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For Lydia and Alex




For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives

In the valley of its making where executives

Would never want to tamper, flows on south

From ranches of isolation and the busy griefs,

Raw towns that we believe and die in; it survives,

A way of happening, a mouth.

W. H. AUDEN,

‘In Memory of W. B. Yeats’

‘Most parents now … cannot bear their love for their children, and all children grow up in the light of this.’

ADAM PHILLIPS,

On Getting Better




I was born in the back of a Ford Fiesta, a mile shy of Huddersfield Royal Infirmary. As my mother screamed and my father caught me – purple and larded with vernix – in his shaking hands, Jacqueline Hill’s body was being uncovered in the thick of nettles and dock and ragwort on a scrap of wasteland twenty miles away. She had disappeared the night before, becoming the final victim of the Yorkshire Ripper.

I was born in the Colne Valley, into a seam of abandoned mills. The landscape of my childhood was Salendine Nook and Scarbottom and Titanic Mills. Derelict furnace chimneys and saw-tooth roofs were as intrinsic to the valley as the skylarks and meadow pipits that rose in the sky above us to the Pennine moortops.

I grew up in a house ten miles, as the crow flies, from Saddleworth Moor, where children lay buried under gorse and heather in unmarked graves – if the crow were to fly up over Marsden Moor and Wessenden Reservoir, to the forbidden and terribly beautiful places: to Dovestones Edge and the Boggart Stones.

My childhood was a map marked with danger zones. Titanic Mills, filled with broken glass and pigeon shit, in which we were forbidden to play. The lanes and ginnels and car parks that run behind old coal yards and pubs, in which we were forbidden to play. The secluded crescents of greenspace next to the canal where people dumped old sofas and chest freezers and tins of paint, in which we were forbidden to play. Even the playground at the edge of our estate was to be accessed only in specific circumstances. It had to be daylight; it had to be before seven in the evening; we were not to speak to strangers; me and my sister must always stick together. We were never, ever, to wander away from the playground into the woods, where people sniffed glue and worse. We were never, ever to walk up towards Scapegoat Hill or Marsden Moor.

Me and my sister were cared for. We were bathed and fed and clothed. But, as with many children, we couldn’t have told you if we were loved. Our experience of care came in the form of a warning.




<glitch>




My work requires me to be careful. For approximately nine hours each day, I sit in the same position, my ankles crossed as I lean over my keyboard. The desks in our office are arranged in rows, partitioned with prefabricated dividers, and twenty-three other people work alongside me, sitting in approximately the same position – though some have ergonomic chairs and wrist supports and footstools. I manage a small team of editors and our caseloads. Tariq, who sits next to me, is in daily disarray. He edits his cases in hard copy and papers cover his desk and most of the floor around it. His workstation is close to being a fire hazard. Tariq’s wife is agoraphobic, and he receives regular calls from her and from the school that his children attend. I speak to his wife sometimes, if Tariq is away from his desk; she sobs down the line if a delivery driver has knocked at her door, and I usually fail to soothe her. Lucy sits on the other side of me: she commutes in from Leeds and, most mornings, is catatonically hungover. She sometimes naps in the stock cupboard. In the afternoons, she ingests Ritalin and listens to techno on her headphones to sharpen her up enough for casework. I pretend not to know any of this: Tariq and Lucy always get their work done, and I have no desire to interfere with their relationships or substance dependencies. Most of the people in our office have ended up working in legal publishing by unhappy accident. There are people like me, who had fancy notions of working with books, but had no ‘in’ with the literary publishing houses in London. There are law graduates, like Lucy, who didn’t make it to the end of their training. And there are ex-solicitors, like Tariq, who have been forced out of the profession by the terrible training pay and hours that are impossible to manage alongside family life.

December. There’s been a hard freeze for days. Lucy types away next to me in fingerless gloves. It’s been down to minus seven at night; in the daytime, it hasn’t risen above zero for a week. People complain about the cold as we work, and about the groaning office boiler. Our office, the Granary, is a converted agricultural building in a village on the outskirts of York: an attempt at a regional presence, which also happens to be much cheaper than expanding the London offices. As well as the Editorial and Production teams, the Granary houses a colony of bats, hidden in the old wooden rafters, which Estates tell us cannot be legally removed. Bats are a protected species. Every so often, a creature drops, folded like a secret letter, on to the desk of someone in our team and will either be swept into a bin or woken by the human who is screaming at it. That doesn’t happen in the London office, where the windows gleam and I’ve never seen so much as a wasp.

