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About the Book

Elizabeth Barber is crossing the Atlantic by liner with her perfectly adequate boyfriend, Derek, who might be planning to propose. In fleeing the UK – temporarily – Elizabeth may also be in flight from her past and the charismatic Arthur, once her partner in what she came to see as a series of crimes. Together they acted as fake mediums, perfecting the arcane skills practised by effective frauds.
 

Elizabeth finally rejected what once seemed an intoxicating game. Arthur continued his search for the right way to do wrong. He now subsidises free closure for the traumatised and dispossessed by preying on the super-rich. The pair still meet occasionally, for weekends of sexual oblivion, but their affection lacerates as much as it consoles.


She hadn’t, though, expected the other man on the boat. As her voyage progresses, Elizabeth’s past is revealed, codes slowly form and break as communication deepens. It’s time for her to discover who are the true deceivers and who are the truly deceived.


What’s more, is the book itself – a fiction which may not always be lying – deceiving the reader? Offering illusions and false trails, magical numbers and redemptive humour, this is a novel about what happens when we are misled and when we are true: an extraordinarily intricate and intimate journey into our minds and hearts undertaken by a writer of great gifts – a maker of wonders.


About the Author

The author of five previous novels, two books of non-fiction, and five collections of short stories, A.L. Kennedy’s last novel, Day, was the 2007 Costa Book of the Year. She has twice been selected as one of Granta’s Best of Young British Novelists and has won a host of other awards. She lives in Glasgow and is a part-time lecturer in creative writing at Warwick University.
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BUT HERE THIS is, the book you’re reading.

Obviously.

Your book – it’s started now, it’s touched and opened, held. You could, if you wanted, heft it, wonder if it weighs more than a pigeon, or a plimsoll, or quite probably rather less than a wholemeal loaf. It offers you these possibilities.

And, quite naturally, you face it. Your eyes, your lips are turned towards it – all that paleness, all those marks – and you are so close here that if it were a person you might kiss. That might be unavoidable.

You can remember times when kissing has been unavoidable. You are not, after all, unattractive: not when people understand you and who you can be.

And you’re a reader – clearly – here you are reading your book, which is what it was made for. It loves when you look, wakes when you look, and then it listens and it speaks. It was built to welcome your attention and reciprocate with this: the sound it lifts inside you. It gives you the signs for the shapes of the names of the thoughts in your mouth and in your mind and this is where they sing, here at the point where you both meet.

Which is where you might imagine, might even elicit, the tremble of paper, that unmistakable flinch. It moves for you, your book, and it will always show you all it can.

And this is when it needs to introduce you to the boy.

This boy.

This boy, he is deep in the summer of 1974 and by himself and cutting up sharp from a curve in the road and climbing a haphazard, wriggling style and next he is over and on to the meadow, his purpose already set.

No, not a meadow: only scrub grass and some nettles, their greens faded by a long, demanding summer and pale dust.

So it’s simply a field, then – not quite who it was in its spring.

A field with an almost teenager live inside it.

He is, taken altogether, a taut thing and a sprung thing, free and also rattled with being free, and there is no particular path across this field, but the boy knows his way and heads for its most distant border. Hands quick, feet quicker, plimsolls and a washed-out yellow shirt, shorts that are greyish and fawnish, that have a torn pocket at the back. His clothes are too small and yet also slack in a way that suggests he is both longer and leaner than when they were bought. He is running as if pursued.

Ahead of him, the air shrugs with afternoon heat, distorts – he likes this. He mainly likes uncertain and changeable things – they seem to offer more chances for comfort, success. And sometimes they’re all that he gets so he has to make the best of them.

His footfalls jar, drum, as he drives into a harder and harder pace, fists lifting as high as his throat, head back. He is as brown as all the island’s children, dark from months of swimming, running, rowing, scrambling, months of bicycles and horses, little boats, months of hoarding stones and noting birds and of the pleasures in simple exhaustion. The boy’s expression is currently thin and fierce. At a distance, it isn’t easy to judge if this comes from effort, or emotion.

He reaches the opposite fence, swings himself over easily, fluidly, fast. His body is made of long, hard balances and strengths which take constant practice: there are days when he stumbles, breaks things, fails. Today, though, he is neck and neck with his own growth. Tomorrow, it will probably beat him again, muffle him up in clumsiness. In the end, he will be the bobbing head-and-shoulders-above in almost any group, will feel his height as a responsibility, a potential trap. He is already beginning to know this, but the knowledge is still light and he has taken to the pleasures of being visible, selected, dominant. His hair also draws the eye – fair, currently close to white at its tips, a salt white that deepens into honey against his scalp, his skin. He is not unattractive, but will always assume he is simply passable, scraping by. This will often seem charming.

He takes the only possible track onwards – a snug route between high blackthorn hedges, like the start of a maze. He enjoys being hidden in the din of bees, the scuffles of dunnocks and wrens, of fugitive lives. His feet run in the centre of the path where the cropped turf dips as if it were being bowed, stretched down beneath his special weight. Trees reach across and shadow him. With the green below and the green above, he could be in a tunnel, could be bulleting into the secret of something, unlocking it. And the tunnel leads down, tilts headlong down, until it balks at the cliff’s edge and flexes into a sudden turn, then tacks back and forth across the face of a sharp descent, plunging on in a kind of crouch, huddling as far as it can from the threat of winds and the bright sea’s watching.

The tunnel is no longer constant from here on: the boy sometimes breaks out across tawny exposures of stone, lopes beside tumbled drops and distances and the wide blare of sealight. Sometimes the branches clasp in over him again with a thick press of humid air, cobwebs, bramble tears – they touch him like music, stroke and cling and prick. Inside he is mostly filled with music, seems to himself that he shudders and glows with it, with so many beautiful details: names and lyrics, sleeve notes, playlists, artwork, mystically important anecdotes. On his best days, he is racked with music to the point of helpless smiling.

