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I DON’T UNDERSTAND things sometimes. Quite easily, I can become confused by a word or a look or a tiny event and then I just can’t help but wonder why my life should happen in one particular way and not another. I always end up asking for answers I can’t have.

A small part of this discontent started when I used to go to bed at night. Possibly not every night, but most nights, very many of my nights, would turn into something quite incomprehensible.

You can imagine me, I’m sure, tucked up in the customary way with my eyes closed and my body comfortably slipped between two familiar, peaceful sheets in a quiet and sensible atmosphere of repose. Think of that undistracting time before morning where there are no dogs, no engines, no voices, only an infinite extension of the still and dark and gentle air now dozing above my face. And here I am, ready to drop snug asleep in exactly the perfect place to cash in my day. Only then I don’t sleep.

Instead I find I take strange exercise. I am tired and unathletic and I am weary back in to my blood and bone, but I willingly waste the priceless hours next to daybreak in an activity which is neither rest nor sleep.

Not surprised, just disappointed, I discover I am having sex again.

I am a partner, I am one half of a larger, insane thing that flails and twists and flops itself together in ways far too ridiculous for daylight. But these are ways that I recognise, ways that I can’t help following once I start. So the bed I spent five minutes making this morning – with hospital corners because they appeal to me somehow, and are neat – that bed disassembles in moments, builds ridges up under my spine while my pillows fall off and the lights go on.

My head is singing with lack of air and sickening exhaustion is setting up little explosions of white at the backs of both my eyes. And I am still having sex. Like an inadvertent Irish dancer tied up in a hot canvas sack, like a mad traffic policeman tangoing through ink, like a killer whale fighting to open an envelope, I persevere in having sex.

And it really makes no sense to me.

Sex.

I would lie, flattened out at the end of all the necessary minutes, feeling slightly wild but also useless, and I would be sticky and anxious and far too awake and yet all I had ever intended was to be asleep and I would not know what it meant.

Sex. I don’t know what it means. I haven’t approached it in quite a while, but I’m afraid my lack of understanding has to stay in the present tense. I can only remain bemused when I consider that on a depressingly regular basis I would render myself, and perhaps my companion, insensible with fatigue for no reason I could ever ascertain. Gathering my breath after the onslaught I would long for a bath and a disprin, insulin, oxygen, a pint or two of evening primrose oil, a sandwich, a small cup of tea, just a nice lie down. I would then be utterly disheartened by the knowledge that all of this longing was happening almost precisely at the point where I would have to get up and start another day, filled with the promise of another night of probably more of the same again.

Not that I object to the activity itself. I can think of countless situations where nothing in particular goes on and ideal opportunities are presented for a quick burst of sex. While waiting for dubiously available medical care, dubiously available public transport, or the results of dubious enquiries into miscarriages of public probity and justice – there are so many opportunities, each one panting with erotically vacant time and space. How actively we could thrash out our hours together, if we all of us only knew. We’d have no more need for chewing gum, waiting-room fishtanks, cigarettes, crosswords, public service charters, patience or even draughts. Not when we’ve all got sex.

Which would in many cases constitute the removal of a great weight from my mind. I would much rather know that my local MP was rolling along the Pet Food and Condiment aisle in a fellow shopper’s moist embrace than imagine him or her juggling with breakable ceasefires, exorcising childhood crime and indulging in lighthearted TV panel games. And as sex with other people is now undeniably dangerous, I should welcome the thought that we might all prefer to spend entirely solitary nights in, not leaving ourselves alone.

My mind is open. We all have it in us to be an opium for every conceivable mass.

So in principle, I can honestly see that sex has many uses. In my own case, I’m sad to say that I have found it to be of one use only – when I’m having sex, I’m not also expected to speak. This is the one major social transaction I conduct where conversation would be a sign of positive discourtesy.

Oh, a few words now and then are unavoidable, of course. I can remember.

THERE

NOW

LATER

and NOT (THERE, NOW, LATER)

YES and NO

DID and YOU

and

HAPPY?

YET?

