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PROLOGUE


There are two endless directions. In and out.

Agnes Martin



When I was six years old my small world sprang wide open in an instant. I was sitting in the back of my parents’ car, my father driving, my mother in the passenger seat. The trip must have been a fairly long one, because I asked fretfully, ‘Is Scotland the biggest country in the world?’ I can still hear my father’s affectionate chuckle, and my mother saying, with a smile of amusement in her voice, ‘No! It’s one of the smallest!’ Silenced by this astonishing revelation, I looked out at the passing fields and houses, straining for a sense of the real bigness of the world, stung and also oddly thrilled to realise my own smallness within it. The road hummed under the spinning tyres and my sense of myself shrank as I tried to feel how far everything around me expanded outwards in every direction, this world that was so much wider and grander than anything I had ever before imagined. I could feel it opening up inside me too, as my imagination stretched itself into all that space rolling outwards, on and on, far beyond the very farthest thing I could see. Not long after that journey my mother got ill, and it seemed that we shrank our worlds down and folded in on ourselves. For a very long time I forgot the lesson of that day, forgot to be astonished, forgot that, at any moment, everything can just spring wide open.

In the summer of 2004 I arrived in Basel for six months on an artist exchange. I was in my early thirties by then, and had been cobbling together a rickety living as a visual artist for a decade, travelling from city to city to install work in art galleries or take up residencies, rushing back to Edinburgh during term-time for the two days a week of teaching at the art school that paid the bills. My mother’s illness made her anxious and controlling, but my own busy life and frequent travel gave me a bit of space to breathe and be myself. For a good few years it was workable, even fun. But it was a runaround existence of cheap flights and long train journeys, so many arrivals and leave-takings that I was always homesick for somewhere, someone, or something. It might have looked, from the outside, like I had a moderately successful art career, but by the time I arrived in Switzerland with my laptop, camera and pocket German dictionary I was uncertain of myself, my work and the precarious, vagabond life I was living. It was expansive and full of challenge, but often lonely. Any glamour or adventure it might have once held for me had long since worn threadbare, and I had not yet found a way to achieve the more grounded way of life I was craving.

So despite the light-flooded, parquet-floored studio and tastefully furnished apartment I was given for the duration of my stay, I was not sure why I was there. I had been introduced to a few other artists, but I did not feel a real connection to people or place, and in those first few weeks I mostly walked and cycled alone around the city, visiting its art galleries, getting my bearings. The steady daily practice of making art was the only familiar thing I had to hold on to, but I felt strangely disconnected even from this, like I was going through the motions. Money was short. Switzerland was expensive. I was spending more time alone than was good for me. There was a grumbling ache in my side, like a pulled muscle, that wouldn’t go away.

My apartment building was next to a museum showing an exhibition of sculptures by Alexander Calder, delicately counterbalanced abstract mobiles suspended from the high ceilings that rotated slowly in the moving air. As part of the programme of events around the show, a performance was staged in the museum gardens every weekend – a high-wire act. I could watch it for free from my bedroom window, which looked over the wall surrounding the museum grounds. I would hear the melancholy violin music strike up from loudspeakers in the gardens, set aside whatever I was doing, go upstairs, lean on the sill of the open window and watch a slender man dressed in black, with what looked like ballet pumps on his feet, balance an extremely long, thin pole in his hands and, very slowly and gracefully, walk the length of a wire stretched between two high platforms.

My window was on the same level as the wire-walker and I could see his every movement, his dancer’s wiry poise, his steady, inward gaze, the way he inched his feet so carefully along the taut cable as it bowed under his weight. The slender pole he held lightly in his upturned hands flexed and twitched delicately, like an insect’s antenna, as he felt the shifting air for the point of balance. I could hear, though not see, the audience watching below him, the chatter of anticipation as they gathered, the tense silence of collectively held breath as he walked his wire with no net to catch him, and the relieved applause when he reached the safety of the platform and turned to take his bow. An hour or so later, I’d hear the music strike up again and hurry to the window to watch him slowly climb his ladder, stand for a few moments to gather himself while the audience fell into a hush, and then step out onto the wire to perform his austere and stately ballet. Each time I watched I’d get that feeling where you suddenly fill up with a puzzling sadness and your eyes prick with tears, though you don’t quite know why, only that a thing is beautiful and puts you in touch with something in yourself you hadn’t been paying attention to until just that moment.