I moved to York more than a decade ago. I live in a flat on the fifth floor of a new-build block, overlooking a supermarket car park and then the ring road and the edge of the city – cars, pedestrians, cyclists, flowing in and out under the crenellated city walls. When I first moved into this flat, replete with thick, beige carpets and rental furniture and anonymous artworks, I had the strangest thought: I imagined hurling myself out of this high window. I looked out, through the branches of a tall lime tree, to the car park below and saw a body, face down; then a forensic tent erected around it. I briefly thought I would have to move out. But I discovered that the windows hinged outwards, and that it was only possible to open them by a couple of inches, and the thought stopped bothering me.

This December, when I look out of my flat, the supermarket roof and the top of the city wall are the same dazzling white, the skyline monochrome with frost. When I walk around the ring road to my bus stop, the tarmac is dulled with salt and grit. The freeze descends from broken guttering and overflowing outlet pipes, down exterior walls and across pavements in spills of bottle ice. But the frost also seems to rise up – from objects that you’d never think would freeze. A child’s pink glove, dropped on the pavement, has cultured a layer of frost, delicate as mould.

I imagine the glove cordoned off by police tape.

I often see the world like this: as a crime scene in waiting.

My bus ride takes me out of the city. Buildings give way to fields, which flooded back in the autumn, and have frozen over now. Pylons erupt from swathes of glittering ice, like prehistoric creatures from a frozen sea. I continue to travel to work through the freeze, despite strangers – including the man who works at the Co-op in the village – shouting at me to be careful. Here he is again, leaving his post to call out to me: Watch yourself, love! It’s bad on that corner this morning. You don’t want to risk a slip now, eh.

Many a slip twixt cup and lip. My nan’s favourite warning when anyone dared to express optimism.

I don’t register the cold – or much else – once I’m immersed in my work. Everyone in the Cases Team must work at speed; the law is changing with each new judgment and it’s our job to make sure new precedents are discoverable online. We are sent the raw content of cases, and then we must edit it, applying the correct metadata tags so that the cases can be submitted to our Content Management System. If I am working on a case for the European Court of Justice, I will tag the sections as follows: <Case name>; <Application number>; <Judges>; <The facts>; <JUDGMENT>. Within these parent sections, I’ll introduce numerous child- or subsections: <The circumstances of the case>; <Relevant domestic law >; <Alleged violations>, etc. Once I’ve completed the tagging hierarchy for a case, I’ll scan the text again, making sure there are no anomalies and that the text will appear cleanly on a screen. Then I’ll amend the grammar and formatting. I’ll create lists of other cases referred to. I’ll insert hyperlinks to relevant previous case law. I’ll add and remove italics, I’ll insert bullet points, I’ll add numbers to the paragraphs. I scan the content again, barely reading it. I tidy up words that, in other contexts, outside of our Content Management System, are records of devastation: Her detention was not lawful … Extradition was not conducted with due diligence … Expulsion had put him at risk of ill-treatment … When the applicant returned home, she discovered the bodies of her husband and son …

Our work is detail-oriented, but it must be completed urgently – legal practitioners and defendants are waiting for it – which means that, despite its technical nature, I find it absorbing. When I first learned how to work in XML, I had to practise tagging dummy documents for days on end. One night, while I was completing this training, I dreamt of a working day formed of hierarchised sections. In the dream, I woke in the root element <working day>. I travelled to work, and my ride on the bus to the village was contained in the subsection <journey>. And within this <journey>, I entered another subsection: <bus> <transaction with driver> in which I fumbled for money and paid for a day return </transaction with driver>. The dream became increasingly anxious: if I didn’t complete all the closing tags, I would be left suspended in a day that could never parse or close. I’d be trapped in an endless sequence of glitches and error warnings.