But that isn’t speaking. And I should know because I really didn’t like to speak. It made me uneasy to lock up my door at night and know there was someone else home who was supposed to be special for me. They would wash in my bath and sit in my armchair, they would want me to ask things about them and try to find out about me, they would want to see in through my eyes and let me do the same. Although this was very usual, something I heard about all the time, I couldn’t bring myself to accept it, couldn’t face it repeating the in-house, involuntary third degree for the whole of the rest of my life. So I became an expert in diversion. I quickly discovered how easy it could be to stay intimately active instead of intimate. Sometimes for many months, I could make almost anyone sure I was like them simply by making myself sure I knew what they would like.

Naturally, my position was not ideal. Months and then years burned away without changing what I came to see more and more clearly as an invincible lack of involvement on my part. Like manholes and poison bottles I was made to be self-locking and I could no longer be bothered pretending I might have a key. I sought out relationships less and less, rented a room and shared facilities in a square, grey house with three complete strangers for whom I had only the smallest responsibility. I stopped trying to be normal and began to enjoy a small, still life that fitted very snugly around nobody but me. I no longer felt inadequate. And when I went to bed I slept.

I once believed I had an overly practical nature and that my lack of romantic enthusiasm stemmed from that, but now I know I have simply been unable to share in the emotional payoff, to feel the benefits of close company and sex. I am not good at emotional payoffs. I am not emotional.

You should know that about me. You should be aware of my principle characteristic which I choose to call my calmness. Other people have called it coldness, lack of commitment, over-control, a fishy disposition. I say that I’m calm, a calm person, and usually leave it at that, but I feel you should be better informed.

A few things have happened to alter my condition, but it would still be broadly true to say that I am calm. It is assumed that this stems from some kind of self control or confidence, perhaps a type of faith. I am given credit for the massive exertions I must surely perform to sustain my tranquillity.

But I am quite happy to tell you that what appears to be peace and calmness is, in fact, empty space – or, to be more exact, a pause. I am not calm, I am unspontaneous. When something happens to me, I don’t know how to feel.

Naturally, I have now lived more than long enough to guess at an appropriate emotion for almost all occasions that arise. Those around me have spent years being furious and chipper, nostalgic, nauseous, glum and all the rest. I know what these things look like and can reproduce them adequately at will. But where someone else will romp immediately off into a chuckle or a gasp, I have to generate a thought, an effort, and any kind of very minor irregularity in my situation may elongate the preparatory pause I need to gather a feeling together until whatever I was going to do becomes irrelevant. I have missed my chance.

This has been less of a problem than you might suppose – most people are too bound up with their own emotions to notice any failings in mine. I have, however, given the matter some thought.

Seemingly, most people have whole hordes of feelings, all barrelling round inside them like tireless moles. As little tiny children they release these emotional moles at the slightest excuse. They will pack a room to the ceiling with riotous, tunnelling mammals for no special reason at all. They have moles and they will exercise them, simply because they are there. Children will be gratuitously expressive just because they can.

Then, I have read, these innocent mole containers go out in the world and learn to conserve their moles. They are taught that other people’s livestock may be unpleasant and do their little charges harm. A room full of moles can be messy and troublesome, even painful. The world is full of sharp little edges and nasty corners and such factors must encourage a level of reasonable restraint to protect both the moles and their minders.

This means that adults can behave quite calmly and safely with barely a trace of their animal insides showing from day to day. Equally, it only takes a first morning of perfect snow, a rapid descent into love or divorce, an especially manipulative film and the moles are out and rolling all over the carpet. So even if we can’t see them, we take it for granted that everyone has moles.

Now I’m a calm person, you’ll remember that. I am safer than safe. This might imply that my moles are perpetually oh so sleepy and far underground. Or perhaps they used to canter about in the usual way, but then they were scared into hiding by some kind of psychological Rentokil.

Not so.

Almost the first thing I noticed about me when I was very, very young – apart from how my hands worked and what tasted nice, that kind of detail – almost the first thing I noticed was that I had a certain moley something missing. I will tell you soon about my parents and the original ways they could have, but when I do, you’ll already know they played no part in making me how I am. I won’t say it wasn’t useful to have no particular feelings for them to get hold of. I won’t deny I made myself as slippery as I could, but you should know that for most of the years I spent near them, I was faking it. I was ringing up every reaction they might conceivably expect me to be attempting to suppress. In other words, I was pretending that I had anything to hide.

