


| peered down on to the bobbing heads below and saw at once that Susie was
twirling in front of a stocky policeman, holding out her skirts, pirouetting, pointing the
new shoes — first position, third position. | wondered if she would regret asking to have
her hair cut short. At the Register Office, when the wedding car had come to a standstill
in the middle of the car park, she had leapt out, face pink with excitement, dragging
impatiently at her full-skirted dress and staring at the waiting crowd. As soon as she
caught sight of me, her mouth had opened wide and she launched herself with the shout,
‘Joey here!” She had swung on my arm, pushing her bouquet to my nose. ‘Don’t they
smell lush? Smell my wrist. I’ve got perfume. I’ve got nail varnish, look.” Her
fingernails had gleamed. Somebody had lovingly painted them with a pale pink gloss.
White and yellow petals escaped from the tight little bunch of flowers in her hot clasp.

She was showing the policeman her newly-varnished nails even now, raising her
hand imperiously. Tess was nowhere in sight and neither was Bex. | turned to look out
through the round window at the fells across the valley, where sunlight created deep
shadows between rounded hills. Jack built this house with space for dreaming. Up here,
the air was thick with the smells of fresh bread, mayonnaise, mint, strawberries, cold
meats, smoked fish, meringue, whipped cream. Fragments of conversation and laughter

wreathed upwards, and someone began to strum on a guitar. A soft tenor voice sang.

Blackbird singing in the dead of night

Take these broken wings and learn to fly

All your life

You were only waiting for this moment to arise.
Blackbird fly....

Still no sign of Bex. I couldn’t believe she wasn’t in the garden, but | knew she
was not. From the gallery window there was an excellent view. Most people had come
inside to collect their food and then drifted out to sit cross-legged on the grass. The
guitarist had set herself up by a sundial at the far end and someone wearing blue-black

trousers had produced a flute. They were tuning up.

There would be an even better view from Bex’s room. | guessed she would be
there, peaceful in her tower, and with reluctance went up the stairs rather than
Rapunzel’s ladder of handholds. It wouldn’t be right to use them unless she invited me.

It seemed too personal. How ludicrous. In the old days of course | would have gone up
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by the holds, banged on the navy blue door, shouted the best friend’s catcalls. She was
my best friend.

I stood at the door with a sick feeling in my stomach that perhaps | was no
longer hers. Here at the top of the house sounds echoed and were magnified. | could
hear no movements from the other side of the door. Maybe at home in my room, behind
a closed door, Marmalade had crept home and was even now deeply asleep on my
pillow. | closed my eyes and pictured it. Wish it, see it, make it. Only the mantra didn’t
always work. | ached from not having his tough, furry body wedged into my back in the
middle of the night and his persistent claws in my nostrils before dawn. There were

hours to crawl through till I would know the worst. It would be the worst.

I knocked gently on the wooden panel with a knuckle, feeling more and more
uneasy. Why couldn’t I hear Bex? | would talk to Bex about Marmalade and she would

understand. | tapped again, two knuckles’ worth.

The room was empty. Her bluebell dress lay on the floor. She must have
changed into ordinary clothes and that’s why I didn’t see her. The new mask, its huge
eyes veiled by many eyelids and gleaming, sinister feelers, was propped against the
pillow. My knees trembled as | ran down the stairs, my new leather shoes clip-clopping

on the wood. I ran into Ruth, and forgot all that | had just seen.

‘I was looking for you.” She took my hand. ‘Can you come into the kitchen?’
Several stray hairs lay in damp strands across one cheek.

‘More dishes?’ I tried to sound light-hearted but my voice cracked.

Pa leaned against the black range. He looked yellow around the eyes and Ma had
linked her arm through his. As soon as | walked in, he straightened up. He avoided
looking into my face. | saw his expression change as his glance fell on my shoes and |
knew he’d suddenly glimpsed how I wanted to be. He scowled, tensed and | was almost
ready for the fight. But Ma’s elbow dug into his ribs and he looked up with a different
kind of frown. Something in my chest squeezed tight. ‘I came to say we had a call from
someone, about a cat that might be Marmalade.’ I thought I would fall over. ‘You’d

better come and check it out with me. I brought the car.’

‘What did they say?
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‘They found a cat in the ditch by their house,’ he said flatly.
‘Is — is he alive?’
‘He was when they rang.’

We drove away from the party at six o’clock. I know that was the right time. Pa

was listening to the car radio, and it was news time. At least he had come for me.
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Friday 25t August

7.12pm Joey to Ma
Not M’lade no microchip

7.12pm Mato Joey
Going home soon — why don’t you go back to party? Ma

7.15pm Joey to Ma
Looking for M

7.15pm Mato Joey
Would do you good. Ma

7.22pm Joey to Ma
Talk to pa, ps

Don't let Harry do the wall, ps.

8.14pm Joey to Bex
Bex, where r u?

Went looking for M’lade. couldn’t find u anywhere at party. Bex?? J

9.17pm Joey to Ruth
pa hates me

9.18pm Ruth to Joey
He loves you. Give him time x

9.19pm Joey to Ruth
he loves his little girl i'm not her

9.20pm Ruth to Joey
where r u anyway? garden at home perfect evening. x

Andrew’s here getting mellow xx

Voicemail 9.42pm

Bex, why don't you answer? I've been looking for Marmalade, we went to the vet, we
got a report, but it wasn’t him. | came back to the party but you weren'’t there. I've
got to talk to you. Please. I'm by the Birdcage in town. It's heaving tonight,

everybody’s out partying.
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Wilderness

Saturday August 26t

Voicemail 0.03am

Hi Ma, why aren’t you picking up? | wish you would. It’s about Bex, Bex went off
somewhere. | know Caroline rang you at home, | went back to the party twice but
she’s still not there. Anyway, | got an idea so I'm going to the Scar. She might be there.
| heard Jack say he was going round town with some of his mates, in case she'd gone
clubbing but she wouldn’t. | tried to tell him but he wasn't listening, Well, that’s it. 've

got my headtorch, I'll be back soon. Bye. | got my compass too
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Saturday August 26t 0.30am
It’s dark. It’s the middle of the night, of course it’s dark, starless. The moon
appears, scowls, drags the huge swathe of grey cloud across herself and disappears,

woman in a sulk. The cloud is fretful yellow at the fringes till the dark rushes back.

I can’t work out if it’s better or worse with the headtorch. At my last eye check
the woman kept asking if the black circle was clearer on red or green and | really
couldn’t be arsed. I suppose it matters. Seeing shades of difference matters now. At

least I’ve stopped shaking. This is my ground.

There’s such a pain around my heart. Pa told me I was freaking him out. The
young tabby from the ditch is just hanging on. We took her to the vet and she hasn’t a
microchip so nobody knows where she belongs. One of her legs is broken. Pa said we’d
pay anyway, till the owner comes. The stray black cat sat under our half-wall and

howled.

Getting across the racecourse is easier without the headtorch. My eyes adjust
and | see the worn trail across the grass as far as the hedge and the gate to the
Allotment. That’s when I switch on again. The torch shows a tangle of thorns and scrub
and within seconds I’ve lost all sense of direction. When I turn my head it’s like a sabre,
cutting the summer night into slivers of greenery that won’t stay whole. In the total

dark, after a few seconds, there’s a spectrum of shade and I sense the solidity of things.
The path vaguely shows itself.

This is a fool’s errand. I’ve heard the saying. Now | understand it. I’'m here on a
hunch. I couldn’t bear another minute of watching Caroline’s face crumple and smooth
out and tense until a sob tore out of her throat like something breaking, a terrible
damage that can’t be reached. I couldn’t bear Jack’s begging face, wanting to take the
strain but she won’t let him, she can’t. I can’t bear how they sit close but the air
between them is jagged. The girls are asleep, thank God. They won’t know anything
about it. Only Tess might. Tess had the secret smile. Susie thought it was a wonderful
day, I’'m sure of it. I tried to be useful all day so I wouldn’t have to think. I stare down
at the pallid white of my trainers and think of Ruth’s yellow-striped trainers, yellow

shoes. A yellow brick road. I’'m not going over the rainbow.
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| am useless here unless I can find her but I know she’s here somewhere. I think
she’s gone to the ruins. I keep seeing her face the other day when we sat up here and

watched the sun setting.
And I don’t want to think about why she would be here.
I should never have told her. | should have kept it to myself till I went away.

I don’t know how she would find the way in the dark. Only she’s been gone for
hours and hours so perhaps it wouldn’t have been a stumble through the dark like this.
Perhaps she came straight here to watch the sun painting shadows across the hills. It’s
funny that you can’t have shadow without light. I would never have thought of the sun

as the bringer of darkness.

| keep sensing something out of the corner of my eye, but there’s no point in
swivelling round to catch it off balance. It, whatever it is, knows exactly how to keep

out of sight.

At least | can get my bearings. | know more or less where to go, even if I can’t
see how to get there. The needle of the compass flutters in the light of the headtorch,
swirls round like a drunk, finds true north. I close my eyes, switch off the headtorch.
Slowly the shades reassemble themselves into suggestions of scrub, a huddle of bushes,
maybe a tree or two, the faint glimmer of a path. Limestone pallor. My footsteps are
cautious. There’s no point in trying to be fast. I have to find her, can’t be chancy about

the route.

And | am so LOUD. Limestone clitter scuttles underfoot like stone ants on the
run. My ankles remember the twists and turns and how to miss them, this time.
Accidental memories flare - Bex laying a gauzy purple dress against her face, or
standing with arms outstretched at the edge of her room, or flinging a book into the air
as she runs away from Matt. | remember her today at the wedding, in the bluebell dress,

with a face overwritten by too many expressions for me to understand.

| stumble forwards, wary of netted brambles or manacling thorns. Atishoo
atishoo we all fall down. I slip, clutch at thistles, bang my head slam into a stone. Lights
flash before my eyes and the pictures tear me up. What time is it? The lamp slips off my

head like it’s got a will of its own. This is stupid. This is ridiculous, actually.
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Get a grip.

| squat on the path, tentatively pat the ground all around me, methodically, so as
not to push the headtorch further away. And | picture someone up here with a night-
time video, animal-watching, falling about with silent laughter at what they’ve caught in
their view-finder. Maybe badgers and foxes feel as stupid as this. The ground is warmer
than I’d expected. I could lie here and wait for the dawn. Maybe if | stopped breathing |
could catch the sounds of Bex.

Suddenly the moon sashays into sight - huge, yellow, lopsided, with tatters of
cloud like torn cloth drifting across a wild face and | get the meaning of lunatic.

Lunatic.

I whisper it under my breath. Get up, get moving, there’s light enough. | wind
the strap of the headtorch round my wrist and break into an idiotic teetering run. The
narrow trousers clutch at my thighs, drag at the stitches across my knee so that I cry out
with the unexpected jabbing pain, grind my teeth in frustration as my toe stubs itself;
boulders-in-waiting, perfectly obstructive.

