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        What is straight? A line can be straight,

        or a street, but the human heart, oh, no,

        it’s curved like a road through mountains.

        
          Tennessee Williams
        

      

      
        My story has a moral – 

        I have a missing friend –

        
          Emily Dickinson
        

      

      
        Exegi this, exegi that. Let’s say

        I am in love, crushed under the weight

        of it or elated under the hush of it.

        Let’s not just say. I actually am.

        Hordes, posterities, judges vainly cram

        the space my love and I left yesterday.

        
          Edwin Morgan
        

      

      
        Budding trees, autumn leaves,

        a snowflake or two –

        all kinds of everything

        remind me of you.

        
          Dana
        

      

      
        All archetypes are spurious,

        but some are more spurious than others.

        
          Angela Carter
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      AMY is standing at the edge of the platform and looking down at the rails. They are clean and silver; it must be the wheels of the passing fast trains that keep them gleaming like that. Dull wood sleepers are spaced between the rails like the rungs of a ladder. Above her head sparrows are fighting in the rafters of the station roof. Woodsmoke is in the air, or someone is burning leaves somewhere.

      This is the best kind of town. Trains don’t always stop here. A train can run straight through and straight past without even slowing up, so fast that the voice on the speakers has to warn people to keep well clear of the edge or they’d be pulled into the wake.

      She turns her head one way along the platform and watches how the distance extends like it’s going into the sky. She turns the other way and the distance stretches in the opposite direction, it makes a straight line of light and space that slices through the built up edges of the town. She imagines the tunnel of space running clear past the flats and houses and the new office buildings all made out of window, through the derelict industrial estate with its smell of burning tyres and out into shabby open country.

      She is standing at the edge with her feet as much over it as possible. She rocks on her heels, testing herself. But people are looking at her now, and just in case someone recognises her, for Kate’s sake, she pretends to be looking over the edge for something she has dropped or lost. No, can’t see it. Is that it? No, oh well, it’s gone. She steps back, resigned, and leaves the station beneath the old Victorian clock that hangs above the automatic doors to the entrance hall. Look at the time. She mustn’t be late for Kate. This has got to stop.

       

      Amy Shone. A surname like that will haunt your life. Everything becomes something you did better then, before, in the shining days. But not if you don’t let it.

      Amy Shone and Kate Shone. When Amy has to sign things it looks like she’s written Amy Shore. These are the only words that Kate has ever seen Amy write, and she thinks it’s very funny now that they live right next to the sea. Kate likes being called Shone. Kate Shone, Kathleen Shone, Kate Shone, she repeats. (More like Kathleen the Hooligan, Amy says, jabbing her in the ribs with the packet of cotton buds, drying her after her shower.) Kate Shone is like the words from a story, Kate tells her. It’s like there’s a moment in a story, she says, where I come into a room full of people and the person who’s telling the story has to say these words because they can’t think of anything that could say it better.

      Because he or she can’t, not they, Amy corrects her, combing out her wet hair. Not that it really matters, she adds. It doesn’t matter at all, not really.

      All the people looked round, Kate says, as the door opened. Kate Shone. She shone for the whole night. The light that came out of her was so bright that you could see by it, it lit up the palace so that people who lived miles away wondered what it was, and birds that were asleep in their nests miles away woke up and thought it was daytime and began to sing. She shone because she was in a very beautiful ballgown, the most beautiful in the whole ballroom.

      At the moment Kate is obsessed with ballrooms and ballgowns. Last week she saw Disney’s Cinderella at a friend’s house, and now when Amy looks out of the caravan window and sees Kate playing by herself in and out of the dunes, she can guess that one of the games is Cinderella and that Kate is surrounded by benevolent animals who are making her a beautiful dress from bits and pieces they’ve found on the beach.

