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6.19 am

Here she is.

Ruth wakes with a full bladder, still half in a dream of being somewhere else. Where was it she had been, but no, work out where this is. Monday morning. Home. With the other side of the bed empty.

In the bathroom she flicks on the light, sits to pee, and automatically checks her underwear. No blood. Silent thanks. She will report this at the hospital later. All fine! Only a check-up! It’s not so easy to quell the fear though. Maybe she should go back to bed for a few last moments, it’s still early enough. But she has that sticky after-feeling of a feverish night. May as well shower.

She dips down to make sure the plug is out and there is a rush of dizziness, a clouding.

‘Is this what you want?’ he had asked last night, almost as they were hanging up. And Ruth had thought, what if I tell the truth? Perhaps, though, he wasn’t really asking. Perhaps he didn’t want to know the answer. She cannot, now, even remember his intonation. ‘Is this what you want?’ Was it a question or an accusation?

The pipes make that little groaning noise before the water starts, a recriminating pause – she was meant to arrange a boiler service, dear god let it not break on her watch. Ruth steps under the water, feels the first flush of heat on her skin. But the question will not leave her. Perhaps she should turn the shower off, get out, undo it all, phone Aidan back? She imagines herself asking him, ‘What did you mean when you said the thing about wanting?’ But he is probably still asleep, he can sleep through anything, noise, emotional turmoil, you name it he has slept, is sleeping, through it. It is one more fact in her case against him, that he is a good sleeper.

Shampoo twice, that’s a thing she does now, once with the cheap stuff, once with the lemongrass. Sometimes she gives herself a blast of cold water at the end. But this morning, Ruth turns the heat up, hoping to melt the anxiety knotted in her chest.

Water off, fan still whirring. Perhaps her neighbour on the other side of the wall, quite a thin wall really, hears it, hears her, knows her? The intimacies, the rhythms of someone else’s life revealed through the click of switches. Pull the shower curtain back, shake yourself, step onto the mat. ‘We’re self-domesticating animals,’ he’d said once, early on, and she’d resisted this at the time, wanting something more than an image of a herd of cows shooing themselves into a byre, romantic love should bring something better to mind. And now, here they are: undomesticating.

The towel snags a little on the door hook, loop it up, pull it down, wrap yourself, try to remember what he said before the wanting part? Something about how she ‘did not consider at all …’ She had tuned out, though, before the full onslaught (a protective instinct), so she cannot now say exactly what it was she did not consider, though she can make a fair guess, of course. The point is, she considers a lot, too much. Back in the bedroom, glance at the clock, still not even seven, rest on the side of the bed, just for a moment. It wasn’t surprising, really, that she hadn’t taken in what he was saying.

He had not come home. He had not come home, that was the thing. Sunday morning had come and gone and at midday all she’d got was a text saying: DELAYED. Anything could have happened.

Ruth should get dressed, dry her hair, pull herself together. But she feels marooned on the edge of the bed. Their bed. Her bed. First client at half eight. It always seems like a good idea when you’re writing it into your diary: Monday morning, 8.30 session. Like, yes, that will give me a good start to the week. Now it feels like one more act of sabotage. Some threads on the towel (a wedding present) hanging loose, she picks at one. Feet frozen and yet she does not move. ‘Sirena,’ he used to call her, as she lay in their sex sheets or curled around the duvet, when he was clean and out of the shower before her. ‘My sirena, time to get up.’ The radio news clicks on. ‘Good morning, it’s seven o’clock on Monday, October the seventh …’ Perhaps this is what she gets for liking herself. It had always been her mother’s refrain, ‘Oh, somebody likes themselves,’ as if diagnosing a slip in moral judgement. Is that what she has done, liked herself too much, slipped up, driven Aidan away?

Ruth should think of clothes, but she has no clothes for who she is meant to be today. Counsellor. Patient. Wife. Wife? She stands, a monumental achievement. Her right hip is stiff, knuckles massage the part where the edge is – is there something wrong with it? With the bone, the socket, the joint? Or is this just what her body does now, at forty-three? Swing the wardrobe door open, make a choice. To run. Or to stay. Or just which jacket to wear, Ruth, no need to make everything a production.

