

1: THE SNOW GOOSE
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WE HAD NO IDEA the hotel would be the venue for a ladies’ professional golf tournament. Each morning, before breakfast, competitors gathered at the practice tees to loosen up their swings. The women wore bright polo shirts, baggy tartan and gingham shorts, white socks, and neat cleated shoes that clacked on the paved walkways of the country club. Their hair was furled in chignons that poked through openings at the rear of baseball caps; their sleek, tanned calves resembled fresh tench attached to the backs of their shins. Caddies stood beside hefty leather golf bags at the edge of the teeing-ground, and the women drew clubs from the bags with the nonchalance of archers. Soon, rinsed golf balls were flying out from the tees, soaring high above the lollipop signs that marked each fifty yards down the fairway.

In addition to the golf course, heated swimming-pool and two tennis courts, hotel guests had at their disposal a peach-walled library, lit by standard lamps. White lace antimacassars lent fussy distinction to the dark red sofa and matching armchairs. Between the bookcases, in a simple giltwood frame, a colour print showed a suspension bridge, rigged like a harp, with staunch arched piers and high support towers lifting the curve of the main cables. Gold-tooled green and brown leatherbound books occupied the shelves alongside more modest clothbound volumes, the dye faded on their spines where light had reached it. The books were not for reading. Their purpose was to impart the atmosphere of an imperial-era country house. What the designer wished to say was, This is a place to which gentlemen may retire with cigars.

The shelves held arcane titles in strange conjunctions: an Anglo-Burmese dictionary next to a set of Sully’s memoirs; G. Marañon’s La Evolución de la Sexualidad e los Estados Intersexuales alongside Praeger’s Wagner as I Knew Him; Carl Størmer’s De l’Espace à l’Atome between J.R. Partington’s Higher Mathematics for Chemical Students and the second volume of Charles Mills’s History of Chivalry. An entire shelf was devoted to editions of the Dublin Review from the 1860s, containing such essays as ‘Father de Hummelauer and the Hexateuch’, ‘Maritime Canals’, ‘The Benedictines in Western Australia’ and ‘Shakespeare as an Economist’.

One morning, after watching the golfers at the practice tees, I found a familiar book, a thin fawn volume almost invisible among the antique tomes. When I pulled The Snow Goose from the shelf, the books either side of it leaned together like hands in prayer. I settled back into an armchair and began to read, remembering how I had first heard this story, aged ten or eleven, in a classroom with high windows, sitting at an old-fashioned sloping desk with a groove along the top of the slope for pens and pencils to rest in, initials and odd glyphs gouged deep in the wood grain. Our teacher, Mr Faulkner, was a tall man with scant hair, flat red cheeks, and teeth pitched at eccentric angles. He wore silk paisley neckerchiefs and cardigans darned with wrong-coloured wools, and he kept his sunglasses on indoors for genuine optometric reasons. He was approaching retirement and liked to finish term with a story. One of the stories he read us was Paul Gallico’s The Snow Goose.

I could feel, on the back of my head, the starched filigree imprint of the antimacassar. The library had no windows. Hotel staff wearing bold name badges walked briskly past the open door. I stopped noticing them. I imagined an Essex coastal marsh, an abandoned lighthouse at a rivermouth, and a dark-bearded hunchback named Rhayader, a painter of landscapes and wildlife, his arm ‘thin and bent at the wrist like the claw of a bird’. Fifteen years had passed since I’d listened to Mr Faulkner reading this story, but its images rushed back to me: Rhayader’s bird sanctuary; the October return of pink-footed and barnacle geese from their northern breeding grounds; Frith, the young girl, ‘nervous and timid as a bird’, who brings Rhayader an injured goose, white with black wing-tips – a snow goose, carried across the Atlantic by a storm as it flew south to escape the Arctic winter.

