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Part I


1

She read up a storm before she left. In her favourite hard-backed chair; in bed, propped up on a mound of pillows. The books spilled over from the bedside table, piling up on the floor. She preferred foreign detective novels and she ploughed through them, her lips chastely pursed, her face rigid, unmoving.

Sometimes I would wake in the night and see the lamp was still on: Anna, a harsh silhouette, sat with a straight back, just how she was always taught. She did not acknowledge that I had woken, even though I turned towards her, but stared down into her book, flicking through the pages as if she was cramming for a test.

At first it was just the usual suspects from Scandinavia – Henning Mankell, Stieg Larsson – but then she moved on: German noir from the 1940s, a Thai series set in 1960s Phuket. The covers were familiar at first – recognisable fonts and designs from major publishers – but soon they became more esoteric, with foreign typesetting and different bindings.

And then, one day, she was gone. I don’t know where those books are now. I have looked for them since, to see if a few of them have snuck onto my shelves, but I have never found any. I imagine she took them all with her, packed them up in one of her colour-coded bin bags.

The days after she left are a haze. A memory of anaesthetic. Drawn curtains and neat vodka. An unsettling quietness, like the birds going silent before an eclipse. I remember sitting in the lounge and staring at a crystal tumbler and wondering whether fingers of vodka were horizontal or vertical.

There was a draft that blew through the house. Under the doors, through the cracks in the walls. I think I knew where it was coming from. But I couldn’t go there. I couldn’t go upstairs. Because it wasn’t our house any more. Those rooms did not exist, as if adults with secrets had declared them out of bounds. So I just sat downstairs, in that old, dead house, the wind chilling my neck. They had gone and the silence bled into everything.

Oh, I’m sure she’d love to see me now, tucked into this gloomy alcove in a grubby little pub – just me, a flickering TV, some guy pretending to be deaf selling Disney key rings that glow in the dark. The front door of the pub has a hole in it, as if someone has tried to kick it down, and through the flapping clear plastic I can see some kids hanging around in the car park, smoking and doing tricks on an old BMX.

‘I told you so.’ She wouldn’t say it out loud – she had too much class for that – but it would be there on her face, the almost imperceptible raising of an eyebrow, the foreshadowing of a smile.

Anna always thought I was a bit rough, could never quite shake off the council estate. I remember when I told her my dad used to spend his Saturday afternoons in the betting shop. Polite bemusement, that smug little smile. Because no one in her family even went to pubs. Not even at Christmas, I asked once? No, she said. They might have a glass of sherry after lunch, but that would be it, nothing more. They went bell ringing instead.

It is dark now and I cannot remember the sun going in. A car revs outside and headlights sweep around the pub like a prison searchlight. I go back to the bar and order another pint. Heads turn towards me but I don’t make eye contact, avoiding the stares, the inscrutable nods.

A burly fisherman is perched on a stool, facing towards the door. He is telling a racist joke about a woman having an affair and the plucking of a lone pube and I remember hearing it once after school, in an east London alleyway where people dumped porn mags and empty cans of Coke. The regulars laugh at the punch line, but the barmaid is silent, turns away from them. On the wall behind her, there are Page 3 pin-ups and framed newspapers from the day after 9/11.

‘Four pound ten, darling,’ the barmaid says, putting the beer down. My hands are shaking and I fumble around in my wallet, spilling my change out onto the bar.

‘Sorry,’ I say, ‘cold hands.’

‘I know,’ she says, ‘it’s freezing out. Here, let me.’ She picks up the coins and then, as if I am a frail pensioner, counts out the rest of the money from my open hand.

‘There you go,’ she says. ‘Four pound ten.’

‘Thank you,’ I say, a little ashamed, and she smiles. She has a kind face, the type you don’t often see in places like this.

As she bends down to unpack the dishwasher, I take a long swig of vodka from my hip flask. It is easier than ordering a short with every pint. It marks you as a drinker and they keep their eyes on you then.

I go back to my table and I notice a young woman sitting at the far end of the bar. Before, she was sitting with one of the men, one of the fisherman’s friends, but now he has gone, screeched away in a souped-up hatchback. She looks like she is dressed for a night out, in a short skirt, a skimpy, glittery top, her eyelashes spiky and dark.

I watch the barmaid, checking I cannot be seen, and then take another swig of vodka and I can feel that familiar buzz, that sad, little bliss. I look at the woman sitting at the bar. She is doing shots now, shouting at the barmaid, who I think is her friend. As she laughs, she nearly topples off her stool, only just catching her balance, her breath.

I will go over to her soon. Just a couple more drinks.

I flick through Facebook, squinting my eyes so I can see the screen. My profile is barren, without pictures, just a silhouette of a man, and I never ‘liked’ or commented or wished anyone happy birthday but I was there every day, scrolling, judging, scrolling, judging, dank little windows into the lives of people I no longer knew, with all their sunrises and sunsets, their cycle trips through the Highlands, the endless stream of Instagrammed Pad Thai and avocado toast, the unfathomable smugness of their sushi dinners.

I take a deep breath, then a swig each of beer and vodka. I pity them. All those tragedy whores, with their Tricolours and rainbows, changing their profile pics to whatever we are supposed to care about today – the refugees, the latest victims of a terror attack in some godforsaken place. All their hashtags and heartfelt posts about ‘giving’ because they once helped build a school in Africa on their gap year and kissed a beggar’s brown hand with their pearly white mouth.

I change my position at the table so I can see the girl at the bar. She has ordered another drink and is laughing, almost cackling, as she watches a video on her phone, pointing at it, trying to get the barmaid’s attention.