Last night, when he’d finally rung, he’d told her the sales conference had ended on Saturday. But he’d found himself, he said – as if he couldn’t help it somehow – found himself extending his booking. So, not delayed. ‘They had the room available,’ he said. Ruth looks in the mirror, sees her still-creased face, sees her body in the navy suit, thinks, oh, this is who I am. But the thought is drowned by the roar of the hairdryer.

Downstairs, a glance at the clock shows not enough time for breakfast, but she can’t face it anyway, as if the milk might curdle in her. ‘You’re not easy,’ Aidan had said, and she had been unable to answer, suffused with anger – or was it sadness? ‘I don’t know how I feel,’ she’d managed. ‘Isn’t that your job?’ he’d said.

Ruth’s bag is packed, she hauls on her coat, checks keys and wallet, pulls the front door behind her. The October air meets her skin, damp, cold. Check the sky. Two minutes less light each day until December. Did she lock the door? She goes back to check. Locked, of course. The garden gate is stiff, she should oil it or spray some stuff on it, whatever you did. The square is still quiet, dormant looking. They joke about it being called a square when there’s only three sides. ‘Brighton Triangle,’ Ruth has joked how many times? Had she ever really sounded that smug? Liking herself, her original sin.

But then, Ruth rounds the corner, you might as well like yourself, since you’re the only person you move through life with. Even if you got married, even if you stood in front of a room full of people, though not her mother, who could not be persuaded, even if you stood there and said – promised – that you would always be together, the reality is different. You have yourself and that is it. Empty side of the bed proof of that.

She’s on the main road now, the sound of traffic, the sight of other people on the street, the whiff of coffee from the new place beside the Office Supplies shop. Like all her senses switching on. Only seven-something, but the cars are tailing back. Three people waiting at the bus stop, Ruth crosses at the lights, takes her place in the queue.

It’s not like she hasn’t asked the question herself. Is this what I want?

The truth is: No.

The truth is: Yes.
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7.10 am

Two girls kissing on Instagram. Duae puellae osculantur. What does it mean (sustaining or draining?) if it makes you feel something warm but also makes you anxious? If you love someone does that definitely mean kissing? And what happens if one person wants to kiss and the other wants to do it only in their head? Or they want to do it in reality but they’re afraid of what will happen if someone touches their face?

Pen shouldn’t check her phone before she’s even got up, it always makes her feel like this, kind of deathly, and she doesn’t want that today, today will be the best day. It’s not like the girls in the picture are really together, it’s all a fake, an ad for something, the jeans maybe, and you’re meant to think it’s happy so then you’ll want to buy the exact same outfit. There are so many things you have to think of from just one thing. (Each post is apparently worth 4g of carbon, which is draining. But then online is sustaining because she is better at online than Real Life.) It isn’t like flying, though. One flight, even just to England, is basically too much carbon to imagine. And over a lifetime, how many flights? Draining. Unless they make air fuel out of hydrocarbons, that would reduce it, but it would still cost something. Every time you do anything, something is dying. She taps the heart on the screen to like it (one of the girls is a redhead), and that’s another 0.2g of carbon so she has killed something. Sorry.

Pen lies under the weighted blanket, eyeing the blackout blind, thinking about putting one foot out, maybe getting up, but that requires more, a different kind of energy. She might find a way to make something not kill something. If she lies here, holding her breath, is she neutral? (People say, ‘Don’t hold your breath,’ as if the fear of asphyxiating automatically outweighs the need for hope.) The air is tight in Pen’s lungs, until she remembers that today will be a good day and the air comes out in a rush.