Only once, the boy pauses in the crook of a naked turn, is shaken by his own breath, folds over to touch his knees and stares at the howling, unsteadying blue of water. He feels its breath rise and brush him, sees the white gnaw and fumble of it against rocks and the seam where it fits under the sky. The blue stares back, bullets clear through him and out the other side. The boy feels it does not care about him, is only a terrible, hungry dazzle.

And then his intentions take him again, harry and press, and the grass underfoot steepens, sheers away deep into a final slither, an excuse to be out of control before he reaches the brink: the metal post, the first of the fixed ropes. He almost grins.

Descending is difficult – he has learned it is much easier to climb. Here, he can’t see where his toes kick in and bounce, has to control his body as it swings, one line dropping to another, from post to post, threading the twists of the route and winding him lower. He bears his own weight safe, hands clever round the fat, stiff strands. He likes the effort, sweat, wishes it were more, for torn hands and bleeding, for the test of a fall.

Below him is the Pot: a tiny cove pocketed in behind a high, containing wall and floored with a fawny-grey chaos of rocks. The boy makes his last spring, looses the rope and lets his feet land with a grinding clack amongst the wreckage and cold echoes. There is a sense here of something temporarily absent, a power that will return and overwhelm. The boy feels his shins tickle with its thrill and wishes he could properly savour the fear, believe it and be transported by its possibilities. He stepping-stones across the foreheads of the flatter boulders, aiming for an archway to his left.

At one time, he supposes, the Pot must have been really like a pot, a round little space sealed up from the tide, but the fabric of the island is never reliable. The whole place has worried itself into passages, landslips, caves, stacks. And long ago the miners worked at it: he imagines them, imported strangers with candlelit talents, grimly burrowing down between magnetite, haematite, sphalerite, bornite – the boy keeps the rhymes hot under his tongue like a spell. He likes to whisper the musical complications of argentiferous pyrite and hornblende gneiss. He belongs to the island, because he can name its bones. But it is unforgivably delicate: even the granite headlands seem shattered by some terrible, ancient impact. They are more shocked heaps of weight than permanent features.

And the Pot’s feet-thick defences have been breached: a dark, lithe passageway leads along a fault line and will let in the high water. It lets the boy go out. He scrambles to one side of a huge, dropped boulder, fits between stones smoothed into contours that might be the flanks of some strange living thing. Above him is the nice threat of other faulting, sudden falls – ahead is sunwarmth on surfaces, the rasp of limpets and a small shore which is his: in its heart, it is his and should be his and was meant to be forever his. This was the only certainty he wanted. There will only be one other he ever will.

Back in the cottage his mother will still be packing. Although she is very familiar with moving, she will take hours to fill and then unfill her bags, to rearrange and start again. The boy has told her he will deal with his own things. He always does.

This afternoon, he lies down on his back amongst the lowest rocks, settles and shifts until they can properly dig in and bite him. There are buttresses and thrones here ready for him, granite platforms that lift him so he can observe, but today he won’t use them. He shuts his eyes and lets the roar of daylight bleed through and the reek of the sea is already tight around him, nearly wicked – it has the hotmetal, weird, stark taste of himself doing bad, himself at the start of sex, of his whole, red lifetime’s allowance of sex. It’s the scent, to be truthful, of being beyond the start and lost in a newness of want, of blurred demands and lapping, tidal fears.

But today is about something else – not being scared, not being a body, not about coping with any of that.

The boy swallows and he pauses and he parts his lips and then he is angry. He is furious.

At last.

At last, he is beside himself. He is raging.

And he’s also determined that he won’t be sad, or cut, or split, or harmed in some way that is bewildering and lodged in his stomach and his lungs and in his face – but mainly in his stomach, in this emptied place where he had a stomach. Those feelings would be bad, so instead he is fully and hopelessly raging. He claws his fingers into the pebbles and gritty damp and he is never going to cry, never going to be the boy who has to leave here and not come back, lose this and then have to remember it, never going to be the boy who was stupid and let this in and loved it, who made plans.

Instead, he will be the boy who climbs down the ropes into his secret, into his perfect place and makes sure, before everything changes, that he is changed first. He has decided that he will be somebody else. He is going to lie here until he gets faster than death, until he is nothing but velocity. He is going to summon his future so powerfully that it will weather the cliffs in moments, boil their crystals, shock their strata until they break. The day when he steps from the harbour to the boat, the day when he walks to another new school, the day when he gathers his mother’s clothes and folds them, tidies her away and finds he is only thinking of whether he’ll make a sandwich when he’s done – those times will have passed him, hardly touched him, and he will be grown smoothly older, will be fine. Before he stands up again, brushes off the sand from his adult self, he will have gathered powers, dignities and skills – he will be a man and complete.

This is his wish. He believes it so hard that his arms shake and he feels sick and, if the world were fair, his efforts ought to be rewarded.

The boy’s breath speeds, is shallow, injured and animal. He frowns. Sandflies bounce and cloud, closed anemones shine like blood clots in shadowed fissures, the whole shoreline seethes mildly with thoughtless life. He puzzles on, leans against nature, needs it to give.

An hour passes, more.

The boy keeps on. He is a determined person.

But in the end he is tired and thirsty and not altered and the evening is coming and with it the tide and, because he does not want to drown, the boy eases himself back through to the Pot and stands for a while where the late sun is prying amongst the rubble and he braces his feet and then yells his name. He screams it. He intends the word to catch and stain somewhere, to hide itself away for later, like a spell. Then he grabs hold of the rope and begins to pull his body up.

He knew his intentions would fail him, but they were all he had.

He was right about this, though – it is much easier to climb.


LATER, MORE THAN thirty years later, a man and a woman wait to board a boat – a liner, to be more accurate. They stand in a nicely murmuring and generally well-dressed queue while suffering a sense of gentle disappointment. They had expected and, only half jokingly, discussed the quayside bustle in which they would want to be immersed before embarkation: stevedores hefting cabin trunks through the clean tang of seaside air, other couples walking up brisk wooden gangplanks in handmade shoes and waving.