Shrubs are more disturbing in this strange light, black and silver as the breeze
shifts, and in my hasty push forwards they stick out their roots, grab at my sleeves. |
wriggle to extract myself, infuriated by the delay. So what, if the wedding shirt tears
too? My legs are leaden. In nightmares, the faster you run the more slowly the ground
unrolls. The air stiffens, | bend double, clutch the knife in my side.

Great gobs of sweat run into my eyes and | dash them away with the back of my
hand. There are too many bushes, too close and the entire Allotment cramps itself up, its
walls a closing fist. Beyond the walls is the wide open Scar, where shadows thin out and
the paths run straight. The knife twitches under my ribs but I’m not attending. It’s Bex I
must attend to. Breathe in, breathe out.

I snap on the lamp to check the compass, which is no help at all since my
bearings have gone. If you don’t know where you’ve come from and you can’t see the
lie of the land, you can’t work out where to go. Half past midnight. No one has seen
Bex for six hours — not unless she’s with someone now. The very word ‘someone’ is

unnerving. | note that my fingers tremble.

413



This is the void. You are thrown into the dark and there’s nothing but you. And

inside you there’s nothing but the dark.

Leaves rustle. A bird twitters, a piercing, sweet sound that sends a thrill through
my nervous system. If a bird can sit in a bush and get along with its own business, so

can I.

The moon disappears. | stand in a cleared space, listening to the pitter-pat of my
heart and the nervous rasp of breath in my nostrils. All I have to do is wait till daylight;
and daylight will come. If Bex is here | will bring her home. Today | will have brought
her home. Future perfect. Name it, do it. I sit on a stone, imagine the spatter of lichen on
its surface, the bird on its branch. I wonder if its nest is close by. The quiet of the night
begins to seep through my defences: silence, soil, stone. I lift my head, listening,

hearing something different.

There it is again — the rattle of stones, a surge of wind that might be a sigh. |
won’t move, won’t lose the sound by so much as the twitch of the hand. So I’'m ready
when the moon yanks her cloud aside. I'm at the bottom of the rampart of stones, where
Bex and | sat on Tuesday. | have known how to find it again, after all. | take a moment
to thank the instincts | do not control, and then | clamber hand over hand to the top as

fast as | can.

At first it’s hard to be sure what’s there, for the pits overflow with shadow, but
my hackles have risen regardless and my heart thuds tremendously against my ribs. |
can’t swallow, I can’t breathe, her hand is lying limp at the edge of the shadow, she’s
drowning in shadow and dark, ragged lines criss-crossing her wrist. A new and
unmistakeable metallic odour sharpens the air. | reach to her hand. It’s deadly cold and
sticky. The sticky darkness has spread over stones.

Slowly I ease myself over the edge of the rampart to where she lies across the

inner ledge.

My mind clams up with mish-mash images — Take a First Aid Course on the
Careers noticeboard, Give Blood on the cloakroom walls, Carry a Donor Card in the
loos, tourniquet with tights, strangling with scarves — until the hand in mine twitches

slightly and at once I grip the fingers, snapped back to intense concentration.
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There’s blood everywhere but I am trying not to panic. She’s so cold. | have to
know she’s alive, that it wasn’t my tremor. | bend to her face, hoping for the fan of
breath but the breeze is playing games and I can’t be sure. I lean into her breast, face
pressed to the sodden fabric of her shirt, where blood has also found its way. How not to
hear my own heartbeat? Blood on my cheek — I brush it off — it’s in my mouth, raw

meat, Bex, gross, o god.

I wrestle off my shirt and use the rent in a sleeve to tear strips of fabric for
bandages. Everything now is black. Round and round her wrists, tight, not too tight,
don’t know about her circulation. Is it better to strip off my trousers as a blanket for her,
or to use my own body to warm hers? | waste precious time, fumbling, and almost drop

my phone. There’s no signal but they say that 999 works wherever you are.

I slide my arms beneath her body, straining to control my juddering muscles so
that I can move her gently, gently to the ground. My vision blurs with the effort. She’s
little and light but not a child. A fingernail breaks as I scoop stones out of the way. The
ground is rock hard, naturally. Bone of my bone. Now that she lies curved like a
comma, | make myself her double, tight against her spine. | become her outer self and
breathe slow and hot into her spine, sending a surge of warmth from me to her. The heat
fans back to my face, too, but her hands are still so very cold. The faintest scent of rose

arises from her skin and | bury my nose in her neck, inhaling, exhaling.

Ringing 999 is not straightforward. | jab at the phone, can’t explain where we
are, and keep repeating that mountain rescue will know. She’s kind, the operator, a bit

thick, keeps asking for details | have already given.

Time yawns. [am so cold. I want to think it isn’t my fault but here she lies,
where | brought her. She came here where I told her I was not a golden girl but perhaps
a golden boy. She must have thought | was disgusting but she kept it inside. Everything
is so dark. I can’t see the stars. [ can’t let go. I have to keep pushing out long hot breaths
into her body. But | am so cold, only my face is warm from the endless breathing into

her skin and | feel sick and blackness yawns and my head spins, lights.
A wet nose in my face, a bark, dense looming figures.

They say she’s alive. The paramedics wrap her in foil, set up a drip, lift her to

the stretcher with tenderness that makes my eyes water. The dogs snuffle. Loud patting

415



and mutters. ‘Good girl Sheba, good girl Betty.” Somebody wraps me in foil too and
I’m half-carried by a huge man in a fleece to the road where the ambulance is waiting.
There’s a car behind it and I’'m astounded to see Ma and Pa leaning against the bonnet.
Their faces are green by flashlight.

‘How did you know?’ I say, my lips muffled against Ma’s hair where she has me

in so tight a hold I can hardly breathe.

Another voice says, ‘Oh Joey, oh Joey,” and I feel Jack’s hand between my
shoulders.

Ma says, ‘Caroline’s in the ambulance. Ruth’s gone to babysit the little girls. I

can’t tell you what it’s been like.” My ear is wet. She’s crying into my ear.

We follow the ambulance to the hospital. | have no sense of time. Pa drives, Ma
sits in the back seat alongside me. She won’t let go. I’'m ravenous and then I feel sick
and hot and cold, shivering with feelings I can’t name. Ma says, ‘She’s very shocked, 1

guess they’ll know what to do for the best.’

I want to ask about Bex but my mouth won’t work. Why did she quote the hawk
poem when we went the Allotment on Wednesday? The hawk’s a killer. In the poem,
the hawk says | am going to keep everything like this. Nothing stays the same unless it’s
dead. Even the rocks change.

You really do get hot, sweet tea. | hate sugar in tea but it’s wonderful. We wait
for a while in the reception area on stiff, fierce chairs, and then for a long, long time in a
cubicle where | can lie down under a thin blanket and Ma and Pa take it in turns to sit
with me or go to the drinks machine. Pa has insisted on giving me his sweater that
smells of cow. I could be lying in a field. I try to explain what I did, how | knew where
to go. Ma’s face has a white, scrubbed look, like a little girl’s. Pa rasps his hand over his
face, flicks the pages of Good Housekeeping, What Car, Cumbria Life, tosses them on
the floor, picks them up again, flicks through. At one point Ma collects them up and
takes them back to the waiting area but ten minutes later Pa has retrieved them. He
starts to read the Small Ads aloud. It makes me laugh. Suddenly he drops them, grabs
my hands and his face is scarlet. ‘I got it all wrong.” Ma puts her arms around him and

we shudder together as if the earth has shivered too.
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A man in a white coat with a swinging stethoscope and tired eyes say he’ll be
along shortly. Ma asks why he can’t stay now but she’s talking to his back. Was that his
ghost, then?

Pa wipes his eyes, takes my hands again. ‘I’ll find out about Bex.’ It’s almost
too painful to smile. There’s a grim set to Pa’s smile that I have hardly ever seen. He
releases me, strokes my forehead, and pushes himself up from the chair with a stiff,

mechanical movement. ‘I’ll find out.” He disappears through the gap in the curtains.

Ma says, ‘I don’t suppose you could sleep. You could close your eyes, though.

This is a horrid light.’
‘What’s the time?” My voice comes out cracked and squeaky.

Ma slips her hand across my eyes and instinctively I shut them. ‘Nearly five
o’clock. Soon be breakfast.” | wonder if Ruth gets story lines from real life or if she just
makes things up. | wonder if Bex told her the secret story that I don’t know. I wouldn’t

blame her.
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Saturday August 26t

2.12pm Noah to Joey
God, kid. Noah ()

2.12pm Joey to Noah
Feel like shit ®

2.13pm Noah to Joey
Home frm hospital 2day?

2.13pm Joey to Noah
Waiting for dr

2.14pm Noah to Joey
Pa’s Isot it ®

2.14pm Joey to Noah
Yep

4.14pm Joey to Ma
Fetch me home now pls?

4.14pm Ma to Joey
We're all coming Ma xxx

4.14pm Joey to Ma
Who

4.14pm Mato Joey
Ruth, Noah, Pa, me xx

4.15pm Joey to Ma
Noah?

4.15pm Mato Joey
Try stopping him. xx

Sunday August 27th
‘I was the friend who let her fall. I cut the rope. I wish I hadn’t seen that film.’

Ruth grasped my fingers tightly. ‘Explain to me how you cut the rope.’
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‘She kept telling me she needed me to help. She didn’t say so, words out loud,
but | wasn’t paying attention.’

Ruth had dragged me out into the garden, to the wall. She was choosing the
pieces for the stone jigsaw. | stared, half-seeing the curve of her backbone, a ridged but
flexible hoop bent over the heap of stones on the moist brown earth. Her pale blue shirt
lifted in the light wind that blew up the road and on, up the fellside, carrying a spray of
rain. ‘Come on, Joey, it’s your design, tell me if I’m selecting the best stones. We need
to get this finished, plants in.’

I wiped my face with the striped jersey. | was wearing familiar clothes: neutral,
anonymous. Figure in landscape, faded rugby shirt and black jeans, short dark hair and
straight black eyebrows. Everything felt dreamlike, distant. Then Ruth put a rock into
my hand. ‘Come on, Joey. Time to build. Let’s get a yard done by lunch.” She grasped
my hand again, pressing my fingers over the stone until the sharp edges cut into the
palm of my hand. It felt good, the solid weight and rough texture, smelling of wet earth
and fine green moss. | wedged another stone into place. Ruth says it’s not my fault. The
loop of the last two weeks was replaying like an uncontrollable video.

Ma had woken me first thing with tea and toast in bed. She said she couldn’t
help it. If she thought I’d eat boiled egg and soldiers she’d have appeared with those. |
was a hundred years old when | woke up. My knees creaked. Very old people get
treated like babies.

