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For Mother

Acclaim for A. L. Kennedy’s Paradise
“Marvelous. . . . Kennedy’s prose, a concentrate of acrid wit and sorrowful precision, is astonishing as always, achieving both a prehensile immediacy of sensory experience and a sidelong spiritual journey.”
—The Village Voice
“Dangerously entertaining. . . . Beautifully written, so lucid that it actually spikes its own attempts at realism, Paradise is a faultless performance. . . . Kennedy is a writer who lives off irony, loves what she senses as its simultaneously sexy and violent embedding of opposites. . . . Her sharpest vision yet.”
—The Guardian (UK)
“By turns funny and poignant, tender and annihilating, her prose has undeniable power.”
—Los Angeles Times
“Kennedy has long been acknowledged as a leading voice in British fiction, but Paradise takes her on to a new level of achievement. It is simply brilliant.”
—Scotland on Sunday
“Paradise is a humane book, richly readable, and, most important given its subject, honest.”
—The New York Sun
“Her sentences have a habit of sending one back to the everyday reality one inhabits, to touch everything in it, to savor it, because she has altered its landscape and created it anew.”
—The Observer (London)
“[Paradise] achieves a swirling walking-dream state that’s both jarring and richly satisfying.”
—Entertainment Weekly
“Not a book to give your maiden aunt. . . . If you are interested in a frank portrait of alcoholism, or a painfully moving love story, or indeed in some of the best writing around, then A. L. Kennedy’s new novel is for you.”
—The Sunday Telegraph (London)
“This is an unflinching book, elevated by the sublime quality of Kennedy’s writing. Lacerating comedy is pitted against passages of sheer beauty.”
—The Independent on Sunday (London)
“One of Britain’s most iconoclastic and fiercely independent talents, a writer who repeatedly tests our expectations. . . . Kennedy’s fictions swell to inhabit the imagination, and her characters genuinely live. . . . Consuming.”
—The Telegraph (London)
“A brave and uncompromising book that lingers in the mind, Paradise is A. L. Kennedy in top form.”
—The Independent (London)
“Utterly convincing. . . . Kennedy can write magnetically well.”
—New Statesman
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I
How it happens is a long story, always.
And I apparently begin with being here: a boxy room that’s too wide to be cosy, its dirty ceiling hung just low enough to press down a broad, unmistakable haze of claustrophobia. To my right is an over-large clock of the kind favoured by playschools and homes for the elderly, the kind with bold, black numbers and cartoon-thick hands that effectively shout what time it is whether you’re curious or not. It shows 8:42 and counting. Above, is a generalised sting of yellow light.
8:42.
But I don’t know which one—night or morning. Either way, from what I can already see, I would rather not be involved in all this too far beyond 8:43.
In one fist, I notice, I’m holding a key. Its fob is made of viciously green plastic, translucent and moulded to a shape which illustrates what would happen if a long-dead ear were inflated until morbidly obese. I only know that it’s actually meant to be a leaf, because it is marked with an effort towards the stem, the ribs and veins that a leaf might have. I presume I’m supposed to like this key and give it the benefit of the doubt because people are fond of trees and, by extension, leaves. But I don’t like leaves, not even real ones.
I’ll tell you what I do like, though: what I adore—I’m looking right at it, right now and it is gorgeous, quite the prettiest thing I’ve seen since 8:41. It concerns my other hand—the one that is leaf-free.
It is a liquid.
I do love liquids.
Rising from the beaker to the jug in that continually renewing, barley sugared twist: falling from the jug into the beaker like a muscle perpetually flexed and reflexed, the honey-coloured heart of some irreversibly specialised animal. It’s glimmering and, of course, pouring—a drink pouring, hurrying in to ease a thirst, just as it should. I put down the jug and I lift up the glass, just as I should.
I presume it’s filled with some kind of apple juice and, on closer acquaintance, I find this to be so—not very pleasant, but certainly wet and necessary. The air, and therefore my mouth, currently tastes of cheap cleaning products, unhappy people, a hundred years of stubborn cigarette smoke and the urine of young children, left to lie. Which means I need my drink. Besides, I really do have, now I think about it, a terrible thirst.
“Terrible weather?”
I’m swallowing ersatz fruit, not even from concentrate; so I can’t have said a word—it wasn’t me who spoke.
Terrible thirst: terrible weather—but the echo is accidental, I would have to be feeling quite paranoid to think it was anything else. Nevertheless, the remark feels intrusive—as if it had access to my skull— and so I turn without even preparing a smile and discover the party responsible tucked behind me: a straggly, gingery man, loitering. He has longish, yellowish, curly hair, which was, perhaps, cute at some time in his youth, but has thinned now into a wispy embarrassment. I can almost picture him, each evening, praying to be struck bald overnight. God has not, so far, been merciful.
Mr. Wispy’s expression attempts to remain enquiring although he says nothing more and I do not meet his eyes or in any way encourage him. He is the type to have hobbies: sad ones that he’ll want to talk about.
Checking swiftly, I can see there are no windows, which may explain his lack of meteorological certainty. There’s no way that either of us can know what the weather is doing outside. Then again, Straggly has the look of a person habitually unsure of things: it may be he’s stolen a peek beyond the room and already has prior knowledge of whatever conditions prevail—monsoon, dust storm, sleet—he may simply hope I’ll confirm his observations.
Of course, I have no prior knowledge, not a trace.
There is a fake cart rigged up, beyond us both—it’s clearly made of stainless steel, but is burdened with a feminine canopy and fat, little flounces of chintz. Inside, I can make out a seethe of heat lamps and trays of orange, brown or grey things which ought to be food, I suppose. The whole assembly smells of nothing beyond boredom and possibly old grease.
