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For my parents, who taught me to love wild places.


Crack
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The Two Houses sit grey and brooding beneath a pale sky. They cling to the hillside, cowering from the wind, because always, before everything up here, there is the wind. In the not-quite-light of a November afternoon, this whole strange world is beaten by it; the spindly trees, the long sedge grasses, even the houses themselves seem to bend under its assault.

The Two Houses were not always two. But if it is human to build – even up here, in this blasted northern hinterland – it is human to break, too.

And he could not have known – the man whose hand carved 1712 in deep, angular strokes above the doorway – that his work would both last and not last. For it is more than three hundred years that this wind and these stones have been battering each other, more than three hundred journeys around the sun, and still his stones stand. But the middle of his great house is missing. Its central rooms have been cut out, removed, sliced clean away as if a stinking wound or canker. His one great house rent and rendered into two.

Jay walks out into the space between, into the gap between the two houses that, in 1712, were built as one. A house so haunted, the locals say, that its last owner simply took out the middle. Took out the rooms where objects hurled themselves across the carpet and dogs whimpered and even in the heat of summer – what summer there is, up on these hills – the air could on a sudden turn to clouded ice in front of you. One house made two; void and vacuum in between. Bad things happened here, they murmur; this is bad land.

Jay walks out into the space between, because it is in this space that the builders have been digging. Because wouldn’t it be perfect, they said, to have her studio here; to connect the two houses, to bring them together again? And Simon, with his architect’s brain, with his love of stone and glass and building, had eagerly put pen to paper.

Up here, high above the world, the rain is as relentless as the wind. In the silence of the fading year, Jay has been making a taxonomy of it. Thin rain, fat rain, rain that doesn’t fall but hangs around you like a shroud; rain that drives itself horizontal, pricking dull needles into the skin. Today it drips, ticklingly slow, down the back of her neck, catches dew-like in her hair and eyelashes.

You see everything and nothing from Two Houses. Everything, because they sit above the valley’s road, looking out over the sweep of empty hillside, the curved fells with their wind-whipped green and ochre grasses. Nothing, because the village is further up the dale, hidden from view, and it’s ten miles down to town the other way. They are the only souls for miles, Jay and Simon, the builder and his lad.

There are spades lying on the earth between the houses. A digger, abandoned, its claw limp against the ground. Beyond the damp, Jay can smell the wetness of newly churned soil, its rich secrets meeting air for the first time. Her knees crack as she bends down to the place on which all eyes are fixed.

‘Jay—’

It is Simon, hovering behind her somewhere. He is always so sensible, her Simon.

‘—maybe you shouldn’t …’

But it is too late. Her fingers have touched it, this strange, unearthly protrusion from the land at which they are all looking. And as they do, everything swims into crystalline focus. Every sharp intake of breath when the Two Houses are mentioned; each darkly guarded reference to the things that happened here. Suddenly, she understands.

Behind her, the builder’s lad retches. The smell of his soured breakfast carries on the bitter air, and a new silence descends as they wait, held in uneasy tableau around the unburied earth. For there is no doubting it now: this thing beneath her fingers has the irrefutable hardness of bone.


Break
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This is how it starts, on a Thursday afternoon in high spring with the frantic choking of birdsong outside the window. A crack in the firing. A line, filigree-fine. And as she turns the vessel with her hands, suddenly it is as if she herself is on the potter’s wheel, her feet unrooted from the scuffed and dusty floor, and she is turning. Turning, turning, and she is falling now into this crack, this infinitesimal maw that has opened up in front of her. Crack break rupture ruin, and in their frenzy of mating and making the birds don’t care, louder than ever in their feathered song. Jay spins faster than the world on its axis as the great cracked vessel slips and falls, its porcelain shattering in long seconds across the ground.

It happens, she tells herself that afternoon. That evening. Through the suffocating hours of that sleep-starved night. It happens it happens it happens. But when Simon finds her pacing the kitchen in the cold dawn of the third day, in those half-light hours where everything is silvered and white, her hands shaking uncontrollably, her heart a leaping dance inside her chest, she is forced to admit that the break is in her. That, somehow, it is she who has broken.

She cannot work. No difference, the calendar on the studio wall with 13 May circled in ominous loops of red marker. No difference, the telephone calls from gallery assistants, then gallery directors, asking in increasingly panicked tones about the appearance of her work. No difference, the friends who come and who she refuses to see. The telephone rings. The meals that Simon makes grow cold and congealed on her plate. Her head and heart have fallen into that porcelain void, and there is nothing – no words, no thoughts – only white and aching emptiness.