I had slept with the curtains open, and the early light threw a pink dye into the
air of my room. By the time | had finally struggled into clothes the sunshine had been
wiped clean out of the sky by the wet grey sponge of cloud. All morning long, an
invisible hand gave a desultory squeeze to the cloud. No sooner had we dried out than
another squeeze left us sodden again.

Ruth crushed a forefinger trying to make two stones fit. I said, ‘Ease them. I’1l
look for a different one.” She arched her back, smiled, rubbing the aching muscles. |
said, ‘What if -?°

“You can’t be responsible for her life.” I thought of all the time we’d spent
together, Bex and I - all the texts and messages, the summer days in the field behind our
house, the evenings when she read and | studied maps of Cumberland and
Westmorland, looked up old fell races, did squats-sit-ups-press-ups in my bedroom or
hers. | tried recapturing the sense of how it felt inside the framework of the life mask, its

weight and slipperiness, the smells of willow and wool and crinkling paper, a hot smell
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of something metallic when she soldered, the burn on her finger, the yelp. But it was
fading. You can’t make sensations come again. I remembered sitting flat on a slab in the
yard of their old little house, playing spit-cherry-stones. That was easier to recreate —
stone, moss, damp earth — they were all about me now.

Ruth said — as if her last remark had only been made seconds ago rather than
half an hour — “You’re not the only influence in her life, are you? What about Matt?’ |
delved into the pile of stones, threw several aside in search of the right match. There
was blood on my hand, another torn fingernail.

After a while, Simon came to the open door, leaned out, disappeared. Five
minutes later he strode out in neat jeans and a clean denim shirt, swinging a couple of
water bottles in each hand. Noah wandered out later still, wearing ragged brown shorts
and a climbing top that used to be green. His face was scrubby with black stubble. If Fi
were here, she would tell him off, rub her hand across his stubble and mutter into his
chin. He would grin and pull her against him. The muscles of his tanned forearm would
swell as they tightened around her body. I could remember that well enough.

Noah took long strides down the garden in my direction, arms half-raised as if to
hug me, stumbled, dug into his pockets with a puzzled scowl. The weight on my chest
lifted for a moment and I punched him lightly in the arm. ‘You’re up early.’

’Can’t see my sibling struggle.’

‘What about Fi?’

Simon half-turned from the wall to watch, opened his mouth, thought better of
whatever he might have said. Noah shrugged, spread his hands, pointed at the wall.
‘Instructions?’

We lifted and checked, placed stones in position, repositioned, stood back to
wipe the damp from our faces. Time was marked in inches.

Ma called us for lunch. She had made vegetable soup and almost visibly stopped
herself from sitting beside me. Instead, she sat across the table, watching through her
lashes as | lifted the spoon. Her mouth opened as | opened mine. Eventually, | said,
‘Ma, would you like to regurgitate it for me?” Even Pa smiled. He still had the shocked
look of somebody whose clothes stand away from the skin, whose features are trying to
recall how they fit. He saw my glance and stretched his arm along the table in my
direction, brushing aside Ruth’s plate and barely giving her time to whisk her bow! of
soup out of the way.

‘We nearly lost you,” he said, mouth twitching. ‘I nearly lost you.’
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‘No, no. I was always going to be OK.” He gripped my hand so hard that my
knuckles cracked. /t’s Bex who was nearly lost. | was glad of the pain.

‘I nearly lost you,” he repeated. Around the table everyone fell silent. Finches
twittered in the bushes by an open window and water from a saucepan lid over the soup
hissed upon the stove.

When the phone rang, | jumped.

It was Caroline, telling Ma that Bex had just been discharged. She wanted to see
me. My stomach tightened and I didn’t want the soup any more.

‘Surely it’s too soon for her to be discharged,” Ruth said, frowning, pushing her
bowl away too. ‘I thought she had a transfusion or something. They can’t just kick her
out.’

Ma said slowly, ‘I rather think from what Caroline said that Bex discharged
herself.’

‘Can you do that? Surely you can’t do that, not after something like trying —°.
Noah stuffed a hunk of bread into his mouth, looked as if this had been a mistake, and
groped for his glass of water. He had an odd, closed look.

Ma said, ‘I rather think you can discharge yourself, if you’re of age. And of age
could mean anything from about ten years old. If the doctors think you understand what
you’re doing.” She was still wearing the green shirt. She can’t have thought twice when
getting dressed today.

Ruth refilled the water jug. ‘I guess they don’t want beds clogged up, do they?
And there’s always the risk of getting an infection.” Her matter-of-fact tone seemed to
bring down the temperature. She leaned across the table to place the jug in the centre.
Drops of water flecked the wooden surface, little globes of winking light.

Ma looked at my face and folded her arms tight across her chest. ‘I’m not so
sure | want you going to see Bex today but I suppose I can’t stop you. I don’t see how it
will be good for you, not today.” Ruth put a hand on her arm and Ma’s shoulders
hunched as if she had swallowed a wasp.

| stood in the garden assessing the wall. It could be finished in a couple of hours
if everybody helped. | saw the floor of the ruined house, and the shards of glass in the
clitter where rue-leaved saxifrage grew.

As | walked along the track to the road, a wet, black creature leapt between my

legs from the grassy verge, mewing faintly. | hardened my heart and walked on. No
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creature was safe with me. Trying not to picture Marmalade dead in a ditch was so hard
that | stooped to pick up a flint from the track and ground it into my palm.

It had turned into a typical Sunday afternoon, with the cloud settled on the fells
for the rest of the day and every tree and shrub water-sodden. We could grow gills.
Creatures evolve to fit the habitat. We could all become amphibians together, like two-
legged dolphins. My eyes stung from the salt of unwanted tears. | ached to know what
had happened so that I could bury him —no, so that I could lay him to rest. Burial meant
concealment in the dark earth, a covering over and forgetting. Ma and Pa were used to
the reincarnation of Marmalade in the next stray, but this Marmalade had been mine
from the moment we moved into the new house; the year we moved from London.
Someone had dropped him in the verge, barely able to lap his milk. How do you forget?

Suddenly a car drew up behind me. Noah. ‘I’ll drive you. Come on.’

‘I need to walk.’

Wearily he propped his elbow across the open car window. ‘I can take you,
easy.’

‘I need to think.” His face closed up again and he reversed along the track. |
walked on, baffled by a kind of muddled softness in my brother, but soon the only
pictures in my mind were of Marmalade. | kept seeing him at full stretch along a
windowsill, or bounding across the field towards me, or curled tightly on top of
someone’s newspaper. To find myself at Bex’s gate was shocking. How did I get here? |
pinched my arm. There was a cat-shaped space in the crook of my knee for Marmalade
by night. You don’t choose who or what you love. Maybe in cyborg life you grow out
of your emotions or man + machine leaves out everything that hurts. The mist
intensified the scent of lavender garden. | struggled to get feelings into place.

Jack opened the door. He looked as bad as Pa; haggard and too small for his
rusty-red sweater. He pulled me across the threshold. ‘I’m sorry to grab you like this but
Caroline’s frantic, we’re both frantic. She won’t tell us. She turns her face away. She
asks for Susie and Tess but we don’t want them frightened. She’s still sedated. They had
to give her blood.” Words tumbled out as if all the normal controls had been trampled.
‘Susie keeps bursting into tears and Tess hasn’t spoken a word since Friday night.
Friday night. It’s three o’clock, my God, she still won’t talk to any of us.’

The kitchen was stark. Nobody seemed to have used the great black range and
the table was bare apart from a bread board and hacked pieces of bread. A half-empty

bottle of milk stood beside the sink and two or three mugs with protruding spoons sat on
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the draining board. Someone had dropped an entire packet of butter on the floor in the
corner.

‘Do you want some orange or tea? Water? I’ll tell Caroline. Don’t go, will you?’
His eyes were huge, the pupils utterly dilated, like a man’s who has been underground
for days.

Left to myself, | shivered, wishing | had brought a fleece. It was warmer outside,
walking in cloudland.

Caroline’s face was as bleak as Jack’s but more steady. She managed a smile.
‘Thanks, Joey. Thanks so much. She isn’t talking to us. Sit down a minute.’

We perched on the bright chairs, | on one upholstered in yellow and Caroline on
indigo. Jack leaned against the range, fretting at his finger-ends.

‘I can’t ask you to talk to her and then tell us what she says, I realise that. If she
tells you what, why -.” Caroline stopped dead, closed her eyes. Her face was white and
her black hair looked lank. ‘If she talks to you, I’d just be glad if you could ask her
permission to tell us if it’s something we’ve done that we didn’t realise.” Then she
covered her face with her hands. The new wedding ring was a soft, wide silvery band:
white gold, they had said.

I said that I would try. ‘But I don’t think it’s you.” The doubt in my voice made
her look up. She was not crying. ‘It might be me.’

Her eyes widened. “You? Of course not. She thinks everything of you. She
thinks...” She ran her hands hard over her face, fingers clenched as if to tear off the skin
and then covered her eyes once more.

Jack slowly walked forward and placed his hands over hers. It was a curious
picture of double blind-folding, colour-coding, his old red sweater curved around the
shabby brown fleece she wore for screen-printing. ‘She’s in her room.” He nodded in
the direction of the stairs.

They couldn’t imagine that I was the one who had let her down. OK, I didn’t cut
the rope, not deliberately, like the climber in the film. But that was only because the
invisible cable in me was paid out to Marmalade. It was all wrong, of course. Nobody’s
supposed to love their cat more than another human being. It wasn’t exactly that I loved
him more but | knew how to love him. I loved him for his wildness, for winding himself
around my legs, for taking over my bed, my face, the hollow in my body. He was
fearless. Being friends with Bex was a great deal more complicated. | went online

instead.
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I hadn’t talked to anyone online for days.

Slowly I stepped up the magnificent wooden staircase, stroking the banister, the
warm, mellow oak sliding through the palm of my hand like polished rope. I might
never come here again. | looked through an open door at the gallery, where clearing up
had not been completed. There were still several empty glasses and plates on the floor.
At Susie’s room I paused, pressed my ear to the closed door, knocked. No answer. The
further up the stairs | went, the faster my heart banged against my ribs. It felt like the
end of a very long run.

A small voice fluted ahead. I pushed open the door of Bex’s room to find Tess
and Susie sitting on the end of the bed. Bex was lying flat on her back in the middle of
the floor. She wore only her bra and pants. Her wrists were lightly bandaged and the
white scars slicing up the inside of both arms were terribly clear. There were scars at the
top of her thighs, too. Some of them were red, as if recent.

Susie leapt off the bed and ran towards me. | bent to embrace her quivery body,
shielding her head in the palm of one hand. The cap of hair was soft and slightly damp.
Bex gazed at me with a motionless face. Only her eyes were alive, peering through
peep-holes.

