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For my sisters


1

‘First off, the sky goes dark.’

‘Of course it does.’

‘Then they come out the ground and, if you’re a certain type of person, drag you under, where your body is consumed.’

They got to the gate of the pen and Kate opened it, letting her brother through first.

‘And I’m guessing you are that type of person,’ he said.

She slid the bolt back across while he ran ahead, his boots squelching in the mud. Walking on, she watched him duck under
the low roof, slapping the wooden joist with his free hand as he went inside the shelter. At eleven years old, her brother
awoke every day buzzing. Everything he saw in these first few hours – the gravestones of pets, log piles, frost – deserved
a high five.

‘I’m gonna milk the face off you,’ Albert told the goats. ‘I’m going to milk you to death.’

He did resemble a trainee grim reaper, she thought, in his deep-hooded navy poncho, carrying a bucket to collect fresh souls.
Following him into the shelter, she sat on a low stool next to Belona – her favourite goat, a four-year-old Alpine with white
legs and a black comma-shaped beard – who was against the back wall with her neck tied. She stamped her hooves as she ate
from her feed pan. Belona was notoriously difficult in the mornings; this was part of her and Kate’s affinity.

Albert was talking as he milked. ‘… so she has this massive picture of what’s at the centre of the universe and it’s basically a pair of eyes – two huge evil eyes …’

Kate tried not to listen. She squeezed, tugged, closed her fingers from index to pinkie and focused on the noise of milk on
metal; the sound slowly deadened as the bucket filled. She put her ear against Belona’s side and listened to the gurgling innards. The swell and slump of the goat’s breathing.

‘… and research shows, you’ll have to wave bye-bye to gravity and time and university and …’

‘Albert.’

He stopped talking but she knew his speech continued, unbroken, inside his head. She started to get a rhythm going, two-handed,
fingers finally warming. Her brother, meanwhile, played his goat like an arcade machine.

‘One nil,’ he said, as he picked up his bucket and stool, and moved to the other side of the divider. He put a feed pan in
front of Babette and she immediately dug in.

Belona started battling a little, her legs jerking, clanging against the bucket. With her knuckles, Kate stroked the tassels
that hung from the goat’s jaw and, leaning over, whispered to her.

‘What are you saying?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Are you in love with Belona? That’s okay if you are. Mum and Dad won’t mind. They’re totally easy with whatever. They just
want you to be in a loving relationship.’

Belona kicked and the bucket tipped – spilling half the milk on to the mud and straw. Kate’s jaw tightened.

Her brother, through years of collecting words from international visitors to the community, had compiled an armoury of exotic
insults. He tutted and proceeded to call her something bad in Bengali.

It was just getting light. There was the smell of hay and shit. Hooves skittered on the stones. Outside the gloomy hut she
could see the rain still coming down in the pen, filling the holes left by their boots.

Back at the yard, Albert poured his milk into a dented churn. Spots of mud and dirt camouflaged themselves among the freckles
on his face. His right earhole, she noticed, held a cache of grit. She often tried to convince him that it was a duty, as
someone brought up in a community, to battle stereotypes by maintaining, as she did, exceptional levels of hygiene. Albert
wasn’t interested. He longed to summon a bodily stench, regularly checking his armpits and foreskin – waiting for the big day – taking wafts from his fingertips
like a sommelier testing a vintage.

She waited, then said ‘tick’, which was the signal. He looked at her, blinked – said ‘tock’ – then ran, letting the empty
bucket clang on the brick.

They sprinted round the front of the house, skidding on gravel, in through the open double doors, up the wide stairs, side
by side, a trail of mud across the landing, up more stairs and into the large shared bathroom. She was too old for this, but
without her, she doubted he would ever get clean. They raced to undress.

Kate sat on the bench and yanked off her muddy boots, then peeled away her socks. Unbuttoning her jeans, she let them pool
at her feet. Albert was kneeling, working determinedly at his laces, which he had finally learned to tie, but too well. Kate
turned away from him and pulled her jumper and T-shirt off in one, uncovering three well-tended spots in the centre of her
chest and, despite her posture that tried to hide them, and a bra designed to downplay them, her breasts. Albert, seeing that
his sister was already down to her underwear, became a frenzy of pushing and tugging, kicking at his boots, getting his hoodie
stuck on his head, a line-caught trout, flapping on the tiles. She sat on the bench and pulled down her thermal long johns
and knickers in a crouch. Kate’s shoulder-length hair was the red colour of late-stage rust, though the box had called it
‘vampiric’. She dyed her pubic hair too. Unclipping her bra, she stepped over Albert, who was just getting free of his boots,
and slipped under the shower head, spun the tap-wheel to starboard. The applause of water rushing over her. Silt and mud and
hay ran in clockwise swirls towards the plug.