Today she will take Alice’s hand and maybe she won’t even need to speak, maybe the gesture will be enough, they’ve held hands before, but that seems so innocent now, back before they were … (What are they?) Anyway, Pen is so grateful, that’s the word she feels, just to stand with her, so grateful to be asked, so grateful that someone picked her. That Alice picked her. Today it will all go right. They’ll meet as arranged, and then have the whole day together. Pen has booked the tickets for later (a concert!) but Alice only knows there’s a surprise; the feeling this gives Pen is inexpressible, it’s a thrill running through her body, and she will take Alice’s hand and say the things she wants to say too, she won’t let what other people think matter, today the words will flow, forged by, driven by, love and aspiration, which means both breath (spiritus) and hope (spero).

No noise from the other room. Soraya isn’t up yet either. Pen risks looking at her phone again, 7.30, her mum will be banging on the ceiling with the brush handle soon, it’s always better to be up before that. There’s a picture of that singer, she could wear baggy clothes, the clothes are ugly (even Pen knows this), but the girl in them is so light, light pours from her, she can pretend to be ugly. It’s annoying how these pictures make you want to be someone else. ‘She probably has to wear a ton of make-up to cover up the spots and the dark circles and you are yourself, Pen, you are lovely just as you are, look at how strong you are.’ Her mum is always saying things like that. ‘This house is not a hotel,’ that’s another favourite, which is so obvious. How cool it would be to stay in a hotel and watch movies and order room service. Her and Alice maybe. Or just her.

Pen hugs her knees to her chest, lying on her side, face slipping off the pillow onto the mattress, and she remembers how she had lain like this that night and Alice, amazingly beautiful Alice, had lain down next to Pen, arms around her from behind, but only gently, and had stroked her arm, pushed her face into Pen’s back, whispered so gently that Pen wondered had it really been words or just thoughts moving between them. Alice’s fingers had paused on her arm, and reached a little, just a little, forward, until the tips, just the tips, of three digits had rested on Pen’s right breast. Alice had whispered that they could pretend it was just the two of them in the world, and they had lain like that, Pen not moving, just holding her breath (do hold your breath). She should have turned to her then, Alice was so brave and Pen had said nothing, done nothing, then it had changed, something had shifted, Pen felt it, and it was just a hug again. But for a moment there had been something, she knows there had, and it is a fact: she had been held.

Pen sits up, the blanket falls back, today will be the day, they have the whole day for the longest, most perfect date in the world. She pulls the blind up, and no rain, that’s a good sign. Hurry to the bathroom to claim it before Soraya. In the shower, Pen soaps everywhere, passing her hand over her soft and smooth skin, lightly touching where the bumps can still be felt. It’s still healing, that’s what the doctor said, and if Pen puts vitamin E oil on, soon no one will even notice. Pen thinks that if she really heals it will be because someone else touches her, touches the raised lines that run in neat rows along the soft pink flesh of her thighs.

Pen shuts off the hot water, how are you meant to stick to three minutes? Dutifully she squeegees the walls (this house is not a hotel). Maybe she should use her mother’s expensive cream on her face? It says ‘glow’ on the jar, and it might make Alice see her the way she sees Alice. A glow. Aglow. Pen wipes the glass with her hand. It’s weird when you look in the mirror, you see your face the way no one else does, you look into your own eyes. Pen wonders if this means you know how you look better than anyone else does, better in this case meaning more accurate but perhaps also better? Or worse? Meaning both. Pen has a no-selfie policy because her eyes are not where they’re meant to be in the photos, her whole face is somehow out of alignment, that’s not what I look like, she wants to say. Her mother tells her not to worry so much, that ‘no one is looking at you, Pen’. Secretly, very secretly, Pen fears she is vain (and also, everyone is looking at her). Ecce! In pictura est puella. It’s how every story begins.

‘It’s what’s on the inside that counts,’ her mother chants over and over, saying things like ‘mirror tax’, because these-days-young-women have all their ambition sapped just by basically fighting-off-all-the-negative-messaging. Pen’s mother talks like this, in speeches sometimes. It comes of being a lecturer. And she has rules, too, about looking at things online, about texting other people when you’re with someone, mealtimes are quality time, as if time has different qualities – good or bad, it passes at exactly the same rate. Actually, that is not a fact. Time runs faster the higher the altitude so that if Pen is upstairs and her mother is downstairs, her time is faster or more compressed or something than her mother’s, but who is to say which is the better quality? What is on the inside isn’t the right thing to say, anyway, because what if what’s on the inside is even more different? That’s another thing Pen can’t say, can only think, because if she says it out loud she’ll get a long talk on everyone-is-different. Obviously, thinks Pen, rolling her eyes when she gets that particular lecture.