“Really dreadful . . . Yes?” He tries again: maybe harping on about the weather, maybe just depressive, I can’t say I care.
“Appalling.” I nod and angle myself away.
But Straggly has to chip in again. “T chsss. . . .” He seems to be taking the whole thing very personally, whatever it is. And I notice there’s something slightly expectant in the scampery little glances he keeps launching across at me. It could be that he will give me a headache soon.
“Ffffmmm . . .” He nods, as if his repertoire of noises has any meaning beyond his own mind.
But I can’t deny that he is also speaking English, just about—which is a clue. It means that I can probably assume I’m in a hotel somewhere English-speaking. Either that, or I’ve been ambushed by Mr. Wispy who is himself English-speaking and has guessed that I am, too, and I could, in fact, be anywhere at all.
Meanwhile, he’s continuing to linger inconclusively and I do hope this won’t blossom into some weird expression of long-term, national solidarity. To help him move on, I try to sound forbidding, although I will never discover what I’m trying to forbid: “Ghastly. Almost frightening.”
That seemed to go well, though. He edges back a step, and another, then bolts into a crestfallen retreat. I feel I am safe to believe our exchange is exhausted.
Around me, various groups and solitaries are hunched over bowls of cereal, plates of glistening stuff, collapsing rolls. The carpet is liberally scattered with a sort of bread-related dandruff: each table has its dusting, too, along with a thread or so of unconvincing foliage in a throttled vase. At uneasy intervals the walls display reproductions of old European advertisements: a British hotel, then. This particular level of grisliness could only be fully achieved in the British Isles. And this surely must be breakfast. So: 8:44, no 8:45, in the morning and breakfast in a cheap, British hotel.
I’m home. Perhaps.
Their backs to a wall, a shouting wife and inaudible husband are picking at mushrooms and sausages. “We have to get a gas grill. That was the loveliest meal I had when we were there, the loveliest. That was the loveliest meal.” Her partner chews and chews while I try not to imagine the finer and finer paste he is producing. “And that Continental . . . Continental . . . Continental . . .”
Continental what? Quilt? Breakfast? Lover? Self-improving language course?
She is never going to finish and I’m never going to know and he is never going to swallow—I can tell. I do not wish to think of them travelling freely across the globe, dementing people, everywhere they go— driving them into gas grills for relief. I refill my glass and concentrate.
Then I remember, with aching clarity, an air steward blocking the ragged perspective of an aisle and dancing his arms through the usual safety drill: the oxygen mask for yourself before your gasping children, the floor-level guides to coax you through darkness and smoke. He was enjoying himself, sweating only a little with all of those swooping indications in time to the comforting script. Then he tried to put on his For Demonstration Only life jacket and failed comprehensively.
I watched, couldn’t stop myself watching, while his previously smooth hands stuttered and the rubberised yellow crumpled and began to look unhelpful—like a grubby bib. By the time he was meant to be tying a firm double bow at his waist (and then moving on to display his inflation tubes, his convenient whistle and nice light) his drawstrings were only tangling perversely and the more he jerked them and smiled to reassure, the more everything twisted and snagged. His head dropped then and he fought at the jacket outright, a neck blush rising to his hair. Full-blown knots had developed now, his fingers scrabbling round them, wetly impotent. He blinked up for a breath and I grinned at him—what other expression was possible, but a firmly encouraging grin?—and something about the moment made it plain that we both knew he was now demonstrating a true emergency. This was precisely the way that we really would panic and fluster and take too long as the plane went down. This was how we’d be trapped in the dark, inanely struggling. This was how we would stare, while horrors struck against our wills. This was how we’d be plunged into water and feel every trace of protection ripped easily adrift. He was showing us how we would die.
The demonstration ended, but he stayed where he was, puzzled by himself, almost tearful, the jacket still round him, lopsided, improperly tied.
This is a recent memory, it tastes close at hand.
And I am, once again, grinning firmly and thinking that I must have been somewhere and must now be coming back, which is new and important information and a cause for joy.
One of the many pleasures of forgetting is, as we all of us know, remembering. You trot from room to room and can’t imagine where you left your keys the night before: without them, you’re locked in your house. Under the bed, in the knife drawer, behind the Scotch, behind your shoes, in the pockets of every garment that has pockets, the pedal bin, the compost bin, the bread bin: you have panicked into every likely nook. You sit on your bed, despairing, unsure of who has your spares and if they still like you and then—your hand gently brushes that lovely clump of metal, that heavy, little spider of keys to everything. They’ve been lounging on the duvet the whole morning, just winking whenever you’ve passed. But you have them at last and you are happy, much happier than you would have been if you’d picked them up without confusion from their customary place.
This morning it’s very clear that I’ve misplaced at least a day, so you can imagine that I’m pretty much delighted.
But still thirsty.
Now, I already have a substantial glass, filled and in my possession— probably 300 millilitres, or even a drop in excess. I’ve left a decent interval between the meniscus and the brim—anything else is antisocial and draws attention—but even if the juice were slopping right up to the top, it wouldn’t be enough. A litre might begin to be enough, might start to feel refreshing, a litre and nothing less. So I need to down this while I stand, refill, down, refill again and then sit somewhere secluded, rehydrate. You have to be undisturbed to rehydrate. I presume I am safe in believing that this is the usual snatch-all-you-can rolling buffet sort of situation and no one will intervene when confronted with naked appetite.
As it turns out, I’m not wrong.
Clutching glass number four, I wander through the wreckage and mumbling, keeping an eye out for somewhere bearable to sit. The place seems clotted suddenly, nothing unoccupied.
I may have a little toast later, if there is toast. I can only assume I have money to buy some, it’s unlikely I’d have come here otherwise.