‘Go back to Velcro,’ she said.

The creature responded in Malay.

Finally Albert yanked off his jumper and wriggled out of his trousers and pants. Kate blinked at his skinny, china-white body,
full complement of visible ribs, hip bones sharp as flints, glowing knees, dick like a popped balloon.

‘Cold, cold, cold,’ he said and, getting to his feet, launched himself under the water. Kate, with a matador’s grace, took a step back and raised her arms to avoid making contact with him. He hopped
from foot to foot in the steam. His goosebumps sank. The water at their feet turned the colour of the liquid on top of Patrick’s
home-made yoghurt.

‘Tick tock,’ Albert said. ‘How long have we got left?’

‘A minute, maybe less.’

The community used a small, solar-powered, forty-litre water heater that gave up easily and now, in late April, would be overachieving
if it got four people clean. When the shower ‘turned’ – channelling deep-chilled hill water – the screams of visiting backpackers
could be heard from the bottom of the garden. Kate and Albert knew there was only time for pits and bits. No exfoliant, no
conditioner.

‘Not long left,’ Kate said. ‘You know what to do.’

Albert bowed his head. Squeezing out a palmful of egg yolk and oatmeal shampoo, she splatted it on his scalp, rubbed it around
quickly then blasted him with the shower head.

‘You’re clear. Now me.’ Kate doused her head under the water, then took a dollop of the grey shampoo and spread it on. ‘We
have a problem,’ she said. ‘No lather. Find the contraband.’

Hidden among the tall lotions and emollients huddled on a corner shelf at the back of the cubicle, Albert located a travel-size
bottle of Pantene that one of the wwoofers had smuggled in.

The shampoo bloomed into froth on her scalp. Her brother watched the foam drift down her back, bum, legs. They started to
feel the water temperature drop.

‘How long?’ he asked.

‘Seconds.’

They began the countdown together.

‘Five, four …’

Kate quickly dealt with her armpits.

‘… three, two …’

They clambered out of the shower, soap-blind, feeling for the clothes rail, arms out like the undead, clamping towels around
them just as the column of ice descended. Kate reached in and spun the tap off.

They sat breathing on the cork-topped bench, wrapped up, Kate’s towel tucked above her breasts, their backs making wet patches
on the floral wallpaper.

After a while, Albert spread his towel out in the middle of the bathroom floor.

‘Albert, please don’t do this.’

He crawled into a ball on the towel, his head between his knees. Goosebumps spread across his arms and legs.

She counted the teeth of his spinal column.

‘What am I?’

‘Too old for this.’

‘What am I?’

‘Annoying.’

He shivered a little.

‘No. What am I?’

‘A bomb?’

‘Nope. Try again.’

For Kate, it was these moments after showering that were the real problem. He still behaved and looked like a child, but somehow she could sense puberty’s greasy
palm on his shoulder. She was damn sure she didn’t want to be sharing a bathroom with her brother when it took hold. This
would have to be the last time; she couldn’t do it any more.

‘A tumour?’

‘Guess again.’

‘A sack of bones?’

‘No.’

‘An empty shell?’

‘No, sir.’

‘A failed experiment?’

‘Nuh-uh.’

Plus there was the thought of what the boys at her sixth-form college would say if they knew this happened. You get soaped up with your brother? Is that how they do it in the commune? Dark …

Fuck you, don’t you dare judge me, she thought, making a mental note to carry that resentment into her morning classes. For the last seven months she had been studying at Gorseinon College, finishing her English, Politics, History and Sociology A-levels,
since there were no adults in the community who she considered sufficiently ‘specialist’ to teach her. Prior to that, all
her schooling had taken place in the community – with her brother – and, not unusually for home-educated children, they were
substantially ahead of schedule, academically, compared to their state-educated peers. She had arrived at college with the
expectation that it would be entirely populated by sexual predators and intelligence-hating dullards and, as a result of this,
she had spoken to almost no one. Her first term had been characterized by walking fast between classes with a fearsome lean,
bringing her own intimidatingly Tupperwared vegetarian lunches and working really hard. As a result, no one spoke to her either. By the start of her second term she had conditional offers from Cambridge
and Edinburgh and an unconditional from Leeds, all of which confirmed her belief that she had been right not to make friends.
The downside was that she had no one to whom she could actually say: Fuck you, don’t you dare judge me.