As I write this, I can see extremely clearly that nothing terribly bad has ever happened to me. I can’t recall a single moment of damage that could have turned me out to be who I am today. I can dig down as deep as there is to dig inside me and there truly is nothing there, not a squeak. For no good reason, no reason at all, I am empty. I don’t have any moles.


A LITTLE MORE about me. Just a bit.

My name is M. Jennifer Wilson. The M. stands for Mercy, I’ve no idea why.

Now I want to show you someone else. His hands, which are square and quick, have just slapped down on to a table top. I can see his tidy nails and solid fingers as they spring up to wrestle and fuss with each other for the length of another sentence. These are hands as an accompaniment to speech.

The knuckles pat together in a temporary halt.

‘You truly have an interest in this? Think carefully before you reply.’

It’s my voice that answers and I clear my throat before I do – that’s a habit I have, a way of buying time for a response.

‘Hhrrrhf. I think I’m interested, yes. But if you don’t want to say . . .’

‘No. So you will understand, this is something about which you must think “I want to know this.” If you truly don’t wish to know then I would advise you to retire from the field. I have a so great regard for your friendship that in my position currently I would wish to keep it safe by discourteously ignoring your enquiry.

‘I, for myself, would much rather speak about these vegetables here – these are very remarkable things. And a person will always know where they are with a vegetable. They are an excellent comfort to me in times of distress. Do you see?’

Needless to say, I don’t see. Not at all.

‘Martin, I only asked you how you got here. It was small talk. I didn’t mean it metaphysically – not anything like it.’

He presses the heel of one hand between his eyes and smiles, rather tired, as it seems to me. The kitchen makes its small noises round us, the flutter of the ventilator, rain on the window, the pit-pat electrical ticks of the clock. Martin scuffs his feet under the table and raises his head.

‘Eh, well. Now I am going to sleep upstairs. Please don’t be afraid of making noise, I dream very deeply and will not be disturbed. Tonight, we might speak, hnn?’

He gives a little formal nod and gets to his feet.

Standing, he generally seems slightly shorter than expected, less imposing. I remember thinking that. His height is in his body, not his legs.

If, at this point, I had taken Martin’s picture and then showed it to you we could have looked at it together and seen:

a) the corner of a failed Welsh Dresser.

b) part of a doorframe painted in magnolia gloss because it surrounds a door in a shared house and, although all of us hate magnolia, it is the least offensive possible shade of compromise.

c) a small man with the air of a prize fighter turned poetic, or a dancing butcher – all we can actually see of him are his hands which are fading olive and too large for their arms and his head which is supplied with longish, coarse-ish, thinningish, apathetically curly hair and very striking bones. His profile has a remarkable, even predatory, focus that weakens down into a neat, soft mouth and an oddly tiny chin. A ghost of bristle shadows his upper lip. Because he has a habit of frowning with his mouth and not his forehead, he can seem either prissily savage or savagely prissy – like Red Riding Hood’s granny, mixed in with her wolf.

d) a pullover with a laddered hole in the sleeve, traces of a collarless shirt and a portion of Oxfam trousers which finally crumple over soft, long slippers – this assembly covers the rest of the small man.

e) nothing of me, except maybe a smudged twirl of steam from my tea. I’ve never liked being seen – my job involves being completely invisible and suits me no end. If we took the picture today, I’d even have cut out the steam, so I wouldn’t leave a trace. Of course, that wouldn’t be the only alteration now. This story will, among other things, form a record of various cuts.

You’ll have realised by this time that we have started. We’re up and running, albeit in a retrospective kind of way.

We’ll take it for granted that Martin nips up for his sleep and the life of the house rolls gently along because on this particular day, only Martin and I are home. I cook and eat and throw away the scraps of dinner. I know without checking that what seemed quite a promising situation in many countries of the world beyond has slithered back into ignorance and spasms of random death.