I go back to my phone. Sometimes I force myself to look at the photos of other people’s children. It is, I suppose, like the urge to pick at a newly formed scab, not letting up until there is a metallic blush of blood. The stomach-punches of new arrivals, gap-toothed kids starting school, with their satchels and oversized blazers; and then their beach holidays, with their sandcastles and moats and ice creams dropped in the sand. Big shoes and little shoes, lined up on the mat.

And then the mothers. Oh those Facebook mothers. The way they talked, as if they had invented motherhood, as if they had invented the womb, telling themselves they were different from their own mothers because they ate quinoa and had cornrows in their hair and ran a Pinterest board on craft ideas for the recalcitrant under-fives.

I walk back to the bar and stand close to the drunk woman. With enough drink inside me, I feel better and my hands have stopped shaking. I smile and she stares back, wobbling on her stool, looking me up and down.

‘Would you like a drink?’ I say, cheerfully, as if we already know each other.

In her glazed eyes, there is a flicker of surprise. She forces herself to sit up straight, so she is no longer slumped over the bar.

‘Rum and coke,’ she says, her swagger returning, and she turns away from me, tapping her fingers on the bar.

As I am ordering the drinks, she pretends to be doing something on her phone. I can see her screen and she is just randomly flicking between applications and messages.

‘It’s Rob, by the way,’ I say.

‘Charlie,’ she says. ‘But everyone calls me Charls.’

‘You’re local?’ I ask.

‘Camborne, born and bred,’ she says, swivelling her body to face me. ‘But I’m staying with my sister up here now.’ Her eyes are like lizard tongues, darting towards me when she thinks I’m not looking.

‘You’ve probably never heard of Camborne, have you?’

‘Mining, right?’

‘Yeah. Not any more though. My dad worked at South Crofty, till it were closed,’ she says and I notice how Cornish she sounds. The fading inflection, the soft rolled Rs.

‘And you?’

‘London.’

‘London. Very nice.’

‘Do you know London?’

‘Been there once or twice,’ she says, looking away again to the other end of the bar, taking a deep drag of her cigarette.

She is younger than I thought, mid-twenties, with red-brown hair and soft, childish features. There is something vaguely unhinged about her, something I can’t place, that goes beyond the drink, beyond the smudges around her eyes. She seems out of place in The Smugglers, as if she has ducked out of a wedding party and ended up here.

‘Down here on your holidays, then?’

‘Something like that.’

‘So you like Tintagel, then?’ she asks.

‘I only arrived today. I’ll go to the castle tomorrow. I’m staying in the hotel next door.’

‘First time here, then?’

‘Yes.’

It is a lie, but I cannot tell her about the time we were here before. The three of us, the end of a wet British summer, wrapped up against the wind, raincoats over shorts. I remember how Jack charged around on the grass next to the car park and how fearful Anna was – ‘hold hands, Jack, hold hands’ – in case he got too close to the edge. I remember how we walked up the steep, winding path and came to the top of the cliff, and then, out of nowhere, there was a break in the weather, an almost biblical respite, as the rain stopped, the clouds parted, and a rainbow appeared.

‘Rainbow, rainbow,’ Jack shouted, hopping from foot to foot, the leaves dancing around him like fire sprites. Then, it was as if something touched him, or someone whispered in his ear, and he stood still, looking up through the column of light that pierced the clouds, as the rainbow faded into the blue sky.

‘You OK?’

‘What? Yes, fine,’ I say, taking a sip of my pint.

‘You were miles away.’

‘Oh, sorry.’

She doesn’t say anything and drinks half of her rum and coke and shakes the ice around in the glass.

‘It’s all right, Tintagel,’ she says. ‘I work in the village, at one of the gift shops. My friend works here.’ She points at the barmaid, the one with the kind face.

‘It’s a nice pub.’

‘It’s OK,’ she says. ‘Better on the weekend and there’s karaoke on Tuesdays.’

‘Do you sing?’

She snorts a little. ‘Only once, never again.’

‘Shame, I’d like to see that,’ I say, smiling, holding her gaze.

She laughs and smiles back, then coyly looks away.

‘Same again?’ I ask. ‘I’m having another.’

‘Not having something from that, then?’ She reaches over and pats my jacket pocket, feeling for my hip flask.

I am annoyed that she has seen me and just as I’m thinking what to say, she gently touches my arm.

‘You’re not exactly subtle about it, mate.’ She looks at her watch and then realises she is not wearing one, so instead checks the time on her phone.

‘Go on then. Last one,’ she says, chuckling to herself, struggling to get off her stool in her tight skirt. I watch her walk to the toilets – a journey she chastely announces – and I can see the outline of her underwear beneath her skirt, the imprint of the bar stool on her thighs.

She smells of perfume when she comes back and she has fixed her make-up and tied back her hair. We order some shots and we are talking and drinking and swigging together from my hip flask and then she is showing me videos of dogs on YouTube, because her family breeds ridgebacks, and then clips of people fighting, people getting knocked out on the street on CCTV, because one of her mates from Camborne was a kick-boxer but he was in prison now, assault.

Then I look up and it is all a blur, a skipping CD, the lights are on, and I can hear the harsh whine of a vacuum cleaner. I wonder if I have fallen asleep, passed out, but Charlie is still there next to me and I see we are now drinking vodka and Red Bull. I look at her and she smiles with wet, drunken eyes and she starts laughing again, pointing to her friend, the barmaid, who is scowling and pushing the hoover round the carpet.