“Ah . . . ?” Again. Mr. Wispy is flapping one hand annoyingly above an empty seat. The only visible empty seat. “A-ah . . . ?” He keeps repeating that one sorry, wheedling vowel.
I could just stand.
On either side of him lurk what can only be his children: a surly-looking blonde girl of maybe eight and a smaller, darker boy. Happily, neither of them has inherited his hair. They are both intent on squeezing the contents from several tiny plastic containers of jam and then spreading the resultant mess across random objects.
I could dodge back to the fruit-juice counter.
I could run.
“You won’t disturb us. Really. It’s all right.”
“I will.”
“No you won’t.”
“I think I will.”
“No-o.”
The children lose interest in smearing the milk jug and the girl sucks at her palm, eyes me appraisingly.
“Perhaps for a moment.” I edge past the worst of it. “Like pustules, aren’t they?”
Father Straggle swallows less than happily.
“The jam packets—when you squeeze them out, they’re just like . . . well, they’re a little like . . .” I give up, sit and sip my apple juice in the silence. Five or six swallows and breakfast will be done. Except I still feel below my volume, somehow, a glass or three owing, nagging me.
“Whee-HA. Whee-HA.” Of course he has an abnormal laugh, why would he have a normal one? How often would he get the chance to use it with his life? “Pustules. Whee-HA.”
In any case, it’s ugly and should be stopped. “So . . . You’re leaving?”
He is sombre again, flushed, and softly offers, “Coming back.”
“Uh-huh.”
The little boy nudges me under the table, his hand unmistakably adhering as it leaves my leg. I’m wearing jeans—they look new—new jeans and a T-shirt. My forearms have a vague tan. The boy tries again. I engage him with my best patient and open fun loving expression. Sooner or later, this always works. I am a person other people warm to—without exception, they all warm. My lack of memory, if I were in a film, would mean that I am a killing machine, patiently trained by some dreadful governmental agency and soon my amnesia will evaporate in a bloodbath of conscienceless combat and burning cars. But I know I’m not any variety of machine. I am a human being, a proper one. And I am likeable—almost unnaturally easy to like. The boy turns shy under my attention, but is not truly uncomfortable. The girl glowers with some vehemence. She would take me more time.
“Amelia. That’s not how we behave.”
“She’s fine. Don’t fret. Tired perhaps. Not used to strangers.” I gulp down the last of the juice, preparatory to moving off—somewhere I may have a room with other resources and no jam. Father Straggle’s ears are almost scarlet—he is obviously a man who prefers that his children should be polite, which is admirable, but such hopes can be taken too far. He is patently furious now, insisting on being annoyed, so I become placating. “Amelia. That’s a lovely name.”
At this, the girl gives me a slightly wounded flick of her eyes and stares at the tablecloth. She expected me to know her name, then. She expected me to remember. So we’ve met before.
On a flight? Inside an airport? Hotel foyer? At 8:35?
I do recall an airport and scuffling about in the usual way as I waited to be off to somewhere else—wasting time in the record shop, thumbing through the DVDs.
“Tell me, Lesbian Tarts Having Sex—what’s that about?”
The counter man sleepy, or drugged-up, or clinically bored, “Hm?”
“Lesbian Tarts Having Sex—seems a bit vague. I mean, I wouldn’t want to end up buying something I wasn’t sure of. Does it have harpsichords? Or skating? Folding chairs? Do any characters feign amnesia as a ruse?” I was in that running-off-at-the-mouth mood, chirpy, in need of a chum to banter with.
The counter man was not my chum. “Do you want to buy it?”
Even as I opened my mouth again, I realised he might be misinterpreting my chatter as a come-on of some kind, which it wasn’t, not in any way.
“Of course I don’t want to buy it—where’s the mystery in it, the imaginative flair?”
Actually, he wasn’t responding as if he was being seduced—he was barely responding as if he was still alive. “You don’t want to buy it.” He was, in all respects, monotone.
“No. I have no desire to make a purchase.” And I removed myself before I could say something else.
Or.
I really said, “I wouldn’t buy that DVD if it was the last one on earth.”
And then he said, “You know what you can do.”
And then I said, “Fuck myself and make a video of it called  Fucking Myself.”
I can remember both endings, which is tricky. But I think I’m more convinced by the first. I think I told him I had no desire to make a purchase and then left. However it played out, there were no children anywhere near me at that stage—I would never have used offensive language and referred to sexual acts had there been any young folk present. I have standards.
“Amelia?” I try not to look like someone who is thinking of bad words and begin to make amends with the daughter, which is good of me because I will have done her no genuine wrong. She had thought of me as a friend, perhaps, and I’ve seemed to be slightly non-friendly, forgetful, nothing more. That’s the sort of behaviour my brother detested when he was her age. Me, too. It’s nothing serious, but even so, “Amelia, I hope you have a pleasant journey home. Are you looking forward to it?”
“Mummy likes it better at home.”
“Oh.” Thank God, they have a mother: they’re not wholly dependent on Wispy Dad. “Well, that’s good then.”
At this, Wispy Dad can’t resist butting in to slow the conversation. “Their mother is still in our room. Tired.”
Well, that’s understandable, I’d be eternally bloody exhausted if I was married to you. “Travelling is a strain.”
At the food cart, a woman is shovelling out what could be eggs. Even from here, I can see them shudder and slide. They unnerve me in a way they should not—because eggs ought to have no particular power over me—and I realise that I’m about to have a feeling, something unpleasant, an episode. What I can only imagine as a huge, grey lid is threatening to close on top of me. This means that, far too soon, I may cry, or become unsteady, or find myself vomiting. Without doubt my head is, once again, about to let me down. There will be pain involved: there always is: and it will be bad unpredictable pain: it always is. After so many years, I can recognise the signs.