It is absolutely not about not being able to have children.

‘Is it about not being able to have children?’ Podge asks delicately, his hand on her forearm, his voice overly prepared and sickeningly sympathetic.

No it’s bloody not, she wants to scream. I am more than the sum of my parts, the fruit of my womb, the torpor of my ovaries.

‘No, Podge.’ Podge, with his shaved head and his big silver earrings, her best friend these twenty years, and yet somehow he could ask that question. ‘It’s about the work. You know me.’

Podge nods solemnly. ‘I know you. It’s always about the work.’

And yet and yet and yet, slamming her forehead into the bathroom wall just for the cold, reverberating crunch of it. This agony of not being able. She, who sailed through school, sailed through Chelsea. First to get a dealer, first to get a sale, a show, a four-figure advance. The only one of the cohort to be having a retrospective – a retrospective at forty-two, for crying out loud, that’s something to talk about. She who walked into a room, locked eyes with Simon, picked him, married him. She who has done everything she ever wanted without even having to think about it. To her, this inability is corrosive. It gnaws at her unproductive innards.

And no matter, really, the question of whether she wanted them. Whether she wanted to swell up, to be leached off, thick and blubbery as a whale. She thinks of Sally Armstrong, the weakest of the Chelsea set, fat and happy in the suburbs last she heard, oozing with milk and maternity like some great dairy cow. Jay never could stand Sally; the frilly lips of her vases, their twee glazes.

And yet, and yet (the clonk of her forehead, bruised now, against the tiles). It is novel, this not being able within her skin. She wants to rip it off, to cleanse herself of it.

She spends the summer in her bed. Friends whispering anxiously at the bedroom door, on the threshold, the cusp. As if breakdown might be contagious, as if despair might be caught.

White sheets, white walls, the black and white collie dog fluff of Bella lying in the bed next to her. Bella, growing fat now that her walks have petered out. Jay diminishing, folding in on herself while the dog fills out, tongue and tail lolling in the summer heat.

The broken vessel haunts her dreams, flits across her retinas in this strange, timeless place between wake and sleep. Things have broken before; obviously things have broken before. The magic of the kiln is quicksilver, inscrutable. But this had been so long in the planning. A vessel – not vase, not urn – half as tall as she is. Wide curved sides tapering to a small, delicate mouth. Months of experiments, trials, tests, and finally she’d worked out how to get the clay so fine it would feel like paper. So pale that coming into the workshop at dusk, it seemed for a moment as if you’d stumbled upon some smooth, fallen moon. A planet brought down to earth.

A summer in bed squeezing her eyes shut, and yet still she feels the clay’s coolness against her palms, the strong vital curve of it, waxing rich and plentiful beneath her hands. How she’d coaxed it; the hours, the weeks. For what? A crack in the firing. A hollow shell. Worthless, unfulfilled, unfilled.

She cannot explain to Simon, who sits by her side, that her mind is a dance of all these forms unformed. That the date of the retrospective approaching – being – passing – does not make her feel sad, for she does not feel anything at all.


3

‘I don’t want to be here any more,’ she whispers. Her words cut through the stale heat of the bedroom, the thick summer air through which Simon, in turn, is delicately folding a page of newspaper. It dangles, black and white and ever so slightly trembling, from his hand.

I don’t want to be here any more.

Outside, there is a team of men drilling in the street. In a garden, someone’s child is crying; next-door’s builders have their radio blasting. A bus tears along the main road and planes circle lazily overhead. It is London in August, its noise and chaos hurtling in through the open windows.

And Simon, gently replacing his page of newsprint, chooses to take ‘here’ as London. Chooses the specificity of time and place, the airless bedroom and the particularly noisy coordinates of Southwark. It is warm, his skin is sticky, and anyone would be forgiven for finding the city’s smog and rattle overwhelming. Greased by the beads of sweat that have been forming on his brow since long before dawn, Simon’s glasses insist on sliding down his nose. Pushing them back up for the umpteenth time, he refuses to entertain the possibility that ‘here’ might mean something larger.

‘I think we should get out,’ he says.

Her turquoise eyes stare up at him from the pillow into which she has sunk these last few weeks, skin and bone.

‘What?’

‘I think we should get out. Find a place outside London. Somewhere to do up. For holidays, weekends. We always said we would.’

His wife looks at him, pale and listless, her long red hair fanned out behind her. A Pre-Raphaelite portrait; Millais’s Ophelia, drowning in her bed. She is so pale now, her skin faded to milk, networks of blue veins criss-crossing her like a map. Even her hair has dimmed, as if the pigment has been leached out of her.