I’ve been employed in this office for more than ten years. I have worked my way up from Editorial Assistant to Assistant Editor to Editor to Senior Editor and now to Cases Team Leader. I am being groomed for divisional leadership. When I’m working, I am absorbed by house style rules and metatags and our Content Management System and by the design and application of work flows for my team. The top drawer of my desk is a mess of defunct biros and post-its, beneath which is my stash of paracetamol-with-caffeine and Reese’s Pieces. In combination, drugs and sugar enable me to work to deadline through hunger and discomfort. This winter, I am working at a suboptimal distance from my screen: my right shoulder is sore and the sinews in my neck are too tender to touch. I have to take paracetamol every few hours. I have been invited several times to have a new workstation assessment. I should also have been assessed for lone late-night working. But taking up the offer of these assessments would be to admit that something significant is actually happening to me: that the bump in front of me, which is increasing my distance from my monitor and the suboptimal angle of my arms to my workstation, is in fact a growing human infant.

I struggle to say the word pregnant aloud. I lower my voice when I am required to say it in a meeting with HR. I feel embarrassed by it. I’m pregnant. I say it as though I’m in a confession box.

I sit at my desk, seven and a half months pregnant, working diligently through my cases, refusing to prepare for the arrival of the baby. I have bought nothing for her. And Ryan – I don’t even know what to call him. My boyfriend. My partner. My co-parent. None of these terms feels right for Ryan – a man significantly younger than me, whom I have been dating for just short of a year, who is about to move from London to my one-bedroom rental in York in readiness for our baby’s alleged arrival.




I met Ryan at our work Christmas party the December before the long freeze. I used to regularly attend training and events at the ‘mothership’ – our London office on Liverpool Street. It was difficult for Tariq to get away, so I often covered his meetings in London too, which I liked doing. When I went down to London, I was taken out by the commissioning editors and the marketing team to bougie nightclubs in Kensington and locals in East London. On one of my first trips down, Nadia, the Editorial Divisional Manager, took me out to a pub in Leytonstone and then back to her flat, where her flatmate, a trainee chef at a Michelin-starred restaurant, cooked snails for us that he had foraged in Hackney Marshes. We ate together in their tiny living room, drinking white wine from bright plastic cups. The snails were gristly and pungent, but I worked my way through them. I wanted to sample everything that London had to offer. I woke the next morning on Nadia’s sofa in unfamiliar pyjamas and I was sick in her shower. But I smartened myself up by the time of my morning meeting with an eminent barrister back in central London. My first ever meeting with an author. I didn’t know that, back then, the barristers were even worse than the commissioning editors: they often used to order wine with lunch and things could get messy. This one took my hand and told me I reminded him of a long-ago girlfriend who had skin that was speckled with freckles like an egg; I tried to steer him back towards his contracted manuscript and when I might expect it to be delivered.

Our Christmas party was held in a pub in Spitalfields. The company had hired the whole venue, splashing out with a buffet of Thai street food on the ground floor; a ‘chill-out’ space on the first floor with a live acoustic guitarist; and up on the top floor, a DJ. The whole group of us, minus Tariq, travelled down together from the York office. We were drunk before we left the hotel. We had the reckless energy of teenagers out on the lash, and London knew it: commissioning editors and marketing execs swooped in on the dance floor, provided bumps of coke. Married production crew were necking senior London managers before 10 p.m.

I watched the tinselly carnage unfolding. I drank shots at the free bar and I danced and I shouted along to the music, but I wasn’t as hammered as the rest of them. Or I wasn’t drunk in the right way: I exited the slurry, messy jubilance of the dance floor.

Downstairs, in the chill-out space, I sat with a new starter who was weeping; she kept apologising, saying she didn’t know why she was crying. Christmas songs always made her like this, she said, since she had lost her mum. The new starter had a good sob on my shoulder, then went off to repair her face in the loo.

The acoustic guitarist was playing ‘White Christmas’: his Bublé-style version slowed at the end into something more complex; a broken chord that lingered. I found myself staying to listen to him. The girl who’d been crying had recovered – she emerged from the toilets, face re-sheened with make-up, and pointed to show me she was going upstairs to dance. I waved her off.

Maybe the thought of Christmas was making me maudlin too. I had last seen my mum, briefly, the Christmas before: we had both had too much to drink, and my mum wept as we parted, as she often does, apologising to me: I’m sorry, Grace, I’m sorry. I didn’t ever mean for things to be like this.

