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			Scrimshaw

			Not knowing what else to do, I send you walruses.

			It’s an online feed maintained by the Alaska Department of Fish & Game with cameras trained on a state sanctuary twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. The caption claims that what you’re looking at is one of the largest gathering places in the world for Pacific walruses. If the season’s right, you can watch 15,000 walruses rolling about and sunning themselves: puffy and hairy and taking stock of their walrus days. It’s a go-to site for me, bookmarked and ready for whenever insomnia has me in its jaws. There is audio too: one cursor nudge and your speakers thrum with huffing and wuffing, moustachioed blurts and blusterings of never-footed scuffling all in real time.

			By this point we had been messaging for hours, my face close to the phone screen, imagining you doing the same. A whole town stretched between us, and it was something of a comfort to consider the surface of our separate skins blued or bluewn or bluesed by the same pixel-light, typing against our own private darknesses.

			We had dispatched small talk, sweet talk, sweet nothings and then came your message stating that you were feeling unhappy.

			We’re all feeling unhappy, I thought. Would that be a helpful thing to say? I meant it with solidarity but perhaps it would read as dismissive. Flushed with responsibility for your state of mind I flexed my thumbs, considering my options. I couldn’t ask you about your day because perhaps it was the cause of your unhappiness and making you dwell on it would simply compound the problem. I couldn’t tell you about my day because that certainly was the cause of my unhappiness, and now wasn’t the time to be competitive. I couldn’t comment on the weather, or the politics, the price of either and neither of those things because it all led to the same thing: unhappiness unhappiness unhappiness.

			I typed the first letter of possible responses to you, playing for time. I thought about the corresponding three rippling dots on your phone screen and read your message again.

			The word unhappy implies something of a void. A state of not-happiness, sure, but not necessarily anyone actively gasping in despair. I twitched my thumb away from our conversation to check an online thesaurus. Cheerlessness, desolation, despair, despondency, dolefulness, downheartedness, gloom, gloominess, glumness, malaise, wretchedness: I could ask you which one might be the most appropriate, listing them in alphabetical order so as not to imply my own personal hierarchy in terms of the terms.

			I returned to your message none the wiser but making sure I typed something in the field so that three dots would show I was keeping you company. You didn’t know I was stalling rather than composing. Those dots change in character depending on one’s mood: the same ellipsis could just as easily signal a drumroll of anticipation, a trail of Hansel and Gretel breadcrumbs leading you on, or the side of a rolled dice when your guess is as good as mine. I dithered and felt the pressure of the dots out there shifting, undulating, modulating the shade of the blue light on your face as you waited for a message to materialise.

			I drafted a breath then deleted it.

			You cannot be in control of another person’s feelings is a phrase I once overheard. As I recall I was on a bus and a mother was saying it to her daughter, but I suppose it could just have easily been a therapist taking her client on a trip. Not a bad idea, all things considered: bagsy a top-deck seat first thing in the morning then spend the day travelling up and down the bus route, letting a series of your analysands unburden themselves one by one as you criss-cross the city. Cheaper than renting an office; moquette seat-covers right there as free Rorschach tests; all the alight, baggage, journey metaphors right there for the taking. I saved this eavesdropped phrase to the Notes app on my phone as soon as I heard it and emboldened the words just to make it stick.

			I don’t want you to be unhappy. I don’t want you to dwell on it. I don’t want you to dwell on the fact I only want to dwell on you. Undwell, antidwell, disdwell. I wanted you to think me breezy, authoritative, admirable, so maybe it would be best not to acknowledge what you had said at all and breezily, authoritatively, admirably re-direct your attention. Diversion as care.

			You cannot be in control of another person’s feelings.

			I copy–paste the link to the walrus live-stream and send it your way.

			Walruses belong to that subset of animals that are twee but also somehow noble in their anatomical absurdity. They look like they were designed for the purposes of an Edward Lear poem. SEE ALSO: penguins, pelicans, flamingos, koalas. I could list those to you in alphabetical order to avoid implying a hierarchy of preference: flamingos, koalas, pelicans, penguins, walruses. Walruses look frustrated and benign. On some level, I must have thought that this might be an appropriate response to your unhappiness: I am sorry for frustrations; you were right to tell me; I can be your technique for distraction.