To get outside myself, to do something cheap and sociable, I joined some of my new Basel acquaintances for the annual Rhine Swim, when hundreds of participants climb into the river and are swept, in festive, chatting flotillas, right through the centre of town. As the swift-moving water bore me along with the other loosely clustered swimmers, I drifted past the wooden jetties for the little passenger ferries, past the medieval buildings and the modern office blocks, under bridges of stone and concrete. The river was deep and opaque, and its current was strong. I had no choice but to give myself up to its flow. Eventually I angled my drift across the current towards the riverbank, scrambled up some concrete steps and made my dripping way home. But a few days after my float down the Rhine I sank abruptly. I woke in the grey dawn to find that the puzzling ache in my side had suddenly erupted, and it felt like hot lava was running inside my ribs. I could not catch my breath for the pain.

I was admitted, blue-lipped, to the local hospital as an emergency, hooked up to intravenous antibiotics, X-rays and ultrasounds were taken, a chest drain pushed though the cartilage between my ribs. A few sleepless nights and feverish days later I was lying on a gurney in my hospital room, waiting to be moved by ambulance to the main hospital in central Basel, as my condition had worsened. The fluid building up between my lungs and ribcage was not draining properly and a second, deeper chest drain needed to be inserted, this time thankfully under a general anaesthetic. Looking down at my pale, bony feet as they stuck out from the white sheet, I was reminded rather too strongly of Holbein’s gaunt painting The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb that I had recently seen in the nearby Kunstmuseum. I managed to find this grimly funny, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared waiting there, helpless and sore.

I needed to call my mother. I needed to call her now, before the surgery. Not to tell her I was ill, alone, afraid and in need of reassurance. I had to call her now because I was not sure I’d be able to sound normal if I called at the time we had previously agreed. By then I guessed I would be just coming round from the anaesthetic and I wasn’t sure I would be able to speak. So I had to call my mother now, while I could still manage to pretend that everything was fine. I was most certainly not fine. I was frayed at all my edges, sick and getting sicker. But if I missed our appointed time to call, her panic would be unleashed upon my father, upon my two brothers, upon the police, upon any friend or acquaintance whose phone number she could procure. I wasn’t protecting her. I was protecting myself. I kept trying my parents’ number, but couldn’t get an answer. Eventually, I managed to leave a message that I was going to be out that evening and would call her the next day. I duly made the brief call the following evening, managing to sound more or less normal. I never told either of my parents what had happened.

Two weeks later I was discharged from hospital and deposited back in my studio. There was just a short time left to prepare for the open day that was part of the residency programme. I was still weak, thin, and shocked at my body’s sudden collapse, but I wanted very much to leave illness behind me. With a sense of relief, new work came quickly. Too long confined by illness and convalescence, I wanted to bring the open outside world inside where I could reach it. I made big, fluffy cumulus clouds made of pillow stuffing and hung them from the ceiling, turning the empty white space into a cloud-filled sky. I covered the floor with filmy plastic dust sheets, taped them together into a kind of giant envelope and inflated it with an oscillating desk fan. The fine, silky membrane lifted off the floor and the big room was filled with the soft shushing sound and rhythmic movement of a slow ocean swell. Visitors came in and smiled, stayed a little to enjoy the drifting lightness of it all, and talked with me about breath and space. For those two weeks I made my studio into an airy, oceanic dream world, and I rested there, regaining my strength and balance.

I began to realise that, one way or another, I had been making art about a kind of space between or clearing for years, always thinking about some kind of opening or pause taut with longing. I had made films of moths brushing against a window at night, drawn to a light they can’t reach; recorded the crackling sounds of shortwave radio, half-heard music and voices speaking strange languages fading in and out of static interference; projected constellations of tiny midges against a black wall, so the wall dissolved and you felt like you were gazing into a starry void, except these weren’t stars, just tiny insects, and you couldn’t navigate by them. I had placed the delicate skeletons of migrating birds on clear shelves and lit them so you didn’t see the bones, just the shadows of them spread across the wall. I had made art about the gap left when something is gone, about the feeling of reaching for something or someone you know you will never fully understand, about the shadow cast rather than the thing casting it, and the charged opening between the two.