Different is like special, one of those words that people say with a kind of emphasis that makes them think they’re being tactful. ‘Just say what you actually mean,’ Pen wants to shout, only then people would tell her she was over-excited. At least the woman-therapist agrees. And at least she understands that what Pen needs is not so much a label, as strategies to calm the world’s chaos. Okay, then, the woman-therapist says. Feel the triggers, Pen. Feel them, Name them, Know them. Look at your hands, because that’ll give you a sense of control. When people talk to you, don’t look at their faces, too much stimulus. When your brain has too much in it, work out which it is, thinking or feeling? What is the feeling? Positive, negative, neutral? Pen has made observation her ally. Pen used to just call her ‘the woman’ because having to go to a therapist was basically proof that she was not like other girls, but then her mother said, ‘Come on, Pen, don’t fall for that old shame trick.’ Because her mother has a therapist too. So Pen came up with her own label.

Pen’s room is difficult, it doesn’t take much observation to know that. It’s either totally tidy or totally messy and today is messy, which makes getting in the door hard because she has to step over and around things and that’s complicated. She should keep it tidy but just because you should do something doesn’t mean you do it and sometimes she feels like shouting that none of the rules, even if she follows all of them, will mean she’s not going to get knotted up or freeze or bump into things. Pen had actually said this in a session and the woman-therapist had paused and it sounded like she was laughing but obviously not because that was against the rules, and then she said, ‘Oh Pen, it’s so normal, you’re just a teenager.’ So that Pen felt better and allowed herself one door slam when she got home and afterwards, at dinner, her mother had said, ‘What was that all about?’ but didn’t freak out. None of which helps Pen right now because everything is everywhere, so she just takes her cool-date-outfit from the chair and the fabric is soft and smooth against her skin, which makes her feel instantly better. The floor thumps, which is the ceiling for her mother, and whatever the speed of time, it’s time to go down.

Crash goes the dish, crunch goes the toast, and Pen winces as the water pump grinds because it is so much worse when other people make noise. ‘You’ll be careful today,’ Claire says. Claire is Pen’s mother and she means well and wants to keep her safe but she doesn’t want her to go, Pen knows, because she doesn’t understand. Pen is doing it for love.

‘There may be some – you know, not everyone will be there necessarily for the same reasons as you are, and it’ll be loud.’

Pen just concentrates on the line of little pills on the table, on the feeling of yellow cereal softening in her mouth.

‘You can leave any time you want to,’ Claire persists, because her daughter hates noise, hates people around her, prefers to be by herself, is perfectly happy by herself in fact, so hundreds of people on a demonstration will be hard. Claire would fight anyone to the death who said her daughter shouldn’t be allowed to do some things, but she also wishes she could keep her at home sometimes. ‘I mean, the climate is important, I just wish you were going to school—’

‘CLAIRE!’

Well, at least it’s a response. Pen had made the day off sound like a civics lesson and Claire is familiar with the strikes, excusing students from her own classes on Fridays, but this is a Monday and Pen is in fifth year, it doesn’t really matter that she’s better at English than her teacher practically, turning up is important, and Claire knows there are different ways to learn, but it’s doubtful the geography exam will include a section on Extinction Rebellion.

Even Pen, when she stops to think about it, feels the threat of exams looming, a kind of fear at the bottom of her stomach. But then that’s what every day feels like.