‘Oh no, hang on,’ Kate said, pretending to puff on a pipe. ‘Are you … a boulder?’ He was always a boulder. He didn’t say anything.
He didn’t like her to guess too quickly.

‘Alright. Are you the last remaining human?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Or are you a boulder?’

‘Yes!’ he said, and he stood up, putting his hands in the air, his nipples like freckles. ‘I’m a boulder!’

She picked his towel up and wrapped it round him.

‘Great. Now get out.’

Albert pulled open the door and ran into the corridor. She put on her dressing gown and attacked her hair with the towel.
There was a thuk thuk thuk sound coming from next door, her parents’ bedroom. She knew what it meant: the community had recently held one of its open
days to find new members. On these occasions, the farm was awash with all kinds of lost and cheery wayfarers as well as, quite
often, an ‘undercover’ journalist pretending to be a primary school teacher. To become a full-time member you had to volunteer (and do shit jobs: cleaning tools, turning compost, infinite
weeding) then have an initial short interview which, if approved, was followed by a minimum two-week stay (recommended six
weeks), then a cooling-down break of at least one month, then another, more-involved interview to decide on full-time suitability.
It was an undoubted power trip for the panel – particularly Kate’s father, Don Riley, who, still stinging from a failed Oxford
interview when he was eighteen, took great pleasure in devising questions.

Q: If there’s a power cut and it’s cold inside and out, how do you dry your clothes?

(A: Washing lines in the polytunnels.)

Q: If you were to cook a communal meal using seasonal ingredients, what would it be?

Arlo Mela was, famously, the only person who, having made elaborate culinary promises in interview, produced, as promised,
a game-changing chocolate millefeuille.

‘New members must have realistic expectations of us, and of themselves,’ was how her father put it. ‘Beware strangers promising
bouillabaisse.’

The combination of a ruthless selection process and a high likelihood of mental illness among applicants had, over the years,
produced some interesting correspondence. The community sent a primly bureaucratic template response to all abusive letters.
Thank you for your generous feedback … Their father, however, was thin-skinned when it came to criticism of the community – he took everything as a personal attack
– and liked to write replies, even though he never sent them. The typewriter allowed for maximum release of tension. Thuk thuk. In a similar way, everyone knew if Kate and Albert’s mother was upset because a pile of newly chopped wood would appear in the barn.

The community had a guestbook and a detestbook, the latter containing choice quotes from twenty years of occasional hate mail.
Highlights included a drawing of the barn in flames and a comprehensive list of unflattering anagrams of residents’ names
(only one of which stuck: Patrick Kinwood, a no-work dick-tip). Both books were on public display in the entrance hall to manage the
expectations of new visitors.

But when Kate pushed into her parents’ bedroom, she found that it was, in fact, her mother at the desk in the corner, fully
dressed, writing at the beige Smith Corona. Her dark hair ran down to her armpits, parting over her shoulders. She was wearing
a woollen jumper the colour of margarine. Kate watched her forefinger locate a letter on the keyboard, hover above, then drop.
Noticing her daughter behind her, Freya stopped typing and rested her hands on the desk.

‘What’s going on?’ Kate said, and massaged her mother’s tightly upholstered shoulders. She read the letter, if it could be
called that. There were just two words, Dear and Don.

Kate turned to look at her dad, who was in bed, sat up against the headboard. He always kept two pillows under his right foot
because he said it needed ‘to drain’. He had a thick castaway’s beard – badly maintained – a trophy of unemployability. His
children had no way of knowing whether he was strong- or weak-chinned.

‘Dad, why aren’t you up?’

‘I am up,’ he said, which was the same thing that Kate said when she wasn’t up. He was in his pyjamas.

It was not unusual for her parents to fight; it was unusual for them to do it quietly. Even if Kate had somehow slept through the original row (not easy, given the thin shared
wall between their bedrooms) then she would have expected her mother to come next door and wake her up, just to tell her about
it. Ever since Kate had hit puberty, her mother spoke to her with total transparency – this extended both to her parents’
relationship (Mum, can you please not call it a relationship? You’re supposed to be married) and to the community at large. It was from her mother that Kate had learned that Patrick Kinwood, who she had always believed
was penniless and possibly ex-homeless, was a former greetings-card franchise regional manager and, since the community had
a pay-what-you-can system, he made by far the largest monthly contribution. Such disclosures were part of why Kate and Freya
were actual friends. Being actual friends with her own mother only started to worry Kate after she saw other South Wales mothers and daughters walking ten paces
apart through town.

‘What’s wrong with you two?’ Kate said.