And then we leave, via a brief little farce where she said she thought she should go home, and then we are walking arm in arm along the deserted High Street, giggling and shushing and falling up the stairs to the little flat she has above the gift shop where she works. When we get to the top of the stairs, she looks at me, her mouth shaped like a heart and I feel a rush of boozy lust, so I pull her close to me and we start kissing, my hand reaching under her skirt.

After we finish, we lie on her small single mattress on the floor, without making eye contact, our heads buried into each other’s necks. When we have held each other for what seems like an acceptable amount of time, I walk along the hall looking for the bathroom. I fumble for a light switch but it is not the bathroom, it is a child’s bedroom. While Charlie’s room was sparse, unfurnished, this bedroom looks like a showroom in a department store. A light shaped like an aeroplane, mirrored by a giant stencil on the wall. Neatly stacked boxes full of toys. A desk with coloured pencils and stacks of paper. And then, pinned to a board, certificates and awards, for football and judo and being a superstar in school.

Next to the bed there is a night-light and I cannot stop myself from turning it on. I watch as it casts pale-blue moons and stars onto the ceiling. I walk towards the window, breathing in the faint smell of fabric conditioner and children’s shampoo. In the corner, I see a little yellow torch, just like one Jack once had. I take it in my hands, feeling the tough plastic, the durable rubber, the big buttons made for young, unskilful fingers.

‘Hello,’ Charlie says, and it startles me and I jump. Her tone is nearly but not quite a question.

‘Sorry,’ I stammer, suddenly feeling very sober, my hands beginning to shake. ‘I was looking for the bathroom.’

She looks down at my hands and I realise I am still holding the torch.

‘My little boy,’ she says, a moon from the night-light dancing across her face. ‘He’s staying with my sister tonight, that’s why I’m out on the piss.’ She straightens out some paper and crayons, making them symmetrical with the edge of the desk. ‘I’ve just had the room done,’ she says, putting something in the drawer of the bedside table. ‘Had to sell a lot of my stuff to pay for it, but it looks nice, don’t it?’

‘It’s lovely,’ I say, because it really is, and she smiles and we stand like that for a while, watching the planets and stars dance around the room.

I know Charlie wants to ask me something: if I have kids, if I like kids, but I don’t want to answer so I kiss her and I can still taste the vodka and cigarettes. I don’t think she is comfortable kissing me here, in her son’s room, as she pulls away, takes the torch out of my hand, and puts it carefully back on the shelf. She turns out the night-light and leads me out of the door.

Back on the single mattress, she pecks me sweetly on the neck, as you would kiss a child goodnight, and then turns away from me and falls asleep without saying a word. Her naked flank is exposed and the room is cold so I reach over and tuck the cover under her and it reminds me of Jack. Snug as a bug in a rug. I drink the remainder of my hip flask and lie awake in the pale amber light, listening to her breathe.
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In the morning, it is cold but sunny, and I walk down from the car park, past the Magic Merlin gift shop and the sandwich boards advertising King Arthur tours and two-for-one cream teas. With my equipment strapped to my back, I head down into an earthy hollow and then cross a small rocky walkway that connects the mainland to the island. To my right, there is a sloping baize of grass that leads down to the cliff edge, broken up with rabbit holes and occasional patches of sand.

I didn’t sleep at Charlie’s. She stirred as I was leaving and I could imagine her, one eye open, pretending to be asleep, waiting for the click of the latch. The guesthouse was only a few doors down. It was strange to be sleeping in a hotel when I lived close by, but I wanted to be able to drink without having to worry about driving home.

I clamber up the rocky path, my head pounding, the taste of Red Bull still on my breath. Moving slowly as the incline sharpens, I climb the steep wooden steps up to the ruins, the camera bag heavy on my shoulder. Close to the edge, I can feel the spray of the sea and I stop to rest and watch the tide coming in, quickly now, ruthlessly sweeping away sandcastles and seaweed dumped by an earlier swell.

I climb further up the hill to the site of the old lookout point. There are no tourists up here, just the wind and the squawk of seagulls. I find a piece of flat ground and place my wooden board down to secure the tripod, to add extra weight so it is not easily dislodged. I fix the lens and then attach the camera, testing to see if the rotation is smooth.

The conditions are perfect. The sea, sand, and grass are so vivid, unreal; in the morning light they look like the colours of a child’s rainbow. With my back to the sea, I can see the natural camber of the hills, the slow descent into the valley, down towards the bric-a-brac town. It is an incredibly visceral place. From up here, you could almost reach out and run your hands over the land, feeling the bumps and indentations as if reading braille.

The wind is picking up, and I know I must start soon. I set up the first shots for the panorama, looking northeast towards the headland, and then slowly rotate the tripod disc, stopping at regular intervals to take bursts, until I have gone round the full 360 degrees.

When the camera has stopped its gentle whir, I check the LCD screen to see that all the images are there and then pack up my equipment and walk back down to the car park.

The house is about an hour’s drive down the coast. The village is deserted as I drive through. The corner shop is still closed, shuttered down for the off-season. I drive past the church and then along the winding road across the dunes, past the National Trust information centre, and then up the unpaved track towards the edge of the cliff and the house.

It wasn’t just the cottage’s solitude that attracted me, it was the way it was exposed, utterly at the mercy of the elements. Perched on an outcrop of rock, across the bay from St Ives, it is the only building in sight. There is no shelter, no valley to break the ferocious Atlantic wind. When the rain lashes at the windows, when the sea winds refuse to let up, the house shudders and it feels like it is crumbling into the sea.