Rhayader tends to the snow goose. Time passes. The snow goose comes and goes with the pink-foots and barnacles. Frith gradually loses her fear of the hunchback; Rhayader falls in love with her but is too ashamed of his appearance to confess it. In 1940, startled by planes and explosions, the birds set off early on their migration north, but the snow goose stays behind at the lighthouse. Frith finds Rhayader loading supplies into his sixteen-foot sailing boat, preparing to join the fleet of civilian craft that would cross the Channel to rescue Allied troops from Dunkirk.

Much later, in a London pub, a soldier remembers details of that retreat: a white goose circling overhead as the troops waited on the sands; a small boat emerging from smoke, crewed by a hunchback with a crooked hand; the goose flying round and round above the boat while the hunchback lifted men from the beach and ferried them out to larger ships. The soldier compares the goose to an angel of mercy. He has no idea what became of the hunchback or the white bird, but a retired naval commander recalls a derelict small boat drifting between Dunkirk and La Panne, with a dead man lying inside it, machine-gunned, and a goose standing watch over the body. The boat had sunk, taking the man down with it.

Frith had been waiting for Rhayader at the lighthouse. He doesn’t return. The snow goose flies back in from the sea, circles, gains height and disappears. A German pilot mistakes the lighthouse for a military objective, and blows Rhayader’s store of paintings to oblivion.

I closed The Snow Goose, returned it to the shelf, and left the library for the fairways. But the tournament itself seemed lacklustre after the morning’s pageant at the practice tees: the streaked blonde chignons; the easy rhythm of the swings; the fine baize finish of the green. Each caddy attended to his lady with devotion that verged on medieval courtliness: if she complained of a dirty clubface or perspiring hands, he would take one step forward, offering a fresh white towel. Sometimes women swung at the same time, and you could see two or three balls sailing out alongside each other, coterminous, holding still above the trees before inclining, as if by common assent, towards the flag.

*

I FELL ILL when I was twenty-five. I was a graduate student, working towards a doctorate. I went into hospital for an operation two days before Christmas. The surgeon did his rounds dressed as Father Christmas while a brass band toured the wards playing carols to requests. Between verses you could hear the bleeping of cardiac monitors and drip stands. I longed to go home. I heard a doctor tell another patient she could go home: he seemed to be granting her a state of grace. A few days later my mother and father picked me up and drove me home after dark, and I slept in a little room adjoining their bedroom, a room my father had come to use as his dressing-room, but that had been my bedroom when I was very young. That night, I dreamed I was skiing. I was skiing on a wide open slope under blue sky, with no limit to the width or extent of the piste, and a sense of boundlessness, of absolute freedom. And then the snow had gone and a woman I had never met was leading me by the hand across a field, saying, ‘Shall we go to Trieste? We must go to Trieste!’ The window was ajar and a cold December draught blew through on to my head, and I woke up early, thinking my head was encased in ice. My mother swaddled my head in a folded blanket: I felt like an infant discovered in the wild and tended to by Eskimos.

I hoped that within two or three weeks I would be back at work, but there were complications. I went back to hospital for another ten days, and then my mother and father picked me up again and drove me home. I slept in the little room. I could smell my father’s clothes. The bed was tiny: a child’s bed. I slept on the diagonal, corner to corner, across the sag in the unsprung horsehair mattress, and when I woke up the first thing I saw was my great-grandmother’s watercolour of Mount Everest, with a biplane flying towards the mountain, the word EVEREST embossed in black capitals on the cardboard mount. The picture hung above a table I’d always loved – it had a secret compartment, one flap hingeing where you least expected, with a knack to tricking the latch and always the same things inside: an old bible; pairs of cufflinks in a tissue nest; a clothes brush shaped like a cricket bat, the handle wound with waxy black twine.

There were further complications: hospital for the third time in as many months, a second operation. And then the need for serious convalescence – a few months, probably, for rest, for things to settle down, for my strength to come back. I gave up hope of meeting the university’s requirements that year, and did not wish to be anywhere but home. My parents had moved into this house a few months before I was born: it had been the hub of my life, the fixed point. And now that everything had turned chaotic, turbulent and fearsome, now that I had felt the ground shifting beneath my feet and could no longer trust my own body to carry me blithely from one day to the next, there was at least this solace of the familiar. The house was my refuge, my safe place. The illness and its treatments were strange and unpredictable; home was everything I knew and understood.