I softly stand and the boy glances at me, definitely glum to see me up and off. “Goodbye, you.” No idea what his name is. “Goodbye, Amelia.” Amelia kicks at nothing and ignores me. “Goodbye . . .” I move forward and brush against a restraining hand—who else but Dad, standing, wriggling from foot to foot. He ought to know he shouldn’t do this, not now. I am becoming urgent and so is my head. Wispy adjusts his gesture into one half of a handshake, faintly pleading, and, courteous to the last, I clasp his soggy fingers and soggier palm. “Goodbye.”
“Goodbye, Hannah.”
“Yes.” We exchanged names across the board, then, how extremely chummy and civilised. “That’s me away then, bye.”
“Great to have met you. Sorry about the ah . . . children.” He licks his lips with an odd, little grating sound, as if he is made of something peculiar.
“Yes.”
“The way they are, ha?” He seems not to grasp the essential intention of saying goodbye. “Well. Hm. Goodness . . . Blow me.”
Not in a million years. “Yes.”
“Safe home.”
“Yes,” I nod—which sparks up a layering sensation, the impression of being loosely, poorly stacked—the head is growing delicate and I don’t move it again, but pause—wring out a grin—and finally he does first loosen his grip, and then abandon it.
“Good-uh . . . bye.”
Although I fear he may snatch in again.
I withdraw as smoothly as I can. “Goodbye . . . all of you. Really.” Trying to balance myself at the top of my neck, not picturing my personality starting to slop out over my sides, running down to my chin.
Which carries me past a last view of Wispy’s vaguely stricken offspring and off on a wavery march for the doorway, then out, a passageway (passageways lead to staircases and lifts, they are my friends), through a fire door and into a foyer complicated with several queues—not helpful—but, yes, here is a lift.
When I stop, the momentum of my thoughts sends them rushing forward, pressing and wetting the backs of my eyes. I raise my key to aid steadier inspection—it is attached by a chain to leaf number 536: fifth floor, then.
And, thankfully, no one else is with me when the doors whump shut and seal me in the queasily rising box. The surrounding walls are mirrored from waist height up which suggests an illusion of space and must be a comfort to claustrophobics, but which also—due to the laws of physics—does have one truly horrible consequence: I can see myself. Not only one’s self, naturally: from a few especially disastrous angles my right selves and my left selves reflect each other unrelentingly. On both sides, I can watch my head diminish along an undulating corridor of shrinking repetitions until I finally coalesce into one last, pinkish drop of light. This aches.
It isn’t fair. All I wanted to do was find 536 and take care of my head, but instead I’m trapped inside this 3-D memento mori—staring at eternity while it howls graphically away, before and after (as if I were an extra in some truly sadistic, educational short), and all that I’m fond of as me is cupped up in this single, staring instant—which isn’t enough. Look at me—this is the only point where I’m recognisable, where I make sense— beyond it, I’m nothing but distortion and then I completely disappear. What is this—a Jesuit lift? I am not at an appropriate moment to be metaphysical. For Christ’s sake, I was only trying to cut out the stairs. I didn’t ask to be forcibly reminded that I don’t want to die, not ever, no thank you very much. I am not well and terrified and I don’t have the room to be either properly.
So I am not in quite perfect condition when the lift shunts open and gives a gloating little ding. Meanwhile, my sweat gets a chance to chill in the passageway where small metal plaques with arrows are waiting for me, all set to suggest hypothetical directions.
543–589, this way: 502–527, that way; 518 over there.
I’m taking little runs to blind ends, finding corridors that loop round on themselves, cupboards, fire escapes, while the floor starts to pitch down quietly beneath my feet, as if I were aboard some ghastly submarine.
The world cannot be as this is, I refuse to accept it.
543–589 this way. But they were that way before. 
I deny the existence of this hotel in its current form. I deny the existence of this hotel in its current form.
528, 529, 530 . . . which is encouraging, fairly, I should be okay, it can’t be far—
500.
Bastards.
I deny the existence—
I’m not going to be sick.
I deny the existence of this hotel—
533, 534—
in its current form.
I deny—
535 . . . 536.
536.
Well, well.
Slowly. Approach it slowly, it may move. Don’t let the key chain rattle, make no sudden cries, but, as soon as I’m ready . . . hold the bloody  handle, grab it, key in the lock, key in the lock, right in, in, okay. And. Turn. Turn everything.
The room agrees to be opened and it is, indeed, my room—here is my holdall on its floor, lolling open, and this is my own, my personal alarm clock, ticking primly by the raddled bed: the soft, the horizontal, the wanted bed. There is nothing better than being bewildered and unhappy and very tired and then discovering you have a bed.
“Could I, uh . . . I’m in Room Five Three Six, I wonder could you tell me if I’m checking out today . . . five . . . thirty . . . six . . . That’s right, three six. Five three six.”
I will admit that I had expected someone who worked in a hotel might be able to keep a grip of perhaps one room number, now and then, but I won’t be snappy, that would be unconstructive and would not reflect my mood. I have slept for two blank hours—nearly two and a half—slept through, I can only assume, the whole of my head-related distress and every threatened intimation of death and doom. I am quite fine now, and had I been calmer, I would have known—the whole source of my earlier trouble was tiredness.
As I let myself be comforted, there comes a dull clunking on the line— perhaps the receptionist playing with loose teeth. She mutters a name.
“I’m sorry, who? . . . Oh. And I’d have to check out at twelve? . . . Eleven?”
Why do they do that?—Twelve is bad enough, but now everybody  wants you outside in the snow by eleven. Try checking  in before five and see what it gets you: a bloody lecture: your bags in a cupboard somewhere until it’s dark: that’s what. “In that case, could you be very kind and give me the room for another day? . . . Well, no, not give. Just . . . the usual arrangement. You have my credit card? . . . You do?”