That afternoon I might, for the sake of argument, recall that quite recently a friend has told me about a besieged group of soldiers broadcasting a tape to their besieging opposite numbers, dug in and waiting around one town or another in one war or another. Their tape had recorded proceedings while a young child was minced alive into small bore meat. My friend and I could not understand how such a tape could have been thought of, or how it could have been made, or how all the little technical necessities could have been seen to in the field. After a while, we found we were both laughing, in the absence of any more appropriate response.

I fill the kettle while the sun dips lower in what I am told is an irredeemably poisoned sky and I think of the distant damage I do, by boiling my water with electricity.

After the loudest of the birds have called on the evening – because even though I hardly see them, we do seem to have birds here always – I find myself very quiet, looking at a grainy room, dim, thinking of nothing at all, but slightly waiting. Then I hear movement above me, a gentle disturbance down the stairs, Martin on his way.

‘Well do come in.’

‘Ah. I’m not disturbing you.’

‘Come in. Do you want to put the light on.’

‘No, I don’t. May I sit down and did you think about what you want and is what you want that I should speak to you?’

He moves to the table, surprisingly quickly, although perhaps that has to do with the lack of light and the drowsy way I’m watching him.

‘Or is that too many questions to ask? Which is naturally another question more. It would be nice if you could answer one. I am afraid my sleep was not entirely serene and I am out of humour. Perhaps I should regather my force and meet you tomorrow.’

I realise just at that moment that I envy him his voice. I know a little about voices and his is very well placed: it has a round, open, dark tone which I like – an almost edible sound.

‘Sit down, Martin. Relax. I know I’m not too relaxed myself, but that’s just me. If you want to talk about something, talk. I can listen. I don’t suppose I’ll do much more than that. I’m pretty useless; if it’s a woman thing, relationships, or money, I’m a bit of a disaster. But, I mean, I’m not trying to put you off. Martin? Martin?’

He is still standing, but now with his arms folded very high on his chest, hands tucked out of sight, head pulled down and forward. I can hear him making noises that I don’t understand and little moves. The dark shape that his hair makes is shaking.

‘Martin?’

Now it sounds as though someone is beating the air out of him with a stick. I have no idea what to do or why I would do it. Martin bumps his way to a chair, lets himself drop and fold into it. When he speaks he still does not raise his head and the words escape downwards in odd bursts.

‘Please do not feel . . . I am so glad you are here . . . and so sorry . . . I am not sure, but I have the impression this is unlike me. I am not sure.’

I’m on to him by this point. He’s crying and it has nothing to do with me. Safe. But also not safe because a peculiar thing is happening. I will find it difficult to describe, even having thought about it.

He lifts his head and the peculiar thing gets worse.

‘Eh. I think this is passing. I think so. I do apologise.’

He rubs his face in both hands – I presume to make it dry. When he has finished, he looks up at me before noticing his hands and their condition.

‘Ah. Does this make you afraid?’

‘It might do.’

‘Because I can assure you, it terrifies me.’

And he laughs, making the peculiar thing even more peculiar again.

A little advice here. If you find what I tell you now rather difficult to believe, please treat it as fiction. I won’t be offended.

‘This is one of the things I expressly wanted to ask you about.’

‘No don’t get up, just stay there. Stay where you are and I’ll stay here and that will make me feel comfortable about this.’

‘I am not any danger, I can assure you. I’ve tried.’

The kitchen is really quite gloomy by this time and it should be difficult to see Martin, but in fact he is far more visible than he has any right to be. When he opens his mouth for any length of time there is a pale gleam which reminds me insanely of the light from a self-sealing envelope if you peel it apart in the dark. An unnatural, static blue flash. His hands and face are simply burning.

That’s exactly what it looks like. But with a silver burning, a chemical flame, fluctuating in and out of colour, running like mercury and then disappearing into air. When he moves, shadows boil away from him, they roll under furniture, hiding from his hands.

‘Does it hurt? Can I . . .’

‘No, there is nothing to be done. It eventually will fade. Except my mouth – that, at night when it is visible, that stays. This doesn’t happen to you.’

‘No.’

‘To no one of your acquaintance.’

‘No. This doesn’t happen. This is a thing which does not take place. Tell me how you do it.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘How you do it. I can see it’s to do with moisture – tears, saliva. What is it, a powder?’

‘Ah, I think you misunderstand.’