			You have not replied.

			I draw my phone closer to my face and flick through to another app. I read facts about walruses in case my link acted as an opener for further conversation between us. If so, I’ll be ready. The family name for walruses is Odobenidae. Maybe that’s one of those words that has the same shape as its meaning. Another one of these words is bed. You can see what I mean in lowercase: bed. You can see the headboard and the footrest and a little plumping of duvet there. Maybe llama is another one: the shape of the word looks like a llama sitting down, its legs tucked beneath its body. Just so, Odobenidae is a walrus lying, merman aslant, on its side. I consider typing all this to you but want to make sure you have responded to the link first. Maybe it will take a while for you to work out what I’ve sent you. Perhaps your connection is poor. I thumb through more facts.

			I can distract you, I draft. I delete. I want to drive you to distraction, I try typing. No. Dot dot dot. I love you, I draft in my text message, a word for each dot drip-drip water-torturing your phone’s screen. I delete the draft. On idling instinct and left on Read, I click the link that I sent you to the walrus colony. The page begins to load: REFRESHING STREAM it reads. Soon, I think: a simplicity of walruses in a refreshing stream.

			Nobody seems to have a clear idea of the etymology of the word walrus. I skip along already-open tabs on my phone. ‘A variety of walrus found in the North Pacific has sometimes received the distinct specific name obesus.’ I roll in my bed and chew the cud of that fact. You cannot be in control of another person’s feelings. Another site claims that a name given to the ivory of their tusks is morse. The page shows small objects, crucifixes and jewellery made from sawn tuskbone. I keep clicking links, not taking anything in as I wait for a notification from you. Pages and pages all about walruses, cryptic and coded in their fat-headedness, Odobenidae morsey and moreish. My phone becomes a rogues’ gallery montage of silly walrus faces standing up on wealthy white stilts; reams of them, herds of them; infinite walrus.

			I throw my phone across the bed and wait until the screen turns black before I scoop it up again and cradle its re-brightened screen by my head.

			You have not replied. It has been minutes. Usually you are quicker than this. My phone tells me it’s 4:02, which doesn’t look like the shape of anything. I check to see what is happening on the live-feed of walruses and I’m relieved to see that the page has finally loaded. I would not have wanted to send you a dead link, sent you down a dead-end.

			The walruses on my screen are grey and pink. They look like they are brawling. I pinch and zoom, click to hear the audio. No, not brawling. The walruses are roaring as they not-brawl.

			I realise I have sent you a link to a live-stream of thousands of walruses mating. It is obscenely in high definition, as obscene and absurd and violent and loafish as 4:02 on a clock face and I have never been more awake in my life.

			The walruses mate on as I draft a thousand different apologies, a horrified array of horrified pre-programmed reactions – face-draining emoji, Edvard Munch scream emoji, uppercase letter D colon emoticon – but none are quite right so I draft and delete and I wait and wait and I am so unhappy, dejected, wretched. There are no three dots from you in answer, not even the beginning of an SOS because you have fallen asleep? Switched your phone off? Ceased to exist entirely, drafted and deleted and done with it all? I concentrate on ceasing to exist, on the fact you cannot be in control of another person’s feelings having once been good advice, but all I know now is that there’s a blue glow between my fingers and I am fully awake, and all around me and once around you is some kind of braying and something like lancing, remorseful, loud and long and clear.