A medieval ironstone house in the middle of England, miles from the nearest town. The stone was crumbling in places, blotched with lichens and amenable to different lights, ready with ferrous browns, ash greys and sunlit orange-yellows, with paler stone mullions in the windows, and a stone slate roof that dipped and swelled like a strip of water from gable to gable. A wood of chestnuts, sycamores and limes stood a stone’s throw to the east, with a brook, the Sor Brook, running through the trees to a waterfall – a drop of nine or ten feet, with a sluice beside it, my handprints preserved in the concrete patch of a repair. Rooks had colonized the chestnuts, sycamores and limes, and when the trees were bare you could see the thatch bowls of their nests lodged in the forks, and black rook shapes perched in the heights, crowing like bassoons. The tall broach spire of a church poked the sky to the north, farmland drew away in a gentle upward grade to the south and west, and every one of these aspects – the wood, the farmland, the shape of the spire, the sounds of the rooks and brook – was a source of comfort to me. These things had not changed for as long as I could remember, and this steadfastness implied that the world could be relied upon.

I waited for my condition to improve. I wasn’t patient. The edge of my fear rubbed off as the weeks passed, but I became depressed. In hospital I had longed to return to the environment I knew better than any other, because it was something of which I could be sure; because the familiar – the known – promised sanctuary from all that was confusing, alien and new. But after a while the complexion of the familiar began to change. The house, and the past it contained, seemed more prison than sanctuary. As I saw it, my friends were proceeding with their lives, their appetites and energies undimmed, while I was being held back against my will, penalized for an offence of which I was entirely ignorant. My initial relief that the crisis had passed turned slowly to anger, and my frustrations were mollified but not resolved by the kindness of those close to me, because no one, however loving, could give me the one thing I wanted above all else: my former self.

Leaves hid the nests in the tree crowns. Swallows returned in April, followed by swifts in May. After supper we’d sit out at the back of the house, watching swifts wheel overhead on their vespers flights, screaming parties racing in the half-light. Rooks flew in feeding sorties from the wood to the fields. You could hear the Sor Brook coursing over the waterfall in the trees, the sibilance of congregations saying trespasses, trespasses, forgive us our trespasses. But the sound was no longer a source of comfort. I couldn’t relax into the necessity for this confinement. I felt the loss not just of my strength but of my capacity for joy. I tried to concentrate on the swifts, to pin my attention to something other than my own anxieties. I knew that generation after generation returned to the same favoured nesting sites, and that these were most likely the same birds we had watched the year before, descendants of swifts that had nested in the eaves of the house when my mother and father first moved to it; descendants, too, of swifts my father had watched as a boy, visiting his grandparents in the same house.

My mother suggested a change of scene, and we drove to a hotel close to the Welsh border. We had no idea it would be the venue for a ladies’ professional golf tournament. Each morning, before breakfast, I walked down to the practice tees to watch the women loosen up their swings. I found The Snow Goose and read it straight through, remembering Mr Faulkner, the room’s high windows, the grooved desks. I was suspicious of the story’s sentimentality, its glaze of religious allegory, the easy portentousness of its abstract nouns, and I laughed at Gallico’s attempts to render phonetically (as if they were birdsong) the East End speech of the soldiers in the pub and the upper-class diction of the officers. But something in the story haunted me.

*

MY FATHER LOVED BIRDS. A birdfeeder hung from a bracket at the back of the house: a long, thin tube of green wire mesh, chockfull with premium Hsuji peanuts. You could see the feeder through the French windows that opened on to the small paved terrace, and if you sat still you could watch coal tits, great tits, blue tits and sometimes nuthatches ransacking the store of red-husked nuts, the nuthatches easily picked out by their blue-grey backs and the way they clung (upside-down, tails-up) to the green mesh. I’d never paid them much attention as a child. A wren’s habit of cocking its tail wasn’t nearly as alluring as sport or pop music or television. I didn’t want to listen when my father pointed out wagtails speedwalking across the lawn, chaffinches perched on the roof-angle, or the way a green woodpecker flew in bounds, folding its wings and losing height between bouts of flapping, so that you saw an undulation like someone stitching a hem and could say the name of the bird before you’d even made out the colour of its plumage.

