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Dedication
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This is for my subscribers, who inspire me to keep writing the very best stories I can.

I’d also like to acknowledge a fruit fly I met in November 2019, who apparently understood.
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Preface 


The Fruit Fly’s Answer
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I began “I” For Immortality in late 2019.

The idea was a hesitant, secretive creature. I would pick it up for a short stint then had to put it down again for several months, not knowing what, if anything, might come of it. I hoped it might turn out to be a short story in two parts, but while I turned my head away, it delved its roots into new places, too deep for me to follow at first.

At its inception, I was going through a kind of stress that threatened to swallow me whole. What happened to me then probably influenced the direction of this story, although of course, it is always difficult to pin down these unconscious workings, since ideas, like cats, are not to be commanded.

We had just been given notice on our home of nearly twenty years. Our landlady had let us stay in her flat at a lower-than-market rent all that time, because she was enormously kind and realised we could pay no more. With my husband out of work with a long-term illness, we had got by on my wage alone – but we were now facing a situation where we could barely afford to live.

I was in the office, trying to keep it together, and that’s really how it was: holding the edges of myself rigid against the chaos inside. It’s weird how emotions can seem to reach beyond the confines of the body. Fear spreads like an ink blot, so it’s no longer clear where your being ends and the rest of the world begins.

Not knowing what to do with myself, I hid in the toilets.

I sat down on the seat lid and stared at the back of the door.

A tiny fruit fly landed on my finger. I was glad of the company, but I had to ask. 

“Why?” I whispered. “Why?”

Like my despair, the question spread so much further than Why is this happening to me? Why does any creature on this Earth keep going, keep striving, when there is never any real security? There is always some need to fulfil; necessities to chase after, difficulties to avoid. Why does it just go on and on? Why do we even try, when we know awful things will happen?

The fly said nothing. At least, I thought, I am not hallucinating. Yet. But the fly didn’t move either, so we sat together for a while. 

Between us hung the air and dust particles; desperation (mine) and incomprehension (from both sides).

After a few minutes – which, considering its short life cycle, I couldn’t help but feel was extremely generous – the fly left my finger.

Well, if an insect could move on, then I figured I could, too.

Not quite ready to face my desk, I meandered into the shared kitchen. There was no-one else there, so I decided to go through the motions of making a cup of tea that I didn’t really want.

A colleague walked in and said, “Hi”. I asked her how she was.

I really wanted to know. I wanted to know something, anything, that wasn’t about me or my life. Perhaps she sensed my interest, because she gave me a bit more than the usual Fine, thanks.

She began to tell me how she’d been taking care of house plants, as a distraction from mounting stress. She found it soothing to fulfil this simple, nurturing task: to have something to look after besides herself, but nothing too complicated. A pet, she explained, or even a friend who might have their own problems to share, might be too much for her right now. In order to shield herself from situations or people that might be demanding, she had withdrawn a little, but rather than shut herself off completely, she had devoted her spare moments to nursing these simple beings that responded by simply being.

There were other things she seemed to be on the cusp of describing. The truth rang between her words as she smiled, sighed and gestured, trying to pick those words like invisible fruit from the air. Clearly, it more than calmed her, to dwell in this sense of gentle stillness that only plants have. It uplifted her, and confirmed she was a part of a massive life force that spread oh so much further than her little human life, which was just a speck in comparison – yet, a welcome speck. A speck that nourished, and was nourished in return by this vast, unnameable energy.

And all I could think was: if a fly could answer my question, “Why?”, this would be it.

If it is true that our minds are connected on some level (I believe it is); if it is true that we are part of nature and nature is part of us (this is scientific fact), then it only takes a few quick-steps of the imagination to suggest that the fly’s mind answered my question through my colleague, and I am only slightly bonkers for saying it.

The fly (please, just go with it – I am a storyteller) reminded me that living is the first art. There is more, but often you don’t have to go far to reach it. 

Life itself is a striving force, but at its core it is simple. It’s beautiful. It persists. It is.

I lived. I persisted. And by some crazy miracle I bought our flat a few months later. I still carry my gratefulness around with me, with a sort of blurry-edged bafflement.

“I” For Immortality is built on strange connections, and not just those of an unusual Exquisite Corpse result.

Anna Tizard, July 2021
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“I” For Immortality was inspired by the following Exquisite Corpse:
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“The lofty portrait of my grandmother rapidly salivated at the estranged stairwell.”
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Part 1 


Secret
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This is what it means to be an artist. To reach, to be the reaching.