       

      Kate’s latest joke is: Why was Cinderella thrown out of the football team? Because she ran away from the ball. She heard it at school. She likes this school much better than the one she went to last, when they lived in the basement of the hotel Amy was working in and the damp made ferny shapes on the wall above the bed. The others in her class have begun to forget to taunt her about her accent and about living in a caravan and not a real house; a couple of them have even started to come round and make muffled knocking noises on the bottom half of the door for Kate to come out to play. Kate adapts well. Kate has taken very well to this subject. Kate has improved significantly. Kate is a very promising child. They have lived here long enough for consecutive school reports, pieces of paper Amy folds up and stores in the cupboard after Kate has read them out to her. More, Kate’s voice is already becoming markedly rounded, purer about the vowels, more Scottish-sounding. A couple of weeks ago she dragged Amy to the main post office to show her one of the postcards, a postcard of the play-park near the beach, and although you can’t really see who it is because it’s too far away, it does look a little like them, like Amy (dark hair) pushing Kate (light hair) on one of the swings. They bought a copy of the card and stuck it with sellotape to the wardrobe door in the caravan bedroom.

      Amy calls the caravan the stroke of luck. When they arrived here they did what they usually did in a new place, checked out the caravan site, always good for borrowing useful things from: rope, or water in plastic containers, or clothes off makeshift lines. They passed the site office just at the moment that Angus was pinning up the notice. Kate spelled it out so Amy could work out what it said. Assistant Wanted. Amy asked Kate if she liked it here. Then she sent her over the road to the beach and stood for a moment. She crossed behind the office and looked all round her. She carefully worked with her fingers at the washer on one of the outside taps until cold water welled below the spout and ran down into the drain. She put her head through the open hatch at the front of the office. The man who’d been sitting at his desk, Angus, stood up startled, pushed his chair back; it nearly fell over. Excuse me, she said. One of your taps is leaking a little over there. If you happen to have a spanner I’m sure I can fix it for you.

      The good thing about the job was somewhere free to live, the stroke of luck, even through the winter when the site’s closed, when Amy still has to keep an eye on the site and the other old static vans for weather damage or vandalism, and reply to messages on the office answerphone from people making bookings for next season; Angus takes care of any letters. It is the easiest work Amy has had for years, and comes complete with two big furnished rooms, a bedroom and a kitchen/dining-room/lounge. There is electricity and gas, though they have to have baths and showers in the toilet block opposite. In the summer it’s hard to get a shower or a washing machine when you want one. Winter last year was cold, but it warms up quickly in there with the calor gas heaters. Kate likes the heaters, they smell warm and orange. On Christmas day last year they were the only people on their beach all afternoon and until it got too dark to see they drew pictures in the sand with driftwood all the way from the pier to the rocks, and when it got dark they walked the whole length of the sand singing all the Christmas carols they could remember. When they couldn’t remember the words Amy made them up. We three kings of Orient are. We’re too fat to get in a car. All day long we try and try. But never do we get in, o-oh. Cars so thin, so thin, so thin. They’re so thin we can’t get in.

       

      Kate comes in out of the wind, bringing a cold blast of air with her. She trails sand across the shards of carpet from the door to the breakfast bar. Amy suggests she go and shake herself outside. Even after this her clothes and her hair parting are still flecked with sand. Tiny glitters of it are stuck to her face.

      Amy is frying bacon and boiling potatoes and green beans.

      Yuch, Kate says.

      You’ll eat it, Kate. It’s all I could get, Amy says.

      Kate throws herself on to the couch, dislodging a lump of driftwood, and languidly draws fresh faces on top of the old faces in the condensation.

      Amy, she says. What’s our postcode?

      I don’t know, Amy says. You’ll have to ask Angus.

      We were just playing Ancient Burials, Kate says.

      I don’t think I know that one. You and who? Amy says.

      Roddy and Catriona, Kate says. She hooks her heel on the old book propping the table steady under its wonky leg. The book has a long word in gold on the back. Her A Clit Us. It looks like too nice and old a book to be putting your feet on.

      You know Miss Rose? Kate says. You know how we’re getting Skara Brae at school?

      The bacon spits. Getting what? Amy says.

      It’s this place in Orkney where all the sand was blown away in a storm, and you know what, the archaeologists found this thing, they found a whole ancient village that had just been lying there under it.

      Kate breathes the word archaeologists to herself, checking she has said it properly, before she goes on.