The woman Simon married was full of colour, bright and vivacious, a russet mane and dazzling jewel-like eyes. She was the life of the party. Always making, creating. If she wasn’t at her wheel or tending her kiln, he’d come home to find her up a ladder stringing garlands around the living room, or in the kitchen cooking an impromptu supper for fifteen of her nearest and dearest. These are not things that Simon would have done himself, but he has always enjoyed them, in his own quiet way; has always looked on admiringly from the sidelines, waiting patiently, contentedly, for the moment when the front door closes and he has her to himself again.

Simon has, on occasion, worried that he’s too sensible for Jay. He suspects that her artist friends find him rather square. Podge, the painter, whose shaved head and bulging belly share the same round form; Gavin, the stick-thin poet; Hélène, who doesn’t ever seem to do anything except travel to Nepal and Bhutan in search of inspiration. To them, architecture is about lines and measurements. They deal in the business of creativity – in the uncorking of bottles, the staying up into the small hours – while he goes to an office for early-morning meetings, wearing a tie to boot. (Not that he says it to Podge and co, but Simon actually thinks his knitted ties are pretty avant-garde.)

But Jay has never said any of this, never begrudged his early-to-bed, early-to-rise nature. She has always pored over his plans, talked through his trickiest installations, offered ideas and solutions while he stared mesmerised by the light playing over her auburn hair. When a pair of outrageously coloured jays took to pottering around their tiny London garden, pale pink and turquoise, he started calling her his Jay-bird. She laughed, strutting like a crow and feathering their nest. His Jay. His Jay-bird.

‘Space, Jay-bird,’ he says gently, over the whine of the drill and the hum of the traffic. ‘Peace and quiet.’

She pulls herself up in the bed, wrapping her arms around her knees. With her shoulders arcing forward, he can see each veterbra jutting out from her skin, the dark, newly cavernous recesses beneath her collarbones.

‘You sound like Podge,’ she murmurs. ‘I don’t want to join the rest of the circus down in bloody—’

Margate. Simon knows that’s where she’s going. Margate and Rye and, lately, Whitstable, and all the other once-abandoned seaside towns, newly taken over by the trendy London crowd, the same faces there at the weekend as you’d find in Soho or Clerkenwell during the week.

‘No, Jay-bird, not Kent. Really out somewhere. Somewhere wild and remote, where we can just be us.’

Where we can just be us and you can just be you again, he adds silently, somewhere between hope and prayer.

‘Weekends?’ she asks thoughtfully, twiddling the ends of her long hair.

Simon nods. ‘Weekends. The odd week here and there, even.’

Jay sighs.

‘I don’t know. How far could you get in a weekend anyway?’

She turns from him, back to her pillow, her horizontal world. But Simon remains undeterred. He saw the faint glimmer of interest. And he is an architect. He knows that things are only built stone by stone, brick by brick.

Later that night she comes downstairs to find him at the kitchen table, maps and train timetables spread across its surface.

‘I mean it, Jay. Let’s go.’

‘It’ll only be for weekends,’ he overhears her telling Podge the following week as she packs a bag for their northern expedition. Podge, his fellow nursemaid and gatekeeper during this – Simon doesn’t know what to call it. The doctor said ‘breakdown’, but he was sat behind a shiny mahogany desk in the padded comfort of his private practice, and Simon found his terminology trite, his consultation scant for the fees demanded.

Podge’s nasal voice rings out, high and incredulous. ‘Weekends?’

For all the uneasy truce of their relationship – Podge’s perpetual need to assert that he was Jay’s best friend long before Simon came along – Simon has to admit that he has been a brick these last few months, staunch and stalwart.

‘Long weekends,’ Jay counters. ‘Simon can work from home, sometimes.’

‘And what about you? What are you going to do in the country?’

There is something vulgar about the way he says it, as if the dirt and manure it conjures have somehow landed on Podge’s tongue.

‘I’ll work. It’ll be peace, quiet—’

Podge mutters something that Simon cannot hear. Packing up his work for the night, he wonders what Podge makes of Jay’s newfound lack of work. Jay, who has always been working, always busy with her fingers – until now. To Simon, it seems somehow just as improbable that she would start again as that she had stopped in the first place. The low utterances continue in the bedroom until Podge exclaims dramatically: ‘I don’t know why you don’t just come to Margate with the rest of us!’

And Simon, victorious, smiles.
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