The party was into its final half-hour. People were peeling off – into corners together, back to hotel rooms, on to the night bus. I watched the guitarist play his last song: his total concentration, the way he oriented his body around his guitar. He was young and gangly, but his hands moved with intense dexterity.

He caught my gaze as he looked up from his final song, scanning the room, hopeful for applause, perhaps.

I clapped and then surprised myself by whooping – so maybe I was a little drunk, after all.

I’ve finished for the night, the guitarist said a few moments later, sitting down next to me with his pint. I’d offer to buy you a drink. But I guess it doesn’t count for much when the bar’s free? I’m Ryan, by the way.

He was handsome and almost cocky, Ryan-by-the-way. But he couldn’t make eye contact with me and he was playing with a beer mat as he spoke. He was pretending confidence. Method acting.

I liked hearing you play, I said.

It’s decent of you to listen, he said. Most people don’t. Not once they’ve had a few drinks. At this point in the evening, you usually get hecklers or groups of pissed girls who want to sing along.

I asked him if he did a lot of corporate parties, and he told me about his Christmas season so far: five gigs a week since the start of November. This week he’d played for estate agents and micro-brewers and web designers and now—

Fuck, I’ve forgotten. He laughed. No offence, but what is it you do again?

We’re legal publishers, I said. We edit and publish legal cases online when a judgment’s delivered.

Sounds interesting, he said.

It mostly isn’t, I said. It’s mostly maritime and tort law – long cases on legal responsibility and negligence. Occasionally you do get something grisly though. Criminal law reports. Or the European Court of Human Rights. People seem to think the European Court system is all about mandating the curve of bananas, since the referendum campaign. But it really isn’t. It’s more likely to be dealing with a woman in Chechnya discovering her son buried in her own back garden by Russian militants.

Fucking hell, he said. That’s dark.

I might have killed the mood now. Chatting about atrocity and European law isn’t what everyone wants in the dying moments of a Christmas party.

Ryan knocked back his pint. He drank like someone who was used to being on a timed break. He glanced at me, then scanned the room again. He didn’t quite know what to do with himself. He reminded me of the sharpest lads I went to school with, who smoked skunk to blunt their energy and appetites and were often struck dumb as a result. Ryan was restless and hard to read in the same young, magnetic way.

I told him that I lived in York, that I was just down in London for the night. He told me he was originally from Bristol, and that he was living on a houseboat on the Thames.

When we’d finished our drinks, he stared at the floor and asked if he could walk me back to my hotel.

Not if you live on a boat, I said. I want to see it.

We take a night bus, then follow cobbled streets down towards the river. We are close to Tower Bridge, Ryan tells me: we’ll see it in a moment and then I’ll have my bearings. There are small restaurants and pubs tucked away on these side streets, all of them closed now, but the lights in one reveal a lone worker cashing up; in another, two colleagues downing shots together.

It is almost 1 a.m. It is bitterly cold. I hear the river before I can see it: a clean, rhythmical, tidal whoosh. Clinking metal. I feel the sting of frost in my fingertips and lips. My pulse flickers against the raw night air through my nipples, tongue, clitoris. Intoxication makes me feel embodied – vital, totally sensitised – and detached at the same time. I am watching myself follow a stranger down a cobbled path towards dark water. My body throbs with anticipation.

Flash of a future crime scene: my bare limbs strobing through dark water.

Ryan unlocks a gate, which opens on to a walkway above the river.

Be careful, he says. The light’s not too good. Here, I’ll go ahead and you hold my hand.

The walkway moves underfoot. It’s connected to a network of ramshackle platforms, which serve as moorings for several boats. The boats are like mini-tankers – not at all the diminutive canal barges I have been picturing. The Thames is below us. On the opposite bank of the river: a block of luxury flats that looks, at first glance, like a towering cruise ship. When we’re further out on the walkway, Tower Bridge appears, massive, on our left, lit up in blue and white.

This is fucking unreal, I say.

It’s fucking cold is what it is, Ryan says. Are you sure about this? I’ve got to warn you that I live with two boys. And the electricity sometimes cuts out, which means we can’t always flush the loo. Like I said, the boat’s really basic.

I’m game, I say.

