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To the real Cassandra White


        Come to the edge, he said.

        They said, We are afraid.

        Come to the edge, he said.

        They came. He pushed them.

        They flew.

        Written in the spirit of Guillaume
Apollinaire by Christopher Logue
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One moment Cassandra White was telling me I was a useless fool and that I couldn’t milk a goat to save my life; the next she was firing shots in the air and saying we had to burn down Beckfoot Cottage.

It’s strange how events got out of hand. Certainly Cassandra got out of hand, and that morning we were running up the hill away from the farm, and the wind was wailing and the birds were screeching in the hedges.

The whole place was trembling in the storm, and Cassandra was saying, ‘Don’t panic, I’m going to fucking blast them to smithereens if they come anywhere near us,’ and waving a gun in the air, as if that would help anyone.

‘I think you should throw that in the bushes,’ I was saying because I was always more of a coward than her.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, how will I get rid of the bastards without a gun?’ she replied, and I suppose I did wonder then how it came to this, how a nice girl from the suburbs like me who never bothered anyone in her life ended up scrambling up a hillside in a howling gale with a gun-toting maniac.

‘But they’ll shoot at us.’

‘So what?’

‘Well, so we might die.’ We were shouting at each other because the wind was so high-pitched and raving, and all the trees were bending around us.

‘Death is not important. You have to think of the bigger picture,’ she said. ‘Have you still not learned anything at all?’

Really that was unfair, I’d learned a lot. I’d learned how to milk a goat, and how to deal with the physical and spiritual implications of a thunderbox, and how to cultivate a line of marrows. I’d learned that all things being equal then it was best to do whatever Cassandra told me.

Except now I was beginning to wonder if that was really the right policy decision after all and if it wasn’t time to reassess the situation.

We were halfway up the hill now, passing the yew trees, and then we vaulted over a stile and I could hear the sheep rustling in the bracken as I landed. The stream was gushing down the hillside. Then Cassandra turned and said – in a tone of childish glee, as if it was Christmas and she had just seen her teetering stack of presents – ‘Just look at the valley!’ and I turned and saw the valley was burning.

The houses were on fire.

Flames rising, and billowing clouds of smoke merging with the storm sky above.

The mountains obscured by smoke and cloud.

Like beacons, the burning houses were like beacons in the valley below.

‘Good, they’ve set up a roadblock over by the turning to Birker Fell,’ said Cassandra – pointing down at a line of lights and the distant sound of horns. Police lights flashing in the misty valley, and sometimes a quick burst of a siren, as if to tell everyone to calm down and stop setting things on fire. It didn’t look as if that tactic was really working for them.

Cassandra was staring down at the scene with her eyes reflecting the engulfing pyres beneath. She had her gun clasped tightly to her bosom, nursing it to her, and I thought it was ironic that her husband got blown to pieces in a desert and now she was going to get herself blasted across the fells he called home.

‘They’re actually doing it,’ she said. ‘They’re finally taking it back.’

‘They’re not taking it back, they’re burning it down,’ I said.

‘The stone walls will survive. The buildings will endure, the integral buildings. It’ll just be all the interior crap which will get burned.’

And it was certainly getting burned, burned in a giant bonfire, a fireworks display of pure rage.

From this rock you have a grand view of the valley, from the high arch of mountains to the west and along the winding, snaking riverbed towards the Hardknott and Wrynose passes. Beyond that – Coniston, the Langdale Valley, the real idyllic tourist trail. For a moment I forgot about Cassandra’s whole ‘The land is ours’ thing and perceived the clear fact that if we didn’t get killed we were definitely going to jail. For a moment I felt sick and as if I might faint, but then I heard a dense pile of timber crashing to the ground, some luxury extension collapsing under the heat, and that focused my mind a little. I thought of all those fine furnishings blistered and pocked with flame. I thought of what the valley would look like when the fires died down. Scorched earth. And all those shattered husks of buildings. Piles of ash.

Like the aftermath of a war.

‘We have to get to Beckfoot,’ said Cassandra, and she turned and started running up the path again, a lanky figure, flame-hair flowing behind her, like a fire spirit, and the valley all liquid with fire beneath her.

I was about to follow her, but I stopped to take another look. And I was gazing down at the flames jagged against the ancient rocks and the thick black clouds and I suddenly thought but how had this happened? Whose idea was it to torch everything if the scheme failed? Who stored the canisters of petrol in the houses? Who handed out the matches?

I remembered Cassandra standing in the garden earlier firing three shots in the air, and I wondered who told them that three shots fired from White Farm would mean Armageddon! BURN EVERYTHING!

Above there was the insect whirr of a helicopter, some police outfit coming in to land.