‘Because I can do a good thing with the striking surfaces for safety matches – you burn them and there’s an oil left that smokes when you rub it. I learned that when I was a kid – from the Quaker Oats Book of Magic Tricks. Not as impressive as you, but it’s all right.’

Martin was scrubbing at himself with his sleeves, partly extinguishing his face and leaving a soft, failing glimmer on his sweater.

‘Jennifer, please, I’ve no wish to be alone with this. I need you to understand that I don’t know why it is happening. I don’t know if I am always this way, if something has changed me. I don’t remember. The fire, the shine, whatever you would choose to call it – that isn’t at all important. What I have to tell you which is the most important thing is that I can’t remember. Do you see? Please sit down. I’m sure this is not contagious.’

‘Why are you sure? If you don’t remember?’

‘Please.’

‘All right, all right. Why not.’

‘Bless you, thank you. Thank you.’

He snatches up one of my hands as I come within reach and squashes it between his with a little burst of orange light.

‘Oh, I am sorry. I didn’t hurt you. Just made a surprise.’

There is an odd sheen on one of my palms, but no apparent damage.

‘Don’t do it again, though, hmm? I think I’ve had enough surprises for tonight.’

‘Yes, yes, I can well imagine. I might take this opportunity to compliment you on your courage.’

‘That’s all right, I’m what you might call calm by nature. Being afraid would make a change, believe me.’

‘As you wish.’

‘But I’m going to turn the light on, because there’s no way I can concentrate with you looking like that – even if you have started to fade.’

‘Yes, when it dries, there’s no light. Haouh, well, you see – oh, thank you, that’s very bright isn’t it?’ He kneads his eyebrows for a moment. ‘Now I am under a stronger illumination, I’ve gone. See?’ He waves a hand experimentally. ‘A candle in the day. Unimpressive.’

‘More normal, anyway. Would you like to tell me what you’ve forgotten?’

‘You may not like to know.’

‘Catch me now, while I’m confused, you may not get another chance. I mean, come on, nothing you say could be any stranger than your performance so far. Or if it could I’m sure you’ll correct me. Anyway. Go on.’

Martin closes his eyes and presses the knuckles of one hand to his lips. I can hear his breath. Then he looks at me and jerks out a smile that tightens into something slightly grim. ‘I am glad you are here. We didn’t meet before?’

‘I think I would remember if we had.’

‘Then chance is on my side, because I do think I need you to be here. This is what I would call a chain of incidence – a small something that makes sense when life . . . well, I have never known what life meant. I’m sure that has been consistently the truth. The truth now is that I do not care in any point whether you are calm, or courageous, or unfeeling, or – and I beg your pardon – simply incapable of understanding your position. I will take it that you are brave, so that I can be brave also.’

‘Hhrrrhf. I’m sure you can be brave all by yourself. Please tell me what you have to.’

So he does.

‘If I begin with a very familiar beginning. Here, I take an apple from your bowl (if you will excuse me) and now we have a woman and a man and a piece of fruit with biblical dimensions which is a good way to start. To let you know . . . really what I mean . . . do you see this? . . . I can bite this. Hnn? Mmhm. Mn. So. I can understand that. This is not a very pleasant apple, but it does taste a little of apple, it has a colour which is the colour of an apple, tension in its skin and wax and shine and then sweetness and a very familiar flesh, although we can agree it is of a mediocre flavour. I remember about an apple. Good. I remember (as I said) vegetables and a variety of things, for example the sky and the grass in your little garden out there. I can remember how one should call to a cat in order to make it come.’

He works at the collar of his shirt and then licks his lips.

‘Now please be aware that you are coming to this in reverse, you already know the last and very much the least singular thing about me, so put that from your mind and I will lead you to the main point of my discovery which is very simply that I can remember almost nothing else.’

His hands are beginning to quarter and layer the air ahead of him.

‘Do you want to know the earliest thing of which I have any recollection? I can tell you that. I was asleep and knew that I was sleeping, I felt myself do it and was certain I would never wake. It was like a death without dying, Jennifer. There was a darkness cold and patient as the moon, without sound and without meaning and nothing more but my tiny thought of myself adrift along eternity. I was the black of an eye, a cold dry look pressed in against night, and I saw only the absence of God – a faraway disinterested ache, a faint taste of intellect on the edge of time.