‘Nothing’s wrong,’ Don said, speaking to the back of his wife’s head.

Freya didn’t turn round.

‘Fine, I’m putting this in the repressed memories box.’

Kate went next door to her room and started getting dressed for college. She was wary of being labelled a hippy so avoided
the obvious stigma-magnets: long dresses, cardigans, bangles – of which she, shamefully, had many. From the hallway, there
was the scrape of something heavy being dragged along the floorboards.

She wore narrow blue jeans that didn’t need cycle clips, black breathable trainers, a thermal vest under a lumberjack shirt
that was warm but could easily be opened via poppered buttons when tackling the big hills, and a waxed yellow anorak with
a peaked hood that her boyfriend liked because he said it tricked other boys into thinking she wasn’t attractive. She opened
her bedroom door and found a wall there, inexpertly built from shoeboxes, luggage and the wicker dressing-up box.

‘Albert, I’m late.’

‘This is not an exit,’ the wall said.

‘You know I don’t like going, but I have to.’

‘Apologies for the inconvenience.’

‘I’m going to knock this over now, okay?’

As she pushed a load-bearing shoebox, the structure toppled into the hall. Albert was standing back, in his dressing gown, with
the solemn look of a squatter watching the developers move in. She clambered over the rubble and made her way downstairs.
Her brother climbed over the first-floor banister and hung from the handrail, his feet dangling. She stood beneath him, on
the bottom step.

‘If you go, I will end myself.’

‘You wouldn’t die. You probably wouldn’t even break your legs.’

‘I’ll turn in mid-air so I land on my head.’

She saw that the bottom of his left foot still carried its foliage of verrucas. He’d promised her they’d gone. She reminded herself again: no more shared showers.

She walked across the hall, ignoring a Portuguese wwoofer who was sitting on the tiled floor, crying, with the house phone
held to her ear.

‘You have to tell me everything!’ Albert yelled as his sister opened the front door. ‘It’s not fair for you to know things
I don’t know!’

As she walked outside, she heard her brother screaming that he was now in fact dead. His most ambitious attempt to stop her
going to college had been a typewritten letter, purportedly from her principal, that began:


Dear Kate,

I find you a real downer.



She understood why it was hard for her brother. Now she wasn’t around, there was only one other young person at the community whom he could have lessons with, and that was Isaac who was six. It was a long way from when Kate was her brother’s age and
the community was awash with bright, multilingual children with dazzling names. (Stand up, Elisalex De Aalwis.) With classes
of nearly a dozen young people of all different ages, subject matter had been pitched to the cleverest person, but with simpler
alternatives. Their education had peaked with Arlo’s now infamous class on cinquecento Italian architecture, which involved
a high-level discussion of the villas of Palladio alongside an ambitious attempt to build ‘La Rotonda’ from Lego. Other popular
lessons included Patrick’s introduction to centrifugal force, with its reliance on fearless young volunteers with coins in
their pockets. But since then, the numbers of young people at the community had dwindled, and nowadays it was unusual for
lessons to consist of anything more than Albert and Isaac, at the dining table, quietly filling out workbooks.

As the first new young person in nearly two years, Isaac had been highly prized for how he tilted the community’s age-profile.
That was the main reason he and his mother had survived their trial week and got an interview; no one had particularly trusted
her; her luggage included a Yeo Valley tote bag that contained the full back catalogue of a pamphlet series entitled The Paradigm Won’t Shift Itself. Kate felt bad that her brother had no other friends, but she couldn’t hold back her own life to keep him entertained.

Kate got her bike from the barn, the basket preloaded with books.

After breakfast, Albert and Isaac sat in the schoolroom, side by side on the Kirman rug, cross-legged, each with a notepad.
Albert was practising trying to draw a perfect freehand circle. Isaac chewed his pencil like corn on the cob. He had a fringe
halfway down his forehead and a few, ideally placed, freckles. With his startling white-blond hair, all the better for being
badly cut, and a burlesque redness to his lips, adults were prone to falling silent in his presence.

Patrick went to stand in front of the TV to give his lesson. He was wearing a green fleece that, as it happened, for the first
time in more than a decade, did not smell of bong water. Patrick was fifty-eight but seemed older, had a likeable, shapeless nose,
watery eyes and big glowing ears that looked hot enough to dry socks on. After five clear-headed days, he was glad of the
opportunity to share his intellectual energy. It was a rarity, nowadays, for the boys to be getting a formal lesson, so they
were excited too.

‘Okay, guys,’ Patrick said. ‘Have either of you ever seen an advert before?’