As soon as I am in the door, I pour a large glass of vodka. Then I go to my office upstairs, sit at my desk, and stare through the dormer window that looks out across the bay. I log in to my profiles on OKCupid and Heavenly Sinful to see if I have any messages. There is one, from ‘Samantha’, a woman I was talking to a few weeks ago.

‘Hiya, you disappeared. Still interested in meeting?’

I look at her pictures, skipping through the tedium of patent shoes and discarded umbrellas and plane wings and hearts on cappuccinos, and there is one of her on holiday somewhere and I am reminded that she is pretty, a slight, mousey brunette.

‘I thought it was you that disappeared! And yeah would love to meet …’

I connect the camera and start downloading the Tintagel images. When they are finished, I flick through them, happy to see they are well aligned and won’t need much retouching. I load them into the rendering program I have written and the software starts stitching the images together, the pixels fusing like healing skin.

You can never predict the light. Some days, when I am out with the camera, I think it is just right, but then the shots all end up looking grainy or overexposed. Today, however, it is perfect. The sea shimmers, the grass on the cliffs is as green and tight as snooker cushions. In the distance, I can see the faint outline of the moon.

When the program finishes processing the panorama, and when the images are joined together like a miniature Bayeux Tapestry, I encase the final image in a layer of code, so that people can zoom in and out and spin around. When all that is finished, I upload the image to my website, We Own The Sky.

I am surprised that the website has been popular. It started as a hobby, something to break up my afternoons. But the link was quickly shared on amateur photography forums. People wrote to ask me about my technique, the equipment that I used. The website was mentioned in a Guardian piece on panoramic photography. ‘Simplistic and beautiful,’ the writer wrote and I felt a rare swell of pride.

People ask me sometimes, in the comments, in the emails they send: ‘What does We Own the Sky mean? Is it a reference to something?’ And the truth is, I don’t know what to tell them. Because ever since I left London, those words have been bouncing around in my head and I have no idea why.

When I am out for a walk on the dunes, or sitting at my desk looking out to sea, I whisper those words to myself – we own the sky, we own the sky. I wake to the sound of them and before I fall asleep I can hear those four words, as if they were a mantra or a prayer that was drummed into me as a child.

The image has now finished uploading and I look out of the window, drinking my vodka, waiting for the ping. It takes a little longer than normal. Ten minutes instead of the usual five. And then there it is. A comment – always the first comment, by the same user every time.

Swan09.

Beautiful. Keep up the good work.

The comments are always like that – ‘Beautiful’, ‘Lovely’, ‘Take care of yourself’ – and always so soon after the image has been posted I assume that the user has set up some kind of alert.

The night is closing in and, before bed, I pour myself another vodka. I can feel the pull of sleep, the anaesthetic effects of the alcohol, and I want to hasten it, bring it even closer.

Sometimes, I like to think it is Jack that is commenting on the photos. I know that he will recognise them, because they are all places he has been, views he has seen with his own eyes. Box Hill, the London Eye, a look-out point on the South Downs. And now, Tintagel.

Just to be sure that he remembers, that he doesn’t forget the places we have been, I leave him messages, paragraphs of text hidden in the code, invisible to browsers, readable only to the programmer’s eye – and, I hope, to his. They are, I suppose, the things I would say to him if I could. The things I would say if she hadn’t taken him away.

 

Tintagel

do you remember, jack, when we got back to the car park and you had fallen in the brambles and done yourself an injury. both hands, daddy, both hands, little red welts on your palms. so i kissed your fingers to take the owies away and you wrapped your arms around me, nuzzling your face into my neck. i remember, i can never forget. your kisses, like secret whispers. the gingerbread freckles on your face. your eyes, warm like the shallow end.


Part II


1

‘You don’t look like a computer scientist,’ she said.

A little tipsy, I had started talking to her at the bar in a student pub in Cambridge. It was in that post-exam, pre-results purgatory, a lazy, sun-kissed time, squeezing out the last of our student days.

‘Because I don’t have a briefcase and a Lord of the Rings T-shirt?’

She smiled, not cruelly, but knowingly, as if this was the type of joke she had heard about herself. As she turned back to the bar to try to get a drink, I stole a glance at her. She was petite with black hair neatly tied back off her face. Her features were sharp but softened by her pale skin.

‘I’m Rob, by the way.’

‘Anna,’ she said. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

I almost laughed. She sounded so formal and I wasn’t sure if she was making a joke. ‘So what are you studying?’ I fumbled, trying to think of something to say.

‘Economics,’ Anna said, squinting at me through her glasses.

‘Oh, cool.’

‘Actually, you’re supposed to say I don’t look like an economist.’

I looked at her neat hair, so black it was like looking in a mirror, her bag stuffed with books, the strap secured to the leg of the stool she was perching on. I smiled.

‘What?’

‘But you do, a little,’ I said. ‘In a good way, I mean.’

Her eyes sparkled and she opened her mouth as if she had thought of something to say, something that amused her, but then thought better of it.

I knew she was friends with Lola, the person whose birthday we were celebrating. They seemed unlikely friends. Hippy dippy Lola, who loved to tell everyone that she was named after that Kinks song and would always sing it on request. Lola, who was known around town as the girl who got naked at the summer ball.

And then this Anna, with her sensible clothes and sturdy shoes. I had seen her around campus, often with a musical instrument strapped to her back. Not casually slung over one shoulder, but carefully and firmly attached. She always seemed to be walking with pronounced intent, as if she had a very urgent appointment.

‘So what will you do with computer science?’ she asked.