––––––––
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Flo waited on the landing. While the nurses came and went, she couldn’t set her mind to anything. She couldn’t paint, she couldn’t read. She longed for the TV, that cosy wrap-around feeling of a story that meant nothing at all. Even the tension of a horror movie would be a comfort against this, this emptiness that pinned her to the spot, where she sat tucked under the enormous cheese plant, holding her breath; as if the dangling leaves might protect her. As if she were eleven again, playing hide and seek.

“Messengers, messengers.” Mara’s voice opened its flower against the dusk.

Flo stood up, tiptoed towards the open bedroom door.

The meagre light from the lamp caught the side of the nurse’s face as she bent over her bag of equipment; she threw Flo a look of pure sympathy, hardly a trace of surprise. Flo’s heart gave a squeeze. These soft-shoed angels who came and went in the night – their humanity seemed limitless. If Flo narrowed her eyes, she would half-expect to see them as effervescent orbs of light, benevolent will o’ the wisps in this forest of never-ending dread. 

“It’s okay,” Flo said, more to herself than anyone, as she stepped past the door. “She’s talking about art – aren’t you, Mara?”

Mara nodded, her eyes sliding shut again as her head sank back onto the pillow. Art is the source of a power called truth, Mara had liked to say. We are its messengers, its mediators.

Grand-Mara was a visionary, Flo was fond of explaining to the nurses. When the real, lucid Mara broke through the fog of her fading mind, these were the sorts of things she said. Yesterday, Flo had stood in the same spot, watching a different nurse plump an extra pillow for Mara, who was struggling to sit upright. The brightness of the old woman’s eyes shone across the low-lit room until Flo was desperate to say, “It’s so great to have you back.” But these unspoken words hit a wall inside her and slipped down, a broken bird. If Mara was ‘back’, then for how long?

Time is our master.

“The letter,” Mara called across the room. “You must read the letter.”

Flo frowned and stepped around the plants at the foot of the bed. The nurse smiled an apology, ducking her head as she zipped up her bag, as if trying to dodge this precious connection between grandmother and granddaughter which hung like a spider’s thread across the room, their words like dew drops that clung, trembling.

Flo whispered to the nurse as she left the room, “Thanks so much...” and counted four footsteps behind her on the stairs (the nurses always let themselves out) before she crept closer. “Mara? What letter?”

“The one...” Mara’s fingers twitched in impatience, clutching and unclutching the edge of the quilt. She swallowed audibly. “The bottom drawer.”

“In here?” Flo said, pointing to the chest of drawers.

Mara’s chin bobbed up and down. Flo turned to pull it open, but Mara cried out as if in pain. “Not now, with me here. Not like this.”

“It’s okay. It’s okay, I won’t read it now...” said Flo, her voice as gentle as tip-toes. How she hated this confusion that threatened to swallow Mara’s grip on reality. Of course she would have to open the drawer while Mara was here, some time. Neither Mara nor this heavy chest of drawers were going anywhere.

Flo felt herself smile as she reused one of her grandmother’s phrases. “I guess I’ll just reach beyond space-time.”

Mara’s mouth curled at the side, an effort to smile. 

Grand-Mara was fading. All her theories of art and purpose were rushing past, getting sucked into this vacuum of illness, and then... Flo suddenly, ravenously, wished she had written everything down – all the butterfly meanderings of Mara’s mind, even the unfinished ideas. Especially the unfinished ideas; the questions that Flo would make it her life’s purpose to answer. The only true conclusion, Mara liked to say, was the painting itself. If life contained no mysteries – if sense made sense – there’d be nothing to paint, would there? Nothing for art to say.

Flo braced herself against it: the silence and the darkness that swam between the lamplights in the room, colours thick as the smell of doom... All of this was pinched between the fingers of time. Mara quivered on the edge of Mara; of who she was, who she had been. Flo stood as still as she could, believing for a moment that if she snapped her fingers, it would all be gone.

*
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It was getting late. Darkness wasn’t just the absence of light; it was a substance that seemed to expand through the air, sharpening it. Flo had a vague inkling she’d noticed this before, then forgotten. Perhaps it was one of those weird life secrets that you ‘know’ by instinct as a child, and evaporates when you grow up, no longer privy to a magical logic.

Always with the darkness came Mara’s restlessness. During this in-between time, Mara tended to doze on and off, muttering to herself and jolting awake, sometimes breathless. It didn’t seem right to leave her alone. After a hurried supper of cereal and milk, Flo pulled up a chair next to Mara’s bedside and tilted the lamp onto her book. The page was just bright enough to read; the letters familiar, friendly shapes that hinted of logic and order, regularity in life. Flo narrowed her eyes. A character with psychic powers was trying to avoid predicting a murder, for fear of being implicated, but she lost track after that. She skimmed the neat rows, whole paragraphs that meant nothing at all, until the doorbell went, and it was time for the night nurse.