In my notebook from that time, among the thumbnail sketches and to-do lists, printed in neat upper case in the middle of an empty page, are the words THE SUBTLE ETHER. It is a phrase, a question, a three-word poem that I have carried with me ever since. For years now I have been fascinated by the idea of a subtle ether that might fill the space between things. The ether was the pure, bright, upper air, filling the space between the stars and yet completely undetectable, a hypothesis that nobody could let go of for centuries, despite a complete lack of evidence. A rarefied substance thought to permeate all of space, the ether was invented to fill all our emptinesses, an answer to a question we didn’t yet know was the wrong one. The American poet Mark Doty says our metaphors go ahead of us, that they know things before we do, that a metaphor is a vessel that can hold thoughts that are too delicate or too charged to touch directly. The ether served me as just such a vessel, though I did not know to begin with quite what it contained.

When, a few years ago, my parents died within eighteen months of each other, I returned to clear the house that they had lived in for forty-five years. The past pressed in on me anew as I moved in those familiar, cluttered rooms in the company of my beloved and difficult dead. Going on ahead of me, as if to light my path, the subtle ether knew long before I did that for all the sadness that had pressed in on my family, making us small and cramped, angry and tight, there was a spaciousness, even here. It took three years to clear, repair and finally to sell the family home, longer still to for me to come to understand the depth of forbearance, patience and love that its rooms had held.


THE SUBTLE ETHER


We know whence comes our belief in the ether. If it takes several years for light to arrive from a removed star, it is no longer upon the star nor is it upon the earth; it must be sustained somewhere, and supported, so to speak, by some material.

Henri Poincaré



I have come, again, to the house I grew up in. It’s a tall, narrow house in one of three identical streets of handsome sandstone terraces built in the late nineteenth century. Once elegant, this area of Glasgow had become run down and soot-blackened by the time we arrived in 1970, when I was three years old. In those days middle-class families aspired to well-appointed suburban bungalows in wide, tree-lined streets, not the faded gentility of these narrow city terraces. When we moved here most of these big houses had been split into flats and bedsits, but ours was still a whole house. A crumbling Victorian beauty, it had high ceilings, ornate cornices and architraves, panelled doors, an elegant curved staircase, tall windows that rattled in the wind, antiquated electrics and no proper heating. It was aspirational, a financial stretch, and needed work. But after the first flurry of DIY, the work never got done. Because not long after we moved here my mother changed into someone none of us knew any more.

In recent years the street has become gentrified, the flats turned back into houses as families have moved back into the area. Outside what was once the corner shop, sleek-haired women with sleeping tots in buggies sip frothy coffee at pavement tables. The smoke-filled old men’s pubs and betting shops have been replaced by trendy eateries serving avocado on artisan sourdough. The sandstone buildings have been cleaned back to honey-blond and shine a warm gold in the sun. Gleaming, oversized cars line the kerbside. I have to ease my way past their bulbous wing-mirrors that overhang the narrow pavement. The tall windows now afford glimpses of elegantly furnished rooms. But our house’s state of disrepair reflects my ageing parents’ slow decline, and its longer neglect by a family marooned on one overwhelming reality: my mother’s long-term mental illness.

I slip the worn key into the lock, and as I open the door sadness clambers into me, as it always does when I step through this doorway. The roof leaks. Bits of ceiling have collapsed in unused rooms. Windows threaten to fall out of their frames. In the basement the walls are damp and the plaster is crumbling. I know all this familiar decay will be there to greet me as I enter. But this time something is different. This time my parents will not be there to greet me, because they are both dead. This neglected house now belongs to me and my two brothers. It is time to dismantle what remains of our parents’ long life together here. The task ahead of us is daunting. Nine rooms to clear, some stacked to the ceiling with nearly half a century’s worth of upturned sofas, defunct televisions and old bicycles. We’ve hardly begun.