      You know how we’re doing our project about what it must have been like to be alive then?

      A place in Orkney, yes, I think I knew about it once, Amy says.

      Well anyway, Kate says at the window where she’s been drawing swoopy lines, birds above the faces. With Ancient Burials what you do is. You lie down on the sand and you have to keep yourself really really flat, as flat as if there’s like a ton of sand on top of you and you can’t move. And then, you’re lying there and this storm comes and blows all the sand off you and you wake up on the beach where you fell asleep and you get up and you’re in a new place that you’ve never even seen before even though it’s the same place you went to sleep in and you’ve been there all along. And then you explore the place. Amy?

      The fact that Kate calls Amy by her first name when she’s talking to her in the street or in the shops, or talking about her in the school playground, is one of the reasons some people round here aren’t too keen on their children having anything to do with Kate Shone, who even though she doesn’t sound like a tink is after all living no better than them.

      For instance, did you know that four hundred different kinds of insects or living creatures can be supported by living on just the one tree? Kate says, and she says the word supported as if it’s a very important word, one she’s just learned. And did you know that just the one tree can make enough air for, I think it’s ten people, but for a whole year? she says. And Amy?

      Yes, what? Amy says.

      Kate has been thinking about asking this question all afternoon. Can we get a cat? she says.

      Not yet, Amy says.

      Kate knows what this means. She pushes her green beans round her plate with her fork. It isn’t fair. She likes it here.

      What do you want to do after supper? Amy asks her. Do you want to go for a walk?

      I hate going for walks in the dark, Kate says, sullen. I’m going to Angela’s to watch Byker Grove. Everyone has a tv. Angela even has a tv in her own room.

      The smell of autumn is in Kate’s hair. Up here you can actually smell the changes in the seasons. Amy can’t really remember being able to do that before.

       

      There was one time when, it must be about three years ago now, round about this time of year, she left her standing in the street outside one of the big department stores, British Home Stores, by the Christmas display in the window, was it in Birmingham? she’s not sure. When she came back four hours later, just to see, just in case, all the shopping crowds had gone and Kate was still there curled in her fleecy anorak on the ground in the doorway of the shut shop.

      The sea moves black and huge, coiling its froth in and away at her feet. She can see small lights far out in the dark. She found Kate still in the doorway, a small pile of coinage at her feet. Smiling, sleepy with the cold, opening her cold hand above the silver and the coppers, I told them I wasn’t wanting any money, she said. I told them we’ve enough money.

      That was the last time she left her anywhere. The first time, when Kate was very small, when she still cried maddeningly and couldn’t speak, once when she was asleep, she’d put her down and left her on the grass opposite a police station under a tree by a litter bin, and she’d sat on one of the benches to watch. A woman stopped. She looked like she would do. She poked at Kate with her foot. Before the woman had even pushed the door of the police station open they were gone. They were gone before the woman was even halfway across the road.

      The sea, like it is tonight, thick and dark and salt, rolling the rubbish and the shingle into smoothed layers. The hard edges of the rock dig through her clothes into her skin. Amy can feel the scratches on the rock beneath her fingers, an illegible graffiti.

      She has caught herself doing the aimless things again. The very top of the multi-storey car park, out of breath from the concrete stairs, four floors up where the stairs come to an end in open air. Look down and the air rushes to your head. The small spread of town beyond you, the mountains to the north. Sitting on a hump of hard earth in the gorse and the tall yellow grass, in the rubble and refuse of an abandoned building site behind a row of houses and some shops, boarded up, paint-sprayed. Three small girls watching from a safe distance. One of them swiping at the grass with a stick calling, you all right lady? You lie down on your back in the grass. Gorse above you against the grey sky. Concentrate on it.

      Outside the shopping centre, watching the time change from second to second and the temperature stay the same, 8C, on the digital display in the building society window. Letting your head fall backwards on to the back of the seat, cold metal at your neck, people looking at you as they go past. Standing at the station looking over the platform at the rails. All the people there because they’re meeting someone or going somewhere, their tickets in their hands, in their pockets, in their bags. You have no ticket. That’s your secret.