Good. That’s a good sign. Cash is a bad sign—credit is good. “Then that’s all very fine then, isn’t it? That’s all extremely fine.”
Above the window comes a laboured thunder, like a broad stone being rolled in overhead. I get up gently, examine my view.
Dove-blue clouds, a gold edge to them and spindles of light behind. Nearer, there is a fat concrete tower, topped with the scoop of a radar dish, revolving, and a runway and the slanting rise of a plane, charcoal-coloured. Another stone grinds by.
Which is disturbing. I could swear that I’m on my way home, so why am I still at the airport? Reproachful on the felty, dun carpet, my holdall is waiting—it can usually explain.
Dishevelled contents, the clothes have been worn. Still, they seem to be nobody’s clothes but my own and
I need to be sick, immediately.
Thank God the room is tiny—it means the en suite facilities are close.
Shock will do that, unbalance the system, and it always unsettles to be less than clear about where you are. Or, in this case, where I am. Or, more precisely, why.
A dash of cold water on the face, though, and I’m approaching some level of definition, feeling good.
No. Not good. I was mistaken. That was a mistake.
Because my forehead has started torquing—it’s a reaction to the cold, or the water, the force of the dash. I can see in the mirror that my bones are not actually moving, not visibly, not as such, but I can—even so—feel them buckle against my brain, suck in and down and squeeze above my tongue. Inside, there’s twisting, pulsing where I can’t reach, and once that’s started, it only gets worse. So I haven’t escaped my head: it was just waiting until I’d woken to make itself felt.
All right, then—do what you like up there, run amok. It’s not as if we haven’t been introduced. But don’t think we’re friends or that you’re welcome. I still know exactly how to cut you short.
So it’s back to the holdall and feel for those delicate items, the ones you wrap up in sweaters, the special things you need to take with you and have for company. It isn’t great to lean forward while I search, it doesn’t aid my equanimity, but this is a necessary evil and will be rewarding in the end.
Yes. First out is something called Affentaler, tucked up snug in a tiny bottle, shaped like a flat, heavy tear—a map on its back to say where it comes from: the meander of a river, Strasbourg marked, the suggestion of fertile plains and peacefulness. It’s full, which is never a bad thing, but only 250 millilitres and only 11.5 per cent. What on earth was I thinking? It’s practically bloody fruit juice: what good did that ever do?
But then, but then, God bless me—I love it when I leave myself prepared.
ORIGINAL
GRANT TO DISTIL
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And God bless metrication, because 700 millilitres is so much more roomy and cheerier than a pint.
Bushmill’s, County Antrim, 700 millilitres, 40 per cent. I mean, what else do you need to know? Not that, as an additional courtesy, you don’t turn it in your hands and love the rounded corners and the dapper weight and the elegant cut of the label: the black with the white and the gold, all shaped around each other to mark out an arch: a long, slim doorway to somewhere else.
And God bless the rectangular bottle, for it will not roll and harm itself.
I pop the seal on the Affentaler and put it out of its misery. Then I move back to the Black Bush, open it and let it speak to me. It says that I have, until quite recently, owned more than a pint of delicate grain  whisky and I now have a shake under half of it left, smelling clever and hot and masculine and jolting to the glass from the bottle with the sound of a little dog coughing: that wonderful bottle cough.
matured in oloroso sherry casks—that’s nothing if not melodious: inside and out.
And you’ll notice I go to the trouble of serving the whisky, although I don’t have to, there is no one here to see. The point is that I stay civilised, no matter what. The most reliable measure of a person lies in what they do when they’re alone, when they have no need to pretend— are they firm when solitary, or do they slide? I take the trouble to search about, check the bathroom and hunt down a single, cellophane-sealed plastic glass (more of a cup, really) and I tear it free and use it, as any human being with dignity surely would. I do not slide.
After 100 millilitres I get the good sweat, the fine one that follows nourishing exercise, and my headache lifts off like a velvet hat and leaves without me. My stomach feels a trifle naked, unlined, and does give the odd twitch or two before it begins to mellow and buzz with that neat, medicinal sting. But I know I’ll be fine, nonetheless. In the absence of any further pain, the next 200 millilitres are all mine.
I drift back to the bed, trapping warm little teases of whiskey against my gums: quarters of quarters of gills making my facial bones static again and smoothing my hair. Here I am, fixed and certain, lying on the mangled taupe and duck-egg coverlet with the day relaxed and clean ahead of me, beckoning. I need no more, or less, than this, I am balanced in my skin and whatever has gone before is unimportant and whatever has yet to come will make me smile.
Because once you’ve begun to have blackouts, you’ll never stop and so before and after don’t exist—you’ve mastered the art of escaping from linear time. The jumps and jolts take a bit of getting used to—driving is particularly tricky, guessing what gear you’re in, or if you’re trying to overtake—but this keeps you bright and springy, alert. And there is nothing unnatural about it, nothing dreadful: some level of blacking out is what lets most people survive. If you asked them about their way to work, the colour of the bus seats, or the pattern of the office carpet, the name of the trainee who brings in the tea, the post, the wage slips, the number of strangers ahead of them in the evening supermarket queue: they couldn’t tell you a thing. They can’t make their minds remember and no one who wasn’t a monster would want them to try. Any person truly pausing to examine the miserable details of their life would at once choose a merciful dash to the nearest unattended well. You have to dissolve your bleak points and blur your edges: if you didn’t they would hurt. So continuous minor blackouts are fair enough.
But not enough. Not once you realise that one minute unremittingly following another, and then taking sixty seconds to drag by in the customary order, is a totally unsupportable waste of time. Why not get the highlights, the hot spots, and skip the rest? Why not hugely enjoy a fine afternoon with quality people, while simultaneously recalling a splendid evening you’ve been keeping in reserve and now unveil to yourself in a bouncing rush that, in its turn, freshens your taste for the matters you have in hand? Why not surf between time and time, content in yourself as yourself and the only constant point?