I clear a path through the accumulated junk mail on the doormat and the damp, fusty, pissy smells of the house fill my nostrils. I stand in the entrance hall in front of the door to the ‘best’ room, the room kept for visitors, the one my mother called the lounge. I reach to open the door, but pause, for in that small gesture another moment rises from the past to meet this present one. The same gesture, the same hesitation. I had come back to Glasgow for a weekend visit from London, where I was studying at the time. I knew things were bad at home. Not only was my father caring for my mother, he was also now looking after his own elderly mother. In her late nineties, my grandmother was frail and confused, no longer able to live on her own.

‘Going home for some nurturing?’ a friend had asked me the day before I caught the train north. I felt a cudgel of grief fall on me as I answered casually, ‘Yeah, I guess so,’ and changed the subject. If I tried to say more I’d feel the words swell and clog my tightening throat, hear my voice flatten and stall. It was too hard to explain. On the journey the next day a young woman was seated opposite me, next to an older woman, perhaps in her late forties; mother and daughter on an outing together. The younger woman leaned into her mother affectionately, seeking comfort. The older woman put an arm around her adult daughter’s shoulder and cuddled her like a child as they chatted. From behind my book I watched the ease and love between the two women as someone starving might watch others feast, until resentment overcame my fascination and suddenly I couldn’t stand to look at them any longer. I moved seats.

When I arrived at my parents’ home and went downstairs to the basement sitting room my mother was waiting for me on the edge of her chair, a cigarette clamped between her stained fingers, breathing fast as if she had been running. I knew she would have spent the last few hours chain-smoking and rocking in her chair, chanting doomily, ‘She’s late!’, phoning the few patient souls who would still listen to tell them she was ‘Worried to death!’ about me. I could hear her lungs crackling in her chest. She looked unwashed, as if she had been wearing the same clothes for some time. Her hair was flattened on the side where she rested her head on the arm of the chair when she curled up, tight as a foetus, to sleep. Her skin looked grey and slack, and I guessed that she had not been outside in a long time.

‘You’re late!’ she announced in her flat, loud monotone as soon as I came down the stairs. It was a familiar greeting.

‘No I’m not,’ I replied, irritated, in spite of my best intentions, by the sheer monotony of her dread.

Now that she had me in the same room, my mother was satisfied. She stubbed out her cigarette, curled up in her chair and sank away from us again. My father and I made small talk over mugs of tea that he had brought from the kitchen. I turned my cup in my hands, looking for a clean bit to sip from, took a deep breath and smiled at my father. He looked worn out.

‘How’s things?’ I asked lightly.

‘Oh, well, you know. Grannie fell out the bed last night. I didn’t think I was going to manage to lift her. She’s a dead weight. Your mum’s no help. Doesn’t lift a finger.’ My father cast a contemptuous look over to the other chair, where my mother was apparently asleep.

His real answer came later that night, when everyone had gone to bed. My father had taken to sleeping in the lounge, assembling a camp bed there so he could hear if my grandmother got up in the night and fell again. I lay awake in the damp of my childhood bed, worrying about how tired he was looking, how gruelling the responsibility was becoming for him, how my mother still oscillated between slurred sedation and breathless anxiety, how run down and dirty the house was becoming, how firmly my father resisted my attempts to bring in some help, how I could help them without losing my own hard-won freedom and tenuous happiness. Then I heard the sound.

At first I was puzzled. Then with a jolt I realised what I was hearing. My father was crying. It was a knotted, desperate sound. I could hear the pressure of grief behind the weeping he was trying so hard to contain that his sobs were tight, high pitched, muffled as if he were pressing his face into the pillow. It was the sound of desolation and it terrified me. I jumped silently out of my bed. I wanted to go to him. But I stood in the hallway in the half-dark, shivering, my legs shaking, my heart pressing at my chest as if to leap out and go to him, wanting to open the door but frozen to the spot, one shaky hand over my mouth and the other reaching towards the door handle, bare feet cold on the wooden floor. Two of us there in the half-dark with the closed door between us. How many nights had he passed like this when I wasn’t here? I listened as his weeping subsided, tears streaming down my own cheeks, and then crept back to bed, hunched under the bedclothes, cold to the bone. Eventually I must have slept. I never said anything. The next morning everything was as normal. We made chit-chat over toast and tea.