      She thinks of the three girls staring at her, the tall one mouthing to her friends words that look like mad and fuck. She thinks of the roof of the deserted car park. She could always go further north. The peaks of those mountains are already sheathed in snow.

      Or under water. She could walk straight into the sea and feel the ground gladly shift beneath her, the cold wrap her round till she can’t feel it then the surface close over her as if nothing has happened.

      Nobody would come and find you there.

      Then she laughs, and hears her own laugh against the noise of the sea. Kate coming banging in through the door saying, it’s so windy, it’s windier than anything; pointing out of the window at the trees between the site and the main road and saying, look at them, see, every time they shake those leaves the wind comes again. If those trees would just stop shaking their branches like that. Then the wind would stop blowing so hard. Kate watching a mist falling over the hills when they first arrived here, and running to tell her, it’s history, to come and see history.

       

      Always something there to remind me

      always something there to remind me

      I was born

      to love you

      and I will ne

      ver be free

      you’ll always be apart of me

      The words go round and round with the same cracks of space between them. The lines tack themselves round like crockery being smashed. Amy is exasperated, then helplessly amused. The vulgarity of it. The needle stuck in her head.

      Kate is excited about something, has run off in front as they go back to the site from Angela’s house. Angela McEchnie is the rather bland-faced child from her class to whom Kate seems to have taken a liking. This, Amy reckons, may well have something to do with the fact that they have satellite tv in Angela’s house. She is having to get used to lengthening periods without Kate in the evenings.

      Angela McEchnie’s mother isn’t at all sure about Kate Shone. She’s not sure that she likes her coming round all the time, this is what she tells her husband after the Shones leave. They live on a caravan site. There’s no father anywhere in the equation. They’re so English-sounding. Though to be fair they’re not English like the troupe with the goats that moved into the Patersons’ farm are English, and do the juggling and the massage and talk to their vegetables.

      And there’s Angela now, asking all sorts of questions that obviously come from being with the Shone girl. Like why do they go to church on Sundays, what good does it do. And why do people live in houses when they could live in a caravan and go wherever they want to. They’ve got tickets for the circus that’s coming to town next week. Mrs McEchnie used to love the circus when she was Angela’s age. She used to beg her brothers to take her. The lions and seals and everything. Now Angela says she doesn’t want to go because guess who’s told her that circuses are a shame for the animals.

      They pick up the most amazing things from one another, don’t they? is what she said when Amy came to the door to collect Kate.

      Amy offered Mrs McEchnie an open smile.

      I mean, the other day, Angela’s mother went on. The other day Angela told me that Kate told her that there were two kinds of shopping centre. There was one kind that was the ordinary kind, with the shops and the plants and the escalators, and there was a special kind that was half shops, half horses.

      Amy looked confused. Then she laughed. Oh, I get it, she said. Shopping centaur. I get it.

      Oh, ha ha, of course, Mrs McEchnie said blankly.

      Kate and Angela were sitting watching Angela’s father splayed out in his armchair flicking channels. A sixties music programme stayed on the screen for slightly longer than the other channels; he was looking for his cigarettes down the sides of the chair. Kate and Angela laughed at the singer’s hair being so high on her head. They mimicked the way she threw her arms out dramatically with each change of phrasing in the song. Soon both of them were helpless with laughter on the floor.

      You might laugh now, you two, Angela’s mother said, but it used to be the height of fashion to have your hair like that. You’ll probably both be the same when you get a bit older.

      I won’t, Kate said.

      Me neither, Angela said.

      Now I used to love to get my hair up like that when I was a girl, Angela’s mother said. Probably your mother did too, Kate.

      No way, Kate said.

      Mrs McEchnie looked over at her husband. Then she looked at Amy. That one gets more like her mother every day, she said out loud with a smile.

      Yes, Amy said, yes, she does. She does, she thought. It still took her unawares, was always a surprise. She fixed her eyes on the television screen; Sandie Shaw was walking barefoot down a platform above the heads of the swaying teenagers. She stopped at the edge, was about to begin a song.