Not that it doesn’t take a lot of work to be this way, to free your personality from events. Most people exist through what they do, they have lost the clarity that once permitted them to be. Me?—I’m completely simplified, I am distilled. Washed down to nothing, I remain exactly who I am, no matter where or when. I understand my fundamental sources, my provenance.
For instance, I lived in the same house from the time I was born until I was seventeen—that’s the sort of stability you can’t buy. Such things build reinforcement into your whole identity. My parents both stay in that same home, even now. Or rather, if this is a weekday, my mother is out and working in the offices of Busby, MacDonald & Hume—a company of solicitors which, within living memory, has never been able to boast a Busby, or a MacDonald, or a Hume. But their premises are wholly unfanciful—I have visited my mother there often, heard her answer their telephone with her best, unquestionable voice—the one which anticipates no disagreement, but which is softened with a definite sympathy, an unlooked-for gentleness. Straight from school, I have sat and waited for six o’clock and our time to go home, reading old copies of Scottish Field and National Geographic until she relaxed into her typing and I could watch the marvellous economy of her hands, the assurance in her swing and rise as she stood and took some document she’d made and moved to file it in its proper place. There can’t be many years left until she will have to retire, but I won’t believe in the office once she leaves it. I will picture the walls turning porous and the furniture fading away and everything turning as fictional as Busby, MacDonald & Hume. My mother’s job exists through her.
Still, I usually imagine her in the garden, working out the weekends or the few hours at the end of summer days. Where we come from it rains a good deal, but often our Augusts are fine, blaring with a sudden rush of flowers and other expansive preparations for vegetable breeding. In August my mother wears sandals, a loose skirt and a blouse, something quiet and light, the style has always been the same: a tiny hint behind it of the fifties and the girl she used to be: waved hair, thick-framed glasses, bobby socks. Sometimes, she’ll incline slightly by a shrub, as if it were whispering to her, confiding its state, and after that she’ll inhale above it and close her eyes, considering. She doesn’t just stroll in the garden, she is constantly intent. And pruning, digging, lopping, planting, edging the borders of beds: every act of cultivation becomes mysterious, because she can perform any task without apparent effort, or disorder, everything executed with this—well, the only word is grace. She has grace. When I was younger I’d try to help her: annoying the weeds on her behalf, but I never could manage much beyond a batter and mash about, ungainly, all scratches and mud. In time, I’ve developed degrees of assurance, naturally. I am a woman and not unwomanly, I suppose; but I realised years ago, before I was seven, that I won’t be a woman the way that my mother is, I’ll never do it right. She is a heartbreaker, really.
I think my father would agree. Also a gardener, but a greenhouse man, my father. She has her perennials, her bedding plants and shrubs and he breeds up his succulents, cacti, bromeliads, listens to Radio Four and sits inside his little glass walls, smoking at his house leeks and staring. Although he very rarely drives, my father has a motorist’s attitude to glass—behind it, though perfectly visible, he will act as if unseen: sighing, yawning, scratching and pestering at his thermos far more easily than he ever does indoors. My brother and I fell into the habit of seeing him without seeing, rather than take offence at the obvious implication—that he couldn’t relax at home with us.
Father will be in his greenhouse now, undoubtedly. It’s no more than one yard across by three, crowded with defensive greenery and gravel-lined benches, but he dashes away towards it as if he were escaping some savage confinement by a lucky fluke. When his headaches are particularly bad, I’ve known him sleep there.
“You’re sure about this?”
“Mm-hmm.”
My father padding one foot up and down on the tiny pump that’s nudging air into a wrinkled inflatable mattress. A type of Lilo, I’ve never seen it before and it looks fun: unsuitable for adults.
“Absolutely sure.”
It’s obvious that my mother is asking him about more than the mattress and equally plain that he is already decided and no longer minds this discussion, either way. What they are really talking about, I haven’t a clue. Father has that placid look he takes on when he’s about to make a run for it outside: he seems peaceful as—uffha, uffha, uffha, uffha—he pumps in air and Mother is trying to look at his face but, fighting shy of personal engagement, he’s ducked his head and is firmly aiming his concentration at his foot, as if the pumping were some strange phenomenon and therefore fascinating. A tuft of his fringe has fallen forward towards his eyes and is making him look younger and more like my brother who is upstairs and already asleep, because he is younger than me—but I’ll tell him about this later, I will wake him up. uffha, uffha
“Well, Peter.”
“Yes, I know.”
uffha, uffha, uffha, uffha
Occasionally, it seems that my parents have been together for so long they have run out of words for each other, or have found something else they can use between themselves that I can’t hear.
uffha, uffha, uffha, uffha
They don’t speak again, but she keeps frowning and he pumps and they are definitely having an entire, silent conversation.
My father kneels and disconnects the air tube from the valve—it wheezes—and allows himself a glance up to my mother’s eyes. And this rushes in a tenderness between them, quick and complete, with a wash of some type of pain across them both which even I can feel and which they seem to welcome, even like. It makes the kitchen feel slightly pinched around me. Then she touches his head, very lightly and he turns to me— I didn’t make a noise, but probably he has remembered I am there—and he makes this kind of shrug, looking very breakable for a moment and happily perplexed.
It takes him quite a while to work the mattress out and clear of the kitchen door—he really should have set the pump up in the greenhouse, I don’t know why he didn’t. By the time I’ve finished seeing him struggle it outside and then go up the lawn into the dark where his hideaway is hiding, my mother has already slipped off into the rest of the house and I am by myself. I decide that I won’t tell my brother about any of this, after all. The parts of the story that are most important would be impossible to say.