I was flustered, looked towards my friends at the quiz machine, not sure how to answer a question I thought was normally reserved for people who studied Ancient History. There was something almost Edwardian about Anna – her puckered vowels and pristine consonants. She spoke with the precision and bearing of a character in an Enid Blyton novel. A little bit twee, a little goody-two-shoes.

‘Maps,’ I said.

‘Maps?’

‘Online mapping.’

Anna didn’t say anything. Her face was blank, unreadable.

‘Have you heard of this new Google Maps?’

She shook her head.

‘It’s been in the news a little recently. I’m writing some software connected to that.’

‘So you’ll join a company then?’ Anna asked.

‘No. I’m going to start my own.’

‘Oh,’ she said, lightly touching the rim of her empty glass. ‘That sounds ambitious, although, in fairness, I don’t really know much about such things.’

‘Can I see your phone?’

‘Sorry?’

‘I can show you what I mean …’

Anna looked confused, rummaged around in her bag, and produced an old Nokia.

I smiled.

‘What?’ she said, her grin revealing two almost symmetrical dimples on her cheeks. ‘It does everything I need.’

‘I’m sure it does,’ I said, taking it from her, my hand brushing her fingers.

‘So … imagine in the future, you’ll have a much bigger screen here, perhaps even a touch screen and somewhere here you’ll have a map. People, anyone, will be able to add things to the map, restaurants, their running routes, whatever they want. So I’m working on some software that lets you do that, where you can add things, customize the map how you want it.’

Anna looked bemused and touched the blue screen of her Nokia. ‘It sounds interesting,’ she said, ‘although I am something of a Luddite. Will I still be able to send texts?’

‘Yes,’ I said, laughing a little. She was so dry, so straight faced, I couldn’t tell if she was joking.

‘Good. That’s a relief. So are you friends with Lola as well?’

‘Yes, a little bit,’ I said. ‘I knew her in the first year. She lived on my corridor.’

‘Ah,’ Anna said. ‘So you’re that Rob.’

That Rob. I thought back. Had I done something when I was drunk? I remembered talking to Lola one night at Fez a few terms ago. She went on about her upbringing in Kensington as if it was a curse, a leper’s bell around her neck. I found her tiresome, a bit of a bore, but I didn’t think I had been rude.

‘That Rob?’ I asked, smiling nervously.

‘Oh, no, just Lola mentioned you,’ Anna said casually, trying once again to get the barman’s attention. ‘She said you were some kind of computer genius, a whizz kid, and from a council estate to boot.’ She gasped as she said ‘council estate’ and contorted her expression into one of mock outrage. ‘She said it was wonderful that you got a chance to come here like the rest of us,’ Anna said with a little giggle.

‘That’s good of her,’ I said, smiling. ‘The boy done good.’

‘Sorry?’

‘The boy done good.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Oh, it’s a football reference.’

‘Ah, sorry, I don’t follow the sports,’ she said as if it were a category in Trivial Pursuit.

The pub was filling up and we were pushed closer together, our bare arms occasionally touching. On the side of her neck, she had a small birthmark shaped like a heart. I was lost for a moment, looking at the gentle grain of her skin, when her eyes caught mine.

‘So how do you know Lola?’ I said, quickly looking away.

‘We went to school together,’ Anna said vaguely, as if she was thinking about something else.

‘To Roedean?’

‘Yes.’

I had figured Anna was posh, but not Roedean posh. ‘And what about you?’ I said.

‘What about me?’ she said. She sounded terse, suddenly defensive.

‘After we’re finished with this place I mean.’

‘Oh, I see. Accountancy,’ Anna said, without pause. ‘I have five job offers in the City and I’ll decide by the end of the week which one to take.’

‘Wow, cool.’

‘Not exactly cool, but it’s what I do. Or rather what I will do.’ She smiled weakly. ‘We’re never getting a drink, are we?’

‘No. Especially not now.’ I nodded to a group of men in rugby shirts. One of them was just wearing underpants and protective goggles.

‘Quite,’ Anna said and looked away. She seemed suddenly uninterested and I could imagine her weaving her way back to her friends and me never seeing her again.

‘Would you like to go out sometime?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ she said almost instantly and her reply was so quick I didn’t think she had understood.

‘I mean that …’

‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘maybe I’m confused, I thought you were asking me out.’

‘I did. I was,’ I said, leaning a little closer so I could hear her above the music.

‘Very well,’ she said, smiling again, and she smelt of soap and newly washed hair.

‘Sorry, it’s loud in here,’ I said. ‘So can I have your phone number or email or something?’

Anna took a small step back and I realised I was leaning into her. ‘Yes, although on one condition.’

‘OK,’ I said, still thinking about her ‘that Rob’ comment. ‘What is it?’

‘You give me my phone back.’

I looked down and realised I was still holding her Nokia. ‘Oh, shit, sorry.’

She smiled and put her phone in her bag. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘It’s Anna Mitchell-Rose at yahoo.co.uk. All one word. Two l’s in Mitchell, no full stops or hyphenation.’

A week later, the cinema. Watching the trailers, I could feel the warmth of her body and I wanted to reach out and touch her, to put my hand on her bare leg. I glanced at her a few times and hoped she might turn towards me and our eyes would meet, but she just stared at the screen, her back straight as if she were sitting in church, her thick-framed reading glasses perched on her nose. The only movement she made was to silently take sweets from her bag of Pick ’N’ Mix. I had watched her count them out when she bought them: five from the top row, five from the bottom.

I fidgeted through the film, about an insufferable drifter who hitchhiked around North America and then died in Alaska. I couldn’t wait for it to end. Anna, however, seemed to be enjoying it – judging by how still she sat, how her eyes never left the screen.