And now I was hesitating; I was there on the rock not knowing where to turn.
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Until I went to live with Cassandra White I’d never lived in the country before. I lived in the suburbs of a provincial town, and I liked it there. Suburbia was my chosen idyll, and I was a devout worshipper of my personal pile of bricks, bricks my husband and I were paying off one by one, until the glorious day we would own them all. And we were blessed and as well as the gleaming bricks we aspired to own we had our polished cars in their garage shrine and our recently reslabbed stone drive to rumble the wheels on …

And our happy humming fridge

And our flat-pack totems

And our garden with one water feature spewing water from a hole in a triangle, the triangle representing the all-encompassing OM or perhaps the sea of time, or the interconnectedness of all things, and another water feature casting a constant trickle of water over a soothing basket of pebbles. That we shall know the name of eternity …

Our CDs and DVDs mounted on the wall

The background whirr of electronics

The halogen bulbs in the kitchen ceiling, each light picking out its own particular spot of mock marble finish

And one day if we were really virtuous and if the Lord poured blessings on our head we hoped we might have … oh, how we hoped and how we feared we were not worthy … underfloor heating … AAAAAA-MEN.

And lo, we had decided to bring a child into this mini-paradise, but the Lord had not so far favoured my womb, and so my life was rich in ovulation sticks and the smell of piss drying on plastic and a calendar with KEY DATES shaded in red and POSSIBLY KEY DATES in green and the rest of the calendar barren and uninteresting, nothing days which I must live through to arrive at my next KEY DATES. And on these rouged-in days I would persuade my husband into mechanical sex, procreative sex, arranging ourselves into the advised positions and twining our limbs together not for pleasure but simply to bang out a child.

Bang bang bang, there was my husband hammering away, trying to forge flesh from my womb and there was the clock ticking above my head, telling me that I was no longer young, better hurry better hurry, and there was my heart pounding in the small hours when I lay awake thinking that I would never have a child.

Ticktocktick, January and the rain falls heavily on the vintage-look windows of our bedroom and wakes me in the small hours.

March and I walk in the garden and sit by the water features and think OM OM OM.

June and I buy a luxury juicer so I will be enriched in fertility.

August and I stand in the bathroom looking at my ovulation sticks lined up for that month, ready to receive the anointing fountain of piss.

October and I turn circles round the garden thinking OM let me conceive OM OM.

December and the year ends and we all begin again …

Bang Bang Bang

Ticktocktick …

All that was dull and life-stripping enough, but I might have carried on with it for years had my husband not pulled the plug. Surely I would have meandered along, in that twilight suburban half-life, but my husband rudely fired off the emergency flares, tugged on his parachute and pressed EJECT.

He did it all one ordinary inoffensive morning in our house when I was waking to the sound of the Todayprogramme, and the light was streaming round the edges of my immaculate white Roman blinds onto the glittering shape of the mirror. And my husband was handing me a cup of coffee, which he never did.

‘What’s this for?’ I said, half-asleep.

‘I want to tell you something,’ he said. My husband was – still is, no doubt – a chinless man. Handsome in a cherubic way, but certainly lacking a chin. Not that I’m anything wondrous to behold either, but now it was me looking up at my husband – his broad face, full cheeks, the hairs in his nostrils and his furry ears and he said, ‘You won’t like it.’

It’s true I didn’t like it, though there was something inevitable about the image he advanced – a tall vivacious girl called Lydie, barely twenty-five and glinting with the hard perfection of youth, glinting her perfect pearly teeth at him, and saying, ‘Come hither and come hither’ – I only imagine this, never having witnessed it, perhaps I’m traducing the sensual splendour of their union, rendering it in trite phrases and warping everything through the lens of my fury, and it must have been splendid enough because my husband was telling me that he wanted to leave.

‘That’s a surprise,’ I said.

‘I don’t know what to say,’ he said.

‘Is she pregnant?’

‘No.’

He was irreproachable in all things, offering me money and other consolations, the iPod, the Mac, the flat-screen TV, all of them to immure me to lonely despair, he clearly thought, and his virtuous pose only slipped once when he said, tactlessly but admittedly with the facts on his side: ‘Also, let’s face it, I want a child, and I think you and I know things have stalled on that front.’ My husband, a kind man, regretted what he said but said it all the same …

OM SHANTI SHANTI SHANTI I shout as I stand in the garden kicking in the water features, with my feet wet and my face wet with self-pitying tears and OM Bastard OM I shout as I smash the consoling basket of pebbles and snap the little valve and the water stops. The water dries up and then ceases forever. And I am left with nothing but the unpalatable truth.

Truth … unheralded visitor to our suburban bang-house smashed the doors open and thrust me into the cold light of day, carrying a backpack and a suitcase with my ego all ripped and torn.

Truth thrust me up the M6 and to this wind-lashed house in the middle of nowhere, with the pipes jangling in the night and the smell of mould and decay thick in the air.

Truth and to be more precise an advert I read one day, an advert which stuck in my head until my husband made his great announcement.

Wanted, companion in rural life. Can be male or female preferably not completely young, but not entirely decrepit either. Widow living alone on farm, needs help with sprawling property and various plans for improvement. Ample room for lodging. No stipend but no expenses – food included, bills paid. Idyllic setting, but hard work required. Apply to Cassandra White …

So I applied to Cassandra White.
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