‘I think Bex wants to talk to me,’ I said, freeing myself from the tight hug. ‘But
maybe she wants you both to stay too. I don’t know.’

Susie’s voice was higher than ever. ‘She’s got these marks all over. She cuts
herself. She gets a knife.’

Bex sat up, clasping her arms around her knees. “Would you mind? Could you
pass me a shirt or something?’ She was talking to me. She was talking to me. I plucked
one of her usual long-sleeved shirts from the bottom of the wardrobe where it had either
fallen or been cast, and wordlessly handed it over. There were goose-pimples on her
legs. A short blue skirt, no more than a frill, and a pair of black footless leggings were
folded neatly on the chair by the window. I held them out. She took them as if | were
serving in the shop. Tess’s mouth was firmly shut but her eyes were wide and with a
shock I recognised the huge, empty pupils | had seen in Jack’s face, Caroline’s. Pa’s.

Bex sat cross-legged on the floor and gestured that we were to sit too, forming a
circle. ‘Storytime,’ I said, idiotically. The others slipped into place as if this were
regular.

It was unnerving to watch Bex. No muscle of her face moved, except her mouth.

‘I’ll begin. Yes. The cuts. They are old, you know that.” She pulled up a sleeve, her
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mouth tightening as the fabric snagged in the bandages. ‘Mostly old.” Again she patted
at her wrist as if taking a pulse, stroking the scars. ‘I started out with compasses from
my protractor set. The year you came, Joey. I had wanted to do it before.” I began to
shiver again. ‘I used to dream about it. [ used to dream about getting a knife and slicing
into my mouth. | used to dream about getting a knife from our kitchen and slicing across
my lips.” She chopped down over her mouth with the side of her hand. Tess’s face did
not change, but Susie clasped her mouth with both hands.

‘Why? Why?’ My question burst out. ‘It wasn’t me was it? Was it my fault?’

‘Oh.” Her small, dead white face looked at me as if | were in a shop window. ‘It
never occurred to me before, but maybe. I didn’t have any friends before you moved
here, Joey. | used to get picked on. Teachers always used to tell me to stand up for
myself but I couldn’t.” She talked in a flat, soft voice, turning her head like a puppet, a
robot, so that Susie, Tess, would come into focus. | felt flat as a picture on a wall. ‘Our
teacher, that year you came, she told me bullies could smell me being afraid and |
needed not to be so they wouldn’t smell the fear. But I didn’t know how. I was always
afraid, even after - .” She fell silent and seemed to be holding her breath. I counted.
Twenty-nine, thirty seconds. ‘Even after Mum ran away with us, | couldn’t stop being
afraid. She went back once and | remembered. She ran away with me when | was little, |
remember that. | remember being in a little room. She had a friend we stayed with. But
he came for her. He’s good at that. He made us go back. Everything started again.’

Susie and Tess looked like dolls propped up around a rug for a pretend tea-party.
Susie’s eyes open and shut mechanically, like a doll’s. Her mouth opened and the small
voice said, “‘Who’s he? Who ran away?’

Bex’s eyes swivelled in her direction. ‘Mum ran away with me.’

‘But who’s he?” Despite her toy-like movements, Susie’s eyes were determined.

So I said, “Your real dad.’

Tess stuffed both fists into her mouth but Susie’s head snapped up. ‘He’s not our
real father. Jack’s our real father.” The tears on her cheeks were real enough and her
hands clenched and unclenched around her bent knees but the voice was that of the
teenager to come.

Bex slowly turned her eyes in my direction. ‘Yeah. The man. Dominic.” She was
looking at the ghost again, the shadow in the room.

I needed to help us out, Susie, Tess, me. ‘So what started again?’
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‘He used to slap Mum about. He told her she made him. I heard him. After Susie
was born it was worse. | saw it.’

Susie’s head reared back. ‘Do I remember that, Bex? Do I?” She choked on the
question, child again. | wanted to reach across, to hold her hand, but Bex was talking to
the ghost.

‘So we got away again only this time Mum had fixed things better. We moved to
our little house, the one we used to live in. That man went abroad. You came to our
school. Tess was born and she never knew him. Never had to know he was our father.’

The little white-washed house: I could picture every room, Bex’s tiny room with
the sloping window in the roof that you opened with a rope, and the big room
downstairs for Susie and Tess with stick-on transfers all around the walls, and
Caroline’s room next door, her table at the window, the computer alongside, and
designs tacked loosely to the walls. Everything was white, to bring in the light, Caroline
always said.

| asked the question cautiously. “You cut yourself because he hit your mum? |
can’t work out about Susie and Tess.” My mind went whirling round possibilities.

‘It was sort of like an offering to the gods,’ said Bex unexpectedly. ‘You’d
come, you were my friend, he’d gone and I wanted to make sure he would never come
back.” There was a faint tinge of colour in her face and she looked at me properly again,
pleadingly.

‘OK. OK. But why this? Why now?’

Bex’s eyes darkened. The chill in the room was almost solid. ‘Maybe you two
should go downstairs and see your mum,’ I said uncertainly, looking from Susie to Tess.
‘We’ll be down in a minute. What do you think?’

Susie got to her feet, held out her hand to Tess. ‘Come on.” She straightened her
shoulders, took charge of Tess’s hand and stepped around us towards the door. ‘Come
down in a minute won’t you? I don’t like it. Tess and me, we don’t like it, do we?’ Tess
shook her head. The door clicked softly shut; Jack’s gentle hinges.

Bex suddenly blurted, ‘Check out of the window. See if he’s there. You’ve got
to check.’

Mystified, I peered down. ‘Where am I looking?’ Bex’s window looked down
upon the garden at the back of the house. ‘“Who could get into your garden? You don’t
mean Jack, do you?’ The appalling words had slipped out before I could swallow them.
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“You’ll have to look at the front.” She wasn’t listening. The ghost was in the
room and the hairs stood up on the back of my neck.
Then she told me.
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Zeph’s Blog Sunday 277 August
Noah brought me a can of beer. He didn’t hang around, just put it on the desk
beside the laptop. He didn’t try to look at the screen, even.

Work tomorrow seems another world. Someone will have to tell Shirley.

The worst was Jack. He looked wild. I should have come away when Bex was
telling them but she wouldn’t let me go. She had to practically die before she
would tell.

She said, when she was telling Caroline and Jack, that it had been like living in a

box.

Caroline sat with her arm round Jack whilst Bex talked and for a while I couldn’t
work out why, but it was to make him sit still. It’s to do with why he left the
police. She didn’t say anything and he wasn’t going to but he was kind of

doubled over as if someone had knifed him in the belly.
Jack threw up in their cloakroom. I heard him when I was leaving.

Something’s going on with Jack and I'm trying to understand because there’s

enough going on that I never paid attention to. And he’s Bex’s dad now. Father.

I found this website - www.ukpolicetalk.orq . It’s a bit like

iwannagetoutofhere.co.uk. Policemen go online to try and work out all sorts of

things, mostly what to do if something happens that they can’t control, or to
share experiences. Like what to do if they are off duty and there’s a crime
happening in front of them; and whether anyone will believe them if they do or
don’t do something. Whatever they do it may be wrong. I get that. I identify with
that.

I never thought about a policeman being in agony like Jack. He began a rant

about regulations being worse than prison but Caroline stopped him.

I looked up police regulations for custody sergeants and they are impossible.
There’s something in this website about stresses on the police, people like
custody sergeants. They have to be almost superhuman steady, making

decisions. There’s so much to remember, so many variations
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http://www.ukpoliceonline/

While in police custody, detainees are treated in a way that is
dignified and takes account of their human rights and diverse
individual needs. Custody staff are respectful in their day-to-day
working and are aware of and

responsive to any particular risks and vulnerabilities relating to:
- those who have consumed alcohol;

- those who have consumed or packed drugs;

- those with mental ill health or learning disabilities/difficulties;
- women;

- black and minority ethnic detainees;

- children and young people;

- those with disabilities;

- foreign nationals;

immigration detainees;

those with specific religious requirements;

older detainees;

sexuality;

- transsexual and transgendered detainees;

- other factors.

Doesn’t all this mean treat everyone decently? why are women singled out, not
men? what’s the difference between a mental ill health disability and
‘disabilities’? I don’t get it.

On www.ukpolicetalk.org it says if a policeman has a really bad experience he may

be off his head with worry and nerves so anything he says shouldn’t be relied on.
If he’s asked to make a statement he won’t want to refuse in case they think he’s
hiding something. At the same time, he’ll be afraid that anything he says will be
used against him, whatever. And all the time he’s going mad with worry that he

could have made a better judgement. That’s what it says on the website.

It’s Catch 22 again. If you make a statement it can be used against you and if you

don’t make a statement it can be used against you.

Jack said some men can’t keep their dicks to themselves. He said it with such a
look on his face. He said some men ought to be castrated at birth. He pushed
Caroline away and ran at the wall. He slammed his fist into it so hard that the
plaster was dented and she had to shove his hand under cold running water and

fetch ice. Caroline wanted him to get checked out at casualty.

Bex talked like a dummy as though everything had happened to somebody else.

Caroline did not move until Jack hit the wall. Then she jerked as if he was going
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to hit her next. Jack didn’t raise his voice above a whisper. Caroline said she
would take Bex to the police station in the morning. Bex said, ‘T'll go when I'm
ready’ and it sounded like a slap in the face. She can’t have meant it to sound
like that.

I try not to think about what the father did to Bex. She described it all. I don’t
want to remember but the words won’t go away. I want to look it up but if I do I

might get on a porn site by accident.

I don’t drink beer but it was a family sort of thing for Noah to bring me some, I

guess.

He probably raped Caroline, for Tess to be conceived. Dominic the Man. I think

that’s part of what Bex meant to say. Because Caroline wouldn’t have said yes.
He fucked his daughter, over and over. Total control.

The house that Jack built. Jack built space for dreaming, he built for them as

well as him.

There’s a policeman who blogs, who actually puts his thoughts out to everyone -

complaints and parodies and everything, so maybe I could —

I thought it was Matt’s fault, I thought it was me. It was all of us, maybe even

Caroline.

I thought it was me worrying about Marmalade, loving him most. It wasn’t. I

was looking at me in the mirror all the time.

10.20pm Bex to Joey
Log on

10.20pm Joey to Bex
What?

10.21pm Bex to Joey
2 long for txt

10.21pm Joey to Bex
Phone?
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Chat Bex to Joey Sunday 10.23pm

Bex Can’t say it out loud

Joey Are you OK?

Bex He was after Tess, that’s why she went for tea.

Bex He kept saying he wanted to get to know me again.

Bex He said he was going to get to know Tess better. You don’t get away from him.
Bex  Are you still there?