‘Of course we have,’ Albert said. ‘We’re not idiots.’

‘I saw one about people who work in aeroplanes,’ Isaac said.

‘I saw one about this excellent soup,’ Albert said.

Patrick held his palms out. ‘So you haven’t seen many?’

Isaac shook his head, the pencil clamped in his mouth.

‘Good. And that’s why our community is great. But the important thing to remember is that adverts are not bad, per se, you’ve just got to know how to handle them. We’ll start with something easy.’

Patrick pressed play on the video recorder. There was a low-budget advert for a furniture warehouse in Pontypridd. It showed
a couple in the showroom falling backwards on to a white leather three-seater, their legs kicking up in the air.

All this week, only this week, 50 per cent off everything.

It showed the sofa being lifted out of a van and then it cut to the couple snuggling on the same sofa – but this time in their
home.

Come on down, we’ve gone soft in the head for sofas and beds!

Patrick paused the video, pulled across the Ad-Guard and muted the TV. Albert and Isaac stayed staring up at the bright shapes
and colours behind the square of shower curtain.

‘I’ll let you think about it,’ Patrick said.

They waited in silence.

‘Okay, what do you think?’

Isaac looked at Albert, who said: ‘I think that – if we needed some furniture – then now would be a good time to get it, because
of the discount.’

‘Very true. What do you think, Isaac?’

‘I don’t know. It was loud.’

‘Good. Why was it loud?’

‘So we can hear it.’

‘Good. Why do they want us to hear it?’

Isaac winced and started working the tip of the pencil into the sole of his shoe.

‘Okay, fine. Okay. Let’s talk about sales language. “We’ve gone soft in the head for sofas and beds.” ’

Patrick said it in a game-show host voice and Albert laughed.

‘Yeah, it’s funny,’ Isaac said.

‘The advert shows this smiley couple, bleached teeth, glossy hair, picking up the sofa, being all contented’ – Patrick mimed
carrying one end of a sofa and then grinned, his teeth brown at the edges – ‘and says that if you buy this soft furnishing
you can be like them.’

‘They are just an example,’ Albert said. ‘How could we be like them?’

‘We can’t,’ Isaac said.

‘That’s just it,’ Patrick said, putting one finger to the tip of his nose and, with the other hand, pointing at Isaac. ‘Very good. It’s aspirational. People think they will be like them if they buy the sofa, but they can’t be.’

‘Who thinks that?’ Albert said.

‘Stupid people,’ Patrick said.

‘I don’t believe you. Are you sure?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Who are they?’ Isaac said.

Patrick opened his mouth and then shut it. ‘Let’s try another one. This is a bit different.’

He pulled back the Ad-Guard, then picked up the remote control with both hands. Coming off the weed had had a strange impact
on his relationships to children. He had discovered a desire to pass on knowledge from his own life. Knowledge from his own life. That was a new concept. He had spent two unstoned days preparing the video. He should have been helping to re-anchor the
fences, but his shoulder, which was known to dislocate at the slightest encouragement – in the bath, reaching for the contraband
shampoo, for example – kept him indoors. He recorded hours of adverts and tried to ignore the distant dop-dop-dop of the post rammer. It’d been twenty years since he and Don had sat down with a map of their farm’s fifty acres – dividing
it up with Biro. They had lifted tonnes of freestone into the back of their narrow Bedford van and driven it across the fields.
Slowly, shirtlessly, they had dug trenches, stacked stones, Tetris-style, and said almost nothing to each other, except in
the pure language of manual labour, coming home each day sunburnt and ennobled – and in truth, everyone else found them pretty
irritating, with their tiredness-as-honour schtick, as though they could return to the big house after a full day’s real work and just drop like, yes, stones, expecting admiration and exemption from washing up.

He pressed play on the remote. The screen went blank, then the Channel 4 ident appeared. ‘Here we go.’

It was a long car advert – thirty seconds – with a soundtrack of intricate electro. It showed a man in a silver car disintegrating
into atoms, then reforming as a toboggan team being led by the same man, then disintegrating again and reforming as a snow
leopard climbing an impossibly steep slope, the man a glint in the animal’s eye, then disintegrating and reforming as two
ballet dancers, the man and a beautiful Eastern European-looking woman, spinning on a lake, performing a difficult lift, before
turning back into the car in a Nordic landscape, with the man driving but, now, the ballet dancer in the passenger seat, smiling, brushing snow off his shoulders. The car was called the Avail.

Patrick paused the video. He hadn’t noticed but Isaac and Albert were standing up.