Flo led the uniformed figure up the stairs, keeping to the right-hand side so that the nurse would tend to the left where she could use the banister, if she wanted, and hopefully wouldn’t notice the worst of the cracks on the step, right here. Past the portrait, across the landing, and Flo was hesitating at Mara’s bedroom door, showing the woman in. While the nurse busied herself with Mara, Flo crouched to pull open the bottom drawer in the chest of drawers. Please don’t look my way. It had to look casual, unimportant, because surely if the nurse glanced her way, then Mara might look up, too.

But what did it matter, anyway? And why should the nurse notice or care if her hands were shaking as she pulled open the drawer? Flo rummaged under folded sheets until her fingers brushed paper.

Usually, her own bedroom was a place she could breathe more easily, but now, on the edge of her bed, there was this: the letter. It quivered in her hand. 

Mara’s slow, looping handwriting belied the urgency of what she wrote.

Flo, my darling Flo. The reason you’re reading this instead of hearing me say it is to remove any doubt you might have that I’m of sound mind. I want to make this easier for you to do, in the unshakeable knowledge that I am in possession of each and every one of my marbles. At the time of writing, I am still in relatively good health, but the changes may come quickly – too quickly. When you read this, I may be about to lose my life, or life as I’ve known it so far, but my mind and faculties are sufficiently intact to know what I still want. Are we good?

Flo’s hand slid over her mouth. ‘Are we good?’ was one of Mara’s phrases when she was teaching, demonstrating a brush technique or checking that Flo was happy with the colour she’d mixed. All those art lessons... from the one and only Mara Tarini. So much more precious than Flo had ever realised as she was growing up. 

She’d never have another lesson from her Grand-Mara. Her throat closed around the fact.

Blinking hard, Flo forced herself to read on.

There’s something I need you to do. But first, I need you to trust me and just accept your old grandmother’s strange whims. If what I’m about to ask of you seems ridiculous or crazy, please could you at least pretend that this is serious? Your task is not to understand – in fact, by the time you read this, there may not be time left to explain – but perform a few actions. Are we still good?

Flo stopped, waiting as the ghost of anxiety blinked awake and did its slow somersault inside her gut. For a heart-thumping moment there, she’d let herself believe it: that Mara was leaving her the house. Disappointment beat inside her, followed by a rush of shame. How could she be so selfish at a time like this?

And yet, the question didn’t go away. What was she supposed to do when the inevitable happened? How was she supposed to live?

There’d never been a good time to ask Mara. She mentally scanned back over the weeks and months, and those not-good moments seemed almost perfect in comparison to the way things were now. But surely Dad would know something like that. She would ask him, soon...

But what was this letter about, then? What could be more urgent than Mara’s will?

There’s a special glaze in the cupboard under the stairs, at the back, behind the canvasses. It’s in a jam jar marked ‘I’. Now, I want you to be careful – whatever you do, don’t get any of this stuff on your fingers, or anywhere else on you for that matter. It’s different.

Flo frowned, skimming back over the same paragraph. But Mara had pre-empted Flo’s reaction:

This is not the time for questions, but for action. You’re reading this because I don’t have much time left. If you need to understand – afterwards – then get in touch with Bernie.

Bernie?

That summer of rainforests. Bernie had arrived back from a trip to the Amazon and brought with him endless photos, stories, plants, even recordings of birds and monkeys, shrieking bright stripes of sound throughout the house. Flo had only met Bernie a few times before, but suddenly the three of them were on a mission together: painting and painting. The whole house was filled with green plants, real and on canvas: their bending leaves, the secret calm they seemed to whisper into every room.

Flo had spent the whole, endless summer swimming in daydream-lakes of colour, textured strokes of oil paint, watercolour that blossomed on the page like clouds, acrylics thick with the bite of a new apple. Beauty and strangeness filled her mind, and she realised all she wanted in life was to be an artist like her Grand-Mara; a grand purpose she fantasised about daily. Then, the news of her mother’s passing, like the beat of the deepest indigo, the pain of it tiger-lily sharp: the petal rolled tight, gathered and coiled into a knife-point in her heart.

Flo breathed and blinked slowly, letting it pass. This was why she didn’t like to think too long on that summer...

But something weird, inexplicable, had happened, and Bernie had stopped coming round, and – as her mind shuffled years forward, the memory rose like a stem through the midnight of her grief and the flutter of imagined wings along the staircase – there was the phone call Flo had made only three months ago, when Mara got the diagnosis.

“I want nothing to do with it,” was all he’d said.

“With what?” Flo’s tear-choke
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