Joey You thought he’d do the same to her as he did to you.

Bex He gets into your head.

Joey You have to tell your mum and Jack.

Bex Hospital in the morning. Some consultant or other.

Joey Makes you want to kill him. | saw at the wedding, him and Tess, outside, her.

Joey Do you think that woman knows?
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Networking 10.46pm

iwannagetoutofhere.co.uk

Narrative: Zenith 10.45pm
Does anyone know about being no-sex?

Comment: Moderator Sue 11.22pm
What's worrying you, Zenith?

Narrative: Zenith 11.22pm

Sex seems to drive people off their heads.

Comment: Cybersnake 11.34pm

Makes you human, though. Old people give it up don’t they?

Comment: Moderator Sue 11.34pm
Most people would say that sex in a loving relationship brings fantastic happiness. It's

no good being driven by sex, though. Sex is part of the engine, not the driver.

Narrative: Zenith 11.34pm
What about paedophiles?

Comment: Barbarian 11.41pm
What are you getting into?

Comment: Moderator Sue 11.41pm
Everything can be twisted. Too much food makes you fat, too much alcohol rots your

liver; fighting for justice is a good thing, fighting for the hell of it leads to murder. It's
like cancer cells, probably. Cells in themselves are OK; cancer cells are just the same

cells doing the wrong thing

Comment: Barbarian 11.42pm
What?

Narrative: Zenith 11.46pm

Can you kill the love in the paedophile and not kill the paedophile too?
Comment: Cybersnake 11.48pm

They make their choices, free will and all that

Narrative: Zenith 11.51pm
Do you think people are born paedophiles? Or does something horrible happen and

they grow up twisted? Do they choose to be paedos or does something else do it to

them, make it happen?

Monday 28t August
‘I didn’t expect to see you today.” Shirley’s eyes were newly framed by lines of
golden glitter along her cheekbones. She looked exotic for a Monday morning on the

high street. About twenty motor bikes had just rumbled past. Normally they never came
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into town. It was like being in the middle of a herd of cattle — no, a herd of bison -
bulky, black, massive, slow motion. The riders were bonded to their machines, hidden
by total body-cover. A couple of engines still growled in low, vibrating surges. /'d

rather be in a herd of bison than here. More straightforward.

Ma stood on the pavement with the bulging briefcase at her feet. ‘Is this your
mother?’ Shirley tiptoed down the steps. ‘You have a look of your mother, Joey. | heard
about her great work in the middle of Friday night. You must be very proud of her, Mrs
Wilcox.’

Ma said, ‘It was a tough night.’

A rider revved his engine, let it settle, and Shirley pursed her lips. ‘They
shouldn’t be in the town centre like this, I’ll be ringing the council to move them on.’
She stared past Ma’s shoulder. I stood between them, trying not to shift from foot to

foot.

Ma’s eyes never left Shirley’s face. ‘I came along to talk about Bex, actually.
She’s making good progress. Her mother would have come but everyone’s still in a
state of shock as you can imagine.” Shirley tried to scoop Ma into the shop but Ma
performed a neat sideways step. ‘I have to get along, I’'m afraid. I came to speak on Mrs
Woods’ behalf.” T watched Shirley’s face harden. ‘She hopes — we all hope - that Bex

will be returning to work soon.’ She fixed Shirley with that headmistress look.

‘Yes, but.” Shirley smoothed an invisible hair from the corner of her mouth. ‘I
don’t want to be responsible for —.” Her voice trailed away. The sun was fingering the
cloud layer. Glancing up, | saw pale blue sky breaking through like dye. ‘It’s all over

the town.” Shirley’s eyes narrowed.
Ma said smoothly, ‘Rebecca is not ill.’

Shirley could bite. ‘She’s only a Saturday girl, a holiday girl.” Then she added,
‘I’ve got my business to look after.” She looked at me, at Ma. ‘Well all right then, but I
don’t want clients nervous. She might try, do it, something.” The motor bikes fell silent
at last, leaning on their stands whilst the riders disappeared into the burger café. Shirley
took advantage of the lull. “They really should not be allowed up here. It fills the street
with exhaust. My shop will be full of fumes, I’d better close the door. Are you in,

Joey?’
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Ma spoke even as I was opening my mouth. ‘Joey needs a day off, if you don’t
mind. A bit of time to get over the shock. Is that acceptable?’ and she took me by the
elbow, walking me away. Shirley called out that she would expect me tomorrow, and

the shop door slammed with an incongruous tinkle.

‘Don’t be cross,” said Ma quickly, hastening me past the library. ‘I know you

need the money but really. Anyway, what I said’s true .You’ve got a stretched look.’

Ma had parked defiantly, illegally, on the double yellow lines by the post office.
She felt ready to fight the traffic warden, she said, fumbling in the pocket of the
briefcase for the car keys. | watched the familiar scramble for keys with a darkening
sense that anything could change. Ma caught my expression. ‘It’s not so very long since
people who attempted suicide were sent to prison,” she said. | stared. ‘It’s true.” Ma
tugged open the door. ‘The legal position was that your body did not belong to you and

it was a crime to try to kill it.’
‘Whose body is it then?’

‘Don’t fight me, darling. It wasn’t my law.” We got into the car. ‘It was a

religious thing. Your body belonged to God so suicide was murder.’

‘Where are we going?’ | could not get rid of the memory of wrapping my body

around Bex, trying to trap warmth.

‘I thought we might try to link up with Caroline at the hospital. She sounded so

tense on the phone this morning.’
‘I thought you were going into school.’
‘Later. In a bit.’

Ma was concentrating on changing lanes in the one-way system. | watched her
hands on the wheel, seeing familiar fingers. Mine were the same. I didn’t ask to be
born, | didn’t choose it. She and Pa had sex, gruesome. They chose. All my genes came
from her and Pa. The bubbling, fierce feelings in my head, were they from my genes

too?

We were brought to a halt by traffic lights. Alongside, the river roared through

the town, brown and teeming and running back on itself in rough, dark eddies. Rain on
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the fells had filled the becks and gills, swelling now to the full-bodied current that
would tear headlong towards the coast. | opened the window, glad of sounds that more

than matched the hum of stationery traffic. ‘Ma, you know what you said.’
“Which pearl of wisdom had you in mind?’
‘About suicides. Who owns your body.’
‘What’s bothering you?’

We swept over the river and glided smoothly between the almshouses and the
rich green turf of the river bank. I pictured the river’s rampage through the flattening
countryside until it carved its way deep into the sands of Morecambe Bay, and merged

with the sea and the wide, enormous sky.
‘Who owns you?’

‘Me? You? Anyone? What do you mean?’ But I had stopped listening. | was a
twig on a branch, on a tree, a huge world-tree like in mythology, roots in a system as

huge and intertwined as the underground mycelium of fungi.

And | was me. | was me, | owned me, not like my coat or my shoes, but what
nobody else could lay hands on - my spirit, my secret and unsayable awareness. |
marked out my own boundaries, | could choose to say or not say. | chose the route that
led to the top of the Bradleyfield Allotment. That was me. | went on my own, | went
after Bex. Twig, branch, tree, root, seed floating in the wind, all of it me. My heart

raced.
‘You’re talking to yourself, Joey.

Tess and Susie were dancing up and down under the canopy of the Out-patients
department. ‘Mummy’s gone in with Bex,’ said Susie, her face still pale. ‘Jack was
going to take us out for an ice cream but he’s gone over there,” and she turned to point

across the slip road towards the hospital car park that we had just left.

‘Oh,’ said Ma, ‘well we didn’t see him. But I expect he’ll be back soon.” She
looked at their small faces. ‘Shall we go and find a seat? I’'m not sure how long they’ll

be, their appointment.’
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We walked past the computer terminals inviting you to Check Yourself In
Online into the waiting area, where padded chairs, unnaturally high, were set in
formation around low tables. A cardboard box, half-trodden down, displayed wooden
jigsaws, an abacus, three or four board books and some blunted crayons. They must get
all sorts here. Like us. Ma persuaded the girls to sit down, and looked about. There was
no sign of Caroline or Bex. ‘I think I know where they’ll be,” she said, suddenly looking
as determined as Noah. ‘I’ll nip along and tell them we’ve got the girls. Must text Ruth
too, tell her where we are. | was going to meet her for coffee at the Arts Centre before
going to school. Might be later than I thought. I wonder what’s happened to Jack. You
stay, won’t you?’ Shr headed off along the wide corridor.

| dragged the cardboard box to their feet, looking for suitable books, when Susie
said, ‘Look, it’s Matt.’

‘He can’t!” I shot up, overturning the box. Matt stood in the foyer, clutching a
large bunch of flowers in one hand and his mother’s arm in the other. His mother went
to the reception desk, teetering on wedge-heeled sandals. ‘What’s he doing here? She’s
not here. How dare he!’ I saw the look of confusion on Susie’s face and bit the side of
my cheek. Something about him looked undressed, newborn. He had shaved his head

and the scalp was limestone-white. I felt a pang of pity that I didn’t want.
‘I don’t understand.’ Susie stood up, as if ready to run over to Matt.

I grasped the hem of her short skirt. “They’ll tell him she’s not here, she’s been

sent home.’

‘Well she is here,” said Tess in a whisper. ‘And he’s here too. Our real daddy.’
My phone skidded under the stiff moulded chair, and I grovelled after it. Her small hand
gripped my shoulder. ‘I don’t want to go with him now. Not if Bex cut herself. I don’t

want to cut myself.’

I wriggled free, took one of her hands, Susie’s too as | kept my voice low. ‘You
live with your mummy and with Jack, now. You don’t have to go with anyone else ever

again.’

‘He said I could go if | asked but I don’t want to.” Her lip trembled.
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“When you said he was here, what do you mean?’ | saw with relief that Matt

and his mother were turning away, making for the exit.

‘He was behind us.” Susie’s eyes narrowed as she gave me a sideways, knowing
look. ‘I saw him. Bex dropped her book and I picked it up and I saw him.” She took a
deep breath. ‘He was standing on the other side of the road, where the cars are. I didn’t
tell Mummy.” Her mouth tightened and again she looked older than her nine years. ‘I
told Jack.’

‘What did Jack do?’

‘He went across the road,’ still giving me the sideways look. | felt clammy as |
cast around for inspiration. An elderly woman cautiously hobbled in front of the
glassed-in reception desk, where one man sorted slips of paper into piles and another
focussed on a computer screen. I joined the small queue, desperate to catch someone’s
eye. They were busy. The elderly woman waited patiently, folding her gnarled hands

over the top of her walking stick.

‘Excuse me —,° but he merely lifted a hand to silence me whilst he completed
the task. The old woman shuffled and | had to step back, give her the place that was
hers. Urgently | rehearsed the lines. | just have to go outside for a moment. The little
girls there — their mother’s inside with their sister. My mother’s here somewhere too.
Could you keep an eye on them? Too long, they’d never listen. My heartbeat gave a
double-thump.

