F liked the way the Queen seemed to be rolling her eyes. I tried again. Again my fingers slid.

This song was soft. Other girls at school had mentioned that I had a cool dad. A girl I now avoided used to tell me she thought he was fuckable, emphasising the f. It annoyed me because I knew that she meant it. Other fathers were obscured by their middle-agedness whereas he was a boy who had been left out too long in the sun.

I held my arm out straight at the shoulder. I wound it all the way back and then with all the force I had, I swung it towards the dishes. My hand moved fast, in a sweeping blur. It bounced back. I felt nothing. The plates did not fall. The water molecules continued along the route gravity set them. His song lilted on.
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I know it bothers you that I always slink back to my own place. I hate giving you flimsy apologies. I don’t like to glance into the shadows at the imagined bodies of men as I pass through the city. I don’t like the look I get at the corner shop when I buy a packet of cheesy crisps to eat as I walk. I want you to know that there is nothing I would like more than to wake up every day to the sound of you shuffling upright.

Maybe you’ll think this is a longer version of the excuses people always make: I am like this or that because of my parents. I’m not trying to justify myself. But I thought you deserved to know.

Writing about the past has made me realise what a convincing adulthood I have constructed for myself. A job in which people thank me for my work, friends who text me on my birthday, some who sing. I’ve shared a house before, learnt to write in permanent marker on my bags of frozen bananas, squabbled about cleaning rotas. All that.

But when you asked about who came before you and I said no one serious, I think you believed I was joking or sparing your feelings. What I meant was that I had no compunctions about those people. I didn’t care if I saw their faces slack with sleep or woke up to see them messaging their mothers. I suppose this makes me not a good person. I want to be better for you.

Last time you asked me to stay over, I almost did. You were so kind about my refusal afterwards – the way you walked me to the building’s front door, the way you stood silhouetted against the night until I turned the corner. You even texted me, Home safe?

Safe.

Maybe I won’t send this. Maybe I’ll smile and say that I thought it over. That we should get a place together. I would give you a convincing rendition of adult-Katherine. Maybe that would be kinder?
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In order to tell the truth, I am lying to you, telling you I have to work late. I am writing this instead of sitting at your kitchen table eating pasta with onions simmered to brown-sweetness. I know I will not be able to watch you read. But with each sentence I write, I imagine the face you will make. Sometimes, I can’t do it. I simply don’t know how you’ll rearrange your features.

I told myself that I didn’t talk about that town because of the sleep watching, because it would make me seem deluded. I thought that was why I never spoke about F and what happened between us, because to speak about F, I’d have to tell you about my mind leaving my body. But it might be the other way around.
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Maybe this is a form of cowardice, to write rather than to speak. Yesterday, when you were doing that thing where you make your left hand into a little man with two legs who struts up and down my stomach, I thought I might say it all. Then we walked to the cafe to get brown rice with little pink pickled radishes. And I couldn’t.

I don’t want our future to be dirtied by my past. But to have a real relationship, to have a chance, I think you have to share your stories. The big ones that make you you. Isn’t that part of loving someone? I sidestepped this in those first heady weeks together, I told you other stories. Stories about wild parties and bad flatmates and the time a friend and I slept in Hampstead Heath overnight. Stories that made it seem like you knew me. Stories in which I made mistakes – but nothing like this.

I am so close to the end now. I don’t want to write it. But I will. Even though I have spent so long trying not to think about what happened, it turns out that in writing, as in life, sometimes the sheer force of everything you’ve done keeps pushing you on.





A Kind Man

I don’t know if Cassandra noticed a change in me in the weeks after M left. She was busy with her own things. Once I walked into her office and she was scrolling down the property listings for our town. Little houses piled on top of one another, as if a giant child-god had plucked them up and stacked them. She minimised the tab quickly. I laughed because I didn’t care what she did.

This left a lot of time to text Andrew about nothing. Andrew was always fast to reply with a joke, a picture ripped from the bowels of the internet, or a silly drawing. I told him that M had left, though not why. He looked concerned and wrapped his hand around mine. I said that I’d decided to stay, that it was my choice.

We’d never talked about his dad not being around. It was just a fact, an absence. It felt impossible to bring up because if it wasn’t okay then what would I say? I didn’t know how to fold that into his sea-monster movie. I wondered if it would have been better, if M had left me with F when I was a baby. If it had always been the two of us, if she’d cut it cleanly. But she dawdled.

I’m glad you’re still here, he said.

He kissed me for a long time. When a person kisses for that long are they drinking the other’s carbon dioxide? Was that why I felt warm and dizzy?

Finally, I wrote to M, Can you just come home?

But she replied only to ask if I wanted to be picked up, to meet her and Leo. F isn’t okay without you, I wrote. It took her a long time to reply to that, little dots rising and falling on screen. In the end, she asked me again to go with her and when I didn’t reply she called, the phone vibrating loudly on the museum’s desk. I let it buzz.

At lunch, I asked Cassandra, If your family were all on a boat and they all fell off who would you rescue first?

Whoever was closest, she said but I told her that wasn’t a real answer.

My mother, she said. Wouldn’t everyone choose their mother?

Before I could reply, she asked me why I was asking. When I explained that it was a game, a game everyone played, she told me it wasn’t. That she didn’t know anyone who played this game. We’d run out of the food that M had left in the house, and so the lunch I had brought was a packet of chocolate digestives and a banana. I was sucking the chocolate off the last digestive when Cassandra said, I don’t know. Actually, maybe my girlfriend? Is that bad?

I laughed and asked if I could leave































A Call

A day later, F got a call from the organisers of the Sun Songs. I hadn’t even known someone organised it. I assumed the musicians appeared the same way that terns migrate for the summer on their grey wings, all knowing where to be, without discussion. I couldn’t hear the other side of the call speak. I only saw the way his face moved.