‘Motherfucker,’ Albert said.

‘Brilliant,’ Isaac said.

They hugged.

‘What you have to remember is that every advert wants you to think something; what does this one want you to think?’

‘The car is an amazing car,’ Albert said.

‘What a car,’ Isaac said, putting his arm round Albert’s waist.

‘You see what it’s done to you?’

Don was watching from the doorway. He was wearing a jumper with the sleeves rolled up. He had stripes of mud on his forehead
and cheeks. His beard had an actual twig in it, which seemed, to Patrick, a bit much.

‘What’s happening, Pat?’ Don said, squinting at the frozen image on the screen.

‘Media Studies.’

‘It’s amazing, Dad,’ Albert said, and he ran to his father and lightly headbutted his stomach.

‘Oh-kay,’ Don said, squeezing his son’s shoulder, ‘and what are you learning about?’

In 2002, Don had invented the Ad-Guard after Kate, aged seven, had learned a dance to an advert for yoghurts. Pat remembered
Don’s speech at the meeting that evening, where he said he could whistle the tunes to, he estimated, nearly 200 adverts, and
he sang (‘Everyone’s a fruit and nut case, it keeps you going when you toss the caber …’), delivered slogans with perfect intonation (‘It looks and tastes as good as fresh meat’) and then he said: ‘Wouldn’t it be better if our children could remember the words to poems, or songs,
or stories? “Loveliest of trees, the cherry now / Is hung with bloom along the bough / And stands about the woodland ride
/ Wearing white for Eastertide.” ’ This was in the days when his speeches really carried weight. He said he wasn’t suggesting
they get rid of the TV entirely and – to seal the deal – he revealed his Ad-Guard, already made and ready to be glued on, cut from a square of shower curtain, attached to a rail, translucent enough
to tell when adverts had finished, but misty enough to hide their content.

‘I thought it’d be good to teach them how to understand adverts,’ Patrick said, watching Don’s eyes narrow, ‘what they’re
trying to achieve – and, as a result, remove their power.’

Both men knew that Don, with dirt on his forearms, grit in his T-zones, had the authority. ‘Whatever experiences we have – no matter how we try to mediate them – affect us,’ Don said, putting his hand on top of Albert’s head,
‘and particularly young minds in ways we can’t comprehend.’

Isaac watched, looking back and forth as they spoke.

‘But at some point they’re going to have to face seeing adverts,’ Patrick said. ‘They should know how to deal with them.’

‘That’s just it, Pat – that’s an assumption I’m not willing to make. Everything we see is a choice.’

A vein forced its way to the surface of Patrick’s neck. There were still another six adverts on the tape. He had planned the
lesson so that, at the end, there would be a couple of funnies to lighten things up: one about a talking sloth and another
about an army of dancing bacteria.

Kate’s first class was History. Leanne – they used tutors’ first names – was a large lady who kept her grey hair in a neat
plait and wore local artists’ brooches in trapezium and rhomboid shapes. Her teaching style was to speak for the entire hour,
with the implicit understanding that students were free to tune in and out, at will. Today, she was talking about Von Stauffenberg’s
failed assassination attempt on Hitler. When she talked about a briefcase with a bomb in it, she lifted up her own briefcase
to help the class understand. When she read Nazi propaganda, she allowed herself an accent.

Kate’s mind kept drifting, trying to puzzle out the memory of her mother at the typewriter, writing a letter to someone who
was in the same room.

Later, at lunch, she realized she had left her packed lunch in the fridge. Blaming Albert, she wished him a painful, head-led
landing on the bottom step. Knowing that her sandwiches, unclaimed for a whole morning, would now be under communal jurisdiction,
she made her way to the canteen. That was where she had first met Geraint. On that occasion also, it had been her brother’s
fault: as part of his campaign to make her terminally late for college, he had hidden all Tupperware and cling film. It was
a pleasing irony that her brother’s attempts to sabotage her life had led to her meeting her boyfriend.

She remembered that day: it was not only her first time in the canteen, but her first time in any canteen. Her initial impressions of it had been largely as expected: blue trays and yellow food – chips, garlic bread, breaded
turkey burger. The only hot vegetarian option had been cauliflower cheese, so she had picked that, with waterlogged carrots.
After paying, she looked for somewhere to sit, realizing that she knew this moment too – this awkward searching for a seat,
peering around half-casually. There was something comforting about finally taking part in mainstream rituals. No one had invited
her to join them. The only other person sitting on their own had been Kit Lintel, well known in college though not well liked;
Kit practised parkour, or as he called it, the art of movement, around the blocky college car-park stairwells and could often be seen standing neatly on the corner of a high wall with
his arms out like Christ the Redeemer. She sat at an empty table.