“You all right love?” The old woman gave me an anxious glance.
‘Susie, you’re in charge!” She nodded, straightening her shoulders, and I ran.

The forecourt was almost empty. | hurled past a girl reversing carefully into a
disabled slot, past two ambulances waiting with open doors and attendants, a couple of
women crossing the slip road from the car park, approaching the main entrance. Matt
stood open-mouth. His mother tried to pull him away. | leapt across the hospital road,
up the grassy bank below the car park and bounded on to the tarmac where | came to a

stop, confused by the ordinariness of the scene and the hectic drumming of my heart.

At first there was nothing to see but neat rows of cars and two men at the ticket

machine. In the middle was a raised sort of sentry box for an attendant but it was empty.
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| started to run again, automatically following the arrows on the road as if | were
driving. And then I heard shouts, caught sight of struggling figures under the trees. A
man was shouting into his phone, waving his free arm, stumbling back from flailing

figures that fell, swung, ducked, doubled over.

My feet skidded and slipped on the damp grass and there they were, Dominic,
Jack, Jack, Dominic, Jack, wrestling, falling, Dominic kicking with full force into
Jack’s ribs, Jack grunting and rolling aside and leaping at Dominic’s face, fingers
plunging towards his eyes and I screamed out, ‘Jack! Don’t! Jack, stop!” and he faltered
for a second, seeing me. At once his head was seized in a ferocious lock and |
passionately wanted him free to ram great blows into Dominic’s midriff, crotch, nose. |
danced from foot to foot, barely clear of them, balling my fists, breathing so hard that
involuntary choking sounds were mine. Jack’s mouth was distorted, gaping wide with
the huge effort to pull away. Tears streamed down his face. The spectator shouted, ‘I’ve
called the police, I have!” and over my shoulder | saw the men from the ticket machine
running towards us. A terrible flexibility sprang in my heels and knees and | was ready,
ready — but suddenly a flat, rectangular, silver-glittering object appeared in Dominic’s
hand and he was swinging it into Jack’s face with grunts of ‘Don’t mess with me, don’t
fuck with me, you fucker!” Dark blood spurted and Jack screamed and the deep fury of
days and years overwhelmed me in a huge upwelling of rage that felt exact and right. |
yelled and shouted, swore in a delirium that hurled me into the flurry of thrashing legs,
arms, fists. | was on fire to smite the bastard from the face of the earth - grabbed at his
raised hand with both of mine - bit into its fleshy edge with all my might — gristle and
crunch - falling metal object — card case maybe? — bit again, catching the edge of my
tongue — metallic taste in my mouth — screams and curses - still 1 hung on, scrabbling to
keep my footing, to avoid the knee, the deliberate, kicking boots, stomach clenched to
keep my neck braced, shoulders firm - cracking blow - flashing lights - searing pain in

my ribs, in my groin - blackness and roaring and.

Someone was hammering nails into my skull. Someone had clamped my neck
and shoulders to a bed. Someone was trampling up and down my body. There was a

confusion of swirling rainbows and murky, swarming spots.

After a while | knew that someone was softly stroking my hand. My eyelids had
been gummed down but | was determined to prise them apart. Ruth’s voice said, ‘Hi

Joey. You do have a knack of creating plot-lines,” which brought an unexpected grunt
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of laughter and stabbing pain in my side. Ma’s voice hiccupped, and my eyelids

winched themselves fully open.

They were sitting together on one side of the bed which saved me the agony of

turning my head. Ruth’s nose was pink.
‘Jack?’ I still had a voice that worked.

‘He’s OK.” Ma leaned forward. It was her hand cradling mine. ‘They’ve patched
him up but he’s being sent on to Lancaster. His eye’s a bit of a mess. If you hadn’t got
involved.” My eyelids fell down again. Her voice continued, ‘Shall we get the doctor
back? Ruth?’

| heard a rustle, the swish of a curtain. The air moved over my face with a

comforting sigh.

Ma said, ‘It could have been so very much worse. He went for you instead.
Dominic knocked you out and didn’t stop kicking you till Jack grabbed him. That’s
what the others said. Apparently it took three men to get Jack off him.’

| stared at the theatre of lights behind my eyelids. ‘Jack,’ I started, cleared my
throat, tried again. ‘Jack’s eye. That man had a metal thing in his hand. He meant to get

Jack’s eye. Dominic.” | made myself say it. Make him human, not the devil.
‘Yes darling. Try not to think about it.’

‘Ma,’ I said, feeling the weak, salty tears springing out regardless, ‘| wanted to
Kill him.” Tentatively I moved my lower jaw up and down. It felt as if my bite would
never be the same again. My free hand moved to the piercing pain in the corner of the

jaw.

‘Mm,’ said Ma. ‘I shouldn’t worry about it. Let’s think about you, let’s take care
a bit of you, shall we? Leave it alone, love. You probably damaged a tendon or two but
it’ll be OK. The doctor says we should take you to the dentist. Maybe you’ll need one of

those bite things to sleep with for a few weeks. Let your jaw relax.’

“Yes, but Jack’s eye.’ I kept seeing the gouge, the droop of the eyelid, the
swollen globule burgeoning like foul fruit. I would always want to kill him. It was a

black certainty.
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“You shouldn’t worry about anybody except you right now,” said Ma, reaching

over to lay her cool hand on my forehead. Her breath smelt stale. She had been crying.
I tried in vain to sit up.

‘It’s a brace on your neck. It won’t stay but they’re making sure you don’t thrash
about. Your head struck the tarmac pretty hard, we think. No, leave it alone. Try to be
quiet. Here.” A straw was pushed between my lips and automatically | sucked. Cold,

clear water rushed into my mouth and down my chin. Ma mopped up with a soft cloth.

The curtains swung back and the doctor came in. Ruth was behind. Her nose
was still pink. The doctor was young, a woman with long hair swept into a loose knot
on top of her head. She picked up my spare wrist. ‘OK. Pulse OK. X-rays next but |
think you’ll be fine to go home tomorrow.” She looked at Ma. ‘We’ll just observe her
overnight. In case the concussion has consequences. But you seem a very resilient

person, Joey. Fit.’

Ruth said in a low voice to Ma, ‘There’s someone from the police outside. They

want a statement, I think.’

The doctor frowned down at me. ‘That’s up to you right now, Joey. I’d quite like

you to have some normal sleep.’

I wanted to sit up but the room performed a sickening twist. ‘Tess — what

happened?’

Ma held tight to my hand. ‘It’s OK. Everyone is safe. It’s all been a bit of a

mess, doctor.’

The doctor sat down carefully on the edge of the bed. ‘The local press have been
around. It sounds like a bit of a drama. You’ve been in the wars twice now, | gather
from the notes. I expect you want to get her home, Mrs Wilcox.’ I saw their eyes meet.

They nodded at one another.

Ruth said, ‘Bex’s father has been arrested, Joey, if that’s any consolation. I think

it’s all coming out now.’

‘What about Jack?’ The air felt chill.
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Ma said, ‘You know, we’ll have to wait. People saw it all. One man says

Dominic hit first but it was very confusing.’

I muttered, ‘I would have killed him.” A small surge of remembered rage ran
through my body. ‘Evil bastard.’

The doctor slowly stood up, watching me with a strange look on her face. ‘He
certainly laid into you, young woman. You’re going to have some spectacular bruises.
I’ll leave you to it for a while, Mrs Wilcox. We’ll probably discharge her tomorrow and
send a note to your GP. I’ll come in later, Joey. See about some pain relief.* She
nodded. The silence thickened as the curtains closed. I had to let myself go. The
stabbing needles in my groin were gradually morphing into an intense and throbbing
ache that rose and fell like a great tide, dragging at banks of sand. It was easier to close

my eyes, to float up and down.

Ma was whispering, ‘She can’t be so bad. They’d have taken her to Lancaster or

somewhere, like Jack.’

Dimly I heard Ruth’s response. “You heard her say it, she’s a fighter. He.
Who’ve you got here, Moll?” and Ma murmured, ‘No idea but it scarcely matters, does
it? Our kid.’

‘They won’t charge Joey too, will they?’
‘God, I hope not. God, Ruth, what an appalling thought.’

‘I wouldn’t think so. The story’s pretty clear, isn’t it?’ I felt another, cooler hand

on my cheek. ‘Amazing. It’s a good thing I’m staying around for a while longer.’

Much later, somebody else came in and sat on the edge of the bed. My hand was
taken into a firm grip. “You’ll be wanting your Superperson Logo next,” said Bex’s

voice. Then Noah said something.
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Tuesday August 29th

5.42pm Simon to Joey
You were hero, | gather S

5.42pm Joey to Simon
Noah says your mum’s sick

5.42pm Simon to Joey
Relapse. OK now. S

5.43pm Joey to Simon
How’s London?

5.43pm Simon to Joey
OK. Sorry to leave u such short notice

5.45pm Joey to Simon
Can we chat?

5.45pm Simon to Joey
Get Noah to bring u to leeds next term.

5.46pm Joey to Simon
You're going back to uni?

5.48pm Simon to Joey
Noah'’s v proud of u.
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Black Box File
From Bex

The god Jupiter was taking it easy, drinking, cracking jokes with his
wife. “You women have more fun making love than us men.” She said he

was talking rubbish so they decided to ask Tiresias what he thought.

Tiresias had made love both as a man and a woman, because of what
had happened to him. He had been out walking in the forest when he
stumbled on two snakes, mating. He swiped at them with his stick and was

miraculously transformed into a woman.

Seven years later, she was out in the same forest and again saw two
snakes mating. She was curious and said to the snakes, ‘Well, well! Last
time I whacked you, you were so mad you changed my sex. I’ll give it
another go!” So she hit out at them with the same stick (some things don’t

change, it seems). In a flash, Tiresias became a man once more.

When Jupiter demanded that Tiresias should decide between him and
Juno Tiresias was very twitchy. He was bound to annoy one of them. But
he was stuck with the truth. He had to agree with Jupiter. Juno was so
furious that she struck him blind. Jupiter could not change the curse that
another god had made, but he could help out. He gave Tiresias the skill to

foresee the future.

YWaﬂbc Bex +hinks I want magic Knowled qe
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Black Box File
Shadow

The shadow is an unconscious complex defined as the repressed, suppressed
or disowned qualities of the conscious self.... a person's shadow may have both
constructive and destructive aspects. In its more destructive aspects, the
shadow can represent those things which people do not accept about
themselves. For instance, the shadow of someone who identifies as being kind

may be harsh or unkind. Conversely, the shadow of a person who is brutal may

be gentle. In its more constructive aspects, a person's shadow may represent

—
hidden positive qualities.