Do you remember when we went to the Natural History Museum and I couldn’t stop looking at the skeletons when you wanted to go see the butterflies and you accused me of being morbid? I didn’t want to seem weird back then. Too late for that now. The reason I was staring is that I’m still amazed how the skull accommodates so many subtle shifts, so many hieroglyphics of emotion.

The exact movements in F’s face were slight. Maybe something around the eyes or edges of his mouth, maybe even in the place where his ear met his skull. But I knew it was not a good call. I guessed it was M telling him again that she wasn’t coming back. Or maybe a client asking why no work had been done.

I listened while pretending not to listen. With a sharpie I drew a band of eyes around my wrist.

 

Mmm.
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Why?
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It’s only two weeks away.
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You can’t.
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It’s not fair to the others.
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Fine. Okay. I’ll tell them that.
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He went to the bookshelf and took down the bottle of whisky. He poured himself a drink. It was still early, the sun high and gold as the dram. Out the window the apricot tree had put out pale new leaves. Flies hovered around the sink, even though he used to be the one to do the washing up. He wore the same shirt again and again – a lavender-blue that might once have been darker.

Who was that? I asked.

He told me it was the organisers calling to tell him that his set had been cancelled. I told him there would be another year. But he shook his head. There had been rumours and gossip and he was out. With each word he took a drink.

A fly settled on the table and I hit it with the palm of my hand. It left a tiny brown squelch on my skin. He blinked at me. I washed my hands with Fairy Liquid.

Charlie, I said, It was probably Charlie.

F made a face like I’d tried to make him eat that fly.

I thought of what M had said about how maybe we could all move elsewhere. How F might have been happier somewhere else, better. If I had kept my mouth shut, it might have happened. If I’d acted with greater subtlety. If I’d taken my little brother’s hand and chosen the correct moment to walk out of the room, to tell him that the adults were only arguing the way he did with his friends at school. That it would all be over by lunch break. If I hadn’t let M see that Leo was scared.

We could move, I said. Somewhere else. America.

No, he said, This is our home. They’re not going to make us leave.

Okay, I said. I’m sorry. It felt impossible that we might spend two more years, alone together, in that house. Me sleeping in his bed and he in mine, like dolls thrown back into a dollhouse all out of order. Me watching his one-man show.

We’re out of milk, I added, Do you want me to pick some up?

Thanks Caterpillar, that would be great.

I waited for him to say that he had some work to do, so that I could get up and walk over to Andrew’s to have sex and watch cartoons.

It was a good song, you know, probably my best, he said.

I’m sorry.

It’s not your fault.

I know.

His hand drummed the edge of the table. I knew that expression. His knuckles knocked fast up and down on the pine and I tried to hear a rhythm but there was only the sound of wood and bone.

F?

Don’t.

He closed his eyes, and he pulled his lips together. His face pinked. His neck went white as bone, as God’s dove, as a squirt of suntan lotion. Every metaphor I write is wrong. It was like nothing. There was no art to the moment.

I always skip over the tense sections in movies. You laugh at me. But I can’t help it. I can cope with a rain of bullets. Someone swinging at someone else with a katana, fine. Great. What gets me is the heaviness of the air. The way everything seems like a sign. Can I skip here? Fast-forward? Jump?

Don’t, he said.

It was a good song.

I know. Kit, just go. Get the milk.

They’re idiots.

It’s fine, Kit.

I touched his shoulder and he pushed my hand away. He picked up the whisky bottle by the neck, to pour himself another finger.

You could play it for me?

What was I thinking? Perhaps I was trying to be the anti-M. Someone who was open from every pore. That if he could see it, it would calm him.

Kit. Could you be quiet? He held the bottle up as if it were a plea. His fist going tight, his knuckles white. I need to think.

I—

His arm going back. A sound. My eyes jamming shut. The floor was wet. F’s hand was empty.

Shit. In F’s voice.

His body close to mine. The whole room smelt of him.

Stay still, he said. And I did like a trained dog even though I didn’t know why.

What had happened, I see in panels. Like something Andrew would have drawn.

Panel 1: Bottle hits wall.

Panel 2: A smash.

Panel 3: Triangles of glass fly.

Panel 4: From above, my hair toothed with glass.

It isn’t really a memory. More of a reconstruction. At the time what I saw was: My father’s neck now a normal colour. His chin. Also a feeling of his hands moving slowly through my hair. Gently, pulling on strands the way you see gulls sometimes pulling out the down of their chicks.

He put each shard on the table. They caught the light the way engagement rings do in advertisements. So many colours. I wondered how long before everything in that house smashed.

When he was done, he said, There. And, Arms up.

I raised my arms.

He picked me up. It had been so long since he carried me, not for years. But there we were. He sort of swung around on the spot. For a moment, I hung in the air. His hands cupping the sides of my ribs. My feet felt heavy. They gave a little clunk when he put me down in a dry spot. He turned my jaw left and right. Up and down.

Your face is okay, he said.

And when I didn’t reply he said, I’m sorry Kit. This isn’t me.

Should I get the milk? I asked.

Don’t go. He held me on his lap, his fingers running through my hair though there was nothing there. A wasp flew in through the window and landed on the puddle. And in silence together we watched it drink. In my head I tried speaking to his God. Not praying, but asking, Why is he like this? What is it in him that does this? Could you extract it like a tonsil? We don’t need it.

I’m sorry, Caterpillar. I don’t want this. I’m not this. I love you so much.

Later, in my parents’ room, I found that the top of my left foot had been nicked. A thin red-brown S ran down to my little toe.
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