But when we came back from the hotel, I wanted to learn about birds. I couldn’t shake The Snow Goose from my head. I wandered round the garden, equipped with my father’s Zeiss pocket binoculars and a simple beginner’s field guide, looking for birds, trying to learn their names. Sometimes I’d describe a bird to my father and he’d name it for me: goldfinch, blackcap, yellowhammer. It must have been a surprise for my parents to see me showing these signs of enthusiasm: for months I’d been sullen, despondent, introverted, caught up in my own fears, resentful that my life had been interrupted so violently. In hospital, I’d longed to be at home. But by the end of May I was sick of it, restless, hungry for new experiences, different horizons. When I read Gallico’s descriptions of the flights of geese, I wondered at the mysterious signals that told a bird it was time to move, time to fly.

I shared it, this urge to go. I was getting stronger. I was strong enough to be curious. It was as if I were trying to redeem my earlier failure to notice, the way I gave my attention, as I never had done as a child, to the swallows, swifts, rooks, wagtails, finches, warblers, thrushes and woodpeckers around the house – my father ready with a name, a habit, a piece of lore. I loved the swifts most of all. I’d never watched them so intently. My father said that after they left the house at the beginning of August many of them wouldn’t land or touch down until they came back to nest the following May: they drank on the wing, fed on the wing, even slept on the wing. I thought of Gallico’s snow goose flying south from the Arctic each autumn, the pink-footed and barnacle geese moving back and forth between Rhayader’s sanctuary and their northern breeding grounds. Why did birds undertake such journeys? How did they know when to go, or where? How did swifts, year after year, find their way from Malawi to this house, my childhood home?

I was excited about something for the first time since I’d fallen ill, and I needed a project, a distraction, a means of escape. I carried books about bird migration up to a room at

































































Author’s Note
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Afterword

Illness is an imaginative as well as a physical constriction, and I wanted to spread my wings. I thought about home, and about the different ways in which that sense of belonging might be conceived. I thought about how our longing for the familiar, the known, exists alongside our appetite for the new, the undiscovered, and how we all have to negotiate a path through those contrary impulses. I watched the swifts on their exhilarating vespers flights. I dreamed of a return to vitality and independence. I imagined an adventure, a quest. And so a book was born out of the confluence of many streams of thought and experience – home, illness, recovery, poems, nature, science, love of language, and a great longing to drink down the world in gulps after such a period of deprivation.

No elaborate plans. It was only by writing and rewriting that I found myself at home in a form – a sort of poetic form, in which the images would do most of the talking. Similarly, a structure emerged – eight movements, which I thought of as an octave, a scale that begins and ends with the same note: home. The third movement set entirely on a bus, the sixth entirely on a train. The rhyme of birds and words ghosting between the lines, and echoes sounding throughout, a pattern of images, so that a book about nostalgia would always be remembering itself . . . I didn’t worry about what kind of book I was writing. I didn’t understand the post-publication pressure to locate The Snow Geese in a particular category or genre. It’s not as if we inherit six or seven templates into which we have to shoehorn our way of seeing the world. I’ve loved seeing the book appear in different provinces of bookshops, and still relish the fact that a friend in New York found it in the Pet Care section.

I remember the kindness so many people showed me along the way. And how that generosity included stories: Jean’s forehand winner, Rollin’s joyful flight under the Golden Gate, the Viking’s skirmishing with widows, Marshall’s wild garlic, Sam’s rivermouth swim with beluga whales. I remember writing in the small back room of a friend’s house, the table shuddering beneath my forearms whenever the washing machine entered the spin cycle. Or in the flat in Gospel Oak, hearing the playground clamour of a nearby primary school dissolve into the sound of geese roosting on a prairie lake. For days, a symphony orchestra and full chorus rehearsed Carl Orff’s Carmina Burana in All Hallows Church across the road, the cases of double basses standing outside the door like sentries, or smokers. I was often anxious, even afraid. Sometimes writing seemed little more than an arena for self-criticism. But even then I felt a strange rightness about The Snow Geese, as if there’d been a hole in the universe the exact size of that book, waiting to be filled.