The woman has hair like her father’s: a thick black with illogical spasms of curl. She would rather this were not the case. She has also inherited what is pretty much her mother’s figure, so at school she was mildly dumpy and, having spent her twenties and thirties getting away with being more curved than actually fat, she imagines that her forties and a slowing metabolism will force her into increasingly vague knitwear and mail order slacks with elasticated waistbands. She does not anticipate that she’ll enjoy this, although in some ways she’d have to admit that she’s had a good run. Her full name is Elizabeth Caroline Barber and she is thinking – I could just fancy a bit of waving. I have no idea who we’d be waving to, though. Or to whom we would be waving. There’s something about queuing for a liner that makes you want to get your grammar right … No one ashore we could wave to. Except the stevedores – and I wouldn’t be sure about waving to them – all greasy caps and Mickey-Finned drinks with Humphrey Bogart, your stevedores.

I think.

But not really a job that exists any more, is it? Or it does exist, but not in Britain, because we don’t have docks, not really. Shore porters – do we still have them? Do we still have real jobs here at all? Ones you need to train for, that have titles, special hats? Jesus, the postman had a uniform when I was a kid – now he looks like the man who mugged the man in the uniform and stole his sack. Not that he has a sack any more either.

The jolly postmen’s Christmas race with loaded sacks – they used to show a bit of that on telly every year – the light-hearted end to the news. Or did I make that up? I’m fairly sure it used to happen. A manifestation of postal pride – vaguely servile and sweaty, but pride, nonetheless …

Is this the way I’ll be now? I’ll climb aboard, get more and more nostalgic, then judgemental, then terrified of change and eventually I’m going to be right wing? Just happily fixated on the noose and the birch, detention centres for foreign miscreants, sterilisations for the poor and/or thick?

It’s because I’m annoyed.

Being annoyed is almost indistinguishable from being right wing.

Correction: being annoyed in a queue is almost indistinguishable from being right wing. That kind of unpleasantly bottled fury and tedium isn’t going to break out in celebrations of your brotherhood with one and all and the commonality of human experience – not when one and all are in your way and your own experience is uniquely pissed off with every other human on earth.

If State Socialism had been more sensible, it wouldn’t have generated all those queues – that’s what cut its throat in the long run – everyone a bloody fascist before they got their fourounce loaf of bread. I would imagine.

Naturally, I’m thinking of State Socialism because that will make me even less comfortable when I’m already, as I might say, exquisitely aware that only contemplating – from a distance – the outside of this luxury bloody liner has made me feel slightly filthy, a bit wrong.

Behind us, the country is being cut up and auctioned off for meat and we couldn’t care, apparently – we’re just sailing away.

Guilty, that’s what this makes me. I’m starting to feel sticky with it.

Probably not starting – could have been building for a while.

Has been building.

I want to wash. Lie down and wash and then lie down again. And then wash.

And, of course, I am undemocratically irritated by the utter lack of luxury at this stage in the proceedings – cheap carpet, prefab walls, grey-sounding announcements relating to technical/nautical difficulties and delays – which may or may not be alarming: I understand none of them – and a rank of vaguely shoddy check-in desks, behind which women in uniforms do almost nothing very slowly.

Why are we here? We’re not cruise people. We’re not quoits and gin slings and rubbers of bridge people. Or being driven past monuments at speed with optional commentary people, we are not tonight will be the 1974 theme disco in the Galaxy Room people. We will not be getting tattoos while in altered states, or buying Moroccan boys, or toppling wealthy aunts over the side, and we will not be – hopefully – dying in an unfortunate but historic mid-Atlantic calamity.

Why are we here?

Why am I here?

Why am I here with Derek?

Why is Derek here with me?

Why are we standing in a non-moving queue which, at best, threatens to funnel us into a holding area equipped with unadventurous vending machines and a lady who seems to be selling tea and shockingly rudimentary sandwiches. She may also have biscuits, I can’t tell from here.

At least there are toilets.

Currently out of reach, but it’s good to know they’ve been provided.

Over there.

Where we can’t use them.

Not that I couldn’t nip away and ease discomfort should I need to, although Derek might not like that – my leaving him.

He’s in a mood.

Hasn’t said so, doesn’t need to, doesn’t speak during moods. Self-explanatory, his bad temper, by dint of its heaving great silence.

Nevertheless, without using the medium of language he is still making it plain that he doesn’t want to be surrounded by the staggeringly ancient as they whine about their pills and their luggage and their feet, or – should they, by some miracle, have actually been processed – as they shuffle between the tea lady and the toilets while mouthing sandwiches and apparently coming close to coughing their last.

We are, by miles, the youngest couple here. We are also the tallest. Well, Derek is the tallest. Just about. No doubt, should he – like our queue-dwelling neighbours – live to be 180, his own vertebrae will have collapsed into powder and aches and he will be smaller, or else hooped over like that guy there who is practically, for goodness’ sake, peering back at life through his own knees. Which must be novel. Then again, at his age, would he want to keep on having to look ahead?

In front of Elizabeth, Derek hunches and shrugs his shoulders inside his jacket, then rubs one hand into and through his hair.

Dirty blond.

And she remembers this morning and lying on her side, newly awake, still softly fitting back into herself and being bewildered by a thought, by the idea of holding – she had this perfectly clear sensation of holding her arms around warm, breathing ribs, a lean chest – her hands meeting over his breathing – a dream of her resting in tight to the curve of his spine. But she wasn’t holding anyone.

Hypnopompic hallucination. It’s not uncommon. Might be linked to stress.

I have stress.

My stresses are considerable.

A long spine, clearly enunciated, and then the dream had closed and made her miss him.

Silly.

More than silly – quite a lot more than that.

More than silly being currently the absolute best I can muster.