Ryan’s bedroom is a small cabin. His bed is a bunk, with a desk and storage space built in beneath it. I climb up to his mattress using the ladder and find myself so close to the ceiling that I have to lie down immediately. We kiss and it is awkward in the small space. The boat creaks in the water as we move back and forth and back and forth. The noise of clinking all around us. In the darkness, my senses are totally alive. To the rocking and the clinking and to the smells of the boat: damp wood, a faint vegetal odour from the toilet pump, the salt of Ryan’s skin.

In the morning, I climb down from the bed and fall straight over.

Morning, Ryan says, laughing – a deep, liquid gurgle. Watch yourself. It’s low tide. We’re on the mud now, so the boat’s on a tilt.

I bump into Ryan’s boatmate, Larry, on my way to the loo, and he tells me I must not use a hairdryer while on the boat.

One girl did that before, he says to me, sorrowfully, and it shorted the electrics.

Thank you for warning me, I say. I didn’t pack a hairdryer.

Larry nods – his fear of a woman wielding her electrical appliances abated – and retreats to his cabin.

After that night, whenever I had a meeting in London, I would find my way back to Ryan’s boat. Being there was a full-body experience: the wash of the tide, the closeness of the cabin, the metallic scent of the water, the tacky warmth of Ryan’s body, the organic tang of his skin, the way his orgasm surged so quickly, seeming to surprise even him. I lost myself there as if underwater for long stretches – pleasure extending me into the coldest depths, my imagination flashing to limbs strobing in the dark, until my whole body throbbed and ebbed with the undertow.

Each time I visited Ryan, it took me a while to get accustomed to the boat’s lulling – and then a while again to adapt to the stasis of the pavement. When your body has accommodated the rhythm of the water, climbing back on earth stops you short before making you reel.

When spring arrived, the boats on the jetty erupted into colour – boxes of daffodils, exteriors repainted in peppermint and cerise, sky and river filling with light again. I felt woozy for days on end. And I thought: maybe I’ve adjusted to the water so completely that I’m no longer steady on dry land.

One evening back in York, in the pub after work, the wine that I’ve ordered tastes unexpectedly harsh.

I think it’s corked, I say. I push my glass away.

Give it here, Lucy says to me. That bottle’s probably just been open too long. She takes a swig. Shrugs. Tastes fine to me, she says.

I don’t track my cycle. I don’t track anything outside of my work. Every few weeks, my period arrives as a bloody surprise. I try to think back to when I last bought tampons: I remember it was still cold. And now we are sitting outside and there is light in the sky at 8 p.m.; it’s the cusp of summer. The penny drops: it occurs to me to take a pregnancy test.

I don’t tell Ryan straight away. I harbour these illicit, roiling sensations for a few days longer. I feel like I’m stoned: blithely disoriented, low-level nauseated, waking dry-mouthed in the middle of the night and craving fresh, sour fruit.

When I do tell Ryan, it is in a Pizza Express close to King’s Cross station, just before I’m due to board the train back to York. I’ve been trying to tell him all day; now the words spill out of me at the last possible moment.

I’m pregnant.

The conversation glitches. My own voice far away.

Ryan shakes his head several times. He tells me he needs a minute. He stands up; goes to the toilet. When he comes back to our table, he holds my hand in his. I have to stop myself from laughing when he says the word baby. He pauses just before he utters it. His Adam’s apple bobs before saying that word – baby – as though he might be stopping himself from vomiting.

He says it is up to me what we do with the – um, baby – and he’ll support whatever I want.

But I am disinclined to do anything.

Is curiosity a sufficient reason to continue with a pregnancy? That is what I remember feeling: a reckless curiosity about what would happen next.

Being pregnant feels like accepting a lift from a stranger; it’s like stepping into a stolen car and leaning back as it accelerates: thrilling, in part, because it could be totally fucking disastrous. I am joyriding to somewhere unknown, and I don’t feel afraid, not at first – I abdicate responsibility to whatever is happening inside me.




Ryan and his things arrive in a van a week before Christmas. I am sitting at my kitchen table waiting for him and triaging my inbox, then making a list of what I’ll need to prioritise in the weeks before my maternity leave. I begin to draft a job description for the internal secondment to cover my role. When the intercom buzzes, my first instinct is to ignore it. When it buzzes again, I picture myself pulling the box off the wall.