Dominie with hidden gold side??? . O
I +think not
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Voicemail 6.16pm

Ah, hello, this is a message for Joey Wilcox. You left a poster at our practice about
your missing cat. | think we have your cat — well anyway, it’s the correct microchip.
Could you give me a call as soon as possible please? Ah, we're open all the time. Your
call will get put through if you don’t pick up this message till late. Bye. Um, my name

is Jeff Donaldson. Ask for me.
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Thursday August 315t

It’s a beautiful afternoon. The little girls are playing by the nearly-built wall,
with Noah in charge of some elaborate process involving dragons, a makeshift tent,
facepaints and buckets. The tent is an old groundsheet slung from the almost-finished
wall, and weighted on both wall and ground by stones as yet to be built into the wall.
Caroline and Ruth bend over the garden table looking at catalogues, whilst Bex and |
recline like seagoing loungers on the expanding chairs that Ma set up before going to

work for the afternoon. We are the invalid corner.

My neck and shoulders are rigid with a dull ache that nothing seems to ease
except a hot-water bottle at night and pills. I resent the pill haze. Ma has made the
appointment with a doctor for tomorrow. | told her to ask for Dr Hallgrave. She looked
but didn’t ask.

I dug the grave yesterday morning. I wouldn’t let anybody else do it. I wept. It
was rage, guilt, helplessness, ache. Ma and Ruth came out afterwards to say the funeral
rites and we chose a stone to mark the spot. I’'m going to plant meadow flowers on his
grave, flowers that grow in the field where he spent so much time. It’s funny how
peaceful | was at the vet’s. When I saw the flattened body I knew it wasn’t him any
more. Roadkill. The vet says it usually is. Ruth says he was my familiar. I said I’'m not a

witch but she laughed and said maybe I am.

Last night | put out a plate of sardines for the black stray. He’s lying under the
rose bay willow herb that Ma lets flourish as a hedge. It’s in full bloom, humming with
invisible life. The thrushes and finches are squabbling at the feeder and we have to
watch out for thieving seagulls who choose to forget they should be at sea. I’'m in no
mood to tell anyone where they should be.

Bex sleeps. She’s sedated all the time, reads a bit, doesn’t say much. Her face is
a blank, like she’s turned into one of her masks, till she opens her eyes. The first time it

made me go cold as stone, the way her eyes peered about, like a cat in a cage.

Sleep seems to help. It’s almost like lying in Maude’s Meadow, with people
doing their stuff all round us; except that now people are watching us. There’s
something strange going on with Noah. He’s here all the time. He isn’t with Fi. He
walked away from Fi. He keeps appearing next to Bex and she lets him. He never

touches her, though. He seems to know he mustn’t.
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| feel stifled by the unspoken anxiety in the air, thick as flying wheat dust. The
harvesters have been out all night, and the great golden bales lie up-ended in the fields. |
wish Simon were here. Noah would be his bluff and blag self instead of this peculiarly
kind person who brings me beer, offers water to Bex. | look up at thin cloud stretched
across the sky and wonder if Jack is near a window, and what he can see with his good
eye. His wounded eye will probably be OK. He may be prosecuted, maybe not - assault.
He might have grounds to get him off but he should have known better, they will say.
There might be a way out because of his depression. I can’t get used to the idea of Jack

and depression. Ma says it’s a difficult thing, people don’t always look depressed.
| heard it all yesterday afternoon in the garden, when they thought | was asleep.
‘I can’t reach him. He’s taking the blame for stuff he shouldn’t.’
‘It’s that lad who died in custody, is it?” Ma’s voice, sympathetic, neutral.

‘What was that exactly?” I was glad of Ruth’s question. Bex had begun to tell
me but drifted.

“When Jack was custody sergeant. There was a joy-rider, the umpteenth time,
and the arresting officer wanted him kept in a cell while they sorted out the charge.
He’d been cautioned loads. The lad wasn’t sick or drunk. He was over eighteen so Jack
didn’t call anyone. If they’re under eighteen you have to give them the option of
someone in the cell with them the whole time. And if they’re drunk you might take a
look every half hour, even. But this lad was in a furious temper about being arrested
again, being locked up. Jack didn’t think he was the sort to harm himself. But nobody
knew he had a bad heart and could just drop dead. When the officer went to check the

lad was dead. Jack got the blame.’
‘Were you together when this happened, Caroline?’

‘I wish I had been.” There was a long silence. | heard the little girls murmuring
and hoped they were too deep in their game to overhear. ‘If I’d been with him I like to
think he wouldn’t have got so depressed. He was suspended, of course, and by the time
he was cleared and could go back he was blaming himself. He never went back. Three
years. And now he thinks he should have noticed what was up with Bex.” Her voice

sounded so tight the words hardly got out.
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‘Is it the same for you, Moll? Are you responsible for everything even when it

isn’t your fault?” Ruth tried steering the conversation in another direction. | understood.

“You bet.” Ma sounded unexpectedly grim. “You have to arm yourself. Invisible
armour, so you don’t frighten the kids, of course.” Then she laughed. ‘It goes with the
job. It’s all right.’

“Yes,” Ruth said. ‘I’ve worked out the armour plating.’

But she wasn’t able to distract Caroline for long. ‘It was just after he’d been
signed off the second time. | thought being with us had made all the difference. I really
thought we were happy.” She drew a breath and Ma tried to speak but Caroline’s words
spilled out with a tight misery that I don’t want to remember. ‘He says all the time now
that he’s a bad risk, he doesn’t see what’s under his nose, he didn’t see what was
happening with Bex. But it’s me, I’m the one, it’s my fault.” She struck her breast with
both fists until Ma grabbed hold, and Ruth slid out of her chair to sit with the little girls.

Trouble is, Caroline might have seen it. I don’t know what to think.

Today, Ruth has been roped in to the game again, and Noah is the pirate,
apparently. There’s something about an evil pirate and a good one, and two princesses.
Why are there always princesses? It’s a relief to see Tess with dirt streaked down her
face. In fact, Ruth is smearing the dirt. | hear her explaining what camouflage means.
Noah says the evil pirate has an invisibility cloak but that he, Captain Noah, has the
spell for seeing all things as they truly are. Susie asks if it’s a spell to drink and Ruth

says it’s a powder to sprinkle into a drink and she will fetch the drinks.

Caroline follows her into the house and we are left, Captain Noah and the
camouflaged princesses, sleeping Bex and me, waiting for the magic spell. | stretch out
along the chair, grasping its metal frame above my head. | envy their skill at creating an
adventure in the corner of our garden. The wall across the slope is part of their island
now. Maybe, once we’ve filled the hollow behind it with topsoil and planted the
vegetables or herbs or whatever it is that Pa wants, the wall will be transformed into a
castle, a fort, a cliff. At least he’s left finishing the wall to me, he’s told Harry not to

bother. That’s something. It’s quite a big deal for Pa.

Marmalade would have prowled along the ramparts. A lorry killed him. A lorry

driver killed him. The vet said it had to be a lorry because of the size of the tyres that
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flattened him so completely. I could have made Marmalade stay in all night — most cats
killed on roads die at night — but he would have hated it. He yearned to go outside and |
chose his yearning. Like the guy that chose to steal cars. I guess he didn’t choose to
drop dead with a wonky heart but are we all responsible for how everybody else dies?
Choosing is not straightforward and people who go on about the right to choose don’t
tell you how hard it is because sometimes things choose you. Something is choosing
me, something that’s shadow and light.

Will 1 ever forget the sensation of biting down into a living hand. | wish it were
a dream but it isn’t. My ribs are in agony. The bruises are dark, and there’s a sponginess

under the skin that bothers me. But | guess it will heal.

Ma said uncontrolled aggression is never to be condoned and | couldn’t argue.

My head aches. She wasn’t telling me off, though. So how do we sort that out?

“You’ve dropped your notebook.” I shade my eyes, looking up into Ruth’s face
which is dark against the sky. Slowly she bends, retrieves book and pen, glances at the
page. ‘Remarkable.” Quietly she reads the heading. ‘Manifesto for a post-gender world.’
| take the book, lay it on my lap. | am going to publish this somewhere, find the right

website. ‘Fresh lemonade?’ she says.
‘Ice? Fresh lemons?’

She moves round so that | can see her quiet, pointed face. Who is she, really?
What’s she doing here?

‘Magic powder for the spell coming shortly, I believe.” Two tall glasses froth
with chocolate milkshake and Captain Noah appears with a small bottle, tightly corked.

He gives a conspiratorial wink and | realise that Bex is awake and smiling up at him.

‘Heigh-ho, me hearties!” he says, making-believe to scatter the spell over the
surface of all seven glasses. ‘Seven’s a magical, mystical number, my princesses.’ Susie
runs to swing on his arm, her smeared face full of glee. ‘Ma just phoned,” he adds,

changing register. ‘She’ll be back any time.’

Caroline pulls a stool to the garden table and flips the pages of the plant

catalogue.
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Bex struggles to sit up, glass in hand. ‘Noah’s one of the good guys,’ she

mutters.

My stomach contracts painfully. Lives fall apart but children play at pirates and
gardens get planted. There are more hours to survive before night and sleep.

Dominic is on police bail. I wish I could think of another name for him that
suggests what he is now. Funny how indomitable isn’t the opposite. Bex will give
evidence. I suppose Julia will be in court. They must be together in their new house, out
on the road to Windermere. They might be sitting there now, in a garden, listening to
the traffic on the A591 that leads to Borrowdale and the Bowder Stone and High Spy
and Catbells.

Ruth says she can script-write from here for a few months, apparently — though |
am not sure where ‘here’ is. She might be staying at Caroline and Jack’s for a while. So
she says. I don’t know how to feel about it. Ruth is part of my life, my memory, she’s in
our family photos. I can’t picture her in Bex’s new house. Don’t want to. | close my

eyes.

When [ stir it’s because of Ma’s voice, calling from the kitchen. The others have
gone inside, even Bex, and my body is heavy with sleep and painkillers. Words drift
like thistledown, orange frits. I am who | am. The right track, baby. Funny how the song
deserted me but now it’s back. Blackbird, fly. The sun has dropped behind the trees and
the house martins swoop in ecstatic pursuit of insects, calling with piercing sweetness.
Slowly 1 get out of the padded lounger and take small steps down the garden to the
hedge. A couple of yards away, | halt. Two yellow eyes stare at me through fringes of

green.

I say, ‘Are you coming out, then?’ and I bend down, making clicking noises
with my tongue. The ears prick up. Out he comes, slowly, slowly, on his belly, inching
forward. I put out my hand. He’s very thin and his coat needs serious grooming. We
touch, my finger, his nose, which is cold and wet. I wonder whether he’s male or female
and my heart contracts for my grey tabby in the dark earth, but here’s another stray. I sit
down unsteadily on the grass, wincing as my bottom touches down. It’s a good thing,
this time, that | have no balls. No visible balls at any rate. | would have been in far more

pain from Dominic’s elegant boot. The black cat sits up, curls his tail around his body
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and licks his chest vigorously. He is deciding whether or not to choose this as his

residence.