Derek had been out of bed and clattering about in the hotel shower, trotting to the sink, tooth brushing, spitting, throat-clearing, shaving, forgetting and then not forgetting to comb his hair. He had been readying himself while Beth was quietly left with a hot illusion, finding it deep, convincing.

Later, she’d held his hand in the taxi as they headed for the docks. She’d felt his knuckles, she’d suffered that tiny bump of nervousness as the pale side of the ship approached them, a higher and higher slab – like a building, like something too large to float.

Although it will. I have every confidence that it will. Massive boat for a massive ocean, that’s not a problem.

And it’s not as if we’ve had to pay for this – not exactly. This is a – what would you call it? – windfall. A possibly fortunate happenstance.

Then again – no such thing as a free cruise. Which isn’t a popular saying, but could be – it might be appropriate …

Not that we’re on a cruise, not honestly what we could say is a cruise. This will be transport – Southampton to New York – like catching a bus.

Well, not so much like a bus.

More like being taught to appreciate the romance of taking tea at four and cabin stewards and sunsets off the stern before an early night.

Sunsets off the bow. Heading west – it would be the bow. Where you’d be exposed, wind-lashed, freezing. Not romantic.

Just the early night then.

Like willingly falling unconscious in a vast disaster movie with a cast of the virtually dead.

Christ, I don’t know why I’m doing this.

I just do not.

‘Boring, isn’t it? Or else, perhaps not so much boring as unsettling. I mean, I’m unsettled … Can’t speak for anyone else. Sorry …’ This is the man who has ended up standing behind her in the line.

Behind him is the brittle lady with aggressive jewellery – the one Elizabeth has decided to think of as a quietly alcoholic widow, the one who genuinely does seem to be accompanied by what might once have been called A Companion.

Bet she’ll turn out to be less quietly alcoholic.

Elizabeth is starting to gather hypotheses about many of her relatively-soon-to-be fellow passengers.

She has no theories about the man. He does not seem to be anything in particular. He has one hand in his trouser pocket and whatever bags he is travelling with must have been handed over for loading, because he is carrying nothing beyond a dark brown overcoat. It is a noticeably good coat, although he does not seem to care about it, keeps it haphazardly folded across one arm.

It’ll crease.

And he’ll be sorry if they lose his luggage.

No. No, he won’t.

His suit, although vaguely ill-kempt, fits him suspiciously well.

Made for him.

He would buy other luggage, if they lost his. There’s nothing he couldn’t replace.

That’s what I’d guess.

Even though she knows this is unfair, she believes there is something despicable about a person who can’t appreciate his own belongings, who doesn’t need his clothes.

Should this happen to be the case. Judging the book by its cover – which one never should.

‘I do apologise. Perhaps you didn’t want to talk.’

‘What?’ She doesn’t want to seem rude. Saying what to a stranger would be rude, in almost anyone’s opinion. Ignoring someone when they speak to you and thinking about them instead is rude, too. ‘Um …’ Doing it again would be ruder. ‘I’m sorry.’ Whether you know them or not.

‘Ah. So we’re both sorry.’ He rummages violently in the pockets of his coat and then stops. He inclines his head and apparently gives his entire attention to the notch in her collarbone. He addresses it earnestly. ‘I … by myself, you see. Long voyage ahead … not incredibly long and there’s the cinema, shows, entertainers … probably far too much going on to deal with, in actuality, uncomfortable numbers of possibilities – but familiar faces …’ He breaks off to gaze beyond her, as if he is searching for something troublesome and fast moving. He is pale in a way that suggests fragility, illness. He sighs, ‘There are occasionally times – will be, I beg your pardon, occasionally times when one would like to chat – when I would. Apart from this time, of course, which is excruciating – but hardly a time at all, more a type of solid, liquid maybe, that has to be got through. Probably, though, you don’t want to chat and so everything I’ve said is … irrelevant.’ The man blinks, considers. ‘Or else … chatting might not be involving, distracting enough.’ He shakes his head briefly and steps towards her, his left foot splaying very gently, not inelegant, but outwith his control. He walks as if his shoes are too stiff, or too heavy, or not his.

Or as if he’s afraid. I would say he’s afraid. He walks like a man on glass, on ice.

He falters to a halt. ‘Are you good at maths?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Maths.’ He smiles past her, aims the expression quite carefully at her partner’s doggedly mute back. ‘Arithmetic? Numbers? One and one equalling two. As an alternative to eleven. Or three. In the binary system, three – but not in the decimal, not in the one we’d be used to using. So many ways of saying so many things. Two would be what we were dealing with here and now.’

‘I know one and one is two, yes.’ She tries to smile calmly, because this might be the correct response.

When he looks at her directly there is something about the deep of the man’s eyes which makes her reach and find Derek’s hand, tug him round by it to stand beside her. Elizabeth is not absolutely surprised when this doesn’t make her feel more at ease. She seems only to be demonstrating a public weakness, a lapse in taste.

The stranger continues, apparently concentrating on forcing himself inside his words, increasing their density, and yet staying as motionless as he can be while still managing to speak, ‘Then what would be the number you would pick – just a game – can we play a game? – one number between one and ten – what would you pick? – you might want to think for your number carefully, search, maybe discount inappropriate options – or else you could choose the first one, your very first choice, the one that seemed right, that immediate choice. Or you could change your mind. Because everyone’s free to do that. Of course.’

He could be an entertainer.

Either very successful, or very not.

‘No. Really. Indulge me. Genuinely think of a number between one and ten. You can’t be wrong. Just give me a number.’

He waits politely.

A paid entertainer.

He continues to wait, but with no suggestion that he doubts she will eventually oblige him.

‘Seven.’

‘Really? Seven. You’re sure?’

Stage clothes and pretending. An act.

When she says it again, ‘Seven,’ she sounds sharp and has the sense that she has become a small focus for others’ interest. She wishes the man would go away.