And my brother? He does the things that brothers do—he makes me a part of a family and not an only child, which is important. Early solitude does great harm. Whereas, he’s a point in my favour and, born four years after me, he was my very first exercise in responsibility. For most of my childhood, I assumed we would be together for a very long time and eventually we’d buy a house to share and we’d look after ourselves and have great times. This isn’t the way things have turned out— which is hardly a surprise—but it does seem odd that we see each other so little now.
He comes to mind quite often, though: he did this morning, when I saw those children, that quiet son. The time before that, I’m almost sure, I was in a tunnel: sitting in the dark leather passenger seat of a stranger’s car and suddenly thinking of Simon. Somebody must have explained my position to me because I was quite aware that my journey would start soon and would not involve taking a drive, not right then. Because the car was waiting on a narrow train ( just a flat bed and some girders holding up a metal roof ) and in a moment the whole thing would take off into a twenty-, thirty-minute tunnel, screaming clear under a mountain range while I focused on relaxation and fighting for breath. After that it was permissible to leave, go on my way.
And none of this was fun. I’d popped out into awareness beside a cheery driver who was talking in a German kind of English about having met his wife on the Internet—although he wasn’t especially ugly or mad so this seemed barely credible. The wife was sitting behind me, I think, with someone else, a shorter woman, brown-haired. As the train lurched off, I was reflecting on the unpleasantness of my position and cubic capacity when the German—or maybe Swiss, or maybe Austrian— guy yelled above the surrounding batter and drum that he could open the window if we’d like. Before any of us could ponder this, he’d stretched out his arm in the gloom and punched up the skylight, laughing away.
Horror blasted in immediately: a whirling shove of violent air, the stink of risky machinery, violent filth, long-dead construction workers, frightened blood: beyond that was a noise so loud it immediately ceased to be a sound—was only a sweat and a writhing variety of fear. I was sitting in a stationary car (albeit inside a moving vehicle) but I was also drowning in a sensory crush that anyone sane would associate with a massive accident. I couldn’t avoid believing this was a sign, a premonition of something appalling and close at hand.
The Austrian/German/Swiss guy kept laughing, his face tinged with green and shadow from the dashboard glow. I could see that he was speaking, now and then, but I couldn’t hear him and I wished that my brother was with me, that Simon could be there, too. Not Simon as he is—I wanted Simon the smaller person in a knee-length overcoat that made him look like a miniature businessman, Simon whose hair was cut by my mother for years, very neat, Simon who would have loved the tunnel and made it easy for me to do that, too, or Simon who would have been scared of it and allowed me to be courageous, to forget myself. Simon with the blue eyes, like mine.
As he wasn’t there, I solved the problem by the one logical method available. I precipitated a blackout with what I think was apricot schnapps: very successfully, as it happens, because I cannot recall the far end of the tunnel, or another moment of the laughing Swiss/Austrian/ German and his two companions. I do not know why I was with them, where we went, or how they came to abandon me, or why I abandoned them—there isn’t a scratch or a stain left to prove they weren’t my invention, a florid lie.
My whisky is down to the final glass, that always adds a weight to the moment, a solemnity in my wrist when I pour out the last. And this is the lesson of life: all that was full will be emptied.
But there’s always the chance of resurrection, a bar at hand to sort things out. In this case, it’s back downstairs and beyond reception on the right—I took note. I’m getting incredibly tired again, so what I have here should ease me into a nap. Then I’ll wander to the lift, go down and reconnoitre the place, and, as long as last night involved no embarrassments, I should be able to start the day up merrily. No one’s day really begins much before teatime. You may be out of bed and moving before then, but that will only be for the convenience of some employer or invalid relation. Left to your own nature, you’ll discover that mornings are not indispensable: plenty of daylight left to you in the summer, after four or five, and no more than wet dark to greet you the rest of the year.
I’m nibbling the final mouthfuls, letting them sting my lips, winking my goodbye to the trustworthy bottle, the black label and white script, the tasteful sort of evening dress they put against the naked glass. And was this a present that someone else gave me, or was it a gift I intended to give? Or did I just buy this for me? Sometimes I am generous with me.
But sometimes I am other things, which I should probably find out about—how me and myself have been getting along lately. Draped over my only chair, I’ve left a hooded sweatshirt—one that is familiar and which I like. It has the marsupial brand of large, front pocket which—yes, indeed—contains my wallet, which contains—yes, indeed—fifty pounds in stickily new English notes (so I went to a cash machine, then) and a grey, metallic credit card in the name of M. H. Virginas.
If that rings any bells they are very quiet and far away—M. H. Virginas.
Still, all is well, because Virginas may have money and I will not. All is less well, because—examining the back of the card—Virginas has a signature which is complicated and strange and I have no recollection of what I may have signed when I arrived here and may well be unable to reproduce said signature on request. I do not have forgery in my nature. Even less great, Virginas may have cancelled the card.
I should try it in a cash machine later.
No. Can’t remember the number, or how I got it, or if I did. 
But I have fresh money and how else would I have managed that? 
Foreign exchange—new notes from a bureau de change. I have been abroad, that would make some sense . . .
Another aeroplane threatens across the horizon and the noise of it pushes me into a forceful recollection of myself sitting, extremely recently, in a khaki-coloured booth, a khaki-coloured wicker lampshade very close to my head and khaki walls behind—in fact, the whole sodding place is fawnish/beigey/khaki, now that my memory bothers to take a look. I’m squashed in with too many people and one of them is—fancy me knowing this—Kussbachek, or a friend of Kussbachek, or a man who says he is one or both of these things—he can be his own friend if he wants. I am mine.