A little voice says, ‘Will you have the cat, Joey?’ Tess materialises next to me,

her eyes alert.
‘If he’ll come. He has to choose me.’
She leans against my shoulder. ‘How do you know it’s a boy?’

After supper, | sit cautiously on the kitchen sofa with my feet on the sill. | have
been chatting to Simon online and now I know that I am a chrysalis. I don’t think Pa or
Noah will call my new self a butterfly, though. Noah is on the late shift. He sent me a
hug (). His hug is virtual, texted. It might take half our lives for me to get the real hug
but it could happen tomorrow, too. Captain Noah is a new character in my life. In Bex’s

life, it seems.

Ma’s head appears above the back of the old brown sofa. ‘Are you OK?’ I pat
the seat beside me. ‘Just a tick.” She reappears with two mugs of tea, followed by Ruth.

| ask what has happened to the wine tonight and she gives me a headmistress
look to go with the headmistress shirt she hasn’t changed out of: green, again, with a
small stand-up collar. ‘Tell me your thoughts, Joey.’ T look beyond at Ruth, who has
perched on the arm of the sofa. The sun is shedding colour as it sinks, the high cloud
teasing out shades of pink, purple, red, orange, vermilion, in an ever-refining gradation
of substance. Parallel lines meet at infinity. The house is quiet. Pa won’t be home for

another hour, maybe more. He is still uneasy, | know.

My instinctive sense that | was assigned the wrong gender is as it is. | don’t feel
that I am male either. Being made to be either/or feels like a trap, a box. | choose the

words carefully. ‘I want to live as a man. I want to be myself as a man. For a while.’
They speak together.
Ma: ‘For a while?’
Ruth: ‘Does that mean hormones?’

Ma’s face has gone blank like someone pulling the sheet tight on the bed.
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‘I’m not changing sex.’ I try to answer both at once. ‘I’m not messing with my
brain.” Ma says she might like a whisky after all. Ruth takes her place on the sofa and
looks at me intently, tucking her white hair behind her ears. She smoothes down the

blue shirt, clicking her tongue at dirt-marks, grass stains.
‘This gender thing?’
‘We don’t know what we could be.’

Ma slides behind me so that the three of us are jammed closely together. ‘Tell

me simply what will happen.’

‘If the police arrest you they have to ask what gender you are and you choose. It

says whatever you look like, it’s your choice. I choose other.’
‘Other,’ she repeats, still blank. ‘What does other look like?’

Ruth says, ‘I’m sorry. I’'m very sorry. In the UK there isn’t ‘other’ yet. You have
to put a gender on your passport, on your driving licence.” She makes speech marks in

the air, slopping tea from her mug.

‘Ruth, what are you talking about?’ Ma’s frustrated voice vibrates against my

skull. At the moment, she touches me as much as she thinks I can bear.

Ruth says, dabbing at the arm of the sofa with the tail of her shirt, ‘I’'m not sure
but I guess Joey thinks she has characteristics of both sexes and she doesn’t want to be

tied to one gender or another yet. Is that it?’
I say, ‘I’'m not a hermaphrodite, I don’t have a dick.’
Ma pulls back. “You looked exactly like a little girl when you were born.’
‘But it doesn’t feel right.’

Patiently Ruth asks, “What does feel right?’ She looks at me over the rim of her
mug; the little red mug that we carried up Orrest Head a million years ago when she told
me how characters in her scripts all have secret lives. The thought holds me. Whatever |

do in public I’ll always have a secret life.

‘I have to live as a guy for a while. | want other people to see me as a guy, treat

me as a guy. [’ve tried it out online and that’s not enough. It has to be face to face.’
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Ma’s head snaps away but Ruth fixes me. ‘For a while. What exactly does that

mean?’

‘Like I said before. I want to go back to school next month on the boys’

register.’
‘Testosterone, surgery, all that?’
‘No, no, it doesn’t feel as final as that. That would change my brain.’

“You don’t mean you’d be a girl again, sometime later?’ | begin to visualise all
the years ahead as a great forest that | will have to hack through, cutting my way. With a
machete? | have never seen a machete for real, let alone handled one. ‘If you do,” Ruth
persists, looking as if she wished she had not thought of it, ‘it’s going to be a rare

person who wants to have a deep personal relationship with you. Sex. Think about it.’

Ma suddenly puts her hand on my shoulder. ‘Sorry, let me get this straight. You
want to go into school and tell Peter Jolly that instead of being registered as a girl you
want to be boy.’

‘No, | want to be other but they don’t have a column in the register. So I’ll have
to be boy.” Then I add, as a wild vision of incontinence pads pops up in my brain,
‘School loos will be a bit of a problem.” For a second Ma’s expression is of absolute
consternation. ‘I’ll show you online,” | say, as my skin prickles with anxiety. ‘I’ll get

my laptop —,* but she holds me down.

‘My darling, listen. This is just not possible, it won’t be possible. I mean, we’ll
support you of course.” She catches Ruth’s eye and | can see her consternation enlarge.
‘I mean, I’ll come to see Peter Jolly with you. Oh God, worse and worse.” She lifts her

hair up tight from her scalp.

I push myself off the sofa and stare up at the garden, the hedge, the dim outline
of the fell upholding the sunset. ‘There’s a whole world of people like me, Ma, even if

they’re not round here. Websites full of people who become friends online.’

‘Is one of your online friends worth a minute of Bex’s time? Would you swop

her for a laptop and an internet connection?’ Ma sounds unexpectedly sharp.
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‘It’s not my problem. It’s not going to be my problem. If people only want to be
with me if they think I’m either male or female, I don’t want them.” | feel suddenly
inspired. ‘Did you only love me when you thought you knew I was a girl?’ Ma stares up
at me, her expression unreadably confused. ‘What difference will it make to you

anyway, Ma? It won’t change your life, will it?’
Ma’s voice says ‘Well, it might. School, for instance. My school, not yours.’
‘What do you mean?’ Ruth’s turn to sound sharp.

‘Oh, you don’t know the independent sector, my friend,” says Ma, slowly getting
to her feet and brushing past Ruth towards the kitchen table. ‘I’m putting the kettle on
again to stop me drinking another whisky.” She halts at the table, even so, pulling the
bottle towards her, angling it to see how much remains. ‘You can’t imagine the social
explosion there will be once the school governors get their heads round the fact that one

of my children is changing gender or has a gender issue.’
Ruth said, ‘Really? You really think that’s likely?’

‘I’ve been thinking about it for days, ever since Joey told us,” says Ma. ‘Last
year | had a row with the governors about one of our pupils. She’s the product of incest,
we found out. For God’s sake. They were terribly sympathetic but “a child like that in a
school like ours” - oh, you can’t begin to imagine the things that were said at my last
governors’ meeting. For God’s sake.” She sounds unutterably weary. ‘The rest of the
country’s not like London, Ruth. We love it here but - anyway, some things are
commercially sensitive, that’s what they will say. They’ll say that prospective parents
will ask questions about me, what sort of parent I’ve been.” She fills the kettle and sets
it on the hob. Her life at school seems suddenly a dark struggle with forces | do not
recognise. ‘And God knows what parents will say about us on Facebook. Me. I could
have my own special Burn In Hell page. Don’t look like that, darling, I can cope.” She
wanders back to stand beside me at the window, bringing the whisky with her.

‘Darling’s a great name, isn’t it? Gender-free and saying what it means.’

I want to say that she doesn’t call Noah darling, but she does say it to Pa quite
often, so maybe it’s fine. Ruth sits at the table and traces with her little finger the lines
of one of Noah’s penknife engravings. He was fined a month’s pocket money for it. ‘I

guess almost any school will be just as twitchy,’ she says. ‘Fantastic plot line, Moll.’
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“You don’t mean you might lose your job, Ma?’

She snorts, laughs, takes a slug from the bottle. ‘Not likely. When we say equal
opportunities that’s exactly what we mean. I’m not going to be bounced into something

just because what’s happening is hard to handle. I won’t be bullied.’

The back door bangs open. ‘I’m always having to switch on the lights,” Pa bursts
out breathlessly. ‘Joey!” I jump. ‘This cat needs feeding, worming, neutering whatever.
I haven’t investigated its sex yet but let’s get on with it.” The new Marmalade is
squirming under his arm. | pull his small hot body into my neck, feel his ribs, his
palpitating heart, and find the place behind his ears that will make him purr.

Pa stands legs astride, surveying us. He still wears that wary look. ‘What’s going
on in here?’ he demands. ‘I can almost read the air, it’s so significant.” He smells

strongly of cattle.

“You’re later than I expected,” says Ma, trying to detach him from his old waxed

jacket.

“Traffic on the A66, getting back from Ennerdale.” He shakes his arms free of
the sleeves. ‘You have to come soon. It’s beyond what we hoped for. When you think, a
few years back we’d have been in there putting up walls, changing the course of the
Liza, chopping down trees, culling deer. Sorry about the smell,” for Ma is wrinkling her
nose at his sweater. ‘I got a bit close up with the Galloways.” The room feels crowded.
He might as well have brought the cattle. ‘It’s a dream - at last it’s happening - a bit of
cooperation with nature.” He kisses Ma’s left ear, turns to me and I see the kiss in his

mind. ‘Hey, it’s too balmy out there to sit in. Come on.’

We follow him into the garden and sniff at the air which freshens as it brushes
the fells. The house-martins loop the loop or cling to tiny stone ledges on the side of the
house. Swallows take up position on the telephone wires. Neighbours have lit a bonfire

and the tempting snap and crackle of burning wood punctuates our silence.

‘Our wall’s looking good,” says Pa. ‘Got a bit of a list, but that’s character. As

long as it doesn’t fall over.’

I say, ‘We’ll have to build it again if it does, better. We’ll know how to do it
better.’
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Ma says, ‘Maybe one of us could go on a course.’

I think about Jack, with his padded eye. | picture Caroline in her lavender
garden, and Bex in her tower, and | wonder what Caroline says to herself. For all those
years Bex was never safe at home. The monster could talk himself back in. Maybe
we’ve all got monsters on the doorstep, just waiting for the chance to come inside.
Maybe the monster’s already inside. The void isn’t empty at all, it’s full of nightmares

and you have to meet them.
“You’re sighing again,” says Ma.
‘I was thinking about Jack. Caroline.’
Ruth says, ‘What you’re going to do, Joey, it’s OK. Brave.’

And | say, with a flash of intuition, ‘Maybe.’
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