Instead, he very carefully smiles at her. ‘And another? He shows her exactly the face of an understanding friend, a man to whom she could say anything in any way and be entirely understood, a gentle man and a gentleman, a rare thing. He shows her precisely and tenderly calibrated fellow feeling. For the space of two words it roars and flares and is unpreventable. It comforts. It is built to do nothing but. Then he puts it away. ‘Another? If you wouldn’t mind.’

‘Two.’

‘And another?’

She can feel Derek’s arm leaning against hers, but he says nothing to help her. She is the one that speaks. ‘Five. No, eight. Eight.’

‘You’re good at this. Now reverse them – those numbers. Do you need a piece of paper to work this out? I think I have a piece of paper …’ He contemplates his coat and its pockets again severely.

‘Seven five eight in reverse is eight five seven. I can remember that much.’ Which didn’t seem petulant and ungrateful before she’d said it, heard it, but it clearly was – undoubtedly she is being a bad sport. No, she is being put in the wrong – when none of this is anything she asked for.

The man blinks, takes himself close to the edge of a grin, conspiratorial, charming. ‘But you chose seven two eight …’ He pauses to clear his throat. ‘If seven five eight would be better …’ The amusement flickers in again.

‘It would.’

‘Beautiful.’ Although for an instant he frowns, considers, then, ‘So now you can subtract them from each other – seven five eight from eight five seven. What would that make?’

‘That would be … Nine … That would be ninety-nine.’

‘As opposed to sixty-six, if we picked another point of view … And if you add those numbers together – nine and another nine – that would be …’

‘Eighteen.’

‘And then subtract the one from the eight. Because we can’t leave it be. Poor eighteen.’

‘Seven.’

‘Seven. Which is the number you first thought of, isn’t it …? Oddly. Seven. And I’ll show … I’ll show you seven. In a manner of speaking. I have it here.’ This time he is more assured as he manhandles his coat and fetches out a thumbed book from one of its pockets – she can’t see the cover. ‘Would you say you were determined, a determined person? If you don’t mind my asking …’ The man angles his head towards Derek and grins, rapidly boyish and then smoothed again. ‘Is the lady determined? I have no idea, but she does seem that way – admirable, if I can say so – which is why I asked – I wouldn’t ask if I thought it wasn’t probable – determination, that shows in the face – like … mercy, for example – kindness – betrayal, grief …’

He can’t shut up. He’s stuck in this, talking it through to the end. Patter. Spitting out the patter, no matter what. A man who memorises nonsense and then inflicts it.

‘You’re her husband? Boyfriend? None of my business – but lovely idea, to go on a cruise together. Nothing better, I would say.’

And the stranger nods back at Elizabeth, refocuses, winks, while he speaks and speaks, voice quiet but unavoidable. He hands her the book and tells her, ‘Determination can change who you are. Changing who you are can alter almost anything. Do you believe that?’ And no space for her to answer, because rattling, bolting in after it comes, ‘I can prove it. In a way. In a trivial, though perhaps diverting, way. If you take the book and you think of your number, you think of seven, strongly enough – if you feel seven in your chest, in your pulse, if inside your head you scream it – if you internally yell – and that seven becomes so true that its essence, its strength, is irresistible – and when you do that and keep doing that, then you can open up the book and turn it to page seven and you will see …’

Obedient, she opens the book where she’s told to and sees nothing unusual.

‘And you keep on screaming and you turn over that page …’

Which she does and finds that neatly, predictably, there is no page eight. There are only two pages, one after the other, both numbered seven – as if seven were somehow contagious, had soaked through the paper.

‘And page eighteen, as we might imagine …’

Delivers itself as another page seven.

‘The numbers.’ She passes him back his trick. ‘Clever. Thank you.’

‘Don’t mention it.’ And he puts on his coat, which seems unnecessary – the waiting area is bleak, but not cold.

‘It must be odd to read – a book like that.’

‘Maybe.’ He repockets the book which is maybe odd to read, shakes his sleeves, his lapels, until whatever order he sought to impose has been established. ‘Books aren’t about numbers, though, are they? They’re stories – words. They’re people’s stories. The numbers wouldn’t be the part you’d notice, I’d have said. Even if you ought to …’

The man forces out his hand abruptly and surprises Derek into shaking it.

And, perfectly normally, Elizabeth is next for the chill, smooth pressure of his grip, the tamp of his thumb in the heart of her palm. There is something overly naked about the man’s skin, as if it is a terrible, white secret. She tries to disengage a moment before he allows her to which makes her feel rude again, intolerant. She tells him, ‘Some people would notice.’ Which is intended to sound placatory, but is mainly patronising and also mumbled.

‘Many wouldn’t. Many, in fact, would not.’ This as he turns from her, as he is leaving with that faintly dragged and staggered walk, that atmosphere of discomfort, the uneasy head.

All at sea.

Elizabeth intends to keep an eye on him, watch where he goes, but then the queue fusses around her in a kind of irritated ripple and manages to propel itself forward by at least a yard. The excitement of this means she loses the man completely.

‘God save me from amateur magicians.’ At least the incident has broken Derek’s sulk. ‘I think we’re getting somewhere finally, though …’

And he’s right. As mysteriously as they were trapped by inaction, they are now bustled through and can fully partake in the joys of flip-up plastic seating and sturdy tea, no biscuits. Elisabeth feels she might want to buy a bag of chocolate nuts from the machine, but then reconsiders her intention, does nothing.

Docile blocks of humanity are summoned from their benevolent detention and disappear through doorways which smell of oily mechanisms, fuel and – unmistakably – salt water.

Almost on our way.

And this thought squeezes her with panic, raises a true, sick welt of fear that means, when the appropriate passenger grouping is called, Elizabeth almost stumbles from her seat. She has small difficulties with her hands as she picks up her bag. Over to her left she can hear voices.

‘And if we subtract two hundred and thirty six from six hundred and thirty two …? We get?

‘Um … three hundred and ninety-six …?’