WILLIAM FIENNES
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

AMONG THE BELIEVERS

V.S. Naipaul

On this night of revelation, when prayers were so precious, Mr Sherwani intended to pay right through until the morning fast began. To be a devout Muslim was always to have distinctive things to do; it was to be guided constantly by rules; it was to live in a fever of the faith and always to be aware of the distinctiveness of the faith.

Among the Believers is V.S. Naipaul’s classic account of his journeys through Iran, Pakistan, Malaysia and Indonesia. The ‘believers’ are the Muslims he met on those journeys, young men and women battling to regain the original purity of their faith in the hope of restoring order to a chaotic world. It is a uniquely valuable insight into modern Islam and the comforting simplifications of religious fanaticism.
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

BREATH

Tim Winton

And somehow, somewhere along the track, I went numb. I couldn’t say what it was & didn’t dare try. How do you explain the sense of being made to feel improper? I withdrew into a watchful rectitude, anxious to please, risking nothing. I followed the outline of my life, carefully rehearsing form without conviction, like a bishop who can’t see that his faith has become an act.

When paramedic Bruce Pike is called out to deal with another teenage adventure gone wrong, he knows better than anyone what happened and how. Thirty years before, that dead boy could have been him. Bruce remembers what it was like to be a risk-taking kid, to feel that thrill and that fear . . .

This is the story of Bruce and his best friend Loonie, and the surfing obsession that changed their lives. It is about the exhilaration of the sea, the treacherous addiction to risk, and the intoxicating power of forbidden love.
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

THE LINE OF BEAUTY

Alan Hollinghurst

There was the soft glare of the flash – twice – three times – a gleaming sense of occasion, the gleam floating in the eye as a blot of shadow, his heart running fast with no particular need of courage as he grinned and said, ‘Prime Minister, would you like to dance?’

In the summer of 1983, twenty-year-old Nick Guest moves into an attic room in the Notting Hill home of the wealthy Feddens: Gerald, an ambitious Tory MP, his wife Rachel and their children Toby and Catherine. Innocent of politics and money, Nick is swept up into the Feddens’ world and an era of endless possibility, all the while pursuing his own private obsession with beauty.

A Booker Prize-winning masterpiece, The Line of Beauty is one of the defining artistic statements about 1980s Britain, and a landmark work of LGBT literature.
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

AMERICAN PSYCHO

Bret Easton Ellis

I like to dissect girls. Did you know I’m utterly insane?

Patrick Bateman has it all: good looks, youth, charm, a job on Wall Street, and reservations at every new restaurant in town. He is also a psychopath. A man addicted to his superficial, perfect life, he pulls us into a dark underworld where the American Dream becomes a nightmare . . .

With an introduction by Irvine Welsh, Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho is one of the most controversial and talked-about novels of all time. A multi-million-copy bestseller hailed as a modern classic, it is a violent and outrageous black comedy about the darkest side of human nature.
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

RED DUST ROAD

Jackie Kay

You think adoption is a story which has an end. But the point about it is that it has no end. It keeps changing its ending.

From the moment when, as a little girl, she realizes that her skin is a different colour from that of her beloved mum and dad, to the tracing and finding of her birth parents, Jackie Kay’s journey in Red Dust Road is one of unexpected twists, turns and deep emotions.

Taking the reader from Glasgow to Lagos and beyond, Red Dust Road is a heart-stopping story of parents and siblings, friends and strangers, belonging and beliefs, biology and destiny.
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

THE HISTORY MAN

MALCOLM BRADBURY

‘But what are you committed to?’ asked Barbara. ‘Do you remember how you used to say “maturity” all the time? And it never meant anything? Now it’s “liberation” and “emancipation”. But it doesn’t mean any more than the other thing. Because there’s nothing in you that really feels or trusts, no character.