‘Even to remember it makes me numb – here – in my fingers, there’s still a little blindness. When I am alone now, upstairs, do you know, I don’t like to sleep. I lie on the bed and I am afraid I will go to that place again and not come back. I am like a child with more than a child’s fear of the dark. It watches me and is hungry. I believe this was not always the case.’

He cups a hand over his forehead and rubs down. His voice suddenly smaller.

‘This is making me sweat. That shines, too, in case you wondered. All of my . . . more fluid parts, in actuality, do seem to . . . Eh, but this is not even important, because it is not explanatory. So let me think . . . how long I was in this other world? I have not an idea. The whole condition of my being there made it seem to be for ever. For ever and an oversight, a moment too small for the warmth of attention to ever find it.

‘And apart from all this, it was so tedious. Everything which was there (which was nothing and more nothing) was eternal. Do you understand? Fields and fields of nothing eternally. Dull. I believe Hell must be very like that. I believe I must have been there, in Hell, and without ever knowing why.’

He pauses, pursing his lips at something I cannot see.

‘But very evidently my situation did change because now I am here and not there.

‘So I’ll tell you how I am released from, at the very least, Purgatory. I begin to feel warm. No brimstone, no burning, just warm. There is a little point of heat in the palm of my hand (right hand) and this passes into the core of my arm and – hopla – is at my heart. At the time this did not in one point please me. I recall that I wanted to be more dead rather than more alive and there I was becoming sensible against my will. You may imagine, I was, apart from anything else, extremely annoyed.’

He peers forward across the table like a very large bird, or a cat, muzzling at the emptiness between our faces. I can see a kind of shatter in his eyes, flaws of light in the blue and a mineral shine. Nothing unnatural, but quite striking. And his eyelashes are over-long.

‘I am drifting, annoyed and lost, somewhere in the mind of an amnesiac Creator, or worse. Not an ideal position for anyone, but particularly not for me. I am, after all, very fond of me and care what happens to myself. But the changes are not over. I am aware of turning and rising, there is a rush of passing beside my ears and through my hair, what there is of my hair. I have never – I know this – had any difficulty with falling hair or becoming bald, I simply have too little of too coarse a type, in too desperate a distribution. None the less, I can hear and feel that I am in the process of plunging up and into a variety of morning. (At least I have the impression of morning.) There is the beginning of light and my whole skin is tickling with I don’t know what, but it’s something very pleasant, and I have a feeling of being not so terribly solitary as before. What is truly extraordinary at this point is that I landed. I came to a halt – boff – as if I had hit my head on a ceiling, except that the ceiling was a floor.

‘So I am in a house which was never there before and which is spinning to fit around me so the bed where I am lying is slipping in beneath me and the walls to the side and everything is aiming for where it should be. Then it is there. Arrived. Now I can open my eyes and look at so many different things together it is quite painful. Upwards and downwards and to every side, there are things I can see.

‘I found that very impressive and surprising for a considerable time.

‘Softly, I know that I am somewhere, rather than nowhere. I know that I am lying in sheets, that I am cold but not uncomfortably so and that I am a human being, rather than perhaps an animal, half an orange, someone else’s good idea. Then I begin to fall unpreventably asleep and I am without fear because this is perfect – all I want to do is rest. I have not been at rest for ever (as far as I can recall) so I am somewhat tired. What next? Eh? Night falls in my mind.’

He pats his palms together with a huge grin.

‘Do you think I might have a cup of your coffee as a kind of intermission. It’s very nice, that coffee.’

‘You remember coffee now, then?’

‘Not particularly, no. I think I had something a little bit like it once, but it was more . . . more dusty.’

‘A pleasant surprise for you, then.’

‘I’m trying to look on most things in that way, yes.’

I get up to make the coffee. ‘I’ll be mother.’

I don’t feel that women should necessarily make men hot drinks whenever they are mentioned, but it so happens that I am thirsty, too. And I’ve already tasted the way Martin makes coffee. And it’s a nice little excercise for me – probably as close to being anybody’s mother as I’ll get.