She had trouble cutting through the cauliflower’s toupee of cheese. It looked bad but, once she got it in her mouth, there
was no denying some talent at work. Was she imagining nutmeg? She made semiconscious mmming sounds. The cauliflower cheese’s deliciousness was the point at which the actual canteen had parted ways with the canteen
of her imagination. And that’s when she had found her boyfriend-to-be standing over her with a full plate: beef lasagne, chips,
lettuce.

‘You’re in my sociology class,’ he said, putting his tray down. ‘I sometimes see you cycling in. I drive past you in my car.
I’m Geraint.’ A man of simple statements. His voice had the pitch-shifting quality of the Llanelli Welsh, like a slightly
chewed cassette.

‘Hi,’ she said, holding her hand to cover her mouth, still chewing.

That was it. That was all he had needed. He began to eat. She had never thought of herself as a slow eater until that point.
He poured the lasagne in. His teeth patted the food on the way past, as though encouraging a long-distance runner. She watched
his throat pulse as he drank his squash. As a general rule, she despised carnivores, even those who only ate ‘happy meat’,
but something about Geraint (did he even know lasagne contained beef?) made him different.

That day, they had got down to some logistically awkward heavy petting across the bucket seats of his Punto. They had known
nothing about each other and this was ideal. From then on, once or twice a week, they would consume one another, and afterwards
he would ask to drive her home, and she would say no. That was the pattern. She didn’t want him to see where she lived, because
she knew it would change his opinion of her. When he finally pushed for a reason, she said, ‘Because my brother would try
to kill you,’ which wasn’t a complete lie. Since Albert had spotted a slug-like love-bite on her neck, he had been making
threats: ‘Tell whoever is sucking your blood I will not stop till there’s a stake through their heart.’

Patrick sat up on the flat roof, legs hanging over the edge, with his back to the stand-alone bath that – for most of the
year – was a velvety green pond, dense with frogspawn. A VHS labelled Are Ads Bad? lay next to him. A halo of aphids circled his head. He stayed out there for a long time, his hands growing numb in the cold,
as he ran through the stages that had got him to this point.

Eight days ago, Don had taken him aside after dinner, sat him down by the fireplace and offered constructive feedback on the
meal Patrick had just cooked. This in itself he could forgive because – according to Patrick’s pet theory – Don only became
condescending when something bad was happening in his personal life. Patrick had noted that, during times of marital strain,
Don would aggressively encourage individuals to streamline their recycling process, for example. But since nobody had heard
Don and Freya fighting this time, it was unclear what had been the catalyst. There were no other major issues: the community
was financially secure (mainly thanks to Patrick, it ought to be said) and Don’s implicit position as ‘leader’ had long ceased to be something worth questioning. So, when Don had put his hand on Patrick’s shoulder and uttered
the words ‘I thought you might be interested in some feedback on your tagine’, Patrick had responded by asking if there was
anything that he wanted to talk about and Don had frowned as though not understanding.

After that feedback session, in which Don suggested that perhaps Patrick’s tastebuds were being damaged by how much weed he
smoked, Patrick, throbbing with a pure kind of humiliation that only Don seemed capable of provoking, had walked across the
yard, past the workshop, through the market garden and back to his geodesic dome, which, with its many panels, had suddenly seemed to Patrick to have the melancholy look of a partly deflated football, kicked to a corner and forgotten. Once inside,
Patrick sat on the sofa and worked his one-hitter until it was too hot to hold without gloves, which was his usual way to
de-stress.

Next morning, with his eyes not visibly open, he went to the airing cupboard beneath the staircase where he dried his soggy,
mellow home-grown and discovered there wasn’t any. That was okay because he was expecting a visit from Karl Orland that lunchtime.
Karl was a singer-songwriter and steel-guitar man who funded his lifestyle by selling baggies of bush weed. But Karl Orland
didn’t turn up. Patrick had hoped one of the wwoofers or day volunteers would have an eighth he could buy. He went round,
asking, making sure only to approach people in enclosed, private spaces because he didn’t want Don to see him ‘talking to
new people’ and think it was the result of one of his improving suggestions. But the whole farm was dry, there wasn’t even
any resin.

That night, Patrick had cleared out the carved wooden smoking box and found enough leftovers for a spliff. The next morning
he smoked the dog-ends in his CN Tower-replica stand-up ashtray. That night he scraped out the cone of his ice-bong and chewed
on the tarry gak. Then there was nothing left. Fine, he thought, I’ll stop smoking for a few days. Either that or Karl will come.