When the film ended, I thought that she might be one of those people who sit in a reverential silence until the last of the credits rolled, but the moment the screen turned black, she stood up and picked up her coat.

‘So what did you think?’ I said as we hurried down the stairs towards the cinema bar.

‘I hated it,’ Anna said. ‘Every single minute of it.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. It was absolutely awful.’

In the little lobby bar, we sat down at a table next to an antique piano. ‘It’s funny,’ I said, ‘I thought you were enjoying it.’

‘No, I hated it. I found him to be very unpleasant. Travelling all over the place, not letting his family know. He didn’t give two hoots about anyone but himself.’

Two hoots. I imagined for a moment introducing her to my friends on the estate.

‘You didn’t think it was cool when he renounced all his possessions and burnt his money?’ I said, enjoying egging her on. Anna took her glasses off, wiped them down with a small cloth, and put them back in an ancient-looking case.

‘What on earth was “cool” about that?’ she said, her cheeks flushing. Then she squinted a little, as if she needed to put her glasses back on. ‘Oh, you’re joking,’ she said, smiling. ‘I see. But really, though. His family worked hard for what he had and he gave it all up, because of … because of what, some tedious, teenage philosophy. He was utterly, utterly self-indulgent.’ She suddenly seemed a little self-conscious and stopped speaking as the waitress brought over our drinks.

‘Did you like it then, the film?’ she said, when we were alone again.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I absolutely hated it.’

Anna beamed. ‘Good. I’m so glad.’

‘What was it he was always telling people? “Make each day a new horizon.”’

‘God, yes,’ Anna said. ‘Preachy new-age rubbish.’

‘And you know what was funny?’ I said.

‘What?’

‘The one thing – the only thing really – that he wanted to do, which was live in the wild, well, he wasn’t very good at it, was he? He failed.’

‘Exactly,’ Anna said, laughing, her blue eyes flashing in the dim orange light of the bar. ‘God, you’re right, he was even rubbish at that. The thing is, if he had actually listened to advice from those who knew better, people who had experience living in the wilderness – wilderness experts, for example – then he might still be alive.’

‘Wilderness experts?’

‘Yes, wilderness experts,’ she said, looking at me sternly. ‘I believe that’s the official name for them.’

I looked at Anna as she took a sip of her drink. She really was beautiful, her mouth always on the cusp of a smile, her eyes sparkling like a promise. She was too good for me. She would go to London and end up with the type of chap who was invited to her sixth-form balls.

‘And what about you, where do your parents live?’ Anna said and I realised I was staring at her.

‘My dad still lives in Romford.’

Anna hesitated, took a sip of her drink. ‘Are your parents divorced?’

‘My mum died. When I was fifteen.’

‘Oh,’ Anna said. ‘I’m very sorry.’

‘It’s OK,’ I said, ‘it’s not your fault.’ It took her a moment to get my little joke and I grinned and she smiled back, a little more at ease.

I didn’t like talking about that morning, when Dad was waiting for me outside the school gate. For some reason, he was wearing his best suit. He didn’t say much. He didn’t have to. Mum had collapsed at work, he said, a massive stroke. They had always joked that he would be the one to go first.

‘So where’s home?’ I asked Anna.

‘Oh, the main house is in Suffolk, but we’ve not really been there enough for it to feel like home.’

‘Ah, the hard life, so many houses …’ I didn’t know why I said it. It was meant to be flippant, a quip, but it just sounded petty and unkind.

Anna scowled at me and took a hurried sip of her drink as if she had to leave. ‘Actually, Rob, if you must know, I was a scholarship girl at Roedean and my parents don’t have two pennies to rub together.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean …’ I stammered. She was frowning and I could see she found it hard to disguise her annoyance.

‘And before you try to out-poor me, Rob, my parents were missionaries and I spent most of my childhood living in Kenyan slums that would make your council estate look like Cheam.’

She angled her body away from me and we both silently sipped our drinks.

‘Sorry again, I didn’t mean it like that, I really didn’t,’ I said.

Anna sighed and nervously fiddled with the menu. Then she smiled and looked at me again. ‘Sorry, I probably overreacted a little. Evidently you’re not the only one to have a chip on your shoulder.’

That night we kissed as soon as we closed the bedroom door. After a few breathless minutes, Anna stopped and I thought she was having second thoughts. But then she started to undress, as if she were alone in her own room and I watched her: the angular bones of her hips, her neat little breasts, her pale, delicate arms. When she was naked, she folded her clothes and left them in a tidy pile on my desk.

Since I had been a teenager, sex had always been an exercise in caution. A gradual testing of the waters, a constant expectation that my probing hands would be quickly brushed away. Anna was nothing like that. She was hungry and uninhibited, so unlike the prim and proper way she carried herself. Her desire was single-minded – a quality then, not really knowing women, I found curiously masculine. We stayed awake until the early hours, shuttered behind hastily drawn curtains, our bodies wet with each other, until finally we slept.

I waited for her out on the court, feeling a little uncomfortable in my West Ham shirt and Umbro shorts. The court smelt of rubber and fresh sweat. I wanted to impress on her that I was sporty, that I didn’t just spend my time in front of my computer, so I agreed to a game of squash, which Anna said she had played once or twice at school.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, she came out onto the court. In her flappy men’s shorts and white blouse, she looked like a 1920s tennis star.

‘What?’ she said.

‘What, what?’ I said, stifling a laugh.

‘Well, your clothes aren’t exactly regulation either. With your football jersey.’