‘Don’t mind me clattering about, I’ll still be listening.’

‘Thank you. I have the impression I have always enjoyed talking. I like the way it feels.’

‘Oh good.’

‘Yes, and I didn’t intend it, but this all binds in very well. Do you know the first thing I heard, safely landed and flat on my bed? The first proper thing, when my world was struck new and so remarkable?’

‘No, I don’t know. How would I know? You take lots of sugar, don’t you?’

‘I wouldn’t say it was a lot of sugar. I would say it was just enough.’

‘I’ll bring you the bag.’

‘But what did I hear?’

‘I’m sorry, I can’t even guess. What did you hear?’

‘You. I heard you.’

‘I beg your pardon.’

‘It was you – you were talking about something. I could hear you through the floor. You must have been about where you are now. I lay up there listening and you sounded happy and you laughed. So there you are. That really would make you my mother, eh? The first woman I hear.’

‘No. No, I don’t think it would. Let me get this clear. The first thing you can remember is being upstairs in your room and hearing noises down here. There’s nothing before that?’

‘Nothing. I explained. This is the house I fell into. This is all I know.’

Which is the most normal introduction I can give him. I did consider avoiding a few of the stranger details until later, but that didn’t seem possible. After all, I’m trying to give you as much of the truth as I can and part of any truth will be the order in which it arrives. One fact will trigger one feeling, while another will not, whole dominoeing rows of moles can romp off in entirely the wrong direction simply because of a distortion or omission in time. Far be it for me to mislead your moles.

For instance, you should now know the kitchen I described was in that square, grey house I mentioned – the one I shared with the three other people whose names were Liz, Arthur and Pete. In case you were wondering. Martin arrived at a time when Pete’s room was empty, but a temporary lodger for it was imminently expected. It may be alarming, or disappointing, or just plain unconvincing that a major figure in this whole affair was a shorter than average man who glowed – more or less – in the dark, could only remember items of greengrocery. and came to himself in a conveniently unoccupied room. It’s not what I would have chosen myself, but I had no opportunity to choose. And because Martin was a friend of mine, I would ask you to be patient with him. I wasn’t the only one with no choice. He didn’t even get to pick his name.

‘What do you mean, you’re not called Martin?’

‘I mean what that would customarily mean. If anyone called me Martin, it was you.’

‘Now you’re confusing me again.’

‘There’s no confusion. I eventually felt safe enough to leave the bed. My surroundings seemed unfamiliar but not unlikely, if you understand me. I thought I should find out whose the voice was. First I walked to the window and found that I was on the first floor of a house – you see I didn’t want to discover that this was a voice from, perhaps, under the ground. You can imagine, I didn’t wish to be surprised again in one morning. Enough is enough.

‘Now I had a problem. No . . . when I landed, I was not supplied with any clothing. Naturally, I didn’t wish to introduce myself quite so personally and a search of the room provided an assembly of garments which I could guess might be suitable. I dressed as best I could and opened the door. To my huge relief, there was indeed the rest of a house beyond it and a flight of stairs. I walked out, a little as if I were trusting my weight to the sea, but all was well.

‘The next door I opened was this one here, for the kitchen, and you were sitting at the table, reading aloud. And I am certain you can think what you said, if you really try. I am the one with the bad memory, after all.’

‘You must be Martin.’

‘Exactly. You told me that I must be Martin.’

‘That wasn’t an order, it was an assumption. We were expecting someone called Martin to take Peter’s room.’

‘I know that now. But you can appreciate that I was quite happy to agree with any kind of likely proposition that morning. Even a name. In fact, I hoped you might know me, have heard of me. I also had an idea that this must be the house where the newly arrived were given their names and instructions before they set out on their lives.’ He gave me a large shrug. ‘Well, I wasn’t to know. You can’t deny, it is always useful to have a name, even if not one’s own.’

‘You wouldn’t happen to remember your real name now?’

‘No. Sorry.’

‘Just a thought.’


I HATE SECRETS. No, that’s a lie, and here I was hoping to tell you the truth. Start again.