		

		
			Wilgefortis

			There was a certain amount of gentleness in the way the other girls pushed the locker door shut on her, as if careful not to get their fingers or hair caught in the hinges. Jenny began praying once she heard their footsteps recede down the corridor, and she had a new saint ready to go, but suddenly in the act of petition she second-guessed her pronunciation of the chosen saint’s name. She had only ever seen it written down. She really hoped that she hadn’t completely ballsed up getting her prayer answered on that basis. Jenny did not usually pray out loud but today, now, crouching in the dark of the slammed sports locker, it seemed important that she should declare the words rolling around her head rather than merely think them. After all, saying something fervently surely counted for more or far more than thinking something fervently. Maybe twice as much. It would give the prayer more staying power, as if the breath and effort of speech would propel the prayer that crucial inch higher to the heavens, and increase the chance of attracting the saint’s attention.

			She had read the name in so many captions, scrolled through what felt like hundreds of articles and forum posts all about their life and performed miracles, but never once during all that had Jenny questioned the way the name should sound when spoken out loud. Jenny really didn’t want to waste the saint’s time or, worse, undermine any petition by stumbling on their name straight off the bat. She had not been raised in a family that had much time for religion and was not entirely clear on the mechanics of how prayer might work – couldn’t say whether it was more like making a wish than hailing a cab. The right pronunciation was the least she could do, though, surely. She didn’t want her petition to be misdirected into the void or whatever, just because it hadn’t been addressed in the right way. It might ping back, embarrassingly, resolutely undelivered, marked RETURN TO SENDER.

			Jenny trialled her best guess, her breath warming the sheet metal door in front of her nose.

			Wil-guh-fortis, hear my prayer.

			That had a good bounce and spring to it, Jenny thought, and seemed likely to fit better scansion-wise into the lines of hymns than any alternative. That’s as good an indicator as any, Jenny thought, and she said the name again into the close air of the locker, and instantly the word took on the taste of her surroundings, a concentration of the changing rooms where she had been locked: sweat; old, dried mud on shin guards; the root-beer-sweet stink of school-regulation plimsolls.

			Wilgefortis, hear my prayer. The door of the metal locker was thin and the cloakroom window was open; whoops of the other girls in the sports field outside drifted occasionally overhead as they played hockey or netball or some other pivoting game.

			Jenny was praying for clarity, for strength in her convictions. She decided to decide: Wil-guh-fortis. She told herself that if she sounded out the name with the best intentions in her heart, there would be no harm.

			On the bus ride on her way home, Jenny read that St Wilgefortis is also occasionally known as ‘Uncumber’. In Holland, she’s called ‘Ontkommer’ too. Google Translate implied that the word ontkommer roughly approximates to escaper. In France, Wilgefortis is known as ‘Débarras’. This translates as riddance.

			At times of stress, Jenny had developed a habit of pressing a finger into that natural depression between her nose and her upper lip. Once she learned that there was a word for this depression, she found she was forever repeating it in her head – philtrum philtrum philtrum from the Greek, literally meaning love charm. What is the point in school if it’s all on our phones, she thought, as the bus pulled up by her home.

			Many people know about the word philtrum. Many people claim it as their favourite word. You may have heard of St Wilgefortis because she is depicted in religious art and iconography as sporting a thick, lustrous beard.

			Thinking about favourite saints, and beards, and words, Jenny locked the bathroom door behind her.

			‘You shouldn’t listen to what Vanessa says,’ her best friend Anna had told her earlier that afternoon as they stood in the queue for lunch.

			‘But do I? Do I have one?’ Jenny had asked. She did not like seeing her friend try to lie so as she spoke she kept her eyes fixed on the school canteen’s fridges. The only remaining sandwiches were tuna and cucumber. The very worst of the worst of the worst. After four years at school, Jenny had trained herself to recognise tuna and cucumber sandwiches from the furthest limits of the queue by the little blue cartoon fish on the corner of the packaging. The cartoon fish gave Jenny the thumbs up, illustrating that the tuna was dolphin-friendly.

			‘You can only really see it when you stand in profile,’ Anna replied.

			‘But I’m always standing in profile for somebody.’

			‘It’s just downy, Jenny. Don’t worry about it.’

			It’s just downy. It’s just puppy fat. You are somewhere between a duckling and a young dog, Jenny. Don’t worry about it.