‘I didn’t say anything,’ I protested, smirking and looking away from her.

‘Right. Shall we play then?’ she said, awkwardly holding her racquet with two hands.

We started warming up, slowly hitting the ball back and forth. Except Anna wasn’t really hitting the ball, but flailing, struggling to connect even when she was trying to serve.

‘I’m not so good without my glasses,’ Anna said as she scooped the ball up towards the ceiling.

We carried on like that for a while, not having anything that would resemble a game.

‘OK, I admit it. I lied,’ Anna said, after she missed the ball yet again.

‘You lied?’

‘I’ve actually never played squash.’

‘Oh,’ I said, once again stifling a laugh.

‘I asked Lola and she said it was easy. She said that anyone could do it. Apparently not.’

I wished, then, I could have taken a picture of her on that squash court. She looked so beautiful, her dark flannel shorts accentuating her pale legs, her dimpled cheeks flushed with exercise.

‘Have you really only played a few times?’ Anna asked.

‘I don’t know, four or five. At school.’

Anna was quiet, bit her lip. ‘Well, the truth is, I hate sports.’

‘I thought you wanted to play?’ I said, putting my arm around her shoulder.

‘Not really. I thought you wanted to,’ she said, gently tapping her racquet against her leg. ‘I only did it because, well, I didn’t want you to think that I was sedentary.’

I smiled when she said that. Sedentary. It was a very Anna word. After another five minutes of pretending, we gave up and went outside.

It was sweltering in the sun. We sat on a small wall that overlooked an enclosed hockey field. Children, mostly infants and a few older teenagers, were running around at some kind of sports camp.

We had both decided that we would stay the summer in Cambridge, living off the rest of our student loans. Anna said she wanted to do all the touristy Cambridge things she had never done because she had been working so hard to get her First. So we went punting and walked round some of the colleges and spent an afternoon in the Fitzwilliam Museum and a morning in the Botanical Gardens. Much of the time, we just spent in bed.

As the summer went on, our friends gradually left. They went off travelling: backpacking in Australia, a camper van across South America. While I felt a pang of regret when they left, a sense that I was missing out on something, Anna and I were both agreed that travelling wasn’t for us. We hadn’t gone to Cambridge just to piss it all away ‘finding ourselves’ somewhere in the Andes. Besides, I had my maps to think about, the software I was writing, the company I wanted to start.

The real reason, though, was that we didn’t want to be apart. We were inseparable, like love-struck teens whose parents and friends can see are headed for a fall. Whenever we tried to spend just one night alone in our own rooms, we were miserable and antsy. We broke, usually within an hour. There was a line in an old Blur song that we both liked: collapsed in love. And that was what had happened. We collapsed in love.

People thought Anna was closed, a cold fish, but she wasn’t like that with me. One evening, without probing, she told me about her life in Kenya and her missionary parents. In these careful, considered sentences she talked about her father, his affairs, his estrangement from the church. She talked about her mother: how she would not accept her father’s wrongdoing; how she channelled her love into her good works.

It was like a flood, an epiphany, to find out that this person that I thought was so guarded actually lay entirely open, exposed, and the one she wanted to let in was not her father, or Lola, or one of her housemates, but me.

The sun was getting hotter and we sat on the wall drinking some water that Anna had brought in a thermos flask.

‘Do you want to go and play squash again?’

‘No,’ Anna said. ‘I think I’ve humiliated myself enough today.’

‘I enjoyed it.’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I’m sure you did.’

‘You do look very cute in your shorts.’

She smiled and dug me gently in the ribs. ‘God, it’s hot, isn’t it?’ Anna said, wiping her brow.

The momentary respite of breeze had gone and it felt like it was 100 degrees. ‘We could go in the shade over there?’ I said, pointing to an awning on the other side of the field.

Anna looked up. ‘We could, but we’d have to cross the field,’ she said. ‘And look.’

We hadn’t noticed before, but a group of animals – adults in furry suits – had joined the children on the field. A lion, a tiger, a panda, they looked like the grubby leftovers from a Disney parade. There was some kind of awards ceremony and the children were waiting in line for their prizes.

‘What are they doing?’ Anna asked.

‘Getting medals, I think.’

‘Right, I get that, but why the animals?’

I shrugged and Anna squinted, trying to get a better view.

‘I don’t like the look of them,’ Anna said.

‘The animals or the children?’

‘The animals.’

I looked over at them. In a certain light, they did look quite sinister, their furry mouths locked into perma-smiles.

‘There’s a lot of them,’ I said.

‘Indeed,’ Anna said warily.

‘Shall we risk it then?’ I said, getting up off the wall.

‘No,’ Anna said indignantly. ‘We can’t just run across the field, Rob. It’s some kind of school function.’

‘We’re not going to get arrested.’

‘We might,’ she said.

‘Well, I’m going,’ I said, looking back, expecting her to follow. ‘It’s better than sitting here and dying in the sun.’ I started running across the pitch, but Anna stayed on the touchline, looking sheepish, as if she was gathering the courage to jump into a swimming pool.

Now safely in the shade on the other side, I waved at her to come across and she cautiously started to move. In an attempt to appear less conspicuous, she decided to walk, but there was something about her nervousness that made her stand out. The master of ceremonies on the microphone stopped talking and the heads of the children, the parents, and the animals all turned to stare at Anna.

She smiled politely, aware that all eyes were on her, and then broke into a hurried little trot. In her gym shorts and blouse, she could have passed for a teenager, which was probably why a large orange tiger intercepted her in the centre circle, linked arms, and then dragged her into the line of children. I started to laugh, thinking she would make a break for it, but Anna – polite, diligent Anna – stayed in line, waiting for her prize.