I hate to be on the blind side of a secret. That’s more like it. Sometimes I’ll be shown, let in on, something that seems a real secret to me, I’ll be allowed to stand right up against it and look all I like, but I still won’t understand. I might as well be staring at a length of algebra, an unknown language – it will have no meaning for me. Worse than that, I will know that it must have a meaning for somebody else. So I’m stupid. No one needs to hide this from me, it is, quite simply, beyond me. I am on the blind side.

I don’t know if I grew up with this ferocious need to uncover the ins and outs of everything, or if growing up made me this way. I was an only child and it seems to me now I had nothing to do all day but be too interested. Because I had this odd frustration. My parents were not of the kind to avoid questions, or to slip me the type of tidy fable I would hear more distant adults and schoolteachers palming off on children, or even each other. At home, we had nothing hidden. I could ask my mother and father anything and be answered with something solid and realistic. My problem was, I very rarely knew what they meant. As my years with them passed, I became more and more certain that I had an excellent grasp of the world around me, but that it would never make any sense.

Climbing the stairs to my room after Martin decided to tell me what he didn’t know about himself, I walked up into a mood I had only associated with my parents’ house. I could smell their furniture, the particular dry, tickling air in their room. I was allowed in their room. Their bedroom. Even when they were there, inside there together behind a closed door, I was allowed to go in. They had a white door, which seemed to be like all the others in the house – flat in the modern way, with a white china handle and one or two long fat drips in the paint if you looked at it very carefully in the right light. I looked at it very carefully, because really it was different from all the other doors, it only appeared to be the same. I knew. It was a big, blind secret – I could stare at it for hours, until my face went numb, or I had to cry, and still I wouldn’t understand it. Children are odd like that, they have an inappropriate determination, no way of identifying a hopeless case.

‘Welcome to our starlight ballroom, ladies and gentlemen. The quartet is playing, your seats are being warmed by Philippino dwarves of your individual choice, and doing your thinking for you tonight will be Martin Wilson.’

You need to understand here – my parents were a hopeless case. You only had to listen to them, going on again behind their door, and you would know.

‘What?’

‘Specialist in paranoia, pain and perversity, graduate of the Sigmund Freud School of Charm and Social Scarring, your neurons are his playmates – ladies and gentlemen, I give you – guess who?’

‘I wouldn’t even mind if you could bitch without rehearsal. You know the trouble with that little effort? Your enunciation was too good.’

‘Oh dear. My mistake. We’re in detective mode tonight.’

‘Don’t strain yourself, will you. You’re coming dangerously close to improvisation.’

‘Fuck you.’

‘Oops, there we go – straight into reality.’

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Just take whatever you came for and fuck off.’

‘But I can’t remember what I came for. Now was it in the wardrobe, or was it under the bed.’

‘You’re pathetic. Pathetic.’

‘You should think before you say things like that. I might take that to heart and be offended. Darling.’

‘Fuck off.’

‘No.’

‘Fuck off.’

I didn’t understand the way they talked. Looking at the words now, I work out some of the feeling, but it never was as clear as I would have liked. At the time, I almost thought they were playing, and then when I was older I thought they were fighting, and now I think I may have been right the first time. The way my parents were together was always very like a game, or a dress rehearsal for something that would be quite important when finally it was done.

Now Martin, like my parents, was a secret, but, unlike my parents, he was a friendly one. He genuinely seemed to find he was as much a mystery to himself as to anyone else and I couldn’t feel threatened by that. There was something that made me believe the way he was. I don’t know why, I’m not particularly gullible. Liars hope to make their lies convincing by adding emotional distractions which, of course, don’t distract me. I once stood behind a sleight-of-hand artist and the effect was much the same – nothing to observe but naked technique, interesting but nowhere near convincing. Martin hadn’t tried anything like that.

Even better, he was, in a way, my own private secret. No one else knew what we knew – Martin and I. Liz and Arthur didn’t know. That particular night they weren’t even at home. Friday night, we’re all free people, what with work and its many alternatives, it wasn’t especially likely that anyone would be at home. But I was and so was Martin and he had spoken to me. Rather a childish satisfaction, but I don’t mind being easily satisfied – it can mean you’re satisfied quite often and that surely can’t be bad.

That night I got ready for
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