For two days he had done well, enjoying renewed energy, hand-eye coordination and inklings of short-term memory. He continued
to steer clear of Don who, he feared, would sense his straightness and come and give him a big encouraging hug.

On the morning of the third day, strip lights had batted on in Patrick’s mind’s attic. Junked memories. Cardboard boxes, one
labelled my version of events and another, knowledge to pass on. He decided that, for too long, Don had made him feel that he had nothing of value to teach the children. So he made lesson
plans. ‘Introduction to the Political Spectrum’. ‘Ideas of Class in Modern Britain’. ‘The Invention of the Teenager’. ‘Are
Ads Bad?’

On the morning of the fourth day, he had woken up angry. He had not been angry in years. He found young people – by which
he meant wwoofers, people in their twenties – awful.

On the morning of the fifth day, there emerged – the worst of all his symptoms – the first gnawings of sexual desire. He had
walked out of the dome in his green fleece and wellies and, as he passed the seedbeds, saw Janet, wearing a wartime work shirt
and fingerless gloves, her hair pinned with chopsticks, surrounded by a group of keen-looking young volunteers. She had on
one of her own necklaces.

Janet was one of the community’s founding members and ran a successful mail-order business – Accessories to Murder – making
and selling one-off pieces of proto-Gothic recycled jewellery: earrings of diary keys, necklaces made from shattered windscreen
glass, antique lockets that opened on to photos of keyhole surgery in the small intestine. Her work sold internationally.
Fashion magazines loved that she spent half of each year in a commune and – as Patrick saw whenever he periodically looked
her up online – Elle magazine wrote: ‘From horticulture to haute couture, both her lifestyles are controlled by the seasons.’ In more than one
interview, she had said that the community ‘kept her sane’. Every now and then a groupie would visit, just to spend a few
days cleaning the tool shed under her modish command. For the past decade, she had been spending April–September at the community
and October–March in Bristol, where her studio was. Half her earnings, for the half of the year she wasn’t in Bristol, came
back to the community. Don had given Patrick a copy of The Waste Land with the first few lines highlighted, since every April she cruelly swept back in, creative and healthy, with her perfect work-life balance,
handing out gifts of last season’s stock. This last time she had returned with a boyfriend. After years of failed relationships
with handy, politically switched-on men, there was Stephan, who lived in Clifton and represented – and was proud to represent
– the victory of market forces. This was Patrick’s pet theory, anyway. He hated himself for needing a pet theory. The six
months Janet spent away each year were never quite enough time to forget her. Even with the dampened libido that his bong
helped maintain, he still found green shoots of sexual desire each springtime. It didn’t help that she made him presents –
this year, a signet ring with a cattle brand instead of a family crest.

As he walked passed her, this morning, he had heard her lecturing the wwoofers: ‘A frost this late will murder tomato transplants,
aubergines, sweet peas, and put onions, broccoli and kale on suicide watch …’ Cloches, blankets, unclaimed jackets, rugs and
tarpaulins were piled up in the yard, ready to insulate the vegetables. He watched her hot breath clouding as she sent the
young people to work.

It was helpful then to have the distraction of teaching Albert and Isaac an important lesson about advertising – that was
until Don had stepped in to flex his ideology, at which point Patrick had come up to the flat roof to cool off. That was some
hours ago. His hands were now so cold that he couldn’t close them properly.

He didn’t hear Don, presently, climbing out of the window. Instead, he felt a hand on his shoulder as Don lowered himself
down and sat next to him on the edge of the bitumen roof.

‘Wondered where you’d gone. I’m really sorry if I embarrassed you earlier, Pat – I didn’t mean to, if I did – but I just think sometimes it’s better for the children
to be innocent of that stuff.’

Patrick stared out at the farm. He didn’t want Don to see his unbloodshot eyes. It was vital not to give him the satisfaction.
So, in mimic of his old self, Patrick got out his pipe, a brass one-hitter, and turned his body away from Don. Patrick still
carried all the paraphernalia with him. With his half-numb hands, he managed to open a small plastic bag that was now filled with cherry tobacco. He tore off a bit and tamped it down into the cone.

‘I noticed that one of those things was a car advert,’ Don said. ‘An executive Saab. The same car as the one that Janet’s
new fella drives.’ Don made an elaborate hmmm sound, then put his hand on Patrick’s thigh and tried a little warmly mocking laugh but didn’t quite nail it, the warm part.
Everyone in the community knew when
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