Bang! Most of the noise comes from the smallest person. Soraya is making a bid for attention. Pen can’t see her, doesn’t look up from studying the milk in the bowl, the few floating flakes (rumour has it there’s more salt in a bowl of these than in seawater), but she hears her shuffle and whine and breathe too loudly. She’s asking for an apple now, ‘for school’. She doesn’t even like apples, Pen thinks, but then as Claire reaches for the fridge door, rustling the bags as she pulls the apple out, and Pen imagines pushing her sister so she’s out of her face, she feels Soraya lean close to her and whisper, ‘Have a good time today.’ Pen is so surprised she looks up at Soraya’s beatific smile. It is the O’Neill family yo-yo effect, christened by Sandy, that just at the point you start thinking, this can’t be my family, they’re driving me crazy, one of them will turn round and do or say something to make you feel amazing.

And suddenly today is going to be good again, Pen feels it in her bones. Her mother puts an apple on the table in front of her body.

‘Stack the dishwasher, put away last night’s dry dishes, do something with your bedroom because it’s a total disaster, Pen, and this isn’t a hotel.’ Claire has decided she may as well get some housework out of her daughter, she’s fishing in her bag, coat in hand, ‘Here’s something for today,’ the money on the table. ‘Make sure you eat, wear your mac, I don’t care if it’s not cool, you don’t want to catch a flu.’ Pen nods. ‘You could say something once in a while.’ Claire sounds like she’s annoyed, although she’s not – it was meant to come out funny.

But Pen raises her head, looks over at her mother, and then lifts her hands and shimmies them in the air. Soraya has her hands up now and Claire too, an unbreakable circle. The O’Neill women. ‘Have a good day, I’ll see you for Monday-night-pizza.’ The front door bangs, the walls shake a little.

Today Pen will not shake, today the words will come, today she will take Alice’s hand.
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7.23 am

‘Good morning to you!’ the voice says, and Ruth looks up and thinks, what now / oh no / where is the bus? Because she does not want to talk, is not able to, but it’s Stephen, and it must be years, they had known each other in school. He really is very tall. Ruth feels suddenly aware of her make-up-less face.

‘You’re solving the nation’s problems,’ Stephen says, and this throws Ruth because what is he talking about? And then it becomes apparent he means the radio phone-in and how does he know, isn’t he working abroad?

‘Mm, it’s good, lots of problems,’ she says, sounding like an idiot. ‘It’s challenging,’ she says, trying to claim back some ground but losing it again with a jumbled thought. ‘Aren’t you in Australia?’

‘I’m back to sell my apartment,’ Stephen gestures with a hand towards Terenure Cross. ‘Want to buy a place out there … and I can check in from the Dublin office, though the time difference is a bit tricky.’

Ruth just nods.

‘I’m on my way to the gym, actually,’ he raises the kitbag for proof. ‘I’m not waiting for the bus. Just a bystander, or bywalker, ha ha.’

Ruth’s neck is sore from being bent back, she tries to make her glance at the display subtle. It still says 1 MIN/1 NÓM. Come now, come now, she wills it.

‘I’ve enjoyed following you,’ he says, and then, remarkably, ‘I have your voice in my ears.’ Stephen smiles, and when she still looks blank, he actually points to the side of his head, as if she didn’t get the concept of ear. ‘Podcast,’ he says finally.

‘Oh. Weird,’ Ruth says, because what, really, do you say to that?

‘Is everything,’ Stephen’s face looks puzzled, ‘is everything okay, Ruth?’

‘Monday morning,’ Ruth says, feeling the flicker of panic. She does not say, and my husband did not come home.

‘Manic Monday, of course!’ Stephen’s smile is broad as he shakes his head at another week starting. The sound of a louder engine, the bus arriving. ‘Good luck with your day, then. Maybe we could catch up some evening before I go?’

‘Great!’ Ruth gives him an awkward half-wave, she is already at the step, and as she glances back, nodding (they both know they will not catch up), she thinks that his grin looks a little forced.

Ruth taps her card, and going up the stairs thinks of that night, someone’s twenty-first. She and Stephen had seen each other and next thing they were hugging, drunkenly, amazedly confessing how much they’d liked each other in school but had been too shy, and that night felt different, no inhibitions, it was all laid out for them, their exciting lives to be, and they had talked and kissed in the park, he helping her over the railings and suddenly it had been dawn and both of them in his bed. God, the next day! Ruth was not good with hangovers. Stephen had texted, and at first it was all romantic and xx after his name, but then it turned out he had an on-again-off-again, but now on, definitely-on girlfriend. Ruth was going travelling anyway. She grimaces, remembering how real it had all seemed.