I leave the lounge door unopened again now and go on past it, down the stairs to the basement room where my parents spent most of their time those last years, watching television, dozing in their armchairs. I stand by my father’s frayed and sagging chair. His absence from it pulls at me with the gravitational force of a black hole. I rest my hand where his head has left a grease mark on the fabric, breathing quietly while something heavy in my chest rises, turns slowly over and sinks away again. The ceiling above my mother’s chair is stained brown with nicotine; she smoked a pack a day, often more. I look across to where she sat for so long, and feel my way back in time. An old heaviness comes upon me, a soft, wet weight like a pregnancy or a tumour.

My recall of the years I lived here with my parents is episodic, perforated with blanknesses and punctuated with bright vignettes of uncertain chronology, each one with its own peculiar density and saturation. Doors feature strongly. Slammed, or knocked gently on. Shouted through, or wept behind. What entered, or didn’t. What stayed behind them. The chronic sadnesses of this house enter me along with the smell of stale carpet and unwashed clothes. My mother’s lengthy absences from which she would return pale and chastened, duller and more docile. An illness I was never given a word for. The little brown pill bottles she kept beside her. I’d pick them up to read the labels while she was sleeping, looking for some clue about what was happening to her, but the contents remained mysterious. Chlorpromazine. Temazepam. Largactil. The words tasted spiky, made me anxious. Too much x, y and z.

I drift from room to chilly room, stand in doorways with my coat on, staring at the piles of newspapers, the worn carpets, the old clothes heaped on unused chairs. The red light on the stairlift blinks silently. Here and there lie blister packs of pills, catheters in sealed packages, paracetamol and laxatives, the walking aids and ready meals I had brought as we navigated the slow emergency of my parents’ last months together here. Time is halted in these rooms, as if unable to move on, snagged and tangled among the worn-out furniture and untidy stacks of magazines and unwashed clothes. In the kitchen, a grey dishcloth is draped over the tap, now stiff and dry, my father’s stick still propped there by the sink, the plates and cups lying upturned on the draining board just as he left them. The walk-in cupboard is still stacked with the tinned food he hoarded, and the floor is piled with mummified shoes. It smells of the mildewed coats and waterproofs that have accumulated like stalactites, new on top of old, year upon year, on the big old hooks on the back of the door. I push the door shut. Even clearing out this one cupboard feels like an insurmountable task.

I go up to the rooms on the top floor, abandoned when my parents could no longer manage the stairs, and eye with caution the chunk of cornicing that threatens to come away from the ceiling above my head. My heart always beats a little faster when I come up here, and it isn’t just the climb. I get closer to something that frightens me when I am in this house, when I open the doors to its neglected, junk-filled rooms, something I would rather walk away from but know I can’t. I unwrap the length of rope my father must have tied around the door handle of the back bedroom to discourage casual entry, a hollow feeling lodged at my sternum. In recent years I would wait until my parents had dozed off, then quietly creep up here to monitor the disintegration of the roof and windows, afraid after every winter storm that I might find a blown-in pane, a gathering puddle. Once this was my brother’s bedroom. Long unused, it is now verging on dereliction. The plaster ceiling has caved in, punching a hole through the 70s polystyrene suspended ceiling my father had put up when he still had some enthusiasm for DIY. It now lies in a heap of rubble and horsehair on the floor. The faded curtains move gently in the draught from the windows that won’t close properly now the frames are split and swollen with damp. They are so rotten I’m afraid to touch them in case they fall out. Across the landing is the bedroom my parents once shared. It must be more than ten years since either of them used it. Under my feet the pale bodies of dead moths lie in scattered drifts across the remains of the carpet. The room is now so full of discarded furniture and boxes I can’t get much past the door.

I turn handles, open doors, close them softly, listening to the space of this house, noticing how it is all different now and yet the same as always. I have not lived in this house for thirty years, but this house still lives in me. Old loves, sorrows and fears move through me again as I walk these rooms. A letter from Glasgow City Council that arrived shortly after my father died told us that major works needed to be carried out. There was, apparently, a maze of tunnels beneath us, shallow seams dug out in search of coal long before the street was built and never marked on any maps. We’d had hints before: a neighbour’s garden shed had inexplicably flooded with black water; years ago, the gable wall of the house at the end of the terrace had leaned out over the course of several weeks, the family evacuated as the cracks widened, until it finally collapsed across the lane in a heap of rubble
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