On the small black-and-white video screen in my hallway, I watch the torso of a man in a hoodie moving in and out of shot. It’s all been a misunderstanding, I want to shout into the speaker. False alarm! Sorry! You can go back to your boat now!

Ryan and his van-driving friend, Max, unload boxes and sports bags full of clothes into my hallway, along with two guitars and an amp. I make myself a cup of tea and keep out of the way. I look out of my bedroom window – the sky is cold and colourless over the Sainsbury’s car park today. Has the baby moved since I woke? At my last appointment, the midwife told me I should be tracking the baby’s movements every day, to get a sense of a normal pattern. When I’m at work, I usually fail to do this. Imagine pulling up in the middle of a meeting to note down that something has just stirred inside you at 11.37 a.m. I find it hard to connect what I’ve seen on the screen at the ultrasounds – cluster of tiny organs, grainy shapes of foetal life flickering in uterine darkness – with the idea of a real, living infant. Perhaps I can’t track these movements because trawling my internal sensations for loss feels too much like tempting fate.

Ryan and Max are hugging in the hallway and then hammering each other’s backs.

Look after him, Max says to me. He’s one of the good ones.

Ryan and I stand in the hall and watch Max go. We haven’t touched one another yet. Ryan leans in around the bump and gives me a wet kiss on my neck.

Shall we go out for a drink or something? he says. I can make a start on the boxes tomorrow?

It’s dusk when we leave the flat, and the afternoon darkens quickly, the light dropping like a stone. Almost midwinter. York is dressed for Christmas – the old, narrow streets in the city centre laced with white and blue bulbs, the bare trees dripping with them too. Men and women stagger out of pubs, coatless, faces illuminated by spirits and sequins. My mind flashes forward to the early hours, to the crime-scene aftermath of the festivities: an empty alleyway, broken pint glass, blood spattered on the wall.

All the bars and pubs and restaurants are rammed, so we go to a hot chocolate stall at the Christmas market.

Ryan orders a double Cointreau with his and asks if I’d like a shot. He quickly corrects himself: Oh, course not. Sorry. Unless you do want one? I’m not choosing for you. It’s up to you. Obviously.

It’s fine, I say. I’ll have the classic.

Are you OK, he asks, walking around instead of sitting? We could try to find a bench?

It’s good to move around, I say.

Right, OK, he says.

Then we fall into silence.

We don’t know what to say to each other. Fucking hell. I can’t think of a single thing to say to him. We bypassed the minutiae of first dates, went straight to weekends pressed close together on the boat, and then straight into baby panic-planning. For weeks, for months, all we’ve talked about is what we should do, and then, how we should do it – whether Ryan should move to be closer to me and the baby (he wanted to, he said, he wanted to step up and be proper hands on, though he looked stricken as he said it), then whether we should live together (no-brainer – Ryan would have no income when he first moved up and he has no savings), then when he’d move to York. Now that he’s here, it feels ridiculous to ask him basic autobiographical questions. What was he like at school? When did he learn to play guitar? How does he vote? Does he even vote? Are there things that run in his family – like diabetes or male-pattern baldness or religious impulses? I should have asked these questions long ago.

Ryan breaks the silence to tell me he’s got an interview tomorrow. He tells me about a new coffee shop that’s opening on Fossgate. He’s done barista work before, he says, when he first moved to London, so it should be OK. He’ll start off with that, and then look for regular gigs and guitar teaching. Maybe tap into the local wedding scene.

I’d like to meet your family, he says. Before, you know. Too long.

I tell him that my dad and his wife, Lillian, are keen to visit – next weekend maybe.

What about your mum?

Not my mum, I say. She’s … it’s delicate.

Oh, yeah, Ryan says. You said you don’t see her much?

The truth is, I’ve only just told my mother about the pregnancy. I did it the coward’s way: via text message – Hi Mum, I’ve got some news. Sorry to be telling you so late.

My mother had started a reply – I could see that she was typing. But she abandoned whatever she was trying to say, and the message thread has gone cold.

We reach the neck of the Shambles – the narrow, medieval street that tourists always photograph. It’s unusually quiet. Christmas lights glimmer on the old timber frames.

Fucking hell, Ryan says, this is
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