‘And three plus nine plus six?’

‘That’s … seventeen.’

‘That’s …?’

‘Oh, eighteen. Yes. Eighteen.’

‘And we can’t leave poor eighteen alone, though, can we? Poor eighteen. One from eight?’

‘Is seven.’

The second time around it’s less impressive: the working starts to show and maybe she’s sorry for the man and his puzzle which no longer does.

And maybe you’re sorry for him also, have compassion for his inadvertent and public failing. Perhaps you would find it uncomfortable if your book mentioned the way Beth continues to watch the man until he shakes his head, glances away from his work and – before Beth can stop this – meets her eyes again. He tries to construct a type of smile, but his face is soft suddenly, perhaps ashamed, and he turns away and seems to sink slightly. He drops his book, has to stoop and fumble for it – nervous fingers.

This is unfortunate for him and you can imagine how he feels.

You’re aware of how easy it is to make these minor errors.

There are times when you’ve personally known things to misfire – the sentence that fell badly, the dull gift, slapdash comment, hobbled punchline, tight-fisted tip – trying to be too stupid, trying to be too clever, too silly, too carefree, too caring, too free. You can think back to those long and hollow pauses when you realised that you’d misjudged a mood, weren’t paying attention, had taken the wrong risk.

You don’t worry about these occasions, or not that much. There are a few past humiliations which, yes – if you ponder them, truly enter in – can still raise a significant sting and that queasy and sticky ridiculousness of you being inappropriately yourself. But there’s nothing destructive about your reflections and you can laugh at them with ease. You can enjoy allowing others to laugh, too. You don’t stand on your dignity, you aren’t stuffy or prickly unless you’ve been given good cause and this means you can be relaxing company. Those who know you would say this, if they were asked.

And those you know, the people you care about – mistakes with them can be more serious. Going wrong can hurt so much when you’re only beginning to care, when you’re delicate and don’t know your situation and something extraordinary could be ruined before you reach it. But it’s probably worse when you love, fully love, what you’ve got and yet could still crash in and spoil it. You want to avoid that – anyone would.

You cope, though. In some areas, you excel. For this and many other reasons there’s a good deal about you that others could admire. You’re a survivor, although people might not notice this and you don’t make a fuss.

You’re a good person at heart.

You’re sure of this and your book’s sure of it, too.


THERE ARE THINGS good people shouldn’t do. Most of these are well established, codified as precepts, but you can be certain that – with laws or without them, overseen or unobserved – your own nature would prevent you from straying too far into harm.

You wouldn’t consciously injure, wouldn’t murder, wouldn’t steal.

Although stealing can sometimes be difficult to define: more than your fair share of mints in a restaurant, hotel soaps, ashtrays in bars – some objects can seem ownerless, lost, attractive. This doesn’t mean that you would take crockery from the restaurant, or light fittings from the hotel, or fire extinguishers from the bar – any more than you would walk out with the mirror from a changing room, or a coat set down for an unguarded moment on a chair, or drive away with someone else’s car.

You wouldn’t study a person who, in a strict and pedantic sense, belonged to someone not yourself – you wouldn’t slip into wanting them, imagining, overtures. Just as you wouldn’t defraud an insurance company, or falsely claim a benefit, or avoid paying any portion of your taxes.

Not to an unacceptable degree.

You only have these ideas, just very occasionally these quite natural ideas. When, for instance, the person ahead of you in the bank queue is carrying bags of money, just obviously a great weight of unmarked cash, or when security guards stroll past you with simple, tidy boxes of who can say how much – you do very slightly have this impulse to find out how heavy solid wealth could be, to make yourself better informed on that small point – to grab, to snatch and run.

This doesn’t imply that your integrity is tarnished. You have thought a thought, no more than that.

And maybe you have picked up coins, banknotes in the street, or from the floor of a shop, a cab, a bus, in the car park at the back of a rowdy pub – so many people have paused there – rendered careless, eccentric, helpless by their pleasures – and have burrowed into pockets and bags for their keys, have ended by dropping, losing everything as they search. This wasn’t money which was yours and yet you kept it. Like a stranger’s little gift.

But there was no fault involved, not on your part.

And you would never damage an animal or a child. Unless, of course, it was to spare them greater hurts. And perhaps animals are frightened, sacrificed in the production of your food, even though you do everything reasonable to avoid this. You assuredly have good will, but also distractions – it is sometimes hard to apply yourself for others’ sakes and to stay comprehensively informed. Child labour, for instance, can ooze into places you might not suspect and undoubtedly ruins lives, but you may unknowingly support it, buy its fruits. Nevertheless, if you heard of a young individual who was growing without the benefit of an adequate education, who was forced to work, who lost a finger in machinery, or an eye perhaps, then you would act. You would make complaints.

You have defended those weaker than yourself. You were pleased to discover you couldn’t do otherwise.

You have a great capacity for kindness.

That’s why you give to charities – you can’t donate to everyone, wouldn’t be foolish about it, but you still try your best. And there have been times when you have enjoyed doing something for nothing and payment would have been unwelcome, if not insulting.

You like the way it feels when you can help.

It’s clean.

It makes you feel useful and clean.

And you can rest assured that you’re more honest than most people.

Which means you’d prefer to be careful about your employment and it could only seem strange to you, quite terrible, if you slipped into earning your living by doing wrong.

You wouldn’t choose to be associated with an unethical company, or criminal behaviour, deception.

So you wouldn’t do this.

You wouldn’t stand in a moderately spacious civic theatre (with poor acoustics) and address 750 people (the place is full to capacity this evening) having assured them that you have knowledge of their dead. You wouldn’t present yourself as being controllably possessed, rattled by the voices from buried throats, gone flesh. You wouldn’t peer off beyond yourself into what observers might believe to be a stirring but vaguely melancholy space in which you’ll seek out messages of love.

You wouldn’t do this.

But your book has to show you the man who would.