      No, you’re probably too young for this, Mrs Shone, Angela’s mother said pleasantly. You were probably all green hair and safety pins, eh, whatever the fashion was.

      Amy smiled politely, made a polite noise. Come on Kate, she said, pulling her by the collar of her jumper. Where’s your coat?

      She didn’t bring one. I said when she came, didn’t I Kate, it’s an awful cold night to be out without a coat, Mrs McEchnie said.

      I’m not cold. I don’t need a coat, Kate said.

      Thank you for putting up with her, Amy said, she’s a rogue.

      Well at least she picks the child up, Angela’s mother says to her sleeping husband after they leave. At least the girl doesn’t have to walk home along that sea road by herself in the dark, I’ll give her that. Eh Stuart. Eh.

       

      Snow is a good idea. Snow will cover everything, that’s its grace. Lie quietly everywhere, quieten everything, cool everything to a standstill, blow into the barky crevices of trees, fill the spaces between the light low blades of the grasses, bend and hold them down, settle without question over anything cold enough left in the open. Good dry snow will fall without sound and leave everything white. Up here it can cling for days to the sides of houses and along the tops of walls and fences, depending on the direction of the wind.

      It’s not cold enough for snow yet. Amy switches the light off, moves to the window. The moon is up. On nights like this one you can see the surface of the ocean light up and pulse beyond the car park and the dunes.

      Two beads of condensation slide slowly down the inside of the glass; before they reach the sill she stops one with her finger so the other runs into it. She sits back on the couch and dries her wet finger off on the travel rug, cheap tartan, garish blue intersecting over red and yellow and white and black like the map of a nightmare city. There are small lines of sand in the rucks of the rug like beaches or saharas on the map.

      It is very late, far too late for Kate to be awake. Amy gets up when she hears, waits by the bedroom door, peeks through the narrow gap where the door and the doorframe don’t quite meet. The bedroom is dark, lit for only a moment by the lights of a car reversing out of the car park, the place people from the town tend to come to steam the windows of their cars up with love.

      In the swerve of the moment the light crosses Kate, lying on her back with her arms above the covers and her hands in the air. She seems to be playing a counting game. She counts on her fingers as she recites something in a low murmur. Amy can’t quite make out what it is she’s saying. It sounds rhythmic, like times tables or a poem.

      She leans on the door, careful, silent, pushes into the room. Kate is saying the names of streets and towns and cities. One after the other she is listing the places where they have lived. When she gets to where they live now she goes back to the beginning and goes through the list all over again.

      Kathleen Shone, you should be asleep, Amy says gently. She sits on the bed. Kate pushes her head into her lap. What story would you like tonight? Amy says, settling the covers round them.

      The one about the girl who escapes from the inside of the hill, you know the one I mean, Kate says sleepily into Amy’s cardigan.

      All right, Amy says. That one goes like this. There was once a girl who went for a walk round the other side of the hill, where she thought the brambles would be sweeter and the world would be full of wonders different from the ones on the side of the hill where she lived. But she walked and she walked, and she couldn’t tell where her side of the hill finished and the other side of the hill began. She sat on a stone to rest and to wipe her forehead with her handkerchief, and to eat the sandwiches she’d brought. And the hill opened beneath her, the grass and the soil split open and swallowed her up, and closed above her, and when she opened her eyes she found she was trapped in a dim damp chamber deep inside the hill, and the walls of it were made of stone and earth and rock so thick that she couldn’t hear a bird or a footstep or anything, she couldn’t hear a sound.

      Amy doesn’t need to look down to know that Kate, warm in her arms, is asleep.

      White all the way from this coast to the other, from east to west, and all the way north and all the way south. White all the way to where the page ends. Down at the edge of the paper, at the corner of the page, scrawled in all the colours in rough crayoned lines, a flat square house with four windows and a chimney. Smoke rising from the chimney in a spiral of orange. Flowers in the garden that are nearly the same height as the house. A garden path, a fence, a gate. Green for grass. A red front door, a black cat. Above the house, in thick yellow shining wax, smiling, the sun.
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‘I love her prose . . . clear and lucid and at the same time
full of little quirks and subtleties’