I came here to meet a friend of Kussbachek, who is himself a friend of Doheny, who is another friend’s friend, or something equally repetitious along those lines—I’m not taking a great deal of interest at this time.
Instead, I am being nervous for various reasons—mainly because this is Hungary and Hungary’s currency is absurd. I have a huge roll of valueless notes covered in Vlad the Impaler hats and moustaches in my pocket and this is sending telegraphic messages to anyone who wishes to assault me and otherwise steal it away—thugs and muggers are closing in on the bar from miles around. I can hear them.
Don’t get me wrong, Budapest is a beautiful place and I do try to concentrate on this. Beauty is truth and truth is sometimes beauty and beauty is often good company—although it does also lead to deaths—but not so much to petty theft and I feel that I am most at risk of that. 
And things with me are, in other ways, not right. As I walked here it was raining too much and a dog in a steel-mesh muzzle was giving me looks and then over the road (Szekely Utca: I had to memorise that), over the road there was this man—I could see him clearly through a basement window, chopping lazily at pale meat. No butcher’s shop, no restaurant, no explanation for his actions on hand: only the man in his dirty white apron, hacking his cleaver through the meat, a lot of meat, eyes on a level with my knees and the window stretched wide open in the drenched heat.
There is no one else in the bar, only Kussbachek and me, four men who know Kussbachek and a mouse-brown woman with wilting clothes who asks me loud questions about ethnic matters that I do not understand. She, for instance, has ethnic misgivings about the waiter. I have no reservations about him myself, as he is swift and wise and smiles every time I announce to him one of the two useful things I have learned to say in phonetic Hungarian.
“Kerem adjon erzeshteluh neetort kersunum.”
I pronounce this very badly, gluing it together as I go, but it will make any waiter in Hungary laugh and then bring me a glass of white spirits, or fruit-flavoured turpentine, or other local delicacies. Hungary boasts many local delicacies.
“Please give me an anaesthetic, thank you.”
I can also say sorry which is the most important word in any country you may visit. Forgive me, excuse me, oh dear—every language seems to have a pleasant, shortish word that will imply all three, that will save you in uncomfortable circumstances and help others to forgive. It is therapeutic to forgive.
But I think I leave the bar without inspiring any therapy. Afterwards, when the rain has stopped, there is loud dancing somewhere horrible—an uneasy queue and then dancing, or watching dancing while developing a thirst, it isn’t clear.
I am certain, though, of my ears roaring with silence and our party being larger—ten or twelve—when we start to cross the bridge. All of the bridges here are famous for jumpers, but this is the newest and the favourite. People drop from this one daily, maybe more often than that. If they don’t die the first time, they scramble ashore and try again— somebody tells me this, or a story not unlike this. There were Imperial jumpers and then Communist jumpers and now there are Capitalist jumpers: people remaining dissatisfied, no matter what their government claims to be.
A fox-eyed man is explaining this to me but I am distracted because the bridge is becoming unlikely. Its dim cables are fraying and chattering, up in the dark, and the pale bow of its surface is beginning to be scoured by a current, a drag that leads everyone’s feet off to the side until we are single file, close beside the barrier, bouncing playfully against it, as if we may hope it will snap. Below us there are patches of random light that make the water visible, uneven as raw glass and racing. I watch it and I find that I understand the Danube to be a long and highly determined river and undoubtedly the force of it surging through the bridge could tug at the liquids in any human body (we are all mostly liquids) and draw them in its own direction, sideways: it could even haul at us until we tumble over the guard rails tonight and are wrapped up in the cold of its eddies and rushed away. Politics and despair may not be killing anybody—it may be their essential moisture that’s at fault.
I want to set this suggestion in front of the group for their approval and am only interrupted by two of them who yank at my shoulders and lead me away from the parapet and tell me to stop leaning over so far and laughing. I would protest, because I haven’t laughed at anything— have been mute—but I do not because, retracing our steps, everyone in our group simultaneously sees the lights of the fine, high hotel where one of us is staying and can order drinks for unlimited periods, or where one of us is keeping drinks in bottles that we can take advantage of very soon, or where we can be warm and friendly together with the bottles we already have in our pockets and hands and with those same bottles’ local and delicate insides.
Beyond that, there’s nothing until 8:42 this morning—only a soft, neutral space within which I would like to suggest that a meeting occurred between myself and Kussbachek with a passing-on of thanks, or greetings, or messages from family and friends, or some other communications of importance. Also M. H. Virginas must, at some point, have responded to my conviviality by placing his or her credit card in my wallet, or by lending the card to me, but neglecting to give me a note of the necessary return address. I don’t know. This is how my stories stop, they peter out into more and more lists and I find myself saying or far too often and thinking that a life rich in possibilities is not, in other ways, perpetually delightful.
Kussbachek—if my mother had been meeting a Kussbachek, or an M. H. Virginas, for that matter, she would have brought a little present with her. She would have paid her visit properly. In Hungary, I didn’t do what she taught me. This is the way with me—I was brought up well, but the details of that don’t always show.
Whereas my mother gets it right. If she knows someone, her gifts to them will be precisely the next thing they would have thought to like: if they’re strangers, she’ll give them something which appears to be less specific, but is still very pleasant and useful. Lithe wooden boxes, unusual cufflinks, a silk handkerchief: what she offers doesn’t really matter, the key lies in the way she can guess exactly what each recipient happens to lack. Whatever small need you have—too minor to bother yourself about, an indulgence you won’t admit, a kind of tiny shame—she will know it and let you know it and then fulfil it and make it go away.
The wrapping, that’s important as well: special paper, origami folds, ribbon, on at least two occasions real ribbon you could use again. Only what if a wasteful person didn’t, what if they just ripped and cut at everything until it was turned into rubbish and nothing
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