Howard Kirk, native son of the Swinging Sixties, radical university lecturer, and one half of a very modern marriage, is throwing a party. Its fallout threatens to overwhelm Henry Beamish, Howard’s desperate friend, and Howard’s wife Barbara, promiscuous Seventies liberal and exhausted victim of motherhood. The seminal campus novel, The History Man is Malcolm Bradbury’s masterpiece, a funny, disconcerting and viciously provocative satire of academia and the sexual politics of the 1970s.
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

GOMORRAH

Roberto Saviano

Everyone I know is either dead or in jail. I want to become a boss. I want to have supermarkets, stores, factories, I want to have women. I want three cars, I want respect when I go into a store, I want to have warehouses all over the world. And then I want to die. I want to die like a man, like someone who truly commands. I want to be killed.

Seeking the truth behind organized crime in Naples, investigative journalist Roberto Saviano bravely brings to light the monstrous activities and far-reaching influence of the notorious Camorra – locally known as ‘the System’. Unveiling the Camorra’s involvement in high fashion to illegal drugs and even toxic waste disposal, Gomorrah unflinchingly explores the syndicate’s iron grip on the Neapolitan coast. This is not just a story; it’s a dramatic reveal of life in the shadow of organized crime that has earned Saviano global acclaim . . . and police protection.
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

A LITTLE LIFE

Hanya Yanagihara

“Things get broken, and sometimes they get repaired, and in most cases, you realize that no matter what gets damaged, life rearranges itself to compensate for your loss, sometimes wonderfully.”

When four graduates from a small Massachusetts college move to New York to make their way, they’re broke, adrift, and buoyed only by their friendship and ambition. There is kind, handsome Willem, an aspiring actor; JB, a quick-witted, sometimes cruel Brooklyn-born painter seeking entry to the art world; Malcolm, a frustrated architect at a prominent firm; and withdrawn, brilliant, enigmatic Jude, who serves as their centre of gravity.

Over many decades, their complex relationships come to be defined by their respective addictions, successes, and traumas, in an immensely powerful novel of love and the limits of human endurance.
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ALSO IN THIS SERIES

THE YEAR OF THE RUNAWAYS

Sunjeev Sahota

‘Funny how God offers you everything you’ve asked for, only to force you to turn it away.’

Thirteen young men live in a house in Sheffield, each in flight from India and in desperate search of a new life. Tarlochan, a former rickshaw driver, will say nothing about his past in Bihar. Avtar has a secret that binds him to protect the chaotic Randeep. Randeep, in turn, has a visa-wife in a flat on the other side of town: a clever, devout woman whose cupboards are full of her husband’s clothes, in case the immigration men surprise her with a call. Sweeping between India and England, from childhood and the present day. Sunjeev Sahota’s unforgettable novel about illegal immigrants is a story of dignity in the face of adversity.
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Half a century of great classics from Picador

On 6 October 1972, Picador published its first list of eight paperbacks. It was a list that demonstrated ambition, cultural breadth, and no small mischievous spirit, including great writers such as Jorge Luis Borges, Hermann Hesse, Richard Brautigan, and Angela Carter.

Within a few years, Picador established itself as one of the pre-eminent publishers of contemporary fiction, non-fiction, and poetry. In the decades that followed it became the home of writers such as Cormac McCarthy, Don DeLillo, V.S. Naipaul, Emma Donoghue, Colm Tóibín, Hanya Yanagihara, Alan Hollinghurst, Carol Ann Duffy, Jon Ronson, and Kae Tempest.

In Picador’s fiftieth anniversary year of 2022 the Picador Collection was launched, a series highlighting what we believe are some of the most important and exciting titles to be found in modern literature. This curated list features a wealth of modern classics, while also retaining the commitment to boundary-pushing publishing that made the white spines of Picador beloved for generations.

These are books to stay up with late into the night, to daydream about in idle moments, and to press fanatically into the hands of others. They are books intended to start a conversation – with you, the reader, within communities, and within popular culture.

Why not begin your collection today?
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