The bus crawls through Harold’s Cross, Ruth can practically feel herself ageing. Had it been, back then, the freest time of her life? The hours, the days they’d wasted had felt luxurious, oh yes. But at the time, was it really so wonderful? Did it feel free? Ruth almost winces. It was all possible, that’s what everyone had said to her. ‘It’s all ahead of you.’ They meant well, but it all being possible felt almost the same as none of it being.

Ruth opens the tiny compact. Suspiciously she looks at the image, how to make herself look like a normal person? Okay then, scribble on your face with the crayon that promises brightening, buff with powder. Clamp the compact and mascara tube in one hand, stab at your lashes with the wand in the other. Shit, nearly dropped it. Hold the mirror back to judge the effect. Ruth dabs some pink on her cheeks. Pointless really, it all feels pointless. Isn’t it absurd, anyway, to take red out of one part of your face only to add it to another?

The bus jerks in short bursts onto Clanbrassil Street, smarter now – the abattoir gone, the old houses knocked down when she was a child to make way for the new bus lanes, and it did make things quicker into town. Ruth can feel the pull of her mother’s house, she could see it if she craned, Lombard Street. Someone else’s house now, the wisteria still growing over the door. She won’t look for it, what is it, only a house.

Past St Patrick’s, then Christ Church ahead at last. A final survey in the mirror before Ruth gathers it all into her bag and goes down. The bus veers past the cathedral, where her friends sing at Christmas, the annual genuflection, songs and candles. Past the Lord Edward pub on the corner. Is there still sawdust on the floor of the bar? Or maybe that was only ever in her imagination? They shudder to a halt.

Off the bus, and the air still feels like rain, though the sky is brighter. Ruth turns left at Cow’s Lane, she usually likes this invented street, with its yoga and tattoos and plants and books. When was the last time she read a book? That was freedom, really, not time to waste, but time to do the things you wanted. The back of the theatre, and all these lanes, all these alleys, had been forgotten. Strange to think this was once the centre of the city, right up to the castle, the heart of things. That’s what a few hundred years did for you, moved the boundaries. The little shop where she’d bought her mother those cashmere gloves one Christmas, ‘Made in Ireland’ the label said, but it was too much to hope for that woman’s approval. The memorial to the Magdalen Laundries on the corner which on other days, days that are not today, makes Ruth feel sick to think about, because her life was one long freedom, really. Today, though, she walks past, unaware.

Widening out onto Parliament Street, she glances back at the pub she’d worked in all through college, the years when there were only a few places men could hold hands. Grattan Bridge. Waiting at the lights, Ruth thinks of Aidan and, damn it, because she was doing so well. ‘These,’ he’d said, stopping her one day as they were crossing, pointing at the metalwork along the bridge, ‘look at these – they’re sea horses.’ He’d explained that they were a sign of loyalty, because they mate for life. They are also unique, she wants to tell him now, having looked them up afterwards, for the male sea horse being the one to bear the unborn young.

Capel Street, named for someone, an earl maybe? It seems some distance from that now, with all its soup and sushi and bibimbap. Strange, Ruth thinks, pausing at a shopfront, how you can smell the scent of olives or spices and the fact that your husband possibly/maybe/probably hates you can be pushed aside, put almost out of mind, at the prospect of food. Ruth nods to the woman behind the counter as she enters the shop. (Greek? Turkish? Is it rude not to know?) ‘Yes, those,’ the man ahead says, pointing to a tray of pistachio-topped baklava. The woman serves him and smiles at Ruth, who nods again to show she can wait.