			Jenny put down her tray, walked from the lunch hall and went out into the rain to the bus stop. The word downy downy downy downy played in her ears all the way home, knelling in a new headache for her. She placed her finger on her upper lip and prayed to St Wilgefortis. Philtrum philtrum philtrum.

			There have been sculptures and carvings of St Wilgefortis dating from the eleventh century. She resembles the familiar crucified Christ in the iconography – narrow-faced and looking down with pained benevolence from the cross. Long hair with a centre parting and a beard reaching the chest. The full-length flowing tunic is the giveaway. In later paintings of St Wilgefortis, this is a beautiful, embroidered dress covered in flowers, and she wears soft blue slippers.

			Jenny switched on the bathroom light and watched all the surfaces come back bright and brash at her. It took one blink – one breath, four steps and a single semi-slip in her socks to get to the medicine cabinet. As she pulled its mirror-fronted doors open, Jenny watched her reflection halve itself straight down the middle. The cabinet was overstuffed and some plasters and an emery board fell into the sink straight from the shelves. She picked them back up and lined them according to size next to her mother’s special menthol toothpaste. She put the emery board beneath them as an underline as if for emphasis. Jenny began searching the cabinet. She flicked the brown glass bottles and the sides of the paper packets with her fingernail. She caught the side of a pumice stone with her thumb and her teeth went on edge at the texture of it, its capacity to crumble. You are somewhere between a duckling and a young dog. You have the potential to eat bread and to fetch things.

			According to their boxes, all the aspirins in Jenny’s house were ‘dissolve in the mouth’. Boiled sweets and fudge are sold as ‘melt in the mouth’ in her school canteen – no doubt there are rules about why these two product descriptions are phrased ever so slightly differently. Jenny imagined such rules were set out by some man working in Trading Standards wearing a brown suit, a green tie and Ipcress File-style glasses.

			Why would the dip between your upper lip and nose be named after the Greek for love charm? Maybe it was related to Cupid and his bow. Again, according to Jenny’s phone and its articles from every corner of the internet: ‘each unborn child has an angel teaching them all the wisdom in the world while they are in utero. The angel lightly taps the infant’s upper lip before birth to silence the infant from telling all the secrets in the universe to the humans who reside in it.’ The grammar of this sentence made Jenny frown and tap her philtrum. She pressed a little harder.

			On her tiptoes by the sink, Jenny found her father’s old leather washbag behind a row of gummed-up bottles of cough medicine, all four years out of date. The washbag had a broad metal zip, like a pencil case. She took it from the cabinet and felt its pleasing bulkiness. She unzipped it, re-zipped it, unzipped it once more. She enjoyed the allyup sound this made, bouncing against the quiet and round ceramic angles of the bathroom. Her mother’s washbag was covered in flowers and its zip didn’t quite make the same noise.

			Jenny lay down on the cool floor of the bathroom and upended her father’s washbag. For some reason her father had kept a button and a pound coin in there, which she put carefully to one side, away from the stray pills and puff of cotton wool. She stacked the condoms she found there into a little house-of-cards arrangement. She unscrewed the white bottle of contact-lens fluid and smelled it.

			It had been raining all day. It was a cloying, muggy July rain that steamed on its way down because of the heat – Jenny could see drops of it from the floor in the reflection of the cabinet doors, making wet crossbars against the window. It had made the tree leaves stink on the walk from the bus stop.

			It had been the sound of the rain against the maths lesson windows that had almost made her miss Vanessa’s comment. ‘At least I don’t have a moustache,’ she had hissed at Jenny across her desk. Vanessa’s eyebrows had risen and fallen as she said this and then she had looked back at her calculator as if nothing had happened, as if the world hadn’t just stalled. Jenny, dazed, found herself blanking out the statement and just staring at Vanessa’s eyebrows. They were unsettling, fascinating – little flattish chevrons of hair stark against the smoothness of her forehead. The evolutionary reason for eyebrows, Jenny knew, is to catch the sweat from our brows, providing little weir-gates of fluff to sluice away the worst effects of salt and moisture. But why not then have entirely hairy foreheads
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