This man: tall, pale, golden-headed, and an ache in him that’s plain when he raises his hands – long fingers, delicate, uneasy – and when he paces, rocks. He offers his audience – mainly female – a pain that’s as bright as his hair, as his skin under the lights. He is alone for them and burning in the bleak space of the stage and any reasonable spectator might want to help him, to touch him, to believe.

And none of this happens by accident. He is not an accidental man. He is prepared. He is never, if he can avoid it, outside in the day – night walks at home and sunscreen with the homburg when he’s on the road. No red meat, not ever – rarely meat in any form – a diet he constrains to thin essentials, minimums, as poor in iron as can be survivable. The anaemia refines him, tunes him, lets him flare.

Because appearances matter. Everyone judges the cover before the book.

The man wears a good suit, elegant, his tastes beginning to turn more and more expensive. A quiet tie which he may loosen but not remove. And the jacket stays on, no matter what. Dark, hard leather shoes with a good shine, an uncompromising impact at each step. Dark socks. Plain cufflinks. Shirts of a definite colour, not distracting, not flamboyant and not white – he needs a firm contrast to his skin, a way of quietly showing he’s almost translucent, all fragile veins and watered milk. A sense of austerity in his haircut and a hint of service, also the suggestion of precious thinking, perhaps, of heat in the stubble gleaming at his neck.

And his thinking, if not precious, is certainly precise.

Deception is only unforgivable if it is incomplete. Leave any access for doubt, for exposure, bad revelations, and then you’re much more than failing – you’re committing a type of delayed assault. Be utter and undetected and then no forgiveness will ever be required.

The man’s job is to be the perfect liar, because that’s what his audience needs. Blood, words, skin, face, eyes, breath, bone – he must lie in his entirety. The enquirers deserve nothing less. So that when he names out relatives and pets, describes familiar jewellery and clothes, episodes of romance, pleasant outings, birthday parties, misfortunes, habits, griefs, coincidences, arguments, birth signs, jokes, uncommon journeys, illnesses, cars and motorbikes, hospitals, buses, armed intrusions, injuries, scrambled efforts at evasion, running and narrow paths, terminal bewilderments – most particularly when he speaks of the terminal things, of deaths – they will be true. He will give them, most particularly, true deaths.

His job to be the window that lets them see through, the door that will open so they can walk back to the times and the places he’ll resurrect. And when he tells his enquirers worlds, they will seem true worlds. They will be truer and better than the world they have.

Tonight 750 strangers have watched him convincingly let other souls slip into his blue-white self and then speak through him. Over and over, he’s brought loves closer, invited them, called them in. This has been his little gift to everyone.

And he’s the best. No one is like him.

Not sure that anyone would want to be.

And almost done and tired and tired and tired, he’s shaken his head as if freeing himself and let his shoulders drop, he’s sighed and rubbed his cheeks and felt his audience lean their will against him, the broad, warm press of how they still want more, could easily stay here – row on row – and drink him all away. But this is it, show’s over: a nod and a handful of sentences, an appropriately small and quiet bow and he’ll walk to the bland little dressing room and wash his face and sit, lean back and sit.

‘You didn’t let me speak to Billy. When you were here before you let me speak to him.’

Woman right at the front – quite naturally right at the front and in the centre – directly at his feet, in fact, only the height of the stage between them. ‘Why didn’t he want to speak to me?’ She has left her seat, is tensed almost on tiptoe.

Pink sweater – polo neck to deal with slightly ageing skin, overly glamorous jewellery, trying too hard – and she is yelling. The man assumes that she is mentally unable not to yell. The man has met this kind of thing before.

‘Didn’t he want to?’

The theatre stiffening, clinging round him while he remembers his previous visit – it was in the spring – and having made this woman happy about her dead son. This time, for three hours – plus interval – she has been carefully avoided. Too anxious, too bereft.

Female, 35–45, single and childless: difficult, they lack the usual entry points, are all needs and lacks and fretting and last-minute hopes, they suffer cruel and salty lunges of impossibility. So you offer them dreams.

Female, 35–45, divorced after her child was taken: easy. Give her back the boy.

But just because it’s easy that doesn’t mean I should.

The room waiting for a proper remedy, the man’s authoritative resolution.

If I help her now she’ll come to every session when I’m in town, she’ll start to follow me about.

The man can taste her: something sour from her like illness and panicky – the flavour of instability there and obsession. He always understands things partly with his mouth, is currently swallowing bitter metal and earth, something moist and stagnant mixed up with dark earth. Having paid attention, he would know her in great detail if they were ever to meet again.

‘No.’ And a beat while the rest of the audience almost relaxes, prepares for more trust. He pulls in a breath and lets his hand twitch. ‘Last time I was here Billy said his goodbye. He said he loved you.’

She cries at this – happygreedy tears – hands curled and lifting near her lips.

‘He told you what he couldn’t, what he didn’t have the chance to say. That satisfied him and put him at rest.’

Nobody is with her, she came by herself, is pursuing this by herself – arms falling to flutter at her sides: if someone was here for her to hold, they would catch the signal and step in, she would be embracing and embraced. Grief seeping around her, rises in clouds, travelling.

‘He told you.’

She nods, little girl nod, all compliance and listening.

The man straightens his spine, widens his attention to take in the room. ‘We do have to finish.’ He watches this make her tremble. Of course, it would. ‘But if he gives me more for you I will tell you afterwards.’ He’s firm when he looks at her, pauses until her eyes lift, and is firmer still until she sits and the man can roll on into the final phrases, can coil up his performance and tidy it away.

He’s slightly too fast as he walks for the wings.

And he won’t tell her anything afterwards.

He won’t see her.

He’ll use the office exit and be in his car and gone before she gets outside. No stage door rendezvous in the rain.

The man feels this is for the best.

He wants to be a good person. He wants to find the right ways to do wrong.


THERE ARE FIREWORKS.

Naturally.

There would have to be fireworks.