The pastry is warm in her hand and the oil is coming through the paper bag already. Ruth curls the edge down to bite into it. She walks up the street (her street, she claims it) allowing herself to savour her pastry, crispy, salty, cheesy. Borek. She can feel her feet on the pavement and the warmth through the paper and the slip of oil on her lips, and all of these things mean that she might just make it through today.

Ruth lets herself into the narrow hallway. Dim, quiet, she must be the first in. She picks up the circulars for pizza and massages, piles them on the shelf, climbs the stairs, up up up. All efficiency now she flicks on lights, pushes boost on the heat, always colder after the weekend, turns on her desk light. Home, in a way. She goes out to the kitchen, fills the kettle, gets down a mug, quite a mishmash, they should sort out the cupboards, measures the coffee into the cafetière, listens to the growing boil of the water, watches for the light to click off. Teaspoon in the sink, she can wash it later. Deal with everything later. Ruth takes her mug next door, hovering over her desk, taking out the folder of notes, glancing through. The page shows her handwriting, her typed comments, all in order. Yes, she knows who this person is. Plump a cushion, move the box of tissues closer to the chair. Pause. There is time.

‘You must hear some interesting stories?’ It was their first date. Aidan had looked genuinely interested, was that it, was that why she had wanted to confess to him? That she felt inadequate in the face of the suffering people trusted her with. She’d said instead that she was amazed (is still amazed) at how much energy is taken up with feeling bad about ourselves. Had told him that, details aside, almost everyone’s pain is the same. Then she’d stopped, aware of the distance between what she felt and what she was saying. Later, Aidan told her this reticence – shyness he’d called it – had been charming, and she had said nothing then, either, to correct his false impression. Aidan. They were not sea horses.

The door chime goes. Turn away from the window, go to the wall, press the button. Ruth hears the echo of a voice, speaks, buzzes Anthony in. She has a minute now because Anthony will take the stairs slowly, he hates to arrive out of breath, and Ruth exhales again to clear her mind, to settle herself, to make herself ready to listen, to draw a line between her life and this other.
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8.01 am

The cutlery goes with points and tines up. Pen rearranges them by type, knives together, forks together, spoons on the other side. There is a feeling inside your head when things are in order. Empty-headed means unintelligent, but what joy would it be to have an actually empty head, to not have the echoes of stupid people saying that you’re broken jangling around inside. Pen asked the woman-therapist in their very first session if talking was the only way to get things out of her head? The woman-therapist said that a) Pen is right, she’s not broken, and therefore she is not in need of fixing, b) wouldn’t it be great if the world could be made to suit everyone, and c) that no one has to talk if they don’t want to. So sometimes they just sit quietly and that, in a way, is like having an empty head.

‘What does a full head feel like?’ That was a question the woman-therapist had asked her. Pen had just shaken her head, so the woman-therapist asked her to come the next week with some words written down and they’d get there slowly. When you find the right words it’s as if they make the world come into focus, but when Pen tried to find words for the feelings on the inside of her head it was like standing in front of a wall of words. So that by the morning of her next appointment, Pen still hadn’t thought of the right thing to say, or even write down. She’d taken one of her mum’s poetry books instead, Dickinson, with golden lettering on the spine. When she got to the room, she opened it at the page and held it up for show.


I felt a Funeral, in my Brain



And the woman-therapist said, ‘Is this whole thing how you feel?’ and Pen nodded and then the woman-therapist asked her to say which lines felt the most like how she felt. Pen pointed to the first line and then, when she realised she was meant to say something else, she slowly read out:


A Service, like a Drum –

Kept beating – beating – till I thought

My mind was going numb –



The woman-therapist nodded again, and Pen realised that she’d finally found someone who listened properly. Then the woman-therapist explained that thinking of things – like thinking you should do something, or wondering what other people thought of you, or wondering if your mum was okay – each of those thoughts was like opening a file in your brain. And the more thoughts you had, the more your brain filled up with open files, which flashed and clicked to remind your brain that they were there. So if you had a lot of ‘active thoughts’, the woman-therapist said, it was like your brain being filled with flashing lights and clicking noises. And that was enough to send anyone into panic mode.

Pen rinses the bowls
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