After receiving her medal, Anna had to walk down a greeting line of animals. Even from here, I could see the fear on her face. With her medal round her neck, she moved down the line, embracing each animal one by one. Despite the animals’ advances, Anna didn’t hug back. She even pulled away when a bear tried to rest its head on her neck.

When it was all over, when the children had gone to greet their proud parents, Anna walked sheepishly back to where I was standing in the shade, her cheeks bright red, little bits of animal fur stuck to her blouse.

‘Oh my God,’ I said, still laughing. ‘What were you doing?’

Anna started to giggle and wiped the sweat off her brow. ‘I panicked. I didn’t know what to do. The tiger cornered me.’

‘Why didn’t you just leave?’ I said, handing her the thermos of water.

‘I don’t know. I was in the queue and then … it was too late … Stop laughing,’ she said, frowning at me. ‘It’s not funny.’

‘It is.’

‘Well maybe a bit. And anyway, it’s your fault.’

‘How?’

‘For making me cross that pitch. You’re an absolute idiot,’ she said, sipping the water, ‘It’s literally my worst nightmare. Being hugged in public.’

‘And by animals.’

‘Well, quite.’

We sat for a moment, cooling off in the shade, and I knew then that I couldn’t possibly love her any more. Anna was never afraid to laugh at herself. And I knew, that for as long as I lived, I would never forget the reprimanding look she gave to the overly frisky bear.

We were sitting by the Cam, with a bottle of wine and some sandwiches. It was another sweltering day. Heat haze hugged the banks of the river like a dogged morning mist and tinkles of jazz piano floated across the water from a café on the shore.

‘Are you ever going to put that away?’ Anna said.

I had spent the rest of my student loan on a digital camera and some extra lenses. ‘Yeah, yeah,’ I said, fiddling with the settings, trying to work out how to change the shutter speed.

‘Seriously, stop pointing it at me. I feel like a model or something.’

‘You look like a model,’ I said, and took a photo of her. She stuck out her tongue and turned towards the water, stretching her legs out on the riverbank.

‘So, any progress?’ Anna said casually.

‘On what?’

‘The job hunt, I mean.’

‘Oh, that,’ I said. ‘I sent off a few CVs but I haven’t heard anything back yet. Do you want more wine?’

Anna put her hand over her plastic cup and shook her head and I poured myself some more.

‘You seem pretty relaxed about it all.’

I shrugged. ‘I’m not going to worry.’

Anna puckered her lips, something she did when she didn’t agree. ‘Well, you’ve only sent off a few CVs. I sent off about fifteen applications and only got five job offers.’

‘What happened with the other ten?’ I said.

‘I don’t know,’ she said, looking a little forlorn, not realising I was making a joke. ‘It’s annoying that they haven’t responded. I don’t understand why.’

She had become a little agitated in recent weeks, suddenly concerned about my career plans. Anna had a job lined up, with an accountancy firm in the City, and had started asking questions. What would I do next? Would I join her in London and look for a job?

My heart wasn’t really in the job search, because all I could think about was maps – maps that were alive and dripping with data, maps that could be created by a teenager with a MySpace account and a laptop.

‘I’m still hoping my maps idea will pan out, to be honest,’ I said, pouring more wine into my cup and stretching out my legs.

Anna’s face tightened. ‘So what is the maps thing again?’ she asked, pulling her sunglasses off her face. ‘You never really explained it.’

‘I thought I did.’

‘Well, maybe you did. But I still don’t understand it,’ she said, and she seemed angry and I couldn’t figure out why.

‘Well,’ I said, sitting up and turning to face her. ‘It’s still early days, but the software basically allows the user to customise their own maps. So, for example, you could map out your cycle route or where you went for a jog. Or you could upload your photos on a tourist map for other people to see.’

‘You’d put the photos on the map?’

‘Yes.’

Anna pouted. ‘That seems rather strange, doesn’t it? Why would anyone want to do that?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said, beginning to feel a little annoyed. ‘Because they can.’

We sat in silence for a little while and Anna started to pack away the picnic things into her backpack.

‘Anyway, you don’t know the first thing about maps, do you?’ Anna said. ‘I mean, people study for years to be cartographers. A cousin of my father was a cartographer. It’s an incredibly skilled profession.’

‘Why are you being so weird about this?’

‘I’m not, Rob. I’m just asking.’

‘Nothing’s changed, Anna.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m still coming to London, if that’s what this is really about.’

She snorted a little. ‘It’s not about that. It’s nothing to do with that.’

‘So why does it bother you so much?’

She didn’t answer, continued packing away the picnic things. I knew why it bothered her. It was my plan to go it alone. She saw it as a risk, a deviation from the proper course. To her mind, I should be applying for a job, with benefits and a pension plan. That, after all, was why we had gone to Cambridge, why we had studied so hard.

‘You’re exasperating sometimes,’ she said, staring out across the river. ‘You’re always so absolutely certain you’ll get what you want.’

‘And what’s wrong with that?’

‘Because it doesn’t always work like that.’

‘It has so far.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, everything I’ve worked for, I’ve got so far.’

I knew I sounded arrogant, but I felt under attack. Anna turned away angrily and smoothed down her skirt. ‘Well as long as you know what you’re doing.’

‘Why does it bother you so much?’ I asked.

‘It doesn’t.’

‘Yes, it does. You’re pissed off now.’

She reached across me and poured herself some wine. ‘It just seems impulsive, as if you haven’t thought it through. You’ve just got a
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