Elizabeth stands on her cabin’s balcony.

She has a balcony.

For that matter, she’s in a cabin – and she watches mildly impressive fizzes of rising colour, detonations, splayed fire. Without a crowd to appreciate it, the effort seems slightly peculiar, if not sad. Derek is paying no attention – he’s inside unpacking, stowing their belongings – or actually, now that she looks, he’s sitting on the end of their bed and holding a life jacket, peering at it, as if it is failing to reassure.

Elizabeth knows how he feels.

Passenger Emergency Drill – scare the bloody life out of you, that would. Maundering herds of visibly breakable pensioners and couples with ideological reasons for never consenting to walk – being self-propelled letting their side down in some way – and yet they’re out and tottering about in what amounts to a communal suicide pact – every stairwell just an accident in progress, just a slow-motion invitation to crushing injuries and fractured hips – and nobody getting anywhere, it’s simply this huge release of the bewildered.

And myself amongst them – no use pretending – myself more than confused and liking it that my head’s run to a blur, because then I don’t have to deal with it, don’t have to cope with any part of my fucking brain. I need only be trapped and watch strangers coagulate while the words plunge by.

Distracted.

Exactly what I’m after.

Exactly what I am. Pretty much.

Except for this bit – which is too close to being aware and will need to be stopped.

So.

There I was with Derek and there Derek was with me and both of us having mistaken the unspoken rules of the occasion and not dressed up for a cocktail party with optional death later. Derek, in fact, might have ambled in from weeding, or light DIY, perhaps something electrical and I’m there in my current moderately smart slacks but slovenly jumper, weak blouse peering apologetically out at the collar and garish shoes – plus, the sea air had made my hair frizz. Red shoes and amateur clown hair, accompanied by a passing handyman – we were getting looks – cornered in this area of wall-to-wall piss-elegance and tweed while no doubt other scruffy souls were easing along unremarked.

And these guys in their Elegant Casual Dress Code get-ups, they wanted to barge – clearly they wanted to ram their wives softly ahead of them like delightfully scented and tolerant little snowploughs, but they couldn’t – or rather they weren’t sure if they should – they were genuinely conflicted about shoving a way through, because they’re the type who are meant to win at everything and be survivors, but the ship wasn’t actually going down – was still at anchor, in fact – and nothing was at stake and everyone’s status was as yet ill-defined and there was always the risk of causing significant – and later disastrous – offence and meanwhile they’d hoped to appear as sporting, likeable, gallant, which tends to preclude punching out old ladies – life’s so difficult …

And all of us, bumbling along together and hugging our orange buoyancy aids as if they were wallets, or kittens, or children and locked in this big, thick, dreamy inability to save ourselves.

Even when we finally dribbled into our Assembly Station – the stylishly appointed theatre: wartime good cheer from the stage and advice from ex-Navy passengers about donning jerseys before immersion and two pairs of socks: you would want to drown comfortably, not be cold – even then, it took half an hour for everyone involved to actually place their life jackets over their heads.

We would die.

We would horribly die and be lost because of our sheer inadequacy.

We would deserve it and good riddance to us. We are clearly of no use.

And there was me trying to remember if it was the forearms or the buttocks of fellow unfortunates that open-boat-drifting and starving mariners are meant to eat.

Although we’d never get as far as that; bobbing and bloating, we’d be, and no one left to fish us out and snack.

Oh, Christ.

It doesn’t bear thinking about.

So I won’t.

Would rather not.

Forearms and buttocks of women – I think that’s what’s recommended.

And sadly I have both – all four.

Imagine.

No idea what I’d do to live, to be alive and stay that way.

Below her, over the handrail, are the layered edges of other balconies and fat rows of plastic pods which she supposes would expand in some startling way and turn into what would be, given the passengers’ manifold incapacities, relatively pointless lifeboats, should the need arise. Here and there she can also see the calm metal side of the ship. Out of her sight it must drop into the water, clean down and vanish, angle in through the cold and the dark until it meets the rest of itself, folds and seals monumentally into the hard depth of a keel. Around them the yellowish spill of their lights spreads across gently progressing water: a careless halo pouring out into the night, showing the white gleam where they cut the water’s skin.

For a while, she’d had the wavering impression that somewhere a band was playing brass instruments with a degree of vehemence – this was when the quayside was still safely tied beside them and a stirring march and uniforms could have been thought an appropriate farewell gesture. She couldn’t be that sure of what she’d heard, because of the explosions ongoing overheard. And there was a breeze rising – enough to tousle sounds and make them unreliable. The music’s stopped now, anyway – they’ve left it behind. Although she supposes that the pianist who played as they strolled aboard may be playing still, or could perhaps have been replaced by some combination of other musicians and instruments, maybe a harp. She feels sure that a harp will appear at some point. And on broad, soft-carpeted decks fruit machines are winking beside the type of green baize tables that promise exciting loss and there are bars and lounges, the theatre, the programme of stimulating lectures and lessons and entertainments and then there are the restaurants and the tiny, pricey shops and the spa and there is, of course, the library – currently closed, but on two storeys with a communicating spiral staircase, which must count for something – and, in short, there is an overwhelming sense that she has entered an environment prepared for people who are quite terribly afraid of being left to their own devices.

But Elizabeth likes her own devices.

Sometimes.

‘She’s got money then, Margery.’ Derek emerges and leans beside her at the rail, slips his arm around her waist and nestles – she can feel the hard shape of his hip. Probably because she is slightly chilled – she’s not wearing her coat – his temperature is surprising, warmth caught in his pullover. He kisses the top of her head and it makes her shiver. ‘Hello.’

‘Margery? No … Not particularly …’

‘She pays for a pair of these … That’s a four-figure cabin in there. That’s two grand. Twice two grand.’ Derek likes to say that kind of thing – to mention money obliquely, disrespectfully, as if he understands it and can’t be impressed.

Not that he doesn’t have money